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Abstract
Rudnick, Justin J., Ph.D., August 2016, Communication Studies

Performing, Sensing, Being: Queer Identity in Everyday Life

Director of Dissertation: Devika Chawla

Drawing from performance, affect, and queer theories, I explore how queer
identity is storied, performed, and sensed in everyday life. I access performance and
sensory ethnographic practices to examine how queer persons “do” their identities on a
daily basis. I draw from data collected through ethnographic participation in a queer-
friendly district of Columbus, Ohio in addition to in-depth interviews with fourteen self-
identified queer persons I met through my fieldwork. My approach privileges
observations and reflections of mundane moments of everyday life to position queer
identity as a routine, repetitive, habitual, and otherwise performative practice. I question
the emphasis on verbal disclosures of queer identity in both academic literature and lived
experience by positing a distinction between “coming out” and “being out.” Working
from this distinction, I investigate the purpose of queer identity stories, how queer
identity is embodied, the affect generated by queer identity, and the way a cohesive queer

community is challenged by differences in identity performances.
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Chapter 1: Welcome to the Gayborhood

My first visit to the LGBT Community Center in Columbus, Ohio was a
momentous occasion. I remember maneuvering my car through the busy streets of the
Short North—Columbus’s Arts District—with mounting trepidation. Parking in the Short
North typically is atrocious, and May 23™ was no exception. What little parking that
existed along the busy streets was already occupied by the time I arrived shortly before
eleven in the morning. After circling around the block where the Community Center sat
waiting for me, I resigned to circulating a wider radius. I secured a place for my car about
a half-mile away from the center, down a winding, one-way street lined with posh urban
townhouses surrounded with wrought-iron fences and sculpted topiaries. A rainbow flag
hanging from a balcony swayed lazily in the late spring air. As I walked up the sidewalk
to the busy street that ran through the heart of “gay Columbus,” I imagined living in a
neighborhood like this one.

My imagination was interrupted when I arrived at the busy intersection where my
path veered to the left. I crossed the street and continued to walk the few blocks to the
center. I noted shops and restaurants that would soon become regular dwelling places for
me: Endeavor, the hipster-queer coffee shop in an old firehouse, its large door rolled up
to invite the mild weather inside; Merger, the quintessential gay café and bar, with
electronic dance music reverberating from its large patio; Yummy Boi diner with its
cheap burgers and 70s-style restaurant décor. And there, at the end of my path, the LGBT
Community Center, an unassuming two-story building on the corner of a city block. I

paused outside the doors to the Center to look at the printed signs advertising the



different programs offered throughout the week. Yoga, coming-out groups, acupuncture,
Alcoholics Anonymous, older lesbians organized for change, cancer support groups,
LGBT Trailblazers—the list of activities was almost overwhelming. I took a deep breath,
steeled my nerves, and pushed open the doors to enter.

The lobby of the center was largely vacant except for two fold-up tables in the
very middle of the room surrounded by stackable chairs painted in 80s-style shades of
teal, purple, and pink. Seated around the table were three persons. The first person I
noticed was white and androgynous, and appeared to be around my age. The second was
a white woman who I guessed was in her 50s, with long curly grey hair and thick glasses.
The third seemed like a Latino man I thought might also be in his 50s. I took a hesitant
step forward before the younger person greeted me with a “hello.” I flashed a smile and
asked, “is this the social group meeting?” “Sure is, baby,” the older man replied. “Come
on in!” I crossed the room and took a seat at one of the tables so I could face my three
companions, my back to the entrance. The older man facilitated our introductions once I
was seated. “What’s your name, sweetie?” he asked. I replied, and in turn they each
introduced themselves to me: Lex, Shari, and Gabby. Gabby slid a piece of paper and a
pencil across the table to me, explaining: “We keep attendance so the center knows that
people still want to come to the program. You can put down as much or as little
information as you want.” I glanced at the attendance sheet and saw columns for names,
email addresses, phone numbers, sexes, and sexual orientations. I noticed there were no
straight people signed in. My heart fluttered as I listed my own identifiers. I slid the paper

back to Gabby as Lex cracked a smile and said “Welcome to the gayborhood!”



Welcome, indeed. Welcome to Columbus, Ohio, the fifteenth largest city in the
country with a population of over 800,000 persons.! Welcome to one of the fifteen cities
in the U.S. with the highest population of LGBTQ persons—4.3%, according to some
sources.> Welcome to the Short North, Columbus’s Arts District, located right next to the
downtown area and hub for the city’s “bustling gay scene.”® Welcome to my field, my
home-away-from-home. Perhaps you have never been; this opening vignette might well
be your first trip to the Short North, much like it was mine—in a way. Columbus is a
short 70-mile drive from Athens, Ohio, the quaint Appalachian town where I have lived
for the past four years. Despite my relatively close proximity, the queer side of Columbus
escaped my attention for most of my time in Ohio. As fate would have it, I began to go
“home” to the Short North only months before I began going there to “work.” It is
difficult to recall the feelings of that first visit—the apprehension, the uncertainty—
though I am sure they were there. Over time, they were replaced with different feelings,
more calm and sure. This is quite fitting, I think, when you consider the goals of my
project: it only makes sense that, in a study of queer identity, you would go straight (no
pun intended) to the source.

But my arrival in the Short North for fieldwork was the result of a long process of
living and thinking. Tracing the trajectory of a research project of this magnitude is
challenging, particularly when its inspiration was years in the making. This chapter is an
introduction in four parts. I begin by reflecting on various experiences that inspired my

early thinking about the performance of queer identity. Then, I situate the project within



the socio-cultural context of current events that occurred around the time I began
proposing my research. Next, I review the relevant literatures that provided a scaffold for
this project. Finally, I arrive at the formal research questions that guided the project. In
this chapter I unite the various intellectual musings that led to my arrival at the topic of
this dissertation: the performance of queer identity in everyday life.
Experiences and Inspirations

I “officially” came out of the closet at the age of twenty-two, after an unexpected
and emotional conversation with my mother. I had just finished my fourth year of
undergraduate education, and was gearing up for my fifth and final year the coming fall.
Many chapters of my life ended after that conversation: my stint as a chemistry major,
my relationship with my girlfriend, my competition in collegiate speech and debate, and
my life as a straight man. All of these things were treasured aspects of my identity, and
the turbulence resulting from their conclusions was both exciting and terrifying. I spent
the ensuing summer figuring out what it meant for me to be gay, and the following year
cultivating a growing confidence in the new personal and political position I occupied in
society. My friends who watched the metamorphosis tell me I was like a butterfly
emerging from a cocoon. I became more outspoken, more comfortable, and more fun.
And through it all, I maintained a steadfast commitment to be unapologetically gay.

After earning my bachelor’s degree, I moved to a new state to begin my graduate
studies. The move promised new horizons for me, as it freed me from most of my
conflicted relationships with the people who had known me as first straight, then gay. [

vowed that [ would come out to everyone I met in this new stage of my life, so there



would be no secrets—and no double lives. I stuck to this vow over the next few years, but
quickly tired of continually coming out to people. Despite identifying as gay, most people
seemed to assume I was straight. For a newly “out” gay man trying to nurture confidence
in his stigmatized identity, those assumptions troubled me. The conversational turns of
“well, actually, I’'m not interested in women,” or “actually, my boy-friend and I . . .” grew
tiresome. Why couldn’t people just recognize me for who I was? There had to be a way
for me to project my (gay) identity so I no longer needed to have such awkward
conversations with people.

This desire inspired me to begin painting my fingernails. I started subtly, with just
a clear coat of polish to add a little shine. Then, I began painting French tips—classy,
refined, a little understated, and easily unnoticed to the unsuspecting eye. Eventually, I
grew brazen, painting my nails in bright neon colors to match whatever outfit [ wore that
day. My painted nails became an expected accessory, and if I ever arrived with
unpolished fingers [ was quick to hear about it. Over time, | became restless with my
painted nails. I began experimenting with other cosmetics: first eyeliner, then mascara,
eye shadow next, and finally eyebrow pencils. The resulting look achieved what I
desired: my painted nails and painted face were overtly feminine, but on my otherwise

male body they signaled something different. I finally looked as queer as I felt.

The summer after my first year of doctoral studies was a time of reading, relaxing,
and reflecting. In preparation for my upcoming preliminary exams, I immersed myself in

a number of books and journal articles to help me think more deeply about performance



and identity. One book I was particularly excited to read was Tony Adams’s monograph,
Narrating the Closet. At the time, I had just met Adams, and only hoped to do the kind of
work he accomplishes in the book. In his autoethnography of same-sex attraction, Adams
theorizes the social construction of the “closet” from which LGBT persons must come
out if they wish for their sexual orientations to be known. Throughout the book, Adams
predicates his construction of the closet on a number of conditions. Working my way
through the book, I found myself enthralled by these conditions, marveling at the
brilliance of them—they resonated so strongly with my own experiences. Reading
Adams’s book was like a breath of fresh air. Someone was theorizing about my life.

As the book progressed, however, I became increasingly unsettled by its
conclusions. I began to sense a reliance on verbal disclosures of sexual orientation, on
confirming identities through words that seemed to render my painted nails and painted
face pointless. What did my adornments mean if, at the end of the day, “until he says
so—until he confirms it in discourse—he has not come out?* It took me a few weeks of
thinking to realize that Adams’s conclusions made quite a lot of sense if you accepted
one of his conditions: that same-sex attraction “cannot be accessed easily.”> Adams, like
many others, began with the assumption that queer identity is an invisible one, bearing no
definitive markers. Sexuality, unlike race, sex, or gender, cannot be discerned through
physical characteristics. Did this mean my makeup was insufficient to project my queer

identity? I desperately hoped not.



For the first two years I lived in Athens, Ohio, my friend Preston cut my hair.
Preston was engaged to a colleague of mine in the department, and once a month I would
go to their house and get my hair cut in their basement. Paul and I would chat about
classes and research while Preston snipped away at my locks. It was wonderfully
charming, the three of us gathered together, gay, and able to talk about things I couldn’t
easily discuss with the rest of my friends. I was sad to see them leave in the summer of
2014, but Paul landed a job and moved with Preston—now his husband—a state away.
Their departure left a void in my life in a lot of ways. It also meant I needed a new
hairstylist. | made my way through the many salons in Athens, each time leaving
disappointed. Uneven trims, boxy cuts—one time, I left with what amounted to two
ridges along the top of my head and instructions to “fluff it up so it doesn’t show.” Six
months of bad haircuts and worse conversation soured my attitude toward the
Appalachian salon scene. My hair and I needed some inspiration.

The following January, I began traveling to Columbus to have my hair cut. |
tracked down a salon in the Short North and scheduled an appointment with one of their
“director” stylists, Anthony—the most qualified (and most expensive) person I could
find. Anthony was a rather attractive gay man in his late 30s. As he led me to his chair
and started our consultation, he made the polite conversation you expect between a stylist
and a client. After a few minutes, Anthony asked me about the “gay scene” in Athens—
before I had the opportunity to come out to him. Somehow, Anthony sensed that I was
queer. It could have been my eye makeup, my rainbow bracelet and ring, my outfit, my

shoes, my earrings, my speech patterns, or some complicated confluence of all these



different signs that tipped him off. But in that moment, and throughout the rest of my
visit, I felt refreshed and exhilarated, pulsing with a nervous excitement. How deliciously

intoxicating it was to be assumed gay.

Over the past seven years, these experiences have cultivated my growing interest
in the embodiment of queer identity. I thought about how to reconcile my own
experiences of performing my identity with what I perceived to be a disconfirming
approach taken by academic literature. Why are verbal coming out messages given so
much attention when queer embodiment is an equally (if not more) important aspect of
everyday life? I became fixated on studying this paradox. I knew I was not alone in
deliberately projecting my sexual identity through my body, but I wanted to know how
other queer persons performed. My desire for answers was the early inspiration for my
dissertation project. I wanted to research the performance of queer identity.

These personal experiences were, of course, only part of the picture. A number of
events occurred in the months preceding my official entry into the field that reinforced
the need for more inquiry into the performance of queer identity. In December 2014—
when I was preparing to write an official proposal for this project—transgender teen
Leelah Alcorn committed suicide. Leelah, who lived and died in Lebanon, Ohio, only
two hours from Athens, posted an online suicide note where she explained how her
parents disapproved of her gender and sexual identity and insisted that she continue “to

do traditionally ‘boyish’ things to try to fit in.”® Leelah’s suicide drew national attention



from media outlets, and the queer community momentarily rallied around Trans* persons
to demand more acceptance.

On April 24, 2015—two weeks after I defended my dissertation proposal—ABC
aired Dianne Sawyer’s interview with Bruce Jenner, in which the U.S. Olympic gold-
medalist publicly announced that he was a woman. Once again, Trans* persons stirred
media into a frenzy as questions surrounding gender, sexuality, and Trans* identity
circulated around the country. Two months later, Caitlyn Jenner stunned the world with
her Vanity Fair cover page, raising as many questions as she answered and launching
innumerable conversations about privilege, womanhood, and transitioning genders.

And on June 26, 2015—the day after I finished teaching my summer class and
began earnest fieldwork—the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Obergefell v. Hodges that
state bans on same-sex marriage were unconstitutional. The ruling officially ensured the
legal right for same-sex couples to marry across the country. That Saturday, as I sat in the
LGBT Community Center in Columbus, our conversation teemed with excitement and
speculation. Yet again, the country was abuzz, and queer identity was in some way at the
heart of conversations occurring around the world.

The questions pressing upon my mind during my fieldwork were pressing upon
everyone that summer. They demonstrated how the political conversations within,
outside, and about the queer community were undergoing drastic changes. More than
anything, they illustrated how queer identity remains under scrutiny as queer persons
continue to assert their right to visibility in everyday interactions. The conversations |

participated in that summer taught me there is much to learn from observing how cultural



discourses intersect with our everyday lives. I practiced attuning myself to those
moments when the global/cultural met the local/interpersonal, moments when stories
were told, when bodies presented themselves, when atmospheres were encountered, and
when identities were challenged. This project is, in many ways, a (re)collection of such
moments gathered through the course of my fieldwork studying alongside queer persons
in Columbus, Ohio. It comprises my ethnographic inquiry into the performance of queer
identity in everyday life.
Queer Identity in the Literature

This project is, first and foremost, a treatise on identity. The communication
literature contains a wealth of scholarship on the communication of identity, much of
which is rooted in social constructionist and symbolic interactionist paradigms. As the
pragmatist George Herbert Mead has argued, “the self is something which has a
development; it is not initially there at birth, but arises in the process of social experience
and activity.”” Our identities inform our understandings of ourselves, but those
understandings are enabled by our interactions with others. “There are all sorts of
different selves answering to all sorts of different social reactions,” Mead says, such that
“it is the social process itself that is responsible for the appearance of the self.”® Mead
situates selves in relationships with generalized others, “the organized community or
social group which . . . exercises control over the conduct of its individual members.”® He
posits a formation of individual identity constructed through social interaction with both

identifiable interlocutors and generalized cultural scripts for self-intelligibility. In this
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way, Mead illustrates the ways in which identity is contingent on communication and
culture.

Sociologists Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann elaborate on the construction of
identity, culture, and their reciprocal relationship in their book, The Social Construction
of Reality. According to Berger and Luckmann, “the self cannot be adequately
understood apart from the particular social context in which they were shaped.”!? These
particular social contexts are the grounds for the construction of both identities and
cultures, as our everyday interactions result in repeated or habitualized actions. These
repeated actions concretize over time, congealing into institutions that impose their
structure upon subsequent social interactions. Berger and Luckmann note that reality
assumes a “firmness in consciousness,” to the extent that it “becomes real in an ever more
massive way and can no longer be changed so readily.”!! Reality, in turn, contributes to
the scripts through which we interpret persons and situations. For this reason, social
constructionism and symbolic interactionism posit that “identity is a phenomenon that
emerges from the dialectic between individual and society.”!?

The performative turn in identity research offers another approach to this tension
through the concept of performativity. Feminist philosopher Judith Butler is widely cited
for her conceptualization of performativity, which she describes as “the reiterative and
citational practice by which discourse produces the effects that it names.”!* For Butler,
performativity is the explanation for how culture imposes itself upon identities, and how
those identities revise culture in turn. Using gender as her primary example, Butler notes

that “masculine and feminine positions are thus instituted through prohibitive laws that
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produce culturally intelligible genders, but only through the production of an unconscious
sexuality that reemerges in the domain of the imaginary.”!'* Stated another way, culturally
sedimented notions of masculinity and femininity impose an order on social interactions,
but identities working within that order—or resisting it—revise the very cultures that
make those identities knowable. The result of such a recursive relationship between
individual and society is an understanding of identity as radically subjective, situated, and
contingent, always in production and under revision.

Communication literature contains a wealth of scholarship concerning queer
identity. In their review of queer identity research in communication, Karen Lovaas and
Mercilee Jenkins note that contemporary communication scholarship focuses on how
“ideas about gender, sex, and sexuality interrelate, produce, and reproduce each other.”!?
Much of this scholarship draws on performativity, both as conceptualized by Butler and
through the lens of J. L. Austin’s linguistic performativity. Austin’s legacy invests much
of the communication scholarship on queer identity with an attention to coming out
disclosures as performative utterances, and this emphasis on the discursive manifestation
of queer identity lingers in our scholarship today. Tony Adams, for example, argues that
“coming out happens only when same-sex attraction and/or a LGBQ identity is disclosed
through discourse and action.”!® Similarly, communication scholar Jimmie Manning has
created a typology of coming out messages that explains the different types of
conversations in which queer persons come out—such as pre-planned, emergent, coaxed,

confrontational, sexual, educational, and mediated disclosures.!” Common across studies

like these is an exclusive focus on disclosing queer identity, without consideration of the
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embodiment of that identity. Studies like these demonstrate the continued academic
interest in coming out disclosures as the primary form of communication about sexual
identity.

One reason for this reliance on discursive communication is, I suspect, related to
the legacy of psychological paradigms that inform much social-scientific research about
the construction of queer identity. Psychologist Vivienne Cass’s model of homosexual
identity formation, for example, is widely cited in social-scientific inquiry about sexual
identity. Cass’s model is an apt description of the internal and interpersonal tensions that
arise as queer identity is performed across various stages of identification. Cass posits six
stages in the development of queer!® identity that include identity confusion, identity
comparison, identity tolerance, identity acceptance, identity pride, and identity
synthesis.!” Though Cass’s theory inspired a trajectory of psychological research about
the construction of identity?’, Manning notes that “many scholars from multiple academic
disciplines have since questioned whether these models are truly representative of the
coming out process” because of their decidedly cognitive approach to queer identity.?!
Locating identity as a cognitive phenomenon limits considerations of the communicative
nature of identities. As a corrective, communication scholars have focused on linguistic
messages that convey identities. Yet the picture remains incomplete.

Cultural studies scholars, on the other hand, have generated a number of
perspectives on constructing and communicating queer identity that are more sensitive to
its contextual and embodied aspects. Queer and feminist scholar Sara Ahmed, for

instance, notes that “phenomenology can offer a resource for queer studies insofar as it
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emphasizes the importance of lived experience, the intentionality of consciousness, the
significance of nearness or what is ready-to-hand, and the role of repeated and habitual
actions in shaping bodies and worlds.”?> Ahmed subsequently offers a framework of
queer phenomenology, in which she argues that “queer lives are about the potentiality of
not following certain conventional scripts of family, inheritance, and child rearing,
whereby ‘not following’ involves disorientation: it makes things oblique.”? In situating
her approach to queer identity within the everyday and through a phenomenological lens,
Ahmed posits an understanding of (queer) identity that is thoroughly rooted in the lived,
embodied experiences of queer persons rather than focusing exclusively on the disclosure
of queer identity.

Cultural studies scholar Elspeth Probyn further problematizes discursive
understandings of identity. In her book Outside Belongings, Probyn argues for a move
away from “identity” and toward “belonging.” “If I have argued against the idea of
identity,” Probyn notes, “it is because it can only describe the specificities of categories
of belonging; it cannot reach the desires to belong and the ways in which individuals,
groups, and nations render and live out their specificity as singular.”?* Belonging,
according to Probyn, cultivates a performative and affective understanding of identity,
one that “designates a profoundly affective manner of being, always performed with the
experience of being within and inbetween sets of social relations.”*> Queer theorist José
Esteban Mufioz embraces a similar approach in his theorizing of queer utopia, arguing

that queerness is performative . . .
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... because it is not simply a being but a doing for and toward the future.
Queerness is essentially about the rejection of a here and now and an insistence on
potentiality or concrete possibility for another world.”?
Cultural studies therefore challenges reigning discursive perspectives on communicating
identity in favor of a more embodied, material, and performative stance.

Despite an overabundance of research on disclosing queer identity, a growing
body of literature in the communication discipline also attests to a performance
perspective. Keith Berry, for instance, reflects on his own sexual identity performances in
the context of a gay bathhouse in Chicago:

... performances are patterned and diverse because of performers’ idiosyncracies.

I am diligent in monitoring towel placement and the related appearances of the

belly. In turn . . . I find myself identifying with and/or through a “nonideal” body.

My body disconnects me from many others, those who fit the ideal and those who

do not.?’

For Berry, the bathhouse privileges the embodiment and aestheticization of queer identity
over disclosing that identity verbally. Bathhouse patrons do not speak their identities,
they “do” their identities. Berry illustrates the way queer identity is a deeply embodied
phenomenon. Similarly, performance studies scholar Jacqueline Taylor ponders her
position as a “visible lesbian,” interrogating the tensions she experiences as a result of

being labeled an “exemplary lesbian.” The specific troubles Taylor faces include:
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. .. the difficulty of being visible enough to be of use, the risk of being
marginalized as excessively lesbian. The aching silences that surround lesbian
lives. The hunger for visible lesbians.?
For both Berry and Taylor, sexuality resides on skins, and bodies literally attract and
propel one another based on how identities are embodied and sensed. Their stories
illustrate a more fervent push for communication scholarship to embrace a performative
and queer paradigm. Performance scholar Craig Gingrich-Philbrook calls for such a push
when he says “soon . . . queer theory and performance might reconsider their collective
mythologizing of the divide between discourse/language and authenticity/the body.”?’
This divide, which Gingrich-Philbrook describes as “a crack in queer theory’s
bureaucratic edifice,” is the point from which my project departs.>°
Guiding Research Questions

Queer, performance, postcolonial, and feminist scholars have consistently argued
for an understanding of identity that is radically subjective and constructed. Feminist
political theorist Sonia Kruks, for instance, advocates for a perspective on persons as
“body-subjects” whose knowledge is “situated and perspectival” and whose “forms of
cognition and motivations to act will be in some measure sentient and affective.”®! As the
aforementioned literature suggests, a performance paradigm rests on such an assumption,
arguing that bodies situated within shifting sociocultural contexts perform identities
contingent upon those contexts. Such a paradigm challenges the scriptocentric approach

of traditional discourse-based research, which, according to performance scholar Dwight

Conquergood, “is so skewed toward texts that even when researchers do attend to
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extralinguistic human action and embodied events they construe them as texts to be
read.”? This commitment to honoring the material, embodied nature of identity instead
of maintaining an exclusively discursive focus informed my approach to this project.
Broadly, three research questions framed my inquiry:

1) How do queer persons perform their identities in everyday life?

2) How do queer persons narrate their identity performances?

3) How do queer persons sense their own and others’ identity performances?
These questions consider how queer bodies are called upon as vehicles to convey
identities in addition to invoking the use of words. In short, I set out to answer how queer
bodies perform and “become” out rather than/in addition to “coming” out discursively.
The end result is neither a comprehensive nor more complete representation of queer
identity performances. Rather, it is a fragmented and partial account of queer
performativity, an uneasy tension of bodies in/and conversation.

Précis of Chapters

Throughout the following chapters, I address these themes more thoroughly to
understand how queer identities are both embodied and narrated, performative and
discursive. In chapter two, I review an integrated set of theoretical frameworks that
informed my thinking about queer identity. I first address the limits of purely discursive
understandings of queer identity before engaging with performance theories, queer
theories, and affect theories to frame my approach to the project. I conclude the chapter
with a conceptual discussion of performance and sensory ethnography, illustrating the

intimate relationship between theory and method in interpretive ethnographic research.
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Chapter three resumes this discussion of ethnography by chronicling my field
experiences. I discuss my fieldwork practices, including the field participation and
focused interviews that comprised my data. I then provide an account of my note-taking,
which generated the material data I relied upon for analysis. Chapter three ends with an
interrogation of my own position as insider/outsider and researcher/participant, thereby
providing a reflexive consideration of my own queer identity in the project.

I begin my formal analysis in chapter four, where I question the function of
identity narratives in the performance of queer identity. I first think through the
importance of telling identity stories for queer persons before thematizing those stories to
illustrate how queer persons continue to struggle for visibility in contemporary culture. I
conclude the chapter with a reflection on the ways queer identity stories create and reflect
a cultural context that renders queer identity unintelligible, thereby warranting continued
research on the subject.

Chapter five 1s my pivotal thematic chapter. I begin with a collection of anecdotes
that represent some of the many forms the performance of queer identity can take. I then
abstract these anecdotes to construct a rendition of the cultural script that informs how
persons interpret queer identity as understandable or not. In light of this script, I question
the reliance on verbal coming out messages to discern queer identity, asking why
disclosures continue to constitute definitive proof of queerness at the expense of queer
embodiment. I conclude the chapter by discussing how embracing a duality of coming
out and being out restores performative agency to queer persons who perform their

identities in everyday life.
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In chapter six, I turn my attention to performances of queer identity as sensory
experiences. Drawing from affect theories, I trace the development of queer
“atmospheres” that imbue spaces with an energy that makes queer persons feel at home.
Next, I posit queer identity as a generative force which, rooted in experiences of shared
oppression, connects queer persons together through an attractive force between bodies. 1
conclude by discussing how these affects present themselves in everyday life as queer
sensings.

Chapter seven takes a different turn by challenging some of the assumptions I
maintain throughout earlier chapters. As the only Trans* identified person I was able to
speak with, Shari disrupts the grand narrative of queer identity in significant ways. In
chapter seven I reconstruct our interview into an oral history of her transition
experiences. The chapter ends with a discussion of how Shari’s story unsettles notions of
a queer community united by shared marginality.

I conclude this project in chapter eight, where I embrace an intersectional
approach to queer identity to problematize notions of queer community. [ wrestle with the
resistance of queer persons to embrace a “queer” label, which I use as a motif to trace the
ways that race, class, and cultural homogeneity bifurcate the queer population. I conclude
the chapter by questioning the future, pondering the possibilities for envisioning a queer
utopia and what the future holds for queer identity politics.

Chapter 1 Notes
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Chapter 2: A Theoretical Excursion

“Hey baby! It’s a nice day today, why don’t you get a chair and we can sit out
here?” I found Lex seated outside the community center when I arrived shortly after
11:00 a.m. on a sunny Saturday morning. It truly was a beautiful day. The temperature
was hovering in the 70s and a light breeze was gently blowing the few wispy clouds in
the sky. Most notably, the unbearable humidity that had been lingering in the air for the
past few weeks was gone. “That sounds great,” I replied, and entered the center to get a
chair, walking across the lobby to where Lex had set up the customary folding tables for
socializing. I put my orange backpack and water bottle down on the table where I usually
sat, grabbed a chair and my white mocha, and went back outside.

I placed my chair next to Lex on the sidewalk and under the shade of the
community center. As I sat there sipping my coffee, Lex and I noticed that the sidewalks
were sporting a fair share of runners who were undoubtedly taking advantage of the
excellent weather. Most of the men running along the street were shirtless, and Lex and I
enjoyed the show. “Mmm, he looks delicious,” I commented to Lex as a younger guy
jogged past us in short running shorts, his bare sculpted chest out for the world to
appreciate. Lex and I chatted for about 10 minutes or so as our eyes wandered from
runner to runner, and I sipped my iced coffee. Eventually, Lex asked if [ was hungry.
“Not really,” I responded. “I’ve got my coffee, so I’ll be good until we’re done.” “I don’t
think I can wait until three for pizza, I think I might need a little something now,” he said.
“If we found a place where I could get a big iced coffee, would you fly? Would you go

get it for me?” “Of course,” I responded. Lex fished out $6 from his wallet, and
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instructed me to get the largest iced coffee I could get my hands on, with a little cream,
no sugar.

With Lex’s instructions in my mind and his money in my pocket, I got up and
started my walk up the street. As I made my way to Endeavor coffee shop, I frequently
cast glances at my reflection in the many store windows I passed. Typically, I dressed in
an understated way when I went to the Saturday group meeting. I had to wake up early to
make it on time, and I usually pressed the snooze button on my alarm more than I should
have. Today was no exception; I had applied some eyeliner and mascara to accent my
face, but my hair was hastily styled and I was wearing a simple pink V-neck shirt, white
shorts, and black flip flops. For good measure, I was wearing my rainbow bracelet and
rainbow-studded ring. But as I checked myself out in the windows I passed, I found
myself wondering if I fit in here today. Was I pretty enough to be strutting up High
Street? It was a silly thought, but I thought it anyway.

My mind jumped tracks as I entered Endeavor. A cute barista boy with big bright
eyes, fine, short blonde hair, and a cap was working. He made eye contact with me as I
entered and offered up a “hello” and a beaming smile when I approached the counter.
“How are you doing?” he asked, and I responded in kind with “I’m doing pretty well,
thanks, how are you?” My heart was fluttering from a combination of exertion (I walk
fast) and excitement (he was so cute!), and I missed what he said in return—he had
charmed me out of my wits. A female barista circled around him and approached the

register in front of me, and asked what she could get for me. I ordered two iced coffees
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and watched her fill two cups from a tap. She placed a plastic lid on each cup and slid
them across the counter to me. “Here you go.”

As I walked back to the community center carrying Lex’s coffee, I (again) stole
glances at myself in the windows. I noticed that the way I was carrying the two plastic
cups of coffee looked rather effeminate; I was “double-fisting” them, one in each hand,
and carrying them up above my waist. But because [ was walking so quickly, like I
usually do, I was pumping my arms slightly. The combined effort of my quick pace and
my coffee-laden raised arms resulted in a weird swish to my walk, and I thought “I’m not
pretty enough to walk like this today.” I enjoyed admiring the beautiful men walking (or
running) along the street; did they enjoy looking at me in return? I felt conscious of the
many ways I failed to project a “queer-enough” image this morning. I avoided looking at

myself in the windows for the rest of the four-block walk back to Lex.

Social psychologist Kurt Lewin notes that “there is nothing so practical as a good
theory.”! This famous line is often touted in the spirit of justifying overly complicated
scientific explanations for human behavior. Taken at face value, however, it still evokes a
certain poetic reflection on the role of theory in the study of human communication. As
the vignette at the opening of this chapter illustrates, mundane everyday experiences
often inspire provocative and reflexive questions about our positions as subjects in the
world. Alone, these questions give us pause to consider our actions, their motivations,

and their consequences. Theory helps us connect our everyday experiences to the cultures
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in which we participate in different ways. It enables an abstraction of our experiences that
helps us consider our roles in (re)producing meaning.’

In this chapter, I trace the major theoretical perspectives that inform my study of
queer identity. I draw on diverse bodies of literature that helped me make sense of my
lived experiences long before I knew them. In many ways, coming to these theories was
like coming home, meeting a family I did not know I had but immediately recognized as
my own. This chapter is a framework that brings together performance, queer, and affect
theories. First, however, I wish to address the limitations of a purely discursive approach
to the study of queer identity. As I demonstrate below, a sole focus on coming out
disclosures does a disservice to everyday experiences of embodied queerness. Addressing
these limitations creates a space for performance, affect, and queer theories to intervene.

The Limits of Discourse

Some time ago, a colleague asked me about my theoretical perspective on
“being.” His question was in response to a statement I made during a research
presentation, where I noted my interest in shifting academic conversations from a focus
on “coming out” to “being out.” At the time, I was sure he expected some kind of
philosophical explication of “being,” likely drawing from phenomenology. What I had to
offer him was a simple response. What did I mean by being? “I don’t know,” I said.

Over the next few months, I reflected on this notion of “being.” As a scholar of
identity, I am curious about how identities are constructed, how they are communicated,
and how they are perceived. The simplest way to approach these interests is to consider

the communication of identity as self-disclosure. There is a wealth of research about the
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disclosure of queer identity that is overwhelmingly framed as coming out. Linguist
Deborah Chirrey, for example, situates coming out within philosopher John Austin’s
speech act theory, delineating the locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary forces at
work in the disclosure of sexual orientation. Chirrey concludes that understanding
coming out as a speech act “necessitates speakers invoking aspects of their innermost
sexual desires and feelings in the presentation of their public personae.”* Similarly,
Manning positions coming out as an interpersonal disclosure, offering a typology of
coming out conversations that differ in the conditions under which the discloser’s sexual
orientation is shared.* Although these conceptualizations are integral to the study of
identity performances, such discursive conceptualizations of coming out paint an
incomplete picture of the lived experiences of queer persons. Treating the (repeated) act
of coming out as only a verbal disclosure fails to capture the varied and nuanced ways in
which queer persons comport and adorn their bodies to project their sexual identities into
the public sphere. Although verbal and oral discourses occupy a necessary place in our
research, on their own they cannot speak fully to the lived, embodied experiences of
queer persons performing their identities in everyday life.

Disclosures of identity represent just one of many ways identity can be
communicated. Butler, for instance, argues that identity also is performative, “real only to

> Butler asserts:

the extent that it is performed.
If gender attributes, however, are not expressive but performative, then these

attributes effectively constitute the identity they are said to express or reveal. The

distinction between expression and performativeness is quite crucial, for if gender
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attributes and acts, the various ways in which a body shows or produces its
cultural signification, are performative, then there is no preexisting identity by
which an act or attribute might be measured; there would be no true or false, real
or distorted acts of gender, and the postulation of a true gender identity would be
revealed as a regulatory fiction. That gender reality is created through sustained
social performances means that the very notions of an essential sex, a true or
abiding masculinity or femininity, are also constituted as part of the strategy by
which the performative aspect of gender is concealed.®
In arguing for the performative nature of identity, Butler illustrates the pitfalls of a purely
discursive understanding of identity performances. From a performative perspective,
being out assumes the characteristics of repetition, bodily projection, and both deliberate
and unconscious displays of queer identity. Being out, then, encompasses more than
deliberate verbal declarations of queerness, though such declarations certainly are
encompassed by this perspective. My interest in being out as a performative process is
thereby rooted in a commitment to challenging the privileged status of coming out as a
strategy for the performance of queer identity. Academic infatuation with discursive
understandings of identity performance, though warranted, is limiting.

In her call for transcending the limits of discourse, Kruks argues that discursive
accounts of the subject fail to consider “the lived, corporeal aspects of subjectivity.”” As
she explains, a more appropriate approach would consider how “sentient, affective, and
emotional experiences come to be a vital constituent of cognition, judgment, and

998

speech.”® Queer theories represent one such approach, as they seek to denaturalize those
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identity constructs that discourse continually presents as naturally or biologically fixed.
For example, Butler argues that “there is no gender identity behind the expressions of
gender; that identity is performatively constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said
to be its results.”® These expressions, or embodied performances of identity, transcend
the limits of discourse by performatively accomplishing what words alone cannot.

However, an emphasis on verbal or oral confessions of sexual identity continues
to pervade scholarly research. For instance, Adams notes that often times queer persons
are not out of the closet until they have said so.'° This need to speak one’s sexuality into
being firmly positions the act of coming out in the realm of oral discourse. According to
Adams, coming out is necessitated by queer persons recognizing the stigmatized,
“discreditable”!! status of homosexuality in today’s society, which produces transgressive
sexual identity as “not easily accessible.”'? The cultural assumption of heterosexuality,
coupled with the presumed invisibility of sexual identity, constructs the proverbial closet
that queer persons must come out from in order to be recognized as queer. Although
verbal coming out disclosures constitute an important aspect of queer persons’ identity
experiences, such an emphasis on the verbal aspect of coming out reinforces a mind-body
dualism, disembodying queer persons from their lived experiences and discrediting any
embodied attempt to project a queer identity.

Identities are constituted and constrained by both discourse and the material
world. Communication scholar Sachi Sekimoto argues that “the self is neither an
autonomous cognitive entity nor a mere product of social construction.”!? Instead, she

proposes a “materiality of the self,” which “speaks to the condition in which the self is
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made present in one’s subjective awareness as a performative effect of both material and
symbolic interaction.”'* A materiality of identity suggests that identity is both a
discursive and phenomenological experience. According to Sekimoto, identity therefore
becomes a series of performative effects “that elucidates the ongoing arrangement of
meaning, of relationships among identities, and of engagement with the im/material
world.”!> A materiality of identity suggests that identity is the result of discursive and
performative relations between and among selves and culture.

The limits of discourse in the exploration of queer identity are clear. My goal,
then, is to focus more on the materiality of sexual identity, an inquiry that demonstrates
how “the body expresses itself writ large everywhere.”'® Any understanding of
experience—especially experiences in which identities are negotiated—necessitates an
attunement to both discursive and performative modes of communication in order to
provide a truly rich understanding of the phenomenon. Materiality is a central concern in
the field of performance studies. In the next section, I review relevant performance
studies scholarship to center my project within this approach.

Accessing Performance Theories

Performance scholar Richard Schechner describes the discipline of performance
studies as concerned with the study of performances as actions. In studying performances
as symbolic action, performance studies resists easy disciplinary boundaries or
definitions. Performance studies operates in between fields such as anthropology,
sociology, history, and theater, to name a few. Or as Schechner notes, performance

studies accepts a liminal, or “inter,” dwelling by “opposing the establishment of any
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single system of knowledge, values, or subject matter.”!” Despite an established
resistance to any unified theory of performance, Schechner articulates four ways in which
performance studies accomplishes its inquiry:

First, behavior is the “object of study” of performance studies. . . . Second, artistic

practice is a big part of the performance studies project. . . . Third, fieldwork as

“participant observation” is a much-prized method adapted from anthropology

and put to new uses. . . . Fourth, it follows that performance studies is actively

involved in social practices and advocacies.!®
Performance studies is thereby best described as an interdisciplinary approach to the
study of human action as political, embodied, and aesthetic.

Likewise, performance scholar Bryant Keith Alexander argues that performance
studies is concerned with “human activity as expression.”!” Framing communication as
expressive action involves an interrogation of what Alexander refers to as “scripts of
social discourse constructed with intention and performed by actors in the company of
particular audiences.”?® The recursive movement between everyday lived experiences and
cultural discourses begins to illustrate what performance scholars mean by
“performance.” According to Schechner:

Performances mark identities, bend time, reshape and adorn the body, and tell

stories. Performances—of art, rituals, or ordinary life—are . . . performed actions

that people train for and rehearse.?!
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In this sense, performances bridge the local and the global as performers draw on cultural
scripts to enact their identities in everyday life through both mundane and ritualistic
means.

Performance studies (PS) focuses on performance as an object of inquiry, a
practice of investigation, and a mode of representation. Performance scholars D. Soyini
Madison and Judith Hamera explain, “performance theory provides analytical
frameworks; performance method provides concrete application; and performance event
provides an aesthetic or noteworthy happening.”?? Performance scholar Dwight
Conquergood explains that PS “struggles to open the space between analysis and
action.”” It takes as its subject the acting body, emplaced within temporal, spatial, and
political contexts. By focusing on bodies in action, performance studies is committed to a
radical subjectivity and reflexivity. It privileges subjugated knowledge “in terms of its
corporeality and as occurring in relation to a material environment.”?* In short, the field
of PS is an intervention into reigning social scientific research paradigms that privilege a
“hegemony of textualism” to the detriment of communicative action.?’

Performing

My discussion to this point has focused on performance as a conceptual and
methodological interest. But attempting to place PS in the context of everyday life
inspires the question, what does it mean for subjects to perform? PS scholars articulate
numerous ways to think about performing as an action. Madison and Hamera note that
performing is commonly treated as either “drama, as acting, or ‘putting on a show,”” or

those practices by which persons “fundamentally make culture, affect power, and
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reinvent their ways of being in the world.”?® In other words, performing can be
understood as intentionally putting on displays of cultural conventions, or as the
unconscious, “ordinary day-by-day interactions of individuals as they move through
social life.”?’ It is this latter conceptualization of performing that is central to my
conceptualization of the performance of identity.

Schechner notes that performances occur in eight situations, one of which
includes everyday life.”® According to Schechner, performances of everyday life involve
“just living,” the mundane actions that persons perform on a daily basis.?’ Although these
performances might be unconscious and routine, they still evoke responses from
audiences and draw on cultural scripts. Madison and Hamera explain that social
performances “become examples of a culture and subculture’s particular symbolic
practices,” because they illustrate the taken-for-granted assumptions of how persons are
expected to act in daily life. Despite the unconscious and often unreflexive manner in
which everyday performances are undertaken, they frequently evoke, reinscribe, and/or
recreate identities in the process. Performativity explains the generative and subversive
power of everyday performances, so I turn to this concept next.

Performativity

Schechner describes performativity as both “a category of theory as well as a fact
of behavior.”*? Performance scholars trace the advent of performativity to Austin’s
speech act theory.?! Austin distinguishes between two functions of language: to merely
describe the state of things, and change the state of things, or produce some kind of effect

or action. Austin referred to the former as “constitutive” language and the latter
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“performative.” For Austin, performative language is at its best when it is felicitous, or
when such utterances are spoken genuinely instead of under false pretenses. His
distinction between felicitous and infelicitous performatives inspired a trajectory of
revisions to the notion of performativit