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The Effacements of Postmodern Culture

Susan Bordo

PLASTICITY AS POSTMODERN PARADIGM

In a culture in which organ transplants, life-extension machinery, microsurgery, and artificial
organs have entered everyday medicine, we seem on the verge of practical realization of the sey-
enteenth-century imagination of body as machine. But if we have technically and technologically
realized that conception, it can also be argued that metaphysically we have deconstructed it. In
the early modern era, machine imagery helped to articulate 2 totally determined human body
whose basic functionings the human being was helpless to alter. The then-dominant metaphors
for this body—clocks, watches, collections of springs—imagined a system that is set, wound up,
whether by nature or by God the watchmaker, ticking away in predictable, orderly manner, reg-
ulated by laws over which the human being has no control. Understanding the system, we can
help it to perform efficienty, and we can intervene when it malfunctions. But we cannot radically
alter its configuration.

Pursuing this modern, determinist fantasy to its limits, fed by the currents of consumer capi-
talism, modern ideologies of the self, and their crystallization in the dominance of U.S. mass cul-
ture, Western science and technology have now arrived, paradoxically but predictably (for it was
an element, though submerged and illicit, in the mechanist conception all along), at a new, post-
modern imagination of human freedom from bodily determination. Gradually and surely, a tech-
nology that was first aimed at the replacement of malfunctioning parts has generated an industry
and an ideology fueled by fantasies of rearranging, transforming, and correcting, an ideology of
limitless improvement and change, defying the historicity, the mortality, and, indeed, the very
materiality of the body. In place of that materiality, we now have what [ will cal] cultural plastic,
In place of God the watchmaker, we now have ourselves, the master sculptors of that plastic,
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This disdain for material limits and the concomitant intoxication with freedom, change, and self-
determination are enacted not only on the level of the contemporary technology of the body but
also in a wide range of contexts, including much of contemporary discourse on the body, both
popular and academic. In this essay, looking at a variety of these discursive contexts, I attempt to
describe key elements of this paradigm of plasticity and expose some of its effacements—the
material and social realities it denies or renders invisible.

PLASTIC BODIES

“Create a masterpiece, sculpt vour body into a work of art,” urges Fit magazine. “You visualize
what you want to look like, and then you create that form.” “The challenge presents itself: to
rearrange things.”! The precision technology of body-sculpting, once the secret of the Arnold
Schwarzeneggers and Rachel McLishes of the professional body-building world, has now become
available to anyone who can afford the price of membership in a gym (Figure 1). “I now look at
bodies,” says John Travolta, after training for the movie Staying Alive, “almost like pieces of clay
that can be molded.”2 On the medical front, plastic surgery, whose repeated and purely cosmetic
employment has been legitimated by Michael Jackson, Cher, and others, has become a fabulously
expanded industry, extending its domain from nose jobs, face lifts, tummy tucks, and breast aug-

mentations to collagen-plumped lips and liposuction-shaped ankles, calves, and buttocks-

(Figure 2). In 1989, 681,000 procedures were done, up 80 percent over 1981; over half of these
were performed on patients between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five.3 The trendy Details
magazine describes “surgical stretching, tucking and sucking” as “another fabulous [fashion]
accessory” and invites readers to share their cosmetic-surgery experiences in their monthly
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FIGURE 2

column “Knife-styvles of the Rich and Famous.” In that column, the transportation of fat from
one part of the body to another is described as breezily as changing hats might be:

Dr. Brown is an artist. He doesn’t just pull and tuck and torgec about vou. . . . He did liposuction on
my neck, did the nose job and tightened up my torchead to give it a better linte. Then he took some
tat from the side of my waist and injected it into mv hands. It goes in as a lump and, then he simooths
it out with his hands to where it looks good. I'll tell you something, the nose and neck made a big
change, but nothing in comparison to how tabulous my hands look. The fat just smoothed out all the
lines, the veins don't stick up anymore, the skin actuallv looks soft and great. {But} vou have to be
careful not to bang your hands.*

Popular culture does not apply any brakes to these fantasies ot rearrangement and self-trans-
tormation. Rather, we are constantly rold that we can “choose™ our own bodies (Figures 3
and 4). “The proper diet, the right amount of exercise and vou can have, pretty much, any body
you desire,” claims Evian. Of course, the rhetoric of choice and selt-determination-and the breezy
analogies comparing cosmetic surgery to tashion accessorizing are deeply mystitving. They etface
not only the inequalities of privilege, money, and tme that prohibit most people trom indulging
in these practices, but also the desperation that characterizes the lives of those who do. *'I will do
anything, anything, to make myselt look and feel better.” says Tina Lizardi (whose “Knite-styles”
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wpenience T quoted from above). Medical science has now designated a new category of “poly-
~argieal addicts” (or, in more casual reterences, “scalpel slaves™) who return for operation after
vperation, in perpetual quest of the elusive yet ruthlessly normalizing goal, the “perfect” body.5
Fhe dark underside of the practices of body transformation and rearrangement reveals botched
wd vometimes fatal operations, exercise addictions, eating disorders. And of course, despite the
«lams of the Evian ad, one cannot have any body that one wants—for not every body will do.
I'he very advertisements whose copy speaks of choice and self-determination visually legislate the
cthicement of individual and culeural ditference and circumscribe our choices (Figure 5).

That we are surrounded by homogenizing and normalizing images—images whose content is
far trom arbitrary, but is instead sutfused with the dominance of gendered, racial, class, and other
+ultural iconography—seems so obvious as to be almost embarrassing to be arguing here. Yet
vontemporary understandings of the behaviors | have been describing not only construct the
‘tnation very ditferently but also do so in terms that preempt precisely such a critique of cultural
tmagery. Moreover they reproduce, on the level ot discourse and interpretation, the same condi-
tons that postmodern bodies enact on the level of cultural practice: a construction of life as plastic
posaibility and weightless choice, undetermined by history, social location, or even individual
biography. A 1988 Donaliie show offers my tirst illustration.
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The show s tocus was a series of televivion commercials tor DuraSoft colored contace fenses. In
these commiercials as they were originallyv aired, 4 wonman was shown m g dreamlike, ronunec
faintasy—tor example, parachuting Jdowly and gracetully from the heavens. The male voiceover
then described the woman in soft. lush terms: "I 1 believed in angels. I'd say that’s what she
was—an angel. dropped from the sky like an answer to 4 praver, with eyes as brown as bark ™ [Sig-
niticant pause] “No .1 don't think so.™ [At this point, the tape would be rewound to return s
to:] “With eves as violet as the colors of a childs imagination.™ The commercial concludes:
“DuraSoft colored contact lenses. Get brown eves a second look™ (see Figure 0),

The question posed by Phil Donahue: Is this ad racise? Donahue clearly thought there was
controversy to be stirred up here, for he stocked his audience full of women of color and white
women to discuss the nnplications of the ad. But Donahue was apparently living in a different
decade tfrom most of his audience, who repeatedly declared that there was nothing “wrong" with
the ad, and everything “wrong™ with any inclinations to “make jt a political question.” Here are
some conunents taken from the transcript of the show:
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“Why does it have to be a political question? [ mean, people perm their hair. [¢'s Just because they like
the way it looks. It's not something sociological. Maybe black women like the way they look with
green contacts. It's to be more attractive. It's not something that makes them—]| mean, why do punk
rockers have purple hair? Because they feel it makes them feel better.” [white woman]

“What's the fuss? When I put on my blue lenses, it makes me feel good. It makes me feel sexy, dif-
ferent, the other woman, so to speak, which is like fun.” [black woman]

“I perm my hair, you're wearing make-up, what's the difference?” [white woman]

“I want to be versatile . . . having different looks, being able to change from one look to the
other.” [black female model]

“We all do the same thing, when we're feeling good we wear new makeup, hairstyles, we buy new
clothes. So now it’s contact lenses. What difference does it make?” [white woman]

“It goes both ways . . . Bo Derek puts her hair in cornstalks, or corn . . . or whatever that thing is
called. White women try to get tan.” [white woman]

“She’s not trying to be white, she's trying to be different.” [about a black woman with blue con-
tact lenses]

“It’s fashion, women are never happy with themselves.”

“I put them in as toys, just for fun, change. Nothing too serious, and 1 really enjoy them." [black
woman|é

Some points to note here: first, putting on makeup, styling hair, and so forth are conceived of
only as free play, fun, a matter of creative expression. This they surely are. But they are also expe-
rienced by many women as necessary before they will show themselves to the world, even on a
quick trip to the corner mailbox. The one comment that hints at women’s (by now depressingly
well documented) dissatisfaction with their appearance trivializes that dissatisfaction and puts it
beyond the pale of cultural critique: “It’s fashion.” What she means is, “It’s only fashion,” whose
whimsical and politically neutral vicissitudes supply endless amusement for women’s eternally
superficial values. (“Women are never happy with themselv: .") If we are never happy with our-
selves, it is implied, that is due to our female nature, not to be taken too seriously or made into a
political question. Second, the content of fashion, the specific ideals that women are drawn to
embody (ideals that vary historically, racially, and along class and other lines) are seen as arbitrary,
without meaning; interpretation is neither required nor even appropriate. Rather, all motivation
and value come from the interest and allure—the “sexiness”—of change and difference itself,
Blue contact lenses for a black woman, it is admitted, make her “other” (“the other woman").
But that “other” is not a racial or cultural “other”; she is sexy because of the piquancy, the nov-
elty, the erotics of putting on a different self. Any different self would do, it is implied.

Closely connected to this is the construction of gl cosmetic changes as the same: perms for the
white women, cornrows on Bo Derek, tanning, makeup, changing hairstyles, blue contacts for
black women—all are seen as having equal political valence (which is to say, no political valance)
and the same cultural meaning (which is to say, no culeural meaning) in the heterogeneous yet
undifferentiated context of the things “all” women do “to be more attractive.” The one woman
in the audience who offered a different construction of this behavior, who insisted that the styles
we aspire to do not simply reflect the free play of fashion or female nature—who went so far,
indeed, as to claim that we “are brainwashed to think blond hair and blue eyes is the most beau-
tiful of all,” was regarded with hostile silence, Then, a few moments later, someone challenged:
“Is there anything wrong with blue eyes and blond hair?”” The audience enthusiastically applauded
this defender of democratic values.

This “conversation”—a paradigmatically postmodern conversation, as I will argue shortly—
effaces the same general elements as the rhetoric of body transformation discussed earlier. Firse, it
effaces the inequalities of social position and the historical origins that, for example, render Bo
Derek’s cornrows and black women’s hair-straightening utterly noncommensurate. On the one
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hand, we have Bo Dereks privilege. not only as o unimpeachably white as to permit an exotic
touch of “otherness” with no danger of racigl contamination, but her trend-setting position as a
tamous movie star. Contrasting to this, and mediating a black wonnn's “choice™ to straighten her
hair, is a cultural history of racist bodv-discrimiations such as the nmeteenth-century comb-test,
which allowed admission to churches and clubs only to those blacks who could pass through
their hair without snagging atine-tooth comb hanging outside the door. (A variety of compara-
ble tests—the pine-slab test. the hrown bag test=—determined whether one’s skin was adequately
light to pass muster.)?

Second, and following trom these historical practices. there is 4 disciplinary reality that is
effaced in the construction of al] self=trinstornution as equally arbitrary, all variants of the saie
trivial game, without dittering cultural valanee, 1 use the term disciplinary here in the Foucauldian
Sense, as pomting to practices that Jo 1ot merely transtorm but pormalize the subject. That is, to
repeat a point made carlicr, not every body will do. A 1989 poll of Lssence magazine readers
revealed that 68 pereent of those who responded wear their hair straigheened chemically or by hot
comb.® “Just for fun""> For the Kick of being “ditterent ™2 When we look at the pursuit of beauty
As 2 normalizing discipline, 1t becones cleay that not all body transtormations are the same. The
general tyranny of fashion— perpenal, elusive, and nstructing the female body in a pedagogy of
personal inadequacy and Lick—is 4 powertul discipline for the nornalization of all women in this
culture. But even as we are 4ll nornthized to the requirements otappropriate teminine insecurity
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example. Sometimes they qualify, chiming they meant some people, not all. But of course, they
meant neither all nor some, They meant most—thae is, they were trying to make a chim about
social or cultural patterns—and that is a stance that is increasingly difficult to sustain in a post-
modern context, where we are surrounded by endlessly displaced images and are given no ori-
enting context in which to make discriminations.

Those who insist on an orienting context (and who therefore do not permit particulars to rein
in all their absolyte “difference”) are seen ag “totalizing,” that is, as constructing a falsely coher-
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entand morally coercive universe that marginalizes and effaces the experiences and values of
others. ("Is there amvthing ierong with blue eves and blond hairs™) As someone who is trequently
mterviewed by local television and newspaper reporters, | have often found my feminist argu-
ments tramed in this wayeas they were inan article on breast-augmentation surgery. After several
Pages of “expert” recommendations trom plastic SUTZEons, my caations about the politics of
temale body transformation (mone of them critical ot individuals contemplating plastic surgery, all
ot them ofa cultural nature) were bricly quoted by the reporter, who then went on to end the
piece with a comment on my critique—from the director of communications for the American
Society of Plastic and Reconstructive Surgery:
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Those not considering plastic surgery shouldn't be too critical of those who do. It's the hardest thing
for people to understand. Whae's mmportant is if it's a problem to that person. We're all different, but
we all want to look better. We're Just cufferent in what extent we'll go to. But none of us can say we
don't want to look the best we can. 10

With this tolerant, egalitarian stroke, the media liaison of the most powerful plastic surgery
lobby in the country presents herself as the protector of “difference” against the homogenizing
and stifling regime of the feminist dictator.

Academics do not usually like to think of themselves as embodying the values and preoccupations
ot popular culture on the plane of high theory or intellectual discourse. We prefer to see ourselves
as the demystifyers of popular discourse, bringers-to-consciousness—imd-clarity rather than
unconscious reproducers of culture, Despite what we would like to believe of ourselves, however,
we are always within the society that we criticize, and never so strikingly as at the present post-
modern moment. All the elements of what I have here called postmodern conversation—intox-
ication with individual choice and creative jouissance, delight with the Piquancy of particularity
and mistrust of pattern and seeing coherence, celebration of “difference” along with an absence
of critical perspective differentiating and weighing “differences,” suspicion of the totalitarian
nature of generalization along with a rush to protect difference from its homogenizing abuses—
have become recognizable and familiar in much of contemporary intellectual discourse, Within
this theoretically self-conscious universe, moreover, these elements are not merely embodied (as
in the Donahue show's DuraSoft conversation) but explicitly thematized and celebrated, as inaugu-
rating new constructions of the self, no longer caught in the mythology of the unified subject,
embracing of multiplicity, challenged the dreary and moralizing generalizations about gender,
race, and so forth that have so preoccupied liberal and left humanism.

For this celebratory, academic postmodernism, it has become highly unfashionable—and
“totalizing”—to talk about the grip of culture on the body. Such a perspective, it is argued, casts
active and creative subjects as passive dupes of ideology; it gives too much to dominant ideology,
imagining it as seamless and univocal, overlooking both the gaps that are continually allowing for
‘difference” and the polysemous, unstable, upon nature of all cultural texts. To
“talk about the grip of culture on the body (as, for example, in “old” feminist discourse about the

Pleasure results from a particular relationship between meanings and power. . .. There i no pleasure
in being a “cultural dope.” ... Pleasure results from the production of meanings of the world and of
self that are felt to serve the interests of the reader rather than those of the dominant, The subordinate
may be disempowered, but they are not powerless. There is 3 power in resisting power, there is 1
Power in maintaining one's social identity in opposition to that proposed by the dominant ideology,
there is a power in asserting one’s own subcultural values against the dominant ones. There 1s, in
shore, a power in being different. 12

Fiske then goes on to produce numerous examples of how Dallas, Hart 1o Hart, and so forth have
been read (or so he argues) by various subcultures to make their own “socially pertinent” and
eIMpOwering meanings out of “the seniotic resources provided by television.”
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Note, in Fiske's insistent, repetitive invocation of the category of power, a charactcristically
postmodern flattening of the terrain of power relations, 3 lack of differentiation between, for
example, the power involved in creative reading in the isolation of one’s own home and the power
held by those who control the material production of television shows, or the power involved in
public protest and action against the conditions of that production and the power of the dominang
meanings—for instance, racist and sexist images and messages—therein produced, For Fiske, of
course, there are no such dominant meanings, that is, no element whose ability to grip the imag-
ination of the viewer is greater than the viewer's ability to “just say no” through resistant reading

Fiske’s conception of pPower—a terrain without hills and valleys, where all forces have become
“resources”—reflects a very common postmodern misappropriation of Foucault. Fiske conceijves
of power as in the possession of individuals or groups, something they “have”—, conception Fou-
cault takes great pains to criticize—rather than (as in Foucault’s Teconstruction) a dynamic of
noncentralized forces, its dominant historical forms attaining their hegemony, not from magiste-
rial design or decree, but through multiple “processes, of different origin and scattered location,”
regulating and normalizing the most intimate and minute elements of the construction of time,
space, desire, embodiment. 13 This conception of power does not entail that there are no dominant
positions, social structures, or ideologies emerging from the play of forces; the face that power is
not held by any one does not mean that it js equally held by all. It is in fact not “held” a¢ all;
rather, people and groups are positioned differentially within j¢. This model is particularly useful
for the analysis of male dominance and female subordination, so much of which is reproduced
“voluntarily,” through our self-normalization to everyday habits of masculinity and femininity.
Within such a model, one can acknowledge that women may indeed contribute to the perpetu-
ation of ferale subordination (for example, by embracing, taking pleasure in, and even feeling
empowered by the cultural objectification and sexualization of the female body) without this
entailing that they have power in the production and reproduction of sexist culture,

Foucault does insist on the instability of modern power relations—that is, he emphasizes that
resistance is perpetual and unpredictable, and hegemony precarious. This notion is transformed
by Fiske (perhaps under the influence of a more deconstructionist brand of postmodernism) into
a notion of resistance as Jouissance, a creative and pleasurable eruption of cultural “difference”
through the “seams” of the text. What this celebration of creative reading as resistance effaces is
the arduous and frequently frustrated historical struggle that is required for the subordinated to
articulate and assert the value of their “difference” in the face of dominant meanings—meanings
that often offer a pedagogy directed at reinforcement of feelings of inferiority, marginality, ugli-
ness. During the early fifties, when Brown v. the Board of Education was wending its way through
the courts, as 2 demonstration of the destructive psychological effects of segregation black chil-
dren were asked to look at two baby dolls, identical in aj] respects except color. The children were
asked a series of questions: Which is the nice doll? Which is the bad doll? Which doll would you

final question, “Which doll js like you?” they looked at him, he says, “35 though he were the devil
himself” for putting them in that predicament, for forcing them to face the inexorable and
hideous logical implications of their situation, Northern children often ran out of the room;
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Just as effective in effacing people’s experiences of racial oppression as lack of attentiw . .
cultural and ethnic differences—a fact postmodern critics sometimes seem to forget. Thig i i
to deny what Fiske calls “the power of being different”; it is, rather, to insist that it 18 wasy '

- The Kenya Doll (Pigighi

comes in three different skin tones (“so your girl is bound to feel pretty and proud”) and s
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'o create a future in which hair~straightcning will be merely one decorative option 1mong others,
Such products, to my mind, are potentially effective “sjpes of resistance™ precisely because they
recognize that the body is a battleground whose selt-determination has to be tought for.

The metaphor of the body as battleground, rather than postmiodern playground, Captures, as
well, the practical difficulties involyeq in the politicy] struggle to empower “difference.” Essence
magazine hag consciously and strenuously tried to promote diverse images of black strength,
beauty, and self-acceptance, Beauty features celebrate the glory of black skin and lush lips; other
departments feature interviews with accomplished black women writers, activists, teachers, many
of whom display styles of body
stindards, The Mmagazine’s advertisers, however, continually play upon and perpetuate consumers’
teelings of inadequacy and insecurity over the racial characteristics of their bodies. They insise
that, in order to be beautiful, hajr must be straightened and eyes lightened: they almose always
cmploy models with fair skin, Anglo-Saxon teatures, and *“hair that moves” insuring association
ot their products with fantasies of becoming what the white culture moge Prizes and rewards,
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Tlis ongoing battle over the black woman's body and the power of its “differences” (“ditfer-
ences™ that actual black women embody to widely varying degrees, of course) is made manifest
m the twentieth-anniversary issue, where a feature celebrating “The Beauty of Black” faced an
advertisment visually legislating virtually the opposite (and offering, signiticantly, “escape”) (Fig-
ures 12 and 13). This invitation ro cognitive dissonance reveals what Essence must grapple with, in
EVETY Isstie, a5 it tries to keep its message of African American selt-acceptance clear and dominant,
while submitting to economic necessities on which jes survival depends. Let me make it clear
here that such self-acceptance, not the reverse tyranny that constructs light-skinned and Anglo-
featured African Americans as “not black enough,” is the message Essence is trying to convey,
against a culture that denies “the Beauty of Black™ a¢ every turn. This terrain, clearly, is not a play-
ground but a minefield that constantly threatens to deconstruct “difference” literally and not

merely literarily.
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“MATERIAL GIRL”: MADONNA AS POSTMODERN HEROINE

John Fiske’s conception of “difference,” in the section quoted above, at least imagines resistance
as challenging specifiable historical forms of dominance, Women, he argues, connect with sub-
versive “feminine” values leaking through the patriarchal plot of soap operas; blacks laugh to
themselves at the glossy, materialist-cowboy culture of Dallas. Such examples suggest a resistance
directed against particular historical forms of power and subjectivity. For some postmodern theo-
rists, however, resistance is imagined as the refusal to embody any positioned subjectivity at all;
what is celebrated is continual creative escape from location, containment, and definition, So, as
Susan Rubin Suleiman advises, we must move beyond the valorization of historically suppressed
values (for example, those values that have been culturally constructed as belonging to an inferior,
female domain and generally expunged from Western science, philosophy, and religion) and
toward “endless complication” and a “dizzying accumulation of narratives,”16 She appreciatively

FIGURE 13
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(and perhaps misleadingly) invokes Derrida’s metaphor of “incalculable choreographies”!7 to cap-
ture the dancing, elusive, continually changing subjectivity that she envisions, a subjectivity with-
out gender, without history, without location. From this perspective, the truly resistant female
body is not the body that wages war on feminine sexualization and objectification, but the body
that, as Cathy Schwichtenberg has put it, “uses simulation strategically in ways that challenge the
stable notion of gender as the edifice of sexual difference . . . [in] an erotic politics in which the
female body can be refashioned in the flux of identities that speak in plural styles.”!8 For this
erotic politics, the new postmodern heroine is Madonna.

This celebration of Madonna as postmodern heroine does not mark the first time Madonna
has been portrayed as a subversive culture-figure. Until the early 1990s, however, Madonna's resis-
tance has been interpreted along “body as battleground” lines, as deriving from her refusal to
allow herself to be constructed as a passive object of patriarchal desire. John Fiske, for example,
argues that this was a large part of Madonna’s original appeal to her “wanna-bes”—those hordes
of middle-class preteeners who mimicked Madonna’s moves and costumes. For the “wanna-bes,”
Madonna demonstrated the possibility of a female heterosexuality that was independent of patri-
archal control, a sexuality that defied rather than rejected the male gaze, teasing it with her own
gaze, deliberately trashy and vulgar, challenging anyone to call her a whore, and ultimately not
giving a damn how she might be judged. Madonna's rebellious sexuality, in this reading, offered
itself not as coming into being through the look of the “other.” but as self-defining and in love
with, happy with itself —an attitude that is rather difficult for women to achieve in this culture
and that helps to explain, as Fiske argues, her enormous appeal for pre-teen girls.19 “ like the
way she handles herself, sort of like take it or leave it; she's sexy but she doesn’t need men . . . she’s
kind of there all by herself;” says one. *“She gives us ideas. It's really women’s lib, not being afraid
of what guys think,” says another,20

Madonna herself, significantly and. unlike most sex symbols, has never advertised herself as
disdainful of feminism nor constructed feminists as man-haters. Rather, in 2 1985 Time interview,
she suggests that her lack of inhibition in “being herself” and her “luxuriant” expression of
“strong” sexuality constitute her brand of feminist celebration.2! Some feminist theorists would
agree. Molly Hite, for example, argues that “asserting female desire in a culture in which female
sexuality is viewed as so inextricably conjoined with passivity” is “transgressive”:

Implied in this strategy is the old paradox of the speaking statue, the created thing that magically
begins to create, for when a woman writes—self-consciously from her muted position as a woman
and not as an honorary man—about female desire, fernale sexuality, female sensuous experience gen-
erally, her performance has the effect of giving voice to pure corporeality, of turning a product of the
dominant meaning-system into a producer of meanings. A woman, conventionally identified with her
body, writes about that identification, and as a consequence, femininity—silent and inert by defini-
tion—erupts into patriarchy as an impossible discourse. 22

Not all feminists would agree with this, of course. For the sake of the contrast I want to draw
here, however, let us grant it, and note, as well, that an argument similar to Fiske’s can be made
concerning Madonna’s refusal to be obedient to dominant and normalizing standards of female
beauty. 1 am now talking, of course, about Madonna in her more fleshy days. In those days,
Madonna saw herself as willfully out of step with the times. “Back in the fifties,” she says in the
Time interview, “women weren't ashamed of their bodies.” (The fact that she is dead wrong is not
relevant here.) Identifying herself with her construction of that time and what she calls its lack of
“suppression” of femininity, she looks down her nose at the “androgynous” clothes of our own
time and speaks warmly of her own stomach, *not really fat” but “round and the skin is smooth
and I like it.” Contrasting herself to anorectics, whom she sees as self-denying and self-hating,
completely in the thrall of externally imposed standards of worthiness, Madonna (as she saw her-
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self) stood for self-definition through the assertion of h
anachronistic) body-type (Figure 14).

Of course, this is no longer Madonna’s body type. Shortly after her 1987 marriage to Sean
Penn, she began a strenuous reducing and exercise program, now runs several miles a day, lifts
weights, and has developed, in obedience to dominant contemporary norms, a tight, slender,
muscular body (Figure 15). Why did she decide to shape up? “I didn't have a flat stomach any-
more,” she has said. “I had become well-rounded.” Please note the sharp about-face here, from
pride to embarrassment. My goal here, however, is not to suggest that Madonna’s formerly volup-
tuous body was a nonalienated, freely expressive body, a “natural” body. While the slender body
is the current cultural ideal, the voluptuous female body is a cultural form, too (as are all bodies),
and was a coercive ideal in the fifties. My point is that in terms of Madonna’s own former lexi-
con of meanings—in which feminine voluptuousness and the choice to be round in a culture of

er own (traditionally “female” and now

FIGURE 14
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the lean were clearly connected to spontaneity, self-definition, and defiance of the cultural gaze—
the terms set by that gaze have now triumphed. Madonng has been normalized; more precisely,
she has self-normalized, Her “wanna-bes” re following suit. Studies suggest that a5 many as 80
percent of nine-year-old suburban girls (the majority of whom are far from overweight) are
making rigorous dieting and exercise the organizing discipline of thejr lives.23 They do not
require Madonna’s example, of course, to believe that they must be thin to be acceptable. But

None of this “materiality”"—¢hg, is, the obsessive body-praxis thae regulates and disciplines
Madonnas life ang the lives of the young (and not so young) women who emulate her—makes
its way into the Tepresentation of Madonna a5 Postmodern heroine, In the terms of this represen-
tation (in both its popular and scholarly instantiations), Madonna is “jp control of her image, not
trapped by it”: the prooflies in her ironijc and chameleon-like approach to the construction of her
identity, her ability to “slip in and out of character at will,” to defy definition, to keep them
guessing.24 [ thjs coding of things, as in the fantasies of the polysurgical addict (and, as I argue
in Unbearable Weight, the eating-disordered woman), control and power, words that are invoked over

moadaonna; broadway bound

FIGURE 14
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and over in discussions of Madonna, have become equivalent to self-
has no material history; it conceals its continual struggle
pain. (Significandy, Madonna's “self-

creating. Madonna's new body
to maintain itself, it does not reveal its
exposé,” the documentary Truth or Dare, does not include
any scenes of Madonna's daily workouts.) It is merely another creative transformation of an ever-
elusive subjectivity. “More Dazzling and Determined Not to Stop Changing” as Cosmopolitan
describes Madonna: * ... whether in looks or career, this multitalented dazzler will never be
trapped in any mold!"25 The plasticity of Madonna's subjectivity is emphasized again and again in
the popular press, particularly by Madonna herself, It is how she tells the story of her “power” in
the industry: “In pop music, generally, people have one image. You get pigeonholed. I'm lucky
enough to be able to change and still be accepted . . . play a part, change characters, looks, atti-
tudes.""26

Madonna claims that her creative work, t0o, is meant to escape definition. "“Everything I do is
meant to have several meanings, to be ambiguous,” she says, She resists, however (in true post-
modern fashion), the attribution of serious artistic intent; rather (as she told Cosmo), she favors
irony and ambiguity, “to entertain myself” and (as she told Vanity Fair) out of “rebelliousness and
a desire to fuck with people.”27 It is the postmodern nature of her music and videos that has most
entranced academic critics, whose accolades reproduce in highly theoretical language the notions
emphasized in the popular press. Susan McClary writes:

Madonna’s art itself repeatedly deconstructs the traditi

ego boundaries. Her pieces explore . . . various ways of constituting identities that refuse stability, that
remain fluid, that resist definition. This tendency in her work has become increasingly pronounced;
for instance, in her recent controversial video “Express Yourself™ . . . she slips in and out of evéry sub-
Ject position offered within the video’s narrative context . . . refusing more than ever to deliver the
security of a clear, unambiguous message or an “authentic” self 28

onal notion of the unified subject with finite

Later in the same piece, McClary describes
Madonna as a porn star in a peep show, as creatin,
energy that continually escapes containment.”29 Now, many feminist viewers may find this par-
ticular video quite disturbing, for a number of reasons. First, unlike many of Madonna's older
videos, “Open Your Heart to Me" does not visually emphasize Madonna's subjectivity or
desire—as “Lucky Star,” for example, did through frequent shots of Madonna’s face and eyes,
flirting with and controlling the reactions of the viewer. Rather, “Open Your Heart to Me”
places the viewer in the position of the voyeur by presenting Madonna's body as object, now per-
fectly taut and tightly managed, for display. To be sure, we do not identify with the slimy men,
drooling over Madonna's performance, who are depicted in the video; but, as E. Ann Kaplan has
pointed out, the way men view women in the filmic world is only o i
gaze. There is also the viewer's gaze, which may be encouraged by the di
or less objectifying.3 In “Open Your Heart to Me,” as in virwally all rock videos, the female
body is offered to the viewer purely as a spectacle, an object of sight, a visual commodity to be
consumed. Madonna's weight loss and dazzling shaping-up job make the spectacle of her body all
the more compelling; we are riveted to her body, fascinated by it. Many men and women may
experience the primary reality of the video as the clicitation of desire for that perfect body;

women, however, may also be gripped by the desire (very likely impossible to achieve) to become
that perfect body.

“Open Your Heart to Me,” which features
g “an image of open-ended Jouissance—an erotic
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images” and similarly refuses a “clear position for the Spectator within the filmic world . . . Jeay.
ing him/her decentered, confused.”3! McClary’s reading of “Open Your Heart to Me” empha-
sizes precisely these postmodern elements, insisting on the ambiguous and unstable nature of the
relationships depicted in the narrative of the video, and the frequent elements of parody and play.
“The usual power relationship between the voyeuristic male gaze and object” is “destabilized,”
she claims, by the portrayal of the male patrons of the porno house as leering and pathetic. At the
same time, the portrayal of Madonna as porno queen-object is deconstructed, McClary argues, by
the end of the video, which has Madonna changing her clothes to those of a little boy and trip-
ping off playfully, leaving the manager of the house sputtering behind her. McClary reads this as
“escape to androgyny,” which “refuses essentialist gender categories and turns sexual identity into
akind of play.” As for the gaze of the viewer, she admits that it is “risky” to “invoke the image of
porn queen in order to perform its deconstruction,” but concludes that the deconstruction is
successful: “In this video, Madonna confronts the most pernicious of her stereotypes and attempts
to channel it into a very different realm: a realm where the feminine object need not be the
object of the patriarchal gaze, where its energy can motivate play and nonsexual pleasure, 32

I would argue, however, that despite the video's evasions of clear or fixed meaning there is 3
dominant position in this video: it is that of the objectifying gaze. One is not really decentered
and confused by this video, despite the “ambiguities™ it formally contains. Indeed, the video's
postmodern conceits, I would suggest, facilitate rather than deconstruct the presentation of

ically tacked on, in bad faith, a way of claiming trendy status for what is really juse cheesecake—
or perhaps, soft-core pornography.

Indeed, it may be worse than that. If the playful “tag” ending of “Open Your Heart to Me” is
successful in deconstructing the notion that the objectification, the sexualization of women’s
bodies is a serious business, then Madonna’s jouissance may be “fucking with” her youthful view-

brating rape, abuse, and humiliation of women, the message—not Madonna’s responsibility alone,
of course, but hers among others, surely—is getting through. The artists who perform these
misogynist songs also claim to be speaking playfully, tongue-in-cheek, and to be daring and resis-
tant to transgressors of cultural structures that contain and define. Ice T, whose rap lyrics gleefully
describe the gang rape of a woman—with 2 fashlight, to “make her tits light up”—claims that he
is only “telling it like it is" among black street youth (he compares himself o Richard Wright),
and he scoffs at feminist humorlessness, implying, as well, that it js racist and repressive for white
feminists to try to deny him his indigenous “style.” The fact that Richard Wright embedded his
depiction of Bigger Thomas within a critique of the racise culture that shaped him, and that
Native Son is meant to be a tragedy, was not, apparently, noticed in Ice T postmodern reading of
the book, whose critical point of view he utterly ignores. Nor does he seem concerned about
what appears to be 2 growing fad—not only among street gangs, but in fraternity houses as well—
for gang rape, often with an unconscious woman, and surrounded by male spectators, (Some of
the terms popularly used to describe these rapes include “beaching”—the woman being likened
to a “beached whale”—and “spectoring,” to emphasize how integral a role the onlookers play.)

My argument here is a plea, not for censorship, but for recognition of the social contexts and
consequences of images from popular culture, consequences that are frequenty effaced in post-



L. Quoted i Trix Rosen, Strong angq Sexy (New York: Putnam, 1983), Pp. 72,61,

2. “Travole,: You Really ¢, Make Yoursels Over,™ Syracuse Herald-Americap, Jan. 13, 1985

3. “Popular Plastic Surgery,” Co.rmopolitan (May 1990); 9,

4. Tina Lizardj angq Marth, Frankej, “Hand Jop,» Details (Feb, 1990): 38.

» and Jennjfer Donovan, “Scalpel Slaves Juse Can'e Quit,” Newsweepe

v
Sy
(1)
3
5
2
g
8
A
L
2
5
o
Q
o4
&
3

Y ® oy oo
g
3
]
3
&
Lo J
9
-] :
S
9
3
o
I3
n—
g
8
£
2

brown eyes 3nq one wearing pjye lenses, as if ¢ show that DuraSof finds Nothing “wrong” wirh
brown €yes. The issye, rather, js scif-determination: “Choosing your Very own eye color is noy, the

10. Linda Bien, "Building 2 Better Buge,” Syracuse Herald-Amen'(an. March 4, 1990,

11 This wpg said by Japjce Radway an ory| Presentation of her work, Duke University, Spring, 1989,
12, John Fiske, Television Culture (New York: Methuen, 1987), p. 19.

13. Michej Foucayjy, Discipline qpgq Punish (Ney, York: Vintage, 1979), p. 138,

14. Related in Bil] Moyers, «a Walk Through the Tiventieth Century: The Second American Revoly-

15, -Foucauypy, Discipline and Punjsh, pp. 26~27,
16. Susan Rubin Suleiman. "(Re)Writing the Body: The Politics and Poetics of Femae Eroticism," in,

17. Jacques Derrid; angq Christie v McDonald. “Choreographics." Diadritics 12, no, » (1982); 76,
18, Cathy Schwichtcnberg, “Postmoderr, Feminism anq Madonna: Toward an Erotic Politics of the Fe.

John Fiske, “British Cultura} Studies and Teicvision," in Robert C. Allen, ed., Channels of Discourse
(Chape] Hilt: University of North Caroling Press, 1987), pp. 254-90,
20. Quoted in John Skow, “Madonn, Rocks the Land,” Tine (May 27, 1985): 77.

22, Molly Hite, "Writing*~and Rcading~the Body: Female Sexuality and Recent Feminijg, Fiction,”
23. “Fat or No, 4th Grade Giys Diet Lege They Be Teaseq of Unloved,” 1ail Street Journal, Fe, 11,
6.

24, Catherine Texier, “Have Women Surrcndercd in MTV Battle of the Sexes?” New York Times,
April 22, 1999, p. 31.

25, Cosmapolitan (July 1987); Cover,

26. Davig Ansen, "Magnificen, Mavericy » Cosmopolitas (May 1990): 311.

27. Ansen, "Magnificen, Maverick » P. 311; Kevip Sessum;, “White Heat,” Vanity Faiy (April 1990);
208,

\




[358]
28,

29,
3.

31,

Susan Bordo

Susan McClary, "Living to Tell: Madonnass Resurrection of the Fleshy,” Genders, ng, 7 (Spring
1990): 2.

McClary, "Living to Tell” p. 12,

E. Ann Kaplan, "[s the Gaze Male> jy, Ann Snitow, Christine Stansell, and Sharon Thompson,
eds., Powers of Desire: The Politics q/‘Sc.\'lmlily (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1983), pp.
309-27.

E. Ann Kaplan, Rocking Aronnd the Clock: Mysic Television, Postmodernisiy ang Consumer Cultyye
(New York: Methuen, 1987), p. 63.

2. McClary, “Living to Tel” p. 13.



