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Confessions of an Identity Junkie

Cheryl Dobinson1

How is it that sexual identity can become such a troubling preoccupation? In this
paper, the author explores the problems she has experienced regarding sexual iden-
tification due to fluctuating desires and changing circumstances. Charting a course
through her personal life using the pioneering theoretical work of Jeffrey Weeks,
Judith Butler, and Donna Haraway, she intimately examines the contradictions,
difficulties, and possible political functions of sexual identification.

OUTLINING THE PROBLEM

"Lesbian" is not a label that fits me like a glove, nor is "bisexual," "dyke,"
or even "queer," but it would seem that at different points in my life I have been,
and indeed continue to be, all of the above. When I first came out, after the initial
confusion, I was comfortable as a lesbian. Unfortunately, this comfort lasted not
nearly long enough. When faced with feeling desire for a man again, I briefly
tried out a bisexual identity in an attempt to be more accurate about who I was.
But I ended up feeling that claiming bisexuality was somehow a misrepresentation,
incompatible with my primary interest in women. So I quickly moved on to become
a dyke, finding satisfaction in being more brash and assertive about the importance
of my same-sex desire. Now I also consider myself queer, an identity that is not
in itself fully defined or definable, one which is always interrogated further. Thus,
my alternate sexual identities keep coming back to haunt me.

When I subscribed to the "Dykenet" electronic mailing list, I was informed
that only dykes need join, and that anyone found to be otherwise would be un-
subscribed immediately. After a momentary panic about how the creators of this
interactive list might actually define a dyke, not to mention wondering how they
might go about investigating their clients' personal lives, I signed up. When I spoke
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to an undergraduate Sociology class on the social regulation of sexuality, I called
myself lesbian, nothing more confusing or controversial. Once asked by a student
during a debate on a book with lesbian content that we had both read, "Are you
gay?", I answered unflinchingly, "Yes". And when I talk to people who accept
that I occasionally have desire for men as well as women, I might be considered
bisexual, whether it is made explicit or not, and whether I agree or not.

So, sexual identity of any sort is problematic for me. I have gone through
nearly every sexual identity recognized as possible for a woman based on the late
20th-century Western social constructions around sexuality to which I am subject.
I have identified as "straight," "bisexual," "lesbian," and "dyke," only to end up
at "queer," the current anti-identity. Why do I feel the need to claim any sexual
identity at all? What is it about sexual identity that I find so troubling? How
can these competing concerns be meaningfully reconciled? The theoretical work
of Jeffrey Weeks (1991), Judith Butler (1993), and Donna Haraway (1985) has
guided me through my exploration of these questions, allowing me to reach some
tentative answers in the complex terrain of sexual identification.

POLITICAL CHOICES

Jeffrey Weeks (1991) makes the useful distinction between "sexual behaviour"
and "sexual identity," arguing that while desire is one thing, sexual identity itself is
a choice (p. 633). The development of a gay or lesbian identity is viewed as a social
process (p. 633), best looked at separately from specific sexual behaviours. Weeks
identifies four stages of homosexual identification, realizing that each person who
engages in same-sex sexual activity may not necessarily go through any or all
of these; it will largely depend on the social setting and availability of meanings
(p. 633). The implication is that gay and lesbian identities are increasingly social
and political choices, losing any sexual specificity (pp. 633-634). Weeks refers to
Adrienne Rich's (1981) lesbian continuum as an extreme case of denying lesbian
sexuality in the pursuit of feminist political strategy (Weeks, 1991, pp. 634-635).
Whether one agrees with Rich's particular version of political lesbianism, the point
is well taken that "lesbian identity has a political as well as a social and personal
implication" (Weeks, p. 635).

If all of my confusion over sexual identity were simply an individual or
behavioural concern, I probably would have given up long ago. But I am constantly
being called upon or choosing to define myself and/or justify myself in terms of
sexual identity—a process involving a good deal more than whom I desire and
what I do in bed. In the experiences described previously, I made calculated choices
about my sexual identity for social and political reasons.

Weeks brings up another reason for me to continue to define my sexual
identity. Aside from my own politics, society has set up a "complex web of social
practises—legal, pedagogic, medical, moral, and personal" (p. 636) around sexual
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identity. My self-created identity is not completely personal and arbitrary; it exists
"on ground not freely chosen but laid out by history" (p. 636). If I get fired from
my job due to rumours that I am gay, or am spit at in the street for holding another
woman's hand in public, it matters very little how important sexual identity is to
me otherwise. Society makes it important in ways over which I have no control.

A missing element in Weeks's theory revolves around the sexual identification
of people who desire both males and females. Claiming a bisexual identity is one
way to handle this desire, but there are fewer distinct social processes leading to
this end. Realistic fears of rejection by both mainstream heterosexual society and
the gay and lesbian community combined with the lack of a necessary connection
between sexual desire and sexual identity mean that it is possible and even likely
for those whose desire is not limited to one sex to, nonetheless, retain either a
straight or gay identity.

Being queer is another way to "celebrate the flux" (Weeks, 1991, p. 636) of
desire; given its connotations, it is clearly a strategically chosen label. However,
when it comes to concrete, negative, societal reactions, this finer distinction matters
very little. The specifics of my own identity, and how I define it, will often be
secondary to the identity and definitions that society imposes on me. Whether I
call myself "bisexual," "lesbian," "dyke," or "queer," I will be subject to the same
patterns of discrimination simply for not following the heterosexual norm. Only
in the ways that I actively claim and use these labels will my choice of sexual
identity become any more politically specific. Therefore, sexual identity becomes
a politically necessary choice. It is a decision influenced by personal politics,
societal response, and the active struggle for resistance. The political functions
served by active sexual identification clarify for me why I continue to claim some
form(s) of sexual identity as my own.

EXPOSING "NECESSARY ERROR"

Judith Butler (1993) is much more concerned with contradictions and prob-
lems within lesbian identity itself. Her thoughts are useful in understanding my
discomfort with any specific sexual identity. She writes that "to be" anything is
more than simply becoming who one is (p. 307). For instance, when I made a
choice about my on-line identity as a dyke, it's not that that isn't what I really
am. It is just more problematic to be someone else's definition of an identity, even
when you may claim it as your own quite readily in other circumstances.

Butler further argues that identity categories are usually instruments of social
control, and identity itself is only produced in response to a request (p. 307),
however explicit or subtle the request may be. However, discourses around sexual
identity can also be sites of resistance against dominant social systems (p. 308).
Either way, they are "sites of necessary trouble" (p. 308). Trouble exists in the form
of what remains permanently concealed by sexual identity through the totalizing of
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the "I" (p. 309), and in how the repetitive performance of the lesbian "I" establishes
its instability as a category (p. 311). Therefore, in actively being any sexual identity,
I am simultaneously excluding parts of my self, such as any nonconforming desires,
and disrupting the very category of identity that I have claimed.

In looking at the supposed political necessity of sexual identity, as per Weeks
(1991), Butler hopes that "these sites of disruption, error, confusion, and trouble
can be the very rallying points for a certain resistance to classification and to iden-
tity as such" (pp. 309-310). Her main concern is that in complying with the terms
and categories set by the oppressors to structure our resistance, we may already
be beaten (p. 311). Visibility, in the form of identities recognized by social control
mechanisms, can only be a starting point for resistance, not the entire strategy
(p. 311). This is part of the rationale behind my claiming of a queer identity. Re-
gardless of how society interprets my sexuality, in claiming queerness I am taking
an active stance of resistance against dominant forms of classification. Setting
my own terms for resistance challenges the existing categories and undermines
notions of specific heterosexual or homosexual identities. Queer is the current
anti-identity; it is critical, political, and anything but straight.

Although very useful in terms of theoretically problematizing sexual identity
and maintaining critical thinking about identities of any sort, Butler's ideas remain
somewhat lacking in practical applicability. The political necessity of some identity
"sign" is recognized, as long as it is both strategic and provisional (p. 312). In this,
Butler tries to reconcile Weeks's notion of political necessity with the critical view
of sexual identity that she espouses. Her efforts are only successful to the degree
that we believe sexual identity is a "necessary error" (p. 309), flawed but useful.
If left at that, I would feel no less troubled about my own sexual identity, and no
more able to overcome the complications and contradictions of taking political
actions based on such an inadequate social construction.

CELEBRATING CONTRADICTION

Donna Haraway (1985) provides the insight that can move us beyond this
anxiety over contradiction and error, to celebrate the "tension of holding incom-
patible things together because both or all are necessary and true" (p. 597). She
advocates what she calls a "cyborg world" (another strategic use of language, as
per "queer") where we would not be "afraid of permanently partial identities and
contradictory standpoints" (p. 599). The political advantages to be had in seeing
more than one side of a struggle and in certain seemingly illegitimate combinations
are recognized. The core of her theory lies in realizing that identities are always
"contradictory, partial and strategic" (p. 600), formed in response to specific his-
torical circumstances. They are primarily based on current conceptions of which
differences matter, rather than on inborn essences, but this is what makes them
even more meaningful (p. 604).
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With this in mind, I can be all of the identities that I have previously claimed
as mine, even those that seem contradictory, or broad enough to encompass all
the others. I can remain critical of the social processes of identity construction,
recognizing what society is revealing about itself in terms of which differences
matter, while still creating self-identities that are useful and true in all of the
varying circumstances I may encounter. I can be a dyke on Dykenet, a lesbian in
class, a queer stirring up the gay and lesbian community, and a bisexual when my
desire includes men. I can recognize the partiality of all these labels, their relative
truths and their individual (and collective) limitations. My political activity need
not be compromised by any of these factors; it can, in fact, be enhanced by my
understanding of them.

Thus, Jeffrey Weeks (1991) helps me see why sexual identity is both political
and necessary, while Judith Butler (1993) brings to the surface what lies behind
my fears and anxieties surrounding sexual identification. But only Donna Haraway
(1985) allows me to integrate these views, and to reconcile the contradictions that
come with the package of partial/fractured identities. That these contradictions and
limitations can be recognized, celebrated, and used to my political advantage is a
powerful revelation, one that enables me to act on the basis of sexual identification,
while maintaining a critical and ironic perspective on all identity and all reality.

REFERENCES

Butler, J. (1993). Imitation and gender insubordination. In H. Abelove, M. A. Barale, & D. M. Halperin
(Eds.), The lesbian and gay studies reader, (pp. 307-320). New York: Routledge.

Haraway. D. (1985/1993). The cyborg manifesto and fractured identities. In C. Lemert (Ed.), Social
theory: The multicultural & classic readings, (pp. 597-604). Boulder: Westview Press.

Rich, A. (1981/1993). Compulsory heterosexuality and lesbian existence. In H. Abelove, M. A. Barale,
& D. M. Halperin (Eds.), The lesbian and gay studies reader, (pp. 227-254). New York: Routledge.

Weeks, J. (1991/1993). Sexual identification is a strange thing. In C. Lemert (Ed.), Social theory: The
multicultural & classic readings, (pp. 633-637). Boulder: Westview Press.

Identity Junkie 269


