Cultural Genitals  - Goodbye Seventies

by Jean Robison

“My ideal wife would have a lot of bacon, bring it all home, and have a TV station besides.” 

“ So I guess everybody has their own time and place when they turn themselves on.

Where do I turn on? I turn on when I turn off and go to bed. That’s my big moment that I’m always waiting for.”1



 -- Andy Warhol


The “androgynous ideals” of 1960s and 70s fashion in the west initiated release from the rigid hyper-gendered sex bomb and macho binary system of the 1950’s. This breaking up of expectations and oppressive norms is exciting but seems to remain on the surface. The boyish woman and the girlish man are allowed to perform in music and fashion, but a deeper casting off of gender rules is taking longer. These days, gender performance is looser: I can wear pants to school without issue. Yet, it is still problematic for a man to wear a skirt or dress in the public realm, and many other transgressions are simply not allowed. The problem manifests in social awkwardness, discrimination and even murder.

     My questions for this essay revolve around the expectations and ramifications of gender performance. There are distinctions between acceptable cross-dressing (pop music, theatre) and cross-dressing seen as a dreadful transgression, which leads to severe societal punishment, as in the case of Brandon Teena, a twenty-year-old “woman” known as Tina Brandon, who was murdered for “passing” as “man.” How far have we come in re-dressing gender performance? Why have figures like Boy George and Michael Jackson become accepted, even idols, while politicians must remain traditionally gendered? What about others to come?

     I speak of gender as something to “escape” from. I see a multitude of redefining, deconstructing and generally breaking out of the norms attached to gender assignment in society. Why are we pushing and pulling on gender in the public and private realm? What did the androgynous pop stars of the 70’s and 80’s do for us? What sorts of escape do we long for? What is it like to exist without a gender?

    Andy Warhol was the androgynous ideal without the ideal. As a pop star who manipulated the culture machine, his life was a performance of anti-performance. He was a Superstar and a Nobody. In the 60’s and 70’s, he redefined expectations of art making, as well as gender roles. In a sense, he pushed the envelope of gender performance rules by seemingly removing himself from the game. He presented an ambiguous sort of asexual persona to the public. He somehow carved out a niche of non-gender. I find this big evasion fascinating. I’d like to start with Andy as a model of gender-avoidance in the public eye and try to uncover why and how we perform the way we do. How will the rules change and what would happen if “gender” broke down altogether?

     In the 2004 documentary film, Absolut Warhola, relatives of Warhol comment on fame, unemployment, politics, vodka, music, pop art and life in general. In this small Slovakian town where Andy’s parents were born and raised, gender roles are traditional and appear to be unmoving. Warhol’s aunt states that Andy never got married because he took care of his mother and he didn’t have time to leave a family to visit his relatives in the town of Mikova. Many other family members and neighbors adamantly deny that Warhol was a “you-know-what.” His cousin confirms, “No homosexuals have ever come from Mikova.” The people of his origin are respectful and loving to Andy’s memory and work, and we are assured by his ninety-year-old aunt that, “If he lived here, we’d have forced him to get married …even against his own will.” 

     Though he was born in Pittsburgh, it is from this particular place of traditional categories that Warhol emerged as a destroyer of category. His artwork is a manipulation of the forces of appearance and representation. He revealed soup cans and Marilyn Monroe’s image as icons instead of literal representations. And his work doesn’t stop with paintings, prints, sculpture and film. His Factory, writings and general presence in the public realm attest to a complex way of life: he was always living on an edge outside of any strictly bounded category. The way that he performed gender is tantamount to his exposure and creation of icons. He had an apparently ambivalent way of loving and criticizing the world simultaneously, and he acted out his love for glamour and beauty (big hitters in gender performance) in a similar way.  His clothing, wigs and manner of speaking show equal attention to male and female forms of beauty and desire evading easy categorization. He occasionally appeared in drag. Perhaps, this was just another form of morphing his identity in the public eye. Perhaps Andy Warhol was Andy Warhol’s greatest creation.

    From a 2005 vantage point, Warhol’s seemingly asexual persona looks like a well-crafted program of gender role avoidance. The possibility of another gender  (an other non-gender?) that can be performed and celebrated looks like a window out to a system beyond the binaries of man/woman, husband/wife, and so on. Nevertheless, I have to wonder what it means to perform and therefore exist in an “asexual” state. I won’t pretend to psychoanalyze Andy Warhol, but I don’t believe he was an asexual person (is there such a person?).  He certainly had desires.  He began as an outsider and continued to position himself as such. Did this grant him access to his own desires, or was he denied a “livable” life as Judith Butler describes it? Butler indicates, “the social norms that constitute our existence carry desires that do not originate with our individual.” 2  Warhol placed himself at the “forefront of ‘gender fuck dressing,’ in which identity, especially gender identity, was conceived as an impersonation, a role, a put-on.” 3  The question that I ask myself as an impersonator in my own way is where does the performance end and existence begin? I think there is not a clear distinction, if any.  Where does that leave you and me, consumers of popular culture and also pioneers in a forever-new territory of societal performance and norms?    

     As Anne Fausto-Sterling states, “physical genitals form a poor basis for deciding the rights and privileges of citizenship …rather it is social gender that we see and read.”4  The rights and privileges of society are many and varied, ranging from employment opportunities to a general pursuit of happiness. As Donna Haraway suggests, “gender is a verb, not a noun.”5 The way we are allowed to do gender circumscribes what rights and privileges we have access to. Unless, we take “doing gender” into our hands. 

     Candy Darling, a star of Andy Warhol’s films, performed drag, dressing in the way that Lana Turner and Kim Novak had done as a way to “show the world, in the most beautiful way, that beauty didn’t belong to those who were born with it.”6  In a sense, she was performance scripting her own social gender. Andy Warhol believed in Darling’s re-shaping of beauty and helped make it real by casting Darling in films like Women In Revolt and Flesh. Lou Reed wrote a song performed by the Velvet Underground that illuminates the struggle to perform against the social norms, leaving one with seemingly no option other than to exist in a lonely place.

Candy says I’ve come to hate my body

And all that it requires in this world

Candy says I’d like to know completely

What others so discretely talk about

Candy says I hate the quiet places

That cause the smallest taste of what will be

Candy says I hate the big decisions

That cause endless revisions in my mind

I’m gonna watch the blue birds fly over my shoulder

I’m gonna watch them pass me by

Maybe when I’m older

What do you think I’d see

If I could walk away from me7

     In a particularly poignant moment of Absolut Warhola, Andy’s doppelganger appears in the town of Mikova. He is a Ruthenian speaking tall, thin, denim-clad facsimile of Warhol. He is mysteriously returning to his ancestral home. The reverence that the cousins and aunts have for the memory of Andy does not carry over to this peculiar figure. They laugh as he awkwardly mounts a horse in an unmasculine display. There is a palpable sense that the community, which claims him as their own, would have ostracized Andy.  Acceptance was not high in Pittsburgh in Warhol’s childhood either. 

     What do we discover as we push away from cultural expectations and into uncharted places where gender is a fiction like race and class? These social realities help us define and identify. What is it like to be truly removed from these structures, to “walk away from me”?
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