Introduction: why queer(y)
citizenship?

In Thomas King’s 1993 short story, ‘Borders’, readers follow an
Indigenous woman and her son as they set off from their home on the
reserve and attempt to cross the Canada—US border that cuts across
the 49th parallel. The US border guard does not allow them to cross
into the United States because the mother declares their citizenship
as Blackfoot and not ‘Canadian’ or ‘American’. The pair attempt to
return and are not allowed to cross into Canada for the same reason.’
Despite attempts by border guards on both sides to elicit an ‘accept-
able’ answer from them, the mother steadfastly refuses to offer the
declaration that they come from any ‘side’ of the border other than
the ‘Blackfoot side’ (‘Borders’ p. 135). As a result of what has been
variously read as either the border guards’ ignorance or the mother’s
stubbornness, the mother and the story’s narrator spend three nights
between the two border checkpoints in no man’s land - the literal
borderlands - sleeping in their car until a media frenzy forces the US
border guards to let the pair through on the basis of their Blackfoot
citizenship.

King’s short story highlights the relationship between citizen-
ship, the state, and national borders, and, in particular, emphasises
the erosion of Indigenous rights and sovereignty as they play out at
North American borders, as suggested by one reporter who earn-
estly (but ignorantly) asks the young narrator ‘how it [feels] to be an
Indian without a country’ (p. 142). The mother’s refusal to acknow-
ledge any ‘side’ of the border undermines and ultimately rejects the
idea that her citizenship can be bounded by either a figurative or lit-
eral modern nation state whose borders were drawn at the expense of
Indigenous people in North America. The Canada-US border, in fact,
as it runs across the 49th parallel and is touted as ‘the world’s longest
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undefended border’, originated from the negotiations that were to
become the 1794 Jay Treaty. The Treaty, which is still legally binding
today (as well as in the fictive universe of King’s short story), included
stipulations that protected Indigenous peoples whose lands straddled
this new political boundary. Indigenous people crossing the border
were not required to adhere to US and (then Great Britain) Canadian
border control and customs regulations.? It is ironic, then, that the
other questions asked of the mother in ‘Borders’ include whether she
is carrying ‘any firearms or tobacco’ (‘Borders’ p. 135).

As it meditates on the need for recognition, rights, and represen-
tation as they are made manifest by the artifice and limits of nation-
hood, ‘Borders’ effectively emphasises the idea that, as Karl Hele puts
it, ‘borders are lived experiences’ (xv), and ‘mere lines drawn upon the
water often disrupted or even erased altogether by the lived experiences
of First People’ In this way, the story negates a view of citizenship
and national identity as contingent on conceptions of the ‘fraternity’
that emerges from the policing of national borders, or, the ‘deep, hori-
zontal comradeship’ critiqued by political scientist Benedict Anderson
in his iconic work on imagined communities.4 This kind of fraternity,
Anderson would have it, is rooted in an understanding of nationhood
and community that ignores and takes part in the ongoing erasures
and elisions of peoples and histories, what Anderson calls ‘the actual
inequality and exploitation’ that takes place in the activity of nation
building.s It is important, then, to read work by Indigenous writers
like King, whose writing serves to ‘undermine established beliefs and
to introduce other, typically marginalised viewpoints’, especially in
relation to the activity of citizenship.°

Crossing borders and queering citizenship recognises the limited
imaginings of political and national communities, and reimagines
the contours of contemporary citizenship. As it connects queer and
citizenship theories to the idea of an engaged reading subject, this
book offers a new approach to studying the act of reading, arguably
a basic function of literature, as well as theorising reading as an
integral element of the basic unit of the state: the citizen. This book
explores how the act of reading across borders can be understood as
a civic act that queers citizenship, and it does so through discussing
seven US and Canadian writers in whose work borders proliferate
and citizenship is unravelled: US—Mexico borderlands lesbian writer
Gloria Anzaldua, lesbian US southern white trash author Dorothy
Allison, Canadian Métis poet Gregory Scofield, Mexican-American
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performance artist Guillermo Gémez-Pena, queer Canadian language
poet Erin Moure, Dominican-American novelist Junot Diaz, and
Canadian author Yann Martel. Each of these writers offers a literary
engagement with citizenship that advocates for an alternative model
of belonging through civic readerly engagement, with no recourse to
the reification of political borders yet without an outright rejection of
state citizenship. In my interpretation of their work, then, I use the
term ‘queer’ to denote the ways in which the concept and structure(s)
of citizenship are critiqued, troubled, and unsettled, not only by
their writing, but by their status, to varying ‘degrees’, as ‘peripheral
peoples’, excluded from having full membership in their respective
polities on the basis of one or more of their identifications, what soci-
ologist Carlos A. Forment calls ‘those groups who are excluded from
or marginalised within the polity despite having rights to inclusion’.”
In this book, then, ‘queer’ is, as queer theorist David Halperin puts it,
that which is ‘at odds with the normal, the legitimate, the dominant’.?
The writing by ‘peripheral peoples’ examined in this book not only
engages with citizenship but also positions the reader to queer it.
One impulsion to and justification for rethinking citizenship is
that it has been almost universally recognised as exclusionary. As
social scientists Engin F. Isin and Patricia Wood note, ‘citizenship,
despite modern, universalist rhetoric, has always been a group con-
cept — but it has never been expanded to all members of any polity’.?
Semiotician Walter Mignolo sees the very ideas of citizenship and the
citizen as racist, and ‘tied to a racial hierarchy of human beings that
depends on universal categories of thought created and enacted from
the identitarian perspectives of European Christianity and by white
males’.*® Rethinking citizenship is valuable, according to legal scholar
Carl Stychin, because ‘part of the value of citizenship discourse is the
way in which it can be deployed to re-imagine the nation as a space
for the performance of a range of different projects, in which there
is no single authentic way of relating to the nation’.”" In participatory
democracies, the work of citizens is ‘in the public sphere, carrying
rights and entitlements but also responsibilities to fellow citizens and
to the community which defines citizenship’.”> However, each of the
writers under examination here advocates what sociologist Yasemin
Soysal has called ‘a new mode of membership, anchored in the uni-
versalistic rights of personhood, [which ultimately] transgresses
the national order of things’ (emphasis added). This works on the
assumption that there is a need to ‘shift ... the major organizing
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principle of membership in contemporary polities: [one in which] the
logic of personhood supersedes the logic of citizenship’ but not one
that allows the exclusionary thrust of contemporary state citizenship
to continue unimpeded. To queer citizenship, what I argue each
of the writers under examination here engages in, is to also explore
the reader as a queer, sexual(ised) citizen, which, as queer theorist
Jeftrey Weeks has described, is a ‘hybrid being, breaching the public/
private divide which Western culture has long held to be essential’.’s
The recognition that readers are hybrid beings who can read for the
empowerment hybridity can engender is explored in more detail
in the next chapter. In this book, the role of hybridity is sometimes
understated but more often explicit, recognising the ways in which
all citizens are hybrid beings but remain anchored, for as long as
it exists conceptually, to the state. Likewise, queering underpins my
analysis throughout as an intersectional, feminist praxis that can be
used productively as a strategy in the decolonisation of citizenship
and the establishment of alternative community building practices
that resist and change the exclusions of citizenship rather than accept
and adapt to them. This understanding is premised on the idea that
feminist and queer critical frames can be used as tools to unravel the
exclusionary practices deployed by the concept and practice of state-
sanctioned citizenship.

The interest of queer theorists in and preoccupation with the
unsettling and troubling of dominant and mainstream frameworks
of ‘Western’ thought is useful in the unravelling of citizenship in that
it provides an overarching and inclusive vocabulary with which to
describe the exclusionary and marginalising processes of citizenship.
Of course, queer theory is fraught. But not all the writers discussed
in this book identify as queer, and not all readers are queer, either.
However, the critical practice of queering as it takes place in the act
of reading can translate to civic action, understood in this book as the
opening up of new discursive areas from which to safely articulate
improved citizenship practices that foreground and value recognition,
rights, and representation for all members of a polity. These spaces offer
not only discursive areas to rehearse these ideas, but also the commu-
nity support and language needed to transform acts of reading into
actualised political changes to state-sanctioned citizenship. The first
chapter theorises these spaces further and sets my theory of queering
citizenship as a critical lens used in my analysis of Anzaldta, Allison,
Scofield, Gomez-Pefia, Moure, Diaz, and Martel.
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As it enquires after and constructs a model for queering citizen-
ship through reading, this book can be situated alongside existing
theories of reading and particularly emergent theories of the citizen-
reader, which cast the reading experience as one in which readers
can find ‘another sense of” citizenship.’ This form of citizenship lies
beyond state-sanctioned notions of nationality and belonging and
constitutes what literary critic Lauren Berlant might call a gentler,
‘intimate public sphere’ that ‘renders citizenship a condition of social
membership produced by personal acts and values’.” Berlant’s view
of citizenship here is convincing, but focalised on the individual. As
they theorise the other ways of belonging advanced by their figure
of a citizen-reader, critics Danielle Fuller and DeNel Rehberg Sedo
rightly criticise scholarship of paying too ‘little attention to the
reader-reader interaction and [giving] no sense of the ways that non-
academic readers might employ various reading practices as part
of their everyday lives as social beings’.®® In these scenarios, citizen
readers ‘express a version of citizenship outside the public domain
of politics’.'> Where Berlant, Fuller, Rehberg Sedo, and others find
this alternative sphere a space for new (or renewed) articulations of
belonging and citizenship that offer ‘the promise of belonging’, these
models may inadvertently diminish the importance of resisting the
exclusionary powers of state citizenship.>® This book aims to do the
opposite.

My arguments here are premised on the importance of citizens’
relationship to the state as one that is in dire need of interrogation,
because, as Gillian Roberts reminds us, ‘rights are not upheld in the
same way for all individuals, as evidenced by the distinction between
legal and cultural belonging’.> When critics and theorists formulate
sites at which alternative citizenship networks can be generated, citi-
zenship as it relates to the state is allowed to escape scrutiny of its
exclusionary civic practices. Further, these spaces of alternative citi-
zenship, while theorised as locally democratising, progressive spaces
of resistance, can easily be mobilised to regressive, conservative
ends that uphold the values of patriarchal, heteronormative, white
supremacy and seek to further curtail state-sanctioned civic rights on
the basis that alternative models for belonging exist. This book, there-
fore, advances a model for reading that has as its agenda the queering
or unsettling of state citizenship as it stands and as it impacts the
lived experiences of real, civically disenfranchised and disempowered
groups in the United States and Canada as they are represented in the
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literary texts under discussion. This is not at odds with the creation of
alternative spaces of citizenship and belonging, but rather a project
that stands alongside these existing theoretical frameworks, working
towards more impactful and inclusive conclusions and policies.

As well as its engagement with studies of reading, this book works
to hemispherically connect contemporary border studies, Indigenous
studies and the politics of recognition, critical race studies, queer
theory, postcolonial studies, and reception and audience theories.**
Bringing these separate but related fields together to examine work
by authors whose writing contests and resists claims by a particular
national context (in this case, the United States or Canada) works
to reframe our understanding of what is generally called ‘American
studies’, centring the reader as a powerful agent of literary validation
as well as civic action. In this way, while this book positions itself as
working within American studies, it also, as Caroline F. Levander and
Robert S. Levine put it, seeks to ‘chart new literary and cultural geog-
raphies’ in the Americas through its exploration of queering citizen-
ship.> It also alleviates the concerns expressed by Gillian Roberts and
David Stirrup that the last decade’s ‘newly reconfigured American
Studies’ has sought only to ‘expand [the field’s] object, rather than its
method, of study’.># In its engagement with hemispheric American
studies, this book looks first to the borders of North America as it the-
orises a reader capable of queering citizenship.

Crossing borders and queering citizenship begins, then, from a
rereading of Gloria Anzaldta’s Borderlands/La Frontera: The New
Mestiza (1987), which is generally considered to be a ‘foundational’
text in studying North American border identities. The borderlands
Anzaldaa alludes to in the title of her work are specific: she is refer-
ring to the US—Mexico borderlands where she grew up. Rife with
controversy, the US—Mexico borderland region took the shape that it
retains to this day in 1848 with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, the
treaty that ended the US—Mexico War that had begun in 1846. The
stipulations of the Treaty stated that Mexico cede the equivalent of 55
per cent of its pre-war territory to the United States in exchange for
$15 million. The stipulations also assured the safety of pre-existing
property rights of Mexican citizens in the transferred territories.
However, the US Senate modified the Treaty and subsequently seized
much of the privately owned land.

In Borderlands/La Frontera, Anzaldtia demonstrates the dramatic
consequences of the Treaty for ordinary Mexican citizens: overnight,
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they were Mexicans living in ‘America’ — the naturalisation process
took much longer than had been negotiated — and second-class
citizens. Many towns, villages, and families had been split in two,
one half on the Mexican side and the other on the American side.
Those left living on the American side were no longer recognised as
Mexican; nor were they recognised as American. Instead, they occu-
pied uncertain territory, their citizenship status ambiguous. They
viewed Mexico as their home and the United States as an occupying
force. These groups’ lives were changed by the creation, imposition,
and enforcement of a border in their midst. Anzaldaa’s formulation
of the new mestiza focuses on the ‘hybrid’ character of the borderland
experience in general, and the hybrid nature of those who inhabit the
borderlands in particular. She presents a framework of hybridity and
arguably, citizenship, that extends beyond the borderlands referred to
in the title of her well-known text: ‘the Borderlands are physically pre-
sent wherever two or more cultures edge each other, where people of
different races occupy the same territory, where under, lower, middle
and upper classes touch, where the space between two individuals
shrinks with intimacy’.> This book discusses Anzaldta as not only
the foundational figure of border studies, but also reframes her active
involvement in feminist movements as part of the broader narrative
of US feminism in the 1970s and 1980s.

North American borders have served as important signifiers of
national security and identity since the original settlement of the
continent, but their narratives have become especially polarised in
the last 30 years, and especially since the 2016 election of Donald
Trump to the US presidency.?® The reality of and discourse around
borders since 9/11 has become increasingly politically charged, and
at the time of writing, Donald Trump’s 27 January 2017 Executive
Order, known more popularly as the Muslim Ban, figures North
American borders as sites where citizenship and national identity
can be contested by the state and is an attempt to strip away civic
rights from citizenship status. Precursors to this Executive Order are
numerous, with a rise since 2001 of figures in the United States and
Canada such as Brigitte Gabriel, for example, who urges Americans
and Canadians to monitor their borders because ‘[t]he terrorists are
using our borders to infiltrate our country’ and legislation such as
the Secure Fence Act of 2006 which doubled the funding of border
patrol agents on both the United States’ northern and southern
borders.?>”
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Of course, discursive appeals that describe American borders as
weak and understand citizens as being in need of protection pre-
dates Donald Trump; for example, after September 2001, one of the
more controversial changes in border security in the United States
was the Real ID Act of 2005. This Act, which stipulated that ‘[n]ot
withstanding any other provision of law, the Secretary of Homeland
Security shall have the authority to waive all legal requirements [that]
such Secretary, in such Secretary’s sole discretion, determines neces-
sary to ensure expeditious construction of the barriers and roads’,®
allowed Secretary of Homeland Security Michael Chertoff to ‘waive in
their entirety’ seven pieces of legislation relating to the environment
to extend triple fencing through the Tijuana River National Estuarine
Research Reserve near San Diego.?® Crucially, the Act also established
new categories of acceptable identification documentation for those
crossing into the United States from its borders with both Mexico
and Canada, in addition to broadening and further defining ‘terrorist’
activity in the wake of 9/11. The legislative establishment and imple-
mentation of new definitions of identification papers stands as a vio-
lation of treaty obligations with cross-border Indigenous peoples,
and, within the United States, impacts voting rights for other
minority and historically disenfranchised populations, including
African Americans, Mexican Americans, and others. In the context
of this book, the Real ID Act of 2005 is an excellent example of the
intersection of the status of citizenship and the discourse around
North American borders, even though it became law over a decade
ago. The continued return in legal and scholarly treatments of North
American borders to the site of the US—Mexico border as a metonym
for questions of citizenship renders this particular border significant,
even while it has also become the ‘originary’ site of burgeoning alter-
native articulations of civic identity that this book explores.

Indeed, according to Claudia Sadowski-Smith, ‘by the turn of the
twenty-first century ... the U.S.-Mexico frontier has evolved into one
of the most prominent sites for analyses of border transgressions that
emphasize contemporary diasporic practices of hybrid place-making
and non-absolutist citizenship’.3° To the north, an imbalance between
scholarship on the US—Mexico and Canada—US borders can be easily
traced; the latter had long been the ‘longest undefended border in the
world’ until 9/11.3* However, as Victor Konrad and Heather N. Nicol
observe, ‘the time-word rhetoric about the “longest undefended
border in the world” has disappeared both in Canada and the United
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States. In its place a new, “post-9/11” border culture has emerged in
the Canada-U.S. borderlands’3* As it engages with border studies,
this book contributes to a noticeably undertheorised area of North
American studies: the Canada-US border.

While no Canadian legislation as controversial as the Real ID Act
exists (though perhaps the Canadian Anti-Terrorism Act and the
related Canadian Senate Bill S-7, the 2013 Combatting Terrorism Act
qualify), questions of citizenship have always played a significant role
on the Canada—US border, particularly in the context of Indigenous
peoples’ cross-border territorial rights.34 One need only consider an
incident from July 2010, when the United Kingdom declined to issue
visas to the Iroquois Nation’s lacrosse team that had been due to com-
pete in the World Lacrosse Championship. The UK claimed that their
Iroquois passports are not currently recognise as state-issued travel
documents and later clarified that it would waive the visa require-
ment and accept the Iroquois document if it was ‘accompanied by
a United States passport’. This was despite then-Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton’s ‘one-time’ letter of assurance to the UK government
that the team would be allowed back into the United States on their
tribal passports. Secretary Clinton’s (unintentionally) ironic guarantee
that the lacrosse team would be allowed back into the United States
sparked a controversy that eventually led the US State Department
to ‘confirm’ in a statement that it had no treaty obligation with the
Iroquois Nation to recognise their passports, despite the Iroquois
existing legally as a confederacy of six nations. This is one example in
arange of others that has seen legal Indigenous citizenship described
as ‘a fantasy document’ or, as in Thomas King’s ‘Borders’, dismissed
as irrelevant because it is ‘not on the forms’3

Just as Anderson’s understandings of imagined communities,
Anzaldta’s new mestiza, and conceptions of borders in narratives of
hemispheric American studies represent nodes in this book, so does
the work of political historian T. H. Marshall, whose formulation of
modern citizenship is a typical starting point in studies of the field.
In 1950 Marshall delivered a series of lectures at the University of
Cambridge that has since become a benchmark and reference point
for most theoretical work on citizenship in the post-Second World
War era. In ‘Citizenship and Social Class’, Marshall sees citizen-
ship as ‘a direct sense of community membership based on loyalty
to a civilization which is a common possession’3® Here, Marshall
presents a causal relationship between membership in a community,
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civilization, and citizenship. This concept of citizenship is also con-
tingent on a certain understanding of the modern nation state,
which ‘encompasses the notions of the people as a nation, the sov-
ereignty of these people as a nation, and the state as the sum total of
its individualised citizens’.” In these views, the citizen is a political
entity and the smallest unit that makes up the state. As such, the
citizen does not only enjoy the rights that come with membership in
the political community, but also assumes the duties that come with
citizenship. In this framework, citizenship defines identity.?® Yasemin
Soysal notes: ‘Citizenship defines bounded populations, with a spe-
cific set of rights and duties, excluding “others” on the grounds of
nationality.?® Marshall’s specific definition, with operative words
such as ‘rights’, ‘duties’, and ‘common possession’, is often seen as
the bedrock of citizenship and leads clearly to the development of
citizen ‘rights’. His reading of citizenship is examined further in the
next chapter.

Despite Marshall’s significance within citizenship theory, the
writing explored in this book assumes an engagement with partici-
patory theories of citizenship rather than the representative dem-
ocracies of the United States and Canada, themselves standing
as ‘representative’ of certain manifestations of exclusion. In such
a framework of participatory democracy, ‘citizen action and self-
government [are put] at the centre of political life’.4° Far from the
stark and severe delineation between civil, political, and social citizen-
ship that Marshall advocates, or the crude corollary understanding of
citizens which sees them as having an amorphous balance between
rights and obligations, citizenship in a participatory democracy works
by ‘transforming strangers into citizen-neighbours through common
conversations and projects’.# This focus on individuals and their
roles in a community while still maintaining the accountability of
the state is key to understanding the basic terrain upon which the
writers examined in this book position readers to rethink and queer
citizenship.

It is, of course, far easier to theorise a queered citizen or citizen-
ship rather than to put it into practice, principally because there
are no simple answers to the questions of how and where this pro-
cess is to take place. Critical theorist Nancy Fraser’s articulation of
subaltern counterpublics is helpful here. As she puts it, subaltern
counterpublics are ‘parallel discursive areas where members of
subordinated social groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses
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to formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests,
and needs’.#* These counterpublics provide a model for the shift away
from the public/private binary that characterises dominant discourses
of citizenship. If we are to view citizenship as not simply a delicate
relationship between rights and duties, but as a complex nexus where
the discourse and performance of citizenship intersect and intervene,
or as Isin and Wood suggest, as a combination of political ‘status and
practice’ (or performance), then the distinction between public and
private spheres and, by extension, public and private citizenship, is
also inevitably blurred.# When read alongside Fraser’s notion of sub-
altern counterpublics, these constitute a site at which the queering of
citizenship can take place, and in each of the chapters to come, this
theoretical site is made manifest by the civic work of the active reader.

This book, therefore, offers not only a ‘model’ for ‘queering citi-
zenship’ but also a theory for understanding the various ways in
which peripheral or minority writers, like Anzaldia, Allison, Scofield,
Gomez-Pefia, Moure, Diaz, and Martel work to interrogate, critique,
and queer the concept of citizenship. I read their work in service of
a relationship with a state that does not require nations and their
borders to be ‘reified through assertions of border controls and
appeals to nationhood’, as we see in the actions of the border guards
in Thomas King’s ‘Borders’, but instead through queer readings that
hold states accountable and engender civic belonging, as we see in
the actions of the story’s Blackfoot mother, who tells her son Blackfoot
creation stories as they sleep in their car, parked between two border
checkpoints.+ The task of this book is to ‘identify the terrain’ of
queering citizenship and the potential it can hold for readers.*

As it theorises reading as a civic act in the queering and querying
of citizenship, Crossing borders and queering citizenship crosses and re-
crosses North American borders, moving back and forth to the US—
Mexico border and across the 49th parallel, and exploring the work
of American and Canadian writers whose work is concerned with
questions of recognition, rights, and representation in their critiques
of the state and citizenship. This book’s contribution to their projects
is in its theorisation of the reader of these literary texts as an active
agent in this critique, so that readers are imbued with power beyond
‘empathetic’ reading (though empathy is certainly welcomed).+® This
discursive move allows for the possibility of co-situating the critique
and connecting authors from the ‘periphery’ of the polity to ‘main-
stream’ readers in a meaningful way.
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If this introduction has been concerned with the ‘why’ of querying
and queering citizenship, the first chapter works to explain the
‘how’. Fusing theories of citizenship, postcoloniality, active reading,
and queering, the chapter offers a starting point in exploring how
reading is a powerful tool that can be mobilised in service of civic
struggles for recognition, rights, and representation. Each of the
subsequent chapters focuses on a writer whose work, whether
autobiographical or fictional, poetry or prose, performance or epis-
tolary, is preoccupied with how the recognition and dismantling of
borders — physical or figurative, political or socially constructed, geo-
graphical or psychic — gestures towards a citizenship that is founded
on principles vastly different than those we might recognise today.
Anzaldaa, Allison, Scofield, Gémez-Pefia, Moure, Diaz, and Martel
may represent only a few ‘ways’ of being ‘peripheral’, but their
readerly solutions to the problem of civic exclusion are applicable
beyond one particular minority group, and are elegant, creative, and
transformative.
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