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“LIVING MY LIFE”: GRACE JONES  
PERFORMING THE UNDECIDABILITY OF FEAR 

AND DESIRE 

SEQUOIA BARNES 

What does it mean to be undecidable? 

Jacques Derrida states that to be undecidable is to be “[in] accordance with what is only 
ostensibly a paradox, this particular undecidable opens the field of decision or of decidability. 
It calls for decision in the order of ethical-political responsibility.” This means that those 
deemed to be “undecidables” are disruptive to the illusion of politics masquerading as ethics 
or morality, i.e., what is seen as good or bad, safe or dangerous. Yet, being simultaneously 
neither-nor and either-or problematizes the safety of the binary as a tool for the oppression 
and marginalization of the other, because the other is also undecidable in the simultaneous 
fear of and desire for them. 

Gray is neither light nor dark but a mix of the two. 

Undead is (fictionally) neither dead nor alive but both. 

These undecidable subjects fall in between dichotomies, straddling the lines, and disrupting 
normative binaries that establish privilege; by normative, I am referring to white, cis-
heteronormative patriarchial binaries. Normative binaries result in a confusion that combines 
desire with irrational fear which incites brutality because a supremacist society has no idea 
what to do with the other. They cannot eradicate the other completely because the other is 
necessary for the existence of the binary. This means that in binary opposition, the meaning 
of the privileged side is only defined in comparison to its opposition with the deviant side, 
meaning that you cannot have one without the other. This space of undecidability and 
working in between oppositions is where Grace Jones lives as a cultural figure. 

Jones is undecidable with her smooth, dark skin, iconic flat top hair, and towering height. 
She is neither feminine nor masculine, she is both. Jones reappropriates racialization and 
gendering simultaneously. She subversively takes on tropes and stereotypes that are 
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commonly associated with black femininity and masculinity. Her combination of aesthetic 
and performance blends the signifiers of gender binaries that intersect with racial 
oppression, mixing and exaggerating them to show audiences their absurdity in the most 
obvious—and sometimes the most understated—but powerful ways. 
 

 
Kandace Battle Axe ~ Dayna Danger 

 
 
In her Switch performance of “Living My Life” (1983), Jones takes off her coat to reveal a 
jacket/corset. It has red and black stripes with exaggerated, armor-like shoulders, paired 
with black tights or pants and black latex gloves that go up her arms like sleeves. She 
throws her coat at the camera as the song starts. Three towers of television screens in sets 
of four stand behind her, displaying multiple images of Jones in real time as she performs. 
She turns her head and gaze across the audience as the synth melody begins. Her posture 
is stoic and imposing. Her armored look paired with her height appear as tall as the stacks of 
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televisions. The televisions, in turn, make her seem supernaturally powerful, neither a 
superhero nor a villain, but a mythical anti-hero, a dark knight, a dark Joan of Arc. 
 
Her stare is low and intimidating, and she frowns as she moves in a stiff-yet-commanding 
way, never leaving the standing microphone or center stage. The bridge comes, and she 
tosses her head into profile, posing there for a second with her eyes closed before gracefully 
moving her head back to center (to the beat), as if emotionally captured by her own song 
and the feeling it describes, the feeling of being choked for living her life. She knocks her 
head to the side as she sings “You box me for living my life.” The camera captures her from 
below, and she looks larger than life. From this angle, it seems absurd that she could sing 
about someone wanting to box and kill her, when she looks like it would take nothing for her 
to snuff out anyone. The camera pans out so that you can see her in her entirety, snarling 
when she says: 
 

Hard as I can 
As long as I can 
As much as I can 
As black as I am 
 

When she sings “You hate me for living. You hate me for living my life,” she sing-talks in a 
taunting way, snarls, and goes wide-eyed, daring the person or people she’s singing about 
to come after her now that she is this strong, massive, powerful being. As Francesca 
Royster states, “in her aggressive and sometimes surreal performance style, [she mocks] 
any idea that she might not have the upper hand.” 
 
Stuart Hall defines transcoding as “taking an existing meaning and re-appropriating it for 
new meanings.” Hall states that black people have been transcoding stereotypes since the 
1960s, although I believe we have been deploying transcoding strategies since 
emancipation, if not before. Furthermore, I see transcoding as not only an effort to 
fix/change meaning but a very complex way of “carnivalesquing” a representation of one’s 
identity. That is, transcoding is taking what has been assumed and expected of a 
marginalized identity by the dominant paradigm and subverting it from within the scene of 
subjection. As a transcoder, Grace Jones contests the historical subjection of the black 
female body at the hands of white dominance, especially white male dominance. Jones 
works from the inside by subverting, disrupting, and deconstructing the historical 
fantasy/spectacle of negrophilia, that simultaneity of repulsion and arousal, of fear and 
desire. Her performances evoke the complexities of being both black and a woman, i.e., 
being considered less than, being exotic, being other, being dominant/emasculating, being 
sex, being object, and being Venus. 
 
Miriam Kershaw states that Jones has created a “mythical persona” that combines menace, 
ironic humor, and palpable anger with the pop-postmodernism of the dance scene. These 
counter-cultural and radically queer-driven aesthetics, performances, and sounds were 
crucial in the transitional years between the end of disco and the beginning of house music, 
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between the late 1970s and mid-1980s. Kershaw states that, through transcoding, Grace 
Jones does not “[avoid] the dangerous terrain opened up by the interweaving of ‘race’, 
gender, and sexuality” and “deliberately [contests] the dominant gendered and sexual 
definitions of racial difference by working on black sexuality.” Hall speaks of radical black 
artists like Jones not avoiding the white-patriachal gaze but actively exposing it, subverting 
it, upending it, and making it so explicitly overt that it is impossible to dismiss its presence 
and absurdity. Hall continues to state that “instead of refusing the displaced power and 
danger of ‘fetishism’ . . . [transcoding] attempts to use the desires and ambivalences which 
tropes of fetishism inevitably awaken.” 
 
Her racial and gender identities will always intersect with how Jones is perceived as other to 
the dominant social order. Therefore, she disrupts and mimics masculine sexual dominance 
and wears masculine dress to transcode the black femme as someone who is objecified and 
simultaneously racialized. Jones is equally reliant on the in-group knowledge or the 
ancestral gestures and aesthetic of black femme transcoding and black queer performance. 
 
Jones’ aesthetic works outside of what is typically deemed feminine. Her aesthetic is not 
pretty or ‘real’ by euro-hetero-patriarchal standards. She is not white and softened. She is 
dark-skinned and angular. She exaggerates her features with makeup, often darkening her 
skin with an iridescent purple and overemphasizing her bone structure, eyes, and lips to look 
almost alien. She is not petite, and she makes herself appear unthinkably taller with sky-high 
heels. She rarely wears wigs because she does not want to make the viewer more 
comfortable with her as a woman. When she does, the wigs often look cheap and obviously 
synthetic. I believe she purposefully makes this distinction so that audiences know she is not 
attempting to look like a “real” (read: white) woman. However, Jones’ femme-ness relies on 
hyper-sexuality in a way that centers usurption—or, the subordinate’s dominance over the 
seemingly superordinate—and she uses physical and proxemic dominance, gesture, and 
tone to do this work. 
 
Kershaw states that Jones’ popularity as both a model and artist stem from a historically and 
socially French obsession with Black Venus figures that manifested in their art and popular 
culture during modernism. Parisians, particularly, have long obsessed over and 
hypersexualized black women. In a similar way, Jones’ audience is significantly populated 
by white cis gay men, and Kershaw argues that they idolize her as a disco diva but also 
want to embody her specific form of black femme confidence and exotic glamour. Yet they 
also respond to her performance of masculinity, coding it as their own fantasy of black 
masculinity. Here, their fantasies, assumptions, and expectations of black male terror, virility, 
endowment, and dominance are fulfilled, onstage. Royster calls Jones “a site of wonder” as 
her audience manifests a centuries-old confusion between fear and desire for these men. 
Jones harnesses this dynamic as a performative dominatrix to expose her audience’s 
prejudices and expectations of black bodies like hers. By exploiting her audience’s confusion 
with her performance and aesthetic, she is able to cultivate a cult-like following where white 
people, men particularly, are desperate to be humiliated by her. 
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Performatively, Jones twists and mimics in a nuanced and complex way. She deploys a 
combination of dominance over the superordinate and performance of the other to not just 
expose the white-patriarchal gaze but also to work through what it means to be other using 
her difference as an agent for liberation. Her performance of “Living My Life” uses defiant 
bodily enactment coupled with clever camera work and set design, to convey that she is 
magnanimous and nearly omnipotent with the numerous television screens showing her face 
staring directly at you, watching you. She appears godlike and impermeable, as if she 
cannot be killed nor affected by your desire or your hate of her existence. 
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Sequoia Barnes’ work is predominately centered around making processes, rituals, and modes of 
fashioning. Trained in semiotics, she deploys research through praxis often in her scholarly and 
artistic explorations of black diasporic symbolisms, storytelling as performance, and positioning the 
creative process as a performance/ritual. 
 
Her scholarly work currently explores the design techniques and aesthetic semiotics of late fashion 
designer, Patrick Kelly. Her most recent artistic works include her artist responses to Senga Nengudi 
(Fruitmarket Gallery) and Nick Cave (Tramway) with performative works entitled Sew Me A Quilt. Tell 
You A Story. (2019) and The Burden I Bear Is Heavy (2019), respectively. 
 
 
Dayna Danger is a Tio’tia:ke, 2 Spirit, Metis, and Saulteaux/Anishinaabe visual artist, activist and 
drummer whose focus remains on Indigenous visual and erotic sovereignty and uplifting 2 Spirit, 
trans, and non-binary kin. Through utilizing the processes of photography, sculpture, performance, 
and video, Danger creates works and environments that question the line between empowerment and 
objectification, claiming space with their larger than life works. 
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Danger’s current use of BDSM and beading leather fetish masks explores the complicated dynamics 
of sexuality, gender, and power in a consensual and feminist manner. 

Danger holds a MFA in Photography from Concordia University, and has exhibited their work 
internationally. 

This portrait of Kandace Battle Axe is one of a series of photographs featured on stillpointmag.org. 
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