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Between We and Me: 

Filmed Interviews and the Politics 

of Personal Pronouns

Paige Sarlin

Prologue

This essay is meant to sensitize YOU, my reader, to a weird slippage 

in the English language that pivots around the second-person pro-

noun. We hear its variations in everyday speech when we are speak-

ing with each other about our experiences. Moving between plural 

and singular, across number and person, this pronoun’s oscilla-

tions of reference and meaning enlarge the space from which one 

speaks, standing in for “I” and “one” and calling others to attention 

(“Hey YOU”).

We often use the pronoun “you” when we are moving between 

talking about oneself and ourselves—or “I” and “we.” In these in-

stances, “you” enables a speaker to understand oneself as part of a 

“we,” to slip between speaking about a particular experience and a 

generalized or collective experience (e.g., “you get angry when you 

see injustice”). This is the “you” I sometimes use when I would like 

to think that I am part of a “we” that is coming into being and want 

my listeners to identify with me. I also use this “you” when I want to 
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urge others to join a nascent “we” (e.g., “you have to fi ght discrimi-

nation”) or when I want to use my own experience as an example 

of something bigger than me. I use this “you” when there isn’t yet 

a “we” present or when I don’t want to presume that such a “we” 

exists (e.g., “when you don’t want to assume anything”). This “you” 

really means “one” but can also mean “many.” It exists somewhere 

in the murky space between “me” and “you”—or rather, between 

“I” and “we.” Without gender or number, it references both self 

and other, speaker and listener.

There are three grammatical and linguistic terms for this 

particularly shifty second-person pronoun: the indefi nite “you,” the 

generic “you,” and the impersonal “you.” Something rarely read but 

often heard and spoken, this common deictic passes by us as col-

loquial, informal, and unremarkable. In everyday speech, we some-

times end our sentences with “you know” in an attempt to request 

assurance and assert commonality. But there is also another more 

political way of understanding this pronoun, one that documen-

tary interviews from 1970s feminist and gay liberation fi lms have 

made perceptible to me.

As a category of speech, the polyvalence of the generic “you” 

is grounded in its connection to the discursive character of voice. 

In the context of a fi lmed interview, the dialogical aspect of this 

pronoun expands because an interview is never simply dyadic; it 

is always grounded in the triad of interviewer, interviewee, and a 

real or imagined audience. As a result, whether it refers to a singu-

lar or a plural, whether it is a sign of informality or of distancing, 

the indefi nite “you” gives form to a structure of feeling that resists 

impersonal generalization even as it makes a space in language for 

the voicing of thoughts and experiences without specifi c, immedi-

ate, or concrete referents. The deployment of the generic “you” 

in a fi lmed interview marks the possibility to refuse being singular, 

reducing oneself to “one.” It can invite auditors to imagine a shared dif-
ference. In this way, the generic “you” is both denotative and a mode 

of address—a vehicle for the interpellation of the audience and an 

invitation for abstraction. This “you” can function inclusively and 

productively, not just phantasmatically; it is much roomier than 

“one,” offering a broader platform for articulation. It can be the 

indicator of “a sense of unease that accompanies” talking about 

“oneself,” in some ways softening the risks associated with speak-

ing in front of a camera.1 But the indefi nite or generic “you” can 

also become transversal, taking on a different signifi cance when it 

is uttered within the context of movement building and recorded 

for the purpose of publication. Situated amid a framework of active 

politicization, the fi lmed interview becomes a form through which 
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the transversal “you” can extend an interviewee’s mode of address 

past a distancing from “oneself” toward the possibility of collectivity.

Félix Guattari introduced the term “transversal” to character-

ize a “plane of reference” that cuts across multiple levels of mean-

ing.2 For Guattari, the transversal is a therapeutic realm in which 

the desire to escape the isolation of the individual can be real-

ized—in which the desire for collective experience and connection 

can be activated whereby fantasy, thought, speech, and action can 

be harnessed to support personal as well as societal transformation 

and encourage “social creativity.”3 Essentially a category of move-

ment between and across already established identities, subjectivi-

ties, and levels of analysis, the realm of the transversal encompasses 

those who are expected to speak and those who are silenced, those 

with and without voice. The transversal “you” can emerge within 

the context of polyvalence and polyvocality as well. It marks a place 

in language that is not merely indefi nite but is also in motion, 

infl ected by and refl ective of the presence and absence of different 

listeners and audiences and by the possibility of community and 

social connection. More than just a stand-in for a generic “one,” the 

transversal “you” names a space between the singular and the plu-

ral, between the fi rst person and the third person, between what is 

and what can be. It marks a political mode of speaking that encour-

ages identifi cation but transcends it, making room for new associa-

tions and collective formations that do not rely on or reify already 

existent subject positions and identities. In this way, the transversal 

“you” calls attention to the performative function of speech that 

often exceeds the politics of language’s representational power.

Discourse Analysis and Filmed Interviews

The fi lmed interview, as a method and a means of representation, 

emerged as an important media form in American political docu-

mentary fi lm in the 1960s and 1970s. Testimony captured through 

this mode of inquiry was especially signifi cant for fi lmmakers who, 

being associated with feminist and gay liberation movements, were 

interested in challenging hegemonic ideas about gender and sex-

ual identity. As American social movements coming out of 1960s 

radicalism took a more cultural turn, issues within the private 

sphere began to take more and more precedence, bringing the 

“fi rst person to the foreground of social and cultural discourse.”4 

Grounded in forms of consciousness-raising, these movements 

spotlighted questions of gender equality and sexual freedoms in a 

way that highlighted the connection between individual experience 
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and social/political structures. The documentary interview is a site 

where this new perspective on politics emerges.

For the purposes of this essay, it is important to understand the 

fi lmed interview as both a process and a product. The distinction 

between the interview as a method and the interview as a form is 

rarely acknowledged—in part because the interview is not under-

stood as the representation of a political or social practice. Rather, 

it is most often understood as a means for the delivery of content. 

The signifi cance of the fi lmed interview as a media form derives 

from its ability to represent subjectivity as a discursive process and 

event. Not merely a transparent or neutral vehicle for the capture 

and circulation of what Joan Scott refers to critically as “the evi-

dence of experience,” the fi lmed interview is the trace and inscrip-

tion of a linguistic and symbolic exchange.5 And when it is read for 

“the literary,” with great attention to linguistic and textual specifi c-

ity, the media form can lay bare “the workings of the ideological 

system itself, its categories of representation, its premises about 

what these categories mean and how they operate,” and its notions 

of experience and subjectivity as well as the relation of identity and 

experience to politics and larger structures of power and oppres-

sion.6 From this vantage point, the fi lmed interview emerges as an 

important object of analysis because it offers a representation of the 

historical and discursive processes that position subjects and shape 

their experiences as well as their modes of analysis and ideas about 

political change. In particular, a close reading of fi lmed interviews 

demonstrates and refi nes the role of speech and language in the 

construction and articulation of political subjectivity.

This “literary” mode of reading documentary fi lm is in contrast 

to much recent scholarship that focuses on the political registers 

of voice that escape or elude speech and language.7 Looking for 

ways to understand the voicings of minor subjectivities, this trend 

grounds recent attempts in documentary studies to challenge what 

Pooja Rangan refers to as “our ideological attunement to speech 

and language as markers of humanity, or, in other words, logocen-

trism.”8 Despite the validity of this critique, considerations of voice 

cannot overlook the ways in which “speaking truth to power” has 

been asserted historically as a project aligned with language and 

embodiment.9 The emergence of signifi cant protest movements, 

such as Black Lives Matter, underscores the relevance of this his-

tory to our understanding of the political force of “voices” in the 

street and mediated speech on social media. In addition, struggles 

surrounding the use of gender-neutral, nonconforming, or nonbi-

nary pronouns have reemerged with the growth of a vibrant and 

vocal movement for transgender rights. This critique of fi gures of 
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speech that refl ect and reinforce dominant power structures iden-

tifi es language as a battleground in the struggle for respect and 

inclusion.10 Furthermore, the proliferation of outlets for the circu-

lation of “voices from below” has corresponded with a resurgence 

in the political project of “speaking as”: speaking as female, male, 

or gender-nonconforming; as colonizing or indigenous; as brown, 

white, or black; as straight, gay, or queer, etc. As a result, discourse 

analysis has a crucial role to play in resisting the traps of visibility 

or visual identifi cation, calling our attention to the ways in which 

documentary modes of inscription, such as the fi lmed interview, 

can amplify voicings that operate between the registers of the lit-

eral and the metaphoric.

To a great degree, personal pronouns are the ground zero 

for the articulation of subjectivity in the fi lmed interview, and it is 

usually assumed that interviews are populated almost entirely by 

fi rst-person statements. But the second-person “you” designates 

an important alternate register of articulation in fi lmed inter-

views. Generic and indefi nite, “you” can refer to a generalized or 

abstracted self or can address a second person, an interlocutor, or 

both together. Thus, the use of “you” in a fi lmed interview suggests 

the importance of capturing voice for more than just self-expres-

sion. It establishes the social character of voice and sets the ground 

for a recognition of the transversal and performative capacities of 

speech. The deployment of “you” suggests that coming to voice 

can be part of a struggle for more plural modes of being, for the 

construction of and inclusion within what Giorgio Agamben calls 

“the coming community.”11 Considering the second-person regis-

ter of “you,” it becomes clear that “speaking truth to power” does 

not necessarily privilege individual experience or solidify notions 

of identity.

Feminist and gay liberation movements in the 1970s and early 

1980s were explicitly grounded in debates about the signifi cance 

of self-expression and the circulation of experience. As a result, 

the fi lms that sought to document these movements focus on the 

politics of the personal and its role in the development of political 

analysis, strategy, and organization.12 As Julia Lesage and Barbara 

Martineau have remarked, many feminist fi lmmakers turned to the 

interview format as an extension of the process of consciousness-

raising.13 Filmed interviews were particularly appropriate and use-

ful tools for establishing a politicized understanding of experience. 

From this perspective, fi lmed interviews function as a site for the 

exploration and articulation of the ways in which “the personal is 

political.”14 But fi lms such as San Francisco Newsreel’s The Woman’s 
Film (1972) and Self-Health (1974) also present the group contexts 
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out of which the axiom emerged.15 In this way, the interview-based 

fi lms associated with social movements of the 1970s remind us of 

the importance of the phrase that frequently accompanied the 

“personal is political” axiom in its fi rst usage: “There are no indi-

vidual solutions.”16

In today’s cultural framework, neither of these assertions car-

ries its former radical charge. But in the context of contemporary 

struggles such as Black Lives Matter and the reinvigorated global 

women’s movement, they both deserve greater attention, as do the 

fi lms that were most invested in exploring, enacting, and deploying 

their radical possibilities. The problem of fi nding “one’s” footing 

within the context of a social movement and the struggle to under-

stand the forces of subjectivization as both an individual and social 

being have reemerged in today’s struggles as critical issues. In such 

a context, the interview has renewed relevance and potential as 

a political tool or tactical method that can catalyze and record 

processes of radicalization and politicization. As I show in the fol-

lowing fi lm analysis, the use of the indefi nite “you” in the fi lmed 

interview politicizes habitual uses of this pronoun and becomes a 

transversal vehicle for these politicizing processes. Within the tri-

angulated and mediatized framework of the interview form, the 

transversal “you” supports and reinforces the point that “coming 

to voice” as an intersectional member of a class, union, group, or 

organization is part and parcel of the development of “collective 

solutions” and collective formations large and strong enough to 

challenge the neoliberal forces of atomization—namely racism, 

sexism, and exploitation.

From Me to We: Word Is Out

The fi lm I am going to focus on is the Mariposa Film Group’s Word 
Is Out: Stories of Some of Our Lives (1977). Word Is Out, a collectively 

produced documentary that aired on public television, seeks to 

represent the variety of experiences of the gay and lesbian commu-

nities of the 1970s through the aggregation of interviews with vari-

ous homosexual individuals and couples. This fi lm is exemplary 

because its deployment of the interview as a cinematic method is 

central to the construction of the argument of the fi lm, what Bill 

Nichols referred to as “the voice” of documentary.17 The fi lm also 

represents multiple speaking subjects: in many ways “the voice” of 

the fi lm can be characterized as a plurality in search of a container 

or shape for connection and/or association.18 Word Is Out makes 

these exchanges between the fi lmmakers and their subjects visible 
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and audible for a public, displaying the collaborative processes by 

which the interviews are produced.19 The fi lm deploys the inter-

view as a way to stage the negotiation between individual and social 

experience and opinion. In doing so, the fi lm demonstrates the 

political character of the interview’s form of inscription as it relates 

to the articulation of subjectivity—both personal and collective. 

But this fi lm and the interviews in it do more than affi rm speak-

ing as a political act, or the axiom that “the personal is political.” 

In Word Is Out, the interview is deployed in ways that demonstrate 

the limitations of relying on individual personal experience and 

perspectives to investigate broad social issues. In addition, the pro-

cess of fi lmmaking itself is a catalyst for the construction of plural 
formations. The depiction of American gays and lesbians in Word 
Is Out constructs an image of collectivity at the same time that the 

fi lmmaking process involved and connected a group of fi lmmak-

ers. Furthermore, the fi lm was screened publicly a number of times 

at different points in the production process in an effort to solicit 

feedback for both editing purposes and to fund-raise. This commu-

nity involvement extended the collective responsibility and author-

ship of the fi lm to parts of the gay community in San Francisco.20

From this perspective, Word Is Out does more than capture 

“the stories of some of our lives” and also does more than picture 

the “voices” of homosexual men and women. It demonstrates how 

fi lmed interviews can make audible the movement from voice to 

voices, from a concern with the embodiment of singularity to the 

diffi culties associated with the construction of collectivities that 

have the potential to transform the institutions and structures 

that enforce heteronormativity. In the context of movement-based 

documentary media, the production and presentation of multiple 

interviews has the capacity to operate as a political project, working 

to constitute what Jonathan Kahana calls “forms of association,” 

capable of transforming and escaping the traps and limits of indi-

vidual experience and identity.21

Word Is Out appeared in movie theaters in 1978 and was broad-

cast on American public television in 1979. The fi lm, which took 

over four years to make, was produced by a group of people who 

became a collective “in retrospect.”22 Over 140 men and women 

across the United States were initially interviewed on videotape 

before the fi nal 22 individual subjects were chosen to be inter-

viewed on fi lm.23 Interviews comprise almost all of the fi nal fi lm, 

supplemented by a number of scenes of musical interludes in 

which songs about the experience of coming out are performed. 

B-roll is used very sparingly; as a result, the audio interview tes-

timony is almost always accompanied by an image of the person 
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who is speaking. Grounded on the assertion that coming out is a 

political gesture enacted through speaking, each speaker’s story is 

verifi ed and corroborated by this simultaneity and copresence of 

the image and sound tracks. Facial expressions add to the affective 

power of the words spoken and underscore the political signifi -

cance of the recording and circulation of this testimony. The fi lm 

features people who are young and old, men and women, white, 

Asian, black, and Latino, all of whom identify as gay. Represent-

ing this range of people through the use of the interview, the fi lm 

asserts the presence, history, and humanity of people who do not 

subscribe to the heterosexual norms enforced by political and cul-

tural institutions and portrayed within the media.

A signifi cant documentary in the history of queer media, Word 
Is Out is divided into three sections: “The Early Years,” “Growing 

Up,” and “From Now On.” These temporal markers refer to the 

stages in the lives of each of the individuals and the social status of 

homosexuals in American society more broadly. Loosely linked by 

periodization, the interviews document “25 people who trusted us 

to freeze a moment of their lives.” Framed as an answer to the ques-

tion “Who are we?,” the fi lm uses the interview format to produce 

its anecdotal evidence of the presence of homosexual men and 

women. Each subject is pictured in a different location particular 

to that person, often domestic sites. In this way, the fi lm emphasizes 

the individuality and particularity of each of the subjects. These 

“stories” are edited in relation to each other so that they all prog-

ress in parallel. This editing draws analogies that are impossible 

to ignore. The cumulative effect of the editing is an undeniable 

sense of the ways in which ideological and social beliefs manifest 

in personal lives. The testimony of the fi lm also exposes the his-

tory of homophobia as articulated through institutions, practices, 

and individual lives and bodies. But building a portrait of a “we” 

through the accumulation of individual interviews poses a number 

of problems that the fi lm attempts to mediate—problems made 

more visible by the mechanisms and confrontations of the inter-

views themselves.

The women and men who are interviewed in Word Is Out do 

not confi ne themselves to “I-speak” and instead invoke the indefi -

nite and transversal “you” in order to extrapolate from themselves 

and make assertions from their experiences that generalize. As 

a result, the interviews in the fi lm navigate the tension between 

general statements and specifi c experience in a way that amplifi es 

the primary political goal of the fi lm: to produce a representation 

of homosexuals in the United States that preserves the individual-

ity and difference of each of the speakers at the same time that 
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it indicts the social structures and institutions that oppress homo-

sexuals. The transversal “you” marks a pivot point in speech, at 

once distancing from the explicitly private and yet also offering 

an acceptable way in which to talk about oneself that grasps at the 

structural. It is a version of the “you” that asserts the political sig-

nifi cance and commonality of personal experience.

In one particularly important sequence, the testimony of four 

men and women details how the medical profession and the police 

treated homosexuals in the 1950s. Together, Bernice “Whitey” 

Fladden and Rick Stokes reveal their intimate knowledge of the 

medical treatments administered to “cure” gays of homosexual-

ity. Accompanied by tight close-ups, Fladden’s speech revolves 

very fi rmly around speaking in the fi rst-person singular about her 

own experience. But as she ventures into more general statements 

on “state psychiatric hospitals” in the United States, she begins to 

move toward invoking the transversal “you.” When she is asked “So 

you were given shock treatments and stuff?” she answers with “I 

personally didn’t get shock treatments, thank goodness, but you 

were threatened with them all the time to keep you in line.” Stokes 

takes up the storyline from here and offers a description from 

memory of the process and feelings associated with shock treat-

ments. Speaking as a survivor, his account also vacillates between 

the generic “you” and his particular “I,” offering testimony that is 

simultaneously personal and impersonal:

Each time, you would hope against hope that it wasn’t your time yet . . . 

but that’s the last thing I would recall—spinning wildly out of control 

until you lose total consciousness and you are aware constantly of this 

little box over there and what it’s going to do to you.

The details of his narrative provide further evidence of the bru-

tality involved in the medicalization of homosexuality offered by 

Fladden’s testimony. The question “How many were you given?” 

posed from behind the camera by Peter Adair, one of the fi lm-

makers, recenters the deixis of “you” onto Stokes. “I really don’t 

know, Peter, it would have been somewhere between 10 and 50, 

probably 25 somewhere along in there. But again, I’m not certain 

of the number.” Here, the interview’s dialogical form foregrounds 

a negotiation between detail and extrapolation, between specifi city 

and conjecture. As the speaker veers into the realm of the imper-

sonal “you,” the fi lmmaker’s question returns the interviewee to 

the more solid ground of speaking from the fi rst-person singular 

and, in this case, to a sort of spurious precision that works to pro-

duce assurance and a sense of accuracy. Placed next to one another, 
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Fladden’s and Stokes’s testimony offers proof of the widespread 

violence suffered by homosexuals.

An extended scene with Pat Bond builds on this sequence. 

Bond’s tales of the lesbian culture within the army during the 1940s 

and 1950s are drawn from personal experience, but they also offer 

a portrait of the institutions and practices that determined sexual 

and gender roles more broadly. Most of Bond’s indictments of the 

structures that oppress homosexuals operate on the plural ground 

of the “you” and the “we,” sitting in between generalization and 

specifi city and, even more important, between a personal statement 

and an interpellation of the viewer. In doing so, they demonstrate 

the way in which the interview provides an exemplary site for exam-

ining the process of subject positioning through which ideology 

operates and the ideological structures/apparatuses themselves:

I know we are oppressed by society certainly. Good God, the times when 

we were beaten up by the police, run over by the cops, persecuted by 

police, uh so many times, and there was absolutely no recourse. You just 

had to put up with that crap and, uh, being called names by the police, 

uh, being rousted out of bars for no reason where, you know, you were 

just sitting having a beer.

Bond’s use of the “we” is instructive, grounding a statement that 

calls attention to the institutional character of the treatment of 

gays. But the “you” brings the description closer to the sense of 

powerlessness experienced by an individual who is being perse-

cuted. The impersonal “you” offers some distance from that inti-

mate knowledge but is informed by the vantage point of an isolated 

individual. In addition to distancing the speaker from her intimate 

knowledge, the pronoun “you” beckons the viewer/listener to mis-

recognize themself as the subject of the sentence.24

Another exchange that highlights the tension between the 

process of subject positioning and ideological critique begins 

with a statement rather than a question from the interviewer: “It’s 

incredible to me that you put up, that you lived with that eh uh on 

a daily basis and accepted it.” Pat Bond responds “You had to. What 

else were you going to do?,” which is followed with her uncomfort-

able laugh. The interviewer responds with a question: “What kind 

of toll does that take? It’s a number.” And it is at this point that 

Bond offers some of the most personal statements yet, even correct-

ing herself when she veers toward the generic “you”:

Yeah, I don’t know, I suppose it takes a terrible toll in that you never, I 

never felt anyway that I was really worth very much. Uh, that what . . . 
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[zoom into close-up] whatever I did had to be to make a secret little safe 

place in my life for myself, somehow, without any help at all, from any 

quarter, except perhaps my dogs, you know, uh . . . [pause, which is fol-

lowed by a zoom out to a wider shot] and perhaps a couple very good 

friendships, that’s about it. I don’t, uh . . .

This is a particularly poignant moment in which an interview enacts 

coming out as an emergence from both personal and political iso-

lation. Bond’s description moves between a very private register 

and the assertion of a plural experience, demonstrating how the 

constitution of identity itself is at the center of the operations of 

ideology and the fi lmed interview. The form of the interview actu-

ally dramatizes the isolation she describes, creating a tension that 

the fi lm’s structure answers. The content of the testimony justifi es 

the very act of speaking in front of the camera, of coming out both 

personally and publicly on fi lm.25 It also leads quite logically into a 

series of assertions about the need for a collective social movement, 

a sort of unity, to confront these structures.

Throughout the interviews in Word Is Out, the generic “you” 

is both politically powerful and suggestive of shared experience. 

The movement between the impersonal “you” and the fi rst-person 

singular evinces part of the tension of coming out in a fi lmed inter-

view, of emerging from the private into something more public. 

Occasionally, a question from behind the camera repositions the 

speaker in the province of the “I.” Deploying the second-person 

“you” as a denotative deixis, the fi lmmaker’s voice reminds the 

viewer that the concrete situation of the interview is interactive 

and dialogical. The questions from offscreen also induce a vacilla-

tion between slightly different registers of positioning and address, 

returning the fi lmed speaker to the strong and almost legalistic 

statements that are the provenance of the fi rst-person singular, the 

assertions on which the fi lm’s explicit use of the interview is pre-

mised. As Pat Bond says in her interview, “I’m coming out right 

now, right? Here I am on television. Big white face on the screen 

saying ‘Yeah, you know, I’m gay.’” But the polyvalent “you” always 

resurfaces, moving the interview testimony into a transversal politi-

cal space, accompanied occasionally by reference to the fi rst-per-

son plural. The implicit work of this second-person plural “you” in 

the interviews is to represent the heretofore unrepresented social 

and political subjectivity of homosexuals as part of a nascent “we.” 

The fi rst viewer and subject of address is the second-person singu-

lar “you” behind the camera, someone who already identifi es as 

gay. But in every interview, the speaker’s “you,” which is simultane-

ously a second-person singular and plural pronoun, hails both the 
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interviewer and the audience as members of an imagined commu-

nity in the making.

Near the end of this segment of Part One, which focuses on 

the explicit exposition of the state institutions that enshrine and 

enforce repression, George Mendenhall asserts that “it was the 

beginning of my awareness that I was not only a gay person, but 

that I should come out of my person and be in a broader sense, 

aware of other gay people and their rights too, because Jose would 

say, let’s unite.” He goes on to describe a moment of collectivity—

the collective singing of “God Save Us Nelly Queens”—a memory 

that brings him to tears because of the way in which it signifi es a 

space of freedom, acceptance, and social togetherness. Thus, the 

fi lm aggregates individual testimonies that document the inter-

nal and private struggles that have resulted from confrontations 

with structural repression and discrimination. Collected together, 

the interviews in Word Is Out constitute an image of social totality 

constructed from the vantage point of personal experience. The 

transversal “you” opens this series of interviews onto the plane of 

the fi rst-person plural, opening up the fi lmmakers, speakers, and 

listeners in the audience to the possibility of collectivity.

As the fi lm unfolds, the generic axiom that the personal is 

political comes to have greater and greater specifi city as it is shown 

to be true for a number of different speakers, and the depth to 

which prejudice and discrimination, both personal and structural, 

has effected these individuals becomes unavoidably clear. The 

fi nal footage of the fi lm offers images of a Gay Pride parade, an 

embodiment of the differences and singularities that have been 

revealed through the process of aggregating these interviews. An 

even larger composite emerges in these images of masses of people 

in the streets—one that points to the potential scale of a gay libera-

tion movement that might be able to take up individual causes and 

combat prejudice. But these images are fl eeting; they are similar to 

the momentary and conjunctural solidarities established through 

the conversations between the fi lmmakers and the interviewees, 

which are referred to in the fi nal credits of the fi lm as “shared 

moments.”

The critical and scholarly emphasis on the collaboration of the 

fi lmmakers eclipses the extent to which the form of the fi lm stages 

and responds to the problem of forming a collectivity of individu-

als.26 There are only a few moments where the fi rst-person plural 

is voiced by speakers in Word Is Out, and yet the whole of the fi lm 

speaks from that place; Stories of Some of Our Lives is, after all, the 

subtitle of the fi lm. The fi lmed interview is the form that medi-

ates this representation, enacting and making visible the space of 
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social subjectivity and the fi lmmaking process that has produced it. 

In this fi lm the group comes afterward, a function of the interview 

form and its deployment as much as the fi lm process. The “you” 

functions as a crucial intermediary in this process, mirroring the 

way each interview segment gestures toward a social body and paves 

the path toward a “we” that is a sum of these parts.

Conclusion: The Filmed Interview as Political Imaginary

Throughout this essay, I have drawn an analogy between the for-

mal structure of Word Is Out and the process of moving from the 

personal to the political, or from an individual to a broader struc-

tural perspective. In addition, I have argued that understanding 

interviewing as a political mode of capture allows one to read the 

tension between the individual interviews and the fi nal assemblage 

as a generative problematic. In the case of Word Is Out, the ten-

sion between representation and performance, between the fi lmed 

interview as a descriptive or evidentiary project and one capable 

of enabling a process of politicization, operates at the level of lan-

guage choice in each exchange but even more signifi cantly in the 

organization of the fi lm as a whole.27 In this way, the collected inter-

views of Word Is Out offer a counterpoint to earlier documentary 

fi lms such as Geri Ashur’s Janie’s Janie (1971) that focus on single 

subjects and deploy a variety of formal strategies to situate the indi-

viduals onscreen within a social context and extend that political 

framework to the viewers. In the case of Word Is Out, the inscription 

of voices (plural) reveals the space between the denotative and the 

metaphoric that documentary fi lm has the capacity to activate.

In her essay “Feminist Documentary: Aesthetics and Poli-

tics,” Julia Lesage recognizes how interviews and testimony in 

1970s documentary comprise an aesthetic analogue to the poli-

tics of American feminist consciousness-raising. Lesage’s reading 

of interview-based feminist fi lms as analogues to consciousness-

raising groups has a historical signifi cance in its contribution to 

an appreciation of the politics of form in fi lms such as Self-Health 

and The Woman’s Film, but her essay also offers broader insight into 

the political and ideological work of interviews in documentary 

as a vehicle for constructing a nascent collectivity.28 The emphasis 

on the collective or the social in relation to the personal in fi lms 

such as Word Is Out resists the prevailing tendency in documentary 

practice and criticism of emphasizing the particularities and speci-

fi cities of the content on offer, or what Lesage calls “the surface 

structure.”29 By recognizing in the structure of the fi lms a larger 
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social and political signifi cance, Lesage’s essay points to the fi lmed 

interview not only as a mode of representation that enables new 

voices and content to circulate but also as the process by which the 

personal (and personal speech in particular) can be made political, 

not merely asserted or represented as political. For me, this is the 

central signifi cance of the fi lmed interview: it is productive of poli-

tics at the same time that it is refl ective of them.30

In this essay, I have shown the role that personal pronouns play 

in this political process, identifying the generic “you” as a point 

around which the struggle of individual and collective representa-

tion pivots. The transversal “you” functions as a hinge—between 

structures of identifi cation and conceptualization, between an 

interpellation of a viewer, a hailing of listeners (and interviewers) 

real and imagined, and a movement or construction of identity and 

experience—that rests on an important but subtle place of slippage 

in language that can strain against the ossifi cation, essentialism, or 

reterritorialization of a subject. The deployment of the indefi nite 

“you” calls our attention to the central problematic of the inter-

view: the relation of the personal to the political and, specifi cally, 

the process of conceptualizing the political not simply as an aggre-

gate of individuals but instead as a class, group, or movement.

The transversal “you” occupies a place in this process of 

pivot and indeterminacy that is not simply polyvalent. Rather, the 

transversal “you” indicates how the processes of generalizing and 

abstraction can be politicizing, serving as the basis of movement 

building and the construction of temporary and lasting structures 

of identifi cation, alliance, affi nity, and solidarity—in assemblages, 

organizations, and groups that can move, struggle, demand, and 

transform the world in which we live. In this sense, documentary 

interviews operate as both a process and a product, a collaborative 
and improvisational exercise that is transacted in a social context, 

and then transformed through editing, aggregation, and presenta-

tion. The transversal “you” is almost a “we” not because it references 

or shows us collectivity but because it is a starting point from which 

individuals and groups begin to construct a reference for new 

social and economic formations. It points to a political imaginary 

that is a necessary condition for the building of social movements. 

The transversal “you” is both a sign and a tool of politicization and 

radicalization, a site where the personal is made political.

In its inscription of the transversal “you” and all that surrounds 

it—Word Is Out demonstrates that speaking truth to power, as a 

historical practice, a conceptual paradigm, or an activist strategy, 

needs to be framed in collectivity in order to become audible. To 

some degree, we no longer need to fi ght or prove that the personal 
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is political. Instead, we are faced with the task of fi nding forms for 

fi ghting the ways in which the personal is neoliberal, privatized, 

commodifi ed, and isolated. Our task is to articulate and activate 

collective resistance and opposition rather than voicing dissent 

as individuals. From this perspective, the example of Word Is Out 
can sensitize you and me to the presence of the transversal “you,” 

to the voicing of the desire for affi liation and collective action. 

When understood as transversal, the generic “you” is precisely not 
a stopping point from individual consciousness-raising; rather, it 

is an indicator of a midstation on the way to greater and grander 

forms of politicization and voice. Straining against atomization and 

alienation, the transversal “you” indexes the need for practices of 

“speaking as” that can ground solidarities. Audible in the context 

of some fi lmed interviews, it calls our attention to modalities for 

“coming to voice” and registers for “speaking out” that can engage 

the longing for social transformation and aggregate the social 

power necessary to resist and dismantle the institutions and struc-

tures of discrimination, injustice, and inequality that divide and 

oppress me and you.
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