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PUBLICS AND COUNTERPUBLICS

economic conditions; its effects will reach far beyond the adult
businesses it explicitly controls. The gay bars on Christopher Street
draw customers from people who come there because of its sex
trade. The street is cruisier because of the sex shops. The boutiques
that sell freedom rings and Don’t Panic T-shirts do more business
for the same reasons. Not all of the thousands who migrate or make
pilgrimages to Christopher Street use the porn shops, but all bene-
fit from the fact that some do. After a certain point, a quantitative
change is a qualitative change. A critical mass develops. The street
becomes queer. It develops a dense, publicly accessible sexual cul-
ture. It therefore becomes a base for nonporn businesses, like the
Oscar Wilde Bookshop. And it becomes a political base from which
to pressure politicians with a gay voting bloc.

No group is more dependent on this kind of pattern in urban
space than queers. If we could not concentrate a publicly accessi-
ble culture somewhere, we would always be outnumbered and
overwhelmed. And because what brings us together is sexual cul-
ture, there are very few places in the world that have assembled
much of a queer population without a base in sex commerce; and
even those that do exist, such as the lesbian culture in Northamp-
ton, Massachusetts, are stronger because of their ties to places like
the West Village, Dupont Circle, West Hollywood, and the Cas-
tro. Respectable gays like to think that they owe nothing to the

sexual subculture they think of as sleazy. But their success, their
way of living, their political rights, and their very identities would
never have been possible but for the existence of the public sexual
culture they now despise. Extinguish it, and almost all out gay or
queer culture will wither on the vine. No one knows this connec-
tion better than the right. Conservatives would not so flagrantly
contradict their stated belief in a market free from government
interference if they did not see this kind of hyperregulation as an

important victory.
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even straight society. Any social theory that miscomprehends this
participates in their reproduction.

The project of thinking about sex in public does not only
engage sex when it is disavowed or suppressed. Even if sex prac-
tice is not the object domain of queer studies, sex is everywhere
present. But where is the tweaking, thwacking, thumping, sliming,
and rubbing you might have expected —or dreaded —in an essay
on sex? We close with two scenes that might have happened on the
same day in our wanderings around the city. One afternoon, we
were riding with a young straight couple we know in their station
wagon. Gingerly, after much circumlocution, they brought the
conversation around to vibrators. These are people whose repro-
ductivity governs their lives, their aspirations, their relations to
money and entailment, mediating their relations to everyone and
everything else. But the woman in this couple had recently read an
article in a women’s magazine about sex toys and other forms of
nonreproductive eroticism. She and her husband did some mail-
order shopping and became increasingly involved in what from
most points of view would count as queer sex practices: their bod-
ies have become disorganized and exciting to them. They said to
us: you're the only people we can talk to about this; to all of our
straight friends, this would make us perverts. In order not to feel
like perverts, they had to make us into a kind of sex public.

Later, the question of aversion and perversion came up again.
This time, we were in a bar that on most nights is a garden-variety
leather bar but that on Wednesday nights hosts a sex-performance
event called “Pork.” Shows typically include spanking, flagellation,
shaving, branding, laceration, bondage, humiliation, wrestling —
you know, the usual: amateur, everyday practitioners strutting
for everyone else’s gratification, not unlike an academic confer-
ence. This night, word was circulating that the performance was
to be erotic vomiting. This sounded like an appetite spoiler, and
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We did not get to ask these questions, but we have others that
we can pose now about these scenes where sex appears more sub-
lime than narration itself, neither redemptive nor transgressive,
moral nor immoral, hetero nor homo, or sutured to any axis of
social legitimation. We have been arguing that sex opens a wedge
to the transformation of those social norms that require only its
static intelligibility or its deadness as a source of meaning.3? In
these cases, though, paths through publicity led to the production
of nonheteronormative bodily contexts. They intended non-
heteronormative worlds because they refused to pretend that pri-
vacy was their ground; because they were forms of sociability that
delinked money and family from the scene of the good life; because
they made sex the consequence of public mediations and collec-
tive self-activity in a way that made for unpredicted pleasures;
because, in turn, they attempted to make a context of support for
their practices; because their pleasures were not purchased by a
redemptive pastoralism of sex or by mandatory amnesia about
failure, shame, and aversion.33

We are used to thinking about sexuality as a form of intimacy
and subjectivity, and we have just demonstrated how limited that
representation is. But the heteronormativity of U.S. culture is not
something that can easily be rezoned or disavowed by individual
acts of will, by a subversiveness imagined only as personal rather
than as the basis of public formation, or even by the lyric moments
that interrupt the hostile cultural narrative that we have been
staging here. Remembering the utopian wish behind normal inti-
mate life, we also want to remember that we aren’t married to it.
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14. “ED.R., Anyone?" Nation, May 22, 1989, p- 689.

15. For a critique of the still-popular notion of media manipulation, see
Hans Magnus Enzensberger. “Constituents of a Theory of the Media,” in Critical
Essays (New York: Continuum, 1982), pp. 46-76.

16. John Waters, Shock Value (New York: Dell, 1981), p. 24.

17. Jacques Lacan, “Aggressivity in Psychoanalysis." in Ecrits, trans. Alan
Sheridan (New York: Norton, 1977), p. 19.

18. Waters, Shock Value, p. 26.
19. Simon Watney, PoIicing Desire: Pornography, AIDS, and the Media (Min-

neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), pp. 83-84 and passim.

20. Jan Zita Grover, “AIDS: Keywords,” October 43 (1987), p- 23. This issue
has since been reprinted as Douglas Crimp, ed., AIDS: Cultural Analysis, Cultural
Activism (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1988).

21. Susan Stewart, “Ceci Tuera Cela: Graffiti as Crime and Art,” in John
Fekete, ed., Life After Postmodernism: Essays on Value and Culture (New York: St.
Martin’s, 1987), pp. 175-76.

22. Ibid., p. 163.

CuaPTER FIVE: SEX IN PuBLIiC
1. On “public sex” in the standard sense, see Pat Califia, Public Sex: The Cul-

ture quadical Sex (Pittsburgh, PA: Cleis Press, 1994). On * identities and acts,”
see Janet Halley, “The Status/Conduct Distinction in the 1993 Revisions to Mil-
itary Antigay Policy: A Legal Archacology,” GLQ 3 (1996), pp. 159-252.

2. The classic political argument for sexual derepression as a condition of
freedom is put forth in Herbert Marcuse, Eros and Civilization: A Philosophical
Inquiry into Freud (Boston: Beacon Press, 1966). In contemporary pro-sex thought
inspired by Michel Foucault’s History of Sexuality, vol. 1 (New York: Vintage,
1978), the denunciation of “erotic injustice and sexual oppression” is situated
less in the freedom of individuals than in analyses of the normative and coercive
relations between specific “populations” and the institutions created to manage
them (Gayle Rubin, “Thinking Sex,” in Pleasure and Danger: Exploring Female
Sexuality [Boston: Pandora Press, 1984, p. 275).
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Jor Our Culture and Our Children (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1992); Pefer
Brimelow, Alien Nation: Common Senge About America’s Immigration Uisaster
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(New York: Doubleday, 1994).
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bridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1982); and Shiriey Samuels, Romances
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American Nation (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996). On fantasies of
genetic assimilation, see Robert S. Tilton, Pocahontas: The Evolution qfan Ameri-
can Narrative (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1994), py). 9-33;and
Elise Lemire, “Making Miscegenation” (Ph.D. diss., Rutgers Unive.rSIty,. 1996).

8. The concept of welfare-state governmentality has a growing literatu.ro.
For a concise statement, see Jiirgen Habermas, “The New Obscurity: The Crisis
of the Welfare State and the Exhaustion of Utopian Energies,” in The N.ew Con-
servatism: Cultural Criticism and the Historians’ Debate, trans. Shierry Nicholser;
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990), pp. 48-70. Michael Warner has discusse:
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ion-State,” below chapter 6.
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15. On privatization and intimacy politics, see Berlant, Queen ofAmerica,
pp- 1-24, and “Feminism and the Institutions of Intimacy,” in E. Ann Kaplan
and George Levine, eds., The Politics ofResearch (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers
University Press, 1997); Honig, No Place Like Home; Rosalind Pollack Petchesky,
“The Body as Property,” in Faye D. Ginsburg and Rayna Rapp, eds., Conceiving
the New World Order: The Global Politics of Reproduction (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1995). On privatization and national capitalism, see David
Harvey, The Condition ofPostmodemity (Oxford: Blackwell, 1989); and Mike
Davis, City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los Angeles (New York: Verso,
1992).

16. This language for community is a problem for gay historiography. In
otherwise fine and important studies such as Esther Newton's Cherry Grove, Fire
Island: Sixty Years in America s First Gay and Lesbian Town (Boston: Beacon Press,
1993), or Elizabeth Lapovsky Kennedy and Madeline D. Davis's Boots of Leather,
Slippers ofGoId: The History ofa Lesbian Community (New York: Routledge,
1993), or even George Chauncey’s Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the
Making ofthe Gay Male World, 1890-1940 (New York: Basic Books, 1994), com-
munity is imagined as whole-person, face-to-face relations — local, experiential,
proximate, and saturating. But queer worlds seldom manifest themselves in such
forms. Cherry Grove —a seasonal resort depending heavily on weekend visits
by New Yorkers —may be typical less of a “gay and lesbian town” than of the
way queer sites are specialized spaces in which transits can project alternative
worlds. John D’Emilio’s Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a
Homosexual Minority in the United States, 1940-1970 (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1983) is an especially interesting example of the imaginative
power of the idealization of local community for queers. The book charts the
separate tracks of political organizing and local scenes such as bar life, showing
that when the “movement” and the “subculture” began to converge in San Fran-
cisco, the result was a new formation with a new utopian appeal: “A ‘commu-
nity.' " D'Emilio writes, “was in fact forming around a shared sexual orientation”
(p- 195). D'Emilio (wisely) keeps quotation marks around “community” in the

very sentence declaring it to exist in fact.
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17. David M. Halperin, “Sex Before Sexua]ity: Pederast
Power in Classical Athens," ;

" Politics, and
» in Martin Bauml Duberman, Martha Vicinyg d
, an

George Chauncey, eds., Hidden from History: Reclaiming the Gay and Leshian p
sbian Past

(New York: New American Library, 1989), p. 49. The list Halperin cites js
Artemidorus, Oneirocritica 1.2 (pp- 8.21-9.4 Pack). T

18. Studies ofintimacy that do not assume this “web of mutuality " eith
, either

' alue, are rare, Roland
Barthes's A Lover's Discourse, trans. Richard Howard (New York: Farrar

as the self-evident nature of intimacy or as a human v
and Giroux, 1978), and Niklas Luhmann’s Love As Passi e
' on, trans, jeremy Gaines
and Doris Jones (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1986), both try, in
very different ways, to describe the production of intimacy analytically Iv:,;re
typical is Anthony Giddens's attempt to theorize intimacy as “pure relationship"

in The Transformation oflntimacy: Sexuality, Love, and Eroticism in Modern Soci-
eties (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1992). There, ironically, it is “the
gays who are the pioneers” in separating the “pure relationship” of love from
extraneous institutions and contexts such as marriage and reproduction.

19. See our “What Does Queer Theory Teach Us About X?" PMLA 110.3
(May 1995), pp. 343-49, ‘
20. William Bennett, quoted in New York Times, Oct. 26, 1995, p- A25.

21. Biddy Martin, “Extraordinary Homosexuals and the Fear of Being Ordi-
nary,” Differences 6.2/3 (1994), pp. 122-23.

22. In some traditions of social theory, the process of world making as we

describe it here is seen as common to all social actors. See, for example, Alfred
Sch : ) . . 0 '
utz’s emphasis on the practices of typification and projects of action involved

in ordinary knowledge of the social, in The Phenomenology of the Social World

trans. G. Walsh and F. Lehnert (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press

1967). Yet in most contexts, the social world is understood not as constructed
by reference to types or projects but as an instantiated whole in a form capable
of reproducing itself. The family, the state, a neighborhood, the human species

or institutions such as schools and churches — such images of social being share‘
an appearance of plenitude seldom approached in contexts of queer world mak-

ing. H i
g. However much the latter might resemble the process of world construction
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in ordinary contexts, queer worlds do not have the power to represent a taken-
for-granted social existence.

23. See, for example, Alan Bray, “Homosexuality and the Signs of Male
Friendship in Elizabethan England,” History Workshop Journal (Spring 1990), pp.
1-19; Laurie J. Shannon, “Emilia’s Argument: Friendship and ‘Human Title’ in
The Tivo Noble Kinsmen," ELH 64.3 (Fall 1997); and Roger Chartier, ed., Passions
qfthe Renaissance, trans. Arthur Goldhammer, vol. 3 of A History qurivate Ljfe,
eds. Philippe Ariés and Georges Duby (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1989).

24. On the relation between Foucault and Habermas, we take inspiration
from Tom McCarthy, Ideals and Illusions (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991), Pp-
47-75.

25. Jirgen Habermas, The Structural Trangformation qfthe Public Sphere: An
Inquity into a Category of Bourgeois Society, trans. Thomas Burger (Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 1989), pp. 49 and 46.

26. On the centrality of semipublic spaces like tearooms, bathrooms, and
bathhouses to gay male life, see Chauncey, Gay New York; Lee Edelman, “Tea-
rooms and Sympathy, or, Epistemology of the Water Closet,” in Andrew Parker,
Mary Russo, Doris Sommer, and Patricia Yaeger, eds., Nationalisms and Sexualities
(New York: Routledge, 1992), pp. 263-84. The spaces of both gay and
lesbian semipublic sexual practices are investigated in David Bell and Gill Valen-
tine, eds., Mapping Desire: Geographies quexua]iu'es (New York: Routledge, 1994).

27. Douglas Crimp, “How to Have Promiscuity in an Epidemic,” October 43
(Winter 1987), p. 253.

28. The notion of a demand for recognition has recently been advanced by
a number of thinkers as a way of understanding multicultural politics. See, for
example, Axel Honneth, The Strugglefor Recognition (Cambridge, UK: Polity
Press, 1995); and Charles Taylor, Multiculturalism (Princeton, N]J: Princeton
University Press, 1994). We are suggesting that although queer politics does

contest the terrain of recognition, it cannot be conceived as a politics of recog-
nition as opposed to an issue of distributive justice; this is the distinction pro-

posed in Nancy Fraser, “From Redistribution to Recognition? Dilemmas of
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Justice in a ‘Postsocialist’ Age,” New Left Review 212 (July/Aug. 1995), pp

68-93, reprinted in her Justice Interruptus: Critical Reflections on the ‘Postsocialist’

Condition (New York: Routledge, 1997).

29. See Sedgwick, Epistemolog)/ qfthe Closet; and Yvonne Zipier, Diamonds

Are a Dyke’s Best Friend: Rt_eﬂections, Reminiscences, and Reports from the Field on
the Lesbian National Pastime (Ithaca, NY: Firebrand Books, 1988)

30. Such a politics is increasingly recommended within the gay movement
See, for example, Andrew Sullivan, Same-Sex Marriage, Pro and Con (New York.
Vintage, 1997); Michelangelo Signorile, Ljfe Outside (New York: HarperCollins
1997); Gabriel Rotello, Sexual Ecology: AIDS and the Destiny of Gay Men (New'
York: Dutton, 1997); William N. Eskridge, The Case for Same-Sex Marriage: From
Sexual Liberty to Civilized Commitment (New York: The Free Press, 1996); Robert
Baird and Stuart Rosenbaum, eds., Same-Sex Marriage: The Moral and Legal
Debate (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 1996); and Mark Strasser, LegaH] Wed:
Same-Sex Marriage and the Constitution (Tthaca, NY: Cornell University Press
1997). '
31. The phrase “the right to the city”

is Henri Lefebvre’s, from his 1968 Le
Droit d la ville,

trans. Eleonore Kofman and Elizabeth Lebas, in Henri Lefebvre
Writings on Cities (Oxford, UK: Blackwell, 1996). See also Manuel Castells

. The
City and the Grassroots (Berkeley: University of California Press,

1983).
32. On “deadness” as an affect and aspiration of normative social member-

ship, see “Live Sex Acts,” in Berlant, Queen qumerica, pp. 59~60 and 79-81

33. The argument against the redemptive sex pastoralism of normative sex-

ual ideology is classically made in Bersani, “Is the Rectum a Grave?”

tive visions more generally, see his The Culture

Harvard University Press, 1990).

;on redemp-

of Redemption (Cambridge, MA:

CHAPTER Six: SoMETHING QUEER ABOUT THE NATION-STATE
1. See Lisa Duggan, “Making It Perfectly Queer,” Socialist Review 22.1

(1992), pp. 11-32; and Lauren Berlant and Elizabeth Freeman, “Queer National-
ity,” in Michael Warner, ed., Fear of a

: Queer Planet (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1993), pp- 193-229.

315





