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coU N TERPU B L IC S 
PUBLICS A ND 
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ero culture.2s Contexts of queer wor ma J g 

202 

SEX IN PUBLIC 

and fugitive elaboration through gossip, dance clubs, softball 

leagues, and the phone-sex ads that increasingly are the commer­

cial support for print-mediated left culture in general. 29 Queer is 

difficult to entextualize as culture. 

This is particularly true of intimate culture. Heteronormative 

forms of intimacy are supported, as we have argued, not only ref­

erentially, in overt discourse such as love plots and sentimentality, 

but materially, in marriage and family law, in the architecture of 

the domestic, in the zoning of work and politics. Queer culture, 

by contrast, has almost no institutional matrix for its counterinti­

macies. In the absence of marriage and the rituals that organize 

life around matrimony, improvisation is always necessary for the 

speech act of pledging, or the narrative practice of dating, or for 

such apparently noneconomic economies as joint checking. The 

heteronormativity in such practices may seem weak and indirect. 

After all, same-sex couples have sometimes been able to invent 

versions of such practices. But they have done so only by betroth­

ing the couple form and its language of personal significance, 

leaving untransformed the material and ideological conditions 

that divide intimacy from history, politics, and publics. The queer 

project we imagine is not just to destigmatize those average inti­

macies, not just to give access to the sentimentality of the couple 

for persons of the same sex, and definitely not to certify as prop­

erly private the personal lives of gays and lesbians. 30 Rather, it is 

to support forms of affective, erotic, and personal living that are 

public in the sense of accessible, available to memory, and sus­

tained through collective activity. 

Because the heteronormative culture of intimacy leaves queer 

culture especially dependent on ephemeral elaborations in urban 

space and print culture, queer publics are also peculiarly vulnerable 

to initiatives such as Mayor Rudolph Giuliani's zoning law. The law 

aims to restrict any counterpublic sexual culture by regulating its 
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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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The point here is not that queer ol't' 
market ideology but th th ~ I ics needs more free-
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accumulation and re d . arms, so central to the 
. pro uct10n of capital al d d 
mterventions in the 1 . ' so epen on heavy 

regu ation of capital 0 f h 
turbing fantasies in th . . ne o t e most dis-

e zonmg scheme f, 1 
that an urban locale . . ' or examp e, is the idea 

is a community f h d . 
residence and propert)' Th 'd 1 o s are mterest based on 

1 • e I eo ogy of the . hb h 
po itically unchallenge bl . h neig or ood is 

a e m t e current d b t h' h . 
nated by a fantasy that 1 b' e a e, w IC is domi-

sexua su 1ects on) 'd 
relevant to sexual P l't· . h . y res1 e, that the space 

0 I !CS IS t e ne1ghbo h d 
Christopher Street is n t . . r oo . But a district like 
h 

0 JUSt a ne1ghborho d fc . Th 
c aracter of the neighb h d d o a ia1r. e local 
h or oo epends on th d ') 

t ousands of nonresident Th e a1 Y presence of 
Village should not f, s.h . ose who actually live in the West 

. orget t e1r debt to th 1 
gr1ms. And we should not k h . ese most y queer pil-
f ma e t e mistake of fl · 

o citizens with the cl f con usmg the class 
ass o property ow M 

hang out on Christoph S ners. any of those who 
Ac er treet - typically 

irican-American - c ld ' . young, queer, and 
ou n t possibly afford t l' h 

space is always a host space Th . h o ive t ere. Urban 
· e ng t to th 't 

who use the city JI It . 1· . e c1 Y extends to those 
. is not im1ted to pro 

because of a fluke in th 1· . perty owners. It is not 
d e po 1t1cs of zoning th t b 

eeply misrecognized· 1 . a ur an space is so 
. • norma sexuality r · h . 

t10ns, including the. . equires sue m1srecogni-
Ir economic and legal f, 

to sustain its illusion of h . en orcement, in order 
umamty. 

Tweakin9 and Thwackin9 

Queer social theory is committed to sex . . 
category of analysis agitat· d ual1ty as an mescapable 
· ' wn, an refuncti · l'k t10ns, which in this onmg: 1 e class rela-

moment are mainly visibl . h 
embodiments of identit f, h e m t e polarized 

Y arms, eteronorm t' · · 
mental motor of social o . . . a 1v1ty is a funda-
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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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t~e thought ofleaving early occurred to us bu 
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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. 32 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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Something Queer 

About the Nation-State• 

Because the term has been understood to ro . . ' 
embarrassing that both th d " p m1se so much, it s 
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op1a01sms that require American slang. 

*Originally published in After Politico} C 
(Boulder CO· '"est . p orrectnesr, ed. Christopher Newfield 

' • vv, view ress, 1995). 
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in as the most challenging relevant archive: Judith Butler, Bodies That Afatter: On 

the Discursive Limits <if "Sex" (New York· Routledge 1993)· Lu I · s 
· , , ce ngaray, pecu-

lum ef the Other Woman (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1985) and The 

Sex Which Is Not One (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1985); Teresa 

de Lauretis, The Practice ef Love (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995); 

Kaja Silverman, Male Subjectivity at the A1ar9in (New York: Routledge, 1992); 

Monique Wittig, The Strai9ht Afind and Other Essays (Boston: Beacon Press, 

1992). Psychoanalytic work on sexuality does not always latch acts and inclina­

tions to natural or constructed "identity"; see, for example, Leo Bersani, Homos 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995) and "Is the Rectum a Grave?" 

in Douglas Crimp, ed., AIDS: Cultural Analysis, Cultural Activism (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 1988). 

13. The notion of metaculture we borrow from Greg Urban; see his Toward 

a Discourse-Centered Approach to Culture (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1991) 

and Noumenal Community: Myth and Reality in an Amerindian Brazilian Society 

(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1996). On normalization, see Michel Fou­

cault, Discipline and Punish, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage, 1979), pp. 

184-85; and The History ef Sexuality, vol. I, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: 

Vintage, 1980), p. 144. Foucault derives his argument here from the revised ver­

sion of Georges Canguilhem, The Normal and the Patholoaical, trans. Carolyn 
Fawcett (New York: Zone Books, 1991). 

14. Here we are influenced by Eli Zaretsky, Capitalism, the Family, and Per­

sonal Life, rev. ed. (New York: Harper and Row, 1986), and Stephanie Coontz, 

The Social Ori9ins cf Private Life: A History ef American Families, 1600-1900 (Lon­

don: Verso, 1988), though heteronormativity is a problem not often made visible 
in Coontz's work. 

311 



PUBLICS AND COUNTERPUBLICS 

15. On privatization and intimacy politics, see Berlant, Qyeen ef America, 

pp. 1-24, and "Feminism and the Institutions of Intimacy," in E. Ann Kaplan 

and George Levine, eds., The Politics ef Research (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., Conceil'in9 

the New World Order: The Global Politics ef Reproduction (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1995). On privatization and national capitalism, see David 

Harvey, The Condition ef Postmodernity (Oxford: Blackwell, 1989); and Mike 

Davis, City ef Qyartz: Excavatin9 the Future in Los An9eles (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 ef Leather, 

Slippers ef Gold: The History ef a Lesbian Community (New York: Routledge, 

1993), or even George Chauncey's Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the 

Makin9 ef the 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 Makin9 ef 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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(May 1995), pp. 343-49. 

20. William Bennett, quoted in New York Time>, 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 

Schutz's emphasis on the practices of typification and projects of action involved 

in ordinary knowledge of the social, in The PhenomenoloBY ef 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. 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 fo.o Noble Kinsmen," ELH 64.3 (Fall 1997); and Roger Chartier, ed., Passions 

ef the Renaissance, trans. Arthur Goldhammer, vol. 3 of A History ef Pril'ate Life, 

eds. Philippe Aries and Georges Duby (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 1989). 
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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 Struggle Jar Recognition (Cambridge, UK: Polity 

Press, 1995); and Charles Taylor, Multiculturalism (Princeton, NJ: 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. 
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Are a Dyke's Best Friend: Reflections, Reminiscences, and Reports from the Field on 

the Lesbian National Pastime (Ithaca, NY: Firebrand Books, 1988). 
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