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Introduction 

Publics are queer creatures. You cannot point to them, count 

them, or look them in the eye. You also cannot easily avoid them. 

They have become an almost natural feature of the social land

scape, like pavement. In the media-saturated forms of life that 

now dominate the world, how many activities are not in some 

way oriented to publics? Texts cross one's path in their endless 

search for a public of one kind or another: the morning paper, the 

radio, the television, movies, billboards, books, official postings. 

Beyond these obvious forms of address lie others, like fashion 

trends or brand names, that do not begin "Dear Reader" but are 

intrinsically oriented to publics nonetheless. (There is no such 

thing as a pop song, for example, unless you hear it as addressing 

itself to the audience that can make it "pop.") Your attention is 

everywhere solicited by artifacts that say, before they say anything 

else, Hello, public! 
Much of the texture of modern social life lies in the invisible 

presence of these publics that flit around us like large, corporate 

ghosts. Most of the people around us belong to our world not 

directly, as kin or comrades or in any other relation to which we 

could give a name, but as strangers. How is it that we nevertheless 

recognize them as members of our world? We are related to them 
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(and I am to you) as transient participants in common publ~cs, 
potentially addressable in impersonal forms. Most of us would f1~d 
it nearly impossible to imagine what social life without. publics 

would look like. Each time we address a public, as I am domg now 

with these words, we draw on what seems like simple common 

sense. If we did not have a practical sense of what publics are, if we 

could not unself-consciously take them for granted as really exist

ing and addressable social entities, we could not produce most of 

the books or films or broadcasts or journals that make up so much 

of our culture; we could not conduct elections or indeed imagine 

ourselves as members of nations or movements. ~t publics exist 

only by virtue of their imagining. The are a kind of fiction that has 

ta en on life, and very potent life at that. 
Behind the common sense of our everyday life among publics 

is an astonishingly complex history. The idea of a public is a cul

tural form, a kind of practical fiction, present in the modern world 

in a way that is very different from any analogues in other o~ ear

lier societies. Like the idea of rights, or nations, or markets, it can 

now seem universal. But it has not always been so. Its conditions 

have been long in the making, and its precise meaning varies from 

case to case - especially now, as it has found such variable exten

sion in the postcolonial world. There are ambiguities, even con

tradictions in the idea. As it is extended to new contexts and new 

media, new polities and new rhetorics, its meaning can be seen to 

change in ways that we have scarcely begun to appreciate. " 
This book brings together eight essays on the theme What 

is a public?" The essays try to show that this deceptively simple 

question introduces an immense variety of inquiries. Properly 

understood, it can reframe the way we understand literary texts, 

contemporary politics, and the modern social world in gen~ra~. 
Perhaps because contemporary life without the idea of a public is 

so unthinkable, the idea itself tends to be taken for granted, and 
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thus little understood. What discipline or method has a claim to 

say much about it? How would one go about studying it? 

People often speak these days not just of the public but of mul

tiple publics. And not without reason, since the publics among 

which we steer, or surf, are potentially infinite in number. In one 

way, this makes the analytic question tougher; publics might all be 

different, making generalization difficult. In another way, to em

phasize multiple publics might seem to get rid of the analytic dif

ficulty completely: since publics are all different, why generalize? 

But to speak in this way only defers the questions of what kind of 

thing a public is, how publics could be studied, how you know 

when one begins and another ends, what the different kinds of 

publics might be, how the differences matter, how the history of 

the form might be told, and how it might matter differently for 
different people. 

The question "What is a public?" requires, to begin with, an ex

planation of two apparently contradictory facts. The first is that the 

category seems to presuppose a contingent history, varying in sub

tle but significant ways from one context to another, from one set 

of institutions to another, from one rhetoric to another. The sec

ond is that the form seems to have a functional intelligibility across 

a wide range of contexts. How can both be true at once? How could 

readers in eighteenth-century London and filmgoers in twenty

first-century Hong Kong belong to publics in the same way? Does 

it make sense to speak of a form common to both? Can it be de

scribed in a way that still does justice to the differences of setting 
and medium? 

A public is inevitably one thing in London, quite another in 

Hong Kong. This is more than the truism it might appear, since the 

form must be embedded in the background and self-understanding 

of its participants in order to work. Only by approaching it histor

ically can one understand these preconditions of its intelligibility. 
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To address a public or to think of oneself as belonging to a public is 

to be a certain kind of person, to inhabit a certain kind of social 

world, to have at one's disposal certain media and genres, to be 

motivated by a certain normative horizon, and to speak within a 

certain language ideology. No single history sufficiently explains 

all the different ways these preconditions come together in prac

tice. Yet despite this complexity, the modern concept of a public 

seems to have floated free from its original context. Like the mar

ket or the nation - two cultural forms with which it shares a great 

deal - it has entered the repertoire of almost every culture. It has 

gone traveling. 
The scope of this translation to new contexts might tempt us 

to think of publics only in systemic or acultural terms - much 

the way markets are usually understood. We could understand 

the globalization of the concept as a shift in the conditions of 

communication, taking place in ways that participants cannot 

notice and beyond the control of any merely local culture. Various 

models already exist for such an analysis, more or less attached to 

a wide range of political programs, from deterministic theories of 

media technology to deterministic theories of capitalism, from 

celebratory accounts of informational rationality to postcolonial 

skepticism about globalization as ideology. One might, for ex: 

ample, explain the lobal extension of publics as a result of the 

es s power in imposing its forms in ever context touched b 

co onialism. 
But this explanation, despite all the truth that might lie behind 

it, is not much of an explanation. Like all the other varieties of 

acultural explanation, it defers the question of how this form in 

particular could adapt itself to, or be imposed in, so many con

texts. And to identify the form only with its Western articulation 

might be to block from view some of the most significant points 

of difference, both in colonial settings and within Western cul-

10 

INTRODUCTIO N 

tures themselves. Filmgoers in present-day Hong Kong might be 

both enabled and constrained by a form whose genealogy has 

much to do with the London book trade after the Restoration; 

but that does not mean that they have been merely passive recipi

ents of the form (nor that modern Londoners have been). Hong 

Kong films, moreover, now have publics elsewhere, just as English 
books did then. 

Confronted by the local histories and contexts that make the 

form work, we might be tempted by the opposite approach, treat

ing the idea of a public with nominalist skepticism: it just is what

ever people in a particular context think it is. Its meaning depends 

on .its "appropriation." It is ~ll ~l ~ulture and contingen_: histo.2. 
This rather desperate solut10n, which too often passes as histori

cism in literary studies, eschews the problem of translation alto

gether. Obviously, I think the generality of the form in the contem

porary world requires more reflection. I suggest below, in fact, that 

,..!!ie idea of a public has a metacultural dimension; it ~ives form to a 

t~nsion between general and particular that makes it difficult to 

apalyze from either perspective alone. It might even be said to be a 

kind of engine of translatability, putting down new roots wherever 

it goes. I have tried to describe both the historical path by which 

publics acquired their importance to modernity and the interlock

ing systematicity of some of the form's key features. Though I con

centrate on Anglo-America, my hope is to provoke more compara

tive discussion of a form that has been one of the defining elements 
of multiple modernities. 

To develop the topic exhaustively is beyond the reach of this 

collection. Here I try to dig below the intuitive sense we have, as 

members of modern culture, of what a public is and how it works. 

The argument, as developed in the title essay, is that the notion of 

a public enables a reflexivity in the circulation of texts among 

strangers who become, by virtue of their reflexively circulating 
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discourse, a social entity. I hope that the explanation below will 

render this cryptic formula clearer. What I mean to say about it 

here is simply that this pattern has a kind of systematicity that can 

be observed in widely differing contexts and from which impor

tant consequences follow. The idea of a public does have some 

consistency, despite the wide variety of its instances. The social 

worlds constructed by it are by no means uniform or uncontested, 

but they are nevertheless marked by the form in common ways. 
The paradox is that although the idea of a public can only 

work if it is rooted in the self-understanding of the participants, 

participants could not possibly understand themselves in the terms 

I have stated. Among other reasons, it seems that in order to ad

dress a public, one must forget or ignore the fictional nature of the 

entity one addresses. The idea of a public is motivating, not simply 

instrumental. It is constitutive of a social imaginary. The manner 

in which it is understood by participants is therefore not merely 

epiphenomenal, not mere variation on a form whose essence can 

be grasped independently. 
That is not all. One of the central claims of this book is that 

when people address publics, they engage in struggles - at vary

ing levels of salience to consciousness, from calculated tactic to 

mute cognitive noise - over the conditions that bring them to

gether as a public. The making of publics is the metapragmatic 

work newly taken up by every text in every reading. What kind of 

public is this? How is it being addressed? These questions and 

their answers are not always explicit - and cannot possibly be 

fully explicit, ever - but they have fateful consequences for the 

kind of social world to which we belong and for the kinds of 

actions and subjects that are possible in it. 
One example is shown on the cover of this book. What kind of 

public do these ladies make up? Posing for each others' cameras at 

home, they might seem to be not public at all. They might seem 
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merely to imitate familiar mass media genres: the fashion runway, 

the Hollywood promotional still, the celebrity profile, advertis

ing. Are their cameras simply signs of media envy, icons for an 

absent mass public? If so, it is at least interesting that the ambition 

of publicity matters so much to them. Why should it? 

As it happens, the photograph comes from a collection of 

photo albums compiled by a circle of drag queens who came 

together, from the mid-fifties to the mid-sixties, in a New Jersey 

house they called Casa Susanna. (Other snapshots from the series 

can be seen in the magazine Nest [Summer 2000].) The suburban, 

domestic scene in which we find them-panelled and centrally 

heated-is being put to an unusual use. It is a space of collective 

improvisation, transformative in a way that depends on its con

nection to several publics-including a dominant and alien mass 

public. To most people in that mass public, of course, these queens 

would be monsters of impudence, engaged in nothing more than 

flaunting. The private setting protects them from an environment 

of stigma, but clearly their aspiration is to a different kind of 

publicness. 
The ladies of Casa Susanna are doing glamour, which for them 

is both a public idiom and an intimate feeling. Its thrill allows them 

to experience their bodies in a way that would not have been pos

sible without this mutual witnessing and display. And not theirs 

alone: they must imagine that each of their cameras allows the 

witnessing of indefinite numbers of strangers beyond the confines 

of the room. The more strangers, the greater the glamour. From 

other photos in the albums we know that they each competed in 

local drag balls as well; the cameras are more than merely wishful 

props. The photo itself must have been taken by another drag 

q.ueen, presumably captured in turn by the camera in the upper 

nght. All these cameras on the one hand indicate the absent atten

tions of the mass media; but on the other hand they create publicly 
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circulating images, making possible a different style of embodi

ment, a new sociability and solidar!;.Y, and a scene for further im

provisation. Like the She-Romps discussed in chapter 2, the queens 

of Casa Susanna are revising what jt means to be public. 
In many ways, the unending process of redefinition - always 

difficult and always conflicted - can be strategic, conscious, even 

artful. Much of the art of writing, or of performing in other media, 

lies i~he practical knowledge that there are always many diff~
ent ways of addressin a ublic, that each decision of form, style, 

an procedure carries hazards and costs in the kind of public it 

can define. The temptation is to think of publics as something we 

make, through individual heroism and creative inspiration or 

through common goodwill. Much of the process, however, neces

sarily remains invisible to consciousness and to reflective agency. 

The making of a public requires conditions that range from the 

very general - such as the organization of media, ideologies of 

reading, institutions of circulation, text genres - to the particular 

rhetorics of texts. Struggle over the nature of publics cannot even 

be called strategic except by a questionable fiction, since the na

ture and relationship of the parties involved in the game are con

ditions established, metapragmatically, by the very notion of a 

public or by the medium through which a public comes into being. 

As several of the essays try to show, interplay among these dif

ferent levels can be complex. In some cases, for example, a con

scious strategy of style can be seen as struggling to compensate 

for conditions of circulation, perhaps vainly. "Styles of Intellec

tual Publics" argues that this often happens when academics try to 

reach popular audiences through the plain style. In other cases, 

interactions that seem to have no manifest political content can 

be seen as attempting to create rival publics, even rival modes of 

publicness. "Publics and Counterpublics" proposes that queer and 

other minor publics can be seen in this light, and "The Mass Pub-

INTRODUCTIO N 

lie and the Mass Subject" suggests that half-articulate struggles 

over the mediation of publics are general in mass culture. In still 

other cases, aesthetic effects can be produced by the dialectic be

tween conditions of textuality and the strategies made possible by 

those conditions, as, for example, by manipulating incommensu

rable modes of publicness in unfamiliar ways. "Whitman Drunk" 

reads Whitman's poetry as such an enterprise. 

This book proposes, in other words, a flexible methodology 

for the analysis of publics. It tries to model, through a range of 

case studies, the sort of multileveled analysis that, I think, is always 

demanded by public texts. That, at any rate, is the best face that 

can be put on a collection that is heterogeneous for plenty of 

other reasons as well. The essays that follow were written for dif

ferent occasions, over more than a decade. A few of them could be 

described as ueer theor , others as ublic-s here theor or sim

P y as iterary criticism or cultural histor>; I do not try to resolve 

all the generic or methodological unclarity that might result, let 

alone the conceptual and stylistic shifts from older essays to more 

«cent one.. My con,olotion fo, tho ombmmmont of incon'iJ 
tency is that the very .heterogeneity of the essays might help to sug

gest the range of projects that can spring from my central theme. 

On some points I do think the method is consistent. It is essen

tially interpretive and form sensitive. I urge an understanding of 

the phenomenon of ublics that is historical in orientation and 

always alert to the dynamics of textuality. The mode o proceed

~ng in this book will therefore seem strange, possibly silly, to those 

m ~e social sciences to whom the public is simply an existing 

entity to be studied empirically and for whom empirical analysis 

~as to mean something more definite, less interpretive, than atten

tio~ to the means by which the fiction of the public is made real. 

T~i~ ~chool of thought continues to march along despite all the 
criticisms that have been leveled against it.' 
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On the other hand, the historical method and literary criticism 

in ·their usual modes are in themselves not adequate to the analy

sis of pu · na s can never e in sim wit t e text as its 

object, as literary criticism is wont to do. Publics are among the 

conditions of textuality, specifying that certain stretches of lan

guage are understood to be "texts" with certain properties. This 

metapragmatic background - itself of infinite complexity- must 

be held up for analysis if we are to understand the mutually defin

ing interplay between texts and publics. Publics are essentially 

intertextual, frameworks for understanding texts against an orga

nized background of the circulation of other texts, all interwoven 

not just by citational references but by the incorporation of a 

reflexive circulatory field in the mode of address and consump

tion. And that circulation, though made reflexive by means of tex

tuality, is more than textual - especially now, in the twenty-first 

century, when the texts of public circulation are very often visual 

or at any rate no longer mediated by the codex format. (One 

open question of this book is to what degree the text model, 

though formative for the modern public, might be increasingly 

archaic.) For all these reasons, the phenomenon of ublics re

g__uires a discip mary exi i ity. The exigency of such a flexible 

method might account for the relative invisibility of the form as an 

object of sustained inquiry in academic thought. 
Half of the es;ays are new; the others I collect here because of 

their bearing on the theme. One or two have complex histories of 

their own. "The Mass Public and the Mass Subject" was written 

for a 1989 conference introducing the English translation of Jur

gen Habermas's Structural Traniformation ef the Public Sphere. It 

addresses a debate in social theory, trying to introduce concerns 

that we might now associate with queer theory. In 1989, of course, 

queer theory was not yet a recognizable enterprise. I could not 

write that essay now. Its emphases might be very different from 
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those of the more recent essays. I have not tried to rewrite it for 

consistency, partly because I do not know if it could even be done 

and partly because the essay has been cited by many others and it 

seemed best to leave it in its original shape. "Sex in Public," on 

the other hand, was written almost a decade after "The Mass Pub

lic and the Mass Subject." Coauthored with my friend and collab

orator Lauren Berlant, it, too, owes much to the context that gave 

rise to it, in particular its attempt to redirect the field of queer 

studies. Many of its arguments I have pursued elsewhere, in a non

academic work of political polemic titled The Trouble with Nor
mal. 

2 
It serves in the context of this volume as a case study in 

struggles over the mediation of publics. 

The first two essays stand together as a kind of general intro

duction of the subject. "Public and Private," which was conceived 

for a planned volume called Critical Terms for the Study ef Gender 
and Sexuality, reviews the conceptual complexity of the terms 

"public" and "private," traces the major debates of public-sphere 

theory, and introduces the idea of counterpublics in relation to 

feminist and public-sphere theory. The next essay, "Publics and 

Counterpublics," treats the complexities of "public" as a noun. 

This essay more than any other stands at the heart of the present 

volume, elaborating the idea of a public as I have presented it in 
this introduction. 

Doubtless there are other stories to be told about the coher

ence or motivated incoherence of the essays. For some readers, 

perhaps, the central story here will be one of queer theory. Cer

tainly a major motivation of the essays, without exception, has 

been to bring some clarity to the process by which people have 

made dissident sexuality articulate; how they have come together 

around nonnormative sexualities in a framework for collective 

world making and political action; how in the process people have 

challenged the heteronormative framework of modern culture 
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while also availing themselves of its forms; how those forms of 

collective action and expression mediate the sexualities and iden

tities they represent; and how many of the central aspirations of 

the resulting queer culture continue to be frustrated by the ideo

logical and material organization of publics, both of dominant 

culture and of queer culture. The essays are examples of this pro

cess, not just analyses of it. They are the means by which I tried to 

articulate a place in the world. (This is especially true of "The 

Mass Public and the Mass Subject" and "Sex in Public," both of 

which were written against what at the time felt like huge block-

ages in the sayable.) 
The way I pursued this project of self-clarification, however, 

increasingly put me at odds with the identitarian gay rights move

ment. The period over which these essays were written was one 

in which the American lesbian and gay movement enjoyed increas

ing visibility and a considerable measure of success. Yet I became 

convinced that it had paid a high price in the process. The move

ment had embraced, as the definition of its own constituency, a 

privatized notion of identity based in the homo/hetero language 

of sexual orientation. Along with many other academics who were 

developing the field of queer theory in the 1990s, I thought this 

language distorted sexuality and its politics. 
Queer theory, meanwhile, got to be very good at redescribing 

nonnormative sexualities and the flaws of identitarian thinking. 

But partly because the field relied so heavily on psychoanalytic 

theory for this purpose, it was somewhat less adept at describing 

the worldliness of sexuality and the conditions of the social-move

ment form. As I began speculating on the close relation between 

sexual cultures and their publics in the modern context, I came to 

the conclusion that one of the underlying flaws of the a and les

bian movement was the way it o scure an normalized the most 

compel ing c a enges o queer counterpubli~ . . 
18 
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This is the argument of The Trouble with Normal. That book 

was written in an attempt to reopen some communication be

tween the organized movement and those who were increasingly 

disaffected from it. It does not use the vocabulary of public

sphere theory explored here. Yet the arguments of that book and 

this one are, I believe, mutually illustrative. The Trouble with Nor
mal is an odd book in many ways, perhaps not least in trying to 

advance an analysis of publics while also trying to rally a public 
rhetorically. 

The tension between reflective analysis and hortatory position 

taking will no doubt be seen in a number of these essays as well. It 

is rather more than the usual theory /practice dilemma, which 

concerns me very little. The problem in this case is that the pre

conditions ofrhetorical engagement with publics are the object of 

an analysis that is motivated in large part by a rhetorical engage

ment with a public. Conceptually, this is like trying to face back

ward while walking. Preposterousness of this kind is familiar in 

queer criticism. On the whole, I think the balance in this book 

tips toward analysis, but I have not tried to eliminate the tension. 

I do not think that I could do so entirely and am rather persuaded 

that it is productive on both sides. "Styles of Intellectual Publics" 

reflects on the two modes and their relation to different publics, 

making the tension between them itself an object of analysis (and, 

a bit, of hortatory position taking). 

The other motivating subtext of these essays has been the long 

conversation, now of some fifteen years' duration, with my col

leagues in the Center for Transcultural Studies. There, more than 

anywhere else, I have found not just comprehending readers and 

to~gh critics, not just friends whose brilliance was constant inspi

ration, but a sustained environment for collective thinking. Much 

of the work in these essays emerged from dialogue, in a way that I 

cannot do justice to here. More people than I can name took part 
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in the conversation. Obviously, Lauren Berlant has been a collab-

f . 1 k1"nd· even where she is not named as coauthor orator o a spec1a , 
(as in The Trouble with Normal) she has been a tacit partner. Ben 

Lee and Dilip Gaonkar have been the organizers and catalys~s for 

the center's discussions; to them I owe an unpayable debt: It is ~Y 
hope that this book, insofar as it contributes to. anything, will 

direct attention to the distinctive intellectual project of the cen

ter, now finding rich realization in the work of so ~any of my 

colleagues there: Arjun Appadurai, Craig Calhoun, Vmcent Cra

panzano, Dilip Gaonkar, Niliifer Gole, Ben Lee, Tom McCarthy, 

Mary Poovey, Beth Povinelli, Charles Taylor, Greg Urban, and 

many others. 
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Public and Private 

What kind of world would make the values of both publicness 

and privacy equally accessible to all? This question has often been 

taken up in modern political philosophy. But that apparently sim
ple question raises, and is made complicated by, another one: How 

would the experience of gender and sexuality have to be different 
in such a world? 

The link between these two subjects has been noticed for mil

lennia. The story is told of the Greek philosopher Diogenes that 

whenever he felt sexual need he walked into the central market

place and masturbated. According to a later Greek commentator, 

he was in the habit of "doing everything in public, the works of 

Demeter and Aphrodite alike." 1 This was not usual in Athens in the 

fourth century B.C.E. Diogenes provoked disgust. His behavior was 

a kind of "performance criticism," as Foucault has called it, a way 

of calling attention to the visceral force behind the moral ideas of 

public and private. 2 Diogenes was attempting, to a degree that has 

scarcely been rivaled since, to do without the distinction entirely. 

He evidently regarded it as artificial, contrary to nature, the false 

morality of a corruption that mistook itself for civilization. 

More than two thousand years later, a different challenge to the 

morality of public and private created an equally queasy sensation. 
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CHAPTER FIV E 

Sex in Public• 

By Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner 

There Is Nothin9 More Public Than Privacy 

An essay titled "Sex in Public" teases with the obscurity of its 

object and the twisted aim of its narrative. In this essay, we talk 

not about the sex people already have clarity about, or identities 

and acts, 1 or a wildness in need of derepression;2 rather, we talk 

about sex as it is mediated by publics. Some of these publics have 

an obvious relation to sex: pornographic cinema, phone sex, 

"adult" markets for print, lap dancing. Others are organized 

around sex but not necessarily sex acts in the usual sense: queer 

zones and other worlds estranged from heterosexual culture, but 

also more tacit scenes of sexuality like official national culture, 

which depends on a notion of privacy to cloak its sexualization of 
national membership. 

The aim of this essay is to describe what we want to promote 

as the radical aspirations of queer culture building: not just a safe 

zone for queer sex, but the changed possibilities of identity, intel

ligibility, publics, culture, and sex that appear when the hetero

sexual couple is no longer the referent or privileged example of 

sexual culture. Queer social practices like sex and theory try to 

*Originally published in Critical Inquiry 24.2 (Winter 1998). 
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national culture currently phrased as "the problem of immigra

tion."6 But this crisis image of immigrants is also a racial mira9e 

generated by a white-dominated society, supplying a concrete 

phobia to organize its public so that a more substantial discussion 

of exploitation in the United States can be avoided and then re

maindered to the part of collective memory sanctified not by nos

talgia but by mass aversion. Let's call this the amnesia archive. The 

motto above the door is: "Memory is the amnesia you like." 

But more than exploitation and racism are forgotten in this 

whirl of projection and suppression. Central to the transfiguration 

of the immigrant as a nostalgic image to shore up core national cul

ture and allay white fears of minoritization is something that can

not speak its name, though its signature is everywhere: national 

heterosexuality. National heterosexuality is the mechanism by 

which a core national culture can be imagined as a sanitized space 

of sentimental feeling and immaculate behavior, a space of pure 

citizenship. A familial model of society displaces recognition of 

structural racism and other systemic inequalities. This is not 

entirely new: the family form has functioned as a mediator and 

metaphor ofnational existence in the United States since the eigh

teenth century.7 We are arguing that its contemporary deploy

ment increasingly supports the governmentality of the welfare 

state by separating the aspirations of national belonging from the 

critical culture of the public sphere and from political citizenship. 8 

Immigration crises have also previously produced feminine icons 

that function as prostheses for the state - most famously, the 

Statue of Liberty, which symbolized seamless immigrant assimila

tion to the metaculture of the United States. In Time's face, it is not 

symbolic femininity but practical heterosexuality that guarantees 

the monocultural nation. 

The nostalgic family-values covenant of contemporary Ameri

can politics stipulates a privatization of citizenship and sex in a 
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number of ways. In law and political ideology, for example, the 

fetus and the child have been spectacularly elevated to the place 

of sanctified nationality. The state now sponsors stings and laws 

to purify the Internet on behalf of children. New welfare and tax 

"reforms" passed under the cooperation between the Contract 

with America and Clintonian familialism seek to increase the legal 

and economic privileges of married couples and parents. Vouch

ers and privatization rezone education as the domain of parents 

rather than of citizens. Meanwhile, senators such as Ted Kennedy 

and Jesse Helms support amendments that refuse federal funds to 

organizations that "promote, disseminate, or produce materials 

that are obscene or that depict or describe, in a patently offensive 

way, sexual or excretory activities or organs, including but not 

limited to obscene depictions of sadomasochism, homo-eroticism, 

the sexual exploitation of children, or any individuals engaged in 

sexual intercourse:'9 These developments, though distinct, are 

linked in the way they organize a hegemonic national public 

around sex. But because this sex public officially claims to act only 
in order to protect the zone of heterosexual privacy, the institu

tions of economic privilege and social reproduction informing its 

practices and organizing its ideal world are protected by the spec-

tacular demonization of any represented sex. 

Scene Two 
In October 1995, the New York City Council passed a new zoning 

law by a forty-one-to-nine vote. The Zoning Text Amendment 

covers adult book and video stores, eating and drinking establish

ments, theaters, and other businesses. It allows these businesses 

only in certain nonresidential zoning areas, most of which turn 
out to be on the waterfront. Within the new reserved districts, 

adult businesses are disallowed within five hundred feet of another 

adult establishment or within five hundred feet of a house of wor-
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higher.10 In either case, the result will be a sense of isolation and 

diminished expectations for queer life, as well as an attenuated 

capacity for political community. The nascent lesbian sexual cul

ture, including the Clit Club and the only video-rental club cater

ing to lesbians, will also disappear. The impact of the sexual 

purification of New York will fall unequally on those who already 

have the fewest publicly accessible resources. 

Normativity and Sexual Culture 
Heterosexuality is not a thing. We speak of heterosexual culture 

rather than heterosexuality because that culture never has more 

than a provisional unity. 11 It is neither a single Symbolic nor a 

single ideology nor a unified set of shared beliefs.
12 

The c~nflic~s 
between these strands are seldom more than dimly perceived m 

practice, where the givenness of male-fem~le sex~~l relations .is 

part of the ordinary rightness of the world, its frag1hty masked m 

shows of solemn rectitude. Such conflicts have also gone unrecog

nized in theory, partly because of the metacultural work of the 

very category of heterosexuality, which consolidates as a sexuality 

widely differing practices, norms, and institutions, and partly 

because the sciences of social knowledge are themselves so deep

ly anchored in the process of normalization to which Foucault 

attributes so much of modern sexuality. 13 Thus when we say that 

the contemporary United States is saturated by the project of con

structing national heterosexuality, we do not mean that national 

heterosexuality is anything like a simple monoculture. Hege

monies are nothing if not elastic alliances, involving dispersed and 

contradictory strategies for self-maintenance and reproduction. 

Heterosexual culture achieves much of its metacultural intelli

gibility through the ideologies and institutions of. intimacy: We 
want to argue here that although the intimate relat10ns of pnvate 

personhood appear to be the realm of sexuality itself, allowing 
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"sex in public" to appear like matter out of place, intimacy is itself 

publicly mediated, in several senses. First, its conventional spaces 

presuppose a structural differentiation of "personal life" from 

work, politics, and the public sphere. 14 Second, the normativity 

of heterosexual culture links intimacy only to the institutions of 

personal life, making them the privileged institutions of social 

reproduction, the accumulation and transfer of capital, and self

development. Third, by making sex seem irrelevant or merely 

personal, heteronormative conventions of intimacy block the 

building of nonnormative or explicit public sexual cultures. 

Finally, those conventions conjure a mirage: a home base of pre

political humanity from which citizens are thought to come into 

political discourse and to which they are expected to return in 

the (always imaginary) future after political conflict. Intimate life 

is the endlessly cited elsewhere of political public discourse, a 

promised haven that distracts citizens from the unequal condi

tions of their political and economic lives, consoles them for the 

damaged humanity of mass society, and shames them for any diver

gence between their lives and the intimate sphere that is alleged to 
be simple personhood. 

Ideologies and institutions of intimacy are increasingly offered 

as a vision of the good life for the destabilized and struggling citi

zenry of the United States, the only (fantasy) zone in which a 

future might be thought and willed, the only (imaginary) place 

where good citizens might be produced away from the confusing 

and unsettling distractions and contradictions of capitalism and 

politics. Indeed, one of the unforeseen paradoxes of national

capitalist privatization has been that citizens have been led through 

h~teros~xual culture to identify both themselves and their politics 
with pnvacy. In the official public, this involves making sex pri

vate; reintensifying blood as a psychic base for identification; 

replacing state mandates for social justice with a privatized ethics 
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sion of fucking on this list shows that sex is not here "knit up in a 

web of mutuality." In contrast, modern heterosexuality is sup

posed to refer to relations of intimacy and identification with 

other persons, and sex acts are supposed to be the most intimate 

communication of them all. 18 The sex act protected in the zone 

of privacy is the affectional nimbus that heterosexual culture 

protects and from which it abstracts its model of ethics; but this 

utopia of social belonging is also supported and extended by acts 

less commonly recognized as part of sexual culture: paying taxes, 

being disgusted, philandering, bequeathing, celebrating a holiday, 

investing for the future, teaching, disposing a corpse, carrying 

wallet photos, buying economy size, being nepotistic, running for 
president, divorcing, or owning anything "His" and "Hers." 

The elaboration of this list is a project for further study. Mean

while, to make it, and to laugh at it, is not immediately to label 

any practice as oppressive, uncool, or definitive. We are describ

ing a constellation of practices that everywhere disperses hetero

sexual privilege as a tacit but central organizing index of social 

membership. Exposing it inevitably produces what we have else

where called a wrenching sense of recontextualization as its sub

jects, even its gay and lesbian subjects, begin to piece together 

how it is that social and economic discourses, institutions, and 

practices that don't feel especially sexual or familial collaborate to 

produce as a social norm and ideal an extremely narrow context 

for living.
19 

Heterosexual culture cannot recognize, validate, sus
tain, incorporate, or remember much of what people know and 

experience about the cruelty of normal culture even to the people 
who identify with it. 

But that cruelty does not go unregistered. Intimacy, for ex

ample, has a whole public environment of therapeutic genres 

dedicated to witnessing the constant failure of heterosexual ideol

ogies and institutions. Every day in many countries now, people's 
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failure to sustain or be sustained by institutions of privacy is testi

fied to on talk shows, in scandal journalism, even in the ordinary 

course of mainstream journalism addressed to middlebrow cul

ture. We can learn a lot from these stories of love plots that have 

gone astray: about the ways quotidian violence is linked to com

plex pressures from money, racism, histories of sexual violence, 

cross-generational tensions. We can learn a lot from listening to 

the increasing demands on love to deliver the good life it promises. 

And we can learn a lot from the extremely punitive responses that 

tend to emerge when people seem not to suffer enough for their 

transgressions and failures. 

Maybe we would learn too much. Recently the proliferation 

of evidence for heterosexuality's failings has produced a backlash 

against talk-show therapy. It has even brought William Bennett to 

the podium; but rather than confessing his transgressions or mak

ing a complaint about someone else's, he calls for boycotts and 

suppression of heterosexual therapy culture altogether. Recogni

tion of heterosexuality's daily failures agitates him as much as 

queerness. "We've forgotten that civilization depends on keeping 

some of this stuff under wraps," he said. "This is a tropism toward 

the toilet."20 

But does civilization need to cover its ass? Or does heterosexual 

culture actually secure itself through banalizing intimacy? Does 

belief that normal life is actually possible require amnesia and the 

ludicrous stereotyping of a bottom-feeding culture apparently 

inadequate to intimacy? On these shows, no one ever blames the 

ideology and institutions of heterosexuality. Every day, even the 

talk-show hosts are newly astonished to find that people who are 

committed to hetero intimacy are nevertheless unhappy. After all is 

said and done, the prospects and promises of heterosexual culture 

still represent the optimism for optimism, a hope to which people 

apparently have already pledged their consent- at least in public. 

SEX IN PUB LIC 

Biddy Martin has written that some queer social theorists have 

~roduced a ~eductive and pseudo-radical antinormativity by ac
tively repudiating the institutions of heterosexuality that have 

come to oversaturate the social imaginary. She shows that the kinds 

of arguments that crop up in the writings of people like Andrew 

Sullivan are not just right-wing fantasies. "In some queer work," 

s~e writes, "the very fact of attachment has been cast as only puni

tive and constraining because already socially constructed .... 

Radical anti-normativity throws out a lot of babies with a lot of 

bathwater .... An enormous fear of ordinariness or normalcy 

results in superficial accounts of the complex imbrication of sexu

ality with other aspects of social and psychic life, and in far too little 

attention to the dilemmas of the average people that we also are."21 

. "W_e think our friend Biddy might be referring to us, although 

m this segment she cites no one in particular. We would like to 

cla~ify the argument. To be against heteronormativity is not to be 

agamst norms. To be against the processes of normalization is not 

to be afraid of ordinariness. Nor is it to advocate the "life without 

limit" she sees as produced by bad Foucauldians. Nor is it to 

decide that sentimental identifications with family and children 

~re waste or garbage, or make people into waste or garbage. Nor is 

it to say that any sex called "lovemaking" isn't lovemaking; what

ever the ideological or historical burdens of sexuality have been, 

they have not excluded, and indeed may have entailed, the ability 

of sex to count as intimacy and care. What we have been arguing 

here is that the space of sexual culture has become obnoxiously 

cramped from doing the work of maintaining a normal metacul

ture. When Martin calls us to recognize ourselves as "average 

people," to relax from an artificially stimulated "fear of ... nor

malc(' ~he ima~e of average personhood appears to be simply 
descriptive. But its averageness is also normative, in exactly the 

sense that Foucault meant by "normalization": not the imposition 
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may be a major scene because it is only barely coherent as a scene. 

Yet for all their differences, both allow for the concretization of 

a queer counterpublic. We are trying to promote this world

making project, and a first step in doing so is to recognize that 

queer culture constitutes itself in many ways other than through 

the official publics of opinion culture and the state or through the 

privatized forms normally associated with sexuality. 

Queer and other insurgents have long striven, often danger

ously or scandalously, to cultivate what good folks used to call 

criminal intimacies. We have developed relations and narratives 

that are only recognized as intimate in queer culture: girlfriends, 

gal pals, fuckbuddies, tricks. Queer culture has learned not only 

how to sexualize these and other relations but also how to use 

them as a context for witnessing intense and personal affect while 

elaborating a public world of belonging and transformation. Mak

ing a queer world has required the development of kinds of intimacy 

that bear no necessary relation to domestic space, to kinship, to 

the couple form, to property, or to the nation. These intimacies do 
bear a necessary relation to a counterpublic - an indefinitely ac

cessible world conscious of its subordinate relation. They are typ

ical both of the inventiveness of queer world making and of the 

queer world's fragility. 

Nonstandard intimacies would seem less criminal and less 

fleeting if, as used to be the case, normal intimacies included 

everything from consorts to courtiers, friends, amours, associates, 

and co-conspirators.23 Along with the sex it legitimates, intimacy 

has been privatized; the discourse contexts that narrate true per

sonhood have been segregated from those that represent citizens, 

workers, or professionals. 

This transformation in the cultural forms of intimacy is related 

both to the history of the modern public sphere and to the modern 

discourse of sexuality as a fundamental human capacity. In The 
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Structural Traniformation ef the Public Sphere, Habermas shows that 

the institutions and forms of domestic intimacy made private 

people private, members of the public sphere of private society 

rather than the market or the state. Intimacy grounded abstract, 

disembodied citizens in a sense of universal humanity. In The His

tory of Sexuality, Foucault describes the personalization of sex 

from the other direction: confessional and expert discourses of 

civil society continually posit an inner personal essence, equating 

this true personhood with sex, and surrounding that sex with dra

mas of secrecy and disclosure. There is an instructive convergence 

here in two thinkers who otherwise seem to be describing differ

ent planets.24 Habermas overlooks the administrative and normal

izing dimensions of privatized sex in sciences of social knowledge 

because he is interested in the norm of a critical relation between 

state and civil society. Foucault overlooks the critical culture that 

might enable transformation of sex and other private relations 

because he wants to show that modern epistemologies of sexual 

personhood, far from bringing sexual publics into being, are tech

niques of isolation; they identify persons as normal or perverse for 

the purpose of medicalizing or otherwise administering them as 

individuals. Yet both Habermas and Foucault point to the way a 
hegemonic public has founded itself by a privatization of sex and 

the sexualization of private personhood. Both identify the condi
tions in which sexuality seems a property of subjectivity rather 

than a publicly or counterpublicly accessible culture. 
Like most ideologies, normal intimacy may never have been an 

accurate description of how people actually live. It was from the 
beginning mediated not only by a structural separation of eco

nomic and domestic space but also by opinion culture, correspon

dence, novels, and romances; Rousseau's Confessions is typical 

both of the ideology and of its reliance on mediation by print and 
by new, hybrid forms of life narrative. Habermas notes, "Subjec-
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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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embodiments of identit f, h e m t e polarized 

Y arms, eteronorm t' · · 
mental motor of social o . . . a 1v1ty is a funda-
. rgamzat1on m the U . d S 
mg condition of unequal and l . . mte tates, a found-
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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. 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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