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Introduction 

Sex, Gender, Politics 

Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not 

make it under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing 

already, given and transmitted from the past. 

—Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, 1852 

Text, Time, and Space 

Texts are produced in particular historical moments and with specific hori-

zons of possibility. They are part of a repertoire of conversations, questions, 

assumptions, political environments, available data, and theoretical resources. 

These discursive conglomerates shift over time—sometimes by slow incre-

ments, and sometimes with dramatic jolts. When new formations become the 

familiar terrain, it becomes difficult to recall the previous landscape with its 

distinctive assemblage of what could be thought and what seemed significant. 

Durable texts find new meanings in new historical contexts and evolving pre-

occupations. But as texts are read in new circumstances, the issues that formed 

them are often forgotten, as the edges of the old landscape are eroded by time. 

When we go to the library to find out about something, we encounter a 

huge heap of literature all at once. This creates a tendency to treat a large body 

of texts as if they all exist on the same temporal plane.1 But the various layers 

of accretion were produced at specific moments and under specific conditions. 

It is important to understand texts in their times. This allows us to think about 

the temporal aspects of their relationships to one another, and to distinguish 



the dialogues which produced them from those with which we are now en-

gaged. 

Geology is one of my recreational obsessions, and one from which I tend 

to draw metaphors. Take fossils. We look at fossils, extracted from their matri-

ces, to understand the qualities of the once living entity of which they are rem-

nants, and to think about their genealogical relationships with other life forms. 

We learn other things, such as the environment in which the organism once 

lived, from examining a fossil's matrix. Similarly, texts can be approached from 

both angles of vision. We can see the qualities of a text and its genealogical re-

lationship to other texts that came before or come later, but we can also learn 

something about a text from the qualities of the matrix in which it was formed. 

All of the essays collected here deal in some way with a set of concerns I 

have been engaged with during the last four decades: gender, sexuality, power, 

politics, institutions, and what Charles Tilly has called "durable inequalities."2 

I have been concerned with how these things are located in specific times, 

places, and cultural contexts, and in how knowledge of them is assembled, 

preserved, and transmitted (or not). While these essays manifest a consistent 

lineage of theoretically interconnected interests, they are also artifacts of very 

particular circumstances. They have different matrices. Preparing this collec-

tion has forced me to think about why they were written, the conditions that 

molded them, and the persistent themes with which they have wrestled. 

Nerd Out of Carolina 

In 1968,1 was riding a wave, but had no idea that there was a wave or that 

my own trajectories were being shaped by its motion.31 was pursuing vari-

ous intellectual, political, and personal passions. In retrospect it has become 

blindingly obvious that things I perceived as personally compelling were part 

of large social paroxysms and tectonic shifts. We are all so much inside our 

times and places that it is difficult to see them. Nineteen sixty-eight was when 

I joined the nascent women's liberation movement in Ann Arbor, Michigan. 

This of course changed my life in countless ways. 

In addition to being oblivious to the fact that I was participating in some 

large-scale social upheavals, I was equally unaware of the impact of accident, 

coincidence, and chance. Had I been a few years older, I would have graduated 

from college before encountering the early second-wave feminist movement. 

Had I been a few years younger, I would have missed that first crest and no 

doubt have ended up in some other eddy. Had I been at some other institu-

tion, there would have been a different constellation of people, ideas, and re-



sources. This book would have turned out differently. Life is path dependent, 

and chance affects what roads are, or are not, there to be taken. 

I have spent most of my life in three places. I grew up in the still apartheid 

South Carolina of the 1950s and early 1960s. I got my college education at the 

University of Michigan in the late 1960s and my graduate training at the same 

institution in the 1970s. I have lived in San Francisco since the late 1970s. Now I 

split my time between San Francisco and Ann Arbor, where I have b een teach-

ing b ack a t my alma mater since 2003. My preo ccupa tions and the ways I have 

approached them have been profoundly shaped by these three places: South 

Carolina, Ann Arbor, and San Francisco. 

Growing up in the South gave me an intimate familiarity with many of the 

racist assumptions and constituencies that still have such a grip on our politi-

cal process. The black-white color line cut through institutions and daily life 

like a rift valley, dividing occupations, housing, religious worship, medical 

care, political access, recreation, consumption, and death. The binary racial 

system overrode or displaced many other social differences, including groups 

whose "racial" character or ethnicity did not quite fit into the hegemonic bifur-

cation.4 

Like the rest of Southern society, the public schools I attended were seg-

regated. The conflict over desegregating the school system in my hometown 

erupted when I was in junior high, and a handful of African American stu-

dents were finally admitted to the "white" high school the year I was a senior. 

As soon as the public schools were integrated, local elites set up a private 

school for white students; this was typical of the "segregation academies" that 

popped up all over the South in the wake of desegregation. 

The struggles to end segregation ripped the covers off a tacit set of assump-

tions that had been largely unstated among whites during the Jim Crow era. 

As the racial regime came under siege, those who rose to its defense began to 

explicitly articulate their beliefs about why it was necessary. I vividly recall sit-

ting in the school cafeteria listening to my friends spew abhorrent, paranoid, 

and wild statements to justify racial separation. These were not bad people; 

they were teenagers who for the most part repeated in school what they heard 

over their dinner tables at home. But their outbursts revealed a belief system I 

found as factually challenged as it was morally reprehensible. I too was mostly 

parroting what I heard from the adults in my life, so claim no moral high 

ground. However, I did learn from these experiences. They were a sharp les-

son in the ways that institutions, beliefs, passion, and power work to maintain 

systemic inequalities. They left me with an abiding hatred for racism in all its 

forms and a healthy respect for its tenacity. Growing up during that time as a 



white student who supported integration also taught me to stand my ground 

when I held an opinion that almost no one else shared and which offended a 

vociferous majority. This would later prove to have been a good preparation 

for the feminist sex wars. 

My Southern childhood also means that the assorted elements that make 

up the political and religious Right in the United States early in the twenty-first 

century are familiar characters, worldviews, and agendas. Strom Thurmond 

was my senator for most of my life. Carl Mclntire spun reactionary and con-

spiratorial tales daily on the local A.M. radio. Respected members of the com-

munity participated in the White Citizens Council, a relatively moderate alter-

native to the Klan, but still deeply committed to white supremacy.51 watched 

in stunned horror in the late 1970s and early 1980s, when their successors 

began to acquire the kind of influence and presence in national politics and 

media they had previously wielded in the South.6 I take the Right, from its 

mainstream to its extremist manifestations, extremely seriously. 

The South of my youth was a white Protestant theocracy. My hometown 

had dozens of Protestant churches, one small Catholic church, and a smaller 

Jewish congregation to which my family belonged. There were of course plenty 

of black Protestant congregations, but I never quite knew if there were any 

African American Catholics or Jews, and if so, where they worshiped. Like 

the churches, the cemeteries were segregated by religion and race. There was 

a small Jewish cemetery, a slightly larger Catholic one, and a vast sprawling 

necropolis for white Protestants. The black cemeteries were located elsewhere 

in town. 

Protestantism was the default setting for all public venues, including the 

public schools. We began each day with a compulsory recitation of the Prot-

estant version of the Lord's Prayer. This insured that both Catholic and Jewish 

kids would be alienated. The handful of Catholic kids stopped reciting when 

we got to the doxology; I would endure the entire exercise in resentful silence. 

I did not know it at the time, but the imposition of Protestant observance on 

Catholic school children had historically been a source of bitter conflict, and 

the passive resistance of the Catholic pupils was a well-developed tactic. 

The Elliot School Rebellion in Boston in 1859 resulted when a Catholic 

student, Thomas Whall, refused to recite the King James version of the Ten 

Commandments. "Typically, the Catholic students would mutter a different 

version of the commandments—avoiding the Protestant second command-

ment, which cautioned against the worship of any 'graven image'—and the 

substitution would be lost in the general din."7 When Whall refused to par-

ticipate at all, McLaurin Cooke, the school principal, promised to "'whip him 



till he yields if it takes the whole forenoon.' And so Cooke did, beating Whall's 

hands with a rattan stick for half an hour until they were cut and bleeding."8 

Our punishments, thankfully, were far less harsh.9 

We were lucky to have good hot lunches, prepared and served by a staff con-

sisting mostly of African American women. However, we could not eat until 

the food had been duly sanctified in the name of Jesus. So there were at least 

two obligatory Christian observances every day, and sometimes three: special 

events such as school assemblies and football games always began with yet 

another invocation in Christ's name. 

The acme of this routine religious indoctrination came when I was in high 

school. On two separate occasions, we were herded into a week of compul-

sory daily assemblies in which an Evangelical preacher spent an hour exhort-

ing us to take Jesus as our personal savior. These roughly fourteen obliga-

tory hours of attempted conversion occurred well after the Supreme Court 

ruled against religious instruction {McCollum v. Board of Education, in 1948) 

and even nondenominational prayers (Engel v. Vitale, in 1962) in the public 

schools. But there were few Catholics and fewer Jews to protest. I was the 

only Jewish kid in my elementary scho ol. There were two of us in junior high. 

When I got to (the white) high school, there were about a half dozen Jews in a 

student body of 1.400.10 As a result of these experiences, I retain a deeply felt 

antagonism toward both the overt imposition and the creeping infiltration of 

sectarian dogma into what should be nondenominational and secular public 

venues. 

Despite some heretical opinions, however, I was hardly a political activist. 

I was just a bookish kid who read as much as possible. When I was punished 

in elementary school for refusing to recite the Lord's Prayer, the sentence was 

light and it failed utterly in its disciplinary intent: I was forced to stay inside 

during recess. This suited me just fine since it was much easier to read in an 

empty classroom than in the schoolyard, which was dirty, noisy, and had no 

good place to sit. Mostly I read fiction, but I was also interested in fossils, natu-

ral history, and of course, dinosaurs. I read all the books on mythology and 

medieval romance in the local Carnegie Public Library. Kids were generally 

not allowed in the adult area, but once I had exhausted everything of interest 

in the children's section, my father and a couple of friendly librarians quietly 

arranged for me to have the run of the building. 

My reading material, clothing preferences, and interests violated most of 

the local norms for a proper girlhood. This was after all the 1950s. Middle-class 

girls were not supposed to be smart, wear glasses, or have career ambitions. 

The glass ceiling was much lower then. Women had few economic altenia-



lives to marriage, and the elite jobs for working women were nursing, dental 

assistance, secretarial services, and elementary school education. Most of the 

schoolteachers were female, but even there women's advancement was limited. 

All of our school principals and superintendents were men. The highest rank-

ing woman in the local school administration was a vice-principal, who was 

respected but treated as anomalous.11 

When people asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up, I usually 

told them I was going to be a scientist. Once the space program was under 

way I decided instead to become an astronaut, although in the United States 

these were then all male.12 Almost every adult (apart from my very supportive 

father) found my answer so startling that they would ask, incredulously, didn't 

I want to be a wife and mother? I was quite clear that while I had not decided 

between physics and astronomy, wife and mother were not among my career 

goals. In many respects, my childhood in the post-Second World War South 

preprogrammed me for feminism. I chafed at the suifo eating conventions of 

respectability, claustrophobic gender roles, limited career opportunities, re-

strictive dress codes, and vicious double standard of sexual morality. When 

I finally encountered second-wave feminism, it was like finding a bubbling 

spring in the Kalahari. 

There were also many things I loved about the South. My small town was 

the county seat of an agrarian region; this taught me a good deal about the re-

lationships between even very small urban centers and their rural hinterlands. 

I worked one summer for the city-planning department, where I learned some 

of the basic features of real property: taxation, zoning, mapping, and the way 

private ownership is a function of state systems of registration, record keeping, 

and contract enforcement. I spent time in fields and forests. My father loved 

the woods and took me hiking in the forests. He made sure I knew how tim-

ber was managed and harvested. Although he was not an enthusiastic hunter, 

he gave me basic lessons in handling rifles and shotguns. 

The rural economy was heavily dependent on cotton and tobacco. Even city 

kids were expected to be familiar with these products at every stage of cultiva-

tion. My kindergarten class was taken to the cotton fields after the harvest to 

pick the leavings, which taught us how cotton grew, what it felt like, and how 

hard it was to pick. We saw the cotton gins at work converting the big piles of 

fluffy seed cotton into tight bales stacked up for shipping. I walked through 

rows of tobacco in the fields and still remember the intoxicating smell of the 

leaves as they cured in special barns. I attended tobacco auctions, where buyers 

for the cigarette factories evaluated bundled leaves in baskets and the bidding 

was too fast and furious for me to follow. 



We were close to our food. There were supermarkets, but they had not 

supplanted direct contact between consumers and producers. Some neigh-

bors still bought live chickens from the nearby farms and killed them in their 

backyards. In the summer farmers would drive through town selling produce 

off the backs of their flatbed trucks. We would get peaches directly from the 

orchards, and fresh peanuts to boil were a plentiful delicacy. The pecan har-

vest was a beloved ritual of autumn: we would fill big buckets from some trees 

my mother owned, and she would spend much of the winter shelling, picking, 

packaging, and freezing the nuts. 

Hunting and fishing brought deer, quail, and fresh fish to local tables. My 

mother disliked most wild game, but seafood was another matter: she would 

often drive to the coast just to buy fresh shrimp right off the boats when they 

docked. During the summers, we usually spent time at the beach where we 

could catch our own crabs for dinner. I have fond memories of going crabbing 

on a small rowboat with my father and bringing buckets of wriggling crusta-

ceans home to my mother, who already had a pot of water boiling, ready, and 

waiting. 

The Carolina beaches are glorious, and I especially loved those that were 

still old, funky, and not yet modernized. "The beach" was not just a strip of 

coastal sand where people swam and sunned: it was also a space in the cultural 

imaginary, a place redolent with illicit pleasures. The beaches were real places 

of unruly behavior, liminal spaces where the usual rules of propriety were 

somewhat suspended. "The beach" meant drinking and petting, and rumors 

of sex in the dunes. The coast was an odd combination of quiet backwaters and 

a thoroughly raunchy night life. 

No visit was complete without at least one trip to the honky-tonk amuse-

ment park of Myrtle Beach, and the Carolina shoreline was dotted with clubs 

and pavilions where young people dated, mated, and danced to both records 

(seven-inch 45 RPM singles) and live bands.13 The beaches in particular and 

the South in general moved to a unique blend of rhythm and blues, Motown, 

soul, and rock-and-roll. I loved that dance music, the erotic soundtrack of my 

teens.141 started to collect records in junior high and became an occasional DJ. 

I still DJ whenever there is an opportunity to do so, and there is little I enjoy 

more than giving a crowd the musical motivation to get up and shake their 

booties. 

Life in the South was also embedded within a dense web of gift exchange, 

consisting primarily of food, small services, and personal care. The stereo-

types of Southern hospitality are (or at least were) largely accurate. People 

were genuinely nice, friendly, and amazingly helpful, as long as you were part 



of whatever was defined as their extended community. An illness, accident, or 

death triggered an immediate escalation in this system of circulating favors 

and labor: the women, and a few men, would immediately get to work making 

casseroles, preparing aspics, baking cakes, and organizing shifts of onsite assis-

tance. 

My mother did this for years for just about everyone to whom we were so-

cially connected, and it did indeed all come back around. When my father and 

later my mother died, flotillas of food quickly materialized. So did a manage-

rial army of efficient hands who answered the do or and the phone, ushered the 

callers in and out, made sure that everyone was fed, took care of cleaning up, 

kept lists of the gifts that poured in, and freed me and the other dazed mem-

bers of my family to stagger through the details of death. There was, in short, a 

very vital communalism that I did no t fully appreciate when I was young, and 

only began to understand when I ran into anthropology and Marcel Mauss.15 

That happened at Michigan. The University of Michigan gave me my educa-

tion and provided me with a set of analytic tools with which to think, learn, 

and investigate. If the South shaped my political and social reflexes, Michigan 

formed my intellectual interests and scholarly habits. 

Go Blue 

Michigan was a lucky accident. Since this was the period of the space race, the 

federal government spent money to train young scientists. Among the results 

were summer science programs for high-school students sponsored by the 

National Science Foundation (NSF). Michigan held an NSF program in micro-

biology at the music camp at Interlochen. I played the oboe, so the Michigan 

program seemed ideal: I could study microbiology in the morning and take 

oboe lessons in the afternoon. My parents drove me to Interlochen, and we 

stopped to check out the Ann Arbor campus en route. I applied to Michi-

gan almost as an afterthought. Had I actually understood the severity of the 

climate, I probably would have ended up at some nice southern school such 

as Duke or the University of North Carolina. But we had visited in the early 

summer, when Ann Arbor is at its verdant finest. Despite a fervent hatred for 

Michigan winters, I have endured many of them. The university is an excep-

tionally well-administered and functional institution. 

The bureaucracy is large but efficient, and the faculty is treated well. At least 

in the units with which I have been associated, people are extremely nice and 

generally reasonable. Intellectually, the institution fosters interdisciplinarity 

and interaction on a scale I have rarely encountered elsewhere. Michigan is 



a very nutrient rich environment, in which one can prosper by mimicking a 

large filter feeder, swimming around and sucking up the abundant intellectual 

plankton. 

These features are, in part, a consequence of geography. B ecause Ann Arbor 

is a small town, it is easy to get around but there are fewer places to go than in 

a large city. By contrast, the university is huge and there is always something of 

interest happening. So people connected to the university tend to hang around 

campus and talk to each other. 

The architecture and layout of the central campus also facilitate frequent 

contact. A large diagonal walkway (a.k.a. "the Diag") connects the two far cor-

ners of the main quadrangle, passes in front of the graduate library, and links 

most of the buildings on central campus. At each end it terminates at a com-

mercial strip where there are coffee shops, bars, and restaurants. This traffic 

pattern results in unplanned encounters, and the close proximity of small-

scale retail provides quick access to places to get a drink or a meal and continue 

a conversation. Michigan is also unusual in the strength of the social sciences 

(an observation for which I am indebted to Claude Steele). Some universities 

favor the humanities, the hard sciences, or their professional schools. Michi-

gan has all of these, but social science is a substantial institutional and intel-

lectual presence. All of this makes the winters almost bearable. 

I enrolled as a freshman at Michigan in the fall of 1966 and quickly went 

into extreme culture shock. The scho ol had a larger population than my home-

town. I was unprepared for much college-level work. South Carolina had one 

of the worst public-school systems in the United States, but I had been lucky 

to have some superb teachers. They had provided me with reasonable compe-

tence in reading, writing, and languages. My background in math and science, 

however, was woeful. After a disastrous freshman year it was clear that I was 

not going to be a physicist. 

I was equally unprepared for the political environment. Fights over school 

desegregation were familiar territory, but I had never heard of Vietnam, much 

less the movement against the Vietnam War. Ann Arbor was one of the epi-

centers of a spirited antiwar movement, the New Left, and the countercul-

ture. Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) had its origins there. One of its 

founders, Tom Hayden, edited the student newspaper, the Michigan Daily, in 

the early 1960s. The first anti-Vietnam war teach-in was held at Michigan, in 

1965. By the time I arrived, demonstrations were as common as pep rallies. 

Like chance encounters, such large gatherings were facilitated by the spa-

tial layout of the central campus. In front of the graduate library, the Diag 

opens up into an expansive plaza that is well suited for public events. A crowd 



could gather in front of the library, and speakers could address the assembly 

from the elevated platform provided by the capacious library steps. This for-

mat was used for everything from football rallies to antiwar demonstrations. 

When there was no large event, the plaza became an open-air public market of 

ideas. People would gather on the Diag to discuss and debate politics, or set up 

tables from which they could disseminate literature promoting various groups, 

causes, or products. In inclement weather these activities were moved inside 

to the Fishbowl, an enclosed but also spacious area that linked three (and now 

four) major classroom buildings. 

After the initial shock wore off, I got involved in various aspects of campus 

politics. In the fall of 1967, some friends and I led a successful movement in 

our dorm house to end the curfews and dress codes for female students. We 

thought we were acting on our own, unaware that another dorm across cam-

pus was engaged in the same struggle, and that similar rules were collapsing 

on campuses across the country. And there was more: none of us knew that 

a court case in 1961, Dixon v. Alabama, had previously established the condi-

tions for ending administrative supervision of students' time, sexual conduct, 

dating patterns, and private lives. This decision probably made our sponta-

neous assault on the women's curfew possible.16 

Eventually, I gravitated to the periphery of the antiwar movement and ac-

quired a boyfriend, Tom Anderson, who was active in draft resistance. This 

led me into the feminist movement. The sociologist Barrie Thorne has written 

about the relationship between the draft-resistance movement and the for-

mation of early second-wave feminist groups in the late 1960s.17 Since women 

were not subject to the draft, the female partners of resisters were invariably 

involved in support roles for the men who were. This structural marginality 

may have helped propel large numbers of such women into the early versions 

of what later came to be called consciousness-raising groups. 

Sometime in 1968, Tom mentioned that I might be interested in a discus-

sion group being organized by some of the wives and girlfriends of other local 

antidraft activists. I eagerly joined what became Ann Arbor's first ongoing 

second-wave feminist organization, the Thursday Night Group. At first, we 

mostly came together to talk about our frustrations with the gender rela-

tions encountered in what was then the New Left. The New Left was prob-

ably no more sexist than the rest of society, and possibly a good bit less. Be-

cause its explicit values were egalitarian, however, we expected more of our 

male colleagues and were often bitterly disappointed when they failed to live 

up to those principles or to apply them to women. The story of how much of 



women's liberation emerged from such inconsistencies and dashed expecta-

tions has been written about elsewhere.18 

As our Thursday night conversations continued, we expanded our focus 

beyond the antiwar and New Left movements to think about the situation of 

women in society at large. We later staged the first teach-in on women in Ann 

Arbor, wrote articles on feminism for the local underground newspaper (the 

Ann Arbor Argus), and protested the Miss Ann Arbor contest.19 We also joined 

the political conversations on the Diag and in the Fishbowl by setting up a lit-

erature table from which we distributed the early texts of women's liberation. 

At first these were mimeographed, but soon they were published as pamphlets 

by the Radical Education Project and the New England Free Press, the same 

printers who produced much of the antiwar literature.20 

After physics, I had briefly declared a major in philosophy. But feminism 

engaged all of my passions. There was not yet a program in women's studies 

at Michigan, and the field itself was embryonic. I took advantage of an option 

available to students in the honors program to declare an independent major 

in women's studies, with which I ultimately graduated. 

In the fall of 1970,1 stumbled into anthropology. I needed to find one elec-

tive course to get a few credits toward graduation. My roommate, Arlene 

Gorelick, was an anthropology major. She thought I would enjoy a class she 

was taking on "primitive" economics from some professor named Marshall 

Sahlins. Sol went to check it out. Sahlins is a mesmerizing speaker and a bril-

liant thinker. By the time he finished the first lecture, I was hooked: I knew 

almost immediately that anthropology had the theoretical and empirical tools 

to explore the issues that mattered to me. By the end of the semester, despite 

having taken only one anthropology class, I decided to pursue graduate train-

ing in the field. I started graduate school at Michigan in the fall of 1971.1 loved 

grad school, and was very lucky to have landed in the Michigan department 

in the early 1970s. 

Sahlins soon decamped for Chicago, but I was in good hands. The intellec-

tual culture of the department was both theoretically vibrant and empirically 

rich. It was then, as now, a four-field department, something increasingly rare 

but exceedingly precious. Although I was preparing for a career in sociocul-

tural anthropology, I eagerly took advantage of the opportunity to learn from 

the other subfields. The linguists deepened my interest in classification and 

taxonomy and the ways language shapes perception. The archaeologists intro-

duced me to urban geography and gave me ways to think about space and 

place. They were also intensely engaged in the formation of archaic states and 



closely related topics: the emergence of bureaucratic systems, the intensifica-

tion of social stratification, and the increase in social and economic special-

ization.21 

I learned about both evolution and plate tectonics from the biological an-

thropologists. Plate tectonics and continental drift had only recently been 

widely accepted as explanatory frameworks for geologic processes and these 

theories were reshaping large bodies of information across the earth sciences 

and natural history. One set of implications was of particular interest to schol-

ars of evolution: continental drift resolved issues of the geographic distribu-

tion of species that had puzzled Darwin.221 took a course on human evolution 

from Frank Livingstone and can still remember his excited lecture about how 

plate tectonics explained why Madagascar had lemurs, why marsupials were 

dominant Australian fauna, and most importantly for human evolution, the 

differences between new and old world primates.23 Such observations, so com-

monplace now, were startlingly fresh then. 

Frank also introduced me to the critique of race as a useful way of describ-

ing human biological variation. The biological anthropologists at Michigan 

were centrally involved in deconstructing racial taxonomy and the category of 

race itself.24 A department in which race was a suspect and unstable category 

was certainly one in which the concept of gender could be similarly dissected. 

While the departmental power structures and accepted bodies of knowl-

edge were still heavily male dominated, the intellectual resources for the de-

velopment of feminist anthropology were readily available. Although there 

were only two tenured women on the faculty (Norma Diamond and Niara 

Sudarkasa), this compared favorably with most other departments, only a few 

of which had any female senior faculty.25 The department did not punish stu-

dents for political activism, and some of the most respected senior faculty, 

such as Marshall Sahlins, Eric Wolf, and Joseph Jorgensen, were prominently 

involved in the antiwar movement. 

The generally supportive atmosphere allowed new ideas to flourish. The 

graduate students were encouraged to be collaborative. We talked incessantly 

and passionately. The first essay in this present collection is very much a prod-

uct of the Michigan department in the early 1970s. It began as a term paper 

for Sahlins's course and was completed when I was in graduate school. For me, 

"The Traffic in Women" is something like a piece of amber that preserves those 

heady conversations and that moment in time. 

"The Traffic in Women" was published in Toward an Anthropology of 

Women, edited by Rayna Reiter (later Rayna Rapp). Rayna and I had both been 

in the Thursday Night Group, and she was also a graduate student in anthro-



pology.26 In 1971, Rayna and a fellow grad student, Lembi Congas, under the 

faculty sponsorship of Norma Diamond, cotaught the first course at Michigan 

on the anthropology of women. Rayna had left Michigan to teach at the New 

School for Social Research by the time the anthology was published, but the 

book was very much a product of the Michigan department: of the seventeen 

essays, nine were authored by Michigan graduate students, PhDs, or faculty. 

While my paper was thus a profoundly local product, it also resulted from 

both happy coincidence and deeper structural shifts affecting many feminist 

intellectuals. The accidental quality is best illustrated by an anecdote about 

timing. The English translation of Lévi-Strauss's Elementary Structures of Kin-

ship was published in the United States in 1969. Similarly, Althusser's article 

on Freud and Lacan (and Lévi-Strauss) appeared in the summer 1969 issue of 

New Left Review. Both texts were essentially hot off the presses when I read 

them in the fall of 1970. Had I taken the same class a year or two earlier, neither 

would have been available. Had I read them later, the possibilities they pre-

sented for feminist thought would have already been extracted, digested, and 

articulated by others. If the connections they suggested were glaringly obvious 

to me, they were equally accessible to others. French feminists of various fac-

tional persuasions were already familiar with these texts and had been working 

out their own understandings of the implications of Lacanian psychoanaly-

sis, Lévi-Strauss's models of kinship, and structural linguistics. In England, 

Juliet Mitchell published her synthesis of Marxism, Freud, and Lévi-Strauss 

in Psychoanalysis and Feminism (1974). 

One important factor that shaped my paper was the availability of a his-

torically specific concept of gender. I coined the phrase "sex/gender system" 

while groping for an alternative to "patriarchy," which I considered a hope-

lessly imprecise and conceptually muddled term. Sandra Harding has posed 

an interesting question in the tide of her essay "Why Has the Sex/Gender 

System Become Visible Only Now?" Harding is more interested in the epis-

temologica! questions than the linguistic ones; she interrogates the historical 

developments that made such a concept possible and necessary, while taking 

no note of the introduction of the terminology.27 

Jennifer Germon's book Gender is a fascinating exploration of why the con-

ceptual language of gender was itself available as a theoretical resource. Ger-

mon argues that: 

Gender did not exist 60 years ago — at least not in the way we understand 

it today. . . . A lack of attention to gender's origins has led to the com-

mon assumption that it has always been available, an assumption due in 



no small part to gender's formidable conceptual, analytical, and explana-

tory power. Yet gender does indeed have a history, and a controversial one 

at that. Until the 1950s, gender served to mark relations between words 

rather than people. While there is evidence that it was used sporadically 

during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the mid-1950s stand as the 

historical moment in which gender was codified into the English language 

as a personal and social category and so began its ascent as a potent new 

conceptual realm of sex.28 

Germon attributes the introduction of gender in its current analytic form pri-

marily to John Money, although she also credits Robert Stoller with helping to 

establish this usage. In her chapter on the feminist appropriation of the term, 

starting in the very early 1970s, she credits me with having introduced "gender" 

into feminist anthropology.29 She comments that "Rubin's analysis demon-

strated that she was—on some level—drawing on Money's concept of gender, 

yet nowhere in "The Traffic in Women' is there an indication of whence she 

took the term."30 Germon observes that in 1972 Money's and Ehrhardt's book 

Man & Woman, Boy & Girl appeared in the collective bibliography of Toward 

an Anthropology of Women, but was not explicidy cited by me. 

While I did not cite Money and Ehrhardt, I was indeed influenced by their 

book and had clearly absorbed aspects of their analytic framework, without 

grasping its novelty. Their disaggregation of the presumed unity of chromo-

somal sex, hormonal exposure, internal reproductive organs, external geni-

talia, and psychological identifications was extremely important, as was their 

insistence that gender identities could be both disconnected from and more 

resistant to change than physical bodies.31 

As Germon and others have discussed, Money's impact is complex, but its 

relevance for early feminist theory has often been unremarked and underesti-

mated. Germon observes, "That gender is indispensable to feminist theorizing 

. . . seems so self-evident that it surely goes without saying. Yet it is precisely 

because gender has achieved that status that its historical legacy is worth ex-

amining. . . . Over the past 25 years or so, gender has often been attributed to 

feminism as though the term had no history outside of that tradition."32 She 

further argues that Money's research was useful to feminism precisely because 

it argued for the strength of gender socialization: "That idea was seized upon 

to demonstrate that women's subordinated socio cultural, political, and eco-

nomic status was neither natural nor inevitable. Instead it was quite literally 

produced by culture—itself a production."33 

I used gender in exactly this sense. Such ideas were in the air, the water, the 



conversations, and the feminist pamphlet literature I so eagerly consumed. 

"Gender" was one of the resources at hand with which to build feminist frame-

works. Money's concept of gender was an element that I crunched with Marx's 

discussions of reproduction, Lévi-Strauss's analysis of kinship, Freud's theo-

ries of femininity, and Lacan's linguistic reading of Freud. It must have con-

tributed to my choice of terminology. 

I almost did not bother to revise "Traffic" for publication. I told Rayna that 

Mitchell's book had made my version superfluous. Rayna insisted that I had 

my own perspective and pressured me to finish the article. I am grateful that 

she did, and she was correct: my take on Lévi-Strauss, Freud, Lacan, and Marx 

was different from that of Juliet Mitchell, Monique Wittig, or the French group 

Psychanalyse et Politique.34 Many different feminists were working with com-

mon bodies of literature to address a similar set of problems. But local condi-

tions, accidents of timing, and individual idiosyncrasies produced distinctive 

responses to big seismic changes. We do not make our histories as we please, 

but we do make them. 

Lesbian and Gay Histories 

By the spring of 1971, gay liberation had come to Ann Arbor. The lo cai Gay Lib-

eration Front had several men and a single visible lesbian. I came out shordy 

after that lone lesbian activist visited the Thursday Night Group to explain the 

new gay politics. Prior to that visit, I had no real concept of homosexuality. 

Naming is a powerful tool, and the sudden availability of situated and mean-

ingful words such as lesbian, homosexual, and gay was revelatory. The language 

enabled me to reinterpret my own experience and emotional history. I realized 

I was in love with one of my feminist comrades and had two immediate goals: 

to seduce the object of my desire, and to read all about this exciting discovery. 

Since the girl was unavailable, I headed to the library. 

After a disappointing traipse through the card catalogue at the graduate 

library, I decided to compile a bibliography on lesbianism. This turned out to 

be superfluous, as there already was a considerable bibliographic literature. 

These lesbian bibliographies were difficult to find, but once located they pro-

vided a ready roadmap into the available source material circa 1970. Rather 

than having to reinvent the wheel, I was able to use Jeannette Foster's Sex Vari-

ant Women in Literature (1956) and Gene Damon's (Barbara Grier) and Lee 

Stuart's The Lesbian in Literature (1967), as well as some early compilations by 

Marion Zimmer Bradley.35 

Luck, timing, and location were all involved. The Damon and Stuart bib-



liography was the most complete, and it was then of relatively recent vin-

tage. What was more remarkable was that these bibliographies were actually 

in the Michigan library, in a special collection called the Labadie Collection. 

The Labadie had originally been dedicated to anarchist materials, but over 

the years its scope had expanded to include radical politics and social-protest 

movements, from Left to Right. That it also boasted a focus on "alternative 

sexuality" and "sexual freedom" was mainly due to Ed Weber, who became 

the curator of the collection in the early 1960s. By the time I stumbled into the 

Labadie in 1971, Weber had amassed one of the most significant collections of 

homosexual publications in any major research library. The pre-gay-liberation 

homophile movement had generated several important magazines as well as 

a bibliographic corpus, and the Labadie had them all. This was at a time when 

university libraries did not generally consider such material worthwhile. As far 

as I know, the Labadie was unique.36 And it was on my campus. 

I spent much of the ensuing year in the special-collections reading room, 

working my way through the lesbian publications (I had as yet little or no inter-

est in gay male materials). I became especially fascinated by Djuna Barnes, 

Natalie Barney, Romaine Brooks, and Renée Vivien, all of whom crossed paths 

in Paris in the early decades of the twentieth century. I spent the summers of 

1972 and 1973 in Paris (courtesy of the Center for Western European Studies at 

University of Michigan) researching this crowd. I had a wonderful time read-

ing lesbian novels and poetry in the Salle de la Réserve at the Bibliothèque Na-

tionale, visiting the buildings where some of these women had lived, searching 

for their publications in dingy used bookstores, and putting flowers on the 

graves of Barney and Vivien in the cemetery at Passy. 

However, this topic was not a viable long-term project. It did not lend itself 

to an ethnographic approach, and I was trained in neither literature nor his-

tory. I was ill-equipped to undertake research in French, as my language skills 

could be charitably described as rudimentary. On this occasion, time was not 

on my side. The archival materials were extremely limited and most were not 

yet available during my window of opportunity. Barney had only recently died 

when I arrived in Paris. Her papers were at the Bibliothèque Doucet, but they 

had not yet been processed.37 The curator, François Chapon, allowed me to 

gaze hungrily at shoeboxes full of letters, but I was not able to read any of them. 

For these and other reasons, my research focus shifted away from the lesbians 

in Paris circa 1900. 

I had by then become acquainted with Barbara Grier (a.k.a. Gene Damon). 

Grier succeeded Marion Zimmer Bradley in writing "Lesbiana," a biblio-

graphic column for The Ladder (the major lesbian publication of the homo-



phile period). She subsequently edited The Ladder, and her work on "Lesbiana" 

morphed into The Lesbian in Literature, the bibliography she coauthored with 

Lee Stuart. In 1973, Grier and her partner started Naiad Press to publish les-

bian books. Grier, who seemed to know everyone, was in touch with Jeannette 

Foster, who had translated Renée Vivien's novel, A Woman Appeared to Me. 

When Naiad undertook the publication of Foster's translation of the novel, 

Grier asked me to write the biographical introduction. I hesitate to include it 

in this collection, as I have not kept up with what is now a considerable litera-

ture on the Paris lesbian crowd.38 There are probably errors I am in no position 

to know, much less to correct. But it is an artifact of a time when this cast of 

characters was coming into clearer focus for a generation of lesbian and other 

scholars, as well as a time when they enthralled me.39 

Among my essays, this one is relatively obscure and rarely cited. So I was 

both amused and honored to discover that Elaine Marks had taken the piece 

seriously enough to subject it to some fairly withering critical attention.40 

Marks takes me to task for creating an "imaginary Renée Vivien," for reading 

Vivien "in terms of post-1968 Lesbian feminist consciousness," and above all, 

for failing to recognize the pervasive racism and anti-Semitism of the world 

Vivien and Natalie Barney inhabited.41 She compares and contrasts my essay 

with one on Vivien by Charles Maurras, who was a major figure of the French 

Right, a "nationalist, monarchist, and anti-Semite."42 And she warns that "it 

is incumbent upon readers of Gayle Rubin's text to question the unqualified 

praise she lavishes on Renée Vivien and Natalie Clifford Barney."431 can only 

plead guilty as charged and heartily concur with the substance of her critique. 

When I wrote that essay I had no idea who Charles Maurras was, apart 

from his association with Vivien. I had minimal knowledge of the history of 

European racism, a subject which now, decades later, has become a major pre-

occupation, commanding much of my time and a substantial amount of my 

library shelf space. With two colleagues, I have now cotaught a seminar that 

specifically excavates some of the tangled history of the racial taxonomies to 

which Marks refers.44 

Forty years ago, when I was prowling the streets and cemeteries of Paris, 

hunting for traces of vanished lesbians, I certainly shared the narrow and my-

opic focus that characterized so much of that era of lesbian feminist scholar-

ship. I have since been quite critical of that particular form of tunnel vision, 

and the kind of lesbian history it tended to produce.45 Ironically, the research 

on which this essay was based was largely responsible for a turning point in 

how I, and as it turned out, many other gay-liberation-era scholars, were re-

conceptualizing homosexuality and its histories. 



Jeannette Foster had titled her book with the term sex variant women, 

rather than with lesbian. Sex variance is a term with many uses. Sometimes it 

seems to have been deployed to minimize stigma, and at other times because 

it was broad enough to include a range of gender as well as sexual transgres-

sions. Whatever Foster's reasons, sex variant worked better for the material she 

amassed than did lesbian. Spanning several centuries and multiple countries, 

the lives and literatures she compiled did not readily conform to the modern 

taxonomies of lesbianism. On the other hand, the artifacts produced by the 

Paris crowd as early as the 1890s resonated easily with lesbian feminists (like 

me) of the 1970s. These women seemed as familiar as some of Foster's other 

examples seemed remote. 

This project convinced me that lesbianism itself had a history. The time I 

spent trying to digest all the available (nonmedical) literature on lesbianism, 

as well my obsessive eifort to learn the details of this crowd in Paris, turned me 

into a "social constructionist" with respect to homosexuality. It became clear 

that "lesbianism" was a historically specific concatenation of same-sex desires, 

gender variability, forms of identity, and institutional repertoires. It did not 

easily translate indefinitely backward in time or across cultural boundaries. A 

number of individuals working on gay materials independently came to simi-

lar conclusions at about the same time. Another wave was breaking. 

Between 1973 and 1976, the Gay Academic Union (GAU) held annual con-

ferences in New York. When I presented my work on the Paris lesbians on a 

panel on lesbian aesthetics, in 1974, it was within the framework of looking 

for the "great lesbians" of the past. In 19761 spoke on a panel on gay and les-

bian history held in concert with a subsequent GAU conference a year or two 

later.46 Reflecting on the Paris material in relation to the broader trajectory of 

what might be considered a lesbian past, I argued that what might be called 

"modern" lesbianism was a distinctive development. In the two years between 

those panels, my paradigm had shifted.47 

I was not alone. Responding to my comments, one of the men from The 

Body Politic, Toronto's gay liberation newspaper, mentioned that I might be 

interested in the work of Jeffrey Weeks, who, he said, was making a similar ar-

gument. The outlines of Weeks's argument were already clear in an article pub-

lished in i976.4S The following year, his landmark book, Coming Out: Homo-

sexual Politics in Britain, from the Nineteenth Century to the Present, offered a 

fully developed argument about "the making of the modern homosexual," as 

Ken Plummer titled a 1981 collection on the topic. Weeks's book was a power-

ful and coherent articulation of the "social construction of sex" paradigm that 

came to dominate gay history, the anthropology of homosexuality, and much 



subsequent L G B T Q studies. It continued to shape my own work, which was 

about to change direction in terms of topics, content, and location. 

Fieldwork as a Vocation 

In 19781 moved to California, taught temporarily at Berkeley, started my dis-

sertation fieldwork, and ran headlong into the early feminist antipornography 

movement. I have now lived in San Francisco for over half of my life, except 

for sporadic visiting positions and seasonal migrations to teach in the frigid 

Midwest. San Francisco has left indelible imprints on my research projects, 

political involvements, and personal maturation. Most of the work collected in 

this volume resulted from research undertaken and experiences encountered 

in San Francisco. Many forces propelled me to the West Coast. Intellectually, 

I was shifting from thinking about gender to thinking more about sexuality, 

from a focus on feminism to lesbian and gay studies, from research on lesbians 

to research on gay men, and from working in libraries to working in the field. I 

had begun to wrestle with the politics of pornography, the re-emergence of the 

socially conservative Right, and the political economies of sexual space. All of 

these changes started in Ann Arbor, but the move west was a definitive pivot: 

a permanent turn in direction, focus, and methodologies. I was also unknow-

ingly joining the Great Gay Migration of the late 1970s. I arrived in Berkeley 

a few months after Harvey Milk was elected to the San Francisco Board of 

Supervisors, and moved to San Francisco a few months after his murder. Life 

and work became enmeshed in the trajectories of gay urban politics. 

I had never quite understood the imperative to do fieldwork. My interests 

in anthropology were forged in theory and I would have been happy to sat-

isfy them in the library. One did not, however, become an anthropologist (at 

least not in my department) without doing fieldwork. It was the unavoidable 

initiatory rite of passage. Since fieldwork was inevitable, I was determined 

to do some kind of research on homosexuality, preferably lesbianism, but I 

was having difficulties in formulating a project and choosing a field site. The 

topic of homosexuality was still intensely stigmatized and academically dis-

reputable. I was especially interested in the formation of gay communities and 

territories, but finding one that had coalesced recently enough so that it could 

be studied in both the present and a recent past was challenging. 

A series of serendipitous events led me to a rather unexpected project: 

studying the gay male leather community in San Francisco. By then I had 

concluded that it would be a really bad idea for me to study lesbians. Given 

the politics and culture of the lesbian community at that time, I decided that 



some separation between my research and my personal life would be salutary. 

With gay men, I could study a homosexual population and yet have a social 

life elsewhere. I was not a lesbian separatist, but since most of my gay career 

had been spent firmly ensconced in Lesbian Nation, gay men seemed strange 

and quite fascinating. The gay male leather community was of recent vintage, 

having only coalesced after the Second World War. There were men involved 

in its initial formation who were very much alive and available to interview. In 

San Francisco, the leather population was highly visible, institutionally com-

plex, and had acquired a territory by establishing a presence in the South of 

Market neighborhood. 

There was some general literature on gay communities that had noted the 

existence of this group in passing. Esther Newton had recorded observations 

of "the leather queens" in Mother Camp (1972), her pathbreaking study of 

female impersonators. Mother Camp was at that point the only full-length 

ethnographic monograph on any modem gay population, and it was also the 

only study of any of the stylistically distinct gay subcultures. She had done the 

drag queens, but no one had studied the "leather queens."49 

As I was starting the field research in 1978, Michel Foucault's History of 

Sexuality, Volume I was translated and published in English. I have argued 

elsewhere that Foucault is often incorrectly credited as solely responsible for 

the paradigm shift that was under way across a number of thinkers and several 

fields.50 Nonetheless, his book had an enormous impact. 

The History of Sexuality is a brilliant literature review of early sexology, the 

medicine of sexuality that was coalescing in the late-nineteenth and early-

twentieth centuries. Foucault's previous work on French medicine and the 

history of psychiatry contributed to his wide angle of vision, since much of 

the development of the science of the "perversions" took place in French psy-

chiatry.51 His book focuses on the production of authoritative knowledges of 

sexuality, rather than on the populations of inverts and perverts who were in-

creasingly visible in the streets, cafes, and newspapers of Paris, Vienna, Berlin, 

and London. But the expanding involvement of physicians and urban police in 

managing such persons produced records of their encounters. These points of 

contac t became a nexus from which new theories were elaborated.52 Foucault's 

interests in medicine and criminology were ideally suited for exposing a de-

veloping set of relationships between governance, health, and sexual practice. 

Foucault sketched out relationships between the emerging structures of 

variant sexuality and the creation of modem childhood, especially the wars on 

masturbation; changes in the social roles of women, especially as these were 



expressed in their medical complaints and diagnoses; and the increasing in-

volvement of nation-states in managing the physical bodies and procreative 

activities of their citizens.53 He furthermore made suggestive links between the 

forces reshaping sexual emotion and practice to the construction of theories 

of race and the eruptions of state racism. 

Among the most salient passages for my own thinking was his discussion 

of "alliance" and "sexuality." I took the former to refer to kinship systems gen-

erally, and in particular to the work of Lévi-Strauss, who seemed to be the 

referent for much of this section.54 Foucault notes: 

It will be granted no doubt that the relations of sex gave rise, in every so-

ciety, to a deployment of alliance: a system of marriage, of fixation and de-

velopment of kinship ties, of transmission of names and possessions. This 

deployment of alliance, with the mechanisms of constraint that ensured 

its existence and the complex knowledge it often required, lost some of its 

importance as economic processes and political structures could no longer 

rely on it as an adequate instrument or sufficient support. Particularly from 

the eighteenth century onward, Western societies created and deployed a 

new apparatus which was superimposed on the previous one, and which, 

without completely supplanting the latter, helped reduce its importance. I 

am speaking of the deployment of sexuality: like the deployment of alliance, 

it connects up with the circuit of sexual partners, but in a completely differ-

ent way. The two systems can be contrasted term by term For the first, 

what is pertinent is the linkbetween partners and definite statutes; the sec-

ond is concerned with the sensations of the body, the quality of pleasures, 

and the nature of impressions, however tenuous or imperceptible these 

maybe It is not exact to say that the deployment of sexuality supplanted 

the deployment of alliance. One can imagine that one day it will have re-

placed it. But as things stand at present, while it does tend to cover up the 

deployment of alliance, it has neither obliterated the latter nor rendered 

it useless. Moreover, historically it was around and on the basis of the de-

ployment of alliance that the deployment of sexuality was constructed."55 

Foucault's comments on "alliance" and "sexuality" were a kind of "gemein-

schaft and gesellschaft" moment: they situated his project squarely in the long 

sociological interrogation of what distinguishes traditional from modem soci-

eties, and how those differences can be adequately articulated without distor-

tion and gross oversimplification. Understanding the "great transformation" 

has been at the heart of social theory, sociology, and social history.56 Since 



Tonnies, Durkheim, Marx, and Weber, the social sciences have continually 

tackled these issues, but the questions had to be posed for sexuality as much 

as for political economies, state polities, and civil societies. 

I have often wished that Foucault had written the planned volumes on 

children, women, perverts, and populations; I would love to have read them. 

Nonetheless, in The History of Sexuality Foucault provided a kind of unified 

field theory for the contemporary study of sex. My colleague Tom Trautmann 

is fond of observing that we never read the same book twice. I reread The 

History of Sexuality about once a year, when I teach it at the culmination of a 

seminar on sexology. In each reading I find some important insight I was not 

previously equipped to notice. The more I know, the more I see in it. In 1978, 

I also joined the fledgling San Francisco Lesbian and Gay History Project.57 

The history project was a small discussion group for individuals conducting 

investigations into lesbian and gay history. It soon became clear that one of 

the problems in doing such work was the lack of institutional repositories of 

primary source material. The Labadie was an exceptional resource: few re-

search libraries or archives collected gay-related documentation. The univer-

sity libraries in the Bay Area did not even have copies of the major local gay 

newspapers. Some of Allan Berube's early work on gay San Francisco was 

made possible by a collection of clippings by Bois Burk, a Bay Area resident 

who contacted Allan and "presented him with folders full of gay-related news 

articles that Burk had systematically clipped from the San Francisco press for 

decades."58 

There were collections in Los Angeles that had emerged out of the homo-

phile movement of the 1950s and 1960s. What is now the One National Gay 

and Lesbian Archives at the University of Southern California grew out of a 

tangled organizational history and the Herculean efforts of Jim Kepner. Kep-

ner had amassed a vast collection under various organizational names, in-

cluding the Western Gay Archives, the National Gay Archives, the Interna-

tional Gay and Lesbian Archives, and at one time, the Natalie Barney/Edward 

Carpenter Library.59 But until these collections were finally safely installed 

in a building at use, they were only sporadically accessible and inadequately 

stored. I visited the Kepner collection around 1979, during a brief period when 

it was opened to the public in a rented storefront. The walls were lined with file 

cabinets, the floors were covered with stacks of newspapers, and the catalogue 

was in Jim's head. He was living on a cot in the basement among the stacks and 

bookshelves. 

In the 1970s, the gay liberation and radical lesbian movements generated 

a new push for community-based lesbian and gay archives. The Lesbian Her-



story Archives in New York, founded in 1974, was one of these new institu-

tions. The Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender Historical Society ( G L B T H S ) 

was founded in San Francisco in 1985, as an offshoot of the History Project.60 

The Leather Archives and Museum (LAM) in Chicago was incorporated in 

1991. 

In their early days, these community-based archives mostly consisted of 

the determination of a few souls to collect documents, artifacts, and ephemera 

with the goal of preserving them and eventually making them accessible. The 

conditions in these archives were a far remove from the world of well-funded, 

carefully housed, meticulously tended and temperature controlled collections 

of the more prosperous universities and private foundations. The Lesbian Her-

story Archives were initially housed in the apartment of its founders. What 

is now the GLBTHS began as boxes of gay and lesbian periodicals in the living 

room of Willie Walker, a founder and later one of its archivists. Although many 

have become far better funded and more institutionally stable, most of the 

early community-based queer archives were closer to Jim Kepner's cot in the 

basement of his rented storefront than to the Beinecke Rare Book and Manu-

script Library at Yale University. 

Archives, museums, and libraries need space. Space must be rented or 

bought. Preservation is labor intensive and ideally requires specialized, and 

expensive, media such as acid free folders and boxes. Collections need to be 

catalogued, and access to them requires a secure facility as well as staff to re-

trieve and reshelve the document boxes. This will seem terribly obvious to any-

one who has used a library, but what is not obvious is how much money and 

labor is involved in setting up new collections and maintaining them. Public 

and university libraries generally have budgets, even if they are often inade-

quate and now shrinking to previously unimaginable levels. By contrast, how-

ever, the early community-based queer archives had no budgets, no paid staff, 

and no buildings. All of this had to be accumulated. 

When I began my ethnographic research on gay leathermen in San Fran-

cisco in 1978, there were few archival, documentary, or artifactual resources 

with which to work. The GLBTHS and L A M did not yet exist. Much of the pri-

mary documentation was still in private hands, housed in basements, attics, 

and storage lockers. It was unprocessed, inaccessible, and often deteriorating. 

I traveled to any place that seemed likely to have source material. In addition 

to visiting Kepner's collection, I made a pilgrimage to the Kinsey Institute 

Library at Indiana University in Bloomington. The Kinsey Library did have 

some very helpful material, but little relating to San Francisco gay male leather. 

Most researchers have the luxury of consulting archival collections that have 



been assembled and maintained by o thers. But like o ther queer scholars at the 

time, I did not. Because of the paucity of such material, I began to assemble, 

store, and maintain my own research collection. In addition, I later became 

involved with both the GLBTHS in San Francisco and the L A M in Chicago. 

As a consequence, I have struggled for over three decades with the prob-

lems of collection, storage, preservation, and access, both with my own materi-

als and those of the community institutions with which I have been affiliated. 

I have learned that if information is to endure, it requires infrastructure: staff, 

storage, and the cash flow to pay for them. The final essay in this collection 

emerges from these experiences. 

Such challenges were part of what made fieldwork as exciting as library re-

search and as interesting as theory. The process has given me a profound sense 

of the importance of empirical research, an appreciation for the craft involved 

in doing it well, and an understanding of how assumptions must respond to 

observation. There is no substitute for direct engagement in the details of a 

specific group of people in a particular place. The canonical literatures of social 

science become stale without infusions of freshly gathered data from primary 

sources. I am deeply grateful that my teachers enforced the imperative to con-

duct a field study. I am happy to have learned so much about one small corner 

of the social universe, and through a learning process that could not have oc-

curred in a library. 

I had initially planned to focus on the issues of gay-community forma-

tion, the emergence of new sexual identities and subcultures, and urban sexual 

location. I had come to study the "rise" of gay and leather South of Market, but 

it was immediately clear that gay and leather South of Market had a very lim-

ited future. The neighborhood was about to undergo dramatic change as the 

city, the Redevelopment Agency, and private developers were starting to build 

a new convention center and museum complex on the site of what had once 

been a thriving light industrial and working-class residential neighborhood. 

I arrived in Berkeley in April of 1978. Ground for the convention center 

was broken that August. This massive construction project initiated a cascade 

of changes in land use that altered the ecology of the neighborhood. Rising 

rents, changes in zoning, increased policing, and even the reduced availability 

of parking were symptoms of a broader process of displacement. It was clear 

that any study of South of Market, gay or otherwise, had to grapple with re-

development and real estate. I probably spent as much time in meetings of the 

planning commission and learning about zoning as I did sitting in leather bars. 

Sex was, after all, enmeshed in the political economy of the city. 

In November of 1978, Supervisor Dan White assassinated Supervisor 



Harvey Milk and Mayor George Moscone. The convention center, whose con-

struction had begun that summer, opened, in 1981, as the Moscone Center, 

in honor of the slain mayor. That same year, reports of strange new diseases 

affecting urban gay men began to appear in the medical and gay press.61 HIV 

and AIDS tore through my research population, killing many people I knew 

and affecting the social institutions I had come to study. The epidemic neces-

sitated another change in focus as I tried to document the impact of AIDS as 

well as the reactions to it. 

The bulk of that material has been or will be published elsewhere. Most of 

the results of my fieldwork are collected in another book, a monograph on gay 

male leather in San Francisco.62 There is only one essay from that project in 

this volume, a piece on a sex club called the Catacombs. However, the engage-

ment with the city, urban space, neighborhood succession, and the scholarly 

literatures that address these topics became an integral part of all my subse-

quent work and is especially reflected in this collection in both "Thinking Sex" 

and "Studying Sexual Subcultures." 

Moreover, the impact of H I V / A I D S was mediated by social structures, po-

litical agendas, and sexual stigma. Like all natural disasters, AIDS was also 

unnatural: a human catastrophe in which cultural frameworks, institutional 

structures, and individual actors shaped its effects. Many of the responses to 

it—both inside and outside the gay community—were driven more by fear 

and sexual squeamishness than by detached science, thoughtful policies, or 

sound principles of public health.63 In short, one way to think about the im-

pact of AIDS is through the analytic lens of moral or sex panics. The sex-panic 

paradigm has shaped much of the work represented in this book. 

Panics, Pornography, and Perversion 

Social and political change was under way in the late 1970s. The sixties (the 

cultural period, not the decade) were ending with the resurgent "New Right." 

There is no single year to mark the shift, but there were harbingers well be-

fore the election of Reagan, in 1980. Anita Bryant's successful campaign to 

repeal the Dade County ordinance prohibiting discrimination against gay 

people took place in 1977. The Moral Majority was founded in 1979. The New 

Right had been mobilizing funding, think tanks, and political organizations 

throughout the 1970s; their impact became obvious by the end of the decade. 

Sex and gender were salient aspects of the social and political agenda of the 

revived Right: to roll back feminism, restore the Right's notion of traditional 

family and gender roles, eliminate comprehensive sex education, promote 



sexual purity (abstinence) among the young, recriminalize medical abortion, 

raise the costs for sexually active youth, combat obscenity and pornography, 

and insure that homosexuals remained less than full citizens.64 

Moral and sex panics have been a singularly effective mechanism for en-

acting these agendas. The concept of "moral panic" was introduced by Stanley 

Cohen in Folk Devils and Moral Panics (1972). Cohen's book was a study on 

the Mods and the Rockers, youth subcultures in midcentury Britain. Cohen 

described the public hysteria over these youth subcultures in the 1950s and 

1960s as a "moral panic." Following Cohen, the concept became widely used 

in sociology, particularly in Britain. 

In Sex, Politics and Society: The Regulation of Sexuality since 1800, Jeffrey 

Weeks introduced the sociological language of moral panic into the emergent 

field of sexual history. Weeks is a brilliant scholar who was trained in both 

sociology and history. One of his characteristic intellectual habits has been 

the creative injection of sociological analytic frameworks into historical narra-

tives. He quickly grasped the applicability of Cohen's concept of "moral panic" 

for thinking about the mechanisms of structural changes in sexual regulation. 

My own work has been profoundly affected by Weeks, and I expanded on his 

discussion in "Thinking Sex." But I was still using the phrase moral panic. 

Carole Vance started to use the phrase "sex panic" to reference moral pan-

ics about sexuality in particular in her book Pleasure and Danger: Exploring 

Female Sexuality 65 Whether called moral panics or sex panics, they are potent 

engines of social change. The United States, since the late 1970s, has been in 

an almost perpetual state of panic over sex: over pornography, prostitution, 

trafficking, homosexuality, sex offenders, and, especially, children. 

During this same period, starting in the last 1970s and continuing into the 

present, the feminist movement has been rent by a series of poisonous dis-

putes over many of these same issues, particularly pornography, prostitution, 

and "perversion," but also including transsexuality and some aspects of homo-

sexuality. While most feminists are supportive of homosexuals and gay rights, 

there have also been vituperative denunciations of gay male behavior and even 

some lesbian practices, notably butch and femme roles. On many issues, the 

agendas of some feminists have at times converged with those of social con-

servatives. 

As a combatant in the feminist sex wars, I have watched with consider-

able dismay as sex panics within feminism have been used repeatedly to push 

what I consider to be a fundamentally reactionary sexual agenda. Many of 

the essays in this collection are marked by those concerns, and some have ad-

dressed them directly. "The Leather Menace" was written in response to the 



controversies over lesbian sadomasochism in the late 1970s. "Misguided, Dan-

gerous, and Wrong" was directed at the feminist antipornography movement 

and analysis. 

The battle lines of the sex wars have shifted, with much of the focus now 

on issues of "trafficking." Many of the former antipornography activists have 

moved into the antiprostitution wing of the antitrafficking movement, which 

they see as a means toward the abolition of all commercial sex, including por-

nography and prostitution. Opposition to trafficking began as a form of anti-

prostitution mobilization in the late nineteenth century, and the current dis-

course on trafficking has a tendency to revert into attacks on sex work, sex 

workers, and their customers. Contemporary antiprostitution organizations 

tenaciously promote this amalgamation of trafficking with the sex industry. 

The essay "The Trouble with Trafficking" addresses the historical background 

of the powerful undertow that continually drags popular understandings and 

legal definitions of trafficking toward prostitution rather than toward coercion, 

labor abuse, and the challenges facing migrant workers in many occupations. 

The essay "Of Catamites and Kings" addresses issues of lesbian gender, 

butches, and female-to-male transsexuals. It has a more tangential relationship 

to the sex wars. However, long before the fights over pornography, transsexu-

ality had exposed many of the fault lines in feminism that would fracture in 

the sex wars. Disputes over transsexualityin the early 1970s were harbingers of 

the outbreak of hostilities that tore through the feminist movement in the early 

1980s.66 "Thinking Sex" has a complicated relationship to the sex wars.67 It had 

multiple agendas that expressed many of the changes of direction taking place 

in my life, politics, and work. The essay and several comments on it occupy 

considerable space in this collection. For further reflections on the context and 

career of "Thinking Sex," see Chapter 8, "Blood Under the Bridge."68 

Then and Now 

A cartoon titled "In the Nostalgia District" appeared in the New Yorker while 

I was editing this introduction.69 The image depicted a row of shops, all obso-

lete: Joe's Fix-it Shop, Photo Developing, Stationery Supplies, Acme Travel 

Agency, and the Kwik-Konnect Internet Café, this last showing several CRT 

monitors available for customers to use in the days, not all that long ago, before 

flat screens, laptops, smart phones, iPads, and WiFi. Rereading these essays has 

made me feel like a permanent resident of the nostalgia district. I have had to 

confront how young I was then, and how old now; how much I did not know 

then, and how much I wish I did not know now. 



Small details have been continual reminders of how much time has passed. 

When I wrote "The Traffic in Women," anthropologists were still using the 

term primitive. Transistor radios were a recent invention, when semiconduc-

tors were replacing vacuum tubes in consumer audio equipment. Psychiatry 

was still dominated by psychoanalysis. Freud was the canonical authority, 

for any discussion addressing sexual "deviation," including homosexuality. 

Today, psychoanalysis is widely considered passe, and hardly anyone feels a 

need to genuflect in Freud's direction. There is still a lively academic and queer 

theoretical literature that engages with Freudian psychoanalysis and finds it 

useful.70 But among practitioners, the primary consumers of psychoanalytic 

literature on homosexuality are the ex-gay ministries and conversion special-

ists who promote the idea that gay people can and should become hetero-

sexual. This is a very different landscape. 

All of the older essays are evidence of how much technological, intellectual, 

and political change has taken place. The music at the Catacombs was recorded 

from vinyl records onto reel to reel tapes. There were no CDS, much less digi-

tal downloads. When the porn wars erupted in feminism, most pornography 

consisted of printed material purchased in porn shops or movies seen in porn 

theaters. By the early 1980s, the latest innovation in pornographic media was 

home video: the VCR was a dramatic change that allowed people to easily con-

sume porn films in the privacy of their homes. No one was "sexting," or down-

loading pom from the Internet. The Internet itself was still text based, and 

mainly used by the tiny cadre of programmers who were creating it. Much of 

the software that made the Internet accessible to ordinary users was developed 

in the 1990s and a tipping point toward mass access and use was only reached 

with consumer friendly browsers such as Netscape (1994) and Explorer (1995). 

For the Internet to expand beyond universities, government, and the de-

fense industries, computers had to shrink from the size of rooms to fit on desk-

tops, and their cost had to plummet. Personal computers began to penetrate 

the consumer market only in the early 1980s. The early essays here were written 

on a typewriter, when my idea of technological paradise was to own an IBM 

Selectric. I bought my first computer in 1984. Early versions of "Misguided, 

Dangerous, and Wrong," and "The Catacombs" were the first of the essays in 

this collection to be composed with word processing. 

The scholarly literature on sexuality has exploded since the early 1980s, 

and we know a lot more now than we did about many things. One of the ex-

amples that jumped out while I was going over these essays is the expansion 

in knowledge of the "lavender scare," the post-Second World War crusades 

against homosexuals that included a total ban on federal employment of "sex 



deviates."71 The emergence of the early gay-rights movement in the United 

States after the Second World War was in part a response to these witch hunts, 

policies, and legal persecution. Much has changed politically. Gay activists 

finally succeeded in getting the ban on federal employment lifted in 1975.72 The 

removal of homosexuality from the list of sexual pathologies in the Diagnostic 

and Statistical Manual in 1973 was a huge step.73 So was the Supreme Court de-

cision that declared sodomy laws unconstitutional in 2003.741 did not expect 

to see the end of sodomy laws in my lifetime, and I am ecstatic to have lived 

to see this come about. 

On the other hand, I am troubled that there is still such a huge and danger-

ous apparatus of sexual regulation, and concerned that some of it is expanding 

rather than contracting. The front line of the battle for gay rights has moved 

from decriminalization and depathologization to areas of impaired citizen-

ship: mainly marriage and military service. Gay activists have been fighting 

the restrictions on military service for decades, since they were first instituted 

during the Second World War. Prior to "Don't Ask, Don't Tell," all homo-

sexuals were simply barred from the military.75 "Don't Ask, Don't Tell" was 

implemented in the early 1990s when attempts to lift the previous ban failed. 

As this book goes to press, the restrictions barring openly gay personnel from 

serving in the military are due to be removed, but are still in force. 

The first of the articles in this collection was published over three decades 

ago, whereas others were written for this book. There is, therefore, a problem 

of tense. Each of these pieces inhabits a different present. Often when I speak 

of "now," the text is addressing something that was "then." And "then" can be 

quite a long time ago. 

Nothing dates scholarly literature more than references to current events, 

so most academics leave such commentary to journalists, or, these days, post 

them on their blogs. Yet I feel strongly that we should use all the intellectual 

tools we possess to think about the present, so I live with the consequences. 

One is that my essays are full of comments on current events which are no 

longer current. Nevertheless, while there are ways these essays are obviously 

dated, in o ther respects they seem contemporary, and occasionally eerily pre-

scient. We are still enmeshed in conflicts that have roots in the late 1970s and 

early 1980s. Much of the political conversation and social concern with issues 

such as pornography, sex work, civil equality for gay and lesbian citizens, 

transsexuality, AIDS prevention, sexual variation, women's roles, and children's 

sexuality occurs within frameworks that were constructed then and have been 

cultivated ever since. 

In March of 2009, Frank Rich, in his New York Times column, announced 



that "Americans have less and less patience for the intrusive and divisive moral 

scolds who thrived in the bubbles of the Clinton and Bush Years. Culture wars 

are a luxury the country— the G.O.P. included—can no longer afford." He also 

predicted that "When the administration tardily ends 'don't ask, don't tell,' 

you can be sure that this action... will be greeted by more yawns than howls." 

Furthermore, "In our own hard times, the former moral 'majority' has been 

downsized to more of a minority than ever.. . . Even the old indecency wars 

have subsided."76 

Unfortunately, the announcement of the death of the culture wars was all 

too premature. In the two years since Rich's column, the culture wars have 

come roaring back, if indeed they ever went away. Social conservatives have 

been pressuring the Obama Justice Department to be more aggressive in their 

prosecution of pornography. Abortion rights have been under their most sus-

tained assault since Roe v. Wade. The war over same-sex marriage has intensi-

fied. To Rich's credit, in an earlier column, he did note that gay civil rights were 

an exception to his otherwise rosy forecast, commenting that Karl Rove's and 

George W. Bush's "one secure legacy will be their demagogic exploitation of 

homophobia.... [But], that lagging indicator aside, nearly every other result 

. . . suggests that while the right wants to keep fighting the old boomer culture 

wars, no one else does."77 And Rich was especially optimistic about abortion 

rights. 

That was before anti-abortion forces in the House of Representatives used 

the Affordable Health Care Act as a toehold to re-launch campaigns for in-

creased federal restrictions on abortion, mainly through newly inventive re-

strictions on insurance coverage for the medical procedure. Since the 2010 

midterm elections put Republicans in complete control of twenty-one states, 

several of those states have proposed or passed unprecedented anti-abortion 

regulations.78 These include forcing women to take medically unnecessary 

sonograms, imposing mandatory "counseling" that requires doctors to read 

government written anti-abortion scripts to their patients, shortening the 

number of weeks in which abortion can be legally performed, and instituting 

onerous new architectural regulations on abortion clinics that are intended to 

make code compliance difficult or impossible. Requirements that both parents 

of girls under seventeen provide notarized signatures raise the bar of parental 

notification for minors seeking abortion. Other tactics include novel bans or 

restrictions on even private insurance coverage for abortion, laws ostensibly 

protecting embryos from "fetal pain," and proposals to define an egg as a legal 

person as soon as it is fertilized. 

Attacks on funding for Planned Parenthood have become common at both 



federal and state levels. Defending Planned Parenthood will go well beyond 

abortion services, and eliminate much of the routine health care the organi-

zation provides.79 And these are only the legislative maneuvers. In addition to 

the episodic murders of physicians providing abortion services, abortion pro-

viders have been subjected to sustained harassment and threats of violence to 

them and to their families. Many anti-abortion activists are also opposed to 

legal contraception. They do not just want to roll back Roe v. Wade. They want 

an end to Griswold v. Connecticut. 

Then there is that pesky "lagging indicator" of the alleged truce in the cul-

ture wars: gay rights. Marriage is a conduit for an extraordinary range of re-

distributive benefits, citizenship rights, and social privileges.80 Much of the 

language around same-sex marriage emphasizes sentiment, but much of the 

impact of bans on marriage (and even domestic partnerships and "marriage-

like arrangements") is practical: confiscatory taxation and costs for medical 

insurance and care, bureaucratic unintelligibility, Kafkaesque dramas when 

conducting routine business such as filing tax returns, and impenetrable bar-

riers to rights and privileges available to other citizens, such as immigration 

for partners.81 

While much of the rhetoric about same-sex marriage is religious, the bans 

on gay marriage do not prevent clergy from performing religious ceremonies 

in denominations that permit them, nor does legal gay marriage require cere-

monies from denominations that prohibit them.82 There are battles within 

specific religions over the conduct of their own clergy, but these are internal 

matters to those organizations. The dispute over the legality of gay marriage is 

entirely over civil marriage: bans on same-sex marriage simply prevent states 

(or the federal government) from giving the same civil status to all marriages. 

While they differ in scale, the bans on same-sex marriage are similar in some 

respects to the apartheid racial rules of my Southern childhood. The racial 

regime was more systematic and reached further into the social capillaries, 

but both carve gashes through the social landscape and the activities, events, 

and institutions of everyday life. While public opinion in the United States ap-

pears to be slowly drifting toward favoring equality for gay citizens, there are 

well-funded and dedicated constituencies who would like to reduce it. Many 

of the individuals and organizations that are battling same-sex civil marriage 

also promote the restoration of criminal penalties for homosexuality. 

Sex is often imagined to be marginal to the really important political issues: 

power and war, the relations of production, and social stratification in the 

old sense of wealth and status. Yet I am continually stunned by the persistent 

salience of sex, gender, stigma, and panic. Some of this is simple opportun-



ism: While the Bush administration was promoting its orgy of homophobia, 

it was presiding over a massive transfer of assets from the bulk of the popula-

tion—low-income, middle-class, and even lower-rich—to a tiny sliver of the 

extremely, extraordinarily, and incomprehensibly wealthy. Indeed, one of the 

most significantpolitical and social developments of the last thirty years is what 

has probably been one of the greatest transfers of wealth in human history.83 

Human history is full of pillaging, but it is usually accomplished by overt 

means and the threat or exercise of lethal force. Armies of conquest simply 

seized the wealth of their defeated enemies. Imperial, royal, and feudal states 

were mechanisms to enable ruling elites to exact tribute and treasure from 

their subordinate populations. But for a democratic state to legalize the looting 

of the many for the benefit of the few, large numbers of people must be per-

suaded to vote against their interests. For the last several decades, race and sex 

have been especially reliable means to do so. The "threat" of gay civil marriage 

has been a repetitively effective tactic to motivate people to vote for politicians 

whose policies have brought many of those voters increased misery, greater 

poverty, and insufficient medical care. The manipulation of sexual anxieties 

continues to be a potent instrument for making the process of systemic wealth 

extraction both culturally palatable and politically viable.84 

I do not think, however, that the politics of sexuality are only matters of 

expediency, however effective they have proven to be. There are real material, 

cultural, and emotional stakes to these intense social conflicts over morals and 

values. Much of my work has been dedicated to exposing them, and to under-

standing how much they matter. 

Sodomy has been (mosdy) decriminalized. Some gay partners can getbene-

fits, although unlike heterosexual spousal benefits these are taxed as income, 

which makes them considerably less beneficial. Gay studies are (somewhat) 

institutionalized in major universities, and doing gay research is no longer 

automatic career suicide. Yet, the Defense of Marriage Act requires legalized 

discrimination against same-sex couples and families. Gay civil marriage is 

illegal in most states, and its illegality is more systematically codified now than 

it was even a decade ago. We have spent a billion or two dollars teaching kids 

that sex is dangerous and that promises will protect them from pregnancy and 

STDS more efficiendy than condoms. Uganda has been in the news because of 

a proposed law that would, among o ther things, mandate the death penalty for 

some homosexuals. There are calls for making homosexuality a capital crime 

in the United States as well, although no one has seriously (yet) introduced 

legislation to that effect. 

I hope someday sex really is marginal. 



The Traffic in Women 

Notes on the "Political Economy" of Sex 

The literature on women—both feminist and antifeminist—is a long rumi-

nation on the question of the nature and genesis of women's oppression and 

social subordination. The question is not a trivial one, since the answers given 

it determine our visions for the future, and our evaluation of whether or not it 

is realistic to hope for a sexually egalitarian society. More important, the analy-

sis of the causes of women's oppression forms the basis for any assessment of 

just what would have to be changed in order to achieve a society without gen-

der hierarchy. Thus, if innate male aggression and dominance are at the root 

of female oppression, then the feminist program would logically require either 

the extermination of the offending sex, or else a eugenics project to modify its 

character. If sexism is a byproduct of capitalism's relendess appetite for profit, 

then sexism would wither away in the advent of a successful socialist revo-

lution. If the world-historical defeat of women occurred at the hands of an 

armed patriarchal revolt, then it is time for Amazon guerrillas to start train-

ing in the Adirondacks. 

It lies outside the scope of this paper to conduct a sustained critique 

of some of the currendy popular explanations of the genesis of sexual in-

equality— theories such as the popular evolution exemplified by The Imperial 

Chapter 1 was originally published in Rayna Reiter, ed., Toward an Anthropology of Women 

(New York: Monthly View Press, 1975), 157-210. The version included here is from Karen 

Hansen and Ilene Philipson, eds., Women, Class, and the Feminist Imagination (Philadel-

phia: Temple, 1990), 74-113. 



Animal, the alleged overthrow of prehistoric matriarchies, or the attempt to 

extract all of the phenomena of social subordination from the first volume of 

Capital} Instead, I want to sketch some elements of an alternate explanation 

of the problem. 

Marx once asked: "What is a Negro slave? A man of the black race. The one 

explanation is as good as the other. A Negro is a Negro. He only becomes a 

slave in certain relations. A cotton spinning jenny is a machine for spinning 

cotton. It becomes capital only in certain relations. Tom from these relation-

ships it is no more capital than gold in itself is money or sugar is the price of 

sugar."2 One might paraphrase: what is a domesticated woman? A female of 

the species. The one explanation is as good as the other. A woman is a woman. 

She only becomes a domestic, a wife, a chattel, a playboy bunny, a prostitute, or 

a human Dictaphone in certain relations. Torn from these relationships, she is 

no more the helpmate of man than gold in itself is money.. . and so on. What, 

then, are these relationships by which a female becomes an oppressed woman? 

The place to begin to unravel the system of relationships by which women 

become the prey of men is in the overlapping works of Claude Lévi-Strauss 

and Sigmund Freud. The domestication of women, under other names, is dis-

cussed at length in both of their oeuvres. In reading through these works, one 

begins to have a sense of a systematic social apparatus which takes up females 

as raw materials and fashions domesticated women as products. Neither Freud 

nor Lévi-Strauss sees his work in this light, and certainly neither turns a criti-

cal glance upon the processes he describes. Their analyses and descriptions 

must be read, therefore, in something like the way Marx read the classical 

political economists who preceded him.3 Freud and Lévi-Strauss are in some 

sense analogous to Ricardo and Smith: they see neither the implications of 

what they are saying, nor the implicit critique that their work can generate 

when subjected to a feminist eye. Nevertheless, they provide conceptual tools 

with which one can build descriptions of the part of social life that is the locus 

of the oppression of women, of sexual minorities, and of certain aspects of 

human personality within individuals. I call that part of social life the "sex/ 

gender system," for lack of a more elegant term. As a preliminary definition, a 

"sex/gender system" is the set of arrangements by which a society transforms 

biological sexuality into products of human activity, and in which these trans-

formed sexual needs are satisfied. 

The purpose of this essay is to arrive at a more fully developed definition 

of the sex/gender system, by way of a somewhat idiosyncratic and exegetical 

reading of Lévi-Strauss and Freud. I use the word exegetical deliberately. The 

dictionary defines exegesis as a "critical explanation or analysis; especially, in-



terpretation of the Scriptures." At times, my reading of Lévi-Strauss and Freud 

is freely interpretive, moving from the explicit content of a text to its presuppo-

sitions and implications. My reading of certain psychoanalytic texts is filtered 

through a lens provided by Jacques Lacan, whose own interpretation of the 

Freudian scripture has been heavily influenced by Lévi-Strauss.4 

I will return later to refine the definition of a sex/gender system. First, 

however, I will try to demonstrate the need for such a concept by discussing 

the failure of classical Marxism to fully express or conceptualize sex oppres-

sion. This failure results from the fact that Marxism, as a theory of social life, 

is relatively unconcerned with sex. In Marx's map of the social world, human 

beings are workers, peasants, or capitalists; that they are also men and women 

is not seen as very significant. By contrast, in the maps of social reality drawn 

by Freud and Lévi-Strauss, there is a deep recognition of the place of sexuality 

in society, and of the profound differences between the social experiences of 

men and women. 

Marx 

No theory accounts for the oppression of women—in its endless variety and 

monotonous similarity, cross-culturally and throughout history—with any-

thing like the explanatory power of the Marxist theory of class oppression. 

Therefore, it is not surprising that there have been numerous attempts to apply 

Marxist analysis to the question of women. There are many ways of doing this. 

It has been argued that women are a reserve labor force for capitalism, that 

women's generally lower wages provide extra surplus to a capitalist employer, 

that women serve the ends of capitalist consumerism in their roles as admin-

istrators of family consumption, and so forth. However, a number of articles 

have tried to do something much more ambitious—to locate the oppression 

of women in the heart of the capitalist dynamic by pointing to the relation-

ship between housework and the reproduction of labor.5 To do this is to place 

women squarely in the definition of capitalism, the process in which capital is 

produced by the extraction of surplus value from labor by capital. 

Briefly, Marx argued that capitalism is distinguished from all other modes 

of production by its unique aim: the creation and expansion of capital. Whereas 

other modes of production might find their purpose in making useful things 

to satisfy human needs, or in producing a surplus for a ruling nobility, or in 

producing to insure sufficient sacrifice for the edification of the gods, capital-

ism produces capital. Capitalism is a set of social relations—forms of prop-

erty, and so forth—in which production takes the form of turning money, 



things, and people into capital. And capital is a quantity of goods or money 

which, when exchanged for labor, reproduces and augments itself by extract-

ing unpaid labor, or surplus value, from labor and into itself. "The result of the 

capitalist production process is neither a mere product (use-value) nor a com-

modity, that is, a use-value which has exchange value. Its result, its product, is 

the creation of surplus-value for capital, and consequently the actual transfor-

mation of money or commodity into capital."6 

The exchange between capital and labor which produces surplus value, and 

hence capital, is highly specific. The worker gets a wage; the capitalist gets the 

things the worker has made during his or her time of employment. If the total 

value of the things the worker has made exceeds the value of his or her wage, 

the aim of capitalism has been achieved. The capitalist gets back the cost of 

the wage, plus an increment— surplus value. This can occur because the wage 

is determined not by the value of what the laborer makes, but by the value of 

what it takes to keep him or her going— to reproduce him or her from day to 

day, and to reproduce the entire workforce from one generation to the next. 

Thus, surplus value is the difference between what the laboring class produced 

as a whole, and the amount of that total which is recycled into maintaining the 

laboring class. 

The capital given in exchange for labour power is converted into neces-

saries, by the consumption of which the muscles, nerves, bones, and brains 

of existing labourers are reproduced, and new labourers are begotten.... 

[T]he individual consumption of the labourer, whether it proceed within 

the workshop or outside it, whether it be part of the process of production 

or not, forms therefore a factor of the production and reproduction of capi-

tal; just as cleaning machinery does.7 

Given the individual, the production of labour-power consists in his repro-

duction of himself or his maintenance. For his maintenance he requires a 

given quantity of the means of subsistence Labour-power sets itself in 

action only by working. But thereby a definite quantity of human muscle, 

brain, nerve, etc., is wasted, and these require to be restored.8 

The amount of difference between the reproduction of labor power and its 

products depends, therefore, on the determination of what it takes to repro-

duce that labor power. Marx tends to make that determination on the basis of 

the quantity of commodities—food, clothing, housing, fuel—that would be 

necessary to maintain the health, life, and strength of a worker. But these com-

modities must be consumed before they can be sustenance, and they are not 



immediately in consumable form when they are purchased by the wage. Addi-

tional labor must be performed upon these things before they can be turned 

into people. Food must be cooked, clothes cleaned, beds made, wood chopped. 

Housework is therefore a key element in the process of the reproduction of the 

laborer from whom surplus value is taken. Since it is usually women who do 

housework, it has been observed that it is through the reproduction of labor 

power that women are articulated into the surplus-value nexus which is the 

sine qua non of capitalism.9 It can be further argued that since no wage is paid 

for housework, the labor of women in the home contributes to the ultimate 

quantity of surplus value realized by the capitalist. But to explain women's use-

fulness to capitalism is one thing. To argue that this usefulness explains the 

genesis of the oppression of women is quite another. It is precisely at this point 

that the analysis of capitalism ceases to explain very much about women and 

the oppression of women. 

Women are oppressed in societies which can by no stretch of the imagi-

nation be described as capitalist. In the Amazon Valley and the New Guinea 

Highlands, women are frequently kept in their place by gang rape when the 

ordinary mechanisms of masculine intimidation prove insufficient. "We 

tame our women with the banana," said one Mundurucu man.10 The ethno-

graphic record is littered with practices whose effect is to keep women "in their 

place"—men's cults, secret initiations, arcane male knowledge, and so on. And 

precapitalist, feudal Europe was hardly a society in which there was no sexism. 

Capitalism has taken over and rewired no tions of male and female which pre-

date it by centuries. No analysis of the reproduction of labor power under capi-

talism can explain foot-binding, chastity belts, or any of the incredible array 

of Byzantine, fetishized indignities—let alone the more ordinary ones—that 

have been inflicted upon women in various times and places. The analysis of 

the reproduction of labor power does not even explain why it is usually women 

rather than men who do domestic work in the home. 

In this light it is interesting to return to Marx's discussion of the reproduc-

tion of labor. What is necessary to reproduce the worker is determined in part 

by the biological needs of the human organism, in part by the physical con-

ditions of the place in which it lives, and in part by cultural tradition. Marx 

observed that beer is necessary for the reproduction of the English working 

class, and wine necessary for the French. 

The number and extent of his [the worker's] so-called necessary wants, as also 

the modes of satisfying them, are themselves the product of historical devel-

opment, and depend therefore to a great extent on the degree of civilization 



of a country, more particularly on the conditions under which, and con-

sequently on the habits and degree of comfort in which, the class of free 

labourers has been formed. In contradistinction therefore to the case of other 

commodities, there enters into the determination of the value of labour-power 

a historical and moral element,n 

It is precisely this "historical and moral element" which determines that a 

"wife" is among the necessities of a worker, that women rather than men do 

housework, and that capitalism is heir to a long tradition in which women do 

not inherit, in which women do not lead, and in which women do not talk to 

God. It is this "historical and moral element" that presented capitalism with a 

cultural heritage of forms of masculinity and femininity. It is within this "his-

torical and moral element" that the entire domain of sex, sexuality, and sex 

oppression is subsumed. And the briefness of Marx's comment only serves 

to emphasize the vast area of social life that it covers and leaves unexamined. 

Only by subjecting this "historical and moral element" to analysis can the 

structures of sex oppression be delineated. 

En gels 

In The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State, Engels sees sex 

oppression as part of capitalism's heritage from prior social forms. Moreover, 

Engels integrates sex and sexuality into his theory of society. Origin is a frus-

trating book. Like the nineteenth-century tomes on the history of marriage 

and the family which it echoes, the state of the evidence in Origin renders it 

quaint to a reader familiar with more recent developments in anthropology. 

Nevertheless, it is a book whose considerable insight should not be over-

shadowed by its limitations. The idea that the "relations of sexuality" can and 

should be distinguished from the "relations of production" is not the least of 

Engels's intuitions. 

According to the materialistic conception, the determining factor in his-

tory is, in the final instance, the production and reproduction of immediate 

life. This, again, is of a twofold character: on the one hand, the production of 

the means of existence, of food, clothing, and shelter and the tools necessary 

for that production; on the other side, the production of human beings them-

selves, the propagation of the species. The social organization under which 

the people of a particular historical epoch and a particular country live is 

determined by both kinds of production: by the stage of development of 

labor, on the one hand, and of the family on the other.12 



This passage indicates an important recognition—that a human group 

must do more than apply its activity to reshaping the natural world in order 

to clothe, feed, and warm itself. We usually call the system by which elements 

of the natural world are transformed into objects of human consumption the 

"economy." But the needs that are satisfied by economic activity even in the 

richest, Marxian sense do not exhaust fundamental human requirements. A 

human group must also reproduce itself from generation to generation. The 

needs of sexuality and procreation must be satisfied as much as the need to eat, 

and one of the most obvious deductions to be made from the data of anthro-

pology is that these needs are hardly ever satisfied in any "natural" form, any 

more than are the needs for food. Hunger is hunger, but what counts as food 

is culturally determined and obtained. Every society has some form of orga-

nized economic activity. Sex is sex, but what counts as sex is equally culturally 

determined and obtained. Every society also has a sex/gender system—a set of 

arrangements by which the biological raw material of human sex and procre-

ation is shaped by human, social intervention and satisfied in a conventional 

manner, no matter how bizarre some of the conventions may be.13 

The realm of human sex, gender, and procreation has been subjected to, 

and changed by, relentless social activity for millennia. Sex as we know i t -

gender identity, sexual desire and fantasy, concepts of childhood—is itself a 

social product. We need to understand the relations of its production, and 

forget, for awhile, about food, clothing, automobiles, and transistor radios. In 

most Marxist tradition, and even in Engels's book, the concept of the "second 

aspect of material life" has tended to fade into the background or to be incor-

porated into the usual notions of "material life." Engels's suggestion has never 

been followed up and subjected to the refinement it needs. But he does indi-

cate the existence and importance of the domain of social life that I want to 

call the sex/gender system. 

Other names have been proposed for the sex/gender system. The most 

common alternatives are "mode of reproduction" and "patriarchy." It may be 

foolish to quibble about terms, but both of these can lead to confusion. All 

three proposals have been made in order to introduce a distinction between 

"economic" systems and "sexual" systems, and to indicate that sexual systems 

have a certain autonomy and cannot always be explained in terms of economic 

forces. "Mode of reproduction," for instance, has been proposed in opposition 

to the more familiar "mode of production." But this terminology links the 

"economy" to the production, and the sexual system to the "reproduction." It 

reduces the richness of either system, since "productions" and "reproductions" 

take place in both. Every mode of production involves reproduction—of tools, 



labor, and social relations. We cannot relegate all of the multifaceted aspects 

of social reproduction to the sex system. Replacement of machinery is an ex-

ample of reproduction in the economy. On the other hand, we cannot limit 

the sex system to "reproduction" in either the social or biological sense of the 

term. A sex/gender system is not simply the reproductive moment of a "mode 

of production." The formation of gender identity is an example of production 

in the realm of the sexual system. And a sex/gender system involves more than 

the "relations of procreation," reproduction in a biological sense. 

The term patriarchy was introduced to distinguish the forces maintain-

ing sexism from other social forces, such as capitalism. But the use of patri-

archy obscures other distinctions. Its use is analogous to using capitalism to 

refer to all modes of production, whereas the usefulness of the term capitalism 

lies precisely in that it distinguishes between the different systems by which 

societies are provisioned and organized. Any society will have some system of 

"political economy." Such a system may be egalitarian or socialist. It may be 

class stratified, in which case the oppressed class may consist of serfs, peasants, 

or slaves. The oppressed class may consist of wage laborers, in which case the 

system is properly labeled "capitalist." The power of the term lies in its impli-

cation that, in fact, there are alternatives to capitalism. 

Similarly, any society will have some systematic ways to deal with sex, gen-

der, and babies. Such a system may be sexually egalitarian, at least in theory, 

or it may be "gender stratified," as seems to be the case for most or all of the 

known examples. But it is important—even in the face of a depressing his-

tory— to maintain a distinction between the human capacity and necessity 

to create a sexual world, and the empirically oppressive ways in which sexual 

worlds have been organized. Patriarchy subsumes both meanings into the 

same term. Sex/gender system, on the other hand, is a neutral term that refers 

to the domain and indicates that oppression is not inevitable in that domain, 

but is the product of the specific social relations which organize it. 

Finally, there are gender-stratified systems that are not adequately de-

scribed as patriarchal. Many New Guinea societies are viciously oppressive to 

women.14 But the power of males in these groups is founded not on their roles 

as fathers or patriarchs, but on their collective adult maleness, embodied in 

secret cults, men's houses, warfare, exchange networks, ritual knowledge, and 

various initiation procedures. Patriarchy is a specific form of male dominance, 

and the use of the term ought to be confined to the ecclesiastical offices and 

authorities to which the term initially referred, or to the Old Testament-type 

pastoral nomads and similar groups whose political structures the word use-

fully describes. Abraham was a Patriarch—one old man whose absolute power 



over wives, children, herds, and dependents was an aspect of the institution of 

fatherhood, as defined in the social group in which he lived. 

Whichever term we use, what is important is to develop concepts to ade-

quately describe the social organization of sexuality and the reproduction of 

the conventions of sex and gender. We need to pursue the project Engels aban-

doned when he located the subordination of women in a development within 

the mode of production.15 To do this, we can imitate Engels in his method 

rather than in his results. Engels approached the task of analyzing the "second 

aspect of material life" by way of an examination of a theory of kinship sys-

tems. Kinship systems are and do many things. But they are made up of, and 

reproduce concrete forms of socially organized sexuality. Kinship systems are 

observable and empirical forms of sex/gender systems. 

Kinship: On the Part Played by Sexuality 
in the Transition from Ape to "Man" 

To an anthropologist, a kinship system is not a list of biological relatives. It is 

a system of categories and statuses which often contradict actual genetic re-

lationships. There are dozens of examples in which socially defined kinship 

statuses take precedence over biology. The Nuer custom of "woman marriage" 

is a case in point. The Nuer define the status of fatherhood as belonging to 

the person in whose name cattle bridewealth is given for the mother. Thus, a 

woman can be married to another woman, and be husband to the wife and 

father of her children, despite the fact that she is not the inseminator. 

In pre-state societies, kinship is often the idiom of social interaction, orga-

nizing economic, political, and ceremonial, as well as sexual activity. One's 

duties, responsibilities, and privileges vis-à-vis others are defined in terms of 

mutual kinship or lack thereof. The exchange of goods and services, produc-

tion and distribution, hostility and solidarity, ritual and ceremony, all take 

place within the organizational structure of kinship. The ubiquity and adaptive 

effectiveness of kinship has led many anthropologists to consider its invention, 

along with the invention of language, to have been the developments that de-

cisively marked the discontinuity between semihuman hominids and human 

beings.16 

While the idea of kinship's importance enjoys the status of a first principle 

in anthropology, the internal workings of kinship systems have long been a 

focus of intense controversy. Kinship systems vary wildly from one culture 

to the next. They contain all sorts of bewildering rules which govern whom 

one may or may not marry. Their internal complexity is dazzling. Kinship sys-



tems have for decades provoked the anthropological imagination into trying 

to explain incest taboos, cross-cousin marriage, terms of descent, relation-

ships of avoidance or forced intimacy, clans and sections, taboos on names— 

the diverse array of items found in descriptions of actual kinship systems. 

In the nineteenth century, several thinkers attempted to write comprehensive 

accounts of the nature and history of human sexual systems.17 One of these 

was Ancient Society, by Lewis Henry Morgan. It was this book which inspired 

Engels to write The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State. Engels's 

theory is based upon Morgan's account of kinship and marriage. 

In taking up Engels's project of extracting a theory of sex oppression from 

the study of kinship, we have the advantage of the maturation of ethnology 

since the nineteenth century. We also have the advantage of a peculiar and par-

ticularly appropriate book, Lévi-Strauss's The Elementary Structures of Kinship 

(1969).This is the boldest twentieth-century version of the nineteenth-century 

attempt to understand human marriage. It is a book in which kinship is explic-

itly conceived of as an imposition of cultural organization upon the facts of 

biological procreation. It is permeated with an awareness of the importance of 

sexuality in human society. It is a description of society that does not assume 

an abstract, genderless human subject. On the contrary, the human subject in 

Lévi-Strauss's work is always either male or female, and the divergent social 

destinies of the two sexes can therefore be traced. Since Lévi-Strauss sees the 

essence of kinship systems to lie in an exchange of women between men, he 

constructs an implicit theory of sex oppression. Aptly, the book is dedicated 

to the memory of Lewis Henry Morgan. 

"Vile and precious merchandise."—Monique Wittig, Les Guérillères 

The Elementary Structures of Kinship is a grand statement on the origin and 

nature of human society. It is a treatise on the kinship systems of approxi-

mately one-third of the ethnographic globe. Most fundamentally, it is an at-

tempt to discern the structural principles of kinship. Lévi-Strauss argues that 

the application of these principles (summarized in the last chapter of Elemen-

tary Structures) to kinship data reveals an intelligible logic in the taboos and 

marriage rules that have perplexed and mystified Western anthropologists. 

He constructs a chess game of such complexity that it cannot be recapitulated 

here. But two of his chess pieces are particularly relevant to women— the "gift" 

and the incest taboo, whose dual articulation adds up to his concept of the ex-

change of women. 

The Elementary Structures is in part a radical gloss on another famous theory 



of primitive social organization, Marcel Mauss's Essay on the Gift (1967).™ It 

was Mauss who first theorized the significance of one of the most striking fea-

tures of primitive societies: the extent to which giving, receiving, and recipro-

cating gifts dominate social intercourse. In such societies, all sorts of things 

circulate in exchange—food, spells, rituals, words, names, ornaments, tools, 

and powers: "Your own mo ther, your own sister, your own pigs, your own yams 

that you have piled up, you may no t eat. O ther people's mo thers, o ther people's 

sisters, other people's pigs, other people's yams that they have piled up, you 

may eat."19 

In a typical gift transaction, neither party gains anything. In the Trobriand 

Islands, each household maintains a garden of yams and each household eats 

yams. But the yams a household grows and the yams it eats are not the same. 

At harvest time, a man sends the yams he has cultivated to the household of 

his sister; the household in which he lives is provisioned by his wife's brother.20 

Since such a procedure appears to be a useless one from the point of view of 

accumulation or trade, its logic has been sought elsewhere. Mauss proposed 

that the significance of gift-giving is that it expresses, affirms, or creates a social 

link between the partners of an exchange. Gift-giving confers upon its partici-

pants a special relationship of trust, solidarity, and mutual aid. One can solicit 

a friendly relationship in the offer of a gift; acceptance implies a willingness 

to return a gift and a confirmation of the relationship. Gift exchange may also 

be the idiom of competition and rivalry. There are many examples in which 

one person humiliates another by giving more than can be reciprocated. Some 

political systems, such as the Big Man systems of highland New Guinea, are 

based on exchange that is unequal on the material plane. An aspiring Big Man 

wants to give away more goods than can be reciprocated. He gets his return in 

political prestige. 

Although both Mauss and Lévi-Strauss emphasize the solidary aspects of 

gift exchange, the other purposes served by gift-giving only strengthen the 

point that it is a ubiquitous means of social commerce. Mauss proposed that 

gifts were the threads of social discourse, the means by which such societies 

were held together in the absence of specialized governmental institutions. 

"The gift is the primitive way of achieving the peace that in civil society is 

secured by the state.... Composing society, the gift was the liberation of cul-

ture."21 

Lévi-Strauss adds to the theory of primitive reciprocity the idea that mar-

riages are a most basic form of gift exchange, in which it is women who are 

the most precious gifts. He argues that the incest taboo should best be under-

stood as a mechanism to insure that such exchanges take place between fami-



lies and between groups. Since the existence of incest taboos is universal, but 

the content of their prohibitions variable, they cannot be explained as having 

the aim of preventing the occurrence of genetically close matings. Rather, the 

incest taboo imposes the social aim of exogamy and alliance upon the bio-

logical events of sex and procreation. The incest taboo divides the universe 

of sexual choice into categories of permitted and prohibited sexual partners. 

Specifically, by forbidding unions within a group it enjoins marital exchange 

between groups. "The prohibition on the sexual use of a daughter or a sister 

compels them to be given in marriage to another man, and at the same time it 

establishes a right to the daughter or sister of this other m a n . . . . The woman 

whom one does not take is, for that very reason, offered up The prohibition 

of incest is less a rule prohibiting marriage with the mother, sister, or daughter, 

than a rule obliging the mother, sister, or daughter to be given to others. It is 

the supreme rule of the gift."22 

The result of a gift of women is more profound than the result of other gift 

transactions, because the relationship thus established is not just one of reci-

procity, but one of kinship. The exchange partners have become affines, and 

their descendants will be related by blood: "Two people may meet in friend-

ship and exchange gifts and yet quarrel and fight in later times, but intermar-

riage connects them in a permanent manner."23 As is the case with other gift-

giving, marriages are not always simply activities to make peace. Marriages 

maybe highly competitive, and there are plenty of affines who fight each other. 

Nevertheless, in a general sense the argument is that the taboo on incest re-

sults in a wide network of relations, a set of people whose connections with 

one another compose a kinship structure. All other levels, amounts, and direc-

tions of exchange—including hostile ones—are ordered by this structure. The 

marriage ceremonies recorded in the ethnographic literature are moments in 

a ceaseless and ordered procession in which women, children, shells, words, 

catde, names, fish, ancestors, whale's teeth, pigs, yams, spells, dances, mats, 

and so on, pass from hand to hand, leaving as their tracks the ties that bind. 

Kinship is organization, and organization gives power. 

But who is organized? If it is women who are being transacted, then it is 

the men who give and take them who are linked, the woman being a conduit 

of a relationship rather than a partner of it24 The exchange of women does 

not necessarily imply that women are objectified, in the modern sense, since 

objects in the primitive world are imbued with highly personal qualities. But it 

does imply a distinction between gift and giver. If women are the gifts, then it 

is men who are the exchange partners. And it is the partners, not the presents, 



upon whom reciprocal exchange confers its quasi-mystical powers of social 

linkage. The relations of such a system are such that women are in no position 

to realize the benefits of their own circulation. As long as the relations specify 

that men exchange women, it is men who are the beneficiaries of the product 

of such exchanges—social organization. "The total relationship of exchange 

which constitutes marriage is not established between a man and a woman, 

but between two groups of men, and the woman figures only as one of the ob-

jects in the exchange, not as one of the partners. . . . This remains true even 

when the girl's feelings are taken into consideration, as, moreover, is usually 

the case. In acquiescing to the proposed union, she precipitates or allows the 

exchange to take place; she cannot alter its nature."25 

To enter into a gift exchange as a partner, one must have something to give. 

If women are for men to dispose of, they are in no position to give themselves 

away. 

"What woman," mused a young Northern Melpa man, "is ever strong 

enough to get up and say, 'Let us make moka, let us find wives and pigs, 

let us give our daughters to men, let us wage war. Let us kill our enemies!' 

No, indeed not ! . . . they are little rubbish things who stay at home simply, 

don't you see?"26 

What women indeed! The Melpa women of whom the young man spoke 

cannot get wives; they are wives, and what they get are husbands, an entirely 

different matter. The Melpa women can't give their daughters to men, because 

they do not have the same rights in their daughters that their male kin have, 

rights of bestowal (although not of ownership). 

The "exchange of women" is a seductive and powerful concept. It is attrac-

tive in that it places the oppression of women within social systems, rather 

than in biology. Moreover, it suggests that we look for the ultimate locus of 

women's oppression within the traffic in women, rather than within the traffic 

of merchandise. It is certainly not difficult to find ethnographic and histori-

cal examples of trafficking in women. Women are given in marriage, taken in 

battle, exchanged for favors, sent as tribute, traded, bought, and sold. Far from 

being confined to the "primitive" world, these practices seem only to become 

more pronounced and commercialized in more "civilized" societies. Men are 

of course also trafficked—but as slaves, hustlers, athletic stars, serfs, or as some 

other catastrophic social status, rather than as men. Women are transacted as 

slaves, serfs, and prostitutes, but also simply as women. And if men have been 

sexual subjects—exchangers—and women sexual semi-objects—gifts—for 



much of human history, then many customs, clichés, and personality traits 

seem to make a great deal of sense (among others, the curious custom by 

which a father gives away the bride). 

The "exchange of women" is also a problematic concept. Since Lévi-Strauss 

argues that the incest taboo and the results of its application constitute the ori-

gin of culture, his analysis implies that the world-historical defeat of women 

occurred with the origin of culture, and is a prerequisite of culture. If his 

analysis is adopted in its pure form, the feminist program must include a task 

even more onerous than the extermination of men; it must attempt to get rid 

of culture and substitute some entirely new phenomena on the face of the 

earth. However, it would be a dubious proposition at best to argue that if there 

were no exchange of women there would be no culture, if for no other reason 

than that culture is, by definition, inventive. It is even debatable that "exchange 

of women" adequately describes all of the empirical evidence of kinship sys-

tems. Some cultures, such as the Lele and the Kuma, exchange women explic-

itly and overtly. In other cultures, the exchange of women can be inferred. In 

some—particularly those hunters and gatherers excluded from Lévi-Strauss's 

sample—the efficacy of the concept becomes altogether questionable. What 

are we to make of a concept which seems so useful and yet so difficult? 

The "exchange of women" is neither a definition of culture nor a system in 

and of itself. The concept is an acute, but condensed, apprehension of certain 

aspects of the social relations of sex and gender. A kinship system is an imposi-

tion of social ends upon a part of the natural world. It is therefore "production" 

in the most general sense of the term: a molding, a transformation of objects 

(in this case, people) to and by a subjective purpose.27 It has its own relations 

of production, distribution, and exchange, which include certain "property" 

forms in people. These forms are not exclusive, private property rights, but 

rather different sorts of rights that various people have in other people. Mar-

riage transactions—the gifts and material which circulate in the ceremonies 

marking a marriage—are a rich source of data for determining exactly who 

has which rights in whom. It is not difficult to deduce from such transactions 

that in most cases women's rights are considerably more residual than those 

of men. 

Kinship systems do not merely exchange women. They exchange sexual ac-

cess, genealogical statuses, lineage names and ancestors, rights, and people-

men, women, and children—in concrete systems of social relationships. These 

relationships always include certain rights for men, others for women. "Ex-

change of women" is a shorthand expression for the social relations of kinship 

systems specifying that men have certain rights in their female kin, and that 



women do not have the same rights either to themselves or to their male kin. 

In this sense, the exchange of women is a profound perception of a system in 

which women do not have full rights to themselves. The exchange of women 

becomes an obfuscation if it is seen as a cultural necessity and when it is used 

as the single tool with which an analysis of a particular kinship system is ap-

proached. 

If Lévi-Strauss is correct in seeing the exchange of women as a fundamen-

tal principle of kinship, the subordination of women can be seen as a product 

of the relationships by which sex and gender are organized and produced. The 

economic oppression of women is derivative and secondary. But there is an 

"economics" of sex and gender, and what we need is a political economy of 

sexual systems. We need to study each society to determine the exact mecha-

nisms by which particular conventions of sexuality are produced and main-

tained. The "exchange of women" is an initial step toward building an arsenal 

of concepts with which sexual systems can be described. 

Psychoanalysis and Its Discontents 

The battle between psychoanalysis and the women's and gay movements has 

become legendary. In part, this confrontation between sexual revolutionaries 

and the clinical establishment has been due to the evolution of psychoanaly-

sis in the United States, where clinical tradition has fetishized anatomy. The 

child is thought to travel through its organismic stages until it reaches its ana-

tomical destiny and the missionary position. Clinical practice has often seen 

its mission as the repair of individuals who somehow have become derailed 

en route to their "biological" aim. Transforming moral law into scientific law, 

clinical practice has acted to enforce sexual convention upon unruly partici-

pants. In this sense, psychoanalysis has often become more than a theory of 

the mechanisms of the reproduction of sexual arrangements; it has been one 

of those mechanisms. Since the aim of the feminist and gay revolts is to dis-

mande the apparatus of sexual enforcement, a critique of psychoanalysis has 

been in order. 

But the rejection of Freud by the women's and gay movement has deeper 

roots in the rejection by psychoanalysis of its own insights. Nowhere are the 

effects on women of male-dominated social systems better documented than 

within the clinical literature. According to the Freudian orthodoxy, the attain-

ment of "normal" femininity extracts severe costs from women. The theory of 

gender acquisition could have been the basis of a critique of sex roles. Instead, 

the radical implications of Freud's theory have been radically repressed. This 



tendency is evident even in the original formulations of the theory, but it has 

been exacerbated over time until the potential for a critical psychoanalytic 

theory of gender is visible only in the symptomatology of its denial—an intri-

cate rationalization of sex roles as they are. It is not the purpose of this paper 

to conduct a psychoanalysis of the psychoanalytic unconscious; but I do hope 

to demonstrate that it exists. Moreover, the salvage of psychoanalysis from its 

own motivated repression is not for the sake of Freud's good name. Psycho-

analysis contains a unique set of concepts for understanding men, women, 

and sexuality. It is a theory of sexuality in human society. Most important, 

psychoanalysis provides a description of the mechanisms by which the sexes 

are divided and deformed, of how bisexual, androgynous infants are trans-

formed into boys and girls.28 Psychoanalysis is a feminist theory manqué. 

The Oedipus Hex 

Until the late 1920s, the psychoanalytic movement did not have a distinctive 

theory of feminine development. Instead, variants of an "Electra" complex in 

women had been proposed, in which female experience was thought to be a 

mirror image of the Oedipal complex described for males. The boy loved his 

mother, but gave her up out of fear of the father's threat of castration. The girl, 

it was thought, loved her father, and gave him up out of fear of maternal ven-

geance. This formulation assumed that both children were subject to a biologi-

cal imperative toward heterosexuality. It also assumed that the children were 

already, before the Oedipal phase, "little" men and women. 

Freud had voiced reservations about jumping to conclusions about women 

on the basis of data gathered from men. But his objections remained general 

until the discovery of the pre-Oedipal phase in women. The concept of the pre-

Oedipal phase enabled both Freud and Jeanne Lampl de Groot to articulate 

the classic psychoanalytic theory of femininity.29 The idea of the pre-Oedipal 

phase in women produced a dislocation of the biologically derived presuppo-

sitions which underlay notions of an "Electra" complex. In the pre-Oedipal 

phase, children of both sexes were psychically indistinguishable, which meant 

that their differentiation into masculine and feminine children had to be ex-

plained, rather than assumed. Pre-Oedipal children were described as bi-

sexual. Both sexes exhibited the full range of libidinal attitudes, active and 

passive. And for children of both sexes, the mother was the object of desire. 

The characteristics of the pre-Oedipal female challenged the ideas of a pri-

mordial heterosexuality and gender identity. Since the girl's libidinal activity 

was directed toward the mother, her adult heterosexuality had to be explained: 



"It would be a solution of ideal simplicity if we could suppose that from a par-

ticular age onwards the elementary influence of the mutual attraction between 

the sexes makes itself felt and impels the small woman towards m e n . . . . But 

we are not going to find things so easy; we scarcely know whether we are to 

believe seriously in the power of which poets talk so much and with such en-

thusiasm but which cannot be further dissected analytically."30 Moreover, the 

girl did not manifest a "feminine" libidinal attitude. Since her desire for the 

mother was active and aggressive, her ultimate accession to "femininity" had 

also to be explained: "In conformity with its peculiar nature, psychoanalysis 

does not try to describe what a woman i s . . . but sets about enquiring how she 

comes into being, how a woman develops out of a child with a bisexual dispo-

sition."31 

In short, feminine development could no longer be taken for granted as 

a reflex of biology. Rather, it had become immensely problematic. It is in ex-

plaining the acquisition of "femininity" that Freud employs the concepts of 

penis envy and castration, which have infuriated feminists since he first intro-

duced them. According to Freud, the girl turns from the mother and represses 

the "masculine" elements of her libido as a result of her recognition that she 

is castrated. She compares her tiny clitoris to the larger penis, and in the face 

of its evident superior ability to satisfy the mother, falls prey to penis envy and 

a sense of inferiority. She gives up her struggle for the mother and assumes a 

passive feminine position vis-à-vis the father. Freud's account can be read as 

claiming that femininity is a consequence of the anatomical differences be-

tween the sexes. He has therefore been accused of biological determinism. 

Nevertheless, even in his most anatomically stated versions of the female cas-

tration complex, the "inferiority" of the woman's genitals is a product of the 

situational context: the girl feels less "equipped" to possess and satisfy the 

mother. If the pre-Oedipal lesbian were not confronted by the heterosexuality 

of the mother, she might draw different conclusions about the relative status 

of her genitals. 

Freud was never as much of a biological determinist as some would have 

him. He repeatedly stressed that all adult sexuality resulted from psychic, not 

biologic, development. But his writing is often ambiguous, and his wording 

leaves plenty of room for the biological interpretations which have been so 

popular in American psychoanalysis. In France, on the other hand, the trend 

in psychoanalytic theory has been to de-biologize Freud, and to conceive of 

psychoanalysis as a theory of information rather than organs. Jacques Lacan, 

the instigator of this line of thinking, insists that Freud never meant to say 

anything about anatomy, and that Freud's theory was instead about language 



and the cultural meanings imposed upon anatomy. The debate over the "real" 

Freud is extremely interesting, but it is not my purpose here to contribute to 

it. Rather, I want to rephrase the classic theory of femininity in Lacan's termi-

nology, after introducing some of the pieces on Lacan's conceptual chessboard. 

Kinship, Lacan, and the Phallus 

Lacan suggests that psychoanalysis is the study of the traces left in the psyches 

of individuals as a result of their conscription into systems of kinship. 

Isn't it striking that Lévi-Strauss, in suggesting that implication of the 

structures of language with that part of the social laws which regulate mar-

riage ties and kinship, is already conquering the very terrain in which Freud 

situates the unconscious?32 

For where on earth would one situate the determinations of the uncon-

scious if it is not in those nominal cadres in which marriage ties and kin-

ship are always grounded And how would one apprehend the analyti-

cal conflicts and their Oedipean prototype outside the engagements which 

have fixed, long before the subject came into the world, no t only his destiny, 

but his identity itself?33 

This is precisely where the Oedipus complex . . . may be said, in this con-

nection, to mark the limits which our discipline assigns to subjectivity: 

that is to say, what the subject can know of his unconscious participation 

in the movement of the complex structures of marriage ties, by verifying 

the symbolic effects in his individual existence of the tangential movement 

towards incest.34 

Kinship is the culturalization of biological sexuality on the societal level; 

psychoanalysis describes the transformation of the biological sexuality of indi-

viduals as they are enculturated. 

Kinship terminology contains information about the system. Kin terms 

demarcate statuses and indicate some of the attributes of those statuses. For 

instance, in the Trobriand Islands a man calls the women of his clan by the 

term for "sister." He calls women of clans into which he can marry by a term 

indicating their marriageability. When the young Trobriand male learns these 

terms, he learns which women he can safely desire, hi Lacan's scheme, the 

Oedipal crisis occurs when a child leams of the sexual rules embedded in the 

terms for family and relatives. The crisis begins when the child comprehends 

the system and his or her place in it; the crisis is resolved when the child ac-



cepts that place and accedes to it. Even if the child refuses that place, he or she 

cannot escape the knowledge of it. Before the Oedipal phase, the sexuality of 

the child is labile and relatively unstructured. Each child contains all the sexual 

possibilities available to human expression. But in any given society, only some 

of these possibilities will be expressed, while others will be constrained. Upon 

leaving the Oedipal phase, the child's libido and gender identity have been or-

ganized in conformity with the rules of the culture which is domesticating it.35 

The Oedipal complex is an apparatus for the production of sexual person-

ality. It is a truism to say that societies will inculcate in their young the charac-

ter traits appropriate to carrying on the business of society. For instance, E. P. 

Thompson speaks of the transformation of the personality structure of the 

English working class as artisans were changed into good industrial workers.36 

Just as the social forms of labor demand certain kinds of personality, the social 

forms of sex and gender demand certain kinds of people. In the most general 

terms, the Oedipal complex is a machine which fashions the appropriate forms 

of sexual individuals.37 

In the Lacanian theory of psychoanalysis, it is the kin terms that indicate 

a structure of relationships that will determine the role of any individual or 

object within the Oedipal drama. For instance, Lacan makes a distinction 

between the "function of the father" and a particular father who embodies 

this function. In the same way, he makes a radical distinction between the 

penis and the "phallus," between organ and information. The phallus is a set 

of meanings conferred upon the penis. The differentiation between phallus 

and penis in contemporary French psychoanalytic terminology emphasizes 

the idea that the penis could not and does not play the role attributed to it in 

the classical terminology of the castration complex.38 

In Freud's terminology, the Oedipal complex presents two alternatives to 

a child: to have a penis or to be castrated. In contrast, the Lacanian theory of 

the castration complex leaves behind all reference to anatomical reality. 

The theory of the castration complex amounts to having the male organ 

play a dominant role— this time as a symbol— to the extent that its absence 

or presence transforms an anatomical difference into a major classification 

of humans, and to the extent that, for each subject, this presence or absence 

is not taken for granted, is not reduced purely and simply to a given, but is 

the problematical result of an intra- and intersubjective process (the subject's 

assumption of his own sex).39 

The alternative presented to the child may be rephrased as an alternative 

between having, or not having, the phallus. Castration is not having the (sym-



bolic) phallus. Castration is not a real "lack," but a meaning conferred on the 

genitals of a woman: "Castration may derive support from . . . the apprehen-

sion in the Real of the absence of the penis in women—but even this supposes 

a symbolization of the object, since the Real is full, and Tacks' nothing. Inso-

far as one finds castration in the genesis of neurosis, it is never real but sym-

bolic."40 

The phallus is, as it were, a distinctive feature differentiating "castrated" and 

"noncastrated." The presence or absence of the phallus carries the differences 

between two sexual statuses, "man" and "woman."41 Since these are not equal, 

the phallus also carries a meaning of the dominance of men over women, and 

it maybe inferred that "penis envy" is a recognition thereof. Moreover, as long 

as men have rights in women which women do not have in themselves, the 

phallus also carries the meaning of the difference between "exchanger" and 

"exchanged," gift and giver. Ultimately, neither the classical Freudian nor the 

rephrased Lacanian theories of the Oedipal process make sense unless at least 

this much of the Paleolithic relations of sexuality are still with us. We still live 

in a "phallic" culture. 

Lacan also speaks of the phallus as a symbolic object which is exchanged 

within and between families.42 It is interesting to think about this observa-

tion in terms of primitive marriage transactions and exchange networks. In 

those transactions, the exchange of women is usually one of many cycles of ex-

change. Usually, there are other objects circulating as well as women. Women 

move in one direction, cattle, shells, or mats in the other. In one sense, the 

Oedipal complex is an expression of the circulation of the phallus in intra-

family exchange, an inversion of the circulation of women in interfamily ex-

change. In the cycle of exchange manifested by the Oedipal complex, the phal-

lus passes through the medium of women from one man to another—from 

father to son, from mother's brother to sister's son, and so forth. In this family 

Kula ring, women go one way, the phallus the other. It is where we aren't. In 

this sense, the phallus is more than a feature which distinguishes the sexes: 

it is the embodiment of the male status, to which men accede, and in which 

certain rights inhere— among them, the right to a woman. It is an expression 

of the transmission of male dominance. It passes through women and settles 

upon men.43 The tracks which it leaves include gender identity, the division of 

the sexes. But it leaves more than this. It leaves "penis envy," which acquires a 

rich meaning of the disquietude of women in a phallic culture. 



Oedipus Revisited 

We return now to the two pre-Oedipal androgynes, sitting on the border be-

tween biology and culture. Lévi-Strauss places the incest taboo on that border, 

arguing that its initiation of the exchange of women constitutes the origin of 

society. In this sense, the incest taboo and the exchange of women are the con-

tent of the original social contract.44 For individuals, the Oedipal crisis occurs 

at the same divide, when the incest taboo initiates the exchange of the phallus. 

The Oedipal crisis is precipitated by certain items of information. The chil-

dren discover the differences between the sexes, and that each child must be-

come one or the other gender. They also discover the incest taboo, and that 

some sexuality is prohibited—in this case, the mother is unavailable to either 

child because she "belongs" to the father. Lastly, they discover that the two 

genders do not have the same sexual "rights" or futures. 

In the normal course of events, the boy renounces his mother for fear that 

otherwise his father would castrate him (refuse to give him the phallus, and 

make him a girl). But by this act of renunciation, the boy affirms the relation-

ships which have given mother to father and which will give him, if he be-

comes a man, a woman of his own. In exchange for the boy's affirmation of 

his father's right to his mother, the father affirms the phallus of his son (does 

not castrate him). The boy exchanges his mother for the phallus, the symbolic 

token which can later be exchanged for a woman. The only thing required of 

him is a little patience. He retains his initial libidinal organization and the sex 

of his original love object. The social contract to which he has agreed will even-

tually recognize his own rights and provide him with a woman of his own. 

What happens to the girl is more complex. She, like the boy, discovers the 

taboo against incest and the division of the sexes. She also discovers some un-

pleasant information about the gender to which she is being assigned. For the 

boy, the taboo on incest is a taboo on certain women. For the girl, it is a taboo 

on all women. Since she is in a homosexual position vis-à-vis the mother, the 

rule of heterosexuality which dominates the scenario makes her position ex-

cruciatingly untenable. The mother, and all women by extension, can be prop-

erly beloved only by someone "with a penis" (phallus). Since the girl has no 

"phallus," she has no "right" to love her mother or another woman since she 

is herself destined to some man. She does not have the symbolic token which 

can be exchanged for a woman. 

If Freud's wording of this moment of the female Oedipal crisis is ambigu-

ous, Lampl de Groot's formulation makes the context which confers meaning 

upon the genitals explicit: "If the little girl comes to the conclusion that such an 



organ is really indispensable to the possession of the mother, she experiences in 

addition to the narcissistic insults common to both sexes still another blow, 

namely a feeling of inferiority about her genitals."*1 The girl concludes that the 

"penis" is indispensable for the possession of the mother because only those 

who possess the phallus have a "right" to a woman, and the token of exchange. 

She does not come to her conclusion because of the natural superiority of the 

penis either in and of itself, or as an instrument for making love. The hierar-

chical arrangement of the male and female genitals is a result of the definitions 

of the situation—the rule of obligatory heterosexuality and the relegation of 

women (those without the phallus, castrated) to men (those with the phallus). 

The girl then begins to turn away from the mother, and to the father. "To 

the girl, it [castration] is an accomplished fact, which is irrevocable, but the 

recognition of which compels her finally to renounce her first love object and 

to taste to the full the bitterness of its loss. . . . [T]he father is chosen as a 

love-object, the enemy becomes the beloved."46 This recognition of "castra-

tion" forces the girl to redefine her relationship to herself, her mother, and her 

father. 

She turns from the mother because she does not have the phallus to give 

her. She turns from the mother also in anger and disappointment, because 

the mother did not give her a "penis" (phallus). But the mother, a woman in a 

phallic culture, does not have the phallus to give away (having gone through 

the Oedipal crisis herself a generation earlier). The girl then turns to the father 

because only he can "give her the phallus," and it is only through him that she 

can enter into the symbolic exchange system in which the phallus circulates. 

But the father does not give her the phallus in the same way that he gives it to 

the boy. The phallus is affirmed in the boy, who then has it to give away. The girl 

never gets the phallus. It passes through her, and in its passage is transformed 

into a child. When she "recognizes her castration," she accedes to the place of 

a woman in a phallic exchange network. She can "get" the phallus—in inter-

course, or as a child—but only as a gift from a man. She never gets to give it 

away. 

When she turns to the father, she also represses the "active" portions of her 

libido. 

The turning away from her mother is an extremely important step in the 

course of a little girl's development. It is more than a mere change of object 

. . . hand in hand with it there is to be observed a marked lowering of the 

active sexual impulses and a rise of the passive ones. . . . The transition to 

the father object is accomplished with the help of the passive trends in so 



far as they have escaped the catastrophe. The path to the development of 

femininity now lies open to the girl.47 

The ascendance of passivity in the girl is due to her recognition of the fu-

tility of realizing her active desire, and of the unequal terms of the struggle. 

Freud locates active desire in the clitoris and passive desire in the vagina, and 

thus describes the repression of active desire as the repression of clitoral eroti-

cism in favor of passive vaginal eroticism. In this scheme, cultural stereotypes 

have been mapped onto the genitals. Since the work of Masters and Johnson, 

it is evident that this genital division is a false one. Any organ—penis, cli-

toris, vagina—can be the locus of either active or passive eroticism. What is 

important in Freud's scheme, however, is not the geography of desire but its 

self-confidence. It is not an organ which is repressed but a segment of erotic 

possibility. Freud notes that "more constraint has been applied to the libido 

when it is pressed into the service of the feminine function."48 The girl has 

been robbed. 

If the Oedipal phase proceeds normally and the girl "accepts her castra-

tion," her libidinal structure and object choice are now congruent with the 

female gender role. She has become a little woman—feminine, passive, hetero-

sexual. Actually, Freud suggests that there are three alternate routes out of 

the Oedipal catastrophe. The girl may simply freak out, repress sexuality al-

together, and become asexual. She may protest, cling to her narcissism and 

desire, and become either "masculine" or homosexual. Or she may accept the 

situation, sign the social contract, and attain "normality." 

Karen Horney is critical of the entire Freud/Lampl de Groot scheme. But 

in the course of her critique she articulates its implications. 

When she [the girl] first turns to a man (the father), it is in the main only 

by way of the narrow bridge of resentment We should feel it a contra-

diction if the relation of woman to man did not retain throughout life some 

tinge of this enforced substitute for that which was really desired.... The 

same character of something remote from instinct, secondary and substitu-

tive, would, even in normal women, adhere to the wish formotherhood 

The special point about Freud's viewpoint is rather that it sees the wish 

for motherhood not as an innate formation, but as something that can be 

reduced psychologically to its ontogenetic elements and draws its energy 

originally from homosexual or phallic instinctual elements It would fol-

low, finally, that women's whole reaction to life would be based on a strong 

subterranean resentment.49 



Horney considers these implications to be so far-fetched that they challenge 

the validity of Freud's entire scheme. But it is certainly plausible to argue in-

stead that the creation of "femininity" in women in the course of socialization 

is an act of psychic brutality, and that it leaves in women an immense resent-

ment of the suppression to which they were subjected. It is also possible to 

argue that women have few means for realizing and expressing their residual 

anger. One can read Freud's essays on femininity as descriptions of how a 

group is prepared psychologically, at a tender age, to live with its oppression. 

There is an additional element in the classic discussions of the attainment 

of womanhood. The girl first turns to the father, because she must, because 

she is "castrated" (a helpless woman). She then discovers that "castration" is 

a prerequisite to the father's love, that she must be a woman for him to love 

her. She therefore begins to desire "castration," and what had previously been 

a disaster becomes a wish. "Analytic experience leaves no room for doubt 

that the little girl's first libidinal relation to her father is masochistic, and the 

masochistic wish in its earliest distinctively feminine phase is: 'I want to be 

castrated by my father.'"50 Deutsch argues that such masochism may conflict 

with the ego, causing some women to flee the entire situation in defense of 

their self-regard. Those women to whom the choice is "between finding bliss 

in suffering or peace in renunciation" will have difficulty in attaining a healthy 

attitude to intercourse and motherhood.51 Why Deutsch appears to consider 

such women to be special cases, rather than the norm, is not clear from her 

discussion. 

The psychoanalytic theory of femininity is one that sees female develop-

ment based largely on pain and humiliation, and it takes some fancy footwork 

to explain why anyone ought to enjoy being a woman. At this point in the 

classic discussions biology makes a triumphant return. The fancy footwork 

consists in arguing that finding joy in pain is adaptive to the role of women 

in reproduction, since defloration and childbirth are "painful." Would it not 

make more sense to question the entire procedure? If women, in finding their 

place in a sexual system, are robbed of libido and forced into a masochistic 

eroticism, why did the analysts not argue for novel arrangements, instead of 

rationalizing the old ones? 

Freud's theory of femininity has been subjected to feminist critique since it 

was first published. To the extent that the theory is a rationalization of female 

subordination, this critique has been justified. To the extent that it is a de-

scription of a process that subordinates women, this critique is a mistake. As 

a description of how phallic culture domesticates women, and the effects in 

women of their domestication, psychoanalytic theory has no parallel.52 And 



since psychoanalysis is a theory of gender, dismissing it would be ill advised 

for a political movement dedicated to eradicating gender hierarchy (or gen-

der itself). We cannot dismande something that we underestimate or do not 

understand. The oppression of women is deep; equal pay, equal work, and all 

the female politicians in theworld will not extirpate the roots of sexism. Lévi-

Strauss and Freud elucidate what would otherwisebe poorlyperceived parts of 

the deep structures of sex oppression. They serve as reminders of the intracta-

bility and magnitude of what we fight, and their analyses provide preliminary 

charts of the social machinery we must rearrange. 

Women Unite to Off the Oedipal Residue of Culture 

The precision of the fit between Freud and Lévi-Strauss is striking. Kinship 

systems require a division of the sexes. The Oedipal phase divides the sexes. 

Kinship systems include sets of rules governing sexuality. The Oedipal crisis is 

the assimilation of these rules and taboos. Compulsory heterosexuality is the 

product of kinship. The Oedipal phase constitutes heterosexual desire. Kin-

ship rests on a radical difference between the rights of men and women. The 

Oedipal complex confers male rights upon the boy and forces the girl to ac-

commodate herself to her lesser rights. 

This fit between Lévi-Strauss and Freud is by implication an argument that 

our sex/gender system is still organized by the principles outlined by Lévi-

Strauss, despite the entirely nonmodem character of his data. The more re-

cent data on which Freud bases his theories testifies to the endurance of these 

sexual structures. If my reading of Freud and Lévi-Strauss is accurate, it sug-

gests that the feminist movement must attempt to resolve the Oedipal crisis of 

culture by reorganizing the domain of sex and gender in such a way that each 

individual's Oedipal experience would be less destructive. The dimensions of 

such a task are difficult to imagine, but at least certain conditions would have 

to be met. 

Several elements of the Oedipal situation would have to be altered in order 

that the phase not have such disastrous effects on the young female ego. The 

Oedipal phase institutes a contradiction in the girl by placing irreconcilable 

demands upon her. On the one hand, the girl's love for the mother is induced 

by the mother's job of child care. The girl is then forced to abandon this love 

because of the female sex role— to belong to a man. If the sexual division of 

labor were such that adults of both sexes cared for children equally, primary 

object choice would be bisexual. If heterosexuality were not obligatory, this 

early love would not have to be suppressed, and the penis would not be over-



valued. If the sexual property system were reorganized in such a way that men 

did not have overriding rights in women (if there was no exchange of women) 

and if there were no gender, the entire Oedipal drama would be a relic. In 

short, feminism must call for a revolution in kinship. 

The organization of sex and gender once had functions other than itself—it 

organized society. Now, it mainly organizes and reproduces itself. The kinds 

of relationships sexuality established in the dim human past still dominate 

our sexual lives, our ideas about men and women, and the ways we raise our 

children. But they lack the functional load they once carried. One of the most 

conspicuous features of kinship is that it has been systematically stripped of its 

functions—political, economic, educational, and organizational. It has been 

reduced to its barest bones—sex and gender. 

Human sexual life will always be subject to convention and human inter-

vention. It will never be completely "natural," if only because our species is 

social, cultural, and articulate. The wild profusion of infantile sexuality will 

always be tamed. The confrontation between immature and helpless infants 

and the developed social life of their elders will probably always leave some 

residue of disturbance. But the mechanisms and aims of this process need not 

be largely independent of conscious choice. Cultural evolution provides us 

with the opportunity to seize control of the means of sexuality, reproduction, 

and socialization, and to make conscious decisions to liberate human sexual 

life from the archaic relationships which deform it. Ultimately, a thorough-

going feminist revolution would liberate more than women. It would liberate 

forms of sexual expression, and it would liberate human personality from the 

straightjacket of gender. 

"Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I'm through."—Sylvia Plath 

In the course of this essay I have tried to construct a theory of women's oppres-

sion by borrowing concepts from anthropology and psychoanalysis. But Lévi-

Strauss and Freud write within intellectual traditions produced by a culture in 

which women are oppressed. The danger in my enterprise is that the sexism 

in the traditions of which they are a part tends to be dragged in with each 

borrowing. "We cannot utter a single destructive proposition which has not 

already slipped into the form, the logic, and the implicit postulations of pre-

cisely what it seeks to contest."53 And what slips in is formidable. Both psycho-

analysis and structural anthropology are, in one sense, the most sophisticated 

ideologies of sexism around.54 

For instance, Lévi-Strauss sees women as being like words, which are mis-



used when they are not "communicated" and exchanged. On the last page of a 

very long book, he observes that this creates something of a contradiction in 

women, since women are at the same time "speakers" and "spoken." His only 

comment on this contradiction is this. 

But woman could never become just a sign and nothing more, since even 

in a man's world she is still a person, and since insofar as she is defined as 

a sign she must be recognized as a generator of signs. In the matrimonial 

dialogue of men, woman is never purely what is spoken about; for if women 

in general represent a certain category of signs, destined to a certain kind of 

communication, each woman preserves a particular value arising from her 

talent, before and after marriage, for taking her part in a duet. In contrast 

to words, which have wholly become signs, woman has remained at once a 

sign and a value. This explains why the relations between the sexes have pre-

served that affective richness, ardour and mystery which doubtless originally 

permeated the entire universe of human communications55 

This is an extraordinary statement. Why is he not, at this point, denouncing 

what kinship systems do to women, instead of presenting one of the greatest 

rip-offs of all time as the root of romance? 

A similar insensitivity is revealed within psychoanalysis by the inconsis-

tency with which it assimilates the critical implications of its own theory. For 

instance, Freud did not hesitate to recognize that his findings posed a chal-

lenge to conventional morality: "We cannot avoid observing with critical eyes, 

and we have found that it is impossible to give our support to conventional 

sexual morality or to approve highly of the means by which society attempts 

to arrange the practical problems of sexuality in life. We can demonstrate with 

ease that what the world calls its code of morals demands more sacrifices than 

it is worth, and that its behavior is neither dictated by honesty nor instituted 

with wisdom."56 

Nevertheless, when psychoanalysis demonstrates with equal facility that 

the ordinary components of feminine personality are masochism, self-hatred, 

and passivity, a similar judgment is not made.57 Instead, a double standard of 

interpretation is employed. Masochism is bad for men, essential to women. 

Adequate narcissism is necessary for men, impossible for women. Passivity is 

tragic in man, while lack of passivity is tragic in a woman. 

It is this double standard which enables clinicians to try to accommodate 

women to a role whose destructiveness is so lucidly detailed in their own theo-

ries. It is the same inconsistent attitude which permits therapists to consider 

lesbianism as a problem to be cured, rather than as the resistance to the bad 



situation that their own theory suggests.58 There are points within the ana-

lytic discussions of femininity where one might say, "This is oppression of 

women," or "We can demonstrate with ease that what the world calls femi-

ninity demands more sacrifices than it is worth." It is precisely at such points 

that the implications of the theory are ignored and are replaced with formula-

tions whose purpose is to keep those implications firmly lodged in the theo-

retical unconscious. It is at these points that all sorts of mysterious chemical 

substances, joys in pain, and biological aims are substituted for a critical as-

sessment of the costs of femininity. These substitutions are the symptoms of 

theoretical repression, in that they are not consistent with the usual canons of 

psychoanalytic argument. The extent to which these rationalizations of femi-

ninity go against the grain of psychoanalytic logic is strong evidence for the 

extent of the need to suppress the radical and feminist implications of the 

theory of femininity (Deutsch's discussions are excellent examples of this pro-

cess of substitution and repression). 

The argument which must be woven in order to assimilate Lévi-Strauss 

and Freud into feminist theory is somewhat tortuous. I have engaged it for 

several reasons. First, while neither Lévi-Strauss nor Freud questions the un-

doubted sexism endemic to the systems they describe, the questions which 

ought to be posed are blindingly obvious. Second, their work enables us to 

isolate sex and gender from "mode of production," and to counter a certain 

tendency to explain sex oppression as a reflex of economic forces. Their work 

provides a framework in which the full weight of sexuality and marriage can 

be incorporated into an analysis of sex oppression. It suggests a conception 

of the women's movement as analogous to, rather than isomorphic with, the 

working-class movement, each addressing a different source of human dis-

content. In Marx's vision, the working-class movement would do more than 

throw off the burden of its own exploitation. It also had the potential to change 

society, to liberate humanity, to create a classless society. Perhaps the women's 

movement has the task of effecting the same kind of social change for a system 

of which Marx had only an imperfect apperception. Something of this sort is 

implicit in Wittig— the dictatorship of the Amazon guérillères is a temporary 

means for achieving a genderless society. 

The sex/gender system is not immutably oppressive and has lost much of 

its traditional function. Nevertheless, it will not wither away in the absence of 

opposition. It still carries the social burden of sex and gender, of socializing 

the young, and of providing ultimate propositions about the nature of human 

beings themselves. And it serves economic and political ends other than those 



it was originally designed to further.59 The sex/gender system must be reorga-

nized through political action. 

Finally, the exegesis of Lévi-Strauss and Freud suggests a certain vision of 

feminist politics and the feminist utopia. It suggests that we should not aim for 

the elimination of men, but for the elimination of the social system which cre-

ates sexism and gender. I personally find a vision of an Amazon matriarchate, 

in which men are reduced to servitude or oblivion (depending on the possi-

bilities for parthenogenetic reproduction), distasteful and inadequate. Such 

a vision maintains gender and the division of the sexes. It is a vision which 

simply inverts the arguments of those who base their case for inevitable male 

dominance on ineradicable and significant biological differences between the 

sexes. But we are not only oppressed as women; we are oppressed by having 

to be women—or men as the case may be. I personally feel that the feminist 

movement must dream of even more than the elimination of the oppression 

of women. It must dream of the elimination of obligatory sexualities and sex 

roles. The dream I find most compelling is one of an androgynous and gender-

less (though not sexless) society, in which one's sexual anatomy is irrelevant to 

who one is, what one does, and with whom one makes love. 

The Political Economy of Sex 

It would be nice to be able to conclude here with the implications for feminism 

and gay liberation of the overlap between Freud and Lévi-Strauss. But I must 

suggest, tentatively, a next step on the agenda: a Marxian analysis of sex/gen-

der systems. Sex/gender systems are not ahistorical emanations of the human 

mind; they are products of historical human activity. 

We need, for instance, an analysis of the evolution of sexual exchange along 

the lines of Marx's discussion in Capital of the evolution of money and com-

modities. There are an economics and a politics to sex/gender systems that are 

obscured by the concept of "exchange of women." For instance, a system in 

which women are exchangeable only for one another has different effects on 

women than one in which there is a commodity equivalent for women. 

That marriage in simple societies involves an "exchange" is a somewhat 

vague notion that has often confused the analysis of social systems. The ex-

treme case is the exchange of "sisters," formerly practiced in parts of Aus-

tralia and Africa. Here the term has the precise dictionary meaning of "to 

be received as an equivalent for," "to give and receive reciprocally." From 

quite a different standpoint the virtually universal incest prohibition means 



that marriage systems necessarily involve "exchanging" siblings for spouses, 

giving rise to a reciprocity that is purely notational. But in most societies 

marriage is mediated by a set of intermediary transactions. If we see these 

transactions as simply implying immediate or long-term reciprocity, then 

the analysis is likely to be blurred The analysis is further limited if one 

regards the passage of property simply as a symbol of the transfer of rights, 

for then the nature of the objects handed over. . . is of little importance 

Neither of these approaches is wrong; both are inadequate.60 

There are systems in which there is no equivalent for a woman. To get a wife, 

a man must have a daughter, a sister, or other female kinswoman in whom he 

has a right of bestowal. He must have control over some female flesh. The Lele 

and Kuma are cases in point. Lele men scheme constandy in order to stake 

claims in some as yet unborn girl, and scheme further to make good their 

claims.61 A Kuma girl's marriage is determined by an intricate web of debts, 

and she has little say in choosing her husband. A girl is usually married against 

her will, and her groom shoots an arrow into her thigh to symbolically prevent 

her from running away. The young wives almost always do run away, only to 

be returned to their new husbands by an elaborate conspiracy enacted by their 

kin and affines.62 

In other societies, there is an equivalent for women. A woman can be 

converted into bridewealth, and bridewealth can be in turn converted into a 

woman. The dynamics of such systems vary accordingly, as does the specific 

kind of pressure exerted upon women. The marriage of a Melpa woman is not 

a return for a previous debt. Each transaction is self-contained, in that the 

payment of a bridewealth in pigs and shells will cancel the debt. The Melpa 

woman therefore has more latitude in choosing her husband than does her 

Kuma counterpart; still, her destiny is linked to bridewealth. If her husband's 

kin are slow to pay, her kin may encourage her to leave him; on the other hand, 

if her consanguineal kin are satisfied with the balance of payments, they may 

refuse to back her in the event that she wants to leave her husband. More-

over, her male kinsmen use the bridewealth for their own purposes, in moka 

exchange and for their own marriages. If a woman leaves her husband, some 

or all of the bridewealth will have to be returned. If, as is usually the case, the 

pigs and shells have been distributed or promised, her kin will be reluctant 

to back her in the event of marital discord. And each time a woman divorces 

and remarries her value in bridewealth tends to depreciate. On the whole, her 

male consanguines will lose in the event of a divorce, unless the groom has 

been delinquent in his payments. While the Melpa woman is freer as a new 



bride than a Kuma woman, the bridewealth system makes divorce difficult or 

impossible.63 

In some societies, like the Nuer, bridewealth can only be converted into 

brides. In others, bridewealth can be converted into something else, such as 

political prestige. In this case, a woman's marriage is implicated in a political 

system. In the Big Man systems of Highland New Guinea, the material which 

circulates for women also circulates in the exchanges on which political power 

is based. Within the political system men are in constant need of valuables to 

disburse, and they are dependent upon input. They depend no t only upon their 

immediate partners, but upon the partners of their partners, to several de-

grees of remove. If a man has to return some bridewealth, he may not be able 

to give it to someone who planned to give it to someone else who intended to 

use it to give a feast upon which his status depends. Big Men are therefore con-

cerned with the domestic affairs of others whose relationship with them may 

be extremely indirect. There are cases in which headmen intervene in marital 

disputes involving indirect trading partners in order that moka exchanges not 

be disrupted.64 The weight of this entire system may come to rest upon one 

woman kept in a miserable marriage. 

In short, there are other questions to ask of a marriage system than whether 

or not it exchanges women. Is the woman traded for a woman, or is there an 

equivalent? Is this equivalent only for women, or can it be turned into some-

thing else? If it can be turned into something else, is it turned into political 

power or wealth? On the other hand, can bridewealth be obtained only in 

marital exchange, or can it be obtained from elsewhere? Can women be accu-

mulated through amassing wealth? Can wealth be accumulated by disposing 

of women? Is a marriage system part of a system of stratification?65 

These last questions point to another task for a political economy of sex. 

Kinship and marriage are always parts of total social systems and are tied into 

economic and political arrangements. 

Lévi-Strauss . . . righdy argues that the structural implications of a mar-

riage can only be understood if we think of it as one item in a whole series 

of transactions between kin groups. So far, so good. But in none of the 

examples which he provides in his book does he carry this principle far 

enough. The reciprocities of kinship obligation are not merely symbols of 

alliance, they are also economic transactions, political transactions, char-

ters to rights of domicile and land use. No useful picture of "how a kinship 

system works" can be provided unless these several aspects or implications 

of the kinship organization are considered simultaneously.66 



Among the Kachin, the relationship of a tenant to a landlord is also a re-

lationship between a son-in-law and a father-in-law. "The procedure for ac-

quiring land rights of any kind is in almost all cases tantamount to marrying 

a woman from the lineage of the lord."67 In the Kachin system, bridewealth 

moves from commoners to aristocrats, women moving in the opposite direc-

tion. 

From an economic aspect the effect of the matrilateral cross-cousin mar-

riage is that, on balance, the headman's lineage constandy pays wealth to 

the chief's lineage in the form of bridewealth. The payment can also, from 

an analytical point of view, be regarded as a rent paid to the senior landlord 

by the tenant. The most important part of this payment is in the form of 

consumer goods—namely cattle. The chief converts this perishable wealth 

into imperishable prestige through the medium of spectacular feasting. The 

ultimate consumers of the goods are in this way the original producers, 

namely, the commoners who attend the feast.68 

In another example, it is traditional in the Trobriands for a man to send a 

harvest gift—urigubu— of yams to his sister's household. For the commoners, 

this amounts to a simple circulation of yams. But the chief is polygamous, and 

marries a woman from each subdistrict within his domain. Each of these sub-

districts therefore sends urigubu to the chief, providing him with a bulging 

storehouse out of which he finances feasts, craft production, and kula expe-

ditions. This "fund of power" underwrites the political system and forms the 

basis for chiefly power.69 

In some systems, position in a political hierarchy and position in a marriage 

system are intimately linked. In traditional Tonga, women married up in rank. 

Thus, low-ranking lineages would send women to higher-ranking lineages. 

Women of the highest lineage were married into the "house of Fiji," a lineage 

defined as outside the political system. If the highest-ranking chief gave his 

sister to a lineage other than one which had no part in the ranking system, he 

would no longer be the highest-ranking chief. Rather, the lineage of his sister's 

son would outrank his own. In times of political rearrangement, the demotion 

of the previous high-ranking lineage was formalized when it gave a wife to a 

lineage which it had formerly outranked. In traditional Hawaii, the situation 

was the reverse. Women married down, and the dominant lineage gave wives 

to junior lines. A paramount would either marry a sister or obtain a wife from 

a distant land. When a junior lineage usurped rank, it formalized its position 

by giving a wife to its former senior line. 

There is even some tantalizing data suggesting that marriage systems may 



be implicated in the evolution of social strata and perhaps in the development 

of early states. The first round of the political consolidation which resulted 

in the formation of a state in Madagascar occurred when one chief obtained 

title to several autonomous districts through the vagaries of marriage and in-

heritance.70 In Samoa, legends place the origin of the paramount title—the 

Tafa'ifa—as a result of intermarriage between ranking members of four major 

lineages. My thoughts are too speculative, my data too sketchy, to say much on 

this subject. But a search ought to be undertaken for data which might dem-

onstrate how marriage systems intersect with large-scale political processes 

like state-making. Marriage systems might be implicated in a number of ways: 

in the accumulation of wealth and the maintenance of differential access to 

political and economic resources; in the building of alliances; in the consoli-

dation of high-ranking persons into a single closed stratum of endogamous 

kin. 

These examples—like the Kachin and Trobriand ones—indicate that sexual 

systems cannot, in the final analysis, be understood in isolation. A full-bodied 

analysis of women in a single society, or throughout history, must take every-

thing into account: the evolution of commodity forms in women, systems 

of land tenure, political arrangements, subsistence technology, and so on. 

Equally important, economic and political analyses are incomplete if they do 

not consider women, marriage, and sexuality. The traditional concerns of an-

thropology and social science—such as the evolution of social stratification 

and the origin of the state—must be reworked to include the implications of 

matrilateral cross-cousin marriage, surplus extracted in the form of daughters, 

the conversion of female labor into male wealth, the conversion of female lives 

into marriage alliances, the contribution of marriage to political power, and 

the transformations that all of these varied aspects of society have undergone 

in the course of time. 

This sort of endeavor is, in the final analysis, exactly what Engels tried to do 

in his effort to make coherent so many of the diverse aspects of social life. He 

tried to relate men and women, town and country, kinship and state, forms of 

property, systems of land tenure, convertibility of wealth, forms of exchange, 

the technology of food production, and forms of trade—to name a few—into 

a systematic historical account. Eventually, someone will have to write a new 

version of The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State, recogniz-

ing the mutual interdependence of sexuality, economics, and politics without 

underestimating the full significance of each in human society. 



The Trouble with Trafficking 

Afterthoughts on "The Traffic in Women" 

When I was preparing the essay that became "The Traffic in Women" for publi-

cation, I needed a title. And I found one in Emma Goldman's essay "The Traf-

fic in Women" (1910).1 Her title was a great and catchy phrase that seemed to 

convey the sense of my argument. Our topics were distinct, but her sensibilities 

were similar to my own. However, I did not realize at the time that the phrase 

smuggled in a whole collection of associations of which I was blissfully un-

aware. Nor could I have known that a revived movement against "trafficking" 

in the closing decades of the twentieth century would resuscitate many of the 

very problems which Goldman addressed. 

When my essay "The Traffic in Women" was published in France, in 1998, 

the translators contacted me about changing the tide. They did not want to 

use the phrase "traffic in women" because it was too readily associated with a 

discourse on trafficking that is assumed to be and often is a call for the sup-

pression of prostitution. So the title to the French translation became "Trans-

actions sur les Femmes."2 Periodically a student will ask me about some article 

they think I have written about "sex trafficking." However, I had not written 

about sex trafficking, and certainly not in the sense in which that term is now 

often used. Specifically, I do not embrace the pervasive contemporary confu-

sions between trafficking and prostitution, and in fact oppose them. 

As Carole Vance notes, trafficking as currently defined in international law 

is not elided with prostitution. "In both the new international law. . . and U.S. 

law.. . trafficking no longer focuses exclusively on prostitution, but instead on 

all extreme forms of labor exploitation."3 Article 3, Section A of the UN Proto-

col defines trafficking as follows: 



"Trafficking in persons" shall mean the recruitment, transportation, trans-

fer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of force 

or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the 

abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving 

of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control 

over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall in-

clude, at a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other 

forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or practices 

similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs.4 

Moreover, in popular rhetoric and media coverage, trafficking is often 

treated as indistinguishable from prostitution. "Trafficking" often slides im-

perceptibly into "trafficked into sex slavery," which in turn is equated with all 

commercial sex. Antiprostitution activists tend to cultivate these elisions and 

treat trafficking as simply an alternative language for commercial sex. Such 

rhetoric is an effective way to target prostitution by mobilizing anger about 

exploitation, coercion, and abuse. As Vance notes, "the trafficked person" is 

assumed to be "a woman or a female minor; the danger and injury are sexual; 

and the nature of the crime is an offense against society and morality (for evan-

gelical activists) or against women's equality (for antiprostitution feminists)."5 

The constant conflation of trafficking and prostitution is neither acciden-

tal nor new. In fact, these contemporary confusions derive from the discourse 

about trafficking that emerged in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth cen-

turies, about which Goldman was speaking and whose assumptions she largely 

rejected. The contemporary deployments of the term trafficking, and espe-

cially the notion of "trafficking in women" are deeply inflected by the mean-

ings these terms gathered at the turn of the last century. The trafficking rhe-

toric emerged in battles over prostitution that generated voluminous public 

attention and extensive social activism in the United States, Great Britain, and 

Europe. More than a distant relative of contemporary campaigns and con-

cerns, these earlier mobilizations shaped law, policy, and interventionist para-

digms that remain potent today. 

Current debates about what trafficking is, the nature of the problem to 

which it refers, and what solutions should be adopted to address it, are rooted 

in the social movements that made these terms significant a century ago. 

Hence, it is worthwhile to revisit the origins of the political language of traf-

ficking in women. That language continually tugs at "trafficking," pulling the 

term into the semantic orbit of prostitution, "sex trafficking," or "sex slavery." 

The ghosts of trafficking past haunt the politics of trafficking present, and in 

all likelihood will hound the policies of trafficking in the future. 



The Construction of the Problem 

Around 1900, "trafficking" was used more or less interchangeably with the 

terms white slavery, white slave trade, or white slave traffic. These terms were, 

along with the social evil and immoral purposes, codes for prostitution as well 

as rhetorical vehicles for denouncing prostitution. The language of the white 

slave traffic first emerged in the context of British activism around prostitution 

in the late nineteenth century. Edward Bristow writes, 

In the environment of regulated and migratory prostitution, the issue of 

"white slavery" swept the West like wildfire late in the nineteenth century. 

Just what was white slavery all about? Outside the Orient, were women 

really abducted into prostitution on a regular basis? As for the phrase itself, 

white slavery was first used in the context of prostitution in the 1930s by 

Dr. Michael Ryan, a London reformer. Referring to the local campaign 

against vice, Ryan noted that: "it has been proved in several cases that have 

come before our public magistrates, especially at the eastern end of town, 

that the infernal traffic in question is still carried on to a great extent, prin-

cipally by Jews. These white-slave dealers trepan young girls into the dens 

of iniquity, sell them to vile debaucheries."6 

"White slavery" had become broadly associated with prostitution by the 

1870s, with or without allegations of entrapment. By the end of the decade, 

"the term changed connotation.... In [activist] rhetoric and in public opin-

ion white slavery decisively took on the suggestion of recruitment to prosti-

tution by force or fraud."7 It was also broadly assumed, however, that prosti-

tution invariably involved force or fraud. Bristow notes that the campaigns 

around white slavery were shaped by the "prevalent Victorian assumptions 

of the day, that prostitution could never be a rational vocational choice" and 

that it was "inherently cruel." Reformers also seized upon "migratory prosti-

tution" as what they considered "the worst form of an inherently exploitative 

business."8 Bristow and others have noted how effective this language was in 

propelling antiprostitution agitation and legal regulation. It culminated in the 

sensational journalism of W. T. Stead's series "The Maiden Tribute of Modern 

Babylon" and the subsequent passage of the Criminal Law Amendment Act 

of 1885.9 

The issue first gained popular traction when reports surfaced of British 

girls allegedly being held captive in brothels in Brussels.10 The language of the 

white slave traffic thus fused several elements: opposition to prostitution, the 



assumption that prostitution invariably involved coercion, and some kind of 

movement across a national border or internal boundary. Quite apart from the 

elements of "whiteness" or "slavery," the term traffic itself connoted commer-

cial activity and geographical mobility. Racism and anti-Semitism were also 

frequently part of the brew.11 

Despite the efficacy of the rhetoric about the white slave trade in chang-

ing law and policy, the claims made about the trade's size, characteristics, and 

prevalence have been challenged by many historians who suggest that the scale 

of the traffic was grossly exaggerated. In her study of prostitution reform in 

England from 1890 to 1914, Paula Bartley states that while the London police 

supported antiprostitution groups in their crusades against white slavery, they 

were privately skeptical about the existence of the trade. 

In a confidential memorandum, the Criminal Investigation Department 

(CID) reported that the White Slave Traffic Branch, which had been in exis-

tence for a year, had found little evidence of actual trafficking. It complained 

that Britain had "been aroused by a number of alarming statements made 

by religious, social and other workers, who spread the belief that there was 

a highly organized gang of 'White Slave Traffickers' with agents in every 

part of the civilized world, kidnapping and otherwise carrying off women 

and girls from their homes to lead them to their ruin in foreign lands."12 

According to Bartley, "The White Slave Branch believed that there was an utter 

absence of evidence to justify the alarming statements put forward by social 

purists since every case it investigated proved to be false. As far as they were 

concerned, white slavery was of such a small proportion and so sporadic that 

it did not justify police attention."13 

Judith Walkowitz made a similar point in her magisterial study of Victorian 

prostitution: "The evidence for widespread involuntary prostitution of British 

girls at home or abroad is slim. During the 1870s and 1880s officials and re-

formers were able to uncover a small traffic in women b etween Britain and the 

Continent, although the women enticed into licensed brothels in Antwerp and 

Brussels were by no means the young innocents depicted in the sensational 

stories."14 And Bristow reports that by 1901, "Scotland Yard reported that it was 

five years since they had received a complaint 'as to any English girl having 

been procured for immoral purposes on the Continent.'"15 Nonetheless, be-

liefs about a vast network of shady men snatching huge numbers of innocent 

girls and condemning them to lives of sexual horror were widely accepted. 

Furthermore, they propelled changes in British law as well as the adoption 



of the International Agreement for the Suppression of the "White Slave Traf-

fic" (1904) and the International Convention for the Suppression of the White 

Slave Traffic (1910).16 

The wildfire of concern over white slavery in the United States in the early 

twentieth century was also part of a multifaceted movement against prostitu-

tion. As David Langum has observed, during the first two decades of the twen-

tieth century, "America worried about prostitution with an intensity never be-

fore or after equaled. During those years, the 'social evil,' as it was often called, 

became the focus of at least six feature motion pictures, about the same num-

ber of plays and novels, and at least twelve 'white slavery narratives,' a spe-

cial genre hovering uncomfortably between fact and fiction. Over thirty-five 

local, state, and national commissions probed the causes, practice, and pos-

sible escalation of prostitution."17 

In his book on these mobilizations against prostitution in the early twen-

tieth century, Mark Thomas Connelly noted that "antiprostitution in the pro-

gressive era was exceedingly protean."18 Antiprostitution agitation took many 

forms, but among the most popular and prominent was the crusade against 

"white slavery." As in England, the "white slave traffic" in America was a com-

posite category in which prostitution, coercion, and movement across bor-

ders were melded together and treated as intrinsically related phenomena. The 

language of white slavery involved an easy slippage among the terms slavery, 

trade, and traffic, and the category incorporated the prevailing assumptions 

that force and violence were inherent qualities of prostitution. As in England, 

the white slave discourse in the United States tended to assume that prostitu-

tion was distinctively exploitative, uniformly coercive, and almost invariably 

fatal. 

According to Langum, the white slave hysteria erupted in the United States 

after a muckraking journalist and a crusading prosecutor began to publicize 

claims that young women were being held as slaves in the brothels of Chicago. 

It began with an article published in McClure's Magazine by the muckraker 

George Kibbe Turner. . . . In it he charged that a "loosely organized asso-

ciation . . . largely composed of Russian Jews" was furnishing most of the 

women for the Chicago brothels, with the connivance of city officials. Then 

Clifford G. Roe, a crusading Chicago prosecutor, claimed to have recov-

ered a note thrown from a brothel in which a young prostitute claimed she 

was held as a "white slave." Roe began a sensational series of prosecutions, 

charging that brothels were holding young girls in actual confinement. 

Soon there were allegations of sales and auctions of women held as slaves. 



On October 17,1909, the Chicago Tribute published a vivid cartoon depict-

ing a young seminaked girl, sobbing into her handkerchief with shame, 

while buyers bid for her auction as a new acquisition for their brothels.19 

Roe claimed that: "Chicago has at last waked up to a realization of the 

fact that actual slavery that deals in human flesh and blood as a marketable 

commodity exists in terrible magnitude in the city today. It is slavery, real 

slavery, that we are fighting The white slave of Chicago is a slave as much 

as the negro [sz'c] was before the civil war [sic] . . . that is the condition of 

hundreds, yes thousands of girls in Chicago at present."20 As Langum details, 

"Panic quickly spread to the rest of the nation. Soon a substantial segment of 

the population believed that young girls in America's cities were being lured 

to brothels by false pretenses, or pierced by poisoned darts or hypodermic 

needles and then dragged off to dens of iniquity. They were held there as slaves, 

bought and sold as chattels."21 

Such beliefs were articulated and disseminated by what Connelly calls "an 

exotic literary genre" that "flourished in the United States during the early de-

cades of the twentieth century."22 In The Response to Prostitution in the Pro-

gressive Era, Connelly notes that numerous 

books and pamphlets appeared announcing a startling claim: a perva-

sive and depraved conspiracy was at large in the land, brutally trapping 

and seducing American girls into lives of enforced prostitution, or "white 

slavery." These white slave narratives, or white slave tracts, began to cir-

culate around 1909.... The plot lines were strikingly uniform. Typically, a 

chaste and comely native American country girl would forsake her idyllic 

country home and family for the promise of the city. On the way, or shordy 

after arrival, she would fall victim to one of the swarm of panders lying in 

wait for just such an innocent and unprotected sojourner. Using one of his 

vast variety of tricks—a promise of marriage, an offer to assist in securing 

lodging, or if these were to no avail, the chloroformed cloth, the hypoder-

mic needle, or the drugged drink—the insidious white slaver would bru-

tally seduce the girl and install her in a brothel, where she became an en-

slaved prostitute. Within five years she would end up in the potters field, 

unless she had the good fortune to be rescued by a member of one of the 

dedicated groups fighting white slavery.23 

"White slavery" thus became a vehicle for the more general set of sentiments 

about prostitution, albeit one drenched in considerable narrative hyperbole. 

"White slavery" fused prostitution with several other social concerns, many 



of them involving people in motion. The language and legal apparatus of anti-

trafficking have always involved issues of migration and movement. One facet 

of such anxieties in early-twentieth-century America addressed internal flows 

of people, especially the large numbers of young women who were leaving 

the farms and small towns of rural America for the cities, where they found 

jobs as factory laborers, retail clerks, and secretaries. Connelly observes that 

the anxiety over white slavery was concerned "in the broadest sense, with two 

obvious facts of early-twentieth-century American life: the migration of rural 

and small town young women to the cities in search of jobs and social oppor-

tunities, and the existence of open and teeming red-light districts in these 

same cities. The cutting edge of the white slave tracts was a question concern-

ing the relationship between these two circumstances: What was happening 

to the American girl who struck out for the city?"24 

Concern about migration across national borders and into the United 

States also became entangled in the narrative of white slavery. The increased 

immigration from southern and eastern Europe, especially Jews and Catho-

lics, was met with a nativistic defense of northern European (generally thought 

of as "Anglo-Saxon" or "Nordic") Protestant supremacy against groups seen as 

socially and "racially" inferior. Books such as Madison Grant's The Passing of 

the Great Race and Lothrop Stoddard's The Rising Tide of Color articulated the 

beliefs that animated a determined movement to restrict immigration from 

countries other than northern and western Europe.25 

At the federal level, anti-immigration agitation resulted in the establish-

ment of a commission to study the "problem." The United States Immigra-

tion Commission—popularly known as the Dillingham Commission, after 

the senator who was its chair—produced a forty-one volume report in 1911. 

The anti-immigration movement resulted in a series of legislative reforms, cul-

minating in the 1924 Johnson-Reed Act, which virtually stopped the flow of 

immigrants from southern and eastern Europe by establishing quotas based 

on national origin.26 These restrictions based on national origin were only re-

laxed in 1965. 

Volume 37 of the Dillingham Report includes a section on "Importing 

and Harboring of Women for Immoral Purposes," tucked in between sec-

tions on steerage conditions, immigrant homes and aid societies, and immi-

grant banks. The mobilizations against prostitution and white slavery were 

thoroughly enmeshed with the debates about race and immigration. While 

the Dillingham Report focused on prostitution among immigrant women, 

much of the white-slave literature warned of the ostensible dangers of im-

migrant men. The alleged procurers were assumed to be disproportionately 



drawn from the racially suspect populations whose immigration threatened to 

undermine the ostensibly virtuous native-born population. 

In the typical melodramatic formula, the enslaved girls were generally de-

picted as white and native born, while the slavers tended to be, by contrast, 

alien, dark, and swarthy men.27 

The innocent country girls were debauched into the captivity of prostitu-

tion by urban denizens invariably identified as Jewish, Italian, or Eastern 

European. The white-slave traffic, warned the author of America's Black 

Traffic in White Girls, is "carried on and exploited by a foaming pack of for-

eign hellhounds,... the moral and civic degenerates of the French, Italian, 

Syrian, Russian, Jewish or Chinese races.. . . an American or Englishman 

conducting such a business is almost entirely unknown."28 

The association of prostitution and pimping with all things foreign was not 

the only reason that movement across territorial boundaries became so em-

bedded in the definitions of trafficking. State and national boundaries were 

also a source of regulatory and legal jurisdiction. The "white slave" panic had 

many consequences in law and policy, both domestically and internationally. 

In the United States, the most critical legal consequence was the passage, in 

1910, of the White Slave Traffic Act, popularly known as the Mann Act.29 

The Mann Act made it a federal crime "to transport or cause to be trans-

ported or aid or assist in obtaining transportation for, or in transporting, in 

interstate or foreign commerce, or in any Territory or in the District of Colum-

bia, any woman or girl for the purpose of prostitution or debauchery, or for 

any other immoral purpose, or with the intent and purpose to induce, entice, 

or compel such woman or girl to become a prostitute or to give herself up to 

debauchery, or engage in any other immoral practice."30 The Act specified a 

number of prohibited activities, including helping a woman or girl obtain a 

ticket for any such travel. It instituted new immigration regulations to pre-

vent the entry into the United States of alien women or girls who might be 

inclined toward prostitution or debauchery or any immoral purpose, and to 

make it easier to deport them (or their equally alien pimps) if they were later 

discovered. Anyone who harbored or sheltered such a woman or girl was also 

guilty of a felony. Provisions of the law applied to movement within the Ter-

ritories or the District of Columbia, as these were also under federal jurisdic-

tion. While the Mann Act was explicitly aimed at prostitution, the residual 

classification of "immoral purposes" was extremely broad and vague. It would 

later allow expansive interpretations of the Act to permit federal prosecution 

of almost any nonmarital sexuality that involved interstate travel, immigra-



lion, or even mobility within the federally administered Territories and the 

District of Columbia. 

The consequences of the Mann Act were numerous. For example, it was 

through the enforcement of the Mann Act that the FBI was transformed from 

"a modest agency concerned with odds and ends of Federal law enforcement 

to a nationally recognized institution." According to Langum, before 1908, 

federal investigations were handled by "a makeshift system of borrowing de-

tectives from other agencies or hiring private detectives." In 1908 a small sub-

agency was created within the Department of Justice. Initially, "it had only a 

director and twenty-three agents, and because there was substantial fear of a 

national police force it was given only a limited jurisdiction This changed 

with the acquisition of Mann Act jurisdiction. The Mann Act resulted in the 

Bureau's first major field office, in Baltimore, and a dramatic increase in man-

power . . . The Mann Act provided the real takeoff for the FBI." Langum ob-

serves that by 1912 "the white slave investigations overshadowed the entire 

balance of the Bureau's work."31 To enforce the Act, the FBI used its own ex-

panding force of agents, and also began to recruit others, such as railroad 

agents and postal workers, as spies. Train companies advised their agents not 

to deliver prepaid tickets to women or girls thought to reside in brothel dis-

tricts. The postal service, also a federal agency, was recruited to help compile 

information about prostitutes.32 

Federal agents had no authority over prostitution within local jurisdic-

tions, in many of which prostitution was legal or tolerated. Since the Mann 

Act applied to transportation, primarily across state lines, the Bureau needed 

to monitor the movement of prostitutes. Information on where they lived and 

worked was needed in order to detect, and prosecute, movement that trig-

gered federal jurisdiction. So the emergent FBI began to compile a census of 

prostitutes. "Forms were filled out at the brothel by the regular Bureau agent 

with information on each prostitute, including the names by which she had 

been known, age, identifying statistics, country where her parents were born, 

and detailed information on addresses and owners of all houses in which she 

had practiced prostitution. For each new prostitute who arrived at the brothel 

the madam was asked to fill out such a form and send it to the local white 

slave agent."33 This was sexual surveillance of women on a grand scale and 

must have involved a considerable infrastructure of personnel and informa-

tion storage. It may have been an early template for the elaborate systems used 

in later decades by the FBI to spy on politicians and homosexuals. 

After the elimination of most of America's old red-light districts during the 



First World War, Mann Act prosecutions shifted toward nonmarital sex. The 

language of "immoral purposes" was successfully construed more broadly to 

mean noncommercial sexual activity outside of marriage. From approximately 

1917 through the 1920s, both the Department of Justice and local police col-

lected thousands of reports on "sexual irregularities" from gossips, neighbors, 

and busybodies. Hundreds of individuals were prosecuted under the Mann 

Act, mostly for consensual adultery, even when such acts were unconsum-

mated. 

Once the Mann Act was extended to noncommercial, boyfriend-girlfriend 

travel... it meant that any man who has taken his girlfriend from New York 

City to New Jersey on a date, hoping for sexual romance that evening, has 

violated the Mann A c t . . . . Likewise, the man who invites his girlfriend to 

fly by herself from Detroit to Birmingham for a visit, with the same hope, 

has committed a federal felony if he held that hope while she crossed the 

state line, notwithstanding that he is subsequently disappointed and no 

sexual conduct occurs. This Orwellian "badthought," plus transportation, 

defined the essence of the crime.34 

Women as well as men were liable under the Act for transporting other 

women; they also could be, and often were, prosecuted for conspiracy to aid 

males (such as their boyfriends and lovers) with their own transportation. 

David Langum provides many examples of women who were subjected to 

federal charges for traveling voluntarily with men to whom they were not mar-

ried. Between 1927 and 1937, some 23 percent of the female prisoners in the 

federal prison in Alderson, West Virginia, were incarcerated for violations of 

the Mann Act, almost none of them prostitutes.35 Presumably, they had vio-

lated the provision prohibiting travel for other "immoral purposes." 

The Mann Act proved useful in racially and politically motivated prosecu-

tions, such as those of the black heavyweight-champion boxer Jack Johnson, 

rock-and-roll's Chuck Berry, and Charlie Chaplin. The pioneering sociolo-

gist W. I. Thomas lost his job at the University of Chicago in 1918 after being 

charged for a Mann Act violation when he was found in a Chicago hotel with 

a woman to whom he was not married.3® The provisions of the Mann Act are 

still in force, though now made "gender-neutral." The threat of a Mann Act 

prosecution for transporting a woman across state lines for purposes of pros-

titution is likely what forced Eliot Spitzer to resign the governorship of New 

York in 2008. 

Prior to the passage of the Mann Act, laws regulating prostitution had been 



matters of state or local governments. The Mann Act federalized the crime. It 

did so by invoking the commerce clause of the Constitution. Article i, sec-

tion 8 gives Congress the authority "to regulate Commerce with foreign Na-

tions, and among the several States, and with the Indian Tribes." Similarly, 

as international treaties addressed the issue of "trafficking," they too, were 

grounded in the jurisdictions of nation-states over movement across their bor-

ders. Thus, for a variety of ideological, practical, and jurisdictional parameters, 

movement and transportation have been incorporated into the taxonomies 

and crimes of "trafficking." 

The Mann Act's official tide—the White Slave Traffic Act—embodies an 

enduring legacy of these early crusades, a rhetoric in which distinctions be-

tween the issues of coercion, immorality, prostitution, and mobility across 

borders are blurred. The same elision often resurfaces in the current interna-

tional movement against "trafficking," although the language has been purged 

of the term white.37 

The Mann Act and other legal codes and conventions dating from the cru-

sades against the white slave traffic singled out prostitution and other forms of 

"immorality." They were not applicable to abuses that were nonsexual, and in-

corporated a great deal of sex that was not abusive. By contrast, the current UN 

Protocol has detached trafficking from an exclusive focus on all forms of pros-

titution. There is a residual rhetorical and institutional undertow, however, 

that tends to reforge the link to prostitution and other forms of sexual com-

merce, and to divert attention from abuses in domestic labor, factory work, 

marriage, or other ostensibly "non-immoral" purposes. 

David Feingold observes that "it has been both politically more expedient 

and emotionally more rewarding to focus on trafficking for sexual exploita-

tion, rather than for labor exploitation. Under the influence of a politically well 

connected 'abolitionist' lobby, prostitution has been conflated with trafficking; 

a crusade against the former is seen as synonymous with a victory against the 

latter."38 To the general public, "trafficking" probably evokes far more images 

of brothels than of factories, farms, or private homes. Crusading journalists 

and documentary filmmakers reinforce these associations. Some politically 

mobilized antiprostitution constituencies, both feminist and conservative, still 

find trafficking to be an effective rhetorical and institutional vehicle for their 

agendas and still treat trafficking and prostitution as largely interchangeable. 

Contemporary antitrafficking organizations differ in how they define their 

concerns and targets. Some address abuse and coercion in all types of work; 

others aim to abolish prostitution or further criminalized it. For example, the 

Global Alliance Against Trafficking in Women ( G A A T W ) defines trafficking as 



"all acts involved in the recruitment and/or transportation of women within 

and across national borders for work or services by means of violence or threat 

of violence, abuse of authority or dominant position, debt bondage, deception 

or other forms of coercion."39 For GAATW, the focus is on the social relations 

of exploitation and abuse, rather than on any particular kind of labor or ac-

tivity, and the problem of trafficking is not framed in terms privileging pros-

titution and commercial sex. By contrast, prostitution is the primary focus of 

many other organizations. In this context, "trafficking" is largely reduced to 

commercial sex, whether forced or no t. One such organization is the Coalition 

Against Trafficking in Women (CATW), which describes itself as an NGO that 

promotes women's human rights, and states that its purpose is to 

work internationally to combat sexual exploitation in all its forms, espe-

cially prostitution and trafficking in women and children, in particular 

girls . . . . C A T W brings international attention to all forms of sexual exploi-

tation, including prostitution, pornography, sex tourism, and mail order 

bride selling... . C A T W researches and documents the situation of women 

who have been trafficked and are in prostitution; educates the public about 

the extent of harm sustained by women and girls in prostitution.. . . All 

prostitution harms women, regardless of women's consent. Prostitution in-

cludes casual, brothel, escort agency or military prostitution, sex tourism, 

mail order bride selling and trafficking in women.40 

Despite some modernization in rhetoric, the CATW platform reproduces many 

of the presumptions about prostitution and coercion that characterized the 

old white-slavery crusades. The cumulative burden of that rhetorical baggage 

is difficult to escape, despite the fact that the new international protocol on 

trafficking adopted an inclusive definition, and does not equate all prostitu-

tion with trafficking.41 

The Scope of the Problem 

Old numbers—like old habits—die hard. 

—David Feingold, "Trafficking in Numbers" 

The trafficking panic of the early twentieth century also provides a cautionary 

lesson about numbers, size, significance, and definition. For any social prob-

lem, the definitions should be carefully formulated and explicitly stated, and 

the sources of numerical estimates should be made extremely clear. Unfortu-

nately, when individuals, constituencies, and assorted claims makers are try-



ing to establish a social problem or mobilize action to address it, definitions 

tend to be slippery and numbers are presented with little or no provenance. 

The sociologist Joel Best comments that it is often "the combination of big 

numbers, broad definitions, and horrible examples make . . . claims compel-

ling."42 Large numbers make a social problem seem important, and dangerous 

to ignore. As Best puts it, "Big numbers are better than little numbers," "offi-

cial numbers are better than unofficial numbers," and "big official numbers 

are best of all."43 The putative size of a particular problem or phenomenon is 

frequently deployed as an argument to buttress claims of its malevolent status. 

When sexual stigma is mixed with large numerical estimates, the resulting 

cocktail can be particularly heady. 

Best also notes that "claims makers' figures often cannot bear close inspec-

tion. Some estimates are little more than guesses plucked from thin air, others 

are extrapolations from minimal data."44 There are many examples—such as 

pornography, homosexuals, missing children, and trafficking—in which esti-

mates of vast size and scope have dubious sources. Once introduced, how-

ever, such figures can endlessly circulate, gaining credibility through repeti-

tion. Their frequent reiteration is taken as some kind of factual assessment of 

the dimensions of a problem, which under more careful scrutiny may turn 

out to be difficult to substantiate, conceptually flawed, of uncertain origin, or 

completely preposterous.45 

In the early-twentieth-century United States, "white slavery" was con-

structed as a social problem with the aid of narratives depicting a huge prob-

lem involving vast numbers of prostitutes. It is interesting to look back at 

some of the contemporary attempts to quantify prostitution. Exactly how 

many prostitutes, or "white slaves," were there in the United States during this 

period? What was the scale of the trade? And why were the figures so unreli-

able? 

One problem with counting prostitutes was figuring out what and whom 

to count. Best warns that broad definitions produce large numbers. In the 

early twentieth century, the definitions of prostitution were often exception-

ally broad, resulting in inflated statistics of the scope of the ostensible prob-

lem. This was a problem not only in white slave fiction, which tended toward 

hyperbole as a matter of course, but even in the more sober antiprostitution 

documents, such as the report of the Chicago Vice Commission, published 

in 1911, as The Social Evil in Chicago. The Chicago Commission attempted to 

produce a rigorous study of prostitution. Prostitution, however, could mean 

almost any nonmarital sex, or even conjugal relations that were unduly enthu-



siastic (at least for women). Connelly notes, in The Response to Prostitution in 

the Progressive Era, that the commission 

regularly turned its attention to aspects of urban social life that only the 

most ecumenical definition of prostitution would include, such as dance 

halls where young working women met men, assignation houses where 

married individuals conducted extramarital affairs, lake boats where ado-

lescents congregated, unsupervised picnics, summer amusement resorts, 

saloons, and vaudeville halls. In the Chicago report and elsewhere, the 

sexual activity that purportedly occurred in these situations often was cate-

gorized as "clandestine" prostitution Clandestine prostitution was taken 

to include almost any premarital or nonmonogamous female sexual ac-

tivity, whether or not financial exchange was involved. Thus, in the moral 

world of The Social Evil in Chicago, potentially all sexual activity unsanc-

tioned by marriage could be characterized as prostitution.46 

Connelly notes that many other definitions of prostitution were "equally 

imprecise and similarly all-inclusive. For instance, in 1912 the Outlook defined 

prostitution as 'the attempt to isolate the sensuous element in love from the 

social affectations and family responsibilities it was meant to support.'"47 The 

president of the New York Medico-Legal Society described prostitution as "an 

insane impulse for the unrestrained gratification of the sexual functions of the 

body" and "an obsession that dominates every consideration of duty and obli-

gation and purpose in life, in which procreation is not considered." Another 

physician defined a prostitute as "a woman who satisfies the physical side of 

the sexual desire of man without regard as to whether the passion is associated 

with admiration and respect... or any woman who will cohabit with any man 

for the pleasure that it gives her."48 Such definitional flexibility was one of the 

ways in which the estimates of the population of prostitutes were grossly in-

flated, since much of the female population could be included. 

Another factor in the inflated statistics was what Connelly calls "the five 

year theory." One pervasive assumption in the early-twentieth-century litera-

ture on prostitution was that the life of a prostitute was not only nasty and 

brutish, but exceedingly short, with the ostensibly high rate of mortality re-

quiring thousands of new replacements every year. 

It was a dominant belief that a prostitute's fate was a slow physical and men-

tal degeneration to death within five years of beginning "the life." . . . The 

"fiveyear" theory was never proven, but its general acceptance made it nec-

essary to assume that large numbers of women were needed each year to 



fill the death ravaged ranks [T]he vision of tens of thousands ofwomen 

debauched into immorality each year fanned the fires of the more extreme 

reactions to prostitution, particularly the white slave panic.49 

Indeed,in 1912, the AmericanFederationforSexHygiene estimated that50,000 

prostitutes died each year. John S. Fulton, a contemporary critic cited by Con-

nelly, noted that if this estimate were accurate "there would be 20,000 more 

prostitutes than 'decent' women in the death roll for those between the ages 

of fifteen and thirty-five, the years in which prostitutes allegedly expired."50 

Connelly describes an acerbic controversy over the claimed numbers of 

prostitutes in an exhibit by the American Federation of Sex Hygiene at the 

Fifteenth International Congress on Hygiene and Demography, held in Wash-

ington, D.C. in 1912. 

The newly formed American Federation for Sex Hygiene sponsored an ex-

hibit stressing the need for sex hygiene education, complete with charts and 

photographs illustrating the tragedy and horror of venereal disease. The ex-

hibit, prepared by Robert N. Wilson, a Philadelphia physician who was sec-

retary of the federation, also presented figures on the extent of prostitution 

in the United States. Wilson's "ultraconservative estimate of the number of 

public female prostitutes and earnings" was 544,350 prostitutes at a yearly 

cost to the public of over $272 million. Wilson also estimated there to be 

three "clandestine" prostitutes for each public prostitute, which brought the 

total to 1,633,050 at a cost of $408,262,500. "There is every reason to be-

lieve," he concluded, that, conservative estimates aside, "we are spending 

on immorality and the social diseases . . . not less than $3,ooo,ooo,ooo."51 

John S. Fulton savaged these numbers in the American Journal of Public Health. 

Fulton flatly stated that the federation's "statistical misadventures," "nu-

merical confections," and "guesstimates" could not be substantiated; and 

although he did not himself offer ironclad figures to contradict those of the 

federation, he did point out some interesting contradictions. "In the light of 

a few concrete facts," he observed, with reference to the claim that prosti-

tution was a $3 billion a year business, "the Federation might have delayed 

for a few years at least the announcement that the molly-coddled males in 

this country can deliver into the hands of the mollies every year, one-fourth 

of all the money in the world, all the money there is in the United States, 

enough to pay a fourth of the world's total debt, a billion dollars more than 

enough to discharge the public debt of the United States."52 



According to Connelly, "Wilson countered Fulton's accusations with an equally 

polemical repartee, asserted the validity of the federation's estimates, and then 

launched an ad hominem attack on Fulton's character and motives."53 

Similarly, when trafficking is in the headlines now, vast numbers of traf-

ficked individuals are frequently alleged, but the sources of such estimates 

of size and scope are often both unquestioned and unclear. David Feingold 

writes, "It is crystal clear . . . that in the case of human trafficking, no one 

knows the true value of the trade. The trafficking field is best characterized as 

one of numerical certainty and statistical doubt When it comes to statistics, 

trafficking of girls and women is one of several highly emotive issues which 

seem to overwhelm critical faculties. Numbers take on a life of their own, gain-

ing acceptance through repetition, often with little inquiry into their deriva-

tions."54 

When trafficking is conflated with prostitution, the numbers are especially 

unreliable. The means for obtaining estimates of sexual commerce are often 

particularly speculative and seldom checked for credibility, source, or defini-

tional consistency. Expressing concerns similar to those of John S. Fulton a 

century ago, Feingold notes 

In 1997, the organization to End Child Prostitution, Child Pornography, 

and Trafficking of Children for Sexual Purposes (ECPAT) claimed that there 

were 800,000 child prostitutes in Thailand (a figure that, to their credit, 

they now disown). Other N G O S and journalists were claiming that there 

were 4 million sex workers in Thailand. However, had this number been 

correct, it would have meant that 24 percent of the female population of 

Thailand between the ages of ten and thirty-nine was engaged in commer-

cial sex work— an unlikely proposition at best.55 

Feingold also analyzes statistics presented by what he calls "an otherwise 

reliable NGO" that claimed that approximately one million girls are forced into 

commercial sex each year, and that the "sex trafficking industry exploits chil-

dren to the tune of $10 billion a year." Feingold asks: "Where did these figures 

come from? How were they derived? If 1 million girls are forced into the sex 

industry each year, how many leave? For how long have 1 million girls each 

year been forced into the sex industry?"56 These claims are reminiscent of the 

50,000 white slaves who were supposed to have died each year in the brothels 

of the early twentieth century, and the legions of young women supposedly 

abducted to replace them. 

Of course, sex sells social problems as efficiently as it sells cars, beer, and 



televisions. "Sex slaves" sell far more newspapers than do workers coerced into 

making athletic shoes or cleaning toilets. Feingold comments wryly: 

Rarely is there as much excitement about exploited migrant farm workers. 

The frisson of sex slaves down the street in suburbia is too good to pass 

u p . . . . The mere mention of "trafficking" and "sex slavery" seems to dull 

critical sensibility—even for the fact-checked New York Times. As with 

other moral panics, people are so appalled by the enormity of the crime 

that they do not question whether it is occurring—and if so, whether it is 

occurring on the scale that is alleged.57 

Joel Best notes a frequent discrepancy between the large numbers alleged 

for a social problem, and the atypical stories that are used to characterize 

it. "Opening with an emotionally riveting 'grabber' is a standard journal-

istic technique. . . . Horrific examples give a sense of the problem's fright-

ening, harmful dimensions. . . . Atrocity tales perform another, less visible 

function. The atrocity—usually selected for its extreme nature—typifies the 

issue; it becomes the referent for discussions of the problem in general."58 But 

such atrocities are rare. The big numbers refer to much more prevalent, but 

less dramatic, situations. The currently popular narratives of trafficking are 

classic examples of this genre. Broad and vague definitions generate spuri-

ous statistics. These are linked to examples of extreme, but infrequent abuse, 

and spiked with an infusion of sexual prurience. This makes for a persuasive 

package, but one that can obscure as much as it illuminates. Some oppres-

sion is dramatic, spectacular, and grotesque. Most exploitation and oppres-

sion, however, takes place in the realm of the everyday, the routine, and the 

quotidian. 

Emma Goldman's "The Traffic in Women" 

Emma Goldman's essay, "The Traffic in Women," was her own rather critical 

assessment of claims of the white-slave tracts then in such vogue. 

Our reformers have suddenly made a great discovery — the white slave traf-

fic. The papers are full of these unheard of conditions, and lawmakers are 

already planning a new set of laws to check the horror. It is significant that 

whenever the public mind is to be diverted from a great social wrong, a 

crusade is inaugurated against indecency, gambling, saloons, etc.. . . The 

"righteous" cry against the white slave traffic is such a toy. It serves to amuse 

the people for a little while, and it will help to create a few more fat politi-



cal jobs—parasites who stalk about the world as inspectors, investigators, 

detectives, and so forth.59 

Throughout her tract, Goldman sympathized with prostitutes and defended 

their dignity, called for gender equality in wages, demanded equal access for 

women to sex education and sexual freedom, explained prostitution as an eco-

nomic decision, condemned sexual moralists, and treated all exchanges of sex 

for money as similar, whether or not sanctified by church or state. 

She proposed a causal theory of prostitution that linked it to economic ex-

ploitation, gender inequality, the sexual double standard, and lack of sex edu-

cation for women. She asked, "What is really the cause of the trade in women? 

Not merely white women, but yellow and black women as well. Exploitation 

of course; the merciless Moloch of capitalism that fattens on underpaid labor, 

thus driving thousands of women and girls into prostitution. . . . Naturally, 

our reformers say nothing about this cause." Goldman added that "Nowhere 

is woman treated according to the merit of her work, but rather as a sex. It is 

therefore almost inevitable that she should pay for her right to exist... with sex 

favors. Thus it is merely a question of degree whether she sells herself to one 

man, in or out of marriage, or to many men. Whether our reformers admit it 

or not, the economic and social inferiority of woman is responsible for prosti-

tution . . . which is the direct result, in many cases, of insufficient compensa-

tion for honest labor."60 

Goldman put prostitution on a continuum with marriage, rather than on a 

separate moral plane. "To the moralist," she states, "prostitution does not con-

sist so much in the fact that the woman sells her body but rather that she sells 

it out of wedlock. That this is no mere statement is proved by the fact that mar-

riage for monetary considerations is perfectly legitimate, sanctified by law and 

public opinion, while any o ther union is condemned and repudiated."61 In her 

tract, Goldman also managed to vo ciferously condemn women's lack of access 

to sex information: "Woman is being reared as a sex commodity, and yet she is 

kept in absolute ignorance of the meaning and importance of sex. Everything 

dealing with that subject is suppressed, and persons who attempt to bring 

light into this terrible darkness are persecuted and thrown into prison." Gold-

man includes a fervent denunciation of the double standard: "It is due to this 

ignorance that the life and nature of the girl is thwarted and crippled. We have 

long ago taken it as self-evident that the boy may want to follow the call of the 

wild, that is to say, that the boy may, as his sex nature asserts itself, satisfy that 

nature; but our moralists are scandalized at the very thought that the nature 

of a girl should assert itself."62 



When I wrote "The Traffic in Women," I agreed with Goldman's condem-

nation of the double standard, her call for more and better sex education, her 

denunciation of women's low wages and unequal economic resources, and 

her antagonism toward morality crusades. Most important, though, was her 

level comparison of marriage and prostitution as relationships that both in-

volved women's exchange of sex for sustenance. Goldman did not accept that 

the blessings of the church or registration by the state were a valid justification 

for the distribution of honor or vilification, or that marriage should be spared 

critical scrutiny. The inequalities of gender and class structured respectable in-

stitutions such as marriage as much as they did disreputable occupations such 

as prostitution. Putting marriage on an even plane with prostitution high-

lighted how their shared elements, such as the exchange of sex, love, intimacy, 

or domestic service for room and board, revealed much about women's limited 

choices, poor pay, and marginal power. 

Goldman's general refusal to grant marriage special status was compatible 

with a key element of my argument in "The Traffic in Women." Marriage and 

prostitution are, of course, both complicated institutions. While marriage and 

kinship (and prostitution) involve sentiment, intimacy, and many other emo-

tions, feminist analysis called for an unsentimental approach in which aifect 

could be disentangled from systemic effects: marriage could be at the same 

time an emotionally fulfilling relationship and a mechanism for the unequal 

distribution of power and resources. Such an approach to intimate relation-

ships was, in fact, one of the key projects of second wave feminism, expressed 

in the slogan "the personal is political." Levi-Strauss's analysis, which located 

the exchange of women at the heart of kinship and marriage, provided tools to 

think about marriage and kinship systems as a material apparatus of women's 

oppression. "The traffic in women" seemed an apt phrase to convey a feminist 

reading of Levi-Strauss's analysis of the exchange of women in kinship and 

marriage. 

When I wrote "The Traffic in Women," however, I was unfamiliar with 

the early-twentieth-century crusades against which Goldman was speaking. 

I was attracted by the progressive, egalitarian, and antimoralistic tenor of her 

remarks. Like her, I certainly did not intend (or make) a critique that singled 

out prostitution as a particularly insidious institution of gender inequality. Un-

fortunately, there is now a strain within feminism that does just that, following 

similar paths trod by many feminists a century ago.63 

In the last two decades, a resurgent movement against prostitution, often 

using the language of antitrafficking, has resuscitated many of the problematic 

assumptions that circulated in the early 1900s. Now, as then, "trafficking" is too 



often equated with prostitution and other forms of commercial sex. Because of 

the stigma and marginal legality of prostitution, it is still far too easy to think 

that sex work is always coercive, or to believe that it is uniquely exploitative in 

a way that marriage, domestic labor, or factory work are not. Now, as then, the 

media circulate unverified and sometimes demonstrably false statistics that 

make the problem seem Gargantuan and hence exceptionally menacing. Now, 

as then, atrocity stories typify the issue. Now, as then, the common problems 

of poverty, migration, racism, and sexual moralism are often submerged be-

hind melodramatic horror stories of abused and imperiled women and chil-

dren.64 Now, as then, there are feminists involved in antiprostitution activism, 

and now, as then, the major actors are social conservatives, Evangelicals, and 

other religious denominations whose agendas are by and large antagonistic to 

feminist ones.65 

Such political dynamics are not entirely new. In her work on Victorian pros-

titution, Judith Walkowitz delineated how British feminist activists addressing 

prostitution and "white slavery" were ultimately bypassed by moral conserva-

tives who were hostile to women's advancement: "It was these more repressive 

forces that eventually won the day."66 In a prescient essay summarizing her 

work on Victorian prostitution and the social movements that addressed it, 

Walkowitz warned that "commercial sex as a locus of sexual violence against 

women is a hot and dangerous issue for feminists," largely because the issues 

were so readily coopted.67 She commented that feminist mobilizations around 

these issues were 

easily subverted into repressive campaigns against male vice and sexual 

variation, controlled by men and conservative interests whose goals were 

antithetical to the values and ideals of feminism.... We have to be aware 

of the painful contradictions of our sexual strategy, not only for the sex 

workers who still regard commercial sex as the "best paid industry" avail-

able to them, but also for ourselves as feminists. We must take care not to 

play into the hands of the New Right or the Moral Majority, who are only 

too delighted to cast women as victims requiring male protection and con-

trol, and who desire to turn feminist protest into a politics of repression.68 

Walkowitz's bookwas published in 1980, and her essay cautioning feminists 

to be wary of moral crusades in 1982.69 The New Right to which she referred is 

no longer new. Over the intervening decades it has gained enormous traction 

over the institutions of local, state, and federal government. It has halted or 

rolled back many gains for which feminists have fought, and these struggles 

are ongoing. The Moral Majority is long gone, but its agendas live on and are 



arguably more influential now than they were in the heyday of the organiza-

tion. Walkowitz's admonitions about the perils of the politics of commercial 

sex for feminists are as pertinent now as they were when she made them thirty 

years ago. 

I could not have imagined in 1975 that the language of trafficking with its 

pernicious baggage would return with such a vengeance in the late twenti-

eth century. Nor would I have imagined in my wildest nightmares that late-

nineteenth-century rhetoric would be revived to mobilize another interna-

tional crusade against prostitution. I would not have anticipated that a portion 

of the feminist movement would join with antifeminist social conservatives 

and Evangelicals under the banner of antitrafficking to further criminalize 

or abolish prostitution, rather than to address the conditions that constrain 

women's economic choices and social power. I could not have dreamed that 

anyone would think my tide signaled an antiprostitution tract. If I had been 

aware of these possibilities, I would have searched very diligently for another 

tide. 

It is important to keep Goldman's warning in mind: when the public is to 

be diverted from great social wrongs, crusades are inaugurated against inde-

cency and vice. I am sure she would advise us to resist the hypnotic pull of the 

endless media-fed sex scandals du jour, and to pay closer attention to whose 

pockets are being picked and what mechanisms are being employed to pick 

them. 



Introduction to 

A Woman Appeared to Me 3 

History is lies agreed upon by the victors. 

—Anonymous 

The first novel, Adam's and Eve's, has been overprinted. 

—Natalie Barney, Pensées d'une Amazone 

I know that these are the women our fathers stole us from. Know thy women; 

know thyself. 

—Bertha Hams, "The More Profound Nationality of Their Lesbianism" 

I 

It is notoriously difficult to maintain the memory of the past. But groups which 

are socially marginal are particularly relegated to the fringes of historical dis-

cussion. Lesbians, suffering from the dual disqualification of being gay and 

female, have been repeatedly dispossessed of their history. The generation of 

lesbians who emerged out of the women's movement in the late 1960s had to 

discover their immediate predecessors of the 1950s, who had already under-

taken the task of retrieving earlier ancestors from scanty archives. The same 

The "Introduction" in Chapter 3 was originally published in Renée Vivien, A Woman Ap-

peared to Me (Weatherby Lake, Miss.: Naiad, 1976), iii-xxxi. The "Afterword" was origi-

nally published in the reprinted edition of A Woman Appears to Me (Weatherby Lake, 

Miss.: Naiad, 1979), xxi-xxii. 



silence which makes the practice of lesbian history so arduous also obscures 

the work of those who have succeeded in illuminating a lesbian past. 

Such considerations make the publication of this translation of UneFemme 

m'apparut an event to be relished. The translator is Jeannette Foster, whose 

Sex Variant Women in Literature (1956) is the principal reference book on les-

bian history. It had been out of print for two decades, until this year, when a 

women's press rescued it from the underground. I doubt that Foster was very 

surprised by the general neglect of her work, which painstakingly documents 

the extent to which lesbian lives and literature are routinely forgotten. The au-

thor of A Woman Appeared to Me is Renée Vivien, whose own career is an ob-

ject lesson in historical amnesia. Vivien's poetry was lavishly praised by critics 

in the early part of this century, but it has since been consigned to obscurity.1 

Renée Vivien's twenty-odd volumes of poetry and prose comprise one of 

the most remarkable lesbian oeuvres extant. While her celebration of lesbian 

passion has contributed to her lack of literary recognition, it has conversely 

guaranteed her a modest cult reputation as a homosexual poet. Her collected 

poems were reprinted (in the original French) in the recent Arno Press col-

lection on homosexuality and several poems were translated into English in 

The Ladder.2 Vivien's prose poems, short stories, and her one novel (A Woman 

Appeared to Me), have remained even less known than her verse, and her prose 

work never reached second printings even in her lifetime when her poetry was 

widely read and something of a scandalous sensation. Much of her prose writ-

ing is both beautiful and fascinating; it should be more accessible. Hopefully, 

this translation of A Woman Appeared to Me will encourage a revival of inter-

est in all of Renée Vivien's work. 

If A Woman Appeared to Me were merely a lost work by an obscure les-

bian writer, its publication would be welcome. But the novel is also a historical 

document, part of the archival remains of one of the most critical periods in 

lesbian history. A Woman Appeared to Me is Renée Vivien's feverish, dream-

like account of her tormented relationship with her muse and mistress, Natalie 

Clifford Barney. "Between Sappho and Gertrude Stein... these women repre-

sent practically the only available expressions of lesbian culture we have in the 

modern western world."3 Since the novel evokes both the relationship and the 

milieu in which it took place, it can be better understood with some knowledge 

of both its historical and biographical contexts. I will first describe some aspects 

of the complex world in which the two main protagonists of the novel lived. 

Part of the unwritten history of the nineteenth century is that of the 

profound historical changes in sexuality. The nineteenth century saw the cul-

mination of trends which began as Europe changed into modern society. 



The massive social transformations—such as industrialization, urbanization, 

etc.—have long engaged the historical imagination. Historians have recendy 

become interested in the changes that took place in the family and in sexual 

life, but few have noticed that these changes included a revolution in homo-

sexuality. It was in the nineteenth century that homosexuality assumed its 

modern form. 

In the Middle Ages homosexuality was defined as a form of behavior, a sin-

fiil activity. The idea of a type of person who is homosexual is a product of the 

nineteenth century. It was the nineteenth century sexologists who recognized 

a category of homosexual individuals and who evolved a terminology to de-

scribe such persons. Writers of the period also record evidence of the urban 

subcultures which still characterize so much of homosexual experience.4 The 

nineteenth-century cities contained specialized homosexual communities 

centered around bars, restaurants, informal networks, and semi-secret clubs. 

Colette charmingly described the variety of lesbian society in Paris before 

1910. Between 1906 and 1911, Colette left her first husband, made her living 

by performing in music halls, and had a woman lover—Missy, the Marquise 

de Belboeuf. Through the music halls, Colette was familiar with the popular 

homosexual culture. She frequented a lower-class bar called the Palmyre. The 

clientele was mostly poor, the food was cheap, and the proprietor a rough, ma-

ternal Amazon who fed the most indigent for nothing. 

I go to the bar kept by Sémiramis, appropriately named—Sémiramis, war-

rior queen, helmeted in bronze, armed with the meat cleaver, who speaks a 

colorful language to her crowd of long-haired young lads and short-haired 

young girls 

. . . [ Y] ou find there a majority of young men who are no t at all interested 

in women. At dinnertime there they are, comfortably at home, enjoying a 

rest. They are recovering their strength for suppertime. They have no need 

to waggle their hips or cry out shrilly or flutter a handkerchief soaked in 

ether, or dance together.... They are gende, weary, with their painted eye-

lids heavy with sleep. 

. . . While dining at Sémiramis's bar I enjoy watching the girls dancing 

together, they waltz so well. They're no t paid for this, but dance for pleasure 

between the cabbage soup and the beef stew. They are young models, scape-

graces of the neighborhood, girls who take bit parts at the music hall but 

who are out of work I see only two graceful bodies united, sculptured 

beneath thin dresses by the wind of the waltz They waltz like habitués 

of cheap dance halls, lewdly, sensuously, with that delicious inclination of 



a tall sail of a y a c h t . . . . I can't help it! I really find that prettier than any 

ballet.5 

Through her lover Missy, Colette met the disgrunded aristocrats. Remember-

ing them thirty years later, she wrote: "The adherents of this clique of women 

exacted secrecy for their parties, where they appeared dressed in long trousers 

and dinner jackets and behaved with unsurpassed propriety.... Where could 

I find, nowadays, messmates like those . . . Baronesses of the Empire, lady 

cousins of Czars, illegitimate daughters of grandukes, exquisites of the Pari-

sian bourgeoisie, and also some aged horsewomen of the Austrian aristocracy, 

hand and eye of steel."6 

It was to this Paris, vibrant capital of homosexual society, that Renée Vivien 

and Natalie Barney came shortly before 1900, when they were both in their 

early twenties. It was here that the two young women instigated a lesbian re-

naissance. They distinguished themselves from their contemporaries in Paris 

lesbian society by what we would now call their "gay consciousness." Beneath 

the florid, belle epoque, upper-class texture of their lives, one can discern two 

forerunners of the contemporary gay women's movement. 

II 

. . . sick with anguish, 

Stood the crowned nine Muses 

about Apollo, 

Fear was upon them, 

While the tenth sang 

wonderful things they 

knew not, 

Ah, the tenth, the Lesbian! 

—Swinburne, "Sapphics" 

Is it sapphism which 

nourishes her intelligence, 

or is it intelligence which 

makes her a lesbian? 

—Jean Royére, speaking of Natalie Barney in "Sapho et Circé" 

Renée Vivien was born Pauline Mary Tarn in England on 11 June 1877/ Her 

mother was American and her father British. The Tarn family apparendy 



amassed their fortune in the London dry-goods business. Renée was sent to 

study in Paris, where she met Violet Shilleto, a young American who was to 

become one of the most important figures in her life.8 The two girls became 

close friends. They shared an intense concern with religion and related ques-

tions. As children, they refused Anglican communion together, and both were 

to die as Catholics. With adolescence, Renée developed an intense, but un-

consummated, passion for Violet. Renée had probably not yet understood the 

implications of her feelings when her parents brought her back to England to 

prepare her for her debut. She did know that she was miserable, missed her 

friend, and was in a constant state of rage at having to go through the motions 

of a conventional upper-class girl preparing for marriage. Renée was finally 

presented in 1897, when she was twenty. She escaped back to Paris the next 

year, and had her first sexual relationship in 1899 with Natalie Barney, whom 

she met through Violet Shilleto. 

Natalie Barney was born in Dayton, Ohio, on Halloween 1876.9 The Barney 

family then lived in Cincinnati where they made a fortune manufacturing rail-

road equipment. The Barney family subsequendy moved to Washington, D.C. 

Natalie spent much of her youth in France, where she attended Les Ruches, 

the school immortalized in Olivia}0 She lived for a while in Paris, where her 

mother, Alice Pike Barney, studied painting.11 Natalie's memoirs convey the 

impression of an extraordinary precocity. She says that she became a feminist 

during one of the family excursions to Europe, where she saw a woman and a 

dog pulling a cart while the man walked alongside.12 She was ten years old. That 

same year, her mother arranged for Carolus Duran to paint Natalie's portrait. 

Displaying the fine sense of camp which never deserted her, Natalie posed as 

a young prince wearing a green velvet doublet.13 Natalie knew that she was a 

lesbian from an early age, and later commented that if her studies had come 

to nothing, it was because "my only books were women's looks."14 She had her 

first lesbian aifair at the age of sixteen, with a red-haired beauty named Eva 

Palmer. The two girls had met at Bar Harbor, Maine, where their families had 

summer homes. 

Natalie settled in Paris in 1899. She immediately seduced Liane de Pougy, 

one of the most celebrated courtesans in Paris. Pougy wrote Idylle Saphique, 

a roman à clef of the relationship.15 The novel portrays young Natalie orating 

against the injustice of male laws and referring to lesbianism as "a religion of 

the body, whose kisses are prayers."18 The character based on Barney refuses 

to call lesbianism a perversion. Instead, she refers to it as a "conversion."17 

Natalie was still involved with Liane when she met Renée. The affair be-

tween Natalie and Renée commenced on a winter night in 1899 in a room full 



of lilies. It lasted until a bitter rupture in 1901 and resumed again briefly in 

1904. It would be difficult to understand how such a short liaison could have 

had the impact that it did upon both women, were it not for the intensity gen-

erated by their shared vision of a society in which women would be free, and 

homosexuality honored. 

When Renée Vivien and Natalie Barney began their relationship, they each 

found a comrade in their literary war on behalf of women and lesbianism. 

Searching for their own roots, they discovered Sappho and Hellenism. They 

dreamed of establishing a group of women poets dedicated to Sappho, pref-

erably on the island of Mytilene (Lesbos). Vivien learned Greek in order to 

read Sappho in the original, and she eventually translated Sappho's poetry into 

French. The two women declared themselves pagans, spiritual descendants of 

the Greeks. 

Vivien and Barney were part of the emergence of the early homosexual 

movement in the late nineteenth century. In Britain this movement mainly 

consisted of Victorian gentlemen who wrote homoerotic poetry. In Germany, 

the movement was explicitly political and fought for the legalization of homo-

sexuality.18 Renée Vivien and Natalie Barney were unique in that they achieved 

and articulated a distinctively lesbian self-awareness. Their writings show that 

they unders to od who they were and what they were up against. There were few 

homosexuals of either sex who comprehended the dimensions of the homo-

sexual situation. 

Both women understood that prejudice against homosexuals had to be 

fought, and they realized the importance of living openly. Before Radclyffe Hall 

argued for tolerance, they argued for pride. Hall's consciousness was largely that 

of sexologists, such as Havelock Ellis and Magnus Hirschfeld, who believed that 

homosexuality was an inborn anomaly for which no one should be held legally 

culpable. By contrast, Vivien and Barney adopted an attitude for which they 

found support in nineteenth-century French literature, in which the lesbian 

was often a romantic figure.19 Radclyffe Hall believed that pride was possible in 

spite of homosexuality; Vivien and Barney were proud qfhomosexuality. 

At a time when KrafFt-Ebing classified homosexuality as a degenerative dis-

ease, Vivien and Barney considered it a thrilling distinction. They responded 

to anti-homosexual disdain with insolent extremism, as illustrated by this 

interchange between two of the characters in A Woman Appeared to Me. 

"In fact, San Giovanni, has a woman ever loved a man?" 

"I can hardly conceive of such a deviation of the senses. Sadism and the 

rape of children seem more normal to me."20 



Vivien read widely in myth, legend, and ancient literature. She rewrote 

many of Western culture's most cherished myths, replacing their male and 

heterosexual biases with female and lesbian ones. In these excerpts from "The 

Profane Genesis," Vivien changes the biblical story into the creation myth of 

lesbian poetry. 

I. Before the birth of the Universe, there existed two eternal principles, 

Jehovah and Satan. 

II. Jehovah was the incarnation of Force, Satan the incarnation of 

Cunning. 

VII. Jehovah breathed upon the Infinite, and the sky was born of his 

breath. 

VIII. Satan covered the implacable azure with the fleeting grace of 

clouds. 

XIII. Jehovah kneaded clay, and from this clay, fashioned man. 

XIV. From the very essence of this flesh flowered, idealized, the flesh 

of woman, the work of Satan. 

XV. Jehovah bent the man and the woman with the violence of the 

embrace. 

XVI. Satan taught them the piercing subtlety of the caress. 

XVIII. He [Jehovah] inspired the Bar of Ionia, the mighty Homer. 

XIX. Homer celebrated the magnificence of carnage and the glory of 

spilt blood, the ruin of cities, the sobs of widows 

XX. Satan leaned toward the west, over the sleep of Sappho, the Lesbian. 

XXI. And she sang the fugitive forms of love . . . the ardent perfume of 

roses.. . the sacred dances of Cretan women. . . the immortal arrogance 

that scorns suffering and smiles in death and the charm of women's 

kisses.21 

Renée Vivien and Natalie Barney were as outspoken in their feminism as 

in their lesbianism. Vivien scoured her sources for themes of female indepen-

dence. Amazons, androgynes, and archaic female deities abound in her writ-

ing. Many of her prose pieces are tales of women as magnificent rebels. There 

are noble virgins, independent prostitutes, queens who choose poverty and 

freedom to the slavery of an unloved royal bed. "The Veil of Vashti" is a story 

based on the Old Testament Book of Esther.22 The Jewish festival of Purim 

celebrates Esther's rescue of the Jews from the machinations of a Persian court 

functionary. Vivien was inspired by the part of the story which is generally 

ignored in Hebrew school. She wrote about Queen Vashti, whom Esther re-



placed. The biblical account says that Vashti refused to obey an order of King 

Ahasuerus. The king's advisors warn that she must be punished or the Persians 

and the Medes will be faced with a feminist revolt: 

For this deed of the queen shall come abroad unto all women, so that they 

shall despise their husbands in their eyes, when it shall be reported, The 

king Ahasuerus commanded Vashti the queen to be brought in before him, 

but she came not. 

Likewise shall the ladies of Persia and Media say this day unto all the 

king's princes, which have heard of the deed of the queen. Thus shall there 

arise too much contempt and wrath.23 

In Vivien's story, Vashti's provocation is deliberate. 

For my action will come to the attention of all women and they will say, 

"The King Ahasuerus had ordered that Queen Vashti be brought into his 

presence and she did not go." And, from that day, the princesses of Persia 

and Media will know that they are no longer the servants of their husbands, 

and that the man is no longer the master in his house; but that the woman 

is free and mistress equally to the master in his house.24 

When Queen Vashti is informed of her banishment from the court, she de-

clares, 

I am going into the desert where human beings are free like lions I shall 

perish there perhaps of hunger. I shall perish there perhaps in the teeth of 

savage beasts. I shall perish there perhaps of solitude. But, since the rebel-

lion of Lilith, I am the first free woman. My action will come to the atten-

tion of all women, and all those who are slaves in the houses of their hus-

bands or of their fathers will envy me in secret. Thinking of my glorious 

rebellion, they will say: Vashti disdained being a queen that she might be 

free. 

And Vashti went into the desert where dead serpents lived again under 

the light of the moon.25 

Renée Vivien also wrote stories of women as victims of male injustice. One 

of the most striking is "The Eternal Slave." It is worth quoting in full. 

I saw the Woman encumbered with chains of gold and chains of bronze. 

Her bonds were at once tenuous like a spider's web, and heavy like the 

mass of mountains, and the Man, sometimes tyrant and sometimes para-

site, dominated her and lived oif of her. 



Docile, she submitted to his tyranny. And what was most dismaying was 

to hear the hypocritical words of love which were mingled with the orders 

of the master. 

I cried out to the Woman (and my cry passed despairingly through the 

bars which separated us): 

"O You, the eternally Afflicted, Tenderness deceived, Martyr of love, why 

do you resign yourself in degrading patience to the ignominy and baseness 

of this false companion? Do you submit out of love or out of fear?" 

She replied to me: "I submit neither from love nor from fear, but through 

ignorance and habit." 

And with these words, an immense sadness and an immense hope came 

to me.26 

Because of her sensitivity to the male sexual monopoly on women, Renée 

Vivien was fascinated by stories of women who refused men. She often wrote 

about women who preferred to mate with monsters or to die rather than to 

accept the desire of a human male. Many of her stories are told from the view-

point of some bemused man who has unwittingly encountered such a woman 

and been humiliated by her refusal. "Brown Like a Hazel-Nut" is narrated by a 

young man named Jerry, and consists of his bitter recollection of Nell.27 Jerry 

wants Nell to be his mistress, but she refuses. She tells him that she would 

rather swallow a toad than be embraced by him. He catches a toad and tells 

her that he will take her by force unless she swallows it. She does. 

Renée Vivien is chiefly remembered for her poetry, the vast bulk of which 

is devoted to the passion of women. There is no poet who wrote as openly, as 

single-mindedly, and as prolifically of lesbian love. Colette said of the Poet of 

Lesbos, "Renée Vivien has left a great many poems of unequal strength, force, 

merit, unequal as the human breath, as the pulsations of human suffering."28 

It would be impossible to begin to present the range of Vivien's poetry here, 

so these verses from "Words to my Friend" will have to suffice. 

See: I am at the age when a maiden gives her hand 

To the Man whom her weakness seeks and dreads, 

And I have not chosen my traveling companion, 

Because you appeared at the turn of the road. 

The hyacinth bleeds on the red hills, 

You dreamt and Eros walked by your side . . . 

I am a woman, I have no right to beauty, 

They have condemned me to the ugliness of men. 



And I had the inexcusable audacity to want 

The sisterly love made up of light purities, 

The furtive step that does not bruise the ferns 

And the soft voice which blends with the evening. 

They had forbidden me your hair, your eyes 

Because your hair is long and fragrant 

And because your eyes hold strange ardors 

And become muddy like rebellious waves. 

They pointed their fingers at me in an angry gesture, 

Because my eyes were seeking your tender glance.. . 

On seeing us pass by, no one has wished to understand 

That I have chosen you with simplicity. 

Consider the vile law that I transgress 

And judge my love, which knows nothing of evil, 

As candid, as necessary, and fatal 

As the desire which joins the lover to his mistress.29 

IfRenée Vivien was the poet of Lesbos, Natalie Barney was its muse. Barney 

was also a writer and a poet, but her impact came less from her writing than 

from her powerful personality, her arrogant disregard for convention, the lu-

cidity of her ideas, and her astounding capacity for seduction. She lived among 

writers, many of whom used her colorful personality as a model for barely dis-

guised fictional characters. Besides Vally in A Woman Appeared to Me, Barney's 

most memorable appearances include Laurette in Delarue-Mardrus's LAnge et 

lespervers (1930); Dame Evangeline Musset in Barnes's The Ladies Almanack 

(1928); Florence Temple Bradford (Flossie) in Idylle Saphique (Pougy 1901); 

and Valerie Seymour in Hall's The Well of Loneliness (1959). These characters 

depict Natalie in her favorite roles—muse of poets, high priestesses of lesbi-

anism, missionary and seductress of the unconvinced. Natalie was a living ad-

vertisement for the healthful benefits of the gay life. 

Natalie did not restrict the exercise of her charm to women. She has a con-

siderable reputation as a patron of literature and her salon at 20, rue Jacob, 

is legendary. In contrast to Gertrude Stein's, Natalie's salon was a center for 

French literature. Her guest list reads like a Who's Who in twentieth-century 

French and American arts and letters. 

During the 1920s, Natalie's home was also a gathering place for the inter-

national homosexual underground. Radclyffe Hall and Una Troubridge visited 



her frequently during this time, and in The Well of Loneliness Hall wrote about 

the ambiance Natalie created. 

And such people frequented Valerie Seymour's, men and women who 

must carry God's mark on their foreheads. For Valerie, placid and self-

assured, created an atmosphere of courage; everyone felt very normal and 

brave when they gathered together at Valerie Seymour's. There she was, 

this charming and cultured woman, a kind of lighthouse in a storm-swept 

ocean. The waves lashed round her feet in v a i n . . . . The storms, gathering 

force, broke and drifted away, leaving behind them the shipwrecked, the 

drowning. But when they looked up, the poor spluttering victims, why what 

should they see but Valerie Seymour! Then a few would strike boldly for the 

shore, at the sight of this indestructible creature.30 

An impressive number of talented and articulate women continued to gather 

around Natalie Barney well into the twentieth century. Some were, at one time 

or another, her lovers—including Lucie Delarue-Mardrus, Elizabeth de Gra-

mont (Duchesse de Clermont-Tonnerre), Dolly Wilde (Oscar Wilde's niece), 

and Romaine Brooks. They wrote about each other, painted portraits of each 

other, wrote poetry to each other, and engaged in Byzantine sexual intrigue. 

They left an extraordinary collection of artifacts scattered about in museums 

and libraries. Many of them are famous, and this period of Paris history, in the 

1920s, is relatively well known. It should be remembered, however, that these 

women were carrying on a tradition already established by 1900 by Renée 

Vivien and Natalie Barney. 

I l l 

"Some women," said Dame Musset, "are SeaCattle, and some are 

Land-Hogs, and yet others are Worms crawling about our Almanacks, 

but some," she said, "are Sisters of Heaven, and these we must 

follow and not be sidetracked." 

—Djuna Barnes, Ladies Almanack 

In spite of their shared ideology, Renée Vivien and Natalie Barney were emo-

tionally mismatched. Although A Woman Appeared to Me reflects their com-

mon lesbian consciousness, it is primarily a record of their incompatibility. 

Renée wrote A Woman Appeared to Me sometime before their reconciliation in 

1904.31 The novel is based on the events and people in her life between 1899 and 



1903, and its aesthetic is fin de siècle. The novel is biographical, but it records 

less the events themselves than her emotional response to them. Moreover, 

Renée experienced her emotions very symbolically. Perhaps as part of her 

poetic craft, particular people became associated with any number of levels of 

imagery and significance. Her inner cosmology associated colors, flowers, and 

legendary figures with personal archetypes. 

There are two primary emotional sources for A Woman Appeared to Me. 

The first was the failure of Renée's relationships with Natalie. During the same 

period in her life, Renée faced another crisis. Her friend Violet Shiletto died 

in 1901. Violet's death haunted Renée for the rest of her own short life, and it 

complicated the relationship with Natalie. 

A Woman Appeared to Me is the story of a doomed love affair between 

the narrator (Renée Vivien) and Vally (Natalie Barney). The first part of the 

novel covers the years from 1899 to 1901. Vally is portrayed as incapable of 

love and utterly faithless. The narrator is distressed at Vally's dalliances with 

other women, but she is most outraged by the "Prostitute," a man who wants 

to marry Vally. Natalie did in fact have male suitors at that time, and she led 

them on. But men were never of any sexual or romantic significance to her. 

The narrator realizes that her obsessed relationship with Vally is under-

mining her friendship with lone (Violet Shiletto), who had been her most dear 

and intimate friend. Completing the initial cast of characters, there is the ori-

entalist Petrus (J. C. Mardrus, a friend of Natalie's and the translator of Arabian 

Nights), the wife of Petrus (Lucie Delarue-Mardrus), and San Giovanni. 

The character of San Giovanni is a composite alter ego of the narrator. She 

is Renée's better half, her common sense, the courageous poet of Lesbos: in 

short, the core of Renée's identity, which remained intact from the devastation 

of her unhappy passion. Sometimes San Giovanni is the wise Renée of 1903, 

while the narrator is the innocent Renée of 1900. San Giovanni is also one of 

the archetypes of Renée's personal mythology: the androgyne. 

Vally, the narrator, and San Giovanni travel together to America, where 

they visit a women's college (Bryn Mawr); lone gets sick and dies shortly after 

they return. The narrator is desolate with grief for lone and jealous of Vally's 

affairs. San Giovanni—her common sense—warns her: "If you don't alter your 

jealous melancholy and your savage moods,you will lose Vally. She will simply 

stay out of the dark mists in which you wrap yourself and which smother her. 

She needs fresh air, space, and sunlight."32 And, indeed, Vally soon expels the 

narrator from her divine presence. 

The rest of the novel covers the years 1901 to 1903. The narrator attempts 

to console herself with Dagmar (Olive Custance), until Dagmar finds her 



"Prince" (Lord Alfred Douglas, whom Olive married in 1902 and who had 

been the lover of Oscar Wilde). Then the narrator finds Eva, and the two 

women embark on a year of happy love. Like San Giovanni, Eva defies precise 

classification. Eva is based in part on Eva Palmer. Renée seems to have fallen in 

love with Palmer, who gently refused her.33 Renée plays up on the connotations 

of Eva's name to evoke the archetypal primal woman. Just as San Giovanni is 

Renée's ideal self, Eva is the ideal lover of her dreams. Finally, Eva also seems 

to represent Hélène, Baronne Van Zuylen de Nyevelt, who also became Renée's 

lover after the break with Natalie in 1901. 

While the narrator is living happily with Eva, Vally returns to claim her. The 

last part of the novel records the struggle to decide between these two arch-

angels of her destiny. 

A Woman Appeared to Me was written out of Renée Vivien's need to come 

to terms with her relationship with Natalie Barney. Renée wanted to under-

stand what went wrong and whom to blame. Although the novel occasionally 

presents Natalie's analysis of the affair, it is fundamentally an expression of 

Renée's confusion, pain, anger, and guilt. Natalie wrote about her side of the 

relationship in her memoirs (Souvenirs indiscrets [i960] and Aventures de l'es-

prit [1929]) and in a group of prose poems (Je me souviens [1910]). All of these 

accounts are partisan and must be measured against what actually happened. 

When Renée met Natalie, in 1899, Violet Shilleto was still the center of her 

emotional life. As Renée became increasingly involved with Natalie, she began 

to lose touch with Violet. Early in 1901, Violet asked Renée to go with her to the 

south of France. Renée elected to stay in Paris with Natalie, promising Violet 

she would come later. When she received word that Violet was ill, Renée has-

tened to the Riviera. While Renée was gone, Natalie dabbled in an unsuccessful 

liaison with Olive Custance. Renée meanwhile had arrived in Nice to find that 

Violet was dying and had converted to Catholicism. Renée's grief for Violet 

was compounded by her guilt for having become estranged from her friend. 

She felt that she had been led to betray the friendship by her absorption in the 

carnal delights of her first affair. 

Renée's grief did not abate. Hoping that a change of scenery would help 

Renée out of her depression, Natalie persuaded Renée to go with her to the 

United States. They spent the summer of 1901 in Bar Harbor, where Renée met 

Eva Palmer, who had been Natalie's first lover. Eva was much more under-

standing of Renée's grief than Natalie. While Natalie went to a round of so-

cial events, Eva studied Greek with Renée. In the fall, all three traveled to 

Bryn Mawr, where Eva was a student.34 While Natalie again went to balls and 

parties, Renée wro te po etry in an abandoned cemetery. Renée finally departed 



to visit her family in London, and Natalie left for her family's home in Wash-

ington. They were to meet back in Paris. 

In her memoirs, Natalie says she did not hear from Renée during that 

winter, and was filled with disquiet. She says she was surprised to find that 

Renée would not see her when she returned to Paris. Natalie ascertained 

that Renée had become involved with Hélène, Baronne Van Zuylen de Nyevelt 

(née Rothschild). Renée avoided all of Natalie's attempts to communicate with 

her, which included moonlight serenades and messages tossed over garden 

walls. Natalie speculates in her memoirs that the Baroness had paid Renée's 

governess to intercept her letters, leading Renée to believe that Natalie had 

abandoned her. The Baroness was jealous and did try to sequester Renée from 

her former lover, but Natalie's account is somewhat disingenuous. The relation-

ship had been in trouble for some time, and Natalie already knew that Renée 

was trying to avoid her quite apart from any possible intrigue by the Baroness. 

From the beginning of the affair, Renée was both exhilarated and terror-

ized by its carnality and its power. Natalie was the incarnation of her dreams, 

a lover who could inspire an incinerating passion. But Renée was ambivalent 

about such passion. She had a curious kind of chastity, both emotional and 

physical. Her chaste love for Violet seemed to embody a passion untouched 

by impurity. If anything, her experiences with Natalie were sufficiendy con-

fusing to exacerbate the conflict. On the other hand, much of Natalie's ability 

to seduce was the result of her religious devotion to the pleasures of the flesh. 

One of Natalie's early complaints was that she wanted a more ardent reality 

and fewer ardent words. She evidendy felt that Renée's love was largely lived 

in the imagination. She accused Renée of being more willing to speak of love 

than to love, and she wrote these words to her: "And would you have put all 

of your courage and all your poetry into your verses if there is so little left for 

your life? Is it you who will write these audacious and beautiful words, and will 

I alone dare to live that of which you sing?"35 

Renée and Violet had shared a fascination with death and religion when 

they were children. When Natalie met Renée, she thought her own lusty pagan-

ism would give Renée more of an interest in life. While Renée was coping 

with Natalie's vitality, which both attracted and hurt her, the drama of Violet's 

death heightened the polarity she already felt. Renée thought that Natalie— 

and sex—were responsible for the unforgivable lapse in her friendship with 

Violet. Renée's endless mourning was in part an effort to expiate the guilt she 

felt toward Violet's memory. Natalie, on the other hand, hated to think about 

death and even avoided funerals. Renée's grief seemed to Natalie to exceed 



the limits of decency. Renée argued for her right to mourn, and wrote a poem 

called "Let the Dead Bury Their Dead." Natalie commented in the margin, 

"But not the Living."36 

The most acute issue in the relationship, and the one around which all other 

conflicts crystallized, was monogamy. I cannot do justice here to Natalie's 

complex theories about sex roles and erotic relationships. Suffice it to say that 

Natalie evolved a critique of the sex roles which included a critique of the 

structure of erotic emotion. She felt that sex roles hurt each person by dictat-

ing the suppression of the personality traits assigned to the other sex. She also 

thought that erotic relationships drew their structure from this artificial divi-

sion of the sexes, such that each individual sought its missing wholeness in the 

other. Natalie felt that the emotions of jealousy, possessiveness, and exclusivity 

derived from this sexual system, which she also held responsible for women's 

secondary status. Natalie maintained that a relationship should be based on 

mutual independence, rather than on dependence, and that love should never 

be constrained by fidelity. Fidelity, she thought, meant that love and desire 

were dead. 

Natalie lived by such ideals as much as possible. When Natalie gave her 

love, she gave it forever; but this did not preclude her from giving it to others 

in the meantime. Such loyalty was not always appreciated by lovers whose 

idea of love was more conventional or whose emotional constitutions were 

less rugged. Natalie maintained that she did not suffer from jealousy, but from 

the jealousy of others. Of all her lovers, only Romaine Brooks shared Natalie's 

perspective on relationships. Although Romaine and Natalie were lovers for 

half a century, they lived apart. When they built a villa in the south of France, 

it consisted of two residences joined by a set of common rooms. Natalie's 

other lovers were generally less than pleased by her promiscuity.37 Quite apart 

from her ideals, Natalie had all the instincts of a hamadryas baboon. Chalon 

describes her pattern best, noting that her harem usually contained a ruling 

"Sultana," a "Favorite" or two, and a bevy of lesser delights. 

Unlike Natalie, Renée Vivien did not attempt to express her own needs in 

terms of a systematic philosophy. She was simply romantic. To Renée, love 

was forever, and forever meant fidelity. When Natalie dallied about and yet 

assured Renée that she loved her, Renée could not believe in her sincerity. 

Natalie responded by saying that if Renée loved her, she would try to under-

stand her; and that such understanding would lead Renée to cease the suspi-

cious possessiveness that threatened to destroy the very liveliness that made 

Natalie so attractive. Renée tried to understand, but was unable to stop the an-



guish caused by Natalie's constant infidelities. Renée began to identify Natalie's 

vitality as the source of her pain. The circumstances of Violet's death led her 

to link Natalie's sensuality with betrayal. It was Violet's death that finally gave 

Renée enough desperate strength to remove herself from this emotionally un-

bearable relationship. She wrote the following letter late in 1901, from London, 

to Natalie, who was still in Washington. 

I am sad that you have thus broken the promise which you made me before 

leaving. You had promised not to call me to serve as a distraction for an 

hour of boredom, only to call me when you had need of me to console you, 

to help you in a bad moment. Now, there is no necessity for me to come. 

Nothing serious has taken place in your life [Y] ou are calling me for the 

simple pleasure of trying out, once again, your power over me, or of having 

once again, next to you, one who is in pain, an easy dupe whom you will use 

again for all your little amorous and whimsical projects. 

I am sad to the bottom of my heart for having to tell you this, to you 

whom I love still and in spite of everything. But you forget to what point 

you martyred me, you forget the anguish, the humiliations, the wounds that 

you inflicted on me; you forget that I am still bleeding and bruised with all 

that you made me suffer, unconsciously, perhaps, but fatally. Far from you, 

I do not suffer with the same intensity the pains, the jealousies, the anxieties 

which I endure when I see you giving out smiles and provocative glances 

like a merchant of kisses to everyone, female or male 

. . . I will always love you, but no longer with that blind love of the first 

days. I love you now with a love more bitter, more sad, more skeptical 

I no longer have an irrational faith; I doubt and I seek to know what there 

is that is true at the base of the lies—what there is that is false at the base 

of the truths—for you are a being so complex that you are not entirely true 

or false. 

. . . But I beg you leave me a little peace of mind, let me bathe in solitude 

and silence and recover a bit of strength. 

. . . To return to you for a while in order to leave again afterwards, what 

madness! I could not do it, I would not have the courage to absent myself 

a second time. There are sacrifices that one cannot remake. 

. . . [B]elieve me when I tell you again that I love you "unalterably." . . . I 

love you as I will love you always.38 

Natalie therefore must have known when she returned to Paris that Renée 

considered the relationship over, although she was genuinely surprised by the 



Baroness Van Zuylen. Renée had already tried to console herself with Olive 

Custance in late 1901, before succeeding in the new relationship with the Bar-

oness. Natalie was still quite in love with Renée and determined to win her 

back. Natalie's larger project did not however prevent her from having an af-

fair with Lucie Delarue-Mardrus in 1902.39 

Eva Palmer was also in Paris, and she became Natalie's emissary to Renée. 

It was only through Eva and music that Natalie had any success in her quest.40 

When Renée invited Eva to share her box at the opera, Natalie took Eva's seat 

and Renée seemed happy to see her. Renée promised to meet Natalie again, 

but failed to make the rendezvous. Natalie was then called away to attend her 

father, who was dying in Monte Carlo. She took his ashes back to Washington 

and apparendy stayed away for some time.41 

Finally, in the summer of 1904, Natalie heard that Renée was planning to 

attend the Wagner festival in Bayreuth, and that she would be going with-

out the Baroness, whose constant jealous surveillance had hampered Natalie's 

eiforts. Natalie left with Eva for Bayreuth. Seats were exchanged so that Natalie 

and Renée could be together. Natalie had brought some prose poems which 

protested the sincerity and depth of her love for Renée, and Renée was finally 

convinced.42 She decided to resume the relationship, but only at Mytilene. 

Renée and Natalie traveled to Mytilene where they rented two villas in an 

orchard and revived their old dreams of establishing a cult of Sappho. Their 

happy idyll was interrupted by a cable from the Baroness Van Zuylen, who 

was on her way to the island. Natalie left for Paris, having been assured that 

Renée was going to break with the Baroness and return to her. Renée was torn 

between the two women, but finally decided to drop Natalie and stay with the 

Baroness instead. 

It becomes increasingly difficult to trace Vivien's personal history after the 

second break with Natalie, in 1904. Renée seems at last to have come to terms 

with her feeling for Natalie. The two women developed a friendship, which 

Renée had earlier declared impossible; after 1904 Renée had more understand-

ing for her difficult lover but also understood that she could not stay with her. 

Renée was satisfied with her choice and kept to it, although she always thought 

of her earlier love with wistfulness. Colette recounts a conversation in which 

Renée expressed some regret about a lover from her past: "Then it was a ques-

tion of the satisfactions of another epoch, another woman, and regrets and 

comparisons."43 

Renée traveled extensively during the last years of her life, in the Mediter-

ranean, the Middle East, and the Orient. She filled her apartment at 23, Ave. 



du Bois with art treasures acquired on her journeys.44 Romaine Brooks knew 

Renée before 1909, and she described the apartment in her memoirs.45 

There comes before me the dark, heavily curtained room, overreaching 

itself in lugubrious effects: grim life-sized Oriental figures sitting propped 

up on chairs, phosphorescent Buddhas glowing dimly in the folds of black 

draperies. The air is heavy with perfumed incense. A curtain draws aside 

and Renée Vivien stands before us attired in Louis XVI male costume. 

Her straight blond hair falls to her shoulders, her flower-like face is bent 

down We lunch seated on the floor Oriental fashion and scant food is 

served on ancient Damascus ware, cracked and stained. During the meal 

Renée Vivien leaves us to bring in from the garden her pet frogs and a ser-

pent which she twines round her wrist.4® 

Colette lived across the courtyard, and became one of Renée's friends. She 

also described the apartment: "I became almost wickedly intolerant there, yet 

never wore out the patience of the gossamer angel who dedicated offerings of 

lady apples to the Buddhas. One day, when the spring wind was stripping the 

leaves from the Judas trees in the avenue, I was nauseated by the funereal per-

fumes and tried to open the window: it was nailed shut."47 

The data on Renée's romantic attachments after 1905 are not very defini-

tive. Some of the confusion arises from the fact that although the Baroness 

Van Zuylen was not popular, her identity was well protected in a literature 

that usually specialized in indiscretion. She is referred to as the Valkyrie, La 

Brioche, or as Madame de Z. Colette did describe the Baroness, but did not 

direcdy link her to Renée: "We heard from J. de Bellune that at that gala eve-

ning in Nice the Baroness Van Zuylen lorded it in a box, wearing a white tie 

and tails—and a mustache! The Baroness Ricoy accompanied her, likewise in 

tails and looking quite emaciated beside that elephantine monster. They were 

recognized and were pestered by visitors to their box, although the Baroness 

Van Zuylen responded to the intruders with broadsides of very masculine 

oaths."48 

The actual dimensions of the affair between Vivien and the Baroness re-

main unclear. It seems that at least until 1905, the relationship was a healing 

one for Renée. She did much of her best work during this period and seemed 

to be happy. The Baroness encouraged Renée's work, and the two of them col-

laborated on a few volumes of poetry published under the collective pseudo-

nym of Paule Riversdale.49 But after 1905, something happened—either the 

relationship ended, or it changed. 



In Souvenirs indiscrets, Natalie Barney says that Renée became outraged by 

the discovery that the Baroness had been unfaithful to her. Natalie implies that 

the relationship ended, and that Renée's decline subsequendy became cata-

clysmic. In his notes on Renée Vivien, Salomon Reinach is definite that the 

liaison with the Baroness lasted between 1901 and 1905, and he gives no indica-

tion that it continued after 1905. The Riversdale collaboration only lasted until 

1904. We also know that Renée had several affairs in the last years of her life, 

between 1906 and 1909, but we do not know to what extent the Baroness was 

still her primary concern.50 It is clear that by 1908 Renée was both depressed 

and unhealthy, and that her poetry was increasingly obsessed with themes of 

death. She wrote the epitaph which is engraved on her tomb, and many of her 

late poems evoke the shadow of the dead Violet Shilleto. According to Colette, 

Renée was at that time engaged in a very disturbing relationship with a mys-

terious "master." It is usually assumed that the "master" was still the Baroness 

Van Zuylen. "This 'master' was never referred to by the name of woman. We 

seemed to be waiting for some catastrophe to project her into our midst, but 

she merely kept sending invisible messengers laden with jades, enamels, lac-

quers, fabrics."51 The "master" would summon Renée erratically, and Renée 

often had to leave in the midst of a dinner party. As Colette arrived for one 

soirée, she found Renée on her way out the door. Renée explained: "Hush, I am 

requisitioned. She the terrible is present."52 At another time, Renée explained 

to Colette that she was leaving Paris to get away before her lover killed her: "In 

four words she explained how she might perish. Four words of a frankness to 

make you blink. This would not be worth telling, except for what Renée said 

then. 'With her I dare not pretend or lie, because at that moment she lays her 

ear over my heart.' "53 Even Colette did no t know whether this imperious lover 

was real, or a creation of Vivien's imagination. Perhaps the "master" was the 

Baroness, perhaps she was someone else, or perhaps Renée created her last 

lover in the image of her fantasies. 

By this time, Renée was acutely unhappy. She drank a lot and ate very 

litde. Her regime of melancholy, alcohol, and starvation finally killed her, on 

18 November 1909, after a deathbed conversion to Catholicism. The poet had 

written these words only a few years earlier. 

If the Lord should bend His head toward my passage, 

I would say to Him: "O Christ, I do not know you. 

"Lord, your strict law was never mine, 

And I lived thus a simple pagan. 



"See the simplicity of my poor and naked heart. 

I do not know you, I never knew you at all."54 

But by 1909, Renée had followed her friend Violet into Christianity and an 

early death. Renée Vivien's tomb, at Passy, is a small, ornate, gothic chapel, full 

of crosses, plastic flowers, and a portrait of the poet. 

Natalie Barney died a pagan on 2 February 1972. Her grave, also at Passy, is 

simple, unornamented, and bears no religious emblems. At the time Barney 

died, the legacy of these women was being rediscovered by a new generation 

of lesbian feminists in search of their ancestry. 

Afterword from the New Edition of A Woman Appeared to Me 

This new edition of A Woman Appeared to Me has given me a welcome oppor-

tunity to correct errors and make some stylistic revisions in my introduction. 

I have resisted the impulse to make substantive changes since to do so would 

entail either major surgery or a new article. However, I cannot resist a few com-

ments on what has changed since I wrote this one. 

The scholarship on Vivien and Barney has expanded. The Amazon of Let-

ters by George Wickes was published in 1976 and is available in paperback. 

The rumored biography of Vivien materialized in 1977, when Sapho 1900: 

Renée Vivien by Paul Lorenz was published in Paris by Julliard. Also in 1977, 

Naiad Press published The Muse of the Violets, the first book of Vivien's poetry 

in English translation. The National Collection of Fine Arts exhibited part of 

its collection of Barney family artifacts in 1978. Donald McClelland's cata-

logue of the exhibit, Where Shadows Live: Alice Pike Barney and Her Friends, 

is a delightful account of Natalie's milieu from the perspective of her mother's 

life. 

In spite of all the excellent research, our image of this network of lesbians 

is largely based on what some of its members thought of themselves. Natalie 

Barney was particularly talented at generating her own legend. Now that her 

letters and papers can be studied, I expect that future research will not only 

correct the details, but that it will also result in changes in the larger picture of 

what occurred among these women. 

I had a foretaste of such a shift in perspective when I ran across Mabel 

Dodge Luhan's memoir of Violet Shilleto in Jonathan Ned Katz's Gay Ameri-

can History. Because she died so young and made no direct contribution to 

the literary record of this group, Violet is a very shadowy historical presence. 



Her wraithlike existence in the written sources led me to underestimate her 

substantial personal impact. Luhan writes, 

I have never known any man or woman with such wisdom and such love 

as she had. She knew everything intuitively and at the same time she had a 

very unusual intelligence—teaching hers elf Italian for her pleasure in order 

to read Dante in the original when she was sixteen 

Violet was, of all the people I have ever known. . . the highest evolved, 

the one who had reached the farthest 

. . . [S]he belonged to all ages, she was like a synthesis of the past... . 

Once in a great while Nature creates a marvelous human being, but very 

rarely.... After all these years, Violet's great significance lives in me yet.55 

Luhan's memoir is evidence of Violet's charisma and of her religious mysti-

cism. It corroborates the picture of Violet in A Woman Appeared to Me and 

renders the relationship between her and Renée more intelligible. It alters 

my earlier understanding that A Woman Appeared to Me is primarily about 

Renée's relationship with Natalie. Renée was dealing with some very strong 

personalities. 

The level of detail with which one can chronicle the bedroom wars of this 

group of women would be enough to make them historically fascinating. But 

the significance of Barney and Vivien has been brought into increasingly clear 

focus by recent developments within lesbian and gay history. It has become 

apparent that gay/lesbian history is undergoing a revolution in its paradigms, 

projects, and practices. Jeffrey Weeks's Coming Out (1977) perhaps best exem-

plifies the trend away from compiling a history of homosexuals and toward 

constructing a social history of homosexuality. The "new" gay history is char-

acterized by the insight that "however people have behaved sexually through-

out European history, they did not live in a world of heterosexual and homo-

sexuals until quite recendy."56 The object of the new gay history is to describe, 

date, and explain the emergence of this world of sexually specialized persons 

and its concomitant sociology and politics. While the periodization is by no 

means settled, there is a growing consensus among gay historians that this 

modern sexual system was consolidated in or by the last two decades of the 

nineteenth century in western Europe. 

The transformation of gay history has been largely brought about by the 

study of several key figures of the late nineteenth century. The new gay his-

tory is primarily grounded in research on Edward Carpenter, John Addington 

Symonds, Magnus Hirschfeld, Karl Heinrich Ulrichs, Natalie Barney, Renée 

Vivien, and Havelock Ellis. It became necessary to develop a new conceptual 



framework in order to understand the implications of the activities, ideas, 

writings, and sexual careers of these emblematic individuals. The significance 

of Vivien and Barney lies not as much in their emotional and sexual pyrotech-

nics as in their status as two of the most important lesbians among these late-

nineteenth-century heroes of sexual freedom. 



The Leather Menace 

Comments on Politics and S/M 4 

i 

Since Christianity upped the ante and concentrated on sexual behavior as the 

root of virtue, everything pertaining to sex has been a "special case" in our cul-

ture, evoking peculiarly inconsistent attitudes. 

—Susan Sontag, Styles of Radical Will 

It is difficult to simply discuss the politics of sadomasochism when the politics 

of sex in general are so depressingly muddled. In part, this is due to the residue 

of at least a century of social conflict over sex during which conservative posi-

tions have dominated the terms of discussion as well as the outcome of many 

discrete struggles. It is important to know and to remember that in the United 

States and Britain, there were extensive and successful morality campaigns in 

the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. Social movements against 

prostitution, obscenity, contraception, abortion, and masturbation were able 

to establish state policies, social practices, and deeply entrenched ideologies 

which still affect the shape of our sexual experience and our ability to think 

about it. In the United States, the long-term agenda of the conservative right 

has helped to maintain deep reservoirs of ignorance and sexual bigotry by its 

Chapter 4 was originally published in Samois, ed., Coming to Power: Writing and Graphics 

on Lesbian S/M (San Francisco, Samois, 1981). The version included here is from the sec-

ond edition of Coming to Power: Writing and Graphics on Lesbian S/M (Boston: Alyson, 

1982), 192-225. 



unrelenting opposition to sex research and sex education. More recently, the 

Right has been spectacularly successful in tapping these pools of erotophobia 

in its accession to state power. The Right will now use its hegemony over the 

state apparatus to renew and deepen its hold over erotic behavior. 

Even the elementary bourgeois freedoms have never been secured in the 

realm of sexuality. There is, for instance, no freedom of sexual speech. Explicit 

talk about sex has been a glaring exception to first amendment pro tection since 

the Comstock Act was passed, in 1873. Although there have been many skir-

mishes to establish exacdy where the line will be drawn or how strongly it will 

be enforced, it remains true that it is still illegal in this country to produce (or 

show or sell) images, objects, or writing which have no other purpose than 

sexual arousal. One may embroider for relaxation, play baseball for the thrill, or 

collect stamps merely for their beauty. But sex itself is not a legitimate activity 

or goal. It must have some "higher" purpose. If possible, this purpose should 

be reproductive. Failing that, an artistic, scientific, or literary aim will do. Mini-

mally, sex should at least be the expression of a close personal relationship. 

In contrast to the politics of class, race, ethnicity, and gender, the politics 

of sex are relatively underdeveloped. Sexual liberals are defensive, and sexual 

radicals almost nonexistent. Sex politics are kept far to the right by many 

forces, among them a frequent recourse to terror. Our sexual system contains 

a vast vague pool of nameless horror. Like Lovecraft's pits, where unmention-

able creatures perform unspeakable acts, this place of fear is rarely specified 

but always avoided. This reservoir of terror has several effects on our ability 

to deal with sex politically, making the whole subject touchy and volatile. It 

makes sex-baiting painfully easy. It provides a constant supply of demons and 

boogiemen with which otherwise rational people can be stampeded. 

In the United States throughout the twentieth century, there have been 

periodic sex scares. In the late 1940s and early 1950s the Cold War was inaugu-

rated with a wave of domestic repression. Along with anticommunism, loyalty 

oaths, and the postwar reconstruction of gender roles and the family, there 

was a paroxysm of sex terrorism whose most overt symptom was a savage 

repression against homosexuals. Gay people were purged from government 

positions, expelled from schools, and fired from jobs (including academic jobs 

with tenure). Newspapers carried screaming headlines as police rounded up 

suspected perverts and gay bars were raided. Government agencies, legisla-

tive bodies, and grand juries held hearings and investigated the "sex deviate 

problem." The FBI conducted surveillance of gay people. All of these activities 

were both justified by, and contributed to, the construct of the homosexual as 

a social menace. 



The repression of gay people during the Cold War has been absent from 

histories of the period, and the abuses suffered by homosexuals during the 

1950s have never been questioned.1 The antigay repression was seen as a hy-

gienic measure since gay life was depicted as seedy, dangerous, degraded, and 

scary. The impact of the repression was in fact to degrade the quality of gay life 

and raise the costs of being sexually different. During the 1950s, the Commu-

nist Party was just as apt to purge homosexuals as the state department. The 

A C L U refused to defend homosexuals who were being persecuted by federal, 

state, and local governments. The entire political spectrum, from Protestant 

Republicans to godless communists, accepted more or less the same analysis 

of homosexuals as scum. This period is an object lesson in the mechanics of 

sexual witch-hunting and needs to be better known.2 

It should be fairly obvious that the late 1970s and early 1980s are similar 

in many ways to the period in which the Cold War began. For whatever rea-

son, military build-up, family reconstruction, anticommunism, and enforced 

sexual conformity all merge in the right-wing program. But we are not simply 

repeating history. Among other important differences, the positions of target 

sexual populations have changed dramatically. The gay community is under 

attack and is vulnerable, but it is simply too large and too well organized to 

be attacked with the impunity of the 1950s. Instead of a few tiny organizations 

whose names, like the Mattachine Society, gave no indications of their focus, 

there are now hundreds of explicitly gay political organizations. More impor-

tant, there is an effective and extensive gay press which can document and 

publicize the war against homosexuals. Gay people enjoy some political legiti-

macy and support in the nongay population. This does not imply complacency. 

The Jewish community in pre-Second World War Poland was large, literate, 

and possessed a thriving press and was nevertheless wiped out by the Nazis. 

But it does mean that people know what is going on and can mount some re-

sistance. It means that it is more difficult and politically expensive to conduct 

antigay persecution. 

It is the erotic communities which are smaller, more stigmatized, and less 

organized which are subject to virtually unrestrained attack. Just as the politi-

cal mobilization of black people has been emulated by other racial and ethnic 

groups, the mobilization of homosexuals has provided a repertoire of ideology 

and organizational technologies to other erotic populations. It is these smaller, 

more underground groups who enjoy even fewer legal rights and less social 

acceptance who are bearing the brunt of current sexual repression. Moreover, 

these communities, particularly boy-lovers and sadomasochists, are being 

used as wedges against the larger gay community. 



It lies well outside the scope of this essay to fully analyze the issues of cross-

generational sex. But thus far, it has been the most strategically located, so a 

few comments are in order. In the United States, gay lovers of youth have been 

the front line of the Right's batde against the gay community, which has been 

picking up steam since the spring of 1977.3 Lovers of youth enjoy virtually no 

legal protection, because any sexual contact between an adult and a minor is 

illegal. This means that a fully consensual love affair is, in the eyes of the law, 

indistinguishable from a rape. Moreover, sentences for consensual sex with a 

minor are usually longer and harsher than sentences for violent rape of adult 

women, assault and battery, or even murder. Second, lovers of youth are the 

cheapest targets for inflammatory rhetoric. Very little public education has 

occurred to dislodge the stereotypes which depict adult-youth relationships 

in the ugliest possible terms. These images of drooling old sickies corrupting 

or harming sweet innocent children can be relied upon to drum up public 

hysteria. Such stereotypes have also been used to quash any discussion of the 

complex ways that statutory-rape laws function, not only to protect young 

people from abuse, but also to prevent them from acquiring sexual knowl-

edge and to interfere with their own sexual explorations. Sex between people 

of different ages is not an exclusively gay phenomenon. On the contrary, all 

statistics on cross-generational sex indicate that the majority of instances, and 

the vast majority of nonconsensual incidents, are heterosexual (older male, 

younger female). Nevertheless, most of the media coverage and legal attention 

has been directed at gay men. Each time another gay person is arrested for an 

age offense, the ensuing headlines serve to reinforce the stereotype that it is 

primarily a gay practice. 

This claustrophobic and demonic discourse, the illegality of the sexual 

practices, and the ease with which the issue can be used to smear other gay 

people have made boy-lovers the favored target of state repression. The com-

munity of men engaged in cross-generational sex has been under siege for over 

four years and hasbeen subjected to the kinds of police activity and media pro-

paganda that were directed at homosexuals in the 1950s. Recendy N A M B L A , 

the North American Man/Boy Love Association, has had the dubious honor 

of becoming the first gay-civil-rights organization directly attacked by the gov-

ernment in the current wave of repression against dissenting sexuality. Sadly, 

this community has been treated by the Left and the women's movement in 

much the same way that homosexuals were treated by so-called progressives in 

the 1950s. The gay movement has been repeatedly baited on this issue. When 

homosexuals are all accused of being "child molesters," it is legitimate to deny 



that all, or even a large percentage of, gay people engage in cross-generational 

sex. But it is crucial to add that not all adults who do have sex with minors are 

harming them. All too often, homosexuals have defended themselves against 

the accusation of child stealing by joining with the general condemnation of 

all adult-youth sex and by perpetuating the myths about it. Many lesbians have 

been doubly baited, disassociating themselves from the practice but accepting 

stereotypes not only that all lovers of youth are rapists, but also that gay men 

tend to be lovers of youth. 

Sadomasochism is the other sexual practice which to date has been used 

with great success to attack the gay community, and at greatest cost to those 

who actually practice it. Unlike sex between adults and minors, S/M is not, 

per se, illegal. Nevertheless there are a variety of laws which have been inter-

preted to apply to S/M sexual encounters and social events. It is easy to bend 

the applicability of existing laws because S/M is so stereotyped and stigmatized, 

and thus shocking and frightening. The shock value of S/M has been merci-

lessly exploited by both media and police. 

In 1976, Los Angeles police used an obscure nineteenth-century antislavery 

statute to raid a "slave auction" held in a gay bathhouse. The next morning, 

four-inch headlines screamed, " P O L I C E FREE GAY SLAVES." The slaves were, 

of course, volunteers, and proceeds from the auction were to benefit gay chari-

ties. The event was about as sinister as a Lions Club rummage sale. But sixty-

five uniformed officers, two helicopters, a dozen vehicles, at least two phone 

taps, several weeks of surveillance of the staff of a local gay magazine, and 

over $100,000 were expended to bust the party and arrest some forty people. 

Once arrested, they were detained for many hours in handcuffs, not allowed 

to go to the bathroom, and subjected to full strip searches. It is only the moral 

stupidity induced by anti-s/M attitudes that could make anyone think that the 

volunteer slaves had been rescued, or that the tender mercies of the L.A.P.D. 

were preferable to those of their intended Masters. The statute used was actu-

ally an antiprostitution law aimed at forcible prostitution. All charges under 

that statute were dropped, but four of the principals were charged with felony 

pandering and eventually pleaded guilty to misdemeanors. 

S/M sex has occasionally been prosecuted under assault laws. Since assault 

is a felony, the state can press charges without a complaint from or even over 

the objections of the "victim." Once a sexual activity is construed as assault, 

the involvement of the partner is irrelevant, since one cannot legally consent to 

an assault. Since few judges or jurors can imagine why anyone would do S/M, 

it is easy to obtain convictions and brutal sentences. In a recent case in Massa-



chusetts, Kenneth Appleby was sentenced to ten years in prison for hitdng his 

lover lighdy with a riding crop in the context of a consensual S/M relationship.4 

The Appleby case has some murky elements, but it sets a frightening prece-

dent. It could happen that an S/M couple is making love. Police, perhaps called 

by neighbors alarmed by the noise, or perhaps looking for an excuse to arrest 

one of the parties, break in on the scene. They arrest the top and charge her (or 

him) with assault. Thebottom could protest that they were only making love as 

her or his lover is hauled off to jail. If the couple is gay or otherwise unmarried, 

the submissive could even be subpoenaed and forced to testify against her or 

his partner in court. While the protests of the bottom might not save the top 

from prison, they might be used as evidence to declare the bottom mentally 

incompetent. Again, only the distortions of anti-s/M bigotry could locate the 

abuse of power in this scenario within the S/M relationship rather than with 

outsiders who interfere with it.5 

The legal vulnerability of S/M is also demonstrated by a string of police 

actions in Canada. In December 1978, Toronto police raided a local leather-

oriented gay bath, the Barracks. They charged several men under the bawdy-

house laws and confiscated lots of sex toys, including dildos, butt plugs, leather 

harnesses, and whips. The bawdy-house laws were originally passed as anti-

prostitution measures. No prostitution was alleged to have occurred at the 

Barracks. But the law contains a vague phrase referring to a "place where in-

decent acts take place." The police were arguing that gay S/M sex is indecent 

and that any place where it occurs is a bawdy house. While this interpretation 

has not been clearly upheld in court, the arrests and trials have continued and 

generated much havoc in the interim. 

Press coverage of the Barracks raid was sensationalistic. The news media 

jumped at the opportunity to show, in loving detail, the confiscated equip-

ment. The Toronto gay community protested the nature of the charges, the 

raid, and the press coverage. A defense committee was formed. 

In June of 1979, one of the members of the defense committee was arrested 

for "keeping a common bawdy house" in his own home. Again, no prostitu-

tion was alleged. The redefinition of a bawdy house as a place where indecent 

acts to ok place, and of S/M sex as indecent, enabled police to bring the charges 

based on the man's S/M playroom. His toys, equipment, even his leather jacket 

and hat were confiscated as evidence, along with membership lists of the Bar-

racks defense committee and the gay caucus of a political party. 

In February 1981, the four major gay baths in Toronto were hit with a mas-

sive raid. Over three hundred men were charged under the same bawdy-house 

laws and hauled out into the winter snow in their towels. The Barracks was 



raided a second time, but the other three baths catered to a mainstream gay 

clientele. Having first redefined the bawdy-house laws with regard to gay S/M, 

the police were now expanding their application to cover ordinary gay sex. This 

neady circumvented Canada's consenting-adults law and provoked a gay riot. 

On April 14 of this year (1982), the scope of the crackdown expanded again. 

Robert Montgomery, who runs a small business making custom leather gear 

and sex toys, was charged with fifteen separate offenses. In addition to the 

now obligatory bawdy-house laws relating to his apartment, several charges 

were brought having to do with making, selling, distributing, and possessing 

to distribute obscene material. The obscene material in question included the 

leather items and sex toys. In effect, the Canadian police have now reclassified 

sex toys and leather gear as pornography, therefore prosecutable under the ob-

scenity laws. 

The reason behind Montgomery's arrest became clear a week later. Six men 

who own or have interests in gay baths in Toronto were charged with an array 

of offenses including keeping a common bawdy house, distribution and sale 

of obscene matter, and conspiracy to live off the proceeds of crime. The men 

charged were prominent gay businessmen, lawyers, and gay political activists, 

including George Hislop, a gay political official. The charges against them re-

lied upon the whole carefully constructed edifice of redefined sex laws which 

the police had been building for three years. Any gay bath can be prosecuted as 

a bawdy house. Sex toys, leather items, enema bags, dildos, and even lubricants 

can be treated as contraband. In this case, the obscenity charges were related 

to the sale of sex equipment (including some items made by Montgomery) in 

shops at the baths. If these charges stick, anyone who owns or has an interest 

in a gay bath or sex-related business can be prosecuted for conspiracy to live 

off the proceeds of crime. 

On 30 May, the gay baths were raided in Edmonton. On 12 June two men 

were convicted in the original Barracks case, and on 16 June the last two gay 

baths in Toronto were raided. What has happened very clearly in Canada is 

that S/M has been used to set several legal precedents which are now being 

used to decimate mainstream gay institutions and the bastions of mainstream 

gay political and economic power. Police have used the media and manipu-

lated sexual prejudice and ignorance to criminalize whole categories of erotic 

behavior without a single new law being passed. 

Nothing quite so blatant has happened yet in the United States, but we 

already have similar laws on the books. In California, for instance, a bawdy 

house is defined as a place resorted to for "purposes of prostitution or lewd-

ness" (my emphasis). There is also a clause which prohibits keeping a house 



"for purposes of assignation." Given the current sexual climate in the United 

States, where Congress has just allocated some twenty million dollars to pro-

mote teenage chastity, it does not seem farfetched to imagine people here get-

ting arrested for having assignations in their own living rooms. It takes even 

less foresight to predict that the next few years will see a rash of morality cam-

paigns to exterminate vulnerable sexual populations. There are many signs 

that S/M is on the verge of becoming a direct target of such a campaign. 

Police already harass the institutions of the leather community with a great 

deal of impunity. Within the last five years, the vice squad and the Alcoholic 

Beverage Commission (ABC) have either warned, raided, brought suspension 

proceedings against, or revoked the licenses of virtually every leather bar in 

San Francisco. Since 1970 no other group of gay bars, let alone heterosexual 

drinking establishments, has faced anything like this kind of concerted en-

forcement of the liquor laws. This unrelenting harassment of the leather bars 

has not raised a peep of protest from the rest of the city's gay community. In 

fact, from reading the local gay press, it would be difficult to even know that it 

was taking place. By contrast, when mainstream gay institutions like the Jaguar 

bookstore have been hassled, both press coverage and gay community support 

have been extensive.6 

Meanwhile, the straight media have discovered that they can bait homo-

sexuals, smear sadomasochists, and increase their circulation or ratings all at 

once. The infamous CBS "documentary" Gay Power, Gay Politics used S/M to 

question the credibility of gay political aspirations. The program implied that if 

gay people are allowed to acquire significant political power, S/M will be ram-

pant, and people will be killed doing it. This analysis rested on three completely 

phony connections. 

The program gave the false impression that S/M is especially prevalent in 

San Francisco, and that this high level of S/M activity results from gay political 

clout. The New York-based reporters failed to mention that almost every major 

city has an S/M population, that San Francisco's is not particularly large, and 

that S/M institutions are more numerous and developed in New York, a city 

that has failed to pass a gay-rights ordinance, than in San Francisco, which has. 

Second, the program gave the false impression that S/M is a specifically gay 

(male) practice. The reporters failed to mention that most sadomasochists are 

heterosexual and that most gay men do not practice S/M. In fact, most of the 

S/M section of the program was filmed at the Chateau, a heterosexually ori-

ented establishment. 

Third, S/M was presented as a dangerous and often lethal activity. Most of 

the evidence for this assertion consisted of the reporter, George Crile, asking 



leading questions in order to get his interviewees to confirm his prejudices.7 

At one point, Crile told a story about a place "where they have a gynecologi-

cal table... with a doctor and a nurse on hand to sew people up."8 There is no 

such place in San Francisco, although there are certainly people who do have 

sex on surplus hospital equipment, and some establishments have physicians 

on call. This is a responsible attitude, since health problems can occur during 

sexual activities, just as they can during sports events, academic lectures, or at 

the opera. Yet it was presented in a completely sinister light. 

Crile interviewed Dr. Boyd Stephens, the San Francisco coroner, who esti-

mated that 10 percent of the homicides in San Francisco were gay related and 

that some were S/M related. Dr. Stephens later told the reporter Randy Alfred 

that the 10 percent figure included the killing of homosexuals by heterosexu-

als. Alfred points out that this percentage is about the same, or less than, the 

percentage of homosexuals in the population of San Francisco.9 On another 

occasion, Dr. Stephens estimated that about 10 percent of the city's homicides 

were sex related (given the amount of sex which takes place, it would appear to 

have a remarkable safety record). Yet the coroner has been widely misquoted 

(in Time magazine, Peoria Journal Star, and several different times in the San 

Francisco Chronicle) as the source of a completely fabricated statistic that 10 

percent of San Francisco's homicides are related to S/M. 

After Gay Power, Gay Politics was aired, K P I X , the local CBS affiliate, pre-

sented a panel of local gay figures to respond. Most of them were successfully 

baited on the issue of S/M, hastening to disassociate themselves from it with-

out challenging the distorted picture of S/M itself. Harry Britt, gay member of 

the board of supervisors, was the only panelist who criticized the coverage of 

S/M as well as the coverage of homosexuality. The CBS special has been widely 

censured for its reporting on homosexuality. But its coverage of S/M has es-

caped scrutiny and has set a new low standard for the treatment of S/M in the 

media. 

In March 1981, KPIX ran a four-part series on S/M on the 11 o'clock news. 

Called Love and Pain, the series used sensational, unsubstantiated claims, and 

a half-digested version of the antiporn movement's analysis to present S/M as 

a public menace. The program repeatedly equated S/M with violence, called 

sex toys dangerous weapons, and made a wild claim that the city's emergency 

rooms were inundated with injuries caused by S/M activity. 

Injuries and accidents do occur in the course of sexual activity, and S/M 

is not exempt. But by and large, S/M, particularly when practiced by people 

in touch with S/M communities, has a safety record most sports teams would 

envy. Among the people I know, there are more health problems caused by 



Softball or long-distance running than by whipping, bondage, or fist-fucking. 

The S/M community is obsessed with safety and has an elaborate folk tech-

nology of methods to maximize sensation and minimize danger. These tech-

niques are transmitted largely by older or more experienced members to neo-

phytes. S/M oppression renders this transmission difficult. Scaring people away 

from the community puts people in some real danger of trying things they do 

not know how to do. 

A point of competition among tops, sadists, dominants, Mistresses, and 

Masters is over who is the safest (as well as the hottest, the most imaginative, 

and the most proficient). People who do not play safely—tops who get too 

drunk, bottoms who are too reckless—are identified, and others are warned of 

them. Reputations in a small, gossip-ridden community are always fragile, so 

there is in fact a good deal of social control over patterns of play. People who 

are scared into viewing this community as dangerous are outside the protec-

tions it actually affords. 

No community can completely protect its members from accidents or from 

people who are, for whatever reason, actually violent or dangerous. The S/M 

community has its fair share of sociopaths and criminals, just like any other. 

It is just as concerned that they be apprehended and put out of commission. 

But far more people end up in the hospital as a result of playing sports, driving 

cars, or being pregnant than from having S/M sex. One of the biggest sources 

of injury in San Francisco right now is queer-bashing, fed in part by anti-s/M 

hysteria. One of the worst things that I have heard of happening to an S/M per-

son occurred when a gay man who was leaving a leather bar was assaulted by 

a gang of bashers. He suffered serious head injuries and the loss of an eye. 

The idea that S/M is dangerous is self-perpetuating. A friend of mine died 

recently. He had a heart attack while he was having sex in his lovingly built 

playroom. When the police saw the S/M equipment they threatened to charge 

his lover with manslaughter. They notified the press, which aired lurid stories 

of "ritual sadomasochistic death." When the death was ruled accidental, the 

stories were quietly pulled, but no retraction or follow-up appeared to cor-

rect the lingering impression that S/M had caused the death. When men have 

coronaries while fornicating with their wives, the papers do not print stories 

implying that intercourse leads to death. Nor are their widows threatened with 

criminal charges. The only reason to link my friend's death to his sexual orien-

tation was the preconception that S/M leads to death. That preconception gen-

erated the news stories. The news stories reinforced the preconception. Many 

people will have their prejudices about S/M corroborated by these ill-conceived 

"news" reports. 



Besides promulgating the idea that S/M is dangerous to its practitioners, 

the KPIX program also alleged that S/M is harmful to those who do not do it. 

The program argued that S/M imagery in the media is a kind of miasma from 

which no one can escape. Therefore, S/M was "corroding the fabric of society," 

it was affecting everyone, and something ought to be done about it. Histori-

cally, crackdowns on activities which primarily affect those who are involved 

in them are rationalized on the basis of some similarly flimsy connection with 

social decay. Notions that marijuana, prostitution, or homosexuality by some 

vague mechanism lead to violent crime, disease, or creeping communism are 

used to rationalize punitive social or legal action against otherwise innocuous 

activities. 

Love and Pain did not call for new laws to make S/M activity criminal. But 

the reporter, Gregg Risch, did propose that parents who do S/M be relieved of 

the custody of their children. The program did a whole segment on a woman 

who is living with her lover and her two-year-old child in a rural S/M commu-

nity in Mendocino County. The reporter interviewed the child's grandmother, 

who was horrified and wanted to take the child. He also interviewed a therapist 

who pontificated that the child might be damaged by exposure to its mother's 

sexual orientation. He called for the Mendocino County authorities to come 

in and take the kid away from its mother. 

Custody law is one of the places where sex dissenters of all sorts are viciously 

punished for being different. Lesbians and gay men are not the only groups 

whose rights to keep or raise offspring are drastically limited. The state may 

come in and snatch the children of prostitutes, swingers, or even "promiscu-

ous" women. Society has a great deal of power to insure that sex dissenters are 

separated from young people, including their own children as well as the next 

generation of sex perverts. A rough rule of sexual sociology is that the more 

stigmatized the sexuality, the higher the barriers are to finding one's way into 

that community, and the older people are when they finally get over them. 

Risch expressed great dismay that so many S/M people were of child-rearing 

age. All that this means is that the S/M community is full of adults—hardly 

cause for alarm. He did concede that S/M people might be allowed to keep their 

children if they were careful to hide their sexuality from them. But he felt that 

out-of-the-closet sadomasochists should relinquish their offspring. One of the 

functions of custody law and practice is to reproduce conventional values. 

When lesbian mothers are granted custody on the condition that they do not 

live with their lovers, when swingers are forbidden to swing, when s/M people 

are required to hide, it is clear that sex dissenters are being denied the right to 

raise their children according to their value systems. This insures that even if 



perverts have and keep their children, those kids will be inculcated with the 

dominant social mythology about sex. 

In the wake of both Gay Power, Gay Politics and Love and Pain, local news 

coverage of S/M has gotten worse. Less than two weeks after the KPIX series, the 

San Francisco Chronicle reported that the coroner had been conducting work-

shops on S/M safety, and that there was an "alarming increase in injuries and 

deaths from sado-masochistic sex."10 Again, the phony statistic was quoted 

that 10 percent of the city's homicides were S/M related. Dr. Stephens, the coro-

ner, is currendy suing the paper for libel. Aside from the inaccuracies of the 

article, it is true that the coroner has displayed a remarkable professionalism 

in dealing with the minority sexual populations of San Francisco. He has taken 

the trouble to learn about these communities, has displayed good judgment in 

dealing with them, and has earned their respect. For his trouble and his pro-

fessionalism, he was given harsh treatment in the press and was chastised by 

Mayor Feinstein, who was quoted as saying, "It is my belief that S&M is dan-

gerous to society and I'm not eager to have it attracted to San Francisco."11 

In July of 1981, a major fire burned a large area south of Market Street, and 

press coverage was entirely sensational. The fire started on the site of a former 

gay and leather oriented bathhouse, the Folsom Street Barracks. The Barracks 

has been closed for years and the building was being remodeled as a hotel. But 

the press reported that the fire started in a "gay bathhouse." The burned area is 

in the midst of the leather bars, so many gay men and S/M people lived in the 

vicinity. But the neighborhood is mixed. There were old people, artists, Fili-

pinos, and a good assortment of low-income families living there. The largest 

single group of fire victims consisted of over twenty displaced children. Yet the 

media portrayed the fire as a gay and S/M event, as if the sexual orientation of 

some of the victims had somehow caused it. 

One of the buildings that burned belonged to a man who manufactures 

Rush, a brand of poppers. The fire department suspected that Rush had caused 

or fed the fire and was searching for large quantities of it. No Rush was ever 

found. The fire department also hypothesized that since S/M people were 

known to live on the alley, that there might be bodies of slaves chained to 

their beds in the rubble. No bodies were ever found. 

Media coverage of the fire promulgated the image that masochists are 

completely helpless, that they spend their time chained in their quarters, and 

that in the event of an emergency, they are simply abandoned by their cal-

lous keepers. Buried far back in the news reports on the third day were com-

ments by neighborhood residents, who pointed out that if anyone had been 

in bondage when the fire broke out, their lover or trick or friend would have 



done everything to save them. If a parent fails to save a child caught in a fire, 

no one assumes that the family caused the death. Had anyone been acciden-

tally burned anywhere in proximity to S/M equipment or space, the tragedy 

would have been interpreted as sinister evidence that S/M people are inhuman 

monsters. Coverage of the fire was premised on the idea that S/M people do 

not care about one another. The straight media simply did not report on the 

human dimensions of a great community crisis.12 

The papers did not mention, for instance, that the initial relief effort was 

run out of the Folsom Street Hotel, a fuck palace catering to the gay male 

leather community. They did not report that the Hothouse, a leather-oriented 

bathhouse, immediately held a benefit for the victims. No whisper hit the 

papers that every South of Market bar and bath contributed some kind of aid 

and that all the leather bars became drop-off points for donations of food, 

clothing, and equipment for the fire victims, gay and straight. The Chronicle 

ran a picture of a burned-out S/M playroom next to the story about how there 

might be dead slaves lying in the ruins. It did not report that an auction of 

used jockstraps was held at the Gold Coast, a leather bar, to raise money for 

the homeless. 

All of this slanted media coverage is constructing a new demonization of 

S/M and probably heralds a campaign to clean it up. It is very similar to what 

happened to homosexuals in the 1950s. There were already plenty of antigay 

ideas, structures, and practices. But during a decade of headlines, arrests, in-

vestigations, and legislation, those preexisting elements of homophobia were 

reconstituted into a new and more virulent ideology that homosexuality was 

an active menace which needed to be actively combated. Currendy, there are 

already plenty of anti-s/M ideas, structures, and practices, and they are being 

drawn into the creation of a new ideological construct that will call for a more 

active extermination campaign against S/M. It is likely that many sadomaso-

chists will be arrested and incarcerated for such heinous thought crimes as 

wanting to be tied up when they come. 

The form such campaigns often take is that police use old laws, as they 

have done in Canada, to make a few spectacular arrests. The media cover the 

arrests the way they covered the fire, or my friend's death, and turn tragedy 

into an excuse to further harass the victims and their community. At some 

point, there will be an outcry for new laws to give police more power to deal 

with and control the "menace." These new laws will give police more summary 

powers against the target population and will lead to more arrests, more head-

lines, and more laws, until either the S/M community finds a way to stop the 

onslaught or until the repression runs out of steam. 



Already, in the wake of the fire, a San Francisco supervisor considered 

introducing legislation to ban the sale of S/M equipment in the city. Many 

"feminist" antiporn groups would support legislation against S/M material on 

other grounds. If our reading material and sexual technology were contra-

band, our community could be decimated by the police. And this kind of 

campaign, like those against homosexuals thirty years ago, will be seen as a 

hygienic measure, supported by conservatives and radicals alike. It will scape-

goat a bunch of people whose only crime is exotic sexual tastes. And while all 

of this has been taking shape, what has the women's movement been doing? 

Why, it has been conducting a purge against its own rather tiny S/M popula-

tion. The rhetoric of this purge is what most feminists think of as the "politics 

of S/M." 

II 

Homosexuality is a response—consciously or not—to a male supremacist 

society. Because it is a response to oppressive institutions and oppressive 

relationships it is not necessarily a progressive response or one that chal-

lenges the power of the monopoly capitalist. We see that the pressures that 

capitalist society puts on each individual are tremendous.... Today people 

are grasping at all kinds of straws, at exotic religious sects, mysticism, sex 

orgies, Trotskyism, etc. 

—Revolutionary Union, On Homosexuality" 

While gay people can be anti-imperialists we feel that they cannot be Com-

munists. To be a Communist, we must accept and welcome struggle in all 

facets of our lives, personal as well as political. Wfe cannot struggle with 

male supremacy in the factory and not struggle at home. We feel that the 

best way to struggle out such contradictions in our personal lives is in stable 

monogamous relations between men and women.. . . Because homo-

sexuals do not carry the struggle between men and women into their most 

personal relationships, they are not prepared, in principle, for the arduous 

task of class transformation. 

—Revolutionary Union, On Homosexuality 

I see sadomasochism as resulting in part from the internalization of hetero-

sexual dominant-submissive role playing. I see sadomasochism among les-

bians as involving in addition an internalization of the homophobic hetero-

sexual view of lesbians. Defending such behavior as healthy and compatible 



with feminism, even proselytizing in favor of it is about the most contra-

feminist antipolitical and bourgeois stance that I can imagine. 

—Diana Russell, "Sadomasochism as a Contra-feminist Activity" 

Sadomasochistic activity between/among lesbians is an outcome and 

perpetuation of patriarchal sadistic and masochistic culture. 

—ry, "S/M Keeps Lesbians Bound to the Patriarchy" 

The fact is, the whole culture is S/M, we're all sadomasochists. The people 

in SAMO IS, or gay people who wear leather, have a more severe form of the 

disease. 

—Susan Griffin" 

SAMOIS is entitled to exist as a group devoted to S/M, but why should 

we let them get away with calling themselves lesbian-feminist? 

—tacie dejanikus, "Our Legacy" 

The first time I came out was over a decade ago, when I realized, at the age of 

twenty, that I was a lesbian. I had to come out again, several years later, as a 

sadomasochist. The similarities and differences between these two experiences 

have been most instructive. On both occasions, I spent several months think-

ing that I must be the only one on earth, and was pleasantly surprised to dis-

cover there were large numbers of women who shared my predilections. Both 

debuts were fraught with tension and excitement. But the second coming out 

was considerably more difficult than the first. 

I came out as a lesbian just when a bad discourse on homosexuality, the 

product of the antigay wars of the 1950s, was coming apart. I did not experi-

ence the full force of homophobia. On the contrary, to be a baby dyke in 1970 

was to feel great moral self-confidence. One could luxuriate in the knowledge 

that not only was one not a slimy pervert, but one's sexuality was especially 

blessed on political grounds. As a result, I never quite understood the experi-

ence of being gay in the face of unrelenting contempt. 

When I came out as an S/M person, I got an unexpected lesson in how my 

gay ancestors must have felt. My youth as a sadomasochist has been spent at 

a time when, as part of a more general reconsolidadon of antisex and anti-

gay ideology, a new demonization of S/M is taking shape. This is happening 

in the society at large and in the women's movement. Watching the images 

of your love turning uglier by the day, fearing arrest, and wondering how 

bad things will get seems a long way from 1970. It is especially depressing if a 

once-progressive movement in which you have spent your entire adult life is 



leading the assault. The experience of being a feminist sadomasochist in 1980 

is similar to that of being a communist homosexual in 1950. When left ideol-

ogy condemned homosexuality as bourgeois decadence, many homosexuals 

were forced out of progressive political organizations. A few of them founded 

the Mattachine Society. Now that large parts of the feminist movement have 

similarly defined S/M as an evil product of patriarchy, it has become increas-

ingly difficult for those of us who are s/M-practicing feminists to maintain our 

membership in the women's community. 

Some feminist bookstores have refused to carry Samois publications or 

books having a positive attitude toward S/M.15 Some stores which do carry such 

material have it shelved obscurely, or have put up cards warning customers 

against the contents. One store has even prepared packets of anti-s/M readings 

which are included with any purchase of pro-s/M books. "Sadomasochistic" is 

routinely used as an epithet. A group is putting out a book called Against Sado-

masochism, the advertising for which has promised a response to the "threat" 

posed by the existence of Samois. The flyer for the book expresses horror that 

some of us have actually been "invited speakers at university classes" and that 

there has been an effort to "normalize sadomasochism." 

I used to read the feminist press with enthusiasm. Now I dread each new 

issue of my favorite periodicals, wondering what vile picture of my sexuality 

will appear this month. Papers and journals are reluctant to print pro-s/M 

articles, and usually only do so if accompanied by reams of disclaimer and at 

least one anti-s/M essay. However, essays that trash S/M are not held over until 

the magazine can solicit a positive viewpoint. 

Recendy the Board of the Women's Building in San Francisco decided that 

Samois canno t rent space there. Among the stated purposes of the building are 

a commitment to end oppression based on sexual orientation and a promise 

to respect the diversity of individual women. The Women's Building has a very 

open policy. Mixed groups, men's groups, community groups, nonfeminist 

groups, and private parties regularly rent space. The building has frequently 

rented space for weddings. It is a sad commentary on the state of feminism 

that heterosexual weddings, sanctioned by religion and enforced by the state, 

are less controversial than the activities of a bunch of lesbian sex perverts.16 

In 1980, the National Organization of Women passed a misleadingly labeled 

resolution of "lesbian and gay rights." What this resolution actually did was 

condemn S/M, cross-generational sex, pornography, and public sex. The reso-

lution denied that these were issues of sexual or affectional preference and 

declared NOW'S intention to disassociate itself from any gay or lesbian group 

that did not accept these definitions of sexual preference. When there was an 



attempt ten years ago to purge NOW of lesbian members, NOW was not stam-

peded into denying the legitimacy of gay rights. The campaign against the 

leather menace has succeeded where the attack on the lavender menace failed. 

It has put NOW on record as opposing sexual freedom and the civil rights of 

erotic minorities.17 

There are many reasons why S/M has become such a bête noire in the 

women's movement, and most originate outside of feminism. With the glar-

ing exception of monogamous lesbianism, the women's movement usually re-

flects society's prevailing sexual prejudices. Feminists have no monopoly on 

anti-s/M attitudes. The medical and psychiatric establishments have moved 

somewhat on homosexuality, but on virtually every other sexual variation they 

hold barely modified nineteenth-century views. The psychiatric theories of sex 

in turn reflect the sexual hierarchies which exist in society. Another general 

rule of sexual sociology is that the more persecuted a sexuality, the worse its 

reputation. 

A second force for which the women's movement is not responsible is the 

state of sex research and sex education. While the movement has a lamentable 

tendency to adopt some of the worst elements of sex research, the field as a 

whole is underdeveloped. Sex is so loaded and controversial in Western cul-

ture that research on it is loaded and controversial. Sex research is inscribed 

within the power relations that organize sexual behavior. Challenging those 

power relations with new data or original hypotheses brings one into conflict 

with deeply held folk theories of sex. 

The sex field also reflects its marginality. Whereas almost every institu-

tion of higher learning has a department of psychology, there are virtually no 

departments of sexology. There are fewer than a dozen academic sites in the 

United States where sex research is conducted. There are few courses taught on 

sex at the college level, and pre-college sex education is still tenuous. Knowl-

edge of sex is restricted. Getting into the Institute for Sex Research is like get-

ting into Fort Knox.18 Almost every library has its sexual materials in a locked 

case, or in a special collection, or oddly catalogued. The younger one is, the 

harder it is to access information about sex. The systematic restraints on curi-

osity about sex maintain sexual ignorance, and where people are ignorant, 

they are manipulable. 

There are other reasons for the controversy over S/M which are more in-

trinsic to the women's movement and its history. One of these is the confu-

sion between sexual orientation and political belief, which originated in the 

idea that feminism is the theory, lesbianism is the practice. There are elements 

of truth in the idea that being a lesbian brings one into conflict with some 



basic elements of gender hierarchy. But like many good ideas, this insight has 

been overused and overapplied. It has made it difficult to accept that (here are 

heterosexuals who are feminists, and that there are lesbians who are not. It 

has actually inhibited the development of lesbian politics and consciousness. 

It has led to the belief that lesbianism is only justified politically insofar as it is 

feminist. This in turn has encouraged feminist lesbians to look down on non-

movement dykes. It has led feminist lesbians to identify more with the feminist 

movement than with the lesbian community. It has encouraged many women 

who are not sexually attracted to women to consider themselves lesbians. It 

has prevented the lesbian movement from asserting that our lust for women is 

justified whether or no t it derives from feminist political ideology. It has gener-

ated a lesbian politic that seems ashamed of lesbian desire and made feminism 

into a closet in which lesbian sexuality is unacknowledged.19 

If feminist politics entail or require particular sexual positions or forms of 

erotic behavior, then it follows that other kinds of sexual activity are specifi-

cally antifeminist. Given prevailing ideas of appropriate feminist sexual be-

havior, S/M appears to be the mirror opposite. It is dark and polarized, ex-

treme and ritualized, and above all, it celebrates difference and power. If S/M 

is understood as the dark opposite of happy and healthy lesbianism, accepting 

that happy and healthy lesbians also do S/M would threaten the logic of the be-

lief system from which this opposition was generated. But this analysis is not 

based on the realities of sexual behavior. It is predicated on a limited notion of 

the symbolic valences of both lesbianism and S/M. Tom from real social con-

text, sexual differences can symbolize all kinds of other differences, including 

political ones. Thus, to some people, homosexuality is fascist, and to others it is 

communist. Lesbianism has been understood as narcissism and self-worship, 

or as an inevitably unfulfilled yearning. To many right-wingers, gayness in any 

form symbolizes the decline and fall of empires. 

There is nothing inherendy feminist or nonfeminist about S/M. Sadomaso-

chists, like lesbians, gay men, heterosexuals, and so on, may be anarchists, 

fascists, Democrats, Republicans, communists, feminists, gay liberationists, 

or sexual reactionaries. The idea that there is an automatic correspondence 

between sexual preference and political belief is long overdue to be jettisoned. 

This does not mean that sexual behavior should not be evaluated. How 

people treat each other in sexual contexts is important. But this is not the 

same issue as passing judgment on what are essentially cultural differences in 

sexual behavior. There are plenty of lesbian relationships which are long term 

and monogamous, in which both partners switch roles or do the same thing, 

in which all touching is gende, but in which the partners are mean and nasty 



to each other in their daily lives. The idea that lesbianism, especially when 

practiced by feminists, is a superior form of sex often leads people to ignore 

actual interpersonal dynamics. Conversely, the idea that S/M is intrinsically 

warped leads to an inability to perceive love, friendship, and affection among 

S/M people, S/M partners may occupy polarized roles, the touching may be 

rough, and yet they may treat each other with respect and affection. In all sexu-

alities, there is a range of how people act toward one another. Ranking differ-

ent sexualities from best to worst simply substitutes for exercising judgment 

about specific situations. 

The ease with which S/M has come to symbolize the feminist equivalent of 

the Anti-Christ has been exacerbated by some long-term changes in feminist 

ideology. Few women in the movement seem to realize that what currently 

passes for radical feminism has a tangential relationship with the initial prem-

ises of the women's movement. Assumptions which now pass as dogma would 

have horrified activists in 1970. In many respects the women's movement, like 

the society at large, has quietly shifted to the right. 

Feminists in 1970 were angry because women, the things women did, and 

female personality traits were devalued. But we were also enraged at the re-

strictions placed on female b ehavior. Women were no t supposed to engage in a 

range of activities considered masculine. A woman who wanted to fix cars, get 

laid, ride a motorcycle, play sports, or get a Ph.D. could expect criticism from 

the society and support from the women's movement. The term male identified 

meant that a woman lacked consciousness of female oppression. 

By 1980, the term male identified had lost that meaning (lack of political 

consciousness) and became synonymous with "masculine." Now women who 

do masculine things are accused of imitating men not only by family, church, 

and the media, but by the feminist movement.20 Much contemporary femi-

nist ideology maintains that everything female—persons, activities, values, 

personality characteristics—is good, whereas anything pertaining to males is 

bad. By this analysis, the task of feminism is to replace male values with female 

ones, to substitute female culture for male culture. This line of thinking does 

not encourage women to try to gain access to male activities, privileges, and 

territories. Instead, it implies that a good feminist wants nothing to do with 

"male" activities. All of this celebration of femininity tends to reinforce tradi-

tional gender roles and values of appropriate female behavior. It is not all that 

different from the sex-role segregation against which early feminists revolted. 

I, for one, did not join the women's movement to be told how to be a good 

girl. There are many labels for this brand of feminism, but my preferred term 

is fern ininism21 



Femininism has become especially powerful with regard to issues of sexu-

ality and issues of violence, which it not surprisingly links together. Sexuality 

is seen as a male value and activity. The femininist view of sex is that it is some-

thing that good/nice women do not especially like. In this view, sex is not a 

motivating force in female behavior. Women have sex as an expression of inti-

macy, but orgasm is seen as a male goal. The idea that sexuality is most often 

something men impose upon women leads to the equation of sex with vio-

lence, and the conflation of sex with rape. These were the sexual theories I was 

taught growing up. I never expected to have them rammed down my throat 

by the women's movement. Man the Id and Woman the Chaste are Victorian 

ideas, not feminist ones.22 

The re-emphasis on feminine values, especially sexual chastity, has led to a 

shift in the mode of argument for feminist goals. Instead of arguing for justice 

or social equality, much feminist polemic now claims a female moral superi-

ority. It is argued that we should have more, or total, power in society because 

we are more equipped for it, mainly by virtue of our role in reproduction, than 

men. I did not join the women's movement to have my status depend on my 

ability to bear children. 

I fear that the women's movement is repeating the worst errors of a century 

ago. The nineteenth-century feminist movement began as a radical critique of 

women's role and status. But it became increasingly conservative and similarly 

shifted the burden of its argument onto a reconstituted femininity in the form 

of alleged female moral superiority. Much of the nineteenth-century move-

ment degenerated into a variety of morality crusades, with conservative femi-

nists pursuing what they took to be women's agenda in antiprostitution, anti-

masturbation, anti-obscenity, and anti-vice campaigns. It will be a historical 

tragedy of almost unthinkable dimensions if the revived feminist movement 

dissipates into a series of campaigns against recreational sex, popular music, 

and sexually explicit materials. But this appears to be the direction in which 

feminism is moving.23 

By a series of accidents, and through the mediating issue of pornography, 

S/M has become a challenge to this entire political tendency, which has ridden 

to power by manipulating women's fears around sex and violence. Therefore, 

when feminists argue about S/M, there is much more at stake than sexual prac-

tice. Some women are arguing for the logical coherence of their political be-

liefs. Others of us are arguing that political theory about sex is due for a major 

overhaul based on a more sophisticated sociology of sex. But what often seems 

most at stake is the shape of feminist ideology and the future direction of the 

movement. There are ways of understanding S/M which are compatible with 



"femininism" and its attendant political programs. When these become more 

articulated (and they will in the not too distant future), S/M will seem to be 

less of a threat to the hegemonic ideology of the women's movement. But for 

now, the fight over S/M has been the locus of a struggle over deep political dif-

ferences in the women's movement. 

Given the immense symbolic load that S/M has acquired, it is not surpris-

ing that it is difficult for participants in this debate to absorb information 

about S/M that would undermine the assumptions upon which certain genres 

of feminist theory, ideology, and politics are built. Nevertheless, the picture of 

S/M which is assumed in the current diatribes has almost no relationship to 

the actual experience of anyone involved in it. 

I l l 

For "consent" to be a meaningful criteria all the parties involved must have 

some measure of real choices. Women, for instance, have been "consent-

ing" to marriage for centuries. Women in China had "consented" to the 

footbinding of their own daughters. This is coerced-consent, and it hardly 

constitutes freedom. The most "heavy" masochist, who gives his hands and 

feet to be shackled to some rack, who offers his body to be gang-banged, 

fist-fucked, and pissed upon—he "consents," but if he has so internalized 

society's hatred of him as to offer his own body for a beating, then his 

"consent" is merely a conditioned reflex. 

—Neil Glickman, "Letter to the Editor," Gay Community News, 

22 August 1981 

Coming out has several meanings. Sometimes it refers to the point at which 

people realize that they are gay or have some other variant sexuality. Coming 

out in this sense is a form of self-recognition. Another meaning of coming 

out is that of public declaration, a willingness to let other people know about 

it. In yet another sense, coming out is a kind of journey people take from the 

straight world where they begin, into the gay or other variant world they want 

to occupy. Most of us are born into and raised by straight families, educated in 

straight schools, and socialized by straight peer groups. Our upbringing does 

not provide us with the social skills, information, or routes of access into non-

conventional sexual lifestyles. We must find our way into those social spaces 

where we can meet partners, find friends, get validation, and participate in a 

community life which does not presuppose that we are straight. Sometimes 

this journey is fairly short, from the suburbs of large cities to the gay bars 



downtown. In small towns, it usually means finding an underground network 

or building a more public community. Often it means migrating from middle 

America to a bigger city such as New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, or San Fran-

cisco. A classic account of this kind of coming out is the fifties pulp novel I Am 

a Woman?4 Laura, the heroine, suffers vague malaise in the Midwest, so she 

takes a bus to New York City. Eventually, she stumbles into a lesbian bar in 

Greenwich Village. She instandy realizes who she is, that there are others like 

her, and that this is home. She finds a lover, develops a gay identity, and be-

comes an adult, functioning lesbian. 

This kind of migratory behavior is characteristic of sexual minorities. There 

are many barriers to the process. These include the marginality of dissenting 

sexual communities, the amount of legal apparatus built to control them, the 

social penalties to which their members are subject, and the unrelenting pro-

paganda that portrays them as dangerous, sleazy, horrid places full of dread-

ful people and unspecified pitfalls. It is extraordinary that young perverts, 

like salmon swimming upstream, continually and in great numbers make this 

journey. Much of the politics of sex consists of battles to determine the costs 

of belonging to such communities and how difficult it will be to get into them. 

I came out as a lesbian in a small college town that had no visible les-

bian community. A group of us formed a radical lesbian feminist group which 

eventually grew into a fairly large, albeit young, public lesbian community. The 

nearest pre-movement lesbian community was thirty miles away, where there 

were actually a couple of lesbian bars. But locally, there was one mosdy male 

gay bar, called the Flame. For years, I had heard that it was the kind of place 

you wanted to stay away from. There were vague implications that if you went 

there, something bad would happen. But it was the only gay bar in town, and 

I was drawn to it. I finally screwed up my courage and walked in. The minute 

I got past the front door I relaxed. It was full of very innocuous looking gay 

men and a couple of lesbians. I instandy realized that these were my people, 

and that I was one of the people I had been warned against. 

Before I walked into the Flame, I still thought that gay people were rare and 

scarce. Going through that door was like going through the looking glass. The 

other side of that taboo entrance is not a place of terror, but a huge, populous, 

prosperous, bustling world of homosexuals. What is most incredible about the 

whole experience is that so large a part of reality could have been kept so in-

visible to so many for so long. It is as if one grew up under the impression that 

there were no Italians, or Jews, or Chinese in the United States. 

Seven years later, I was again sweating in front of another tabooed thresh-

old. This time it was the door to the Pleasure Chest in New York City. I must 



have walked up and down Seventh Avenue twenty times before I finally got a 

friend to go in with me. It took a little longer to get used to the S/M world than 

to the gay world. But now I feel as at home in leather bars and sex-toy shops 

as I do in lesbian bars and gay restaurants. Instead of the monsters and slimy 

perverts I had been led to expect, I found another hidden community. The 

S/M community is not as large as the gay community, but it is complex, popu-

lated, and quite civilized. Most parts of the S/M community take a responsible 

attitude to newcomers, teaching them how to do S/M safely, S/M etiquette, 

and acquired wisdom. Preconceived chimeras disappear in the face of actual 

social practice. I had been worried that my eroticism would require that I give 

up control over my life or become some kind of mindless nebbish. One of the 

first lessons I learned was that you can do S/M by agreement and it can still 

be a turn-on. There is a lot of separation between the straight, gay, and les-

bian S/M communities. But there is also pan-s/M consciousness. As one wise 

woman who has been doing this for many years has said, "Leather is thicker 

than blood." 

The largest subpopulation of sadomasochists is the heterosexuals. Of these, 

most appear to be male submissive/female dominant. Much of the straight S/M 

world revolves around professional female dominants and their submissive 

clients. There are also some straight or predominandy straight social clubs and 

political organizations through which heterosexual sadomasochists can meet 

one another. In the last few years, the straight S/M community in New York 

City began to have regular nights at a bar. And even more recendy, an S/M sex 

club opened which has a predominantly heterosexual clientele. 

I should point out that contrary to much of what is said about straight S/M 

in the feminist press, heterosexual S/M is not standard heterosexuality. Straight 

S/M is stigmatized and persecuted. Whatever the metaphoric similarities be-

tween standard sex and S/M, once someone starts to use whips, ropes, and all 

the associated theater, they are considered to be perverts, not normal. The re-

lationship between heterosexual S/M and "normal" heterosexuality is at most 

like the relationship between high-school faggo ts and the high-school football 

team. There is some overlap of personnel, but for the most part, all that fanny-

patting and even an occasional blow-job does not make the jocks into fags. 

And the former would often rather beat up the latter than accompany them 

to the nearest gay bar. 

Gay male sadomasochists are less numerous than heterosexual ones, but 

they are much better organized. Gay men have developed an elaborate tech-

nology for building public institutions for sexual outlaws. When the gay male 

leather community emerged, it followed the organizational patterns of the 



larger homosexual community, in which bars and baths are central institu-

tions. The first gay male leather bar opened in New York around 1955. The 

first one in San Francisco opened about five years later. There was a popula-

tion explosion of leather bars along with gay bars in general (including les-

bian bars) around 1970. In San Francisco today, there are five to ten leather 

bars and about five baths or sex clubs that cater to the gay male leather com-

munity. There are also several social or charitable organizations, motorcycle 

clubs, a performance space, assorted shops, and a couple of restaurants for the 

South of Market crowd. Although leather styles were faddish in the larger gay 

community for a couple of years, and leather/macho has replaced drag queen 

fluif as the dominant gay stereotype, the leather community is a distinct sub-

group. The average gay man is not into leather or S/M. But the average gay man 

is probably more aware of sexual diversity and erode possibilities than most 

heterosexuals or lesbians. 

Lesbian social organization is smaller in scale but institutionally similar to 

gay male. Bars have been for many years the most important public lesbian 

community space. Since 1970, feminist political organizations and cultural 

institutions have provided another major context for lesbian social Ufe. Un-

like gay men, lesbians have not yet developed more specialized sexual sub-

groups. There are lesbians who do everything that gay men and heterosexuals 

do. There are girl-lovers, sadomasochists, and fetishists (probably for flan-

nel shirts, hiking boots, cats, Softball uniforms, alfalfa sprouts, and feminist 

tracts). There are many transvestites and transsexuals (especially female to 

male). But lesbian sexual diversity is relatively unnoticed, unconscious, and 

unorganized. 

When I came out as a lesbian sadomasochist there was no place to go. A 

notice I put up in my local feminist bookstore was torn down. It took months 

of painstaking detective work to track down other women who were into S/M. 

There was no public lesbian S/M community to find, so I had to help build one. 

At least in San Francisco, there is now a visible, accessible avenue for lesbians 

to find their way into an S/M context. Samois is a modey collection. We have 

lots of refugees from Lesbian Nation, a good number of bar dykes, and many 

women who work in the sex industry. It is clear in retrospect that what has 

happened in the last three years or so is another mass coming out. There are 

probably now about as many sadomasochists in most lesbian communities as 

there were radical feminist lesbians in 1970. There would be groups like Samois 

in virtually every lesbian community in the United States if the costs of coming 

out were not so excruciating. It takes someone willing to put out the word and 

serve as a focus for other dyke perverts to start coming out of the woodwork. 



But most women have watched Samois get trashed and are afraid to be treated 

the same way. 

The S/M community is more underground and harder to find than the les-

bian community and its routes of access are even more hidden. The aura of ter-

ror is more intense. The social penalties, the stigma, and the lack of legitimacy 

are greater. I have rarely worked so hard or displayed such independence of 

mind as when I came out as an S/M person. I had to reject virtually everything 

I had been told about it. Having struggled this hard to assume a stigmatized 

identity (one "they taught me to despise"), I find the idea that I have been 

brainwashed infuriating and ludicrous. A sadist is likely to be regarded as a 

dangerous character. A top is vulnerable to legal prosecution. In the current 

debate on S/M, a top risks having his or her testimony dismissed. A masochist 

has more credibility in defending S/M, but risks being held in contempt. I am 

in much less danger of being treated badly by tops or sadists than by the people 

who want to protect me from them. 

It is an unfortunate habit of sexual thought that people so readily assume 

that something they would not like would be equally unpleasant to some-

one else. I hate to run. I might someday change my mind, but at this point it 

would take a lot of coercion to get me to run around the block, let alone for 

five miles. This does not mean that my friends who run in marathons are sick, 

brainwashed, or at gunpoint. 

People who are not into anal sex find it incomprehensible that anyone else 

could enj oy it. People who gag at the thought of oral sex are baffled that anyone 

else would actually relish sucking cock or eating pussy. But the fact remains 

that there are uncountable hordes for whom oral sex or anal sex are exquisitely 

delightful. Sexual diversity exists, not everyone likes to do the same things, 

and people who have different sexual preferences are not sick, stupid, warped, 

brainwashed, under duress, dupes of the patriarchy, products of bourgeois 

decadence, or refugees from bad child-rearing practices. The habit of explain-

ing away sexual variation by putting it down needs to be broken. 

The idea that masochists are victims of sadists underlies much of the debate 

on S/M. But tops and bottoms are not two discrete populations. Some individu-

als have strong and consistent preferences for one role or the other. Most S/M 

people have done both, and many change with different partners, at different 

times, or according to situation or whim. 

Nor are the social relations between tops and bottoms similar to the social 

relations between men and women, blacks and whites, straights and queers. 

Sadists do not systematically oppress masochists. Of course, class privilege, 

race, and gender do not disappear when people enter the S/M world. The social 



power individuals bring to the S/M community affects their ability to negoti-

ate within it, whether as tops or bottoms. But class, race, and gender neither 

determine nor correspond to the roles adopted for S/M play. The most fre-

quent oppressions connected to S/M come from a society bent on keeping 

people from engaging in nonconvendonal sex and which punishes them when 

they do. 

The silliest arguments about S/M have been those which claim that it is 

impossible that people really consent to do it. The issue of consent has been 

clouded by an overly hasty application of Marxian critiques of bourgeois con-

tract theory to sex law and practice. Marxists argue that justbecause someone 

voluntarily enters into an agreement to do something, does not mean that they 

have not been coerced by forces impinging on the decision. This is a useful dis-

tinction since social relations of class, gender, race, and so forth in fact do limit 

the scope of possible decisions which can be made. So do the social relations 

of sexuality, but not by forcing people to be perverts. 

While the word is the same, the meanings of consent in sex law are distinct 

from those involved in critiques of contract theory. In sex law, consent is what 

distinguishes sex from rape. But consent is a privilege which is not enjoyed 

equally by all sexualities. Although it varies according to state, most sexual ac-

tivity is illegal. The fewest restrictions apply to adult heterosexuality. But adult 

incest is illegal in most states, and adultery is still a felony in many. In some 

states, sodomy laws even apply to heterosexuals, who may be prosecuted for 

oral or anal sex. Homosexuality is much more restricted than heterosexuality. 

Except for the states which have passed consenting adult statutes decriminal-

izing homosexuality, it is still illegal to have gay sex. Before 1976, a gay person 

in California did not have the legal right to have oral sex with his or her lover, 

and could be prosecuted for doing it. Minors have no right at all to consent 

to sex, although it is usually adult partners who are prosecuted. But sexually 

active youth can be sent to juvenile homes and are subject to other penalties. 

In addition to clearly defined legal restrictions, sex laws are unequally en-

forced. And in addition to the activities of police, forces like religion, medi-

cine, media, education, family, and the state all function to pressure people 

to be married, heterosexual, monogamous, and conventional. One may more 

reasonably ask if anyone truly "consents" to be straight in any way. Coercion 

does occur among perverts, as it does in all sexual contexts. One still needs to 

distinguish rape and abuse from consensual situations. But the overwhelm-

ing coercion with regard to S/M is the way in which people are prevented from 

doing it. We are fighting for the freedom to consent to our sexuality without 

interference and without penalty. 



IV 

We are sworn that no boy or girl, approaching the maelstrom of deviation, 

need make that crossing alone, afraid, or In the dark ever again. 

—The Mattachine Society, 1951a 

Current radical (mostly feminist) writing on S/M is a hopeless muddle of bad 

assumptions, inaccurate information, and a thick-headed refusal to accept evi-

dence which contravenes preconceptions. It needs to be taken apart point by 

point. But prejudice is like a hydra. As soon as one avenue of sexual bigotry is 

blocked, alternative channels are developed. Ultimately, acceptance is gained 

by political power as much as by rational argument. Bigotry against S/M will 

flourish until it is more expensive to maintain than to abandon. Like the social 

discourse on homosexuality, this discourse on S/M sets up phony issues and 

poses phony questions. At some point, we need to step out of this framework 

and develop an alternative way to think about sexuality and understand its 

politics. 

Minority sexual communities are like religious heretics. We are persecuted 

by the state, the mental-health establishment, social-welfare agencies, and the 

media. When you are a sex pervert, the institutions of society do not work for 

you, and often work against you. Sexual dissenters face an endless stream of 

propaganda that rationalizes abuses against them, attempts to impair their 

self-esteem, and exhorts them to recant. 

In addition to social hierarchies of class, race, gender, and ethnicity, there 

is a hierarchy based on sexual behavior. The most blessed form of sexual con-

tact is heterosexual, married, monogamous, and reproductive. Unions that are 

unmarried, nonmonogamous, nonreproductive, involve more than two part-

ners, are homosexual, or which involve kink or fetish are judged as inferior 

and punished accordingly. This hierarchy has rarely been challenged since its 

emergence, except by the gay movement. But it is a domain of social life in 

which great power is exercised. The "lower" sexual orders are human fodder 

for the prisons and the mental institutions. 

It is time that radicals and progressives, feminists and leftists, recognize this 

hierarchy for the oppressive structure that it is instead of reproducing it within 

their own ideologies. Sex is one of the few areas in which cultural imperialism 

is taken as a radical stance. Neither the therapeutic professions, the women's 

movement, nor the Left have been able to digest the concept of benign sexual 

variation. The idea that there is one best way to do sex afflicts radical as well 



as conservative thought on the subject. Cultural relativism and the ability to 

respect diversity are not the same thing as liberalism. 

One of the sad things about the current debates on sex in the women's 

movement is that they are so stupid and regressive. Once the impulse to purge 

all sex freaks from feminist organizations passes, we will still have to face more 

intelligent arguments. Among them will be a kind of neo-Reichian position 

which is pro-sex but which understands the more stigmatized sexualities and 

practices (pornography, S/M, fetishism) as symptoms of sexual repression. Un-

like Reich, the neo-Reichian position may accept homosexuality as a healthy 

or natural eroticism. 

What is exciting is that sex—not just gender, not just homosexuality—has 

finally been posed as a political question. Rethinking sexual politics has gen-

erated some of the most creative political discourse since 1970. The sexual 

oudaws—boy-lovers, sadomasochists, prostitutes, and transpeople, among 

others—have an especially rich knowledge of the prevailing system of sexual 

hierarchy and of how sexual controls are exercised. These populations of ero tic 

dissidents have a great deal to contribute to the reviving radical debate on 

sexuality. 

The real danger is not that S/M lesbians will be made uncomfortable in the 

women's movement. The real danger is that the Right, the religious fanatics, 

and the Right-controlled state will eat us all alive. It is sad to be having to fight 

to maintain one's membership in the women's movement when it is so impera-

tive to create broad-based coalitions against fascism. The level of internal strife 

around S/M should be reserved for more genuine threats to feminist goals. If 

we survive long enough, feminists and other progressives will eventually stop 

fearing sexual diversity and begin to learn from it. 



Thinking Sex 

Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality 5 

The Sex Wars 

Asked his advice, Dr. J. Guerin affirmed that, after all other treatments had 

failed, he had succeeded in curing young girls affected by the vice of onanism 

by burning the clitoris with a hot iron... ."I apply the hot point three times to 

each of the large labia and another on the clitoris.... After the first operation, 

from forty to fifty times a day, the number of voluptuous spasms was reduced 

to three or four . . . . We believe, then, that in cases similar to those submitted 

to your consideration, one should not hesitate to resort to the hot iron, and at 

an early hour, in order to combat clitoral and vaginal onanism in little girls." 

—Demetrius Zambaco, "Onanism and Nervous Disorders in Two Little Girls" 

The time has come to think about sex. To some, sexuality may seem to be an 

unimportant topic, a frivolous diversion from the more critical problems of 

poverty, war, disease, racism, famine, or nuclear annihilation. But it is precisely 

at times such as these, when we live with the possibility of unthinkable de-

struction, that people are likely to become dangerously crazy about sexuality. 

Contemporary conflicts over sexual values and erotic conduct have much in 

common with the religious disputes of earlier centuries. They acquire immense 
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symbolic weight. Disputes over sexual behavior often become the vehicles for 

displacing social anxieties, and discharging their attendant emotional inten-

sity. Consequendy, sexuality should be treated with special respect in times of 

great social stress. 

The realm of sexuality also has its own internal politics, inequities, and 

modes of oppression. As with other aspects of human behavior, the concrete 

institutional forms of sexuality at any given time and place are products of 

human activity. They are imbued with conflicts of interest and political maneu-

vering, both deliberate and incidental. In that sense, sex is always political. But 

there are also historical periods in which sexuality is more sharply contested 

and more overtly politicized. In such periods, the domain of erotic life is, in 

effect, renegotiated. 

In England and the United States, the late nineteenth century was one such 

era. During that time, powerful social movements focused on "vices" of all 

sorts. There were educational and political campaigns to encourage chastity, to 

eliminate prostitution, and to discourage masturbation, especially among the 

young. Morality crusaders attacked obscene literature, nude paintings, music 

halls, abortion, birth-control information, and public dancing.1 The consoli-

dation of Victorian morality, and its apparatus of social, medical, and legal 

enforcement, was the outcome of a long period of struggle whose results have 

been bitterly contested ever since. 

The consequences of these great nineteenth-century moral paroxysms are 

still with us. They have left a deep imprint on attitudes about sex, medical prac-

tice, child-rearing, parental anxieties, police conduct, and sex law. 

The idea that masturbation is an unhealthy practice is part of that heritage. 

During the nineteenth century, it was commonly thought that "premature" 

interest in sex, sexual excitement, and above all sexual release would impair the 

health and maturation of a child. Theorists differed on the actual consequences 

of sexual precocity. Some thought it led to insanity, while others merely pre-

dicted stunted growth. To protect the young from premature arousal, parents 

tied children down at night so they would not touch themselves; doctors ex-

cised the clitorises of onanistic little girls.2 Although the more gruesome tech-

niques have been abandoned, the attitudes that produced them persist. The 

notion that sex per se is harmful to the young has been chiseled into extensive 

social and legal structures designed to insulate minors from sexual knowledge 

and experience.3 

Much of the sex law currently on the books also dates from the nineteenth-

century morality crusades. The first federal anti-obscenity law in the United 

States was passed in 1873. The Comstock Act—named for Anthony Comstock, 



an ancestral antiporn activist and the founder of the New York Society for the 

Suppression of Vice—made it a federal crime to make, advertise, sell, possess, 

send through the mails, or import books or pictures deemed obscene. The law 

also banned contraceptive or abortifacient drugs and devices and information 

about them.4 In the wake of the federal statute, most states passed their own 

anti-obscenity laws. 

The Supreme Court began to whitde down both federal and state Comstock 

laws during the 1950s. By 1975, the prohibition of materials used for, and infor-

mation about, contraception and abortion had been ruled unconstitutional. 

However, although the obscenity provisions have been modified, their funda-

mental constitutionality has been upheld. Thus it remains a crime to make, sell, 

mail, or import material which has no purpose other than sexual arousal.5 

Although sodomy statutes date from older strata of the law, when elements 

of canon law were adopted into civil codes, most of the laws used to arrest 

homosexuals and prostitutes come out of the Victorian campaigns against 

"white slavery."6 These campaigns produced myriad prohibitions against 

solicitation, lewd behavior, loitering for immoral purposes, age offenses, and 

brothels and bawdy houses. 

In her discussion of the British "white slave" scare, Judith Walkowitz ob-

serves, "Recent research delineates the vast discrepancy between lurid journal-

istic accounts and the reality of prostitution. Evidence of widespread entrap-

ment of British girls in London and abroad is slim."7 However, public furor 

over this ostensible problem, 

forced the passage of the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1885, a particu-

larly nasty and pernicious piece of omnibus legislation. The 1885 Act raised 

the age of consent for girls from 13 to 16, but it also gave police far greater 

summary jurisdiction over poor working-class women and children.. . . 

[I]t contained a clause making indecent acts between consenting male 

adults a crime, thus forming the basis of legal prosecution of male homo-

sexuals in Britain until 1967.... [T]he clauses of the new bill were mainly 

enforced against working-class women, and regulated adult rather than 

youthful sexual behaviour.8 

In the United States, the Mann Act, also known as the White Slave Traffic Act, 

was passed in 1910. Subsequendy, every state in the union passed antiprosti-

tution legislation.9 

In the 1950s, in the United States, major shifts in the organization of sexu-

ality took place. Instead of focusing on prostitution or masturbation, the anxi-

eties of the 1950s condensed most specifically around the image of the "homo-



sexual menace" and the dubious specter of the "sex offender." Just before and 

after the Second World War, the "sex offender" became an object of public fear 

and scrutiny. Many states and cities, including Massachusetts, New Hamp-

shire, New Jersey, New York State, New York City, and Michigan, launched 

investigations to gather information about this menace to public safety.10 The 

term sex offender sometimes applied to rapists, sometimes to "child molest-

ers," and eventually functioned as a code for homosexuals. In its bureaucratic, 

medical, and popular versions, the sex offender discourse tended to blur dis-

tinctions between violent sexual assault and illegal but consensual acts such 

as sodomy. The criminal justice system incorporated these concepts when an 

epidemic of sexual psychopath laws swept through state legislatures.11 These 

laws gave the psychological professions increased police powers over homo-

sexuals and other sexual "deviants." 

From the late 1940s until the early 1960s, erotic communities whose activi-

ties did not fit the postwar American dream drew intense persecution. Homo-

sexuals were, along with communists, the objects of federal witch hunts and 

purges. Congressional investigations, executive orders, and sensational expo-

sés in the media aimed to root out homosexuals employed by the government. 

Thousands lost their jobs.12 The FBI began systematic surveillance and harass-

ment of homosexuals which lasted at least into the 1970s.13 

Many states and large cities conducted their own investigations, and the 

federal witch hunts were reflected in a variety of local crackdowns. In Boise, 

Idaho, in 1955, a schoolteacher sat down to breakfast with his morning paper 

and read that the vice president of the Idaho First National Bank had been ar-

rested on felony sodomy charges; the local prosecutor said that he intended to 

eliminate all homosexuality from the community. The teacher never finished 

his breakfast. "He jumped up from his seat, pulled out his suitcases, packed as 

fast as he could, got into his car, and drove straight to San Francisco.... The 

cold eggs, coffee, and toast remained on his table for two days before someone 

from his school came by to see what had happened."14 

In San Francisco, police and media waged war on homosexuals throughout 

the 1950s. Police raided bars, patrolled cruising areas, conducted street sweeps, 

and trumpeted their intention of driving the queers out of San Francisco.15 

Crackdowns against gay individuals, bars, and social areas occurred through-

out the country. Although antihomosexual crusades are the best-documented 

examples of erotic repression in the 1950s, future research should reveal simi-

lar patterns of increased harassment against pornographic materials, prosti-

tutes, and erotic deviants of all sorts. Research is needed to determine the full 

scope of both police persecution and regulatory reform.16 



The current period bears some uncomfortable similarities to the 1880s and 

the 1950s. The 1977 campaign to repeal the Dade County, Florida, gay-rights 

ordinance inaugurated a new wave of violence, state persecution, and legal 

initiatives directed against minority sexual populations and the commercial 

sex industry. For the last six years, the United States and Canada have under-

gone an extensive sexual repression in the political, not the psychological, 

sense. In the spring of 1977, a few weeks before the Dade County vote, the 

news media were suddenly full of reports of raids on gay cruising areas, arrests 

for prostitution, and investigations into the manufacture and distribution of 

pornographic materials. Since then, police activity against the gay commu-

nity has increased exponentially. The gay press has documented hundreds of 

arrests, from the libraries of Boston to the streets of Houston and the beaches 

of San Francisco. Even the large, organized, and relatively powerfiil urban 

gay communities have been unable to stop these depredations. Gay bars and 

bath houses have been busted with alarming frequency, and police have gotten 

bolder. In one especially dramatic incident, police in Toronto raided all four of 

the city's gay baths. They broke into cubicles with crowbars and hauled almost 

300 men out into the winter streets, clad in their bath towels. Even "liberated" 

San Francisco has no t been immune. There have been proceedings against sev-

eral bars, countless arrests in the parks, and, in the fall of 1981, police arrested 

over 400 people in a series of sweeps of Polk Street, one of the thoroughfares 

of local gay nighdife. Queer-bashing has become a significant recreational ac-

tivity for young urban males. They come into gay neighborhoods armed with 

baseball bats and looking for trouble, knowing that the adults in their lives 

either secretly approve or will look the other way. 

The police crackdown has not been limited to homosexuals. Since 1977, en-

forcement of existing laws against prostitution and obscenity has been stepped 

up. Moreover, states and municipalities have been tightening regulations on 

commercial sex. New restrictive ordinances have been passed, zoning laws 

altered, licensing and safety codes amended, sentences increased, and eviden-

tiary requirements relaxed. This subde legal codification of more stringent 

controls over adult sexual behavior has gone largely unnoticed outside of the 

gay press. 

For over a century, no tactic for stirring up erotic hysteria has been as re-

liable as the appeal to protect children. The current wave of erotic terror has 

reached deepest into those areas bordered in some way, if only symbolically, 

by the sexuality of the young. The motto of the Dade County repeal campaign 

was "Save Our Children" from alleged homosexual recruitment. In February 

1977, shordy before the Dade County vote, a sudden concern with "child por-



nography" swept the national media. In May, the Chicago Tribune ran a lurid 

four-day series with three-inch headlines, which claimed to expose a national 

vice ring organized to lure young boys into prostitution and pornography.17 

Newspapers across the country ran similar stories, most of them worthy of the 

National Enquirer. By the end of May, a congressional investigation was under 

way. Within weeks, the federal government had enacted a sweeping bill against 

"child pornography," and many of the states followed with bills of their own. 

These laws have reestablished restrictions on sexual materials that had been 

relaxed by some of the important Supreme Court decisions. For instance, the 

court ruled that neither nudity nor sexual activity per se were obscene. But 

the child-pornography laws define as obscene any depiction of minors who 

are nude or engaged in sexual activity. This means that photographs of naked 

children in anthropology textbooks and many of the ethnographic movies 

shown in college classes are technically illegal in several states. In fact, the in-

structors are liable to an additional felony charge for showing such images to 

each student under the age of eighteen. Although the Supreme Court has also 

ruled that it is a constitutional right to possess obscene material for private 

use, some child-pornography laws prohibit even the private possession of any 

sexual material involving minors.18 

The laws produced by the child-porn panic are ill-conceived and mis-

directed. They represent far-reaching alterations in the regulation of sexual be-

havior and abrogate important sexual civil liberties. But hardly anyone noticed 

as they swept through Congress and state legislatures. With the exception of 

the North American Man/Boy Love Association and the American Civil Lib-

erties Union, no one raised a peep of protest.19 

A new and even tougher federal child-pornography bill has just reached 

House-Senate conference. It removes any requirement that prosecutors must 

prove that alleged child pornography was distributed for commercial sale. 

Once this bill becomes law, a person merely possessing a nude snapshot of a 

seventeen-year-old lover or friend may go to jail for fifteen years, and be fined 

$100,000. This bill passed the House 400 to 1.20 

The experiences of the art photographer Jacqueline Livingston exemplify 

the climate created by the child-porn panic. An assistant professor of photog-

raphy at Cornell University, Livingston was fired, in 1978, after exhibiting pic-

tures of male nudes which included photographs of her seven-year-old son 

masturbating. Ms. Magazine, Chrysalis, and Art News all refused to run ads 

for Livingston's posters of male nudes. At one point, Kodak confiscated some 

of her film, and for several months Livingston lived with the threat of prose-

cution under the child-pornography laws. The Tompkins County Department 



of Social Services investigated her fitness as a parent. Livingston's posters have 

been collected by the Museum of Modern Art, the Metropolitan, and other 

major museums. But she has paid a high cost in harassment and anxiety for 

her efforts to capture on film the uncensored male body at different ages.21 

It is easy to see someone like Livingston as a victim of the child-porn wars. 

It is harder for most people to sympathize with actual boy-lovers. Like com-

munists and homosexuals in the 1950s, boy-lovers are so stigmatized that it is 

difficult to find defenders for their civil liberties, let alone for their erotic ori-

entation. Consequently, the police have feasted on them. Local police, theFBi, 

and watchdog postal inspectors have joined to build a huge apparatus whose 

sole aim is to wipe out the community of men who love underage youth. In 

twenty years or so, when some of the smoke has cleared, it will be much easier 

to show that these men have been the victims of a savage and undeserved witch 

hunt. A lot of people will be embarrassed by their collaboration with this per-

secution, but it will be too late to do much good for those men who have spent 

their lives in prison.22 

While the misery of the boy-lovers affects very few, the other long-term 

legacy of the Dade County repeal affects almost everyone. The success of the 

antigay campaign ignited long-simmering passions of the American Right, 

and sparked an extensive movement to compress the boundaries of acceptable 

sexual behavior. 

Right-wing ideology linking nonfamilial sex with communism and politi-

cal weakness is nothing new. During the McCarthy period, Alfred Kinsey and 

his Institute for Sex Research were attacked for weakening the moral fiber 

of Americans and rendering them more vulnerable to communist influence. 

After congressional investigations and bad publicity, Kinsey's Rockefeller 

grant was terminated in 1954.23 

Around 1969, the extreme Right discovered the Sex Information and Edu-

cation Council of the United States ( S I E C U S ) . In books and pamphlets, such 

as The Sex Education Racket: Pornography in the Schools and SIECUS: Corrupter 

of Youth, the Right attacked S I E C U S and sex education as communist plots to 

destroy the family and sap the national will.24 Another pamphlet, Pavlov's Chil-

dren (They May Be Yours) (1969), claims that the United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organization ( U N E S C O ) is in cahoots with SIECUS to 

undermine religious taboos, to promote the acceptance of abnormal sexual 

relations, to downgrade absolute moral standards, and to "destroy racial co-

hesion," by exposing white people (especially white women) to the alleged 

"lower" sexual standards of black people.25 

New Right and neoconservative ideology has updated these themes, and 



leans heavily on linking "immoral" sexual behavior to putative declines in 

American power. In 1977, Norman Podhoretz wrote an essay blaming homo-

sexuals for the alleged inability of the United States to stand up to the Rus-

sians.26 He thus neatly linked "the anti-gay fight in the domestic arena and the 

anti-communist battles in foreign policy."27 

Right-wing opposition to sex education, homosexuality, pornography, 

abortion, and premarital sex moved from the fringes to the political center 

stage after 1977, when right-wing strategists and fundamentalist religious cru-

saders discovered that these issues had mass appeal. Sexual reaction played a 

significant role in the Right's electoral success in 198o.28 Organizations like the 

Moral Majority and Citizens for Decency have acquired mass followings, im-

mense financial resources, and unanticipated clout. The Equal Rights Amend-

ment has been defeated, legislation has been passed that mandates new restric-

tions on abortion, and funding for programs like Planned Parenthood and sex 

education has been slashed. Laws and regulations making it more difficult for 

teenage girls to obtain contraceptives or abortions have been promulgated. 

Sexual backlash was exploited in successful attacks on the Women's Studies 

Program at California State University, Long Beach. 

The most ambitious right-wing legislative initiative has been the Family 

Protection Act (FPA) , introduced in Congress in 1979. The Family Protection 

Act is a broad assault on feminism, homosexuals, nontraditional families, and 

teenage sexual privacy.29 The Family Protection Act has not and probably will 

not pass, but conservative members of Congress continue to pursue its agenda 

in a more piecemeal fashion. Perhaps the most glaring sign of the times is the 

Adolescent Family Life Program. Also known as the Teen Chastity Program, 

it gets some 15 million federal dollars to encourage teenagers to refrain from 

sexual intercourse, and to discourage them from using contraceptives if they 

do have sex, and from having abortions if they get pregnant. In the last few 

years, there have been countless local confrontations over gay rights, sex edu-

cation, abortion rights, adult bookstores, and public-school curricula. It is 

unlikely that the antisex backlash is over, or that it has even peaked. Unless 

something changes dramatically, it is likely that the next few years will bring 

more of the same.30 

Periods such as the 1880s in England, and the 1950s in the United States, 

recodify the relations of sexuality. The struggles that were fought leave a resi-

due in the form of laws, social practices, and ideologies which then affect the 

way in which sexuality is experienced long after the immediate conflicts have 

faded. All the signs indicate that the present era is another of those watersheds 

in the politics of sex. The setdements that emerge from the 1980s will have 



an impact far into the future. It is therefore imperative to understand what is 

going on and what is at stake in order to make informed decisions about what 

policies to support and oppose. 

It is difficult to make such decisions in the absence of a coherent and in-

telligent body of radical thought about sex. Unfortunately, progressive politi-

cal analysis of sexuality is relatively underdeveloped. Much of what is avail-

able from the feminist movement has simply added to the mystification that 

shrouds the subject. There is an urgent need to develop radical perspectives 

on sexuality. 

Paradoxically, an explosion of exciting scholarship and political writing 

about sex has been generated in these bleak years. In the 1950s, the early gay-

rights movement began and prospered while the bars were being raided and 

antigay laws were being passed. In the last six years, new erotic communities, 

political alliances, and analyses have been developed in the midst of the re-

pression. In this essay, I will propose elements of a descriptive and conceptual 

framework for thinking about sex and its politics. I hope to contribute to the 

pressing task of creating an accurate, humane, and genuinely liberatory body 

of thought about sexuality. 

Sexual Thoughts 

"You see, Tim," Phillip said suddenly, "your argument isn't reasonable. Sup-

pose I granted your first point that homosexuality is justifiable in certain 

instances and under certain controls. Then there is the catch: where does 

justification end and degeneracy begin? Society must condemn to protect 

Permit even the Intellectual homosexual a place of respect and the first bar 

is down. Then comes the next and the next until the sadist, the flagellist, the 

criminally insane demand their places, and society ceases to exist. So I ask 

again: where Is the line drawn? Where does degeneracy begin if not at the 

beginning of individual freedom in such matters?" 

—Fragment from a 1950s fictional discussion between two gay men trying to 

decide if they may love each other, James Barr, Quatrefoil 

A radical theory of sex must identify, describe, explain, and denounce erotic 

injustice and sexual oppression. Such a theory needs refined conceptual tools 

which can grasp the subject and hold it in view. It must build rich descriptions 

of sexuality as it exists in society and history. It requires a convincing critical 

language that can convey the barbarity of sexual persecution. 

Several persistent features of thought about sex inhibit the development 



of such a theory. These assumptions are so pervasive in Western culture that 

they are rarely questioned. Thus, they tend to reappear in different political 

contexts, acquiring new rhetorical expressions but reproducing fundamental 

axioms. 

One such axiom is sexual essentialism— the idea that sex is a natural force 

that exists prior to social life and shapes institutions. Sexual essendalism is 

embedded in the folk wisdoms of Western societies, which consider sex to 

be eternally unchanging, asocial, and transhistorical. Dominated for over a 

century by medicine, psychiatry, and psychology, the academic study of sex 

has reproduced essentialism. These fields classify sex as a property of indi-

viduals. It may reside in their hormones or their psyches. It maybe construed 

as physiological or psychological. But within these ethnoscientific categories, 

sexuality has no history and no significant social determinants. 

During the last five years, a sophisticated historical and theoretical scholar-

ship has challenged sexual essentialism both explicidy and implicidy. Gay his-

tory, particularly the work of Jeffrey Weeks, has led this assault by showing 

that homosexuality as we know it is a relatively modern institutional com-

plex.31 Many historians have come to see the contemporary institutional forms 

of heterosexuality as an even more recent development.32 An important con-

tributor to the new scholarship is Judith Walkowitz, whose research has dem-

onstrated the extent to which prostitution was transformed around the turn 

of the century. She provides meticulous descriptions of how the interplay of 

social forces such as ideology, fear, political agitation, legal reform, and medi-

cal practice can change the structure of sexual behavior and alter its conse-

quences.33 

Michel Foucault's The History of Sexuality has been the most influential and 

emblematic text of the new scholarship on sex. Foucault criticizes the tradi-

tional understanding of sexuality as a natural libido yearning to break free of 

social constraint. He argues that desires are not preexisting biological entities, 

but rather that they are constituted in the course of historically specific social 

practices. He emphasizes the generative aspects of the social organization of 

sex rather than its repressive elements by pointing out that new sexualities are 

constantly produced. And he points to a major discontinuity between kinship-

based systems of sexuality and more modern forms.34 

The new scholarship on sexual behavior has given sex a history and cre-

ated a constructivist alternative to sexual essentialism. Underlying this body 

of work is an assumption that sexuality is constituted in society and history, 

not biologically ordained.35 This does not mean the biological capacities are 



not prerequisites for human sexuality. It does mean that human sexuality is 

not comprehensible in purely biological terms. Human organisms with human 

brains are necessary for human cultures, but no examination of the body or its 

parts can explain the nature and variety of human social systems. The belly's 

hunger gives no clues as to the complexities of cuisine. The body, the brain, 

the genitalia, and the capacity for language are all necessary for human sexu-

ality. But they do not determine its content, its experiences, or its institutional 

forms. Moreover, we never encounter the body unmediated by the meanings 

that cultures give to it. To paraphrase Lévi-Strauss, my position on the rela-

tionship between biology and sexuality is a "Kantianism without a transcen-

dental libido."36 

It is impossible to think with any clarity about the politics of race or gen-

der as long as these are thought of as biological entities rather than as social 

constructs. Similarly, sexuality is impervious to political analysis as long as it 

is primarily conceived as a biological phenomenon or an aspect of individual 

psychology. Sexuality is as much a human product as are diets, methods of 

transportation, systems of etiquette, forms of labor, types of entertainment, 

processes of production, and modes of oppression. Once sex is understood in 

terms of social analysis and historical understanding, a more realistic politics 

of sexbecomes possible. One may then think of sexual politics in terms of such 

phenomena as populations, neighborhoods, settlement patterns, migration, 

urban conflict, epidemiology, and police technology. These are more fruitful 

categories of thought than the more traditional ones of sin, disease, neurosis, 

pathology, decadence, pollution, or the decline and fall of empires. 

By detailing the relationships between stigmatized erotic populations and 

the social forces which regulate them, work such as that of Allan Bérubé, John 

D'Emilio, Jeffrey Weeks, and Judith Walkowitz contains implicit categories of 

political analysis and criticism. Nevertheless, the cons true tivist perspective 

has displayed some political weaknesses. This has been most evident in mis-

constructions of Foucault's position. 

Because of his emphasis on the ways that sexuality is produced, Foucault 

has been vulnerable to interpretations that deny or minimize the reality of 

sexual repression in the more political sense. Foucault makes it abundantly 

clear that he is not denying the existence of sexual repression so much as in-

scribing it within a larger dynamic.37 Sexuality in Western societies has been 

structured within an extremely punitive social framework, and has been sub-

jected to very real formal and informal controls. It is necessary to recognize 

repressive phenomena without resorting to the essentialist assumptions of the 



language of libido. It is important to hold repressive sexual practices in focus, 

even while situating them within a different totality and a more refined ter-

minology.38 

Most radical thought about sex has been embedded within a model of the 

instincts and their restraints. Concepts of sexual oppression have been lodged 

within that more biological understanding of sexuality. It is often easier to fall 

back on the notion of a natural libido subjected to inhumane repression than 

to reformulate concepts of sexual injustice within a more constructivist frame-

work. But it is essential that we do so. We need a radical critique of sexual ar-

rangements that has the conceptual elegance of Foucault and the evocative 

passion of Reich. 

The new scholarship on sex has brought a welcome insistence that sexual 

terms be restricted to their proper historical and social contexts, and a cau-

tionary skepticism toward sweeping generalizations. But it is important to be 

able to indicate groupings of erotic behavior and general trends within erotic 

discourse. In addition to sexual essentialism, there are at least five other ideo-

logical formations whose grip on sexual thought is so strong that to fail to dis-

cuss them is to remain enmeshed within them. These are sex negativity, the 

fallacy of misplaced scale, the hierarchical valuation of sex acts, the domino 

theory of sexual peril, and the lack of a concept of benign sexual variation. 

Of these five, the most important is sex negativity. Western cultures gener-

ally consider sex to be a dangerous, destructive, negative force.39 Most Chris-

tian tradition, following Paul, holds that sex is inherendy sinful.40 It may be 

redeemed if performed within marriage for procreative purposes and if the 

pleasurable aspects are not enjoyed too much. In turn, this idea rests on the as-

sumption that the genitalia are an intrinsically inferior part of the body, much 

lower and less holy than the mind, the "soul," the "heart," or even the upper 

part of the digestive system (the status of the excretory organs is close to that 

of the genitalia).41 Such notions have by now acquired a life of their own and 

no longer depend solely on religion for their perseverance. 

This culture always treats sex with suspicion. It construes and judges almost 

any sexual practice in terms of its worst possible expression. Sex is presumed 

guilty until proven innocent. Virtually all erotic behavior is considered bad 

unless a specific reason to exempt it has been established. The most acceptable 

excuses are marriage, reproduction, and love. Sometimes scientific curiosity, 

aesthetic experience, or a long-term intimate relationship may serve. But the 

exercise of erotic capacity, intelligence, curiosity, or creativity all require pre-

texts that are unnecessary for other pleasures, such as the enjoyment of food, 

fiction, or astronomy. 



What I call the fallacy of misplaced scale is a corollary of sex negativity. 

Susan Sontag once commented that since Christianity focused "on sexual be-

havior as the root of virtue, everything pertaining to sex has been a 'special 

case' in our culture."42 Sex law has incorporated the religious attitude that 

heretical sex is an especially heinous sin that deserves the harshest punish-

ments. Throughout much of European and American history, a single act 

of consensual anal penetration was grounds for execution. In some states, 

sodomy still carries twenty-year prison sentences.43 Outside the law, sex is 

also a marked category. Small differences in value or behavior are often ex-

perienced as cosmic threats. Although people can be intolerant, silly, or pushy 

about what constitutes proper diet, differences in menu rarely provoke the 

kinds of rage, anxiety, and sheer terror that routinely accompany differences 

in erotic taste. Sexual acts are burdened with an excess of significance. 

Modern Western societies appraise sex acts according to a hierarchical sys-

tem of sexual value. Marital, reproductive heterosexuals are alone at the top 

of the erotic pyramid. Clamoring below are unmarried monogamous hetero-

sexuals in couples, followed by most other heterosexuals. Solitary sex floats 

ambiguously. The powerful nineteenth-century stigma on masturbation lin-

gers in less potent, modified forms, such as the idea that solitary pleasures are 

inferior substitutes for partnered encounters. Stable, long-term lesbian and 

gay male couples are verging on respectability, but bar dykes and promiscuous 

gay men are hovering just above the groups at the very bottom of the pyramid. 

The most despised sexual castes currendy include transsexuals, transvestites, 

fetishists, sadomasochists, sex workers such as prostitutes and pom models, 

and the lowliest of all, those whose eroticism transgresses generational bound-

aries. 

Individuals whose behavior stands high in this hierarchy are rewarded with 

certified mental health, respectability, legality, social and physical mobility, 

institutional support, and material benefits. As sexual behaviors or occupa-

tions fall lower on the scale, the individuals who practice them are subjected 

to a presumption of mental illness, disreputability, criminality, restricted social 

and physical mobility, loss of institutional support, economic sanctions, and 

criminal prosecution. 

Extreme and punitive stigma maintains some sexual behaviors as low status 

and is an effective sanction against those who engage in them. The intensity of 

this stigma is rooted in Western religious traditions. But most of its contem-

porary content derives from medical and psychiatric opprobrium. 

The old religious taboos were primarily based on kinship forms of social 

organization. They were meant to deter inappropriate unions and to provide 



proper kin. Sex laws derived from or justified on the basis of biblical pro-

nouncements were aimed at preventing the acquisition of the wrong kinds of 

affinal partners: consanguineous kin (incest), the same gender (homosexu-

ality), or the wrong species (bestiality). When medicine and psychiatry ac-

quired extensive powers over sexuality, they were less concerned with un-

suitable mates than with unfit forms of desire. If taboos against incest best 

characterized kinship systems of sexual organization, then the shift to an em-

phasis on taboos against masturbation was more apposite to the newer sys-

tems organized around qualities of erotic experience.44 

Medicine and psychiatry multiplied the categories of sexual misconduct. 

The section on psychosexual disorders in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 

of Mental Disorders (DSM) of the American Psychiatric Association (APA) is a 

fairly reliable map of the current moral hierarchy of sexual activities. The APA 

list is much more elaborate than the traditional condemnations of whoring, 

sodomy, and adultery. The most recent edition, DSM-III, removed homosexu-

ality from the roster of mental disorders after a long political struggle. But 

fetishism, sadism, masochism, transsexuality, transvestism, exhibitionism, 

voyeurism, and pedophilia are quite firmly entrenched as psychological mal-

functions.45 Books are still being written about the genesis, etiology, treatment, 

and cure of these assorted "pathologies." 

Psychiatric condemnation of sexual behaviors invokes concepts of mental 

and emotional inferiority rather than categories of sexual sin. Low-status sex 

practices are vilified as mental diseases or symptoms of defective personality 

integration. In addition, psychological terms conflate difficulties of psycho-

dynamic functioning with modes of erotic conduct. They equate sexual mas-

ochism with self-destructive personality patterns, sexual sadism with emo-

tional aggression, and homoeroticism with immaturity. These terminological 

muddles have become powerful stereotypes that are indiscriminately applied 

to individuals on the basis of their sexual orientations. 

Popular culture is permeated with ideas that erotic variety is dangerous, 

unhealthy, depraved, and a menace to everything from small children to na-

tional security. Popular sexual ideology is a noxious stew made up of ideas of 

sexual sin, concepts of psychological inferiority, anticommunism, mob hyste-

ria, accusations of witchcraft, and xenophobia. The mass media nourish these 

attitudes with relendess propaganda. I would call this system of erotic stigma 

the last socially respectable form of prejudice if the old forms did not show 

such obstinate vitality and new ones did not continually become apparent. 

All these hierarchies of sexual value—religious, psychiatric, and popu-

lar—function in much the same ways as do ideological systems of racism, 



ethnocentrism, and religious chauvinism. They rationalize the well-being of 

the sexually privileged and the adversity of the sexual rabble. 

Figure i diagrams a general version of the sexual value system. According 

to this system, sexuality that is "good," "normal," and "natural" should ideally 

be heterosexual, marital, monogamous, reproductive, and noncommercial. It 

should be coupled, relational, within the same generation, and occur at home. 

It should not involve pornography, fetish objects, sex toys of any sort, or roles 

other than male and female. Any sex that violates these rules is "bad," "abnor-

mal," or "unnatural." Bad sex may be homosexual, unmarried, promiscuous, 

nonprocreative, or commercial. It may be masturbatory or take place at orgies, 

may be casual, may cross generational lines, and may take place in "public," or 

at least in the bushes or the baths. It may involve the use of pornography, fetish 

objects, sex toys, or unusual roles. 

Figure 2 diagrams another aspect of the sexual hierarchy: the need to draw 

and maintain an imaginary line between good and bad sex. Most of the dis-

courses on sex, be they religious, psychiatric, popular, or political, delimit 

a very small portion of human sexual capacity as sanctifiable, safe, healthy, 

mature, legal, or politically correct. The "line" distinguishes these from all 

other erotic behaviors, which are understood to be the work of the devil, dan-

gerous, psychopathological, infantile, or politically reprehensible. Arguments 

are then conducted over "where to draw the Une," and to determine what other 

activities, if any, maybe permitted to cross over into acceptability.46 

All these models assume a domino theory of sexual peril. The line appears 

to stand between sexual order and chaos. It expresses the fear that if anything 

is permitted to cross this erotic demilitarized zone, the barrier against scary 

sex will crumble and something unspeakable will skitter across. 

Most systems of sexual judgment—religious, psychological, feminist, or 

socialist—attempt to determine on which side of the line a particular act falls. 

Only sex acts on the good side of the Une are accorded moral complexity. 

For instance, heterosexual encounters may be sublime or disgusting, free or 

forced, healing or destructive, romantic or mercenary. As long as it does not 

violate other rules, heterosexuality is acknowledged to exhibit the full range 

of human experience. In contrast, all sex acts on the bad side of the line are 

considered utterly repulsive and devoid of all emotional nuance. The further 

from the line a sex act is, the more it is depicted as a uniformly bad experience. 

As a result of the sex conflicts of the last decade, some behavior near the 

border is inching across it. Unmarried couples living together, masturbation, 

and some forms of homosexuality are moving in the direction of respect-

ability (see fig. 2). Most homosexuality is still on the bad side of the line. But 



Figure L The Sex Hierarchy: The Charmed Circle Vs. the Ouler Limits 

Figure L Sex Hierarchy: The Charmed Circle vs. the Outer Limits. 

Top: Version distributed as handout at Rubin's workshop at the Barnard Conference, 1982. 

Bottom: Version published in 1984. Courtesy of Gayle Rubin 
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Figure 2. Sex Hierarchy: The Struggle over Where to Draw the Line. 

Top: Version distributed as handout at Rubins workshop at the Barnard Conference, 1982. 

Bottom: Version published in 1984. Courtesy of Gayle Rubin 



if it is coupled and monogamous, the society is beginning to recognize that 

it includes the full range of human interaction. Promiscuous homosexuality, 

sadomasochism, fetishism, transsexuality, and cross-generational encounters 

are still viewed as unmodulated horrors incapable of involving affection, love, 

free choice, kindness, or transcendence. 

This kind of sexual morality has more in common with ideologies of racism 

than with true ethics. It grants virtue to the dominant groups, and relegates 

vice to the underprivileged. A democratic morality should judge sexual acts by 

the way partners treat one another, the level of mutual consideration, the pres-

ence or absence of coercion, and the quantity and quality of the pleasures they 

provide. Whether sex acts are gay or straight, coupled or in groups, naked or 

in underwear, commercial or free, with or without video should not be ethical 

concerns. 

It is difficult to develop a pluralistic sexual ethics without a concept of be-

nign sexual variation. Variation is a fundamental property of all life, from the 

simplest biological organisms to the most complex human social formations. 

Yet sexuality is supposed to conform to a single standard. One of the most 

tenacious ideas about sex is that there is one best way to do it, and that every-

one should do it that way. 

Most people find it difficult to grasp that whatever they like to do sexually 

will be thoroughly repulsive to someone else, and that whatever repels them 

sexually will be the most treasured delight of someone, somewhere. One need 

not like or perform a particular sex act in order to recognize that someone 

else will, and that this difference does not indicate a lack of good taste, mental 

health, or intelligence in either party. Most people mistake their sexual pref-

erences for a universal system that will or should work for everyone. 

This notion of a single ideal sexuality characterizes most systems of thought 

about sex. For religion, the ideal is procreative marriage. For psychology, it 

is mature heterosexuality. Although its content varies, the format of a single 

sexual standard is continually reconstituted within other rhetorical frame-

works, including feminism and socialism. It is just as objectionable to insist 

that everyone should be lesbian, non-monogamous, or kinky, as to believe that 

everyone should be heterosexual, married, or vanilla— though the latter set of 

opinions are backed by considerably more coercive power than the former. 

Progressives who would be ashamed to display cultural chauvinism in 

other areas routinely exhibit it toward sexual differences. We have learned to 

cherish different cultures as unique expressions of human inventiveness rather 

than as the inferior or disgusting habits of savages. We need a similarly anthro-

pological understanding of different sexual cultures. 



Empirical sex research is the one field that does incorporate a positive con-

cept of sexual variation. Alfred Kinsey approached the study of sex with the 

same uninhibited curiosity he had previously applied to examining a type 

of wasp. His scientific detachment gave his work a refreshing neutrality that 

enraged moralists and caused immense controversy.47 Among Kinsey's suc-

cessors, John Gagnon and William Simon have pioneered the application of 

sociological understandings to erotic variety.48 Even some of the older sex-

ology is useful. Most early sexology was articulated within the scientific lan-

guage of the period, which included social evolution, racism, and eugenics. 

Nonetheless, texts of Kraflt-Ebing, Havelock Ellis, and Magnus Hirschfeld are 

resplendent with detail. Ellis was an especially astute and sympathetic observer 

of sexual behavior and emotion. In their work, Hirschfeld and Ellis argued elo-

quently for the decriminalization and destigmatization of homosexuality.49 

Much political writing on sexuality reveals complete ignorance of both 

classical sexology and modern sex research. Perhaps this is because so few col-

leges and universities bother to teach human sexuality, and because so much 

stigma adheres even to scholarly investigation of sex. Neither sexology nor sex 

research has been immune to the prevailing sexual value system. Both con-

tain assumptions and information which should not be accepted uncritically. 

But sexology and sex research provide abundant detail, a welcome posture of 

calm, and a well-developed ability to treat sexual variety as something that 

exists rather than as something to be exterminated. These fields can provide 

an empirical grounding for a radical theory of sexuality more useful than the 

combination of psychoanalysis and feminist first principles to which so many 

texts resort. 

Sexual Transformation 

As defined by the ancient civil or canonical codes, sodomy was a category of 

forbidden acts; their perpetrator was nothing more than the juridical subject 

of them. The nineteenth-century homosexual became a personage, a past, a 

case history, and a childhood, in addition to being a type of life, a life form, 

and a morphology, with an indiscreet anatomy and possibly a mysterious 

physiology.... The sodomite had been a temporary aberration; the homo-

sexual was now a species. 

—Foucault, The History of Sexuality 

In spite of many continuities with ancestral forms, modern sexual arrange-

ments have a distinctive character which sets them apart from preexisting sys-



tems. In Western Europe and the United States, industrialization and urbani-

zation reshaped the traditional rural and peasant populations into a new urban 

industrial and service workforce. They generated new forms of state apparatus, 

reorganized family relations, altered gender roles, made possible new forms 

of identity, produced new varieties of social inequality, and created new for-

mats for political and ideological conflict. They also gave rise to a new sexual 

system characterized by distinct types of sexual persons, populations, stratifi-

cation, and political struggle. 

The writings of nineteenth-century sexology suggest the appearance of a 

kind of erotic speciation. However oudandish their explanations, the early sex-

ologists were witnessing the emergence of new kinds of erotic individuals and 

their aggregation into rudimentary communities. The modern sexual system 

contains sets of these sexual populations, stratified by the operation of an ideo-

logical and social hierarchy. Differences in social value create friction among 

these groups, who engage in political contests to alter or maintain their place 

in the ranking. Contemporary sexual politics should be reconceptualized in 

terms of the emergence and ongoing development of this system, its social re-

lations, the ideologies that interpret it, and its characteristic modes of conflict. 

Homosexuality is the best example of this process of erotic speciation. 

Homosexual behavior is always present among humans. But in different soci-

eties and epochs it may be rewarded or punished, required or forbidden, a 

temporary experience or a life-long vocation. In some New Guinea societies, 

for example, homosexual activities are obligatory for all males. Homosexual 

acts are considered utterly masculine, roles are based on age, and partners 

are determined by kinship status.50 Although these men engage in extensive 

homosexual and pedophile behavior, they are neither homosexuals nor ped-

erasts. 

Nor was the sixteenth-century sodomite a homosexual. In 1631, Mervyn 

Touchet, Earl of Casdehaven, was tried and executed for sodomy. It is clear 

from the proceedings that the earl was not understood by himself or anyone 

else to be a particular kind of sexual individual. "While from the twentieth-

century viewpoint Lord Castlehaven obviously suffered from psychosexual 

problems requiring the services of an analyst, from the seventeenth-century 

viewpoint he had deliberately broken the Law of God and the Laws of England, 

and required the simpler services of an executioner."51 The earl did not slip 

into his tightest doublet and waltz down to the nearest gay tavern to mingle 

with his fellow sodomites. He stayed in his manor house and buggered his ser-

vants. Gay self-awareness, gay pubs, the sense of group commonality, and even 

the term homosexual were not part of the earl's universe. 



The New Guinea bachelor and the sodomite nobleman are only tangentially 

related to a modern gay man, who may migrate from rural Colorado to San 

Francisco in order to Uve in a gay neighborhood, work in a gay business, and 

participate in an elaborate experience that includes a self-conscious identity, 

group solidarity, a literature, a press, and a high level of political activity. In 

modern, Western, industrial societies, homosexuality has acquired much of 

the institutional structure of an ethnic group.52 

The relocation of homoeroticism into these quasi-ethnic, nucleated, sexu-

ally constituted communities is to some extent a consequence of the trans-

fers of population brought about by industrialization. As laborers migrated 

to work in cities, there were increased opportunities for voluntary communi-

ties to form. Homosexually inclined women and men, who would have been 

vulnerable and isolated in most preindustrial villages, began to congregate in 

small corners of the big cities. Most large nineteenth-century cities in Western 

Europe and North America had areas where men could cruise for other men. 

Lesbian communities seem to have coalesced more slowly and on a smaller 

scale. Nevertheless, by the 1890s, there were several cafés in Paris near the 

Place Pigalle that catered to a lesbian clientele, and it is likely that there were 

similar places in the other major capitals of Western Europe. 

Areas like these acquired bad reputations, which alerted other interested 

individuals to their existence and location. In the United States, lesbian and 

gay male territories were well established in New York, Chicago, San Francisco, 

and Los Angeles in the 1950s.53 Sexually motivated migration to places such as 

Greenwich Village had become a sizable sociological phenomenon. By the late 

1970s, sexual migration was occurring on a scale so significant that it began 

to have a recognizable impact on urban politics in the United States, with San 

Francisco being the most notable and notorious example.54 

Prostitution has undergone a similar metamorphosis. Prostitution began 

to change from a temporary job to a more permanent occupation as a result 

of nineteenth-century agitation, legal reform, and police persecution. Pros-

titutes, who had been part of the general working-class population, became 

increasingly isolated as members of an outcast group.55 Prostitutes and other 

sex workers differ from homosexuals and other sexual minorities. Sex work 

is an occupation, while sexual deviation is an erotic preference. Nevertheless, 

they share some common features of social organization. Like homosexuals, 

prostitutes are a criminal sexual population stigmatized on the basis of sexual 

activity. Prostitutes and male homosexuals are the primary prey of vice police 

everywhere.56 Like gay men, prostitutes occupy well-demarcated urban terri-

tories and battle with police to defend and maintain those territories. The legal 



persecution of both populations is justified by an elaborate ideology that clas-

sifies them as dangerous and inferior undesirables who are not entided to be 

left in peace. 

Besides organizing homosexuals and prostitutes into localized populations, 

the "modernization of sex" has generated a system of continual sexual ethno-

genesis. Other populations of erotic dissidents—commonly known as the 

"perversions" or the "paraphilias"—also began to coalesce. Sexualities keep 

marching out of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual and on to the pages 

of social history.57 At present, several other groups are trying to emulate the 

successes of homosexuals. Bisexuals, sadomasochists, individuals who prefer 

cross-generational encounters, transsexuals, and transvestites are all in vari-

ous states of community formation and identity acquisition. The perversions 

are not proliferating as much as they are attempting to acquire social space, 

small businesses, political resources, and a measure of relief from the penal-

ties for sexual heresy. 

Sexual Stratification 

An entire sub-race was born, different—despite certain kinship ties— 

from the libertines of the past. From the end of the eighteenth century to 

our own, they circulated through the pores of society; they were always 

hounded, but not always by laws; were often locked up, but not always in 

prisons; were sick perhaps, but scandalous, dangerous victims, prey to a 

strange evil that also bore the name of vice and sometimes crime. They 

were children wise beyond their years, precocious little girls, ambiguous 

schoolboys, dubious servants and educators, cruel or maniacal husbands, 

solitary collectors, ramblers with bizarre Impulses; they haunted the houses 

of correction, the penal colonies, the tribunals, and the asylums; they 

carried their infamy to the doctors and their sickness to the judges. This was 

the numberless family of perverts who were on friendly terms with delin-

quents and akin to madmen. 

—Foucault, The History of Sexuality 

The industrial transformation of Western Europe and North America brought 

about new forms of social stratification. The resultant inequalities of class are 

well known and have been explored in detail by a century of scholarship. The 

construction of modem systems of racism and ethnic injustice has been well 

documented and critically assessed. Feminist thought has analyzed the pre-

vailing organization of gender oppression. But although specific erotic groups, 



such as militant homosexuals and sex workers, have agitated against their own 

mistreatment, there has been no equivalent attempt to locate particular vari-

eties of sexual persecution within a more general system of sexual stratifica-

tion. Nevertheless, such a system exists, and in its contemporary form it is a 

consequence of Western industrialization. 

Sex law is the most adamantine instrument of sexual stratification and 

erotic persecution. The state routinely intervenes in sexual behavior at a level 

that would not be tolerated in other areas of social life. Most people are un-

aware of the extent of sex law, the quantity and qualities of illegal sexual be-

havior, and the punitive character of legal sanctions. Although federal agencies 

may be involved in obscenity and prostitution cases, most sex laws are enacted 

at the state and municipal levels, and enforcement is largely in the hands of 

local police. Thus, there is a tremendous amount of variation in the laws ap-

plicable to any given locale. Moreover, enforcement of sex laws varies dra-

matically with the local political climate. In spite of this legal thicket, one can 

make some tentative and qualified generalizations. My discussion of sex law 

does not apply to laws against sexual coercion, sexual assault, or rape. It does 

pertain to the myriad prohibitions on consensual sex and the "status" offenses 

such as statutory rape. 

Sex law is harsh. The penalties for violating sex statutes are universally out 

of proportion to any social or individual harm. A single act of consensual but 

illicit sex, such as placing one's lips upon the genitalia of an enthusiastic part-

ner, is punished in many states with more severity than rape, battery, or mur-

der. Each such genital kiss, each lewd caress, is a separate crime. It is therefore 

painfully easy to commit multiple felonies in the course of a single evening of 

illegal passion. Once someone is convicted of a sex violation, a second per-

formance of the same act is grounds for prosecution as a repeat offender, in 

which case penalties will be even more severe. In some states, individuals have 

become repeat felons for having engaged in homosexual love-making on two 

separate occasions. Once an erotic activity has been proscribed by sex law, the 

full power of the state enforces conformity to the values embodied in those 

laws. Sex laws are notoriously easy to pass, as legislators are loath to be soft on 

vice. Once on the books, they are extremely difficult to dislodge. 

Sex law is not a perfect reflection of the prevailing moral evaluations of 

sexual conduct. Sexual variation per se is more specifically policed by the 

mental-health professions, popular ideology, and extralegal social practice. 

Some of the most detested erotic behaviors, such as fetishism and sadomas-

ochism, are not as closely or completely regulated by the criminal-justice sys-

tem as somewhat less stigmatized practices, such as homosexuality. Areas of 



sexual behavior come under the purview of the law when they become objects 

of social concern and political uproar. Each sex scare or morality campaign 

deposits new regulations as a kind of fossil record of its passage. The legal sedi-

ment is thickest—and sex law has its greatest potency—in areas involving ob-

scenity, money, minors, and homosexuality. 

Obscenity laws enforce a powerful taboo against direct representation of 

erotic activities. Current emphasis on the ways in which sexuality has become 

a focus of social attention should not be misused to undermine a critique 

of this prohibition. It is one thing to create sexual discourse in the form of 

psychoanalysis, or in the course of a morality crusade. It is quite another to 

graphically depict sex acts or genitalia. The first is socially permissible in a way 

the second is not. Sexual speech is forced into reticence, euphemism, and indi-

rection. Freedom of speech about sex is a glaring exception to the protections 

of the First Amendment, which is not even considered applicable to purely 

sexual statements. 

The anti-obscenity laws also form part of a group of statutes that make 

almost all sexual commerce illegal. Sex law incorporates a very strong prohi-

bition against mixing sex and money, except via marriage. In addition to the 

obscenity statutes, other laws impinging on sexual commerce include anti-

prostitution laws, alcoholic-beverage regulations, and ordinances governing 

the location and operation of "adult" businesses. The sex industry and the 

gay economy have both managed to circumvent some of this legislation, but 

that process has not been easy or simple. The underlying criminality of sex-

oriented business keeps it marginal, underdeveloped, and distorted. Sex busi-

nesses can only operate in legal loopholes. This tends to keep investment down 

and to divert commercial activity toward the goal of staying out of jail rather 

than the delivery of goods and services. It also renders sex workers more vul-

nerable to exploitation and bad working conditions. If sex commerce were 

legal, sex workers would be more able to organize and agitate for higher pay, 

better conditions, greater control, and less stigma. 

Whatever one thinks of the limitations of capitalist commerce, such an ex-

treme exclusion from the market process would hardly be socially acceptable 

in other areas of activity. Imagine, for example, that the exchange of money 

for medical care, pharmacological advice, or psychological counseling were 

illegal. Medical practice would take place in a much less satisfactory fashion 

if doctors, nurses, druggists, and therapists could be hauled off to jail at the 

whim of the local "health squad." But that is essentially the situation of pros-

titutes, sex workers, and sex entrepreneurs. 

Progressives tend to discuss capitalist commerce as though socialism is the 



sole alternative. They often fail to compare capitalism with less salutary sys-

tems of economic extraction and political domination: for example, the many 

varieties of feudalism andpremodern despotism. Marx himself considered the 

capitalist market a revolutionary, if limited, force. He argued that capitalism 

was progressive in its dissolution of precapitalist superstition, prejudice, and 

the bonds of traditional modes of life. "Hence the great civilizing influence 

of capital, its production of a state of society compared with which all earlier 

stages appear to be merely local progress and idolatry of nature."58 Keeping 

sex from realizing the positive effects of the market economy hardly makes it 

socialist. Rather, legal marginality tends to push sexual commerce in the oppo-

site direction: closer to the despotic and the feudal. 

The law is especially ferocious in maintaining the boundary between child-

hood "innocence" and "adult" sexuality. Rather than recognizing the sexu-

ality of the young and attempting to provide for it in a caring and responsible 

manner, our culture denies and punishes erotic interest and activity by anyone 

under the local age of consent. The amount of law devoted to protecting young 

people from premature exposure to sexuality is breathtaking. 

The primary mechanism for insuring the separation of sexual generations 

is age-of-consent laws. These laws make no distinction between the most bru-

tal rape and the most gentle romance. A twenty year old convicted of sexual 

contact with a seventeen year old will face a severe sentence in virtually every 

state, regardless of the nature of the relationship.59 Nor are minors permitted 

access to "adult" sexuality in other forms. They are forbidden to see books, 

movies, or television in which sexuality is "too" graphically portrayed. It is 

legal for young people to see hideous depictions of violence, but not to see ex-

plicit pictures of genitalia. Sexually active young people are frequently incar-

cerated in juvenile homes, or otherwise punished for their "precocity." 

Adults who deviate too much from conventional standards of sexual con-

duct are often denied contact with the young, even their own. Custody laws 

permit the state to steal the children of anyone whose erotic activities appear 

questionable to a judge presiding over family court matters. Coundess lesbi-

ans, gay men, prostitutes, swingers, sex workers, and "promiscuous" women 

have been declared unfit parents under such provisions. Members of the 

teaching professions are closely monitored for signs of sexual misconduct. In 

most states, certification laws require that teachers arrested for sex offenses 

lose their jobs and credentials. In some cases, a teacher may be fired merely 

because an unconventional lifestyle becomes known to school officials. Moral 

turpitude is one of the few legal grounds for revoking academic tenure.60 The 

more influence one has over the next generation, the less latitude one is per-



mitted in behavior and opinion. The coercive power of the law ensures the 

transmission of conservative sexual values with these kinds of controls over 

parenting and teaching. 

The only adult sexual behavior that is legal in every state is the placement 

of the penis in the vagina in wedlock. Consenting-adults statutes ameliorate 

this situation in fewer than half the states. Most states impose severe criminal 

penalties on consensual sodomy, homosexual contact short of sodomy, adul-

tery, seduction, and adult incest. Sodomy laws vary a great deal. In some states, 

they apply equally to homosexual and heterosexual partners, and regardless 

of marital status. Some state courts have ruled that married couples have the 

right to commit sodomy in private. Only homosexual sodomy is illegal in 

some states. Some sodomy statutes prohibit both anal sex and oral-genital 

contact. In other states, sodomy applies only to anal penetration, and oral sex 

is covered under separate statutes.61 

Laws like these criminalize sexual behavior that is freely chosen and avidly 

sought. The ideology embodied in them reflects the value hierarchies discussed 

above. That is, some sex acts are considered to be so intrinsically vile that no 

one should be allowed under any circumstance to perform them. The fact that 

individuals consent to or even prefer them is taken to be additional evidence 

of depravity. This system of sex law is similar to legalized racism. State prohibi-

tions of same-sex contact, anal penetration, and oral sex make homosexuals a 

criminal group denied the privileges of full citizenship. With such laws, prose-

cution is persecution. Even when they are not strictly enforced, as is usually 

the case, the members of criminalized sexual communities remain vulnerable 

to the possibility of arbitrary arrest or to periods in which they become the 

subjects of social panic. When those occur, the laws are in place and police 

action is swift. Even sporadic enforcement serves to remind individuals that 

they are members of a subject population. The occasional arrest for sodomy, 

lewd behavior, solicitation, or oral sex keeps everyone else afraid, nervous, and 

circumspect.62 

The state also upholds the sexual hierarchy through bureaucratic regula-

tion. Immigration policy still prohibits the admission of homosexuals (and 

other sexual "deviates") into the United States. Military regulations bar homo-

sexuals from serving in the armed forces.63 The fact that gay people cannot 

legally marry means that they cannot enjoy the same legal rights as hetero-

sexuals in many matters, including inheritance, taxation, protection from tes-

timony in court, and the acquisition of citizenship for foreign partners.64 These 

are but a few of the ways that the state reflects and maintains the social rela-



tions of sexuality. The law buttresses structures of power, codes of behavior, 

and forms of prejudice. At their worst, sex law and sex regulation are simply 

sexual apartheid. 

Although the legal apparatus of sex is staggering, most everyday social con-

trol is extralegal. Less formal, but very effective social sanctions are imposed 

on members of "inferior" sexual populations. 

In her marvelous ethnographic study of gay life in the 1960s, Esther Newton 

observed that the homosexual population was divided into what she called the 

"over ts" and the "coverts." "The overts live their entire working lives within the 

context of the [gay] community; the coverts live their entire nonworking lives 

within it."65 At the time of Newton's study, the gay community provided far 

fewer jobs than it does now, and the nongay work world was almost completely 

intolerant of homosexuality. There were some fortunate individuals who could 

be openly gay and earn decent salaries. But the vast majority of homosexuals 

had to choose between honest poverty and the drain of maintaining a false 

identity. 

Though this situation has changed a great deal, discrimination against gay 

people is still rampant. For the bulk of the gay population, being out on the 

job is still impossible. Generally, the more important and higher paid the job, 

the less the society will tolerate overt erotic deviance. If it is difficult for gay 

people to find employment where they do not have to pretend, it is doubly 

and triply so for more exotically sexed individuals. Sadomasochists leave their 

fetish clothes at home and know that they must be especially careful to conceal 

their real identities. An exposed pedophile would probably be stoned out of 

the office.66 Having to maintain such absolute secrecy is a considerable burden. 

Even those who are content to be secretive maybe exposed by some accidental 

event. Individuals who are erotically unconventional risk being unemployable 

or unable to pursue their chosen careers. 

Public officials and anyone who occupies a position of social consequence 

are especially vulnerable. A sex scandal is the surest method for hounding 

someone out of office or destroying a political career. The fact that important 

people are expected to conform to the strictest standards of erotic conduct dis-

courages sex perverts of all kinds from seeking such positions. Instead, erotic 

dissidents are channeled into positions that have less impact on the main-

stream of social activity and opinion. 

The expansion of the gay economy in the last decade has provided some 

employment alternatives and some relief from job discrimination against 

homosexuals. But most of the jobs provided by the gay economy are low status 



and low paying. Bartenders, bathhouse attendants, and disc jockeys are not 

bank officers or corporate executives. Many of the sexual migrants who flock 

to places like San Francisco are downwardly mobile. They face intense com-

petition for choice positions. The influx of sexual migrants provides a pool of 

cheap and exploitable labor for many of the city's businesses, both gay and 

straight. 

Families play a crucial role in enforcing sexual conformity. Much social 

pressure is brought to bear to deny erotic dissidents the comforts and re-

sources that families provide. Popular ideology holds that families are not 

supposed to produce or harbor erotic nonconformity. Many families respond 

by trying to reform, punish, or exile sexually offending members. Many sexual 

migrants have been thrown out by their families, and many others are flee-

ing from the threat of institutionalization. Any random collection of homo-

sexuals, sex workers, or miscellaneous perverts can provide heart-stopping 

stories of rejection and mistreatment by horrified families. 

In addition to economic penalties and strain on family relations, the stigma 

of erotic dissidence creates friction at all other levels of everyday life. The 

general public helps to penalize erotic nonconformity when, according to the 

values they have been taught, landlords refuse housing, neighbors call in the 

police, and hoodlums commit sanctioned battery. The ideologies of erotic in-

feriority and sexual danger decrease the power of sex perverts and sex workers 

in social encounters of all kinds. They have less protection from unscrupulous 

or criminal behavior, less access to police protection, and less recourse to the 

courts. Dealings with institutions and bureaucracies—hospitals, police, coro-

ners, banks, public officials—are more difficult. 

Sex is a vector of oppression. The system of sexual oppression cuts across 

other modes of social inequality, sorting out individuals and groups accord-

ing to its own intrinsic dynamics. It is not reducible to, or understandable in 

terms of class, race, ethnicity, or gender. Wealth, white skin, male gender, and 

ethnic privileges can mitigate the effects of sexual stratification. A rich, white, 

male pervert will generally be less affected than a poor, black, female per-

vert. But even the most privileged are no t immune to sexual oppression. Some 

of the consequences of the system of sexual hierarchy are mere nuisances. 

Others are quite grave. In its most serious manifestations, the sexual system 

is a Kafkaesque nightmare in which unlucky victims become herds of human 

catde whose identification, surveillance, apprehension, treatment, incarcera-

tion, and punishment produce jobs and self-satisfaction for thousands of vice 

police, prison officials, psychiatrists, and social workers.67 



Sexual Conflicts 

The moral panic crystallizes widespread fears and anxieties, and often deals 

with them not by seeking the real causes of the problems and conditions 

which they demonstrate but by displacing them on to "Folk Devils" in an 

identified social group (often the "immoral" or "degenerate"). Sexuality has 

had a peculiar centrality in such panics, and sexual "deviants" have been 

omnipresent scapegoats. 

—Jeffrey Weeks, Sex, Politics, and Society 

The sexual system is not a monolithic, omnipotent structure. There are con-

tinuous battles over the definitions, evaluations, arrangements, privileges, 

and costs of sexual behavior. Political struggle over sex assumes character-

istic forms. 

Sexual ideology plays a crucial role in sexual experience. Consequently, 

definitions and evaluations of sexual conduct are objects of bitter contest. The 

confrontations between early gay-liberation and the psychiatric establishment 

are an excellent example of this kind of fight, but there are constant skirmishes. 

Recurrent battles take place between the primary producers of sexual ideol-

ogy—the churches, the family, and the media—and the groups whose experi-

ence they name, distort, and endanger. 

The legal regulation of sexual conduct is another batdeground. Lysander 

Spooner dissected the system of state-sanctioned moral coercion over a cen-

tury ago in a text inspired primarily by the temperance campaigns. In Vices 

Are Not Crimes: A Vindication of Moral Liberty (1977), Spooner argued that 

government should protect its citizens against crime, but that it is foolish, un-

just, and tyrannical to legislate against vice. He discusses rationalizations still 

heard today in defense of legalized moralism— that "vices" (Spooner is refer-

ring to drink, but homosexuality, prostitution, or recreational drug use maybe 

substituted) lead to crimes and should therefore be prevented; that those who 

practice "vice" are non compos mentis and should therefore be protected from 

their self-destruction by state-accomplished ruin; and that children must be 

protected from supposedly harmful knowledge. The discourse on victimless 

crimes has not changed much. Legal struggle over sex law will continue until 

basic freedoms of sexual action and expression are guaranteed. This requires 

the repeal of all sex laws except those few that deal with actual, not statutory, 

coercion; and it entails the abolition of vice squads, whose job it is to enforce 

legislated morality.68 



In addition to the definitional and legal wars, there are less obvious forms of 

sexual political conflict, which I call the territorial and border wars. The pro-

cesses by which erotic minorities form communities and the forces that seek to 

inhibit them lead to struggles over the nature and boundaries of sexual zones. 

Dissident sexuality is rarer and more closely monitored in small towns and 

rural areas. Consequently, metropolitan life continually beckons to young 

perverts. Sexual migration creates concentrated pools of potential partners, 

friends, and associates. It enables individuals to create adult, kin-like networks 

in which to live. But there are many barriers which sexual migrants have to 

overcome. 

According to the mainstream media and popular prejudice, the marginal 

sexual worlds are bleak and dangerous. They are portrayed as impoverished, 

ugly, and inhabited by psychopaths and criminals. New migrants must be 

sufficiently motivated to resist the impact of such discouraging images. At-

tempts to counter negative propaganda with more realistic information gener-

ally meet with censorship, and there are continuous ideological struggles over 

which representations of sexual communities make it into the popular media. 

Information on how to find, occupy, and live in the marginal sexual worlds 

is also suppressed. Navigational guides are scarce and inaccurate. In the past, 

fragments of rumor, distorted gossip, and bad publicity were the most avail-

able clues to the location of underground erotic communities. During the late 

1960s and early 1970s, better information became available.69 Now groups like 

the Moral Majority want to rebuild the ideological walls around the sexual 

undergrounds and make transit in and out of them as difficult as possible. 

Migration is expensive. Transportation costs, moving expenses, and the 

necessity of finding new jobs and housing are economic difficulties that sexual 

migrants must overcome. These are especially imposing barriers to the young, 

who are often the most desperate to move. There are, however, routes into the 

erotic communities which mark trails through the propaganda thicket and 

provide some economic shelter along the way. Higher education can be a route 

for young people from affluent backgrounds. In spite of serious limitations, the 

information on sexual behavior at most colleges and universities is better than 

elsewhere, and most colleges and universities shelter small erotic networks of 

all sorts. 

For poorer kids, the military is often the easiest way to get the hell out of 

wherever they are. Military prohibitions against homosexuality make this a 

perilous route. Although young queers continually attempt to use the armed 

forces to get out of intolerable hometown situations and closer to functional 



gay communities, they face the hazards of exposure, court-martial, and dis-

honorable discharge. 

Once in the cities, erotic populations tend to nucleate and to occupy some 

regular, visible territory. Churches and other anti-vice forces constantly put 

pressure on local authorities to contain such areas, reduce their visibility, or 

to drive their inhabitants out of town. There are periodic crackdowns in which 

local vice squads are unleashed on the populations they control. Gay men, 

prostitutes, and sometimes transvestites are sufficiendy territorial and numer-

ous to engage in intense batdes with the cops over particular streets, parks, 

and alleys. Such border wars are usually inconclusive, but they result in many 

casualties. 

For most of this century, the sexual underworlds have been marginal and 

impoverished, their residents subjected to stress and exploitation. The spec-

tacular success of gay entrepreneurs in creating a variegated gay economy has 

altered the quality of life within the gay ghetto. The level of material com-

fort and social elaboration achieved by the gay community in the last fifteen 

years is unprecedented. But it is important to recall what happened to similar 

miracles. The growth of the black population in New York in the early part of 

the twentieth century led to the Harlem Renaissance, but that period of cre-

ativity withered with the Great Depression. The relative prosperity and cultural 

florescence of the gay "ghetto" may be equally fragile. Like blacks who fled the 

South for the metropolitan North, homosexuals may have merely traded rural 

problems for urban ones. 

Gay pioneers occupied neighborhoods that were centrally located but run-

down. Consequently, they border poor neighborhoods. Gays, especially low-

income gays, end up competing with other low-income groups for the limited 

supply of cheap and moderate housing. In San Francisco, competition for low-

cost housing has exacerbated both racism and homophobia, and is one source 

of the epidemic of street violence against homosexuals. Instead of being iso-

lated and invisible in rural settings, city gays are now numerous and obvious 

targets for urban frustrations. 

In San Francisco, unbridled construction of downtown skyscrapers and 

high-cost condominiums is causing affordable housing to evaporate. Mega-

buck construction is creating pressure on all city residents. Poor gay renters are 

visible in low-income neighborhoods; multimillionaire contractors are not. 

The specter of the "homosexual invasion" is a convenient scapegoat which de-

flects attention from the banks, the planning commission, the political estab-

lishment, and the big developers. In San Francisco, the well-being of the gay 



community has become embroiled in the high-stakes politics of urban real 

estate. 

Downtown expansion aifects all the territorial erotic underworlds. In both 

San Francisco and New York, high-investment construction and urban renewal 

have intruded on the main areas of prostitution, pornography, and leather bars. 

Developers are salivating over Times Square, the Tenderloin, what is left of 

North Beach, and South of Market. Antisex ideology, obscenity law, prostitu-

tion regulations, and the alcoholic beverage codes are all being used to dislodge 

seedy adult businesses, sex workers, and leathermen. Within ten years, most 

of these areas will have been bulldozed and made safe for convention centers, 

international hotels, corporate headquarters, and housing for the rich.70 

The most important and consequential kind of sex conflict is what Jeffrey 

Weeks has termed the "moral panic." Moral panics are the "political moment" 

of sex, in which diffuse attitudes are channeled into political action and from 

there into social change.71 The white-slavery hysteria of the 1880s, the anti-

homosexual campaigns of the 1950s, and the child-pornography panic of the 

late 1970s were typical moral panics. 

Because sexuality in Western societies is so mystified, the wars over it are 

often fought at oblique angles, aimed at phony targets, conducted with mis-

placed passions, and are highly, intensely symbolic. Sexual activities often 

function as signifiers for personal and social apprehensions to which they have 

no intrinsic connection. During a moral panic, such fears attach to some un-

fortunate sexual activity or population. The media become ablaze with indig-

nation, the public behaves like a rabid mob, the police are activated, and the 

state enacts new laws and regulations. When the furor has passed, some inno-

cent erotic group has been decimated, and the state has extended its power 

into new areas of erotic behavior. 

The system of sexual stratification provides easy victims who lack the 

power to defend themselves, and a preexisting apparatus for controlling their 

movements and curtailing their freedoms. The stigma against sexual dissi-

dents renders them morally defenseless. Every moral panic has consequences 

on two levels. The target population suffers most, but everyone is affected by 

the social and legal changes. 

Moral panics rarely alleviate any real problem because they are aimed at 

chimeras and signifiers. They draw on the preexisting discursive structure 

which invents victims in order to justify treating "vices" as crimes. The crimi-

nalization of innocuous behaviors such as homosexuality, prostitution, ob-

scenity, or recreational drug use is rationalized by portraying them as men-



aces to health and safety, women and children, national security, the family, or 

civilization itself. Even when activity is acknowledged to be harmless, it may be 

banned because it is alleged to "lead" to something ostensibly worse (another 

manifestation of the domino theory).72 Great and mighty edifices have been 

built on the basis of such phantasms. Generally, the outbreak of a moral panic 

is preceded by an intensification of such scapegoating. 

It is always risky to prophesy. But it does not take much prescience to detect 

potential moral panics in two current developments: the attacks on sadomaso-

chists by a segment of the feminist movement, and the Right's increasing use 

of AIDS to incite virulent homophobia. 

Feminist antipomography ideology has always contained an implied, and 

sometimes overt, indictment of sadomasochism. The pictures of sucking and 

fucking that comprise the bulk of pornography may be unnerving to those 

who are not familiar with them. But it is hard to make a convincing case that 

such images are violent. All of the early antiporn slide shows used a highly 

selective sample of S/M imagery to sell a very flimsy analysis. Taken out of 

context, such images are often shocking. This shock value was mercilessly ex-

ploited to scare audiences into accepting the antiporn perspective. The use of 

S/M imagery in antiporn discourse is inflammatory. It implies that the way to 

make the world safe for women is to get rid of sadomasochism. 

A great deal of antiporn propaganda implies that sadomasochism is the 

underlying and essential "truth" toward which all pornography tends. Pom is 

thought to lead to S/M porn which in turn is alleged to lead to rape. This is a 

just-so story that revitalizes the notion that sex perverts commit sex crimes, 

not normal people. There is no evidence that the readers of S/M erotica or 

practicing sadomasochists commit a disproportionate number of sex crimes. 

Antiporn literature scapegoats an unpopular sexual minority and its reading 

material for social problems they do not create. 

Feminist rhetoric has a distressing tendency to reappear in reactionary 

contexts. For example, in 1980 and 1981 Pope John Paul II delivered a series of 

pronouncements reaffirming his commitment to the most conservative and 

Pauline understandings of human sexuality. In condemning divorce, abortion, 

trial marriage, pornography, prostitution, birth control, unbridled hedonism, 

and lust, the pope employed a great deal of feminist rhetoric about sexual ob-

jectification. Sounding like the lesbian feminist polemicist Julia Penelope, His 

Holiness explained that "considering anyone in a lustful way makes that per-

son a sexual object rather than a human being worthy of dignity."73 

The right wing opposes pornography and has already adopted elements of 



feminist antiporn rhetoric. The anti-s/M discourse developed in the women's 

movement could easily become a vehicle for a moral witch hunt. It provides 

a ready-made defenseless target population. It provides a rationale for the re-

criminalization of sexual materials that have escaped the reach of current ob-

scenity laws. It would be especially easy to pass laws against S/M erotica based 

on rationales similar to those used for child-pornography laws. Such laws are 

justified as protecting individuals from actual or potential harm. The osten-

sible purpose of new laws against S/M imagery would be to reduce violence by 

banning so-called violent porn. A focused campaign against the leather men-

ace might also result in the passage of laws to criminalize S/M behavior that 

is not currently illegal. The ultimate result of such a moral panic would be the 

legalized violation of a community of harmless perverts. It is dubious that such 

a sexual witch hunt would make any appreciable contribu don toward reducing 

violence against women. 

An AIDS panic is even more probable. When fears of incurable disease 

mingle with sexual terror, the resulting brew is extremely volatile. A century 

ago, attempts to control syphilis led to the passage of the Contagious Diseases 

Acts in England. The Acts were based on erroneous medical theories and did 

nothing to halt the spread of the disease. But they did make life miserable for 

the hundreds of women who were incarcerated, subjected to forcible vaginal 

examination, and stigmatized for life as prostitutes.74 

Whatever happens, Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) will 

have far-reaching consequences on sex in general, and on homosexuality in 

particular. The disease will have a significant impact on the choices gay people 

make. Fewer will migrate to the gay meccas out of fear of the disease. Those 

who already reside in the gay villages will avoid situations they fear will expose 

them. The gay economy, and the political apparatus it supports, may prove to 

be evanescent. Fear of AIDS has already affected sexual ideology. Just when 

homosexuals have had some success in throwing off the taint of mental dis-

ease, gay people find themselves metaphorically welded to an image of lethal 

physical deterioration. The syndrome, its peculiar qualities, and its transmis-

sibility are being used to reinforce old fears that sexual activity, homosexuality, 

and promiscuity lead to disease and death. 

AIDS is both a personal tragedy for those who contract the syndrome and 

a calamity for the gay community. Homophobes have gleefully hastened to 

turn this tragedy against its victims. One columnist has suggested that AIDS 

has always existed, that the biblical prohibitions on sodomy were designed to 

protect people from AIDS, and that AIDS is therefore an appropriate punish-

ment for violating the Levitical codes. Using fear of infection as a rationale, 



local right-wingers attempted to ban the gay rodeo from Reno, Nevada. A re-

cent issue of the Moral Majority Report featured a picture of a "typical" white 

family of four wearing surgical masks. The headline read: "AIDS: Homosexual 

Diseases Threaten American Families."75 Phyllis Schlafly has recently issued a 

pamphlet arguing that passage of the Equal Rights Amendment would make it 

impossible to "legally protect ourselves against AIDS and other diseases carried 

by homosexuals."76 Current right-wing literature calls for shutting down the 

gay baths, for a legal ban on homosexual employment in food-handling oc-

cupations, and for state-mandated prohibitions on blood donations by gay 

people. Such policies would require the government to identify all homosexu-

als and impose easily recognizable legal and social markers on them. 

It is bad enough that the gay community must deal with the medical mis-

fortune of having been the population in which a deadly disease first became 

widespread and visible. It is worse to have to deal with the social consequences 

as well. Even before the AIDS scare, Greece passed a law that enabled police to 

arrest suspected homosexuals and force them to submit to an examination for 

venereal disease. It is likely that until AIDS and its methods of transmission are 

understood, there will be all sorts of proposals to control it by punishing the 

gay community and by attacking its institutions. When the cause of Legion-

naires' Disease was unknown, there were no calls to quarantine members of 

the American Legion or to shut down their meeting halls. The Contagious Dis-

eases Acts in England did little to control syphilis, but they caused a great deal 

of suffering for the women who came under their purview. The history of panic 

that has accompanied new epidemics, and the casualties incurred by their 

scapegoats, should make everyone pause and consider with extreme skepti-

cism any attempts to justify antigay policy initiatives on the basis of AIDS. 7 7 

The Limits of Feminism 

We know that in an overwhelmingly large number of cases, sex crime is 

associated with pornography. We know that sex criminals read it, are clearly 

influenced by it. I believe that, if we can eliminate the distribution of such 

items among impressionable children, we shall greatly reduce our frighten-

ing sex-crime rate. 

—J. Edgar Hoover, cited in Hyde, A History of Pornography 

In the absence of a more articulated radical theory of sex, most progressives 

have turned to feminism for guidance. But the relationship between femi-

nism and sex is complex. Because sexuality is a nexus of the relationships 



between genders, much of the oppression of women is borne by, mediated 

through, and constituted within sexuality. Feminism has always been vitally 

interested in sex. But there have been two strains of feminist thought on the 

subject. One tendency has criticized the restrictions on women's sexual behav-

ior and denounced the high costs imposed on women for being sexually active. 

This tradition of feminist sexual thought has called for a sexual liberation that 

would work for women as well as for men. The second tendency has consid-

ered sexual liberalization to be inherently a mere extension of male privilege. 

This tradition resonates with conservative, antisexual discourse. With the ad-

vent of the antipornography movement, it achieved temporary hegemony over 

feminist analysis. 

The antipornography movement and its texts have been the most exten-

sive expression of this discourse.78 In addition, proponents of this viewpoint 

have condemned virtually every variant of sexual expression as antifeminist. 

Within this framework, monogamous lesbianism that occurs within long-

term, intimate relationships and does not involve playing with polarized roles 

has replaced married, procreative heterosexuality at the top of the value hier-

archy. Heterosexuality has been demoted to somewhere in the middle. Apart 

from this change, everything else looks more or less familiar. The lower depths 

are occupied by the usual groups and behaviors: prostitution, transsexuality, 

sadomasochism, and cross-generational activities.79 Most gay male conduct, 

all casual sex, promiscuity, and lesbian behavior that involve roles or kink or 

nonmonogamyare also censured.80 Even sexual fantasy during masturbation 

is denounced as a phallocentric holdover.81 

This discourse on sexuality is less a sexology than a demonology. It presents 

most sexual behavior in the worst possible light. Its descriptions of erotic 

conduct always use the worst available example as if it were representative. It 

presents the most disgusting pornography, the most exploited forms of pros-

titution, and the least palatable or most shocking manifestations of sexual 

variation. This rhetorical tactic consistendy misrepresents human sexuality in 

all its forms. The picture of human sexuality that emerges from this literature 

is unremittingly ugly. 

In addition, this antiporn rhetoric is a massive exercise in scapegoating. It 

criticizes nonroutine acts of love rather than routine acts of oppression, exploi-

tation, or violence. This demon sexology directs legitimate anger at women's 

lack of personal safety against innocent individuals, practices, and commu-

nities. Antiporn propaganda often implies that sexism originates within the 

commercial sex industry and subsequently infects the rest of society. This is 

sociologically nonsensical. The sex industry is part of a sexist society and re-



fleets the sexism of its culture. The sex industry is hardly a feminist Utopia. We 

need to analyze and oppose the manifestations of gender inequality specific to 

the sex industry. But this is not the same as attempting to wipe out commercial 

sex or blaming it for all the ills that afflict women. 

Similarly, erotic minorities such as sadomasochists and transsexuals are 

as likely to exhibit sexist attitudes or behavior as any other politically random 

social grouping. But to claim that they are inherendy antifeminist is sheer 

fantasy. A good deal of current feminist literature attributes the oppression of 

women to graphic representations of sex, prostitution, sex education, sado-

masochism, male homosexuality, and transsexualism. Whatever happened to 

the family, religion, education, child-rearing practices, the media, the state, 

psychiatry, job discrimination, and unequal pay? 

Finally, this so-called feminist discourse recreates a very conservative 

sexual morality. For over a century, battles have been waged over just how 

much shame, distress, and punishment should be incurred by sexual activity. 

The conservative tradition has promoted opposition to pornography, prostitu-

tion, homosexuality, all erotic variation, sex education, sex research, abortion, 

and contraception. The opposing, pro-sex tradition has included individuals 

like Havelo ck Ellis, Magnus Hirs chfeld, Alfred Kins ey, and Vic toria Wo o dhull, 

as well as the sex-education movement, organizations of militant prostitutes 

and homosexuals, the reproductive-rights movement, and organizations such 

as the Sexual Reform League of the 1960s. This modey collection of sex re-

formers, sex educators, and sexual militants has mixed records on both sexual 

and feminist issues. But surely they are closer to the spirit of modem feminism 

than are moral crusaders, the social-purity movement, and and-vice organiza-

tions. Nevertheless, the current feminist sexual demonology generally elevates 

the anti-vice crusaders to positions of ancestral honor, while condemning the 

more liberatory tradition as antifeminist. In an essay that exemplifies some of 

these trends, Sheila Jeffreys blames Havelock Ellis, Edward Carpenter, Alex-

andra Kollantai, "believers in the joy of sex of every possible political persua-

sion," and the 1929 congress of the World League for Sex Reform for making 

"a great contribution to the defeat of militant feminism."82 

The antipornography movement and its avatars have claimed to speak for 

all feminism. Fortunately, they do not. Sexual liberation has been and con-

tinues to be a feminist goal. The women's movement may have produced some 

of the most retrogressive sexual thinking this side of the Vatican, but it has 

also produced an exciting, innovative, and articulate defense of sexual plea-

sure and erotic justice. This "pro-sex" feminism has been spearheaded by les-

bians whose sexuality does not conform to movement standards of purity 



(primarily lesbian sadomasochists and butch/femme dykes), by unapologetic 

heterosexuals, and by women who adhere to classic radical feminism rather 

than to the revisionist celebrations of femininity that have become so com-

mon.83 Although the antiporn forces have attempted to weed out of the move-

ment anyone who disagrees with them, the fact remains that feminist thought 

about sex is profoundly polarized.84 

Whenever there is polarization, there is an unhappy tendency to think the 

truth lies somewhere in between. Ellen Willis has commented sarcastically 

that "the feminist bias is that women are equal to men and the male chauvinist 

bias is that women are inferior. The unbiased view is that the truth lies some-

where in between."85 The most recent development in the feminist sex wars is 

the emergence of a "middle" that seeks to evade the dangers of antiporn fas-

cism, on the one hand, and a supposed "anything goes" libertarianism, on the 

other.86 Although it is hard to criticize a position that is not yet fully formed, 

I want to draw attention to some incipient problems.87 

The emergent middle is based on a false characterization of the poles of 

the debate, construing both sides as equally extremist. According to B. Ruby 

Rich, "The desire for a language of sexuality has led feminists into locations 

(pornography, sadomasochism) too narrow or overdetermined for a fruitful 

discussion. Debate has collapsed into a rumble."88 True, the fights between 

Women Against Pornography (WAP) and lesbian sadomasochists have re-

sembled gang warfare. But the responsibility for this lies primarily with the 

antiporn movement and its refusal to engage in principled discussion, S/M 

lesbians have been forced into a struggle to maintain their membership in the 

movement and to defend themselves against slander. No major spokeswoman 

for lesbian S/M has argued for any kind of S/M supremacy or advocated that 

everyone should be a sadomasochist. In addition to self-defense, S/M lesbians 

have called for appreciation for erotic diversity and more open discussion of 

sexuality.89 Trying to find a middle course between WAP and Samois is a bit like 

saying that the truth about homosexuality lies somewhere between the posi-

tions of the Moral Majority and those of the gay movement. 

In political life, it is all too easy to marginalize radicals and to attempt to 

buy acceptance for a moderate position by portraying others as extremists. 

Liberals have done this for years to communists. Sexual radicals have opened 

up the sex debates. It is shameful to deny their contribution, misrepresent their 

positions, and further their stigmatization. 

In contrast to cultural feminists, who simply want to purge sexual dissi-

dents, the sexual moderates are willing to defend the rights of erotic noncon-

formists to political participation. Yet this defense of political rights is linked 



to an implicit system of ideological condescension.90 The argument has two 

major parts. The first is an accusation that sexual dissidents have not paid 

close enough attention to the meaning, sources, or historical construction of 

their sexuality. This emphasis on meaning appears to function in much the 

same way that the question of etiology has functioned in discussions of homo-

sexuality. That is, homosexuality, sadomasochism, prostitution, or boy-love 

are taken to be mysterious and problematic in some way that more respect-

able sexualities are not. The search for a cause is a search for something that 

could change so that these "problematic" eroticisms would simply not occur. 

Sexual militants have replied to such exercises by maintaining that although 

the question of etiology or cause is of intellectual interest, it is not high on the 

political agenda and that, moreover, the privileging of such questions is itself 

a regressive political choice. 

The second part of the "moderate" position focuses on questions of consent. 

Sexual radicals of all varieties have demanded the legal and social legitimation 

of consenting sexual behavior. Feminists have criticized them for ostensibly 

finessing questions about "the limits of consent" and "structural constraints" 

on consent.91 Although there are deep problems with the political discourse 

of consent, and although there are certainly structural constraints on sexual 

choice, this criticism has been consistently misapplied in the sex debates. It 

does not take into account the very specific semantic content that consent has 

in sex law and sex practice. 

As I mentioned earlier, a great deal of sex law does not distinguish between 

consensual and coercive behavior. Only rape law contains such a distinction. 

Rape law is based on the assumption, correct in my view, that heterosexual 

activity may be freely chosen or forcibly coerced. One has the legal right to 

engage in heterosexual behavior as long as it does not fall under the purview 

of other statutes and as long as it is agreeable to both parties. 

This is not the case for most other sexual acts. Sodomy laws, as I mentioned 

above, are based on the assumption that the forbidden acts are an "abominable 

and detestable crime against nature." Criminality is intrinsic to the acts them-

selves, no matter what the desires of the participants. "Unlike rape, sodomy or 

an unnatural or perverted sexual act may be committed between two persons 

both of whom consent, and, regardless of which is the aggressor, both maybe 

prosecuted."92 Before the consenting-adults statute was passed in California, 

in 1976, lesbian lovers could have been prosecuted for committing oral copu-

lation. If both participants were capable of consent, both were equally guilty.93 

Adult-incest statutes operate in a similar fashion. Contrary to popular my-

thology, the incest statutes have little to do with protecting children from rape 



by close relatives. The incest statutes themselves prohibit marriage or sexual 

intercourse between adults who are closely related. Prosecutions are rare, but 

two were reported recently. In 1979, a nineteen-year-old Marine met his forty-

two-year-old mother, from whom he had been separated at birth. The two fell 

in love and got married. They were charged and found guilty of incest, which 

under Virginia law carries a maximum ten-year sentence. During their trial, 

the Marine testified, "I love her very much. I feel that two people who love each 

other should be able to live together."94 In another case, a brother and sister 

who had been raised separately met and decided to get married. They were ar-

rested and pleaded guilty to felony incest in return for probation. A condition 

of probation was that they not live together as husband and wife. Had they not 

accepted, they would have faced twenty years in prison.95 

In a famous S/M case, a man was convic ted of aggravated assault for a whip-

ping administered in an S/M scene. There was no complaining victim. The ses-

sion had been filmed, and he was prosecuted on the basis of the film. The man 

appealed his conviction by arguing that he had been involved in a consensual 

sexual encounter and had assaulted no one. In rejecting his appeal, the court 

ruled that one may not consent to an assault or battery "except in a situation 

involving ordinary physical contact or blows incident to sports such as foot-

ball, boxing, or wresding."96 The court went on to note that the "consent of a 

person without legal capacity to give consent, such as a child or insane person, 

is ineffective," and that "it is a matter of common knowledge that a normal per-

son in full possession of his mental faculties does not freely consent to the use, 

upon himself, of force likely to produce great bodily injury."97 Therefore, any-

one who would consent to a whipping would be presumed non compos mentis 

and legally incapable of consenting, S/M sex generally involves a much lower 

level of force than the average football game, and results in far fewer injuries 

than most sports. But the court ruled that football players are sane, whereas 

masochists are not. 

Sodomy laws, adult-incest laws, and legal interpretations such as the one 

above clearly interfere with consensual behavior and impose criminal penal-

ties on it. Within the law, consent is a privilege enjoyed only by those who en-

gage in the highest-status sexual behavior. Those who enjoy low-status sexual 

behavior do not have the legal right to engage in it. In addition, economic 

sanctions, family pressures, erotic stigma, social discrimination, negative ide-

ology, and the paucity of information about erotic behavior all serve to make it 

difficult for people to make unconventional sexual choices. There certainly are 

structural constraints that impede free sexual choice, but they hardly operate 



to coerce anyone into being a pervert. On the contrary, they operate to coerce 

everyone toward normality. 

The "brainwash theory" explains erotic diversity by assuming that some 

sexual acts are so disgusting that no one would willingly perform them. There-

fore, the reasoning goes, anyone who does so must have been forced or fooled. 

Even constructivist sexual theory has been pressed into the service of explain-

ing away why otherwise rational individuals might engage in variant sexual 

behavior. Another position that is not yet fully formed uses the ideas of Fou-

cault and Weeks to imply that the "perversions" are an especially unsavory 

or problematic aspect of the construction of modern sexuality.98 This is yet 

another version of the notion that sexual dissidents are victims of the subtle 

machinations of the social system. Weeks and Foucault would not accept such 

an interpretation, since they consider all sexuality to be constructed, the con-

ventional no less than the deviant. 

Psychology is the last resort of those who refuse to acknowledge that sexual 

dissidents are as conscious and free as any other group of sexual actors. If 

deviants are not responding to the manipulations of the social system, then 

perhaps the source of their incomprehensible choices can be found in a bad 

childhood, unsuccessful socialization, or inadequate identity formation. In 

her essay on erotic domination, Jessica Benjamin draws upon psychoanalysis 

and philosophy to explain why what she calls "sadomasochism" is alienated, 

distorted, unsatisfactory, numb, purposeless, and an attempt to "relieve an 

original effort at differentiation that failed."99 This essay substitutes a psycho-

philosophical inferiority for the more usual means of devaluing dissident 

eroticism. One reviewer has already construed Benjamin's argument as show-

ing that sadomasochism is merely an "obsessive replay of the infant power 

struggle."100 

The position which defends the political rights of perverts but which seeks 

to understand their "alienated" sexuality is certainly preferable to the WAP-

style bloodbaths. But for the most part, the sexual moderates have not con-

fronted their discomfort with erotic choices that differ from their own. Erotic 

chauvinism cannot be redeemed by tarting it up in Marxist drag, sophisticated 

constructivist theory, or retro-psychobabble. 

Whichever feminist position on sexuality—right, left, or center—eventually 

attains dominance, the existence of such a rich discussion is evidence that the 

feminist movement will always be a source of interesting thought about sex. 

Nevertheless, I want to challenge the assumption that feminism is or should 

be the privileged site of a theory of sexuality. Feminism is the theory of gen-



der oppression. To automatically assume that this makes it the theory of sexual 

oppression is to fail to distinguish between gender, on the one hand, and erotic 

desire, on the other. 

In the English language, the word sex has two very different meanings. It 

means bodies differentiated by reproductive anatomy, and gender and gender 

identity, as in "the female sex" or "the male sex." But sex also refers to sexual 

activity, lust, intercourse, and arousal, as in "to have sex." This semantic merg-

ing reflects a cultural assumption that sexuality is reducible to sexual inter-

course and that it is a function of the relations between women and men. The 

cultural fusion of gender with sexuality has given rise to the idea that a theory 

of sexuality may be derived directly out of a theory of gender. 

In an earlier essay, "The Traffic in Women," I used the concept of a sex/gen-

der system, defined as a "set of arrangements by which a society transforms 

biological sexuality into products of human activity."1011 went on to argue 

that "sex as we know it—gender identity, sexual desire and fantasy, concepts 

of childhood—is itself a social product."102 In that essay, I did not distinguish 

between lust and gender, treating both as modalities of the same underlying 

social process. 

"The Traffic in Women" was inspired by the literature on kin-based sys-

tems of social organization. It appeared to me at the time that gender and 

desire were systemically intertwined in such social formations. This may or 

may not be an accurate assessment of the relationship between sex and gender 

in tribal organizations. But it is surely not an adequate formulation for sexu-

ality in Western industrial societies. As Foucault has pointed out, a system of 

sexuality has emerged out of earlier kinship forms and has acquired signifi-

cant autonomy. "Particularly from the eighteenth century onward, Western 

societies created and deployed a new apparatus which was superimposed on 

the previous one, and which, without completely supplanting the latter, helped 

to reduce its importance. I am speaking of the deployment of sexuality For 

the first [kinship], what is pertinent is the link between partners and definite 

statutes; the second [sexuality] is concerned with the sensations of the body, 

the quality of pleasures, and the nature of impressions."103 

The development of this sexual system has taken place in the context of his-

torically specific gender relations. Part of the modern ideology of sex is that 

lust is the province of men, purity that of women. It is no accident that por-

nography and the perversions have been considered part of the male domain. 

In the sex industry, women have been excluded from most production and 

consumption, and allowed to participate primarily as workers. In order to par-

ticipate in the "perversions," women have had to overcome serious limitations 



on their social mobility, their economic resources, and their sexual freedoms. 

Gender affects the operation of the sexual system, and the sexual system has 

had gender-specific manifestations. But although sex and gender are related, 

they are not the same thing, and they form the basis of two distinct arenas of 

social practice. 

In contrast to my perspective in "The Traffic in Women," I am now arguing 

that it is essential to separate gender and sexuality analytically to more accu-

rately reflect their separate social existence. This goes against the grain of much 

contemporary feminist thought, which treats sexuality as a derivation of gen-

der. For instance, lesbian feminist ideology has mosdy analyzed the oppres-

sion of lesbians in terms of the oppression of women. However, lesbians are 

also oppressed as queers and perverts, by the operation of sexual, not gender, 

stratification. Although it pains many lesbians to think about it, the fact is that 

lesbians have shared many of the sociological features and suffered from many 

of the same social penalties as have gay men, sadomasochists, transvestites, 

and prostitutes. 

Catharine MacKinnon has made the most explicit theoretical attempt to 

subsume sexuality under feminist thought. According to MacKinnon, "Sexu-

ality is to feminism what work is to Marxism [T]he molding, direction, and 

expression of sexuality organizes society into two sexes, women and men."104 

This analytic strategy in turn rests on a decision to "use sex and gender rela-

tively interchangeably."105 It is this definitional fusion that I want to chal-

lenge.106 

There is an instructive analogy in the history of the differentiation of con-

temporary feminist thought from Marxism. Marxism is probably the most 

supple and powerful conceptual system extant for analyzing social inequality. 

But attempts to make Marxism the sole explanatory system for all social in-

equalities have been dismal exercises. Marxism is most successful in the areas 

of social life for which it was originally developed—class relations under capi-

talism. 

In the early days of the contemporary women's movement, a theoretical 

conflict took place over the applicability of Marxism to gender stratification. 

Since Marxist theory is relatively powerful, it does in fact detect important 

and interesting aspects of gender oppression. It works best for those issues 

of gender most closely related to issues of class and the organization of labor. 

The issues more specific to the social structure of gender were not amenable 

to Marxist analysis. 

The relationship between feminism and a radical theory of sexual oppres-

sion is similar. Feminist conceptual tools were developed to detect and analyze 



gender-based hierarchies. To the extent that these overlap with erode strati-

fications, feminist theory has some explanatory power. But as issues become 

less those of gender and more those of sexuality, feminist analysis becomes 

misleading and often irrelevant. Feminist thought simply lacks angles of vision 

that can encompass fully the social organization of sexuality. The criteria of 

relevance in feminist thought do not allow it to see or assess critical power re-

lations in the area of sexuality. 

In the long run, feminism's critique of gender hierarchy must be incorpo-

rated into a radical theory of sex, and the critique of sexual oppression should 

enrich feminism. But an autonomous theory and politics specific to sexuality 

must be developed. 

It is a mistake to substitute feminism for Marxism as the last word in social 

theory. Feminism is no more capable than Marxism of being the ultimate and 

complete account of all social inequality. Nor is feminism the residual theory 

that can take care of everything to which Marx did not attend. These critical 

tools were fashioned to handle very specific areas of social activity. O ther areas 

of social life, their forms of power, and their characteristic modes of oppres-

sion need their own conceptual implements. In this essay, I have argued for 

theoretical as well as sexual pluralism. 

Conclusion 

. . . these pleasures which are lightly called physical... 

—Colette, The Ripening Seed107 

Like gender, sexuality is political. It is organized into systems of power, which 

reward and encourage some individuals and activities, while punishing and 

suppressing others. Like the capitalist organization of labor and its distribution 

of rewards and powers, the modern sexual system has been the object of politi-

cal struggle since it emerged and as it has evolved. But if the disputes between 

labor and capital are mystified, sexual conflicts are completely camouflaged. 

The legislative restructuring that took place at the end of the nineteenth 

century and in the early decades of the twentieth was a refracted response to 

the emergence of the modern erotic system. During that period, new erotic 

communities formed. It became possible to be a male homosexual or a lesbian 

in a way it had not been previously. Mass-produced erotica became available, 

and the possibilities for sexual commerce expanded. The first homosexual 

rights organizations were formed, and the first analyses of sexual oppression 

were articulated.108 



The repression of the 1950s was in part a backlash to the expansion of sexual 

communities and possibilities which took place during the Second World 

War.109 During the 1950s, gay-rights organizations were established, the Kinsey 

reports were published, and lesbian literature flourished. The 1950s were a for-

mative as well as a repressive era. 

The current right-wing sexual counteroffensive is in part a reaction to the 

sexual liberalization of the 1960s and early 1970s. Moreover, it has brought 

about a unified and self-conscious coalition of sexual radicals. In one sense, 

what is now occurring is the emergence of a new sexual movement, aware of 

new issues and seeking a new theoretical basis. The sex wars out on the streets 

have been partly responsible for provoking a new intellectual focus on sexu-

ality. The sexual system is shifting once again, and we are seeing many symp-

toms of its change. 

In Western culture, sex is taken all too seriously. A person is not consid-

ered immoral, is not sent to prison, and is not expelled from her or his family 

for enjoying spicy cuisine. But an individual may go through all this and more 

for enjoying shoe leather. Ultimately, of what possible social significance is it 

if a person likes to masturbate over a shoe? It may even be nonconsensual, but 

since we do not ask permission of our sho es to wear them, it hardly seems nec-

essary to obtain dispensation to come on them. 

If sex is taken too seriously, sexual persecution is not taken seriously 

enough. There is systematic mistreatment of individuals and communities on 

the basis of erotic taste or behavior. There are serious penalties for belonging 

to the various sexual occupational castes. The sexuality of the young is denied, 

adult sexuality is often treated like a variety of nuclear waste, and the graphic 

representation of sex takes place in a mire of legal and social circumlocution. 

Specific populations bear the brunt of the current system of erotic power, but 

their persecution upholds a system that alfects everyone. 

The 1980s have already been a time of great sexual suffering. They have also 

been a time of ferment and new possibilities. Those who consider themselves 

progressive need to examine their preconceptions, update their sexual edu-

cations, and acquaint themselves with the existence and operation of sexual 

hierarchy. It is time to recognize the political dimensions of erotic life. 



Afterword to "Thinking Sex: Notes for a 

Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality" 

Since "Thinking Sex" was published in 1984, the world has changed quite 

profoundly. The context in which this essay was conceived has shifted in sig-

nificant, tectonic ways. To call for more academic work and political thought 

around sexuality seems quaindy anachronistic as I write this in 1992, when 

so much concern with sex has been thought, written, legislated, taken to the 

streets, and wound up in court. When "Thinking Sex" was written, there was 

no Act Up, no Queer Nation, no P0M0 Homos, no Boy with Arms Akimbo, 

and no generation of young lesbians with "Bad Girl" identities. There were gay 

scholars and there was gay scholarship. But the gay-studies explosion, the cri-

tiques of gay identity politics, and much of what has become postmodern sex 

politics, style, and academic work were yet to come.1 

When I wrote "Thinking Sex," there had been no Attorney General's Com-

mission on Pornography (the Meese Commission), no Supreme Court deci-

sion upholding sodomy laws, no Helms Amendment restricting funding by 

the National Endowment for the Ar ts (NE A) . Roe v. Wade and women's right to 

terminate unwanted pregnancies were secure. There was no Parents Music Re-

source Center denouncing the content of rock-and-roll lyrics. Judas Priest had 

not been sued. Members of 2 Live Crew had not been arrested, and their rap 

album had not been found obscene. A Cincinnati art museum and its direc-

tor had not been tried for obscenity because of an exhibit of photographs by 
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Robert Mapplethorpe. The mayor of Minneapolis had just vetoed a so-called 

"civil rights antiporn ordinance" coauthored by Catharine MacKinnon and 

Andrea Dworkin.2 The Mayor of Indianapolis would sign a similar ordinance 

into law in May of 1984.3 

The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) had not banned "explicit sex" from 

AIDS education literature. Jesse Helms had not passed an amendment pro-

hibiting federal funds for gay-related safe-sex materials. The Senate had not 

voted to make it a federal crime for any Hiv-posidve health worker to perform 

invasive procedures. The campaign to close the gay baths was about to erupt. 

Many of the things I feared have not only come to pass, they are now com-

monplace features of the political and social landscape. The politics of sexu-

ality in the United States have swerved far to the right after over a decade of 

unrelenting right-wing mobilization and religious fundamentalist pressure. 

The impact of conservative domination of the federal government has become 

substantial and devastating. The costs of sex—especially for those outside of 

the married, heterosexual family—have escalated. 

The Road to Ruin 

Sex panics over pornography, children, homosexuality, A I D S , popular music, 

and sadomasochism have occurred with alarming frequency in the last de-

cade. The symbolic themes of these panics have been intertwined and mutu-

ally reinforcing. Pornography is seen as a threat to children, homosexuality is 

confused with A I D S , sadomasochism is conflated with AIDS and homosexu-

ality, rock-and-roll and rap music are portrayed as bringing sex and AIDS and 

sadomasochism and pornography to children. Such witchy brews have ignited 

public hysteria, legislative reform, and regulatory adjustment. The social and 

personal repercussions of these changes have yet to be catalogued. 

Pornography has been, along with A I D S , one of the most symbolically 

potent flash points. Right-wing politicians, officials, and religious fundamen-

talists have become the primary force fueling antipornography activity. In 

1985, President Reagan's attorney general, Edwin Meese, impaneled a com-

mission to study pornography and make recommendations for federal policy 

and legislation. The Meese Commission was packed with conservatives who 

duly concluded that pornography is harmful and a social menace. Their report 

recommended increased obscenity prosecution and included an ambitious 

wish list of draconian legislation, policy, and funding toward that end.4 

The Meese Commission recommended that federal obscenity laws be 

amended to enact forfeiture provisions for persons convicted of obscenity, 



to eliminate the necessity to prove interstate commerce as a requirement for 

federal jurisdiction, to proscribe obscene programming on cable television, 

and to prohibit any telephone transmission of obscene material. The report 

recommended that state legislatures tighten state obscenity laws to conform 

to the federal "Miller" standard, make all second offenses felonies instead of 

misdemeanors, enact forfeiture provisions for obscenity offenses, and enact 

Racketeer Influenced Corrupt Organizations ( R I C O ) provisions for obscenity 

cases. 

The report recommended that the U.S. Department of Justice direct U.S. 

attorneys to step up obscenity prosecutions, establish an Obscenity Task Force, 

create an obscenity enforcement database linking federal, state, and local law 

enforcement agencies, employ federal R I C O provisions in obscenity cases, and 

provide training to U.S. attorneys in legal procedures for a more successful ob-

scenity conviction rate. The commission went on to suggest that the Federal 

Communications Commission be used to control sexual communication via 

telephone, cable television, and satellite TV.5 

The report included fifty-five recommendations to control child pornogra-

phy in spite of the fact that by 1986 there was no commercial child pornogra-

phy in the United States. The report recommended that states make possession 

of child pornography a felony. Child pornography is now often defined as a 

sexually explicit visual depiction of a child, that is, a person under the age of 

eighteen.® 

A gruesome number of the Meese Commission's recommendations have 

been put into practice. The U.S. Department of Justice did establish an ob-

scenity unit and exponentially increased the number of U.S. attorneys work-

ing to prosecute obscenity cases (our tax dollars hard at work).7 The govern-

ment has used the confiscatory powers of R I C O to seize assets of individuals 

convicted of obscenity.8 The Supreme Court has upheld restrictions on tele-

phone transmission of sexually explicit speech (in a recent "Dial-A-Porn" 

decision). A newly passed bill regulating cable television has a little noticed 

Helms amendment prohibiting sexually explicit programming on cable tele-

vision.9 Many states have revamped their obscenity laws to conform to the 

Miller standard. 

The tsunami of panic about child pornography and child sexual abuse con-

tinues to overwhelm considered approaches to the genuine issues of protecting 

young children from abusive treatment. Public concern and law-enforcement 

priorities have been deflected from the ordinary adult heterosexual men who 

are responsible for most of the sexual abuse of children and from the ordi-

nary families where most child abuse (sexual and otherwise) occurs. Instead, 



police, media, and public hysteria have targeted strangers and weirdos: day-

care workers, gay men, pedophiles, readers of porn, and Satanists, real and 

imagined.10 

Many states have criminalized simple possession of "child pornography," 

and federal law now makes possession of three or more publications or videos 

containing sexually explicit images of persons under eighteen a felony.11 Ob-

scenity legislation is now routinely called child-pornography legislation. For 

example, the "Child Pornography and Obscenity Enforcement Act of 1988" 

was only marginally concerned with child pornography, although it did in-

crease penalties for existing offenses. The act was primarily concerned with ex-

panding forfeiture provisions in obscenity cases. The bill also contained some 

nifty attempts to prohibit the distribution of obscene material via cable or 

subscription television and to make it a felony to possess obscene material on 

federal property. In 1991, the Justice Department Obscenity Unit was retitled 

the Child Exploitation and Obscenity Section even though there is virtually 

no child pornography for it to prosecute.12 

As the consequences of antiporn legislation and enforcement have become 

more glaringly apparent, antiporn politics have lost their glitter among femi-

nists. But feminist antiporn rhetoric has been thoroughly assimilated into 

conservative sexual discourse. Those feminists who still pursue an antiporn 

agenda increasingly do so by cooperating with right-wing politicians and cru-

saders in pursuing common goals to restrict or eliminate sexually explicit 

media. 

Catharine MacKinnon, Andrea Dworkin, and Dorchen Leidholdt are 

prominent antiporn feminists who testified before the Meese Commission and 

who publicly lauded its report. Leidholdt even brought the Women Against 

Pornography (WAP) slide show for the delectation of the commissioners. One 

of the commissioners, Park Deitz, was moved to tears by Dworkin's testi-

mony.13 

In 1986, feminist antiporn strategy had two legislative goals, embodied in 

the MacKinnon-Dworkin civil-rights antiporn ordinance. The first goal was 

to make "pornography" a cause for civil action. The second was to codify into 

law an ostensibly "feminist" definition of pornography as a practice of sex 

discrimination. "Pornography" would then be a legal entity distinct from "ob-

scenity," which is presently the only category of proscribed sexually explicit 

material featuring adults. Feminist antiporn activists were attempting to create 

a new category of illicit sexual material. 

Unlike obscenity, this new legal definition of pornography was declared 

unconstitutional by the U.S. Supreme Court. The Meese Commission en-



dorsed a version of the civil-rights approach that might hold up to constitu-

tional scrutiny. The report recommended making pornography a cause of civil 

action, but only if the material were legally obscene.14 MacKinnon, Dworkin, 

and Women Against Pornography all praised the commission, but condemned 

its endorsement of obscenity law.15 

Many antiporn feminists have now adopted the position of the Meese Com-

mission. While they still aim to make pornography a cause of civil action, they 

have largely abandoned their attempts to create a new category of legally vul-

nerable sexual materials. They are relying on the existing legal categories of 

obscenity and child pornography, precisely because the courts have held these 

to be unprotected by the First Amendment. 

This strategy is codified in Senate Bill 1521, the Pornography Victims Com-

pensation Act, currendy poised to pass out of the Senate Judiciary Committee 

and go before the full Senate. The Pornography Victims Compensation Act is 

supported by both right-wing conservatives and antiporn feminists. The bill 

makes obscene material a cause of civil action. It would allow victims of sex 

crimes to sue the producers and distributors of obscene materials for dam-

ages if the plaintiff could show that such materials "caused" the crime. The bill 

would establish third-party liability for obscene material, and would enable a 

victim to sue not the perpetrator of a crime, but third parties whose only in-

volvement was the production and distribution of written or visual material 

in which the actual perpetrator may have found some inspiration. 

Such liability would apply only to sexual materials found to be legally ob-

scene or to materials that fit the definition of child pornography. It would not 

apply to slasher movies, detective fiction, religious writings, romantic novels, 

mainstream advertising, military training manuals, or any other nonobscene 

material that maybe equally provocative to a violent criminal. Antiporn femi-

nists are supporting this bill despite its reliance on old-fashioned nonfeminist 

obscenity as the category of illicit representation.16 

Life in Unimaginable Times 

Although it is fashionable to blame feminists for most of what is wrong with 

sexual politics, feminists have also sounded the alarm about the burgeoning 

menace of misdirected sex panics and politics since the late 1970s and early 

1980s. Many feminists have repeatedly cautioned progressives to leave that 

wooden horse alone. But like Cassandra's pronouncements at Troy, our warn-

ings seemed like wild ravings, febrile nightmares, a soap opera from the Twi-

light Zone. Who could have anticipated the following incidents? 



In 1989, the far-right Senator Jesse Helms stunned the art world by success-

fully passing an amendment restricting the funding process of the National 

Endowment for the Arts. The infamous "Helms Amendment" prohibited NEA 

grants to any "obscene materials including but not limited to depictions of 

sadomasochism, homo eroticism, the sexual exploitation of children, or indi-

viduals engaged in sex acts." The imbroglio leading up to the passage of these 

restrictions was sparked in large part by a retrospective exhibit of the work of 

the gay photographer Robert Mapplethorpe, who was dying of AIDS. His work 

included images of homosexual men, sadomasochistic erotic activities, many 

beautiful black male nudes, a few partially undressed children, and dozens of 

flower arrangements. The NEA controversy was an overdetermined nexus of 

a decade of enhanced sex phobias, old-fashioned racism, and the long-held 

determination of right-wing politicians to reduce or eliminate public funding 

for the arts.17 

Another incident that shook the art world was the April 1990 raid on the 

SanFrancisco photographer Jock Sturges, a highly respected artist whose work 

includes many nude studies of minors. Photo labs are now required bylaw and 

FBI policy to report any material which may qualify as "child pornography." 

Acting on such a report, FBI agents and San Francisco police officers raided 

Sturges's home. They seized his computer, his photographic equipment, and 

thousands of negatives and prints. Although Sturges was never indicted, he 

was subjected to accusations in the press of being a "child pornographer," his 

home was ravaged, his livelihood was damaged, and he did not get back his 

equipment until a federal judge ordered the government to return his property 

in February of i99i.ls 

In January 1991, single mother Denise Perrigo lost custody of her two-year-

old child after calling a community center to obtain the phone number of La 

Leche League, a local breast-feeding advocacy and support group. She also 

asked if it was normal to become aroused while nursing her infant. According 

to La Leche, such feelings are not unusual. But Perrigo was referred to a Rape 

Crisis Center, where her question was interpreted as evidence of sexual abuse. 

Perrigo was arrested and her daughter taken away. 

Although no criminal charges were filed, social services filed sexual abuse 

and neglect charges against Perrigo in family court and refused to return her 

daughter. Perrigo's parents filed for custody, but the department of social ser-

vices ruled them unacceptable since they "did not believe any abuse had taken 

place."19 After the family-court judge ruled that no abuse had taken place, the 

county filed new charges. "Among these were allegations that Perrigo had in-

serted foreign objects in the girl's vagina; later, it was decided that this was the 



child's description of having her temperature taken rectally."20 A second judge 

found no abuse, but ruled that the child had been neglected because, among 

other things, Perrigo had subjected her daughter to all this state intervention 

by making her original phone call. Perrigo's daughter was returned home in 

January 1992, traumatized by a year of separation from her mother. 

In the early 1990s, publishers and distributors of gay and lesbian books are 

encountering mounting obstacles. Increasing numbers of print shops are un-

willing to produce gay books andbooks on sex. Eighteen printers turned down 

Alyson Publications's Gay Sex: A Manual for Men Who Love Men. A printer 

turned down Wanting Women, a collection of erode lesbian poetry. Several 

printers refused to work on How Do I Look?, a collection on gay and lesbian 

images in film.21 Even an academic study on the history of gay male pornog-

raphy remains unpublished because of its inclusion of sexually explicit but 

historically significant photographs.22 

In 1991, U.S. Customs seized copies of Love Bites, a book of erode lesbian 

photography published in England and on its way to a U.S. distributor. Cus-

toms declared the book obscene and intended to destroy all copies. After Pub-

lishers Weekly contacted the U.S. Attorney's office on behalf of the publishing 

industry, all charges against the book were dropped and the book was re-

leased.23 

In 1992, the Oregon Citizens Alliance (OCA) is attempdng to place an ini-

tiative on the ballot that would declare homosexuality, sadomasochism, and 

pedophilia unconstitutional in the state of Oregon. 

In 1991, the U.S. government was poised to conduct a five-year survey of 

teenage sexual behavior. The study was intended to explore factors that "put 

adolescents at risk of either pregnancy or sexually transmitted diseases, par-

ticularly AIDS." After pressure from conservatives, particularly Jesse Helms, 

Secretary of Health and Human Services Louis Sullivan suspended the study. 

Helms and other conservatives denounced the study as a way to "legitimize the 

homosexual lifestyle." A spokesperson for the American Psychological Asso-

ciation stated, "This is probably the most profound defeat to AIDS prevention 

efforts since the first Helms amendment [banning] the 'promotion of homo-

sexuality' in [AIDS] educational programs [in 1987]." The funds for the sex 

study were eventually transferred to a program that encourages sexual absti-

nence for teenagers.24 

The policies controlling the accumulation and availability of sexual infor-

mation are not trivial. The suppression of sexual information in AIDS educa-

tional materials and the suppression of sexual information that could lead to 

AIDS education are callous policies that have killed people. It is amazing to 



contemplate the politicians who pontificate about the need to protect the lives 

of unborn babies and who also actively promote murderous policies toward 

homosexuals, sexually active teenagers, and drug addicts. 

We Told You So 

These are but a few vignettes taken from the events, incidents, and conse-

quences of the sexual politics of the last decade. It is a pretty grim picture. 

Those of us who warned of the dangers of antiporn and other antisex poli-

tics may get some faint pleasure from vindication. But on the whole, I would 

rather have been wrong. 



Postscript to "Thinking Sex: Notes for a 

Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality" 

Only four months ago I prepared a lengthy afterword to accompany another 

reprint of "Thinking Sex" (Linda Kauffman, American Feminist Thought, 1982-

1992, Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1993).1 In that afterword I detailed a few of the 

ways in which sex politics and thought have shifted since the essay was pub-

lished. I need not reiterate them here. Nevertheless, since I mailed off the after-

word in mid-February there have been several developments that illustrate 

what is at stake in conflicts over sex and the increasingly giddy pace at which 

they occur. Three areas of critical activity are the codification of antipornog-

raphy ideas into law, the growing criminalization of sadomasochistic repre-

sentation and practice, and the alarming level of political gay-bashing taking 

place in the 1992 U.S. elections. 

Late in February, the Canadian Supreme Court upheld Canada's obscenity 

law in a decision (Butler v. Her Majesty the Queen) which redefined obscenity 

along the lines pursued by antipornography feminists since the late 1970s.2 The 

Canadian court adopted language similar to the definitions in the MacKinnon-

Dworkin so-called "civil-rights antipornography" ordinances. In Canada, the 

legal definition of obscenity is now based, in part, on depictions of sexual be-

havior considered to be "degrading and dehumanizing." This approach was 

rejected by the U.S. Supreme Court as a violation of the First Amendment. 

Canada has nothing comparable to the Bill of Rights and has fewer legal pro-

tections for speech and political expression. 
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Although the Canadian legal situation is different from that of the United 

States, the increasingly right-wing U.S. Supreme Court maybe influenced by 

the Canadian decision when it next considers similar legal wording. The logic 

of Senate Bill 1521 (the Pornography Victims Compensation Act) is based on 

the same flawed assumptions as the Butler decision. This bill was just passed 

out of the Senate Judiciary Committee late in June and now heads to the Sen-

ate floor.3 

In addition, it appears that the Butler decision was facilitated by the slow 

accumulation of legal precedent in lesser cases. In the United States, antiporn 

activists and attorneys are attempting to build a similar body of precedent in 

cases which might initially appear tangential to obscenity law. Anticensorship 

feminist and civil-rights lawyers should be alert to language that treats por-

nography as inherently "harmful" or "anti-woman" in, for example, sexual-

harassment cases (pornography, like Coke cans or any number of other ob-

jects, may in fact be used to harass; but it is far more tempting to think of 

pornography as harmful regardless of context than it is to make similar as-

sumptions about less demonized items). 

Many gay activists in Canada warned that the new obscenity definitions 

would be used differentially against gay and lesbian media. Glad Day Books, 

the gay and lesbian bookstore in Toronto, has already suffered through a de-

cade of police harassment, and customs confiscations have already made many 

gay and lesbian publications unobtainable in Canada. Emboldened by the But-

ler definitions, police raided Glad Day on 30 April and charged the store man-

ager with violating obscenity law for selling Bad Attitude, a U.S. lesbian sex 

magazine which contained depictions of bondage and penetration. On 4 May, 

the owner and corporation were also charged with obscenity.4 

The new criteria for obscenity effectively make S/M ero tica illegal in Canada, 

since such materials most closely resemble the category of "degrading and de-

humanizing" pornography.5 Moreover, gay male S/M materials appear to have 

played a key role in persuading the court to adopt the new obscenity standards. 

One news article praising the Canadian decision contains a disturbing claim 

by one of the victorious attorneys. She is quoted as attributing the success of 

their litigation to showing the justices "violent and degrading gay movies. We 

made the point that the abused men in these films were being treated like 

women—and the judges got it. Otherwise, men can't put themselves in our 

shoes."6 If this report is accurate, feminist lawyers sold their analysis by using 

depictions of gay male sex to elicit the predictably defensive responses and 

homophobic repugnance such films were likely to produce among hetero-

sexual men. For many years, feminist antiporn activists have exploited igno-



ranee and bigotry toward sadomasochism to substitute for their lack of evi-

dence; in exploiting ignorance and bigotry toward male homosexuality they 

have sunk to new depths of political irresponsibility and opportunism. 

This is particularly distressing in the wake of a recent court decision in Eng-

land, and in the context of significant gay-baiting in the 1992 U.S. elections. In 

England in 1990, sixteen men were convicted on various charges arising from 

consensual homosexual sadomasochisdc activities. Many were given prison 

sentences, some up to four-and-a-half years. None of the participants com-

plained or brought charges; the men were arrested after police confiscated 

homemade sex videos which documented their activities.7 The case was ap-

pealed. In late February, the Court of Appeal upheld the convictions, ruling 

that "the question of consent was immaterial," and effectively confirming that 

S/M sexual activity is illegal in England.8 While the decision is based on earlier 

rulings, such prosecutions have been extremely rare. The fact that so many gay 

men were given lengthy prison sentences for private consensual adult sexual 

activities is ominous. 

In the United States, homophobia has become a major political tactic in 

this year's elections. In February the presidential primary season was justheat-

ing up. As the elections have progressed, the National Endowment for the 

Arts ( N E A ) , the Public Broadcasting System (PBS) , representations of homo-

sexuality, and homosexuality itself have all become hot buttons and hot tar-

gets. Funding for PBS has been attacked, and the former chair of the NEA has 

been sacked (for believing in the Constitution and the Bill of Rights). From 

Patrick Buchanan's neo-Nazi rantings to Dan Quayle's euphemistic emphasis 

on "family values," both overt and covert attacks on homosexuality have been 

prominent tactics in the 1992 election campaigns.9 

In Oregon, the right-wing Oregon Citizens Alliance (OCA) is attempting 

to pass two initiatives which would amend the state constitution to define 

homosexuality, sadomasochism, pedophilia, bestiality, and necrophilia as "ab-

normal, wrong, unnatural, and perverse" by law. If passed, these initiatives 

would prevent such groups from using public facilities, would prohibit any 

civil-rights legislation to protect sexual minorities, and would forbid teaching 

positive views of such behaviors in any state-funded school, college, or uni-

versity.10 

While the OCA claims its initiative would not change the criminal law or 

increase criminal penalties for these behaviors, the initiative is reminiscent of 

several aspects of National Socialist legislation. The OCA initiatives would, if 

passed, deprive sexual minorities of equal citizenship, make them "inferior" by 

law and public policy, mandate teaching such inferiority in all state-supported 



educational institutions, and suppress the promulgation of opinions or evi-

dence that would contravene such legally dictated inferiority.11 

I am now preparing to mail this postscript in early July. Four months re-

main until the 1992 elections. Who know what hysterias will be elicited, what 

fears drummed upon, what hostilities and antagonisms enticed, and to what 

base levels the political process will plunge in order to keep power, wealth, 

and privilege as concentrated as possible? Who knows how many more harm-

less people will be jailed, ostracized, harassed, financially destroyed, or physi-

cally assaulted? Who knows why ostensibly progressive and well-intentioned 

people continue to fail to oppose regressive policies with serious and devas-

tating consequences? By now they should all know better. 

Tune in next year for another exciting episode. 



Blood under the Bridge 

Reflections on "Thinking Sex" 8 

To the incomparable Eve Sedgwick, whose absence 

has been so acutely felt and sadly noted. 

The Fight against Forgetting 

Twenty-five years after its publication, I have been asked to reflect on my essay 

"Thinking Sex." A quarter of a century is a long time. One indicator of time's 

passage is the technology of textual production. I bought my first computer a 

year after "Thinking Sex" went to the publisher. "Thinking Sex" was thus writ-

ten the old-fashioned way: on a typewriter. It was edited when "cut and paste" 

still meant slicing up paper with real scissors and reassembling the pieces with 

actual glue.1 Reading back through the reams of material generated by the 

controversies of the early feminist sex wars, I was continually reminded that 

almost all of the innumerable flyers, leaflets, articles, broadsides, and letters 

to the editor were done without computers. In the early 1980s there was an 

Internet, but it was still mostly the preserve of military personnel, scientists, 

and computer programmers. Most communication was still by way of landline 

telephones and snail mail. 

Another indicator of change is the status of the essay itself. Although the 

paper resulted from the intersection of several different intellectual agendas 
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and political concerns, its initial reception was filtered through the acrimo-

nious controversies of the feminist sex wars. These conflicts have at times 

obscured the essay's intellectual concerns and scholarly contributions. As 

a result, many of the early responses to "Thinking Sex" fluctuated between 

patronizing condescension and hostile indignation.2 As these conflicts within 

feminism have cooled, the essay's academic aspects have become more visible 

and salient. Its reception has shifted from the scholarly to the scandalous and 

back again. 

"Thinking Sex" was first published in Carole Vance's 1984 book Pleasure 

and Danger, the anthology of papers from the 1982 Barnard Sex Conference 

where I had given a version of "Thinking Sex" as a workshop.3 The Barnard 

conference has become famous, in large part because it was the occasion of 

one of the most volcanic battles in the feminist sex wars. What actually hap-

pened at Barnard has been widely misunderstood. In her opening remarks at 

the "Rethinking Sex" conference, Heather Love commented that she, who was 

not in attendance at Barnard, had a fear of having missed something. I, on the 

other hand, nurse the horror of having been there. The attack on the Barnard 

conference was a particularly repellent episode in what was unfortunately a 

repetitive pattern of conduct. Some antipornography advocates have consis-

tently resorted to adfeminem attacks and character assassination instead of 

debating substantive issues. They have routinely attempted to excommunicate 

from the feminist movement anyone who disagreed with them, and they ag-

gressively sabotaged events that did not adhere to the antiporn party line. Their 

conduct left a bitter legacy for feminism. Like many others involved in the sex 

wars, I was thoroughly traumatized by the breakdown of feminist civility and 

the venomous treatment to which dissenters from the antiporn orthodoxy 

were routinely subjected.4 

I had been working on the ideas presented at my Barnard workshop for 

several years prior to the conference. I had lectured on these subjects at the 

University of California, Berkeley; the University of California, Los Angeles; 

the University of California, Santa Cruz; and the New York Institute for the 

Humanities. In all of these venues, audience responses were unremarkable, 

and the discussions that ensued were typical of academic events: spirited and 

engaged, at times argumentative, yet always polite. 

Once I had been identified as a public enemy by early feminist antipor-

nography activists, however, my appearances became occasions for protests 

against my speaking, not just on pornography but on any topic at all. The 

protest against my participation at the Barnard conference generated the most 

press of any of these attempts at silencing and intimidation, but it was neither 



the first such occurrence nor the last. The opposition began a few years be-

fore the Barnard conference and continued for more than a decade thereafter. 

There were some early and, in comparison with later events, relatively mild 

episodes in the Bay Area in the late 1970s. They were like small foreshocks that 

portend a larger seismic jolt. 

For example, around 1979,1 was scheduled to make a presentation about 

Michel Foucault for an informal Marxist-Feminist discussion group in Berke-

ley. Several antiporn members of the group felt I should not be allowed to 

speak. After a campaign to have me removed from the panel failed, those op-

posing my participation boycotted the discussion. In another incident, a local 

group of gay and lesbian leftists imploded over having invited me to partici-

pate on a panel discussion of political differences and similarities between les-

bians and gay men. These kinds of situations proliferated and became increas-

ingly vitriolic. 

Nor was I the only target. The list of ostensibly unacceptable feminists ex-

panded over time, and eventually included, among many others, Dorothy 

Allison, Pat Califia, Lisa Duggan, Dierdre English, Amber Hollibaugh, Nan 

Hunter, Joan Nestle, Cindy Patton, Carole Vance, and Ellen Willis. Revisiting 

those days is at best bittersweet. Nonetheless, this is an occasion to situate my 

essay in the context in which it was produced and to remember the historical 

conditions that shaped it. Jonathan Ned Katz, one of the founders of the mod-

ern field of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender history, ends his e-mails 

with the slogan "Fight Against Forgetting.'" While these memories can be 

painful, I am happy to be a foot soldier in the fight against forgetting. 

Shifting Paradigms of Sex 

With all due respect to the organizers of the "Rethinking Sex" conference, I 

do not believe that my essay "inaugurated the field of contemporary sexuality 

studies."6 My own work was a product of a broader set of intellectual trans-

formations in the study of gender and sexuality that were well under way in 

the 1970s. My work resulted from many of the same developments that influ-

enced writers and scholars such as Allan Berube, George Chauncey, Madeline 

Davis, John D'Emilio, Martin Duberman, Jeffrey Escoffier, Estelle Freedman, 

Eric Garber, Jonathan Ned Katz, Liz Kennedy, Joan Nesde, Esther Newton, 

Jim Steakley, Martha Vicinus, and Jeffrey Weeks, just to name a handful of 

people working on what would eventually become the field of gay and lesbian 

studies. This burst of scholarly activity was produced largely by social move-

ments—feminism and gay liberation—taking place both inside and outside 



the academy. The early 1970s were the heady days of the first Berkshire Confer-

ence on the History of Women, the conferences of the Gay Academic Union, 

and the founding of journals such as Feminist Studies and Signs. By the mid-

1970s, the cross-pollination of concepts and data from anthropology, soci-

ology, and history had resulted in a new theoretical formation. By 1977 Weeks 

drew from his training in both sociology and history to articulate a framework 

for gay history that would come to be labeled "the social construction of sex."7 

A great deal of nonsense has been written about the "social construction 

of sex" paradigm. Critics often argue against a caricature and seem to think 

that social constructionists believe that prior to the 1890s no one ever engaged 

in same-sex desire, orgasmic connection, or cross-gender behavior.81 am not 

aware of anyone who makes such ludicrous claims. 

Social construction simply situates homosexuality and sexuality within the 

histories of everyday and intimate life: things such as marriage, childhood, and 

table manners. No one assumes that historians of childhood think that physi-

cal immaturity itself is a modern invention. Historians of marriage note that, 

like homosexuality, marriage is not a universal term or concept. They do not 

claim that no couples ever mated, lived together, had children, shared prop-

erty, or were granted special legal status. They do point to the discontinuities 

between different ways of doing so and the distinct constellations of behavior, 

custom, and emotion involved.9 

Social construction treats sexual conduct the way historians and an-

thropologists have long treated other social phenomena. Thus a farmer in 

twentieth-century Nebraska is not the same as a peasant in czarist Russia even 

though both cultivate the soil and grow food. The catde barons of Texas are 

not the same as the catde herders of the Nuer, although both are involved in 

economies of beef. Slaves in ancient Athens were not the same kind of prop-

erty as slaves in the antebellum American South.10 Property is socially con-

structed and widely variable, and it is those diverse forms of ownership and 

bundles of rights to which entire literatures in anthropology, history, and law 

are addressed. Why should sexuality be exempt from the ordinary processes 

of social-scientific inquiry and legal history? 

Social construction is simply the insistence that sexuality be subjected to 

the same set of methodological tactics and theoretical principles as any other 

topic or aspect of human conduct. What seemed so radical was in many re-

spects the application of a conventional set of approaches to an unconven-

tional and highly stigmatized subject. As Vance has often observed in conver-

sation, what is most odd is not that social-constructionist theories of sexuality 

were developed, but how long it took. By showing that same-sex eroticisms 



and cross-gender behavior were historically and culturally specific, social 

construction cleared away obsolete assumptions, generated new research pro-

grams, and legitimized new topics. Despite initial controversy and some per-

sistent arguments, the major assumptions of social construction now form 

the familiar ground on which most queer scholarship takes place. It is easy to 

forget what the field was like before that paradigm shift, when, among other 

things, much of gay history was the search for glorious ancestors, and male 

homosexuality and lesbianism were understood to be stable and largely un-

changing phenomena. The accumulation of data within the old paradigm was 

incredibly valuable, however, and provided the foundation for social construc-

tion to emerge. "Thinking Sex" was part of the intellectual ferment reshaping 

the study of sexuality in the late 1970s.11 Generated by the excitement of my 

initial encounters with the social-constructionist framework, the essay was an 

attempt to work out some of its implications, especially with respect to my own 

ethnographic research on urban sexual populations and locations. 

I have previously complained in print about the amnesia that obscures the 

early strata of homophile and gay-liberation scholarship.121 do want to note, 

at least in passing, that the neglect of this body of work stemmed in part from 

the paucity of institutional support for it. Some who did this work were not 

affiliated with any university.13 Those within academia who studied gay topics 

were, to put it mildly, no t well rewarded.14 Many were graduate students whose 

advisers told them bluntly that they were committing academic suicide, and 

these warnings were not unrealistic. Many others who did this early work of 

queer scholarship endured systematic unemployment or underemployment in 

the academy. 

These kinds of subjects, and the scholars who studied them, were gen-

erally treated as disreputable within their disciplines, and such research was 

not deemed appropriate for publication in the prestigious academic journals. 

Some of the most important work in gay history, such as D'Emilio's study 

of the homophile movement, Steakley's revelations of the Nazi persecution 

of homosexuals, and Berube's early research on gay San Francisco, was pub-

lished not in academic journals but in programs for gay-pride celebrations; in 

the Body Politic, a Canadian gay-liberation newspaper; and in Gay Commu-

nity News, the gay-liberation newspaper from Boston.15 One of Berube's first 

essays on gay men and lesbians in the Second World War was published in 

Mother Jones16 These were great periodicals, but they did not count toward 

tenure. There was a sea change in the 1990s, when queer and sexuality scholar-

ship (especially for junior scholars in some fields) was no longer a career killer. 

This change occurred earlier in the humanities and more slowly in the social 



sciences, where L G B T Q studies are still struggling to establish a durable insti-

tutional presence. 

While academia did not nurture the early gay and sexuality scholarship, 

there was nevertheless a dense intellectual and social network that did. When 

we did not have departments, we had study groups where community-based 

and university-affiliated researchers could share their discoveries. Two such 

informal groups were extremely important to me. One was an intensely educa-

tional and stimulating "feminism and the history of sex" study group with par-

ticipants such as Nancy Chodorow, Ellen DuBois, Barbara Epstein, Michelle 

Rosaldo, Mary Ryan, Judith Stacey, Kaye Trimberger, and Martha Vicinus. The 

second was the San Francisco Lesbian and Gay History Project. The History 

Project was founded by Berube, Escoffier, and Garber. Amber Hollibaugh, 

Estelle Freedman, and I soon joined. As Freedman recalls, "Around 1978,1 

joined the fledgling San Francisco Lesbian and Gay History Project, a small 

and intensely stimulating group of scholars, lay historians and filmmakers 

committed to making gay history accessible to the public."17 The membership 

was fluid and changed over time, but Berube, Garber, Escoffier, Freedman, 

Hollibaugh, D'Emilio, and I were among the active long-term participants. 

Many others, such as Bert Hansen and Judith Schwartz, visited when they 

came to San Francisco.18 Berube's research provided an anchor. He discovered 

archival data on women who passed as men in early San Francisco.19 He found 

documentation on the surveillance of gay bars in California conducted by the 

Alcoholic Beverage Commission, as well as the court cases that established the 

legal rights for homosexuals to drink in public.201 remember the first time he 

spoke of a box of letters written by gay men during the Second World War; 

these letters started the project that resulted in his pathbreaking book Coming 

Out Under Fire.211 first heard Garber speak of his work on African American 

gay men and lesbians in Harlem in the early twentieth century at a meeting of 

the History Project.22 

I cannot say enough about the intellectual excitement and impact of the 

History Proj ect. Nevertheless, it was no t insulated from the early phases of the 

sex wars. In 1979, "Allan Berube gave the first presentation of his slide show 

about women who had passed as men in early San Francisco, Lesbian Mas-

querade, before a packed audience at the Women's Building. It was a grand 

celebration, and immediately netted the history project new recruits to our 

collective cultural enterprise."23 Unfortunately, some of those new recruits 

came with ideological commitments that led them to try to expel me, both be-

cause of my research, which was on the gay male leather and S/M population, 

and because of my involvement in the then nascent lesbian S/M community. In 



the end, I was able to stay, and those who were most opposed to my presence 

left the History Project. I maintained my membership, but it was, in Erving 

GofFman's terms, "spoiled."241 was sufficiently radioactive that for many years 

after I was not asked to share my research at any of our public presentations. 

Speaking Bitterness: The Feminist Sex Wars 

The name "Barnard Sex Conference" is actually shorthand for "The Scholar 

and the Feminist IX: Towards a Politics of Sexuality," the ninth iteration of 

"The Scholar and the Feminist" conference held annually at Barnard College 

since 1974. The Barnard Sex Conference's concept paper was dded "Towards 

a Politics of Sexuality." The planning committee for the conference included 

Barnard faculty, graduate students from Columbia University, and New York 

feminist intellectuals and activists, who responded to an open letter calling 

for participation. The invitation letter, written by Vance, the conference's aca-

demic coordinator, was sent to Barnard College faculty, all members of pre-

vious Scholar and Feminist planning committees, and academics and activ-

ists who worked on sexuality.25 The planning committee met every two weeks 

for eight months, functioning as a study group on sexuality. Minutes of the 

meetings of the planning committee and comments by each member of the 

planning group were included in a seventy-two-page booklet, Diary of a Con-

ference on Sexuality. 

Like the conference itself, the Diary was innovative, ambitious, and fresh. 

It was to be distributed to attendees, and since it was intended to serve as the 

conference program, it included the schedule of events and the list of speakers. 

However, it was much more than a program. It was designed to be an archival 

document, not only of the planning process, but also of the day itself. There 

were even blankpages so attendees could take notes. Each workshop was given 

a page containing a description of the workshop, a list of the presenters, and 

often a suggested bibliography. The workshop pages featured faux postcards 

that were used to list the presenters' credentials. The speakers were asked to 

send in some kind of graphic to be used as the image on the front of the post-

card. The image could reference the workshop topic, but, in the spirit of a diary, 

it could also be something personal or even merely something each speaker 

found meaningful, interesting, visually compelling, or amusing.26 

Plenary speakers for the opening and closing sessions included DuBois, 

Alice Echols, Linda Gordon, Hollibaugh, Hortense Spillers, and the poets hat-

tie gossett, Cherrie Moraga, and Sharon Olds. The eighteen afternoon work-



shops featured diverse topics and presenters. Workshop leaders included Alli-

son, Meryl Altaian, Dale Bernstein, Mary Calderone, Arlene Carmen, Muriel 

Dimen, Oliva Espin, Elsa First, Roberta Galler, Faye Ginsburg, Bette Gordon, 

Diane Harriford, Susan Hill, Shirley Kaplan, Barbara Kruger, Maire Kurrik, 

Kate Millett, Carole Munter, Nesde, Newton, Mirtha Quintanales, Pat Robin-

son, Kaja Silverman, Sharon Thompson, Shirley Walton, and Paula Webster. 

Topics addressed in the workshops included Jacques Lacan, abortion rights, gay 

and lesbian rights, pornography, teen romance, popular sex advice literature, 

creativity and theater, artistic vision, buteh/femme roles in both gay and straight 

relationships, class, race, psychotherapy, politically correct and incorrect sex, 

body image, disability, the sexuality of infancy and childhood, prostitution, and 

psychoanalysis. My workshop was "Concepts for a Radical Politics of Sex." 

The conference's reputation, however, bears almost no relationship to the 

substance of the event. A small number of antipornography activists from New 

York were outraged by the conference, or what they imagined it to be. As re-

counted in Vance's detailed epilogue to Pleasure and Danger, these antagonists 

staged a noisy protest outside the conference, distributed leaflets denouncing 

it as antifeminist, and thoroughly spooked the Barnard administration.27 As 

Vance noted, the leaflet was "a masterpiece of misinformation" that served "as 

a template for subsequent reaction to the conference."28 She observed, "The 

leaflet, along with the rumors and distorted newspaper reporting it inspired, 

depicted a phantom conference, restricted to but a few issues which matched 

the anti-pornographers' tunnel vision concerns about sexuality.... That such 

diversity of thought and experience should be reduced to pornography, S/M, 

and butch/femme— the anti-pornographers' counterpart to the New Right's 

unholy trinity of sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll—is an example of the effective 

use of symbols to instigate a sex panic."29 

Ironically, the conference's major theme, reflected in workshops, the con-

cept paper, and the resulting anthology, was that sexuality is for women both 

a means of pleasure and a source of danger. To be sure, there was no deference 

at Barnard to the specific claims of antipornography feminism. There was a 

workshop on pornography. As noted in the description recorded in the Diary, 

"This workshop will situate pornography within the context of a number of 

other discourses which construct sexual difference and the female subject in 

similar ways, most notably advertising and dominant cinema. We will also 

argue that pornography cannot be isolated from a larger critique of the exist-

ing symbolic order, or from such seemingly diverse structures as the family 

or the church."30 Such nuance was anathema to the leadership of the antiporn 



movement, whose ideology situates pornography as a major engine of female 

subordination and a uniquely pernicious institution of male supremacy. 

One of the architects of the Barnard protest was Dorchen Leidholdt, from 

New York's Women Against Pornography (WAP). Leidholdt's response is cap-

tured by Susan Brownmiller, a fellow antiporn activist: "'Then,' Dorchen re-

calls with a shudder, 'came the Barnard conference.'"31 Brownmiller's descrip-

tion typifies the antiporn account of the conference. 

The ninth annual "The Scholar and the Feminist" conference at Barnard 

College on Saturday, April 24, 1982, proclaimed "Towards a Politics of 

Sexuality" as its groundbreaking theme. Months of planning by Carole 

Vance, a Columbia anthropologist, and a team of advisers of her choosing 

had gone into the day's proceedings, intended to produce a joyful explo-

ration of "politically incorrect" sexualbehavior, to counter the "fascist" and 

"moralistic" tendencies of WAP. The bizarre result was a somewhat nervous, 

somewhat giddy, occasionally tearful exposition of the pleasures of s/m 

Not every speaker at Barnard that day addressed s/m or butch-femme roles. 

A few invitees read academic papers.32 

In actuality, none of the eighteen workshops specifically focused on S/M 

and only one on butch/femme. Although these topics certainly did come up 

during various discussions—probably drawing even more attention than they 

otherwise would have after attendees had been handed leaflets specifically de-

nouncing them — they were hardly the dominant focus. With three workshops, 

psychotherapy and psychoanalysis got far more attention than S/M, and abor-

tion rights were more heavily emphasized than butch/femme. The common 

denominator of the workshops was, in fact, people reading academic papers. 

The account of the conference promulgated by antipornography crusaders had 

a few grains of reality swirling in a noxious brew of hyperbole and misinfor-

mation. Vance did not assemble a group of "advisors of her choosing." She had 

issued an open call to which interested parties had responded. All of this was 

documented in the Diary. But no one saw the Diary on the day of the confer-

ence, because the Diary had been confiscated by the panicked Barnard ad-

ministration.33 

Instead, the some eight hundred attendees arriving at the Barnard College 

gates were confronted by a small group of protesters who wore T-shirts em-

blazoned with "For a Feminist Sexuality" on the front and "Against S/M" on 

the back.34 They were handing out leaflets that accused the conference orga-

nizers of endorsing "the backlash against radical feminism" and of having 

"thrown their support to the very sexual institutions and values that oppress 



all women."35 The leaflet singled out several participants for special condem-

nation because of their allegedly "un-feminist" sexual behaviors or political 

opinions. These included Allison and two unnamed proponents of "butch 

femme roles," presumably Nestle, Hollibaugh, or Moraga. The leaflet com-

plained about the participation of Brett Harvey because of her involvement 

with No More Nice Girls, a reproductive-rights group characterized as "a 

group of women writers who publish in the Village Voice and who contend 

that pornography is liberating." The leaflet's rationale for the objection to No 

More Nice Girls was that one of its founders was Willis, who did write for 

the Voice and who was one of the first feminists to publicly take issue with 

the antipornography analysis.36 My participation was attacked because of my 

association with Samois, a lesbian S/M group from San Francisco. Califia, also 

a member of Samois, was denounced in the leaflet despite having no role at all 

in the conference beyond that of an attendee. The leaflet claimed I was there 

"representing" Samois, which I was not.37 Leidholdt would later claim in off 

our backs that "we weren't protesting the exclusion of WAP but of the whole 

sexual violence part of the movement. It's particularly dangerous when you're 

including someone like Gayle Rubin."38 

There were actually two contradictory versions of the WAP complaint: the 

first was that the Barnard conference was a blatant celebration of S/M. The sec-

ond was that the perverted agenda was all the more insidious because it was a 

hidden one. Leidholdt told a reporter from off our backs that "the bias was so 

hidden at the Barnard conference," and she complained that "nowhere in the 

program were workshop leaders' affiliations with Samois or LSM (New York's 

Lesbian Sex Mafia) given."39 This complaint bears some scrutiny. Of the almost 

forty speakers and workshop leaders, only two were members of either orga-

nization. But in any case, of what relevance were such memberships? Should 

all participants in academic events list all of their recreational, social, and 

political associations? I was a graduate student at the University of Michigan 

speaking at an academic conference, so I listed my academic affiliation, as was 

appropriate. Evidendy, I should have had the decency to wear a black leather 

triangle or perhaps a scarlet letter. 

Whether people supported or opposed the conference's aims, the exag-

gerated and inaccurate characterizations promulgated by the leaflet and sub-

sequent press coverage remain to this day the conference's dominant legend. 

While there were arguments over the conference's legitimacy, these rarely 

challenged the accuracy of the phantom conference narratives. For example, a 

decade after Barnard, Leidholdt still proclaimed that "along with waging a no 

holds barred attack on radical feminists and our politics, conference speakers, 



organizers, and workshop leaders promoted and defended the sexuality of 

dominance and submission. And at times thinly disguised, at times overt de-

fense of sadomasochism was an underlying theme."40 Even Jane Gerhard's 

largely sympathetic account of the conference describes it as composed of 

"sessions on sexual practice, S/M, butch/femme roles, pornography, children's 

sexuality, and sexual therapies."41 While they differ in their evaluations, Leid-

holdt's and Gerhard's descriptions substantially agree on the conference's os-

tensible emphasis and fail to mention the majority of topics discussed. 

There are many reasons for the persistence of the conference's image as a 

venue to celebrate kinky sex. But one was surely the confiscation of the Diary. 

As Vance noted, "The unavailability of the Diary to registrants on that day 

made the conference's purpose more vulnerable to distortion. Leaflets were 

handed out before any papers or presentations were made, and registrants' 

perceptions of what occurred were colored by the leaflet's inflammatory and 

sensational charges."42 By the time the Diary was finally republished and pro-

vided to participants several weeks later, the outlandish claims and febrile de-

scriptions of the antiporn contingent's narrative had taken root. 

As Vance recounts, in the week preceding the conference, 

anti-pornography feminists made telephone calls to Barnard College offi-

cials and trustees, as well as prominent local feminists, complaining that 

the conference was promoting anti-feminist views and had been taken over 

by "sexual perverts." Lunatic as these claims were, they had a galvanizing 

effect on the representatives of a sexually conservative women's college 

Within days, Ellen V. Futter, President of Barnard, interrogated the staff of 

the women's center, scrutinized the program, and—concerned about the 

possible reactions of funders to sexual topics and images—confiscated all 

copies of the conference booklet.43 

Jane Gould, the director of the Barnard Women's Center, recounts being 

summoned to the president's office just prior to the conference. Gould later 

learned that "the president's office had been inundated with calls from Women 

Against Pornography attacking the conference, calling it pornography, and 

announcing their intention to picket on the day of the conference. One of the 

calls informed the president that the conference planning had been dominated 

by a California lesbian group called Samois, which supported sadomasoch-

ism."44 I should note that no one from Samois was part of the planning group; 

those making such farfetched claims apparendy failed to consider the logisti-

cal implausibility of a San Francisco group participating in meetings in New 

York every two weeks for eight months. But these myths persevere. Gerhard 



even lists me as a conference planner, which I was not. That she does so dem-

onstrates the triumph of the narrative over the facts.45 

When Gould entered the president's office, she found "Futter, the direc-

tor of public relations, and the college lawyer . . . all with copies of the Diary. 

President Futter's expression said it all. She plunged right in, saying that she 

regarded the publication as a piece of pornography and that she was not going 

to tolerate its distribution to the conference participants and to the public 

She insisted that it must be destroyed, shredded immediately."48 Vance notes 

that while the Barnard administration confiscated all fifteen hundred copies 

two days before the conference, she and members of the planning committee 

were not informed of the confiscation until less than twenty-four hours before 

the conference.47 Barnard administrators directed Vance to say that the Diary 

was "delayed at the printers." She ignored this demand and informed partici-

pants that the president of Barnard College had confiscated and censored the 

Diary. After considerable pressure and legal threats, Barnard College agreed to 

pay to reprint the Diary, removing two lines of type with the names of Barnard 

College and the conference funder, the Helena B. Rubinstein Foundation, and 

to distribute the reprinted document to conference participants.48 

The Diary was finally reprinted and mailed out to attendees in June. In Au-

gust Andrea Dworkin sent out copies of the Diary with a cover letter stating, 

This is a copy of the so-called Diary put together by the planners of the re-

cent conference on sexuality at Barnard College Please read this Diary 

from beginning to end. Please do not skip any parts of it. Please look at the 

pictures. Please read it right away: however busy you are please do not put 

off reading this. This Diary shows how the s &M and pro-pornography activ-

ists . . . are being intellectually and politically justified and supported. It 

shows too the conceptual framework for distorting and significandy under-

mining radical feminist theory, activism, and efficacy. There is no feminist 

standard, I believe, by which this material and these arguments taken as 

a whole are not perniciously anti-woman and anti-feminist. It is doubtful, 

in my view, that the feminist movement can maintain its political integrity 

and moral authority with this kind of attack on its fundamental and essen-

tial premises from within.49 

The news coverage of the conference further enshrined the vision of the 

phantom conference. The periodical off our backs was the closest thing to a 

newspaper of record of the feminist movement. It was therefore extremely 

distressing that its coverage so closely mirrored the WAP accounts. There was 

an avalanche of letters to the editor from those of us with a different perspec-



live: from me, Frances Doughty, Barbara Grier, Hollibaugh, Nestle, Newton, 

Vance, Walton, and Willis. There is a letter from Samois. There is even a letter 

from Cleveland Women Against Violence Against Women in which the orga-

nization distanced itself from the protest leaflet.50 But while the articles from 

off our backs are readily available online, the letters are not. A digitized version 

of off our backs is available through Proquest, but the letters have not been in-

cluded in the digital archives. The incomplete digitization of off our backs en-

sures that the one-sided and distorted picture of the events remains canonical. 

To get a sense of the full range of the discussion in off our backs, it is necessary 

to consult crumbling newsprint. As yet, there has been no comprehensive his-

tory of the feminist sex wars, and one challenge is that so many of the primary 

documents are not easily accessible.51 

The West Coast Wars: WAVPM and Samois 

The actual events of the Barnard conference demonstrate the absurdity of 

the claims that the conference was characterized by a single-minded devo-

tion to S/M, butch/femme, and an uncritical promotion of pornography. The 

ease with which such distortions were treated as credible and their remark-

able persistence call for both analytic attention and historical contextualiza-

tion. Why were some feminists protesting a feminist conference, and why were 

they wearing T-shirts emblazoned with the slogan "Against S/M"? Why was 

Samois, then a small and obscure San Francisco lesbian S/M group, supposed 

to be involved in, much less responsible for, a conference three thousand miles 

away? Part of the explanation lies in events that took place prior to the Barnard 

Sex Conference and far from New York. Many people, particularly those from 

the East Coast, think that the Barnard conference initiated the feminist sex 

wars. But there were earlier episodes, and by 1978, one important batde front 

had already opened in the San Francisco Bay Area. The controversies that en-

gulfed the Barnard conference are more intelligible with some knowledge of 

this prehistory. 

The West Coast batdes took place between Women Against Violence in 

Pornography and Media ( W A V P M ) , the first feminist antipornography orga-

nization, and Samois, the first lesbian S/M organization, both active in the 

San Francisco Bay Area in the late 1970s. Their skirmishes generated many of 

the patterns and themes that characterized the early phases of the sex wars. 

"Pornography" a genre of media, and "sadomasochism," a sexual preference 

and practice, are different kinds of things. Yet the terms were quickly con-

strued as equivalent and used to articulate a range of political differences. 



Once pornography and sadomasochism were treated as indistinguishable, or 

at least as facets of the same ostensibly malign phenomena, then antipornog-

raphy and sadomasochism could be considered antipoles: ontological oppo-

sites, as implacably incompatible as matter and antimatter, and unable to ever 

occupy the same political or moral space. The conflict between W A V P M and 

Samois helped establish "antipornography" and "sadomasochism" as critical 

positions, ideological frameworks, and antithetical worldviews that were then 

deployed throughout the sex wars. 

Founded in the San Francisco Bay Area in 1976, W A V P M held the first na-

tional feminist conference on pornography in 1978.52 Inspired by the confer-

ence, New York antipom activists established Women Against Pornography 

(WAP) in 1979.53 While WAP'S name more explicidy demarcated the movement's 

focus, the groups were ideologically similar. 

It is not widely understood how much the feminist antipornography 

movement was also, from its inception, a war against S/M imagery and prac-

tice. Diana Russell, one of the founders of WAVPM, articulated these fusions 

(and confusions) in a 1977 article in the feminist journal Chrysalis. Russell 

rarely gets the credit she clearly deserves for her contributions to the antiporn 

movement, which is often attributed instead to Catharine MacKinnon and 

Dworkin.54 Yet Russell provided the early movement with most of its intellec-

tual leadership, analytic language, and ideological coherence. 

In the Chrysalis article, she asserts that pornography is "degrading" to 

women by nature, that it is inherently misogynist, and that it is vicious, anti-

woman propaganda. Moreover, she used S/M porn to represent all that she 

found repugnant in pornography: "Before disagreeing with this statement, 

go see some of it! You might try a batch of movies regularly shown at the 

San Francisco Kearny Cinema (or its equivalent in other cities). The titles are 

self-explanatory: 'Lesson in Pain,' 'Corporal Punishment,' 'Slave Girl,' 'Golden 

Pain,' 'Club Brute Force,' and 'Water Power.'"55 At the time of this writing, San 

Francisco had probably twenty or so porn film theaters, of which only two, the 

Keamy and the North Beach, showed films with bondage or S/M themes. Yet 

these two theaters are repeatedly singled out in San Francisco antiporn litera-

ture. Similarly, there were probably hundreds or thousands of porn movies 

shown annually, but the titles of the small number of kinky films were used as 

if these represented pornographic films as a whole, S/M materials in Russell's 

essay were used to persuade readers of the truth of the indictment against por-

nography, and their mere existence was taken both as representative of all porn 

and evidence confirming that porn is intrinsically foul. 

Russell continues, 



Pornography is not made to educate but to sell, and for the most part, what 

sells in a sexist society is a bunch of lies about sex and women. Women are 

portrayed as enjoying being raped, spanked, or beaten, tied up, mudlated, 

and enslaved, or they accept it as their lot as women to be victims in such 

experiences. In the less sadistic films, women are portrayed as turned on 

and sexually satisfied by doing anything and everything that men want or 

order them to do. . . . Some pornography I saw recendy doesn't even in-

clude sex: Women are kidnapped, beaten, tied up, then hung upside down 

like pieces of meat. And that's the end of the movie. Domination and tor-

ture are what it is about.56 

Several features of what would become recognizable as antipornography rhe-

toric are apparent in this passage. One common tactic is lists that mix some 

things that are clearly horrible, such as rape, with some other things that might 

be pleasurable, such as being spanked. Disgust mobilized by the front-loaded 

images of horror is then directed at things that might ordinarily be more dif-

ficult to get people upset about, for example, a woman finding pleasure in 

heterosexual intercourse.57 

Describing a different film, Russell exclaims: "In another movie I saw, boil-

ing candle wax was dripped onto a bound woman's breasts. Had she consented 

beforehand? Even if she had, this is a violent act— one which was followed by 

her acting the willing and adoring lover of her torturer. So, even where models 

have consented to participate, they don't necessarily know what they're in for, 

and often they are in no position to maintain control."58 Russell assumes that 

no one could enjoy hot candle-wax dripping on bound breasts; that such ex-

periences could not be part of legitimate lovemaking; and that the act is intrin-

sically violent. One implication is that any woman who might actually enjoy 

such a practice must have something wrong with her. While such tactics are 

routine to this literature, it is never explained by what standards erotic activi-

ties or desires are sorted into the inherendy enjoyable or the invariably repug-

nant. Instead, the erotic preferences of the writer seem to be presumed as uni-

versal. Russell's analysis betrays a limited concept of human sexual variation 

and an assumption that S/M is intrinsically degrading and repulsive. 

Such premises also allow her to make the more explicit claim that the mod-

els could have agreed to participate in such films only because they were unin-

formed, duped, or coerced. In other words, the image's content, and Russell's 

own revulsion, substitute for evidence that anyone was actually tricked, abused, 

or coerced in the making of the film. As I have pointed out elsewhere, there is 

confusion between the image's content and the conditions of its production; 



if such criteria were consistently applied, we would have to assume that all of 

the actors blown up, murdered, shot, burned, drowned, or otherwise killed in 

movies were actual fatalities.59 

Russell's arguments, assumptions, language, and rhetorical tactics were in-

corporated into the early WAVPM literature. For example, each issue of WAVPM'S 

newsletter, Newspage, contained a statement, "Who Are We?" In the Septem-

ber 1977 issue, it reads, 

Women Against Violence in Pornography and Media is a core group of ap-

proximately 35 Bay Area women who are meeting because we share a com-

mon concern about the alarming increase of violent crimes against women. 

Media, including pornography, is our primary focus. We believe there is a 

relationship between what we see and hear in the media, and how we think 

and consequendy act. We want to put an end to allportrayals of women being 

bound, raped, tortured, mutilated, abused, or degraded in any way for sexual 

or erotic stimulation.60 

Like Russell, W A V P M was blaming pornography, and especially S/M imagery, 

for violence against women. Both Russell and W A V P M precluded the possi-

bility of any legitimate S/M erotica, whose elimination is plainly stated as an 

explicit political goal of the organization. The mechanics of its abolition are 

left unspecified. 

In a later Newspage, W A V P M published a list of frequendy asked ques-

tions and their answers. Although the group's stated purpose was "to educate 

women and men about the hatred of women expressed in pornography and 

other media-violence to women," the entire document focuses on pornogra-

phy. In W A V P M literature, other forms of "media-violence" quickly became a 

subsidiary theme and an occasional afterthought, unless their objectionable 

aspects could be blamed on pornography. 

Q: What kinds of images are you talking about when you say you are op-

posed to "violence in pornography and media"? 

A: We are talking about books and magazines which depict women being 

bound, beaten, and abused. We are protesting the message of these 

images—that beating and raping women, urinating and defecating on 

women, is erotic and pleasurable for men; and that women desire this 

kind of treatment, or at least expect it. We are talking about record-

album photos, fashion and men's magazine lay-outs, department-store 

window displays and billboards, in which women are shown bound, 

gagged, beaten, whipped, and chained. 



Q: But not all pornography is violent. So you object to pornography in 

which there is no violence. 

A: Yes. Not all pornography is violent, but even the most banal pornogra-

phy objectifies women's bodies.61 

While WAVPM'S critique was ostensibly directed against pornography, assump-

tions about sadomasochism in word, deed, and representation were integral 

to its analysis, W A V P M swept all S/M erotica up into its category of images that 

should not exist, and its program demanded the elimination of all S/M imagery 

or at least its banishment from public visibility. When W A V P M began to stage 

public protests in the spring of 1977, its focus was on S/M as much as porn, 

or rather on this confused composite target made up of porn, S/M, violence 

against women, and female subordination. 

It was not surprising that WAVPM'S rhetoric, program, and targets of protest 

alarmed local S/M activists, particularly the feminist ones, S/M activism had 

been inaugurated in 1971 with the formation of the Eulenspiegel Society in 

New York, which was followed by San Francisco's Society of Janus in 1974. 

Eulenspiegel and Janus were initially mixed-gender and mixed-orientation 

groups, but by the late 1970s they were predominantly heterosexual. Ferment 

over S/M had begun to appear in the lesbian feminist press in the mid-1970s. 

There were attempts to form lesbian S/M organizations at least as early as 1975, 

but Samois, founded in 1978, was the first ongoing lesbian S/M organization. 

The group articulated an ideological defense of S/M as a legitimate eroticism, 

even for feminists. Samois never claimed that S/M was particularly feminist, 

only that there was no intrinsic contradiction between feminist politics and 

S/M practice. Nor did Samois claim that S/M was an inherently liberatory prac-

tice, only that it was not inherently oppressive.62 

Since Samois was a lesbian group, many of whose members, including me, 

had already been active in the women's movement, it was attuned to develop-

ments in feminism in a way that the more heterosexually oriented Eulenspiegel 

and Janus were no t. Several of us quickly perceived that WAVPM'S program was 

as much anti-s/M as antipornography. We naively assumed that the members 

of W A V P M were uneducated about S/M and would welcome dialogue and dis-

cussion. As it turned out, W A V P M had no interest in discussing issues with any 

feminist who disagreed with them, much less with people who engaged with-

out apparent guilt in forms of sexuality they felt exemplified the worst mani-

festations of patriarchy.63 

Shordy after Samois was formed, we started sending letters to W A V P M 

asking to meet to discuss their position on S/M. These requests were consis-



tently rebuffed. The tensions between the two groups, however, escalated in 

April 1980 when flyers suddenly appeared around the Bay Area announcing 

a W A V P M fundraiser: a forum on sadomasochism in the lesbian community.64 

Since WAVPM had refused all previous efforts to discuss S/M, Samois objected 

to the forum and responded with a leaflet. One of WAVPM'S favorite slogans 

was that "pornography was a lie about women." The Samois leaflet, titled "This 

Forum Is a Lie about S/M," expressed three objections to the forum. 

1. WAVPM, without taking an "official" position on S/M has nonetheless pro-

moted false image of S/M sexuality and helped to create a climate that is 

oppressive and dangerous to S/M-identified people, WAVPM'S most obvi-

ous error is the equation of consensual S/M with violence.. . . 

2. Panelists have made . . . public statements that equate S/M with self de-

struction, male supremacy, fascism, misogyny, or mental illness. The 

anti-s/M arguments you will hear at this forum are as biased and bigo ted 

as homophobic attacks on lesbians and gay men or right-wing attacks on 

independent feminist women. These arguments are based on biological 

determinism, conventional morality, and psychiatric notions of sexual 

perversion. We protest the promulgation of negative stereotypes of S/M. 

3. Consensual S/M is not anti-feminist or anti-woman, S/M people are a 

stigmatized sexual minority, and as such are subjected to street harass-

ment, job and housing discrimination, violence, and other forms of per-

secution.65 

All of the speakers at the forum denounced S/M. Eventually, many of their talks 

became articles in the anthology Against Sadomasochism: A Radical Feminist 

Analysis.66 After the forum, W A V P M had an internal debate on whether to take 

an official position on S/M. When the organization declined to do so, several 

disgrunded members decided to edit and publish the anti-s/M anthology. 

One of the biggest successes of the feminist antipornography movement 

has been to intensify a shift in the locus of legal and social concern about 

sexual imagery away from genital proximity and toward Idnkiness. The move-

ment helped transform popular conceptions of "hard core," and legal defini-

tions have shifted as well. The distinction between hard- and soft-core porn 

once had mainly to do with whether there was genital exposure and contact. 

Increasingly, "hard core" refers to something the viewer finds repugnant or 

considers "way out there," and all too often consists of depictions of kinky or 

S/M sexuality. As Linda Williams notes, this shift is reflected in the enforce-

ment of obscenity laws. She traces "a major change taking place in American 

obscenity law and the prosecution of sex crimes as they have moved away from 



the notion of explicit sex and toward the targeting of scapegoatable 'deviants.' 

. . . [I]n the definition of obscenity, explicitness has given way to the deviant 

sexuality of the 'other,' defined in relation to a presumed heterosexual, non-

sadomasochistic norm that excludes both fellatio and cunnilingus."67 

S/M continued to be a potent flashpoint throughout the feminist sex wars, 

in part because the antipornography argument depended on its indictment of 

S/M, its contention that pornography overwhelmingly featured S/M content, 

and its use of S/M imagery as an effective tool of persuasion, W A V P M pioneered 

a characteristic fusion of anti-s/M and antiporn propositions that shaped sub-

sequent feminist antiporn ideology and activity. Opposition to S/M has always 

been a major subtext of the feminist antiporn movement: indispensable to its 

analytic coherence, the source of its most rhetorically potent examples, and 

a primary target of its prescriptions for social change. Samois challenged the 

fundamental credibility of both the logical structure and empirical claims of 

WAVPM'S case against porn. Thus the disputes between Samois and W A V P M pre-

figured much of the subsequent struggle in feminism over sexual practice and 

sexual representation. They help explain why S/M (engaged in by a relatively 

small proportion of the population, feminist or otherwise) was such an incen-

diary topic, and why the name of Samois became such a significant talisman. 

By the time of the Barnard conference, the specific confrontation between 

W A V P M and Samois had been generalized, S/M had become a code for any 

feminist opposition to the antipornography creed. Since antiporn feminists 

seemed unable to accept that there might be any rational basis for disagree-

ment, S/M also functioned as an explanation for behavior they apparently con-

sidered both inexplicable and despicable. Given the stigma of S/M, it was also 

a convenient slur with which to try to discredit any opposition. Feminists 

who did not go along with the antiporn program were accused of being tools 

of the patriarchy, dupes of the pornographers, sadomasochists and other sex 

perverts, leftists, Marxists, bourgeois academics, liberals, libertarians, hetero-

sexuals, lesbians, and antifeminists. Some of these characterizations were of 

course true. Some of us were, after all, academics, heterosexuals, lesbians, lib-

erals, leftists, and even the occasional sadomasochist. It was not made clear, 

however, how these categories of identity, belief, or behavior invalidated our 

arguments and empirical claims. Name calling and smear tactics replaced de-

bate, logic, and evidence. Some characterizations were erroneous, some were 

debatable, and many were completely idiotic. All were deployed to impugn our 

right to speak on the issues and to excommunicate us from the ranks of legiti-

mate feminists. Feminists who opposed antiporn dogma were often called 

sadomasochists or supporters of sadomasochism, whatever their actual sexual 



preferences.68 All of this history came into play not only at Barnard but also 

well beyond. These legacies haunt us still. 

Barnard Redux 

The Barnard Sex Conference, it turned out, was the opening act for a series of 

similar conflicts. As Vance perceptively no ted in the Barnard aftermath, "Some 

feminists decried these tactics, but the fact that the people who had deployed 

them were not totally discredited guaranteed that they would be repeated. 

The principle was established: Zealotry and unprincipled behavior were ac-

ceptable in the service of 'protecting' women."69 In 1986 they were indeed 

repeated when the Five College Women's Studies Project held a conference 

called "Feminism, Sexuality, and Power" at Mount Holyoke. I had been invited 

to give the keynote, on new theories of sexuality. The organizers experienced 

something quite different from what they had planned, as Margaret Hunt re-

ported in Gay Community News. 

More than a hundred feminist activists met at Mt. Holyoke College for a 

symposium intended... to explore the variety of ideas about the ways that 

sexual practices are affected by history, culture and politics [T]he con-

ference organizers had in mind a quite broad based approach to sexuality 

and power. They planned a program which included a substantial amount 

of material on the ways class and race interacted with gender in the orga-

nization of sexuality and they took care to represent a variety of erotic life-

styles to avoid the prevalent Western bias of much scholarship on sexuality. 

What they got was a pitched batde over the question of lesbian SM, an issue 

which so dominated the conference as to make all other matters fade into 

the polished neo-gothic Mt. Holyoke woodwork.70 

After this debacle, Meryl Fingrudt, one of the organizers, lamented, 

Radical feminism, as it was presented at our conference, has a very narrow 

range of vision [I] t was at the level of intellectual and personal freedoms 

that these radical feminists threw me into despair. The speakers refused to 

be moved off the issues of pornography and SM and they were downright 

nasty to their sisters They refused to debate or sit on the same panel with 

anyone who held another point of view... . Above all, it was unnerving to 

see, with each successive presentation, incredibly narrow and specific lines 

drawn around sexual practices that were permissible if one wanted to be a 

real feminist.... [A]ny inquiry that proposes to raise questions about the 



content of these categories or even argue that these are dangerously limit-

ing is labeled non-feminist, anti-feminist, or fascistic.71 

The Five Colleges conference ended up feeling like Barnard, Act 2.72 

Act 3 played out in Australia, in 1993, when several American scholars whose 

work dealt with sexuality and L G B T studies were invited to the Humanides Re-

search Centre ( H R C ) at the Australian National University ( A N U ) . Among the 

visiting fellows from the United States were Henry Abelove, D'Emilio, Dug-

gan, David Halperin, Patton, Vance, Vicinus, and me. Several Australian radi-

cal feminists, including Sheila Jeffreys, Denise Thompson, and Renate Klein, 

sent a letter to the university's vice chancellor to protest our presence and 

attack the HRC for having invited us. "Some of the women invited," said the 

letter, "hold what can only be described as anti-feminist positions.... In par-

ticular we want to protest in the strongest possible terms against the HRC'S bias 

in inviting Gayle Rubin, Cindy Patton and Carol [sic] Vance to be conference 

participants The work of these women from the U.S. displays a zeal in de-

fence of male supremacist meanings and values that amounts to an outright 

anti-feminism."73 

A few days later, the Sydney Star Observer ran an article with the headline 

"ANU Denies Conferences Showcase Anti-feminism." Thompson is quoted in 

the article as saying, "Not only do these women from the U.S. lack any ability 

to think through questions of sex and power, they are also anti-feminist." 

Thompson also blasted the ANU for "importing tenth-rate yanks."74 The HRC 

and ANU politely but firmly stood by their invitations and continued with 

their plans. Some of us among the visiting fellows took to calling ourselves the 

Tenth-Rate Yanks. It would have been a great name for a band. 

Over the years, there have been plenty of mini-Barnards. Many of those 

who were involved in the attacks on Barnard, the Five Colleges conference, 

and the HRC are still actively working in pursuit of the same, or closely re-

lated, agendas. They continue to dismiss anyone who disagrees with them as 

antifeminist, sadomasochists, and supporters of patriarchal violence.75 We 

might hear less about them these days because so many of them have left the 

women's movement as their arena of action to work in the federal government 

and international nongovernmental organizations, where they influence de-

cisions with great public impact. Most now describe their target as "sex traf-

ficking," to which they are bringing the same agenda they brought to pornog-

raphy and which they hope to codify in international law and policy.76 For 

example, Dorchen Leidholdt helped found the Coalition Against Trafficking 

in Women ( C A T W ) and has served as its co-director. Laura Lederer, one of the 



early organizers of W A V P M , served as senior advisor on trafficking in persons 

to the undersecretary of state during the Bush administration. These are large 

arenas, whose spheres of influence extend far beyond those of feminist aca-

demic conferences. 

Rethinking "Thinking Sex" 

Once I write a paper, I rarely reread it. But the "Rethinking Sex" conference 

seemed a good time to reacquaint myself with "Thinking Sex." I am often 

asked what I might have written differently. There is a part of me that always 

wants to go back and do yet another edit on any article that has left my hands, 

but any serious revision would require another article, one set in these differ-

ent times. Yet there are certainly some things I would have done differently, 

had I known then what I know now. My remarks about transsexuality, sex 

work, and the sexuality of the young were far too sketchy for such complex 

topics. Nor is it possible here to redress those lacunae fully; a few brief com-

ments will have to suffice. 

Every theory has what Max Weber famously called "inconvenient facts," 

examples or data that stress the capabilities of any given intellectual scheme.77 

Both sex work and transsexuality are in a sense such "inconvenient facts," in 

that they reveal the limitations of the theoretical models and conceptual dis-

tinctions developed in "Thinking Sex." The essay had useful things to say about 

each, and I tried to note the ways in which each did not fit the argument's 

framework.78 Nonetheless, both phenomena exceed the parameters the essay 

was so careful to construct. 

Susan Stryker has gendy taken "Thinking Sex" to task for having "clearly 

categorized transgender practices as sexual or erotic acts rather than expres-

sions of gender identity or sense of self." This is a legitimate criticism, although 

transgender practices were initially grouped with the sexual perversions when 

modem sexological taxonomies took shape. In the early twentieth century, 

the category of "sexual inversion" referred to both sexual preferences and gen-

der conduct. Over succeeding decades, gender identity and sexual orienta-

tion were slowly and unevenly disentangled.79 When the first Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual (DSM) was published in 1952, the category of sexual devia-

tion specifically included transvestism along with homosexuality, pedophilia, 

fetishism, and sexual sadism.80 In 1968, the second edition of the DSM added 

exhibitionism, voyeurism, and masochism, but still classified "transvestism" 

among the sexual deviations.81 It was not until 1980 that DSM-III carved out a 



new class of "gender identity disorders" from the "paraphilias" (the new label 

for the old sexual deviations). 

Gender inversions, moreover, had disaggregated over time. As sex change 

technologies became more available so did new identities, and "transsexuali-

ties" were increasingly distinguished from "transvestisms." "Transsexualism" 

appeared in the third DSM, where it was assigned to the new "gender identity 

disorders." At the same time, "transvestism" remained as a separate diagnostic 

entry, still classed as one of the "paraphilias."82 

As Stryker notes, however, "Thinking Sex" inadvertently contributed to an 

analytic framework that transgender theories had to overcome: "As the trans-

gender movement began to regather force in the early 1990s, it posed a chal-

lenge to the new queer theory similar to the one posed by sexuality to femi-

nism—it asked whether the framework of queer sexuality could adequately 

account for transgender phenomena, or whether a new frame of analysis was 

required. These are the questions that led, in the years ahead, to the develop-

ment of the new interdisciplinary academic field of transgender studies."83 

Of course, Stryker is completely correct in her observation that "trans-

gender phenomena are not intrinsically sexual (having more to do, more often 

than not, with regulatory schema of bodily integrity, visual coherence, and 

bureaucratic intelligibility than with wanton ways of fucking)."84 The contrast 

between transgender studies now and the cruder tools available in the early 

1980s illuminates some of the very positive changes that have occurred in the 

interim. 

Since transgender studies did not yet exist when I was writing "Think-

ing Sex," I had limited resources with which to respond to the nasty vein of 

antitranssexual sentiment that had developed within feminism in the 1970s 

and was articulated most comprehensively by Janice Raymond.85 Although I 

wanted to undermine the foundations on which such antitrans screeds were 

built, there were many alternative strategies I might have used. One approach 

would have been to ground my argument in feminism's own core critiques of 

gender roles and anatomical determinism, although that would have unduly 

complicated other agendas of the essay. 

I should reiterate that antifeminism was not among my objectives. While 

the essay has sometimes been interpreted as a rejection of feminism, I saw it 

as completely within the best traditions of feminist discourse, particularly the 

constant self-critical striving toward more analytic clarity and descriptive pre-

cision about inequality and injustice. Unfortunately, as time erodes the details 

of context, such conversations, internal to feminism, are often seen as more 

oppositional than they were ever intended to be. 



In addition, the caustic politics of the sex wars inflected interpretations of 

the essay. I had concluded "Thinking Sex" by proposing that sexuality and gen-

der be analytically separated. At the time, these were commonly conflated, or 

sexuality was seen as merely a derivative of gender relations. A corollary was 

that feminism was often assumed to be the privileged theoretical and political 

framework with which to analyze all things sexual. I challenged that assump-

tion and suggested that theoretical tools specific to sexuality be developed. 

And I noted that the concept of "sex/gender system," which I had introduced a 

decade previously in "The Traffic in Women," didnotmake these distinctions. 

Some antiporn feminists jumped on these comments in their attempts to 

discredit me. The idea seemed to be that "Thinking Sex" was such a radi-

cal break from my earlier, presumably legitimate feminist contributions that 

I could now be safely quarantined. Hence a claim was often made that I had 

"repudiated" feminism along with my own previous work.86 

I have always considered that changing one's mind and constandy reaching 

for better ways to think about our subjects were no t only what scholars do, but 

something of a moral obligation of the craft. It is rather unremarkable that as 

we learn more, we modify our analyses. Moreover, the revision I suggested in 

"Thinking Sex," about the relationship between sex and gender, is well within 

the mainstream traditions of social theory. It was done in much the same spirit 

as Max Weber's analytic strategy for grappling with different kinds of social 

stratification. 

Weber distinguished between class, status, and party, as well as ethnicity 

and caste. He commented 

The way in which social honor is distributed in a community between typi-

cal groups participating in this distribution we may call the "social order." 

The social and the economic order are, of course, similarly related to the 

"legal order." However, the social and the economic order are not identical. 

The economic order is for us merely the way in which economic goods and 

services are distributed and used. The social order is of course conditioned 

by the economic order to a high degree, and in its turn reacts upon it.87 

Weber further distinguished "status groups" from classes, even though, "for all 

practical purposes, stratification by status goes hand in hand with a monopo-

lization of ideal and material goods or opportunities."88 

Nonetheless, status and class are distinguishable. "With some over-

simplification, one might thus say that 'classes' are stratified according to their 

relations to the production and acquisition of goods; whereas 'status groups' 

are stratified according to the principles of their consumption of goods as rep-



resented by special 'styles of life."'89 Weber understood that class position and 

status are interconnected but not identical, related but distinguishable. I had 

proposed developing the kind of nuanced distinctions for gender and sexu-

ality that Weber applied to hierarchies of status and class. This should hardly 

be controversial, and can only be taken as a "repudiation" of feminism if femi-

nism is taken to be a static canon of ossified doctrine to which no further im-

provements are possible. Some would call that dogma. 

Then there are the children. I clearly underestimated the staggering di-

mensions of the impending tsunami about the sexuality of the young. When 

I finished writing "Thinking Sex" in 1983, the oudines of the panics over chil-

dren were clear, but their scale and duration were inconceivable.90 The panics 

that seemed episodic in 1983 now are a permanent and colossal feature of our 

social and political landscape. When the history of the last quarter of a century 

is finally written, one of the distinguishing features of this period will be the 

extent to which legitimate concerns for the sexual welfare of the young have 

been vehicles for political mobilizations and policies with consequences well 

beyond their explicit aims, some quite damaging to the young people they are 

supposed to help. 

There are certainly many positive aspects to the movements to protect 

children and make their lives better. The relentless focus on sexual perils and 

stranger danger, however, has had many collateral effects whose impact has yet 

to be fully recognized. Hysteria, fear, and political opportunism have inhib-

ited careful analysis and empirical research. Instead, many issues pertaining to 

sexuality and the young are riddled with unexamined assumptions, unverified 

claims, definitional incoherence, and muddled categories.91 Too often, scandal 

journalism has been a poor substitute for sober scholarship. 

One consequence is that the rhetoric of child protection has anchored 

many conservative agendas. It has been utilized in campaigns to intensify 

women's subordinate status, reinforce hierarchical family structures, curtail 

gay citizenship, oppose comprehensive sex education, limit the availability of 

contraception, and restrict abortion, especially for young women and girls.92 

Laws and policies that are supposed to protect children have been used to 

deprive young people of age-appropriate and eagerly desired sexual informa-

tion and services. Laws intended to protect children and young people, such as 

very broadly drawn child-pornography statutes, have been used to prosecute 

them (such as the cases where minors have been charged with breaking the 

law by texting nude images of themselves). Almost anything, from promoting 

abstinence to banning gay marriage and adoption, can be and has been framed 

as promoting children's safety and welfare.93 A critical evaluation of the de-



tails, impact, and scope of child-protecdon laws and policies is long overdue; 

yet people who try to engage in such analysis are often attacked and accused 

of supporting child abuse. 

In the early 1980s one could still have a thoughtful discussion about the 

sexuality of the young. It has become increasingly perilous to address the many 

complex questions about children and sex that need to be thoroughly dis-

cussed and carefully vetted: these include what kind of sexual information, ser-

vices, and behavior are appropriate for the young, and at what ages; what con-

stitutes sexual abuse and how can it be prevented and minimized; how should 

young people learn about sex; what are the appropriate roles of adults in the 

sexual lives and learning of children; what kinds of representations of sexuality 

should be available to minors, and at what ages; should sexually active minors 

be treated in punitive ways, and where is the line between pro tection and pun-

ishment; in what ways do the policies, legal apparatus, and structures of fear 

that have been built over the last several decades enhance or damage the ex-

perience of growing up; what is pedophilia, and what is child molestation; who 

abuses children; what is child pornography; and for what offenses is someone 

labeled a "sex offender." I do not have answers to all of these questions, but it 

is tragic that discussion of most of these questions has been reduced to a col-

lection of crude sound bites, stereotypes, and scare tactics, which have been 

cynically manipulated into stampeding the public and politicians into many 

ill-considered changes in law and policy that have not made the world a safer 

place for minors or more conducive to their development. 

One example is California's 1994 initiative, Three Strikes and You're Out. 

This law was passed in the emotional wake of a horrible crime: the abduction, 

rape, and murder of a young girl. But the law was an example of bait-and-

switch: rather than protect young people from serial rapists, the primary effect 

of the law has been to incarcerate tens of thousands of Californians, many on 

relatively minor charges, including petty theft, drug use, and drug possession. 

Three Strikes has contributed to the out-of-control expansion of a vast prison 

gulag and diverted critical resources from other needs, including one of the 

most important for children: primary, secondary, and higher education.94 

The fear of sexual abduction, rape, and murder of children by strangers has 

substantially reshaped many areas of society. It is a major concern of parents, 

and haunts the young. Yet it is relatively rare. According to Newsweek, far more 

children drown in swimming pools each year than are abducted by strangers.95 

By a large margin, the leading cause of fatalities among teenagers is automo-

bile accidents.96 Yet most people are not terrified of cars, and few parents are 

as afraid of swimming pools as they are of "sex offenders," ostensibly lurking 



behind every bush and lamppost. Despite the facts that most sex abuse is per-

petrated at home and by family members, most murdered children are killed 

by their parents, and most kidnapped children are abducted by noncustodial 

parents, the family is depicted as a place of safety threatened by dangerous 

strangers. The ever-growing apparatus of regulation and control adopted to 

address these issues is directed primarily toward such strangers, although the 

"sex offender" net is capacious and snares not only family members but even 

a growing number of minors.97 "Child pro tection" is a bit like the defense bud-

get, the intelligence bureaucracy, and the endless wars on terror: these address 

genuine issues and real problems, but much of the response to them consists 

of uncontrolled institudonal expansion, escalating expenditure of resources, 

poorly defined targets, and few effective ways to measure success.98 

Finally, as Steven Angelides has so eloquently argued, "the discourse of 

child sex abuse has expanded at the expense of a discourse of child sexuality."99 

In her statement about her Barnard workshop on the sexuality of infancy and 

childhood, Kate Millett observed: "There is, in short, a great deal of sexual 

politics frustrating the sexual expression of children and the young. You and I 

will live to see this discussed, almost for the first time in history. Considering 

we were all children once, and if we are very good, we're children still—we all 

have a stake in this. The emancipation of children is our emancipation in retro-

spect, and that of the future as well."100 Millett's comments (and some of mine 

in "Thinking Sex") now seem hopelessly naive and unrealistically optimistic. 

But she was right to emphasize that all of us who have reached adulthood are 

former children. Much of my concern in these areas is that of an ex-child, one 

who grew up in the 1950s. That past has made me hope for and work toward a 

better sexual future for the young. 

Like most other girls, I had plenty of experience with both "pleasures and 

dangers." I had to contend with my share of unwanted sex, but I also encoun-

tered obstacles to aspects of sexual experience and information that I avidly 

sought. Contraception was unavailable (and largely illegal), abortion was ille-

gal, and the stigmatization of sexually active young women was ferocious. Sex 

education in my school consisted of a film about menstruation, enhanced by 

surreptitious reading of disreputable novels like The Catcher in the Rye and 

gleaning sexual terms from the rare unabridged copies of Webster's dictionary. 

Getting pregnant was ruinous: when I was in high school, girls who got preg-

nant were summarily expelled. They lost their chance at further education and 

became pariahs. 

Knowledge of homosexuality and the conditions of homosexual life varied 

widely, depending on factors such as local politics, police conduct, and city 



size. But while gay people were more visible in New York City than in the rural 

South of my youth, they were hardly safe even there. This was the period of a 

sustained, unprecedented, and systematic war on homosexual citizens: barred 

from federal employment, banned from the military, investigated by Congress 

and the FBI, hounded by police, incarcerated in prisons, registered as sex of-

fenders, and treated as sexual psychopaths.101 Queer people built viable lives 

and thriving communities in the teeth of such repression, but many simply 

tried to stay well under the radar and escape notice. Where I grew up, gay 

men and women were exceedingly discreet. Looking back years later, it was 

clear that there were plenty of gay men and lesbians in my home town, and 

that I had encountered many of them among the librarians and schoolteach-

ers. But lacking a language for homosexuality, I did not interpret the signals. I 

only heard references to homosexuality as part of a string of epithets: commie, 

pinko, atheist, queer. The sexual connotations were there, but sexual, political, 

and religious dissent were only indistinctly differentiated. 

Second-wave feminism and gay liberation were in part a reaction to this 

punitive sexual regime. Social conservatives, on the other hand, seek to re-

constitute such repressive systems, or construct something even worse. They 

often justify their program as necessary to protect a sentimentalized notion of 

childhood innocence. 

It is long past time to reopen broad ranging conversations about sexuality 

and the young, and to gauge the dissonant legacies of three decades of intense 

mobilization around this complicated tangle of issues. As Joel Best has com-

mented, "A society which is mobilized to keep child molesters, kidnappers, 

and Satanists away from innocent children is not necessarily prepared to pro-

tect children from ignorance, poverty, and ill health. Inevitably, some cam-

paigns succeed in the social problems marketplace. Whether the most signifi-

cant issues come to the fore is another question."102 Writing "Thinking Sex," I 

dimly saw the outlines of the shape of things to come, but badly miscalculated 

their reach, persistence, and consequences. My comments on sex and children 

were made in a different context, in which I assumed (wrongly, as it turned 

out) that no one would imagine that I supported the rape of pre-pubescents. 

Even now, as I write this, I am aware that whatever I say will be interpreted in 

the worst possible way by someone, and misconstructions are inevitable. Chil-

dren are not, in fact, a major area of my interest or expertise. But why should 

even an exploration of such issues need to be done so gingerly and feel so dan-

gerous? That it does is an indication of something deeply wrong. 

The parts of "Thinking Sex" that are most germane to my current work 

concern issues of urban space, which have been the most enduring aspects of 



my research. I am completing a long term ethnographic project on gay men in 

San Francisco, and am even more focused now than I was then on topics such 

as geographies of sexual location, and the formadon and dissipation of gay 

neighborhoods. While the term gentrification had been coined in the 1960s, 

the study of gentrification was just becoming a coherent field in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s, and there were only a handful of studies exploring the re-

lationships of gentrification, gay populations, and gay territoriality.103 My field 

research had made it clear, however, that the location of gay populations and 

institutions was enmeshed in conflicts over land use and that homosexuals 

were convenient scapegoats for the crisis in affordable housing in San Fran-

cisco.104 

It was even more obvious that large redevelopment projects threatened 

existing gay enclaves and that sexual stigma was a readily exploitable resource 

for making land available for capital-intensive development. In 1984 I com-

mented that areas such as Times Square in New York and San Francisco's Ten-

derloin, North Beach, and South of Market were on the verge of being "made 

safe for convention centers, international hotels, corporate headquarters, and 

housing for the rich."105 There is now a sizable literature on the transforma-

tion of Times Square, including Samuel Delany's elegiac Times Square Red, 

Times Square Blue.106 In San Francisco, the Tenderloin and North Beach have 

not yet been conquered, but South of Market, the location of my research, has 

been substantially rebuilt and socially reconstructed. Blocks that once housed 

maritime union halls and places where gay men congregated are now the 

sites of luxury condominium towers. My work on South of Market built upon 

and added a sexual dimension to a story of neighborhood transformation so 

brilliandy chronicled by Chester Hartman and Paul Groth, and so movingly 

photographed by Ira Nowinsld.107 

Moreover, the other gay neighborhoods of San Francisco from the 1960s 

and 1970s are either gone or shrinking. In "Thinking Sex," I observed that the 

gay neighborhoods that we could take for granted in the early 1980s might 

prove temporary.108 The attrition of urban gay concentrations in the early 

twenty-first century has become a serious challenge for gay social life and 

political aspirations, and its potential consequences have not yet been fully 

articulated. 

One aspect of the essay of which I am most proud is its "protoqueerness." 

I wanted to move the discussion of sexual politics beyond single issues and 

single constituencies, from women and lesbians and gay men to analyses that 

could incorporate and address with more intricacy the cross-identifications 

and multiple subject positions that most of us occupy. There has been in the 



interim a vast outpouring of wonderful scholarship that has exceeded all of my 

expectations. My delight in how far we have come is often tempered by my bit-

terness about the feminist sex wars, particularly one of their most unfortunate 

legacies: the sex wars made it difficult for feminists to form a united opposition 

to the reactionary sexual and gender agendas of social conservatives. Mimeo-

graph machines are long gone, and tweets seem to have replaced leafleting. But 

the battles of the early eighties are still smoldering. Many contemporary con-

flicts are rooted in the disputes that overwhelmed the Barnard conference and 

shaped "Thinking Sex." Yet I continue to believe that our best political hopes 

for the future lie in finding common ground and building coalitions based on 

mutual respect and appreciation of differences, and that the best intellectual 

work is able to accommodate complexity, treasure nuance, and resist the temp-

tations of dogma and oversimplification. 



The Catacombs 

A Temple of the Butthole 

When I first heard of the Catacombs, the name conjured up images of the 

underground tombs of ancient Rome, where early Christians fled to escape 

state persecution and practice their illegal religion in as much privacy as they 

could find. San Francisco's Catacombs was a similarly underground establish-

ment where twentieth-century sexual heretics could practice their own rites 

and rituals in a situation that was insulated, as much as possible, from the 

curious and the hostile.1 

The Catacombs played a distinctive role in the sexual history of San Fran-

cisco. As one of the world's "capital cities" of leather, San Francisco got off to 

a somewhat late start. The earliest gay male leather bars and mo torcycle clubs 

appeared in the mid-fifties, in New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago. San Fran-

cisco's first dedicated leather bar, the Why Not, opened in 1962 in the Tender-

loin neighborhood and closed soon thereafter. The first really successful local 

leather bar was another early-sixties place, the Tool Box. Located at 399 Fourth 

Street at Harrison, the Tool Box was also the first San Francisco leather bar 

located in South of Market. 

San Francisco never had leather populations as large as those in bigger 

cities such as New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago. But a serendipitous com-

bination of local factors—including traditions of sexual license and social tol-

erance, the demographics of city elections, and the singular economic and 

Chapter 9 was originally published in Mark Thompson, ed., Leatherfolk: Radical Sex, 

People, Politics, and Practice (Boston: Alyson, 1991), 119-41. 



physical characteristics of certain neighborhoods—contributed to the emer-

gence in San Francisco of one of the most extensive, diverse, and visible leather 

territories in the world. 

In the mid-sixties, other leather bars followed the Tool Boxinto the South of 

Market neighborhood. When several opened along a three-block strip of Fol-

som Street, they established a core area which anchored a burgeoning leather 

economy that continued to develop and expand in the seventies. While there 

were important institutions of the leather community in other neighborhoods, 

few were very far away, and South of Market functioned as a "town square" for 

the local leather population.2 

Leather development surged during the seventies. In the decade after 

Stonewall and before A I D S , gay communities generally underwent explosive 

growth in terms of population, economic power, and political self-confidence. 

Leather communities were similarly robust. In San Francisco, the leather occu-

pation South of Market reached its maximum density and expansion by the 

late seventies and early eighties. Leather establishments flourished in an area 

that sprawled between Howard and Bryant Streets, from Sixth to Twelfth. At 

night, leathermen owned those streets, prowling easily among the bars, sex 

clubs, bathhouses, and back alleys. 

In the seventies, new kinds of leather/s/M social structures emerged, and 

older organizational forms were infused with fresh vitality. The first explicitly 

political S/M organizations were formed in the seventies, as were the first pub-

licly accessible groups for heterosexually oriented S/M and leather women and 

men. The Eulenspiegel Society held its first meetings in New York in 1971, and 

the Society of Janus began in San Francisco in 1974.3 Networking among S/M 

lesbians began in the mid-seventies. Samois, the first successful lesbian S/M 

organization, was founded in 1978.4 But one of the most distinctive character-

istics of the seventies decade was the efflorescence of the Great Parties. 

Sex parties had been critical to the development of leather social life at 

least as far back as the late forties. Before there were leather bars, there were 

S/M parties. These parties were usually held in private homes and apartments, 

hosted by one or two individuals, and populated by means of informal net-

works of referral. The parties in turn helped the early gay S/M networks to di-

versify and grow. The contacts made through these networks in the late forties 

and early fifties led to the establishment of the first leather bars. Parties have 

continued ever since to be important mechanisms for building and maintain-

ing leather and S/M communities. 

In the seventies, gay men's S/M and leather parties reached new pinnacles 

of organization, sophistication, and capital investment. The Great Parties of 



the seventies were intelligently planned, skillfully executed, and durable over 

time. They were locally run but internationally known and attended. Several 

of these seventies Great Parties were especially influential. One of the best 

known was New York's Mineshaft, an after-hours sex club that hosted nightly 

play. It was perhaps the preeminent on-going leather sex establishment from 

the time it opened in 1976 until it was closed in 1985.5 Another renowned party 

is the Inferno run, a weekend encampment for S/M play held annually since 

1976 by the Chicago Hellfire Club. Attendance at Inferno is by invitation only, 

and those treasured invitations are extended only to highly regarded players. 

Finally, the Catacombs opened in 1975 and quickly became a fine and famous 

venue for fist-fucking parties.6 The Catacombs was a Mecca of handballing. 

Fisters from all over the Western world made the pilgrimage to San Francisco 

to attend parties at the Catacombs. 

The Catacombs was primarily a place for gay male fisting parties. It was also 

a place for S/M, and over time, the Catacombs was shared with other groups-

kinky lesbians, heterosexuals, and bisexuals. While it never lost its identity as 

a fister's paradise, over the years it increasingly took on a role as a community 

center for the local S/M population. It was a beloved institution. When the 

Catacombs became a casualty not only of A I D S but of the misguided witch 

hunts of AIDS hysteria, its closure occasioned a deluge of mourning. 

The Catacombs did not begin as one of the world's premier sex clubs. It 

began more humbly as a birthday present from Steve McEachern to his lover. 

When Steve decided to convert the back of the basement of his San Francisco 

Victorian into a dungeon, the Catacombs began to take shape. 

Steve was an audacious, bright, moody, stubborn, difficult, irascible, and 

utterly endearing person. He was a sexual visionary who made it his life's busi-

ness to create an environment in which he could comfortably indulge in the 

kind of sexual intensity he liked. He was one of those rare individuals whose 

selfish determination to do what he wanted created a world of pleasure for 

those around him.7 

Steve came to San Francisco as a teenager and eventually found his way 

into the sixties leather crowd. He used to sneak into the Tool Box when he was 

underage. He met Tony Tavarossi, who had managed the short-lived Why Not 

and who would later become a Catacombs regular. Steve became involved with 

the local Fist Fuckers of America (FFA). With some creative financing, he man-

aged to buy a large, two-flat, Mission District Victorian house at a tax auction. 

The house was located on the south side of Twenty-First Street between 

Valencia and Guerrero. Steve lived in the first-floor flat and ran a typing busi-

ness out of the basement before he began to build the dungeon that eventually 



became the Catacombs. By the mid-seventies, Steve's basement had become 

the gathering spot for one group of local fisting aficionados. The Catacombs 

opened officially for weekly Saturday night fisting parties in May of 1975, and 

Steve held an anniversary party each year thereafter to commemorate the 

founding of the club. 

Although the Catacombs generated the kind of camaraderie and loyalty 

associated with clubs, it was not a club in the usual sense. It was a privately 

owned space, and the events there were private parties. Steve ran the Cata-

combs with an eagle eye and an iron grip. He applied his considerable intelli-

gence to figuring out what made sex parties work and what made them hot. 

The party technology he developed was so successful that it was adopted by 

others. Many kinky San Francisco parties are still run along similar lines. 

It was not easy to get into the Catacombs. As a good host, Steve knew that a 

successful party depended on having "the right people." Like the Chicago Hell-

fire Club's Inferno, the Catacombs was exclusive. To be invited to the parties, 

you had to be on Steve's list. To get on Steve's list, you had to be recommended 

by someone he knew, and often had to be interviewed by him as well. 

You did not have to be a handsome hunk with drop-dead pecs or a huge 

dick to get on Steve's list. Physical beauty did not go unappreciated there, but 

the Catacombs was not about being pretty. It was about intense bodily experi-

ences, intimate connection, male fellowship, and having a good time. To get 

into the parties, a person had to be a serious player or a seriously interested 

novice. And he had to know how to behave at a sex party or show some ability 

and willingness to learn appropriate etiquette. Steve ruthlessly eighty-sixed 

anyone who was rude, unable to handle his drugs, or who infringed unduly 

on the ability of others to have fun. 

Even if you were on Steve's list, you did not just drop in at the Catacombs. 

You made an advance reservation to be admitted to the party. A sign on the 

door said, "If you didn't call first, don't ring now." Guests were admitted only 

from 9:00 p.m. to 11:00 p.m., or a few minutes thereafter. Steve felt that a party 

would come together better and scale higher levels of exhilaration if everyone 

was inside and getting settled by 11:30. He did not want the celebrants to be 

alarmed by the sound of the doorbell ringing all night, or distracted by the 

arrival of new people with strange energy and different timetables for joining 

the festivities. 

Once you made it to the Catacombs, you entered an environment that was 

both intensely sexual and positively cozy. The door was usually opened by a 

smiling naked man who let you into a little anteroom which shielded the main 

room from cold air and prying eyes. You went into the main room and stepped 



up to Steve's command post at the end of the bar. There you checked in and 

paid your money and your respects to Steve. 

Next you looked for an area under the benches to stash your gear, your toys, 

and your clothes. Nudity was the norm at the Catacombs. People wore leather 

harnesses, arm bands, jocks, socks, cockrings, or nothing at all. Steve always 

had the heat turned up. He deliberately kept the temperature warm enough so 

that naked people would be comfortable and anyone in clothes miserably hot. 

Steve himself usually started out the evening in a pair of leather shorts with a 

removable codpiece. I remember him most vividly as a tall, very thin, angular 

presence, snorting poppers and holding court at the end of the bar, wearing 

those tight leather shorts. 

The front room was the social area of the Catacombs. It looked and felt a 

lot like a leather bar, except that it was more intimate and everyone was nude. 

An extraordinary collection of male erotic art graced its walls. Fisting was a 

major theme, as was the history of the local leather community. Many of the 

pieces were artifacts of leather bars, by then already old and gone—the Why 

Not, the Tool Box, and the Red Star Saloon. Steve had a profound sense of the 

history of his community. After I expressed an interest, he tookme around and 

lovingly explained the significance of each relic. 

The front room contained a "bar," although no alcohol was sold at the Cata-

combs. Patrons stashed their beer in the refrigerator and helped themselves to 

the ice, soft-drink, and coffee machines behind the bar. The lights were low, the 

music soft, and the men plentiful. The front was where people would come in, 

sit down, greet their friends, do their drugs, finish their manicures, and make 

the transition from the everyday world into "play space." 

"Out front" was distinguished from "the back." In the front room, people 

socialized, smoked, drank, flirted, negotiated, and came up for air. Although 

there was sometimes sex play in the front, it was uncommon and generally 

more lighthearted than sex in the back. When two or more people had made 

a connection and were ready for serious play, they headed for the back. There 

was no smoking, eating, or drinking permitted in the back rooms. The back 

was not for casual socializing. The back was for sex. 

The back consisted of two rooms, the "Bridal Suite" and the dungeon. The 

Bridal Suite was given its name and a commemorative brass plaque after the 

consummation of one particularly notable union on a huge four-poster water 

bed that dominated the room. Many other affairs commenced—or were an-

nounced—on that bed. Stereo speakers had been positioned to aim music di-

recdy at the bed. The water bed was readily visible to much of the party, yet its 



immensity afforded its occupants some physical distance from others. It was 

thus the ideal spot for those public displays of special indmacy. 

Built-in benches lined the other walls of the Bridal Suite. These were about 

three feet wide, covered with foam pads, and comfortable to play on. Just past 

the water bed was one of Steve's favorite pieces of equipment. It was the top 

part of a hospital gurney, covered with a foam mattress and hung from the ceil-

ing by chains and large springs. Leather stirrups were available for thebottom's 

legs and the whole thing could bounce up and down and swing back and forth. 

Steve loved to sit there with his hand buried in the ass of his current favorite, 

hooting and hollering and jumping up and down. 

Finally, all the way in the back, was the dungeon. Just walking into that 

room could put a person in a leathery mood. The dungeon had big exposed 

wood beams and posts. It had a wood plank floor sanded smooth as baby skin 

and covered at all times with a thin sheen of Crisco. There were mirrors on 

the walls and ceilings. Victorian gaslights added a suggestion of nineteenth-

century mystery to the general ambience. 

A black iron cage about seven feet tall and about two feet wide stood di-

recdy opposite the doorway into the dungeon. The cage was bolted to the dun-

geon floor and fitted with padlocks. The key was kept up at the front of the bar 

until someone wanted to use the cage. To the left of the cage was a suspension 

hoist. No one was allowed to use the hoist until Steve was satisfied that theper-

son knew how to do so safely. 

In the middle of the room, a large wooden bondage cross had been fash-

ioned by adding horizontal beams to one of the support pillars of the house. 

The cross was a favorite spo t for whipping. A uniquely designed padded bond-

age table stood along the right-hand wall. A U-shaped cut from the foot of the 

table enabled the top to step right up to the bottom's dick and butt. The usual 

stirrups were hanging above to help the bottom keep his legs in the air. 

In the far back were two operating tables, perfect for medical scenes or pre-

cision torture. Mattress pads lined the outside walls. The back half of the dun-

geon was occupied by two rows of commodious black leather slings, one row 

along each side of the room. Steve had made most of the slings himself. Each 

sling was fitted with the ubiquitous stirrups. To hold cans of Crisco, big empty 

coffee cans were hung by chains next to each sling. 

The doorless entrance to the bathroom was off to the side near the front of 

the dungeon. Long towel racks had been installed and the shower was fitted 

with a douche hose. Patrons were expected to douche at home, but the hose 

was available for touch ups and emergencies. There were often several people 



in the bathroom at the same time. One might be sitting on the hose, another 

using the john, a third washing up his hands and forearms, and a few more 

standing around waiting and talking. As a result, the bathroom sometimes had 

a lighter and more social atmosphere than the rest of "the back." 

Sex without Friction 

Fisting is an art that involves seducing one of the jumpiest and tightest muscles 

in the body. The Catacombs was designed to help the butthole open up, relax, 

and feel good. The space was set up to minimize any distractions from the 

quest for deep penetration and other extreme bodily pleasures. It was thought-

fully constructed to enhance the ability to focus on intense physical sensation. 

At the Catacombs, a person could experience a hand in his butt or the exqui-

site agonies of S/M in total, absolute comfort. 

The environment was kept as clean, safe, and warm as possible. The equip-

ment was well-built and sturdy. Surfaces were smooth. Floors were kept un-

obstructed. No one needed to worry about stubbing toes on bags of gear, get-

ting splinters from the wood, or whether the equipment would hold a body's 

weight. Once the doors closed and the bell stopped ringing, awareness of the 

outside world and its troubles receded into distant recesses of the mind. 

The play stations were designed to reduce unnecessary stress on the body. 

Most surfaces were soft or padded. The leg stirrups allowed a player to lie back 

with his (and later, her) legs in the air for a long time. One could concentrate 

on assholes, genitals, nipples, or one's partner rather than on cramping thighs 

or lumbar back strain. 

Much of the equipment was built for movement. The slings, waterbed, gur-

ney, and suspension hoist provided feelings of floating and weighdessness. 

Their specific motions enabled a top to swing, wiggle, bounce, or rock the bot-

tom without much expenditure of energy or force. This saved wear and tear on 

many an arm. 

Vast quantities of Crisco were essential to the Catacombs experience. 

Crisco was the lube of choice. Nothing ever removed the pervasive layer of 

Crisco that coated every surface. Fresh cans were put out before every party 

and strategically placed within easy reach of every possible play station. Some-

times Steve initiated Crisco fights just to loosen up the party. Crisco greased 

the asshole. It greased whole bodies. It greased the walls. It greased the way for 

smooth and easy contact. 

Lube reduced friction. Dirt and grit created unwanted abrasion. They were 

anathema. Steve's insistence on cleanliness helped to maintain a smooth envi-



ronment. As one regular put it, sex at the Catacombs was about "fit, comfort, 

rhythm, and grease." Sex at the Catacombs meant different things to different 

people at different times. The Catacombs was dedicated to adult recreation 

and having a good time, but for many, the sheer intensity of the activities in 

which they engaged added other dimensions to their experience. Good fisting 

and S/M require a great deal of attention, intimacy, and trust. Because of this, 

even casual encounters could lead to deep affection and enduring friendships. 

Moreover, in many cultures the application of carefully chosen physical stress 

is a method for inducing transcendental mental and emotional states. People 

came to the Catacombs to do prodigious things to their bodies and minds, 

and some habitués reported having the kinds of transformational experiences 

more often associated with spiritual disciplines. 

Catacombs sex was often intense and serious, but it also had a playful, kids-

in- the-sandbox quality. There was a lo t of humor at the parties, from the Crisco 

fights to the poppers-sniffing contests to the endless practical jokes that Steve 

liked to play. The Catacombs enabled people to indulge in wild excess by pro-

viding the protection of many social and physical safety nets. The extravagant 

surface pro digality was buttressed by a number of systems designed to prevent 

or break falls. The Catacombs environment enabled adults to have an almost 

child-like wonder at the body. It facilitated explorations of the body's sensate 

capabilities that are rarely available in modern, Western societies. 

Music to Fuck By 

Music was an essential ingredient of the Catacombs experience. An excellent 

sound system delivered music to every corner of the place. Steve was a brilliant 

DJ. He recorded a series of music tapes that he used to enhance, intensify, and 

manipulate the party mood. By changing the soundtrack, Steve could charge 

up the party, change its direction, or bring it down. 

For the first couple of hours while the doors were open and guests arriving, 

he played a variety of songs designed to get people relaxed and excited. After 

the doors shut and the party was ready to take off, Steve generally put on spe-

cially selected, high-energy, sexually suggestive disco. This kind of music got 

people into "the back," enthusiastically pumping or whipping to its insistendy 

sensual beat. Later in the evening, Steve usually switched to moodier, darker, 

and sometimes menacing electronic music that worked better for slow deep 

fucking and intense pain trips. 

Steve had a talent for finding music with lyrics that spoke directly to the 

experience of the players. While many were written with different contexts in 



mind, in the middle of a Catacombs party they all seemed to have been penned 

for a gay male sex club (and some undoubtedly were). Imagine a man standing 

in front of a sling, gendy rocking another man whose life he holds on his arm. 

The top is pulling the bottom down on his hand by using the chain that con-

nects the bottom's nipple rings. Imagine the man who is lying in that sling; his 

poppers hit and his resistance dissolves. Lines such as these flit through their 

minds and evoke their awareness of one another: "And now, I'm gonna take 

you to Heaven." "Feel the need, feel the need in me." "You need a strong love, 

to keep you warm, you need a man's love." "I need a man." "In and out, in and 

out, in and out." "I was made for loving you, baby." "It took me twenty years to 

learn how to swim; fear of flying's gonna do me in." "Can you feel it, can you 

feel it; feel it in your body, let your body move." "I need you, I need you, I need 

you, I need you right now." 

Some of the Catacombs's hits were gay leather anthems such as Bette 

Midler's "Knight in Black Leather" or the Skatt Brothers' "Walk the Night." 

Sometimes Steve let out his wicked sense of humor. In the middle of one tape, 

with no warning, was the sudden sound of a toilet flushing. Steve often com-

missioned original songs for special parties such as birthdays or New Year's 

Eve. One memorable New Year's, at the stroke of twelve, the guests were sere-

naded to the tune of Auld Lang Syne with verses of "A Fist in Your Behind, My 

Love, A Fist in Your Behind." 

An Oasis of Kink 

At the regular Saturday night Catacombs parties, there was some divergence 

between fisting play and S/M. This in turn reflected a division in the men's 

leather community at large. Despite the considerable overlap between fisters 

and sadomasochists, they comprised separate groups with distinctive social 

patterns throughout most of the 1970s. 

Many of the serious sadomasochists thought of Crisco as something that 

ruined leather, and some were scandalized by what they perceived as a lack of 

decorum and formality among fisters. On the other hand, many fisters were 

disinterested in S/M and some were openly hostile. To many fisters, S/M was at 

worst a form of brutality, and at best a noisy intrusion into the peaceful medi-

tative atmosphere they sought. 

While the Catacombs crowd was primarily interested in fisting, Steve him-

self was a devotee of both fisting and S/M. S/M was always part of the Cata-

combs, and it became more prevalent as the space became accessible to women 

and mixed-gender populations. 



Cynthia Slater was the person responsible for other groups gaining access 

to the Catacombs. By the time she died of A I D S , in October 1989, Cynthia had 

changed the shape of the San Francisco leather community.8 In 1974, she co-

founded the Society of Janus, which quickly became a point of connecdon 

between straight, bisexual, and gay sadomasochists in the Bay Area. Through 

Janus, a lot of very different sorts of kinky people have found some common 

ground. 

Through Janus, Cynthia also made contact with Steve and the Catacombs. 

By 1977, she and Steve were lovers. Steve eventually decided to allow Cynthia 

into the Saturday night parties. Some of the regulars were appalled by a 

woman's presence, but Steve's attitude about this and many other circum-

stances was that "they would get over it." Cynthia was bisexual. She intro-

duced a couple of her female lovers into the space, and they in turn brought 

other lovers and friends. By the summer of 1978, there were usually from one 

to five women mingling among sixty to eighty men. As Steve had predicted, 

most of the men got over it, and many of them came to enjoy the presence of 

a few women as yet another twist on an already wild situation. 

Pat Califia was one of those whom Cynthia brought to the Catacombs.® Pat 

noticed that the Catacombs was unused on Friday nights. She had the inspired 

idea of approaching Steve about renting the Catacombs on a Friday night for a 

women's S/M play party. Steve agreed. On 1 June 1979, the first of what would be 

many women's parties at the Catacombs was held. Steve was generally present 

at the women's parties, as was his lover, Fred Heramb, who had succeeded 

Cynthia as Steve's consort. So the women's parties usually consisted of about 

thirty women and two men.10 

In a very real sense, S/M lesbians learned how to party at the Catacombs. 

Lesbian sadomasochists were just getting organized, and Steve's generosity 

made it possible for them to encounter a world of party and play technology 

that would have otherwise been inaccessible. The Catacombs quickly became 

a home and clubhouse for the nascent San Francisco lesbian S/M community. 

Because the local group was instrumental in the emergence of organized les-

bian S/M nationally, the lessons of the Catacombs were transmitted to a gen-

eration of kinky gay women.11 

In 1980, Cynthia Slater and Susan Thorner, another of her friends, de-

cided to rent the Catacombs on a Friday night for a big mixed-gender/mixed-

orientation S/M party. The event, held on 21 March, was the first time sig-

nificant numbers of kinky gay men, lesbians, bisexuals, and heterosexuals 

partied together in the Bay Area. The party was so successful that Cynthia 

and her co-conspirator rented the top two floors of the Hothouse, another gay 



male leather sex place, for two more gigantic mixed parties.12 There were also 

smaller mixed parties at Cynthia's home and private dungeon. 

The successors to these early mixed parties would eventually become a local 

tradition. While the mixed parties included both men and women, they in-

cluded too many gay men and lesbians to be "straight," and too many hetero-

sexuals to be gay. Although they provided opportunities for experimentation, 

they were not about getting people to abandon their different orientations. On 

the contrary, by fostering an attitude of respect for difference, the parties cre-

ated a comfortable atmosphere in which diverse populations could observe 

one another, appreciate their mutual interest in kink, and discover what they 

did have in common. 

The Beginning of the End 

The golden age of the Catacombs ended abrupdy in the early morning hours of 

28 August 1981. Steve and Fred had been happily cavorting on the waterbed in 

the Bridal Suite when Steve had a sudden heart attack and died in Fred's arms. 

Fred was in a disconsolate state of shock and grief. For all practical purposes, 

the Catacombs had vanished. 

Steve left no will. The house was in the name of close friends, a hetero-

sexual couple who had helped him finance the building. His other possessions 

reverted to his family of origin. They had no interest in the Catacombs, and 

seemed anxious to have it disappear as quickly as possible. They authorized 

Fred to sell the moveable equipment. One of the old regulars paid $500 for all 

the slings, tables, stirrups, cage, hoist, and gumey. Various friends came by to 

claim pieces of the artwork. I spoke to Fred of my concern that a historically 

significant collection of material would be scattered and difficult to trace. He 

said to take the rest of the art, which ended up stored for several months in my 

apartment. To keep the music tapes, Fred purchased them from Steve's family. 

Within two days of Steve's death, the basement was stripped of everything that 

had been the Catacombs. It had been completely dismanded. 

The Catacombs crowd still needed a place to gather. The man who had 

bought the equipment acquired some partners, and they opened the San Fran-

cisco Catacombs II, at 736 Larkin, on 30 October 1981. The San Francisco Cata-

combs II invited women to its grand opening but excluded them thereafter. 

It had designer grey walls and a hot tub. Many of the regulars grumbled that 

the Crisco would stain the walls and muck up the hot tub. The San Francisco 

Catacombs n never caught on and closed within three months. 



In January of 1982,1 got an excited call from Fred. He had bought a house 

on Shotwell Street, just off Folsom in an area of the Mission district a few 

blocks from the main leather neighborhood. Fred planned to convert the 

house into a party and living space. He had the tapes and he had the party list. 

He had two partners, one of whom was the man who owned the equipment. 

They were going to reopen the Catacombs on Shotwell. 

The Shotwell house was smaller than the old Catacombs building. It con-

sisted of one flat over a large garage and basement. Fred and his friends went 

to work. They walled over the garage door. They installed a wooden floor. They 

put in headng and plumbing and a sound system. Fred came and got the art-

work he had left with me, and he was eventually able to recover all but one 

piece of the rest of the art. The Catacombs reopened on 13 February 1982. 

Fred restored the Catacombs in precise and exacting detail. The floor plan 

was different at Shotwell, and this dictated some changes in the layout of the 

dungeon. There was no place for a waterbed, but there was room for several 

additional slings. Fred somehow reassembled virtually every moveable piece 

of the old place—equipment, artwork, music tapes, and even a metal stool 

used by shorter persons (mosdy women) to get in and out of equipment de-

signed for taller ones (mosdy men). The Shotwell Catacombs was Fred's fare-

well gift to Steve. Fred built a monument to Steve by painstakingly recon-

structing the environment Steve had built and loved. 

Fred also added some innovations of his own. One of the most popular was 

a motorcycle bolted to the floor. He added new art work and found people to 

do new music tapes. When Mark Joplin took over the music, the soundtrack 

changed. There was more new wave and Euro-rock, more electronic music, 

and less disco. There was, however, a very long disco version of Handel's Hal-

lelujah chorus that became the anthem of the Shotwell Catacombs. When the 

Hallelujah chorus came on, usually at midnight, people would start slapping 

and whipping and pumping in unison, shouting Hallelujah and celebrating 

their ecstasy, their freedom, and their shared sacraments of communion. The 

revived Catacombs was a marvelous club, faithful to the original and wonder-

ful in its own right. 

At Shotwell, the sociology of the Catacombs changed. Ultimately, the dif-

ferent genders and sexual populations mingled more successfully at this loca-

tion than they had at the original. Ironically, this came about in part because 

women were once again excluded from the Saturday parties. 

Women were admitted to the parties for the first few months at Shotwell. 

But there was only one woman, named Carla, who consistently attended them. 



Carta had been introduced to the Catacombs by Mark Joplin, her lover. After 

several months, an andwoman faction persuaded Fred to bar women on Satur-

day nights. Women were still admitted to a Tuesday party, but as they were in 

the middle of the work week, these parties were considerably more subdued. 

Mark and Carla therefore decided to throw regular mixed "Down and 

Dirty" parties one Friday a month. As a result, mixed-gender parties became 

an ongoing and stable institution. The mixed parties have continued since that 

time. They have been treated as a precious legacy in the local S/M community. 

They have been passed on from one group to another, and have survived A I D S , 

the closing of the baths, many deaths (including those of Fred and Mark), and 

the final disappearance of the Catacombs. The parties still run, heirs to the tra-

ditions established by Cynthia at her mixed parties a decade ago, and by Steve 

at the Catacombs over fifteen years ago. 

The Bitter End 

If I were asked what ultimately destroyed the Catacombs, I would have to say 

A I D S , even though that is too simple a response. There were other factors, and 

the impact of AIDS was felt in complex and unanticipated ways. But directly 

and indirecdy, AIDS took the Catacombs and the lives of many of the individu-

als who called it home. 

The first hint of what was in store came in the summer of 1981, about a 

month before Steve's heart attack. Tony Tavarossi suddenly died of pneumo-

nia. I remember his friends being so puzzled, since people did not generally 

die of pneumonia or go as quickly as he did. In retrospect, it became clear that 

Tony had been one of the earliest San Francisco victims of Pneumocystis. At 

that time there were health problems around the Catacombs—familiar things 

like intestinal parasites and hepatitis. But no one then even knew that AIDS 

existed. 

When the Catacombs reopened in 1982, AIDS was still a distant cloud. As 

it moved in, information was scarce and inconclusive. There was a great deal 

of confusion about what was happening and how to deal with it. Epidemiolo-

gists suspected that AIDS was caused by a microorganism, and they theorized 

that it was sexually transmitted. But no one knew what the organism was, or 

the actual means of its transmission. 

The first safe-sex guidelines appeared only in 1983, and these early rec-

ommendations were based on educated guesswork. Safe-sex practices spread 

slowly at first, and began to take hold among gay men in 1984. One of the prob-

lems faced by the Catacombs crowd in adopting safe-sex practices was that all 



the guidelines listed fisting as unsafe, which left fisters with no alternative but 

to abandon what they were doing. 

There is something deeply irrational in the way fisting has been treated in 

safe-sex recommendations. Many health professionals simply assumed that 

fisting was inherendy "unsafe," regardless of its relationship to A I D S . This as-

sumption kept fisting in the category of unsafe acts in the AIDS education lit-

erature and hindered the development of AIDS risk-reduction guidelines for 

fisting. 

It is true that one of the first cluster studies of AIDS included many fisters, 

and that there was an early statistical correlation between fisting and A I D S . 

Nevertheless, the causal mechanisms proposed to explain this correlation 

were unpersuasive. One common explanation was that fisting might cause 

microscopic tears in the rectum that could facilitate the entry of AIDS-infected 

semen from anal intercourse into the bloodstream. But if this were the case, 

transmission of the organism would result from anal intercourse rather than 

from fisting itself. 

The early epidemiological data indicated that A I D S was difficult to catch 

and required some kind of direct contact between the blood or mucosa of two 

individuals. It was unclear how a hand could efficiently transmit or receive the 

presumed organism, unless there were breaks in the skin. For such situations, 

it would have been logical to recommend rubber gloves as a barrier to infec-

tion. During this same period of early confusion, condoms were often recom-

mended for anal sex, which was a far more likely vector for disease transmis-

sion. 

As more data accumulated and the correlation between AIDS and fisting 

became weaker, lists of unsafe practices continued to include fisting. When 

anal intercourse became seen as the major risk factor associated with A I D S , 

unprotected anal intercourse was listed as unsafe, but anal sex with condoms 

was considered possibly (or probably) safe. Why health guidelines from the 

same era never suggested fisting with opera-length rubber gloves as a method 

of risk reduction is still a mystery to me. The failure to develop risk-reduction 

guidelines for fisting endangered those who engaged in the practice." 

During 1983 and 1984, the Catacombs responded as quickly and responsibly 

as possible when information about AIDS began to trickle in. Fred welcomed 

visits by representatives from the Centers for Disease Control ( C D C ) . Accord-

ing to Fred, they told him the Catacombs was the cleanest sex club they had 

seen. As the presence of a deadly communicable disease became more evident, 

the cleaning protocol became ever more elaborate. After each party, the Cata-

combs was washed down with industrial strength disinfectants. The towels 



were laundered in germicidal potions. Surgical scrub and mouthwash were 

put next to the sinks. Signs were prominently posted encouraging patrons to 

"Wash Hands After Every Fuck." 

When the CDC recommended using condoms, Fred immediately pro-

vided them. One man looked at him and asked, "What am I supposed to do 

with these, put one on each finger?" At a subsequent party, Fred handed out 

shoulder-length veterinary gloves, with inches marked up the arm. 

A volatile political campaign to close the baths and sex clubs erupted in the 

spring of 1984. The safe-sex campaigns worked on the premise that what you 

did was important, not where you did it. While some of the local baths and sex 

clubs resisted dealing with AIDS and refused to distribute safe-sex materials, 

others actively promoted safe-sex informadon. The Cauldron hosted safe-sex 

programs, and both the Cauldron and the Catacombs provided safe-sex up-

dates to their respective clienteles. 

The attempts to close the baths represented an alternative strategy for deal-

ing with A I D S . Rather than promoting changes in sexual behavior to reduce 

the risk of transmission, the move to close the baths emphasized reducing the 

opportunities for gay men to have sex at all. Proponents of closure argued that 

their program was an obvious measure to save lives. They portrayed the debate 

about bathhouse closure as one that pitted public-health needs against civil-

rights concerns. 

This perspective oversimplified and distorted the situation. The closure 

efforts set dangerous precedents for state harassment of gay businesses and 

gay behavior. Wholesale closure eliminated opportunities for sex education 

along with opportunities for sex. Closure drove men to the streets and alleys 

and parks, which were arguably less safe and clean than the clubs they lost. 

Moreover, the advantages of closing the baths were not balanced with a 

realistic assessment of the losses involved. Those who pushed for closure ap-

peared to assume that nothing important or good occurred in the sex palaces. 

They placed little value on the baths and clubs and failed to recognize them as 

important institutions that served many needs in the gay male community.14 

It took another year of bureaucratic and legal maneuvering for the crusade 

against the baths to succeed. Nevertheless, the handwriting on the wall was 

large and glaring. Many club owners took opportunities to get out before they 

were forced out. 

Fred decided to close the Catacombs. He did not want to police what people 

did. He did no t want to be closed by legal fiat. Above all, he saw the grim reali-

ties that in 1984 made the future of running a gay sex club a dubious enterprise. 



He scheduled a final round of parties and a garage sale of the club contents. As 

it had been after Steve's death, the Catacombs was dismanded once again, this 

time permanendy. Many who loved the Catacombs came to the sale to take 

home a piece of it to keep and cherish. 

At one of the final parties, there was a big cake that said "Farewell Cata-

combs, Fuck You World." The last Catacombs party was held on Saturday 

night, 21 April 1984. The discovery of the human immunodeficiency virus 

(HIV, but then called HTLV-3) was officially announced to the press on the fol-

lowing Monday morning. 

Not Forgotten 

Although the Catacombs is gone, it has left a considerable legacy. In addition 

to its now widely imitated "recipes for a successful sex party," a set of Cata-

combs attitudes have taken root in a larger community. The Catacombs ex-

pressed a very deep love for the physical body. A place that could facilitate so 

much anal pleasure could make any part of the body feel happy. For the most 

part, our society treats the pursuit of physical pleasure as something akin to 

taking out the garbage. At the Catacombs, the body and its capacities for sen-

sory experience were valued, celebrated, and loved. I learned some precious 

lessons there, and feel very lucky to have had the privilege of sharing in that 

experience. Even though its focus was on the male body, the Catacombs gave 

me a greater appreciation for my own, female body. 

When reading descriptions in the straight press (and often in the gay press 

as well) of the places where gay sex, fisting, and S/M occur, I am often stunned 

by their utter lack of comprehension. Places devoted to sex are usually de-

picted as harsh, alienated, scary environments, where people have only the 

most utilitarian and exploitative relationships. The Catacombs could not have 

been more different. It was not a perfect Utopia where nothing bad ever hap-

pened. It had its share of melodrama, heartache, and the human condition. 

But it was essentially a friendly place. It was a sexually organized environment 

where people treated each other with mutual respect, and where they were 

lovingly sexual without being in holy wedlock. 

At the Catacombs, even brief connections were handled with courtesy and 

care. And there was a particular kind of love that emerged from the slings. 

Sometimes that love only happened in "the back." Just as often, it extended 

out into the everyday world. The Catacombs facilitated the formation of im-

portant friendships and lasting networks of support. Many of the men who 



frequented the Catacombs found relationships there that have sustained them 

through time, nurtured them with affection, cared for them in sickness, and 

buried them in sorrow. 

The creation of well-designed and deftly managed sexual environments is 

as much an achievement as the building of more "respectable" institutions. The 

individuals who have built them should be recognized for their accomplish-

ments. The influence of the Mineshaft, Inferno, and the Catacombs extends 

far beyond their local communities. They have all become widely recognized 

models for conducting successful leather sex parties. They will continue to 

provide inspiration to other times and other places. 

AIDS will not last forever. The gay community is already recovering its bal-

ance and its strength. There will be a renaissance of sex. There will be new 

clubs, new parties, and new horizons. The best of these will have some of the 

grace and verve and spunk of the Catacombs. 



Of Catamites and Kings 

Reflections on Butch, Gender, and Boundaries 

What Is Butch? Conceptions and Misconceptions of Lesbian Gender 

Attempting to define terms such as butch and femme is one of the surest ways 

to incite volatile discussion among lesbians. Butch and femme are important 

categories within lesbian experience, and as such they have accumulated mul-

tiple layers of significance. Most lesbians would probably agree with a defini-

tion from The Queen's Vernacular, that a butch is a "lesbian with masculine 

characteristics."1 But many corollaries attending that initial premise over-

simplify and misrepresent butch experience. In this essay, I approach butch 

from the perspective of gender in order to discuss, clarify, and challenge some 

prevalent lesbian cultural assumptions about what is butch. 

Many commentators have noted that the categories butch and femme have 

historically served numerous functions in the lesbian world. Describing the 

lesbian community in Buffalo from the 1930s through the 1950s, Elizabeth 

Kennedy and Madeline Davis comment, 

These roles had two dimensions: First, they constituted a code of personal 

behavior, particularly in the areas of image and sexuality. Butches affected 

a masculine style, while fems appeared characteristically female. Butch and 

fem also complemented one another in an erotic system in which the butch 

was expected to be both the doer and the giver; the fem's passion was the 

butch's fulfillment. Second, butch-fem roles were what we call a social im-

Chapter 10 was originally published in Joan Nesde, ed., The Persistent Desire (Boston: 

Alyson, 1992), 466-82. 



perative. They were the organizing principle for this community's relation 

to the outside world and for its members' relationships to one another.2 

While I do not wish to deny or underestimate the complexity of its func-

tions, I will argue that the simplest definition of butch is the most helpful one. 

Butch is most usefully understood as a category of lesbian gender that is con-

stituted through the deployment and manipulation of masculine gender codes 

and symbols. 

Butch and femme are ways of coding identities and behaviors that are both 

connected to and distinct from standard societal roles for men and women.3 

Among lesbian and bisexual women, as in the general population, there are 

individuals who strongly identify as masculine or feminine as well as indi-

viduals whose gender preferences are more flexible or fluid. Femmes identify 

predominandy as feminine or prefer behaviors and signals defined as feminine 

within the larger culture; butches identify primarily as masculine or prefer 

masculine signals, personal appearance, and styles. There are also many les-

bians (and bisexual women) with intermediate or unmarked gender styles. In 

the old days, terms such as ki-ki indicated such intermediate or indeterminate 

gender styles or identities. We appear to have no contemporary equivalent, 

although at times, lesbian and dyke are used to indicate women whose gender 

messages are not markedly butch or femme.4 

Butch is the lesbian vernacular term for women who are more comfort-

able with masculine gender codes, styles, or identities than with feminine 

ones. The term encompasses individuals with a broad range of investments in 

"masculinity." It includes, for example, women who are not at all interested in 

male gender identities, but who use traits associated with masculinity to sig-

nal their lesbianism or to communicate their desire to engage in the kinds of 

active or initiatory sexual behaviors that in this society are allowed or expected 

from men. It includes women who adopt "male" fashions and mannerisms as 

a way to claim privileges or deference usually reserved for men. It may include 

women who find men's clothing better made or who consider women's usual 

clothes too confining, uncomfortable, or who feel it leaves them vulnerable or 

exposed.5 

Butch is also the indigenous lesbian category for women who are gender 

dysphoric. Gender dysphoria is a technical term for individuals who are dis-

satisfied with the gender to which they were assigned (usually at birth) on the 

basis of their anatomical sex. Within the psychological and medical commu-

nities, gender dysphoria is considered a disorder, as were lesbianism and male 

homosexuality before the American Psychiatric Association removed them 



from its official list of mental diseases in 1973.® I am not using gender dysphoria 

in the clinical sense, with its conno tadons of neurosis or psychological impair-

ment. I am using it as a purely descriptive term for persons who have gender 

feelings and identities that are at odds with their assigned gender status or 

their physical bodies. Individuals who have very powerful gender dysphoria, 

particularly those with strong drives to alter their bodies to conform to their 

preferred gender identities, are called transsexuals.7 

The lesbian community is organized along an axis of sexual orientation, 

and comprises women who have sexual, affectional, erotic, and intimate re-

lations with other women. It nevertheless harbors a great deal of gender dys-

phoria.8 Drag, cross-dressing, passing, transvestism, and transsexualism are 

all common in lesbian populations, particularly those not attempting to meet 

constricted standards of political virtue.9 

In spite of their prevalence, issues of gender variance are strangely out of 

focus in lesbian thought, analysis, and terminology. The intricacies of lesbian 

gender are inadequately and infrequently addressed. Butch is one of the few 

terms currently available with which to express or indicate masculine gender 

preferences among lesbians, and it carries a heavy, undifferentiated load.10 The 

category of butch encompasses a wide range of gender variation within lesbian 

cultures. 

Within the group of women labeled butch, there are many individuals 

who are gender dysphoric to varying degrees. Many butches have partially 

male gender identities. Others border on being, and some are, female-to-male 

transsexuals (FTMS), although many lesbians and FTMS find the areas of over-

lap between butchness and transsexualism disturbing.11 Saying that many 

butches identify as masculine to some degree does not mean that all, even 

most butches "want to be men," although some undoubtedly do. Most butches 

enjoy combining expressions of masculinity with a female body. The coexis-

tence of masculine traits with a female anatomy is a fundamental character-

istic of "butch" and is a highly charged, eroticized, and consequential lesbian 

signal.12 

By saying that many lesbians identify partially or substantially as mascu-

line, I am also not saying that such individuals are "male identified" in the 

political sense. When the term male identified was originally used in early-

seventies second-wave feminism, it denoted nothing about gender identity. It 

described a political attitude in which members of a category of generally op-

pressed persons (women) failed to identify with their self-interest as women, 

and instead identified with goals, policies, and attitudes beneficial to a group 

of generally privileged oppressors (men). Though such women were some-



times butch or masculine in style, they might as easily be femme or feminine. 

One typical manifestation of male identification in this sense consisted of very 

feminine heterosexual women who supported traditional male privilege. On 

a more contemporary note, some of the feminine right-wing women whose 

political aims include strengthening male authority in conventional family ar-

rangements could also be called male identified. 

There are many problems with the notion of male identified, not the least 

of which are questions of who defines what "women's interests" are in a given 

situation and the assumption of a unitary category of "women" whose interests 

are always the same. But the point here is not a political critique of the concept 

of male identification. It is simply to register that a similarity in terminology 

has often led to a conflation of political positions with gender identities. A 

strongly masculine butch will not necessarily identify politically with men. In 

fact, it is sometimes the most masculine women who confront male privilege 

most direcdy and painfully and are the most enraged by it.13 

Varieties of Butch 

The iconography in many contemporary lesbian periodicals leaves a strong 

impression that a butch always has very short hair, wears a leather jacket, rides 

a Harley, and works construction. This butch paragon speaks mosdy in mono-

syllables, is tough yet sensitive, is irresistible to women, and is semiotically re-

lated to a long line of images of young, rebellious, sexy, white, working-class 

masculinity that stretches from Marlon Brando in The Wild One (1954) to the 

character of James Hurley on Twin Peaks (1990). She is usually accompanied 

by a half-dressed, ultrafeminine creature who is artfully draped on her boo ts, 

her bike, or one of her muscular tattooed forearms.14 

These images originate in the motorcycle and street gangs of the early fifties. 

They have been powerful ero tic icons ever since, and lesbians are not the only 

group to find them engaging and sexy. Among gay men, the figure of the out-

law leather biker (usually with a heart of gold) has symbolically anchored an 

entire subculture. During the late seventies, similar imagery dominated even 

mainstream male homosexual style and fashion. There are many rock-and-roll 

variants, from classic biker (early Bruce Springsteen) to futuristic road warrior 

(Judas Priest, Billy Idol) to postmodern punk (Sex Pistols). The contemporary 

Act-Up and Queer Nation styles so popular amongyoung gay men and women 

are lineal descendants of those of the punk rockers, whose torn jackets and 

safety pins fractured and utilized the same leather aesthetic. 

Within the lesbian community, the most commonly recognized butch 



styles are those based on these models of white, working-class, youthful mas-

culinity. But in spite of the enduring glamour and undeniable charm of these 

figures of rebellious individualism, they do not encompass the actual range of 

lesbian masculinity. Butches vary in their styles of masculinity, their preferred 

modes of sexual expression, and their choices of partners. 

There are many different ways to be masculine. Men get to express mas-

culinity with numerous and diverse cultural codes, and there is no reason to 

assume that women are limited to a narrower choice of idioms. There are at 

least as many ways to be butch as there are ways for men to be masculine; actu-

ally, there are more ways to be butch, because when women appropriate mas-

culine styles the element of travesty produces new significance and meaning. 

Butches adopt and transmute the many available codes of masculinity.15 

Sometimes lesbians use the term butch to indicate only the most manly 

women.16 But the equation of butch with hypermasculine women indulges a 

stereotype. Butches vary widely in how masculine they feel, and consequently, 

in how they perceive and present themselves. Some butches are only faintly 

masculine, some are par dy masculine, some "dag" butches are very manly, and 

some "drag kings" pass as men. 

Butches vary in how they relate to their female bodies. Some butches are 

comfortable being pregnant and having kids, while for others the thought of 

undergoing the female component of mammalian reproduction is utterly re-

pugnant. Some enjoy their breasts while others despise them. Some butches 

hide their genitals and some refuse penetration. There are butches who abhor 

tampons, because of their resonance with intercourse; other butches love get-

ting fucked. Some butches are perfectly content in their female bodies, while 

others may border on or become transsexuals. 

Forms of masculinity are molded by the experiences and expectations of na-

tionality, class, race, ethnicity, religion, occupation, age, subculture, and indi-

vidual personality. Socially and culturally distinct populations differ widely in 

what constitutes masculinity, and each has its own system for communicating 

and conferring "manhood." In some cultures, physical strength and aggression 

are the privileged signals of masculinity. In other cultures, manliness is ex-

pressed by literacy and the ability to manipulate numbers or text. The travails 

of Barbara Streisand's character in Yentl occurred because scholarship was 

considered the exclusive domain of men among traditional Orthodox Jews 

of Eastern Europe. Myopia and stooped shoulders from a lifetime of reading 

were prized traits of masculinity. Some butches play rugby; some debate politi-

cal theory; some do both. 

Manliness also varies according to class origin, income level, and occupa-



tion. Masculinity can be expressed by educational level, career achievement, 

emodonal detachment, musical or artistic talent, sexual conquest, intellectual 

style, or disposable income. The poor, the working classes, the middle classes, 

and the rich all provide different sets of skills and expectations that butches as 

well as men use to certify their masculinity.17 

The styles of masculinity executive and professional men favor differ sharply 

from those of truckers and carpenters. The self-presentations of marginally 

employed intellectuals differ from those of prosperous lawyers. Classical musi-

cians differ from jazz musicians who are distinguishable from rock-and-roll 

musicians. Short hair, shaved heads, and Mohawks did not make eighties punk 

rockers more studly than today's long-haired heavy-metal headbangers. All 

of these are recognizably male styles, and there are butches who express their 

masculinity within each symbolic assemblage. 

Butches come in all the shapes and varieties and idioms of masculinity. 

There are butches who are tough street dudes, butches who are jocks, butches 

who are scholars, butches who are artists, rock-and-roll butches, butches who 

have motorcycles, and butches who have money. There are butches whose male 

models are effeminate men, sissies, drag queens, and many different types of 

male homosexuals. There are butch nerds, butches with soft bodies and hard 

minds. 

Butch Sexualities 

Thinking of butch as a category of gender expression may help to account 

for what appear to be butch sexual anomalies. Do butches who prefer to let 

their partners run the sex become "femme in the sheets"? Are butches who 

go out with other butches instead of femmes "homosexuals"? Does that make 

femmes who date femmes "lesbians"? 

Butchness often signals a sexual interest in femmes and a desire or willing-

ness to orchestrate sexual encounters. However, ideas that butches partner ex-

clusively with femmes or that butches always "top" (that is, "run the sex") are 

stereotypes that mask substantial variation in butch erotic experience.18 

Historically, butches were expected to seduce, arouse, and sexually satisfy 

their partners, who were expected to be femmes. During similar eras, men 

were expected to inaugurate and manage sexual relations with their female 

partners. Both sets of expectation were located within a system in which gen-

der role, sexual orientation, and erotic behavior were presumed to exist only in 

certain fixed relationships to one another. Variations existed and were recog-

nized, but considered aberrant. 



Though we still live in a culture that privileges heterosexuality and gen-

der conformity, many of the old links have been broken, bent, strained, and 

twisted into new formations. Perhaps more important, configurations of gen-

der role and sexual practice that were once rare have become much more wide-

spread. In contemporary lesbian populations there are many combinations of 

gender and desire. 

Many butches like to seduce women and control sexual encounters. Some 

butches become aroused only when they are managing a sexual situation. 

But there are femmes who like to stay in control, and there are butches who 

prefer their partners to determine the direction and rhythms of lovemaking. 

Such butches may seek out sexually dominant femmes or sexually aggressive 

butches. Every conceivable combination of butch, femme, intermediate, top, 

bottom, and switch exists, even though some are rarely acknowledged. There 

are butch tops and butch bottoms, femme tops and femme bottoms. There are 

butch-femme couples, femme-femme partners, and butch-butch pairs. 

Butches are often identified in relation to femmes. Within this framework, 

butch and femme are considered as an indissoluble unity, each defined with 

reference to the other; butches are invariably the partners of femmes. Defining 

butch as the object of femme desire, or femme as the object of butch desire 

presupposes that butches do not desire or partner with other butches, and that 

femmes do not desire or go with other femmes. 

Butch-butch eroticism is much less documented than butch-femme sexu-

ality, and lesbians do not always recognize or understand it. Although it is not 

uncommon, lesbian culture contains few models for it. Many butches who lust 

after other butches have looked to gay male literature and behavior as sources 

of imagery and language. The erotic dynamics of butch-butch sex sometimes 

resemble those of gay men, who have developed many patterns for sexual rela-

tions between different kinds of men. Gay men also have role models for men 

who are passive or subordinate in sexual encounters yet retain their mascu-

linity. Many butch-butch couples think of themselves as women doing male 

homosexual sex with one another. There are "catamites" who are the submis-

sive or passive partners of active "sodomites." There are "daddies" and "daddy's 

boys." There are bodybuilders who worship one another's musculature and 

lick each other's sweat. There are leather dudes who cruise together for "vic-

tims" to pleasure.19 



Frontier Fears: Butches, Transsexuals, and Terror 

No system of classification can successfully catalogue or explain the infinite 

vagaries of human diversity. To paraphrase Foucault, no system of thought 

can ever "tame the wild profusion of existing things."20 Anomalies will always 

occur, challenging customary modes of thought without representing any 

actual threat to health, safety, or community survival. However, human beings 

are easily upset by exactly those "existing things" that escape classification, 

treating such phenomena as dangerous, polluting, and requiring eradication.21 

Female-to-male transsexuals present just such a challenge to lesbian gender 

categories. 

Although important discontinuities separate lesbian butch experience and 

female-to-male transsexual experience, there are also significant points of 

connection. Some butches are psychologically indistinguishable from female-

to-male transsexuals, except for the identities they choose and the extent to 

which they are willing or able to alter their bodies. Many FTMS have lived as 

butches before adopting transsexual or male identities. Some individuals ex-

plore each identity before choosing one that is more meaningful for them, 

and others use both categories to interpret and organize their experience. The 

boundaries between the categories of butch and transsexual are permeable.22 

Many of the passing women and diesel butches so venerated as lesbian 

ancestors are also claimed in the historical lineages of female-to-male trans-

sexuals. There is a deep-rooted appreciation in lesbian culture for the beauty 

and heroism of manly women. Accounts of butch exploits form a substantial 

part of lesbian fiction and history; images of butches and passing women are 

among our most striking ancestral portraits. These include the photographs 

of Radclyffe Hall as a dashing young gent, the Berenice Abbott photo of Jane 

Heap wearing a suit and fixing an intimidating glare at the camera, and Bras-

sai's pictures of the nameless but exquisitely cross-dressed and manicured 

butches who patronized Le Monocle in 1930s Paris. 

Some of these women were likely as much transsexual as butch, although 

transsexual identities had not yet taken their modern forms. For example, sev-

eral years ago the San Francisco Lesbian and Gay History Project produced a 

slide show on passing women in North America.23 One of those women was 

Babe Bean, also known as Jack Bee Garland. Bean/Garland later became the 

subject of a biography by Louis Sullivan, a leader and scholar in the FTM com-

munity until his recent death from AIDS. Sullivan's study highlighted Garland's 

gender deviance rather than his sexual relationships, repositioning him within 

a transgender lineage.24 It is interesting to ponder what o ther venerable lesbian 



forebears might be considered transsexuals; if testosterone had been available, 

some would undoubtedly have seized the opportunity to take it. 

In spite of the overlap and kinship between some areas of lesbian and trans-

sexual experience, many lesbians are antagonistic toward transsexuals, treat-

ing male-to-female transsexuals as menacing intruders and female-to-male 

transsexuals as treasonous deserters. Transsexuals of both genders are com-

monly perceived and described in contemptuous stereotypes: unhealthy, de-

luded, self-hating, enslaved to patriarchal gender roles, sick, antifeminist, anti-

woman, and self-mutila ting. 

Despite theoretically embracing diversity, contemporary lesbian culture 

has a deep streak of xenophobia. When confronted with phenomena that do 

not neatly fit our categories, lesbians have been known to respond with hys-

teria, bigotry, and a desire to stamp out the offending messy realities. A "coun-

try club syndrome" sometimes prevails in which the lesbian community is 

treated as an exclusive enclave from which the riffraff must be systematically 

expunged. Everyone has a right to emotional responses. But it is imperative 

to distinguish between emotions and principles. Just as "hard cases make bad 

law," intense emotions make bad policy. Over the years, lesbian groups have 

gone through periodic attempts to purge male-to-female transsexuals, sado-

masochists, butch-femme lesbians, bisexuals, and even lesbians who are not 

separatists, FTMS are another witch hunt waiting to happen.25 

For many years, male-to-female transsexuals (MTFS) have vasdy outnum-

bered female-to-male individuals. A small percentage of M T F S are sexually 

involved with women and define themselves as lesbian. Until recently, les-

bian discomfort was triggered primarily by those male-to-female lesbians, 

who have been the focus of controversy and who have often been driven out 

of lesbian groups and businesses. Discrimination against MTFS is no longer 

monolithic, and many lesbian organizations have made a point of admitting 

male-to-female lesbians. 

However, such discrimination has not disappeared. It surfaced in 1991 

at the National Lesbian Conference, which banned "nongenetic women."26 

Transsexual women became the cause célèbre of the 1991 Michigan Womyn's 

Music Festival. Festival organizers expelled a transsexual woman, then retro-

actively articulated a policy banning all but "womyn-born-womyn" from 

future events.27 After decades of feminist insistence that women are "made, 

no t born," after fighting to establish that "anatomy is not destiny," it is astound-

ing that ostensibly progressive events can get away with discriminatory poli-

cies based so blatandy on recycled biological determinism. 

The next debate over inclusion and exclusion will focus on female-to-



male transsexuals. Transsexual demographics are changing, FTMS still com-

prise only a fraction of the visible transsexual population, but their numbers 

are growing and awareness of their presence is increasing. Female-to-male 

transsexuals who are in, or in the process of leaving, lesbian communities are 

becoming the objects of controversy and posing new challenges to the ways 

in which lesbian communities handle diversity. A woman who has been re-

spected, admired, and loved as a butch may suddenly be despised, rejected, 

and hounded when s/he starts a sex change.28 

Sex changes are often stressful, not only for the person undergoing change 

but also for the network in which that person is embedded. Individuals and 

local groups cope with such stress well or badly, depending on their level of 

knowledge about gender diversity, their relationships with the person in-

volved, their willingness to face difficult emotions, their ability to think be-

yond immediate emotional responses, and the unique details of local history 

and personality. As a community goes through the process of handling a sex 

change by one of its members, it evolves techniques and sets precedents for 

doing so. 

Though some lesbians are not disturbed by FTMS, and some find them 

uniquely attractive, many lesbians are upset by them. When a woman's body 

begins to change into a male body, the transposition of male and female sig-

nals that constitutes "butch" begins to disintegrate. A cross-dressing, dildo-

packing, bodybuilding butch may use a male name and masculine pronouns, 

yet still have soft skin, no facial hair, the visible swell of breasts or hips under 

male clothing, small hands and feet, or some other detectable sign of female-

ness. If the same person grows a mustache, develops a lower voice, binds his 

breasts, grows a beard, or begins to bald, his body offers no evidence to con-

travene his social signals. When he begins to read like a man, many lesbians 

no longer find him attractive and some want to banish him from their social 

universe. If the FTM has lesbian partners (and many do), they also risk ostra-

cism. 

Instead of another destructive round of border patrols, surveillance, and 

expulsion, I would suggest a different strategy. Lesbians should instead relax, 

wait, and support the individuals involved as they sort out their own identities 

and decide where they fit socially. 

A sex change is a transition. A woman does not immediately become physi-

cally male as soon as she begins to take hormones. During the initial states of 

changing sex, many FTMS will no t be ready to leave the world of women. There 

is no good reason to harass them through a transitional period during which 

they will not quite fit as women or men. Most FTMS who undergo sex reassign-



ment identify as men and are anxious to live as men as soon as possible. They 

will leave lesbian contexts on their own, when they can, when they are ready, 

and when those environments are no longer comfortable. It is not necessary 

for gender vigilantes to drive them out. Some FTMS will experiment with sex 

change and elect to abandon the effort. They should not be deprived of their 

lesbian credentials for having explored the option. 

The partners of FTMS do not necessarily or suddenly become bisexual or 

heterosexual because a lover decides on a sex change, although some do even-

tually renegotiate their own identities. An attraction to people of intermediate 

sex does not automatically displace or negate an attraction to other women. 

Dealing with their sex-changing partners is difficult and confusing enough for 

the lovers of transsexuals without having to worry about being thrown out of 

their social universe. Friends and lovers of FTMS often have intense feelings of 

loss, grief, and abandonment. They need support for handling such feelings, 

and should not be terrorized into keeping them secret. 

In the past, most FTMS were committed to a fairly complete change, a com-

mitment that was required for an individual to gain access to sex-change tech-

nologies controlled by the therapeutic and medical establishments. To obtain 

hormones or surgery, transsexuals (of both directions) had to be able to per-

suade a number of professionals that they were determined to be completely 

"normal" members of the target sex (that is, feminine heterosexual women 

and masculine heterosexual men). Gay transsexuals had to hide their homo-

sexuality to get sex-change treatment. This has begun to change, and trans-

sexuals now have more freedom to be gay and less traditionally gender stereo-

typed after the change. 

More transsexuals also now exist who do not pursue a complete change. 

Increasing numbers of individuals utilize some but not all of the available 

sex-change technology, resulting in "intermediate" bodies, somewhere be-

tween female and male. Some FTMS may be part women, part men—genetic 

females with male body shapes, female genitals, and intermediate gender iden-

tities. Some of these may not want to leave their lesbian communities and 

they should not be forced to do so. They may cause confusion, repelling some 

lesbians and attracting others. But if community membership were based on 

universal desirability, no one would qualify. Our desires can be as selective, ex-

clusive, and imperious as we like; our society should be as inclusive, humane, 

and tolerant as we can make it. 



Let a Thousand Flowers Bloom 

In writing this essay, I have wanted to diversify conceptions of butchness, to 

promote a more nuanced conceptualization of gender variation among lesbian 

and bisexual women, and to forestall prejudice against individuals who use 

other modes of managing gender. I also have an underlying agenda to support 

the tendencies among lesbians to enjoy and celebrate our differences. Lesbian 

communities and individuals have suffered enough from the assumption that 

we should all be the same, or that every difference must be justified by a claim 

of political or moral superiority. 

We should not attempt to decide whether butch-femme or transsexuality 

are acceptable for anyone or preferable for everyone. Individuals should be al-

lowed to navigate their own trails through the possibilities, complexities, and 

difficulties of life in postmodern times. Each strategy and each set of categories 

has its capabilities, benefits, and drawbacks. None are perfect, and none work 

for everyone all the time. 

Early lesbian-feminism rejected butch-femme roles out of ignorance of 

their historical context and because their limitations had become readily obvi-

ous. Butch and femme were brilliantly adapted for building a minority sexual 

culture out of the tools, materials, and debris of a dominant sexual system. 

Their costs included obligations for each lesbian to choose a role, the ways such 

roles sometimes reinforced subservient status for femmes, and the sexual frus-

trations often experienced by butches. 

The rejection of butch-femme was equally a product of its time. Femi-

nism has often simply announced changes already in progress for which it 

has taken credit and for which it has been held responsible. The denunciation 

of butch-femme occurred in part because some of its premises were outdated 

and because lesbian populations had other tools with which to create viable 

social worlds. Yet wholesale condemnation of butch-femme impoverished our 

understandings, experiences, and models for lesbian gender. It subjected many 

women to gratuitous denigration and harassment, and left a legacy of confu-

sion, lost pleasures, and cultural deprivation. As we reclaim butch-femme, 

I hope we do not invent yet another form of politically correct behavior or 

morality. 

Feminism and lesbian-feminism developed in opposition to a system that 

imposed rigid roles, limited individual potential, exploited women as physical 

and emotional resources, and persecuted sexual and gender diversity. Femi-

nism and lesbian-feminism should not be used to impose new but equally 

rigid limitations, or as an excuse to create new vulnerable and exploitable 



populations. Lesbian communities were built by sex and gender refugees; the 

lesbian world should not create new rationales for sex and gender persecution. 

Our categories are important. We cannot organize a social life, a political 

movement, or our individual identities and desires without them. The fact 

that categories invariably leak and can never contain all the relevant "existing 

things" does not render them useless, only limited. Categories like "woman," 

"butch," "lesbian," or "transsexual" are all imperfect, historical, temporary, and 

arbitrary. We use them, and they use us. We use them to construct meaning-

ful lives, and they mold us into historically specific forms of personhood. In-

stead of fighting for immaculate classifications and impenetrable boundaries, 

let us strive to maintain a community that understands diversity as a gift, 

sees anomalies as precious, and treats all basic principles with a hefty dose of 

skepticism. 



Misguided, Dangerous, and Wrong 

An Analysis ofAntipornography Politics 

For those who believe In God, in His absolute supremacy as the Creator and 

Lawgiver of life, in the dignity and destiny which He has conferred upon the 

human person, in the moral code that governs sexual activity—for those who 

believe in these "things" no argument against pornography should be neces-

sary. Though the meaning of pornography is generally understood, reference is 

seldom made to the root meaning of the term itself. This seems important to 

me. The Greeks had a word for it, for many "its." And the Greek word for pornog-

raphy is highly significant. It comes from two Greek words, in fact: "prostitute" 

and "write." So, the dictionary defines pornography as "originally a description 

of prostitutes and their trade." Pornography is not merely associated in this his-

torical sense with prostitution, but it is actually a form of prostitution because 

it advertises and advocates "sex for sale," pleasure for a p r i ce . . . . A person 

is much more than a body, and any form of sexual activity which is impersonal, 

which uses the body alone for pleasure, violates the Integrity of the person and 

thereby reduces him to the level of an irrational and Irresponsible animal. 

—Statement by Charles H. Keating Jr., The Report of the Commission 

on Obscenity and Pornography 

Chapter 11 was originally published in Alison Assiter and Avedon Carol, eds., Bad Girls 

and Dirty Pictures: The Challenge to Reclaim Feminism (London: Pluto, 1993), 18-40. 



The Empress Has No Clothes 

The targeting of pornography as a focus of feminist rage and political effort 

has been a dangerous, cosdy, and tragic mistake. Feminists should be aware 

of the potentially disastrous consequences of this misguided crusade. It is im-

portant for feminists to realize that the arguments against pornography are 

incredibly flimsy, and that there is little intellectual justification for a feminist 

antiporn position. 

Andpornography politics surfaced as a volatile flashpoint in the women's 

movement in the United States in the late 1970s.1 Although criticisms of por-

nography had previously occurred in feminist writing, pornography did not 

become a major focus of feminist agitation until after the emergence of a group 

in the San Francisco Bay Area in 1976 called Women Against Violence in Por-

nography and Media (WAVPM). In 1978, W A V P M held a "Feminist Perspectives 

on Pornography Conference" in San Francisco. This gathering quickly sparked 

the formation of New York City's Women Against Pornography (WAP) and 

marked the eruption of pornography as a popular feminist issue.2 

By 1978 feminists had already spent a decade identifying and criticizing 

the ideologies that justified male supremacy and that permeated virtually all 

of Western literature, high art, popular media, religion, and education. Ideas 

of male dominance were deeply embedded in children's reading material, in 

medicine and psychiatry, and in all the academic disciplines. Similar attitudes 

were endemic to advertising, television, movies, and fiction. Feminists de-

nounced cultural expressions of male supremacy and began to produce new 

art, fiction, children's literature, film, and academic work with different values. 

Feminists demanded changes in medical and psychological practice and in 

popular media such as advertising, television, and film.3 

In all of these areas, feminists attempted to reform existing practice and to 

agitate for nonsexist attitudes. In no case did feminists call for the abolition 

of the area or domain in question. There were never groups called Women 

Against Film, Women Against Television, or Women Against the Novel, even 

though most film, television, and fiction were demonstrably sexist. When por-

nography became an issue, it was treated in an entirely unique fashion. In-

stead of criticizing the sexist content of sexually explicit media and calling for 

the production of nonsexist, pro-feminist, or woman-oriented sexual materi-

als, feminists concerned with porn simply demanded that it be eliminated al-

together.4 Unlike any other category of media or representation, pornography 

was treated as beyond feminist salvage. The singularity of this position and its 

underlying premises have too often been overlooked. 



Advocates of the andporn position commonly declared it to be self-evident 

and undebatable.5 They insisted that opposition to pornography was essential 

to feminism and that by definition a feminist could not dispute the andporn 

position. Those of us who did disagree were dismissed as not being true femi-

nists or smeared with accusations of promoting violence against women.6 

With litde debate, antiporn ideas became a coercive dogma and a pre-

mature orthodoxy. Ungrounded and often oudandish assertions became un-

questioned assumptions. Important distinctions, such as those between sex 

and violence, image and act, harmless fantasy and criminal assault, the sexu-

ally explicit and the explicitly violent, were hopelessly blurred. The words 

violence and pornography began to be used interchangeably, as though they 

were synonymous. Pornography was often simply equated with violence. This 

muddled terminology and its conceptual confusions became widespread in 

the feminist media. Even women who had reservations about the antiporn 

position or its consequences often expressed these within the terms set by the 

language of antiporn proponents.7 

It is well known to students of rhetoric that people may become con-

vinced of a false premise or an illogical conclusion if it is merely asserted 

loudly enough, often enough, or with sufficient conviction. This has occurred 

in the porn "debates." A common tactic of demagogues is to use inflammatory 

images to drive people into fear and hate beyond the reach of rational discus-

sion. This has occurred in the porn "debates." When any discourse is polarized, 

those not direcdy involved in the conflict tend to assume that the truth of the 

matter lies in the middle between the extremes of opinion expressed. This is 

a dangerous tendency that has often resulted in giving more credibility to the 

messages of hate-mongering groups than they deserve.8 This too has occurred 

in the porn "debates." 

Many feminists have accepted the notions that pornography is an especially 

odious expression of male supremacy, that pornography is violent, or that por-

nography is synonymous with violent media. They merely disagree about what 

should be done about it. For example, there are many feminists who think of 

porn as disgusting sexist propaganda, but who nevertheless are concerned 

about defending the First Amendment and who are cautious about invoking 

censorship. I certainly agree that concerns over censorship and freedom of ex-

pression are valid and vital. However, my purpose here is not to argue that por-

nography is antiwoman speech which unfortunately deserves constitutional 

protection. My goal is to challenge the assumptions that pornography is, per 

se, particularly sexist, especially violent or implicated in violence, or intrinsi-

cally antithetical to the interests of women. 



The "pornography problem" is a false problem, at least as it is generally 

posed. There are legitimate feminist concerns with regard to sexually explicit 

media and the conditions under which it is produced. However, these are not 

the concerns that have dominated the feminist antiporn politics. Instead, por-

nography has become an easy, pliant, and overdetermined scapegoat for prob-

lems for which it is not responsible. To support this contention, I will examine 

the fundamental propositions and structure of antiporn argument. 

Premises, Presuppositions, and Definitions 

The Conflation of Pornography and Violence 

One of the most basic claims of the antiporn position is that pornography 

is violent and promotes violence against women.9 Two assertions are implicit 

or explicit to this claim. One is that pornography is characteristically violent 

and/or sexist in what it depicts, and the other is that pornography is more vio-

lent and/or sexist in content than other media. Both of these propositions are 

demonstrably false. 

Very little pornography actually depicts violent acts. Pornography does de-

pict some form of sexual activity, and these sexual activities vary widely. The 

most common behavior featured in porn is ordinary heterosexual intercourse 

(although it is a convention of porn movies that male orgasm must be visible to 

the viewer, so ejaculation in porn films generally takes place outside the body). 

Nudity, genital close-ups, and oral sex are also prevalent. Anal sex is far less 

common, but some magazines and films specialize in depicting it. While some 

films and magazines attempt to have "something for everyone," a lot of porn is 

fairly specialized, and many porn shops group their material according to the 

primary activity it contains, with separate sections featuring oral sex, anal sex, 

or gay male sex. 

There is also "lesbian" material designed to appeal to heterosexual men 

rather than to lesbians. Until the last decade, there was very little porn pro-

duced by or actually intended for lesbian viewers. This has been changing with 

the advent of some small circulation, low-budget sex magazines produced by 

and for lesbians. Ironically, this nascent lesbian porn is endangered by both 

right-wing and feminist antiporn activity.10 

There are several subgenres of porn designed to cater to minority sexual 

populations. The most successful example of this is gay male porn. There are 

many specialized shops serving the gay male market. Much male homosexual 

pornography is produced by and for gay men, and its quality is relatively high. 

Transsexual porn is rarer and found in fewer shops. It is designed to appeal to 



transsexuals and those who find them erode. Many of the models seem to be 

transsexuals who are working in the sex industry, either because discrimina-

tion against them makes employment elsewhere difficult, or in order to raise 

money for sex-change treatment. 

Another specialized subgenre is S/M porn, S/M materials have been used as 

the primary "evidence" for the alleged violence of porn as a whole, S/M ma-

terials are only a small percentage of commercial pom, and they are hardly 

representative. They appeal primarily to a distinct minority, and they are not 

as readily available as other materials. For example, in San Francisco only two 

of the dozen or so adult theaters of the late 1970s and early 1980s regularly 

showed bondage or S/M movies. These two theaters, however, have always been 

prominendy featured in local antiporn invective.11 

Many of the local porn shops have small sections of bondage material, but 

only a couple have extensive collections and are therefore favored by connois-

seurs. Mainstream porn magazines such as Playboy and Penthouse rarely con-

tain any bondage or S/M photographs. When they do, however, these again are 

emphasized in antiporn arguments. Some bondage photos in the December 

1984 Penthouse are a case in point. They have often been used as examples in 

slide shows and displays by antiporn activists who invariably neglect to men-

tion that the occurrence of such spreads in Penthouse is exceedingly unusual 

and quite unrepresentative.12 

S/M materials are aimed at an audience that understands a set of conven-

tions for interpreting them. Sadomasochism is not a form of violence, but is 

rather a type of ritual and contractual sex play whose aficionados go to great 

lengths in order to do it and to ensure the safety and enjoyment of one another. 

S/M fantasy does involve images of coercion and sexual activities that may ap-

pear violent to outsiders, S/M erotic materials can be shocking to those unfa-

miliar with the highly negotiated nature of most S/M encounters. This is com-

pounded by the unfortunate fact that most commercial S/M porn is produced 

by people who are not practicing sadomasochists and whose understanding 

of S/M is not unlike that of the antiporn feminists. Thus commercial S/M porn 

often reflects the prejudices of its producers rather than common S/M prac-

tice.13 

Torn out of context, S/M material is upsetting to unprepared audiences and 

this shock value has been mercilessly exploited in antiporn presentations, S/M 

porn is itself misrepresented, its relationship to S/M activity is distorted, and it 

is treated as though it is representative of porn as a whole. 

Pioneered by W A V P M and adopted by WAP, slide shows have been a basic 

organizing tool of antiporn groups. Slides of images are used to persuade audi-



enees of the alleged violence of pornography. The antiporn movie Not a Love 

Story follows a format similar to the slide shows and utilizes many of the same 

techniques.14 The slide shows and the movie always display a completely un-

representative sample of pornography in order to "demonstrate" its ostensible 

violence, S/M imagery occupies a much greater space in the slide shows and in 

Not a Love Story than it does in actual adult bookstores or theaters. 

In addition to S/M materials, the presentations utilize images from porn 

that are violent or distasteful, but that are again unrepresentative. An example 

of this is the notorious Hustler cover showing a woman being fed into a meat 

grinder. This image is upsetting and distasteful, but it is not even legally ob-

scene. It is also unusual. Hustler is a magazine that strives to be in bad taste. 

It is as different from other comparable mass-circulation sex magazines as the 

National Lampoon is from Esquire or Harpers. 

Arguing from bad examples is effective but irresponsible. It is the classic 

method for promulgating negative stereotypes and is one of the favored rhe-

torical tactics for selling various forms of racism, bigotry, hatred, and xeno-

phobia. It is always possible to find bad examples—of, for example, women, 

gay people, transsexuals, blacks, Jews, Italians, Irish, immigrants, the poor— 

and to use them to construct malicious descriptions to attack or delegitimize 

an entire group of people or an area of activity. 

For example, in the 1950s, homosexuals were commonly perceived as a 

criminal population, not just in the sense that homosexual activity was illegal 

but also in the sense that homosexuals were thought to be disproportionately 

prone to engage in criminal behavior in addition to (criminal) homosexual 

acts. This stereotype has been revived by Paul Cameron, one of the most viru-

lent antigay ideologues in the United States, whose Institute for the Scientific 

Investigation of Sexuality (ISIS) publishes vitriolic antigay pamphlets.15 

One of his most extraordinary pamphlets is "Murder, Violence, and Homo-

sexuality," in which Cameron argues that homosexuality is linked to a dispo-

sition for serial violent crime. He claims that "You are 15 times more apt to be 

killed by a gay than a heterosexual during a sexual murder spree" and that 

"most victims of sex murderers died at the hands of gays." Cameron employs 

a great deal of imaginative license and creative interpretation to make his case. 

He also uses the undeniable existence of homosexual murderers to jump to the 

absurd, malicious, and unsustainable conclusion that there is an "association 

between brutal murder and homosexual habits."16 

A great deal of antiporn analysis is argued in a similar format. It jumps 

from examples of undeniably loathsome pom to unwarranted assertions about 

pornography as a whole. It is politically reprehensible and intellectually em-



barrassing to target pornography on the basis of inflammatory examples and 

manipulative rhetoric. 

Is pornography any more violent than other mass media? While there are 

no reliable comparative studies on this point, I would argue that there are 

fewer images or descriptions of violence in pornography, taken as a whole, 

than in mainstream movies, television, or fiction. Our media are all extremely 

violent, and it is also true that their depictions of violence against women are 

often both sexualized and gender specific. An evening in front of the television 

is likely to result in viewing multiple fatal automobile accidents, shootings, 

fistfights, rapes, and situations in which women are threatened by a variety of 

creepy villains. Prostitutes and sex workers are frequendy victims of violence 

in police and detective shows where they are killed off with relentless aban-

don. There are dozens of slasher movies characterized by hideous and graphic 

violence, disproportionately directed at women. 

While much of this media is sexualized, very little is sexually explicit or 

legally obscene. Consequendy, it would be completely unaffected by any new 

legal measures against pornography. If the problem is violence, why single out 

sexually explicit media? What is the justification for creating social movements 

and legal tools aimed at media that are sexually explicit rather than media that 

are explicitly violent? 

In addition, in their efforts to condemn pornography, antiporn presenta-

tions such as the slide shows and Not a Love Story often include non-sexually 

explicit images such as record album covers and high-fashion ads. The justi-

fication for including nonpornographic images in antiporn presentations is 

not always clear. Sometimes it is implied or stated that these images display a 

"pornographic" attitude toward women. While it is true that some of the con-

ventional imagery of porn has become more common in the mass media, it 

is absurd to blame pornography for the sexism or violence of advertising and 

other forms of popular media. 

There is an implicit theory of causality in antiporn analysis in which a 

wildly exaggerated role is attributed to pornography in the creation, main-

tenance, and representation of women's subordination. Gender inequality 

and contemptuous attitudes toward women are endemic to this society and 

are consequendy reflected in virtually all our media, including advertising 

and pornography. They do not originate in pornography and migrate from 

there into the rest of popular culture. It is important to recall that rape, vio-

lence against women, oppression and exploitation of women, and the attitudes 

which encouraged and justified these activities have been present throughout 



most of human history and predate the emergence of commercial erodca by 

several millennia. 

The inclusion of nonpornographic imagery in the andporn slide shows 

is also justified simply by redefining them as pornography or pornographic. 

This raises the issue of the inconsistent ways in which pornography is defined 

throughout the andporn discourse. 

Definitions: What Is Pornography? 
The issue of definition—what is pornography and who defines it—haunts 

the entire discussion and is rarely addressed. This is especially interesting since 

the definitions of pornography employed within antiporn rhetoric are circular, 

vague, arbitrary, and inconsistent. 

It is difficult to arrive at a precise definition of pornography, but at least 

the complexities can be better situated. According to the American Heritage 

Dictionary of the English Language (1973), pornography is "written, graphic, 

or other forms of communication intended to excite lascivious feelings." The 

term pornography was adopted in the middle of the nineteenth century to cate-

gorize rediscovered sexually explicit artifacts from the Greco-Roman world.17 

In the late nineteenth century, sexually frankbooks and graphic art were rare, 

expensive, and accessible primarily to wealthy and educated men. Although 

the term pornography was originally used to refer to all kinds of explicidy 

sexual writing and art, it has increasingly been associated with the phenome-

non of inexpensive commercial erotica. Particularly since the Second World 

War, the term has acquired connotations of the "cheap stuff," mass-market, 

commercial materials distinct from more expensive, artistic, or sophisticated 

"erotica." 

According to the same dictionary, erotica is "literature or art concerning or 

intended to arouse sexual desire." Erotica has had the connotations of being 

softer, classier, better produced, less blatant, and often less blundy explicit than 

pornography. 

Neither erotica nor pornography is illegal per se. "Obscenity" is the cate-

gory of legally restricted sexual speech or imagery. It is important to note that 

until recently pornography has not been a legal category in the United States. 

For over a century, sexually explicit materials were illegal only if they were 

found to be obscene. Although the criteria for obscenity have shifted over 

time, they have had specific legal parameters. Pornographic was a term of judg-

ment but not of law. 

This has now begun to shift and a new category of illegal sexual material 



that is "pornographic" but not necessarily "obscene" is evolving. For example, 

"child pornography" is now a well-established legal category in the United 

States, and the criteria for conviction are broader and less stringent than in 

obscenity cases. The antiporn ordinance authored by Catharine MacKinnon 

and Andrea Dworkin and passed in Indianapolis, Indiana, was an attempt, 

among other things, to create a new legal category of "pornography" distinct 

from "obscenity." This new category of "pornography" would have codified a 

feminist antiporn description into law. 

Both right-wingers and antiporn feminists have at times favored this "por-

nography" strategy as a means to circumvent those court decisions on ob-

scenity which have resulted in greater legal protection for some types of sexu-

ally explicit material. However, since the Indianapolis ordinance was declared 

unconstitutional by the United States Supreme Court, subsequent efforts to 

make pornography a cause of civil action have relied on traditional legal cate-

gories of obscenity rather than on the so-called feminist definition.18 

Within feminism, the debates on pornography have hinged on the defi-

nition of pornography. More crucially, its definition has often functioned as 

a substitute for argument or proof in antiporn analysis. Feminists have ap-

proached other media with the intention of changing them for the better 

rather than by striving to eliminate them altogether. What distinguishes por-

nography from other media is the level of sexual explicitness, not the quantity 

of violence in its imagery or the quality of its political consciousness. Why, 

then, has pornography alone been considered beyond feminist redemption 

and its eradication posited as a condition for female freedom? This breath-

taking leap of logic has been accomplished simply by redefining pornography 

so that it is sexist and violent by definition. 

For example, in Take Back the Night, the following definitions are found. 

Pornography, then, is verbal or pictorial material which represents or de-

scribes sexual behavior that is degrading or abusive to one or more of the 

participants in such a way as to endorse the degradation. . . . [I] t is ma-

terial that explicitly represents or describes degrading and abusive sexual 

behavior so as to endorse and/or recommend the behavior as described 

What is wrong with pornography, then, is its degrading and dehumanizing 

portrayal of women (and not its sexual content). Pornography, by its very 

nature, requires that women be subordinate to men and mere instruments 

for the fulfillment of male fantasies.19 

This is argument by tautology. If pornography is simply defined as that which 

is inherendy degrading to women, then by definition it cannot be reformed 



and must be extirpated. This tacdc completely finesses the necessity of pro-

viding some demonstration that what is generally thought of as pornography 

is accurately denoted by such a definition. 

A similar definition is at the heart of MacKinnon and Dworkin's so-called 

"civil rights antipomography ordinance."20 Catherine MacKinnon has argued 

that her proposed civil-rights ordinance does not hinge on the prevalence of 

violent imagery within pornography. She has stated that the way a legal defini-

tion works is that whatever it would define as pornography would be pornog-

raphy, so that her ordinance would simply cover whatever fits its definition.21 

This is true, but again the reasoning is circular. It completely avoids the ques-

tion of why such an ordinance should cover pornography, however defined, 

whether such a definition has any relation to pornography in the usual sense, 

and why any feminist-supported law should single out sexually explicit ma-

terials in the first place. 

Moreover, the various definitions of porn employed in antiporn discourse 

are not consistently applied. When the targets of antiporn agitation are iden-

tified, they are the things more commonly associated with the term pornogra-

phy, that is, X-rated videos and films, Playboy and Penthouse, the magazines 

sold in adult bookstores, lesbian sex magazines, gay male one-handed read-

ing—in short, smut in the more usual sense. If pornography is that which is 

violent and/or intrinsically degrading to women in one sentence, it cannot 

be sexually explicit popular media in the next, unless a plausible argument is 

made that sexually explicit popular media is indeed distinctively violent and/ 

or intrinsically and differentially degrading to women. 

Furthermore, the category of "pornography" seems conveniently expand-

able. As mentioned above, ads and other media images that are sexually sug-

gestive or particularly sexist are routinely included and called pornographic. 

Sometimes even sex toys are incorporated into the category. For example, in 

one of the opening sequences of Not a Love Story, as the narrator is describing 

the ostensible growth and size of the pom industry, the image on the screen 

shows the crafting of leather wristbands and collars. Whatever one thinks of 

such items, they are articles of dress and display, not media. In a nonfeminist 

context, the Meese Commission on Pornography has discussed laws prohibit-

ing the sale of sex toys such as vibrators and dildos.22 

Since few feminists would support the suppression of all sexually explicit 

media, many antiporn statements include a disclaimer that not all sexually 

explicit material is pornography. The residual category is "erotica." A distinc-

tion is made between "pornography" (the objectionable stuff against which 

feminists ought to fight) and "erotica" (the remaining sexual stuff of which 



feminists could approve). However, the problems with this approach become 

apparent as soon as anyone tries to define just exactly what separates erotica 

from pornography. Early in this debate, Ellen Willis noted with her custom-

ary dry wit that most attempts to define erotica and pornography amount to a 

statement of "What I like is erotica, and what you like is pornographic."23 

For example, the cover of the November 1978 Ms. magazine inquires, 

"Erotica and Pornography: Do You Know the Difference?" Inside, Gloria 

Steinem purports to detail the "clear and present difference." Erotica, she tells 

us, "is rooted in eros or passionate love, and thus in the idea of positive choice, 

free will, the yearning for a particular person," whereas in pornography "the 

subject is not love at all, but domination and violence against women."24 

In July of 1979, WAVPM'S Newspage grappled the issue. Acknowledging that 

"the question of the differences between erotica and pornography cannot 

be totally resolved," Newspage published a list of distinctions. Among other 

things, erotica is characterized by this list: personal, emotional, has lightness, 

refreshing, rejuvenating, creative, natural, fulfilling, circular, and "just there." 

Pornography's list includes: defined by penis, for male titillation, having power 

imbalance, producing violence, suggesting violence, unreal, elements of fear, 

mindlessness, heavy, contorted bodies, voyeuristic, linear, and "something you 

buy and sell."25 Admittedly, these lists were summaries of a discussion and not 

intended as a coherent final statement. But no one has ever been able to come 

up with a more definitive delineation. These lists are revealing of the arbitrary 

quality of the distinction. Indeed, one of the few points upon which both 

Andrea Dworkin and I agree is that the distinction between pornography and 

erotica is not a useful one for these discussions.26 

Some antiporn groups have also exempted sex-education materials from 

condemnation. However, Dworkin has been quoted as wondering "whether 

some of the films made specifically for educational purposes contained ma-

terial as offensive as that found in commercial porn."27 In fact, many of the 

sex-education movies are made by heterosexual men whose attitudes toward 

women are similar to the heterosexual men who dominate the production of 

commercial porn. This does not mean they all promote violence; it does mean 

that few of them are paragons of feminist consciousness. To me, these simi-

larities suggest that we should encourage more women to enter both fields as 

producers, writers, and directors. To some antiporn activists, however, these 

similarities will be an excuse to include sex-education films in their general 

condemnation of pornography and to subj ect them to whatever legal penalties 

and liabilities result from antiporn campaigns. 

Most of the prominent spokespeople for the antiporn position have also 



stated publicly that the lesbian sex magazines, such as On Our Backs, Bad Atti-

tude, and Outrageous Women, fit their definitions of pornography (indeed, I 

have heard some of them describe these magazines as "heterosexual"). Since 

many of these antiporn individuals support the passage of legislation to make 

pornography a cause of civil action, one may infer that they would support 

bringing civil suits against these magazines. 

Despite constant assertions about how porn is "big business," most of the 

really interesting porn and all of these lesbian publications are small, low-

budget affairs. While Playboy and Penthouse could survive repeated lawsuits, 

legal action would put the lesbian sex magazines out of business. Who is going 

to decide what is "pornographic," what forms lesbian sexuality must take, and 

what a lesbian may choose to read? If "erotica" cannot be agreed upon, if sex-

education films fit the definitions of "pornography," and if indigenous lesbian 

sex magazines are "heterosexual pornography," what sexual imagery is suffi-

ciendy "nonpornographic" to be acceptable to feminists and exempt from legal 

harassment? 

The "Harm" of Porn: Allegations, Assertions, and Creative Causality 

The Research 
Supporters of antiporn politics have argued that recent research in experi-

mental psychology proves that pornography causes violence against women. 

The research does nothing of the sort.28 There are many methodological cau-

tions associated with the kind of research on which the antiporn position is 

based. Those studies of pornography show at most some changes in attitudes 

in artificial settings which may or may not have implications for behavior in 

real-life situations. The classic experiments, such as those of Edward Donner-

stein, used materials that were both sexually explicit and violent, but which 

were not at all representative of most commercial pornography. At most, the 

conclusions of such studies pertain only to such materials and cannot be ap-

plied to pornography as a whole.29 

Virtually all the recent studies have exonerated nonviolent porn, with the 

exception of those conducted by Dolf Zillman and Jennings Bryant. How-

ever, among the negative effects attributed to porn by Zillman and Bryant are 

less belief in marriage, greater dissatisfaction with one's present sex life, and 

greater tolerance for homosexuality and sexual variety.30 If these are legitimate 

reasons for condemnation, then feminism and feminist literature are also cul-

pable. 

In studies in which subjects appeared more willing to express hostile be-



havior after exposure to violent sexual materials, they were asked to decide 

whether to shock or not to shock a "victim" after viewing the materials. They 

were given no other options. For example, they could not choose to be alone, 

do nothing, or masturbate. In real-life situations, pornography is most fre-

quendy used for masturbation or as a prelude to sexual activity with a part-

ner. It would be revealing to compare how many experimental subjects would 

choose to shock someone if they were allowed masturbation as an alternative. 

Finally, none of the published studies thus far have compared levels of ag-

gression after viewing violent sexual material with those after viewing violent 

nonsexual material. However, Donnerstein is reported to be working on a new 

study in which it has been found that images of women being beaten but which 

contain no sexual content elicit higher levels of aggression in experimental 

subjects than images of sexual violence. Donnerstein has publicly cautioned 

against overinterpretation of his earlier findings, spoken against censorship, 

and has stated that it is probably violence in media rather than sex which has 

a negative impact.31 

The available data are, at the present time, inconclusive, and certainly do 

not constitute anything resembling proof of broad assertions about the alleged 

responsibility of pornography in causing violence against women.32 There is 

substantial evidence that violence in media is a problem. While there would 

be serious First Amendment problems to consider in any attempts legally to 

control violent media, there is more justification for feminist concern in that 

area. Currently in the United States there are no legal prohibitions on violence 

in media, while there are many legal constraints on representations of sex in 

media. What possible justification can there be for seeking more restrictions 

on the sexually explicit, while leaving the vast quantities of media violence un-

molested? 

Is Porn a "Documentary of Abuse"? 
Catharine MacKinnon has argued that pornography is a literal photo-

graphic record of women being abused. She has listed various images found 

in porn, such as women being bound, tortured, humiliated, battered, uri-

nated upon, forced to eat excrement, killed, or "merely taken and used."33 

She has then concluded that a woman had to have had these things done 

to her in order for the pornography to have been made; thus for each such 

image some woman had been bound, tortured, humiliated, battered, urinated 

upon, forced to eat excrement, murdered, or "merely taken and used."34 Or as 

Andrea Dworkin puts it, "Real women are tied up, stretched, hanged, fucked, 

gang-banged, whipped, beaten, and begging for more. In the photographs and 



films, real women are used."35 In this view, pornography is a photographic 

record of horrible abuse perpetrated upon the models and actors who appear 

in it. Several points may be made about this theory of pornographic harm. 

The items on such lists are not all equivalent nor are they equally prevalent. 

I would guess that the "merely taken and used" is in reference to ordinary, non-

kinky sexual activities, while the items bound, tortured, humiliated, urinated 

upon, and forced to eat excrement may refer to kinky porn. Porn featuring the 

eadng of excrement is extraordinarily rare. Images of bondage, pain, humilia-

tion, and urination are found in pom but again are absent from the majority 

of pornography. I have heard references to pom showing women mutilated 

or murdered but have never seen any except some rare drawings—«of photo-

graphs—in European materials not available in the United States. I hate to be-

labor the point, but there are more women battered and murdered on prime-

time television and Hollywood films than in pornographic materials.36 

Perhaps more significandy, in this model of porn there is no concept of the 

role of artifice in the production of images. We do not assume that the occu-

pants of the vehicles routinely destroyed in police chases on television are 

actually burning along with their cars, or that actors in fight scenes are actually 

being beaten to a pulp, or that western movies result in actual fatalities to cow-

boys and native Americans. It is ludicrous to assume that the level of coercion 

in an image is a reliable guide to the treatment of the actors involved. Yet this 

is precisely what is being asserted with regard to pornographic images. 

In their characterizations of pornography as a documentary of abuse, both 

Dworkin and MacKinnon appear to think that certain sexual activities are so 

inherendy distasteful that no one would do them willingly, and therefore the 

models are "victims" who must have been forced to participate against their 

wills. Since S/M often involves an appearance of coercion, it is especially easy 

to presume that the people doing it are victims. However, as I noted above, 

this is simply a false stereotype and does not reflect social and sexual reality. 

Sadomasochism is part of the ero tic repertoire, and many people are not only 

willing but eager participants in S/M activity.37 

However, sadomasochism is not the only behavior subjected to conde-

scending and insulting judgments. For example, MacKinnon has also de-

scribed porn in which someone was "raped in the throat where a penis cannot 

go."38 There are plenty of gay men, and even a good number of heterosexual 

women, who enjoy cock-sucking. There are even lesbians who relish going 

down on dildos. Obviously, oral penetration is not an activity for everyone, 

but it is presumptuous to assume that it is physically impossible or necessarily 

coercive in all circumstances. Embedded in the idea of porn as a documentary 



of abuse is a very narrow conception of human sexuality, one lacking even ele-

mentary notions of sexual diversity. 

The notion of harm embodied in the MacKinnon-Dworkin approach is 

based on a fundamental confusion between the content of an image and the 

conditions of its production. The fact that an image does not appeal to a viewer 

does not mean that the actors or models experienced revulsion while making 

it. The fact that an image depicts coercion does not mean that the actors or 

models were forced into making it. 

One can infer nothing from the content of an image about the conditions 

of its production. Any discussion of greater protections for actors and models 

should focus on whether or not they have been coerced and on the conditions 

under which their work is performed regardless of the nature of the image 

involved. Any standards considered for the health, safety, or cleanliness of 

working conditions in the sex industry should conform to those pertaining 

to similar occupations such as fashion modeling, filmmaking, stage acting, or 

professional dancing. The content of the image produced, whether or not it is 

sexual, and whether or not it is violent or distasteful to a viewer, is irrelevant. 

While antiporn activists often claim to want to protect women in (and 

from) the sex industry, much of their analysis is based on condescension and 

contempt toward sex workers. The notion that pornography is a documen-

tary of sexual abuse assumes that the women who work in the sex industry 

(as strippers, porn models, or prostitutes) are invariably forced to do so and 

that such women are merely victims of "pornographers." This is a malignant 

stereotype and one that is especially inappropriate for feminists to reinforce. 

There are, of course, incidents of abuse and exploitation in the sex industry, 

as there are in all work situations. I am not claiming that no one has ever been 

coerced into appearing in a porn movie or that in such cases the perpetrators 

should not be prosecuted. I am saying that such coercion is not the industry 

norm. Furthermore, I am not promoting a simple "free choice" model of em-

ployment, in which structural forces and limited choices have no influence on 

what decisions individuals make about how to earn a living. But those who 

choose sex work do so for complex reasons, and their choices should be ac-

corded the same respect granted to those who work in less stigmatized occu-

pations. 

Indeed, the degree to which sex workers are exposed to more exploitation 

and hazardous working conditions is a function of the stigma, illegality, or 

marginal legality of sex work. People in stigmatized or illegal occupations find 

it difficult to obtain the same protections, privileges, and opportunities avail-

able for those in other jobs. Prostitutes, porn models, and erotic dancers have 



less recourse to police, courts, medical treatment, legal redress, or sympathy 

when they are subjected to criminal, violent, or unscrupulous behavior. It is 

more difficult for them to unionize or mobilize for protection as workers. 

We need to support women wherever they work. We need to realize that 

more stigma and more legal regulation of the sex industry will merely in-

crease the vulnerability of the women in it. Feminists who want to support sex 

workers should strive to decriminalize and legitimize sex work. Sex workers 

relieved of the threat of scandal or incarceration are in a better position to gain 

more control over their work and working conditions.39 

Contempt toward sex workers, especially prostitutes, is one of the most dis-

turbing aspects of the antiporn invective. Throughout her book Pornography, 

Dworkin uses the stigma of prostitution to convey her opprobrium and make 

her argument against pornography. She says, "Contemporary pornography 

stricdy and literally conforms to the word's root meaning: the graphic depic-

tion of vile whores, or in our language, sluts, cows (as in: sexual cattle, sexual 

chattel), cunts."*0 This is a degrading and insulting description of prostitutes. 

Feminists should be working to remove stigma from prostitution, not exploit-

ing it for rhetorical gain. 

Is Porn at the Core of Women's Subordination? 
Porn is often described as "at the center" or "at the core" of women's sub-

ordination. Andrea Dworkin makes the following statement in Right-Wing 

Women: "At the heart of the female condition is pornography: it is the ideol-

ogy that is the source of all the rest; it truly defines what women are in this sys-

tem—and how women are treated issues from what women are. Pornography 

is not a metaphor for what women are; it is what women are in theory and in 

practice." 41 This rather extraordinary statement is accompanied by several dia-

grams in which pornography is first placed literally "at the center" of women's 

condition, then diagrammed as the underlying ideology of women's condi-

tion, and finally depicted as the surface phenomenon with prostitution the 

underlying system.42 These are breathtaking claims, and they are made with 

little supporting evidence and not a single citation. 

Since the 1960s, feminist theorists and academics have explored a multi-

tude of explanations for female subordination and the oppression of women. 

There are hundreds of articles, essays, and books debating the merits of vari-

ous factors in the creation and maintenance of female subordination. These 

have included, for example, private property, the formation of state societies, 

the sexual division of labor, the emergence of economic classes, religion, 

educational arrangements, cultural structures, family and kinship systems, 



psychological factors, and control over reproduction, among others. I cannot 

think of a single attempt prior to the porn debates to derive women's subordi-

nation from either pornography or prostitution. There is no credible historical, 

anthropological, or sociological argument for such a position. 

It would be difficult to argue that pornography or prostitution had played 

such critical roles in women's subordination since women are quite dramati-

cally oppressed in societies which have neither (for example, many sedentary 

horticulturalists in the South Pacific and in South America). Furthermore, 

pornography and prostitution as they now exist in the West are modern phe-

nomena. The institutional structures of prostitution in, for example, ancient 

Greece were entirely different from those that obtain today. 

Pornography in the contemporary sense did not existbefore the nineteenth 

century.43 Other cultures have certainly produced visual art and crafts depict-

ing genitalia and sexual activity (e.g., the ancient Greeks, the Egyptians, and 

the Moche Indians from pre-Columbian coastal Peru). But there is no system-

atic correlation between low status for women and cultures in which sexually 

explicit visual imagery exists, or high status for women and societies in which 

it does not. Moreover, such images are not pornography unless porn is to be 

defined as all sexually explicit imagery, in which case antiporn ideology would 

posit the impossibility of any acceptable explicit depictions of sex and few 

feminists would support it. 

Pornography could be thought of as being at the heart of women's condi-

tion if it is conceptualized as a transhistorical category existing throughout 

human history and culture. In Pornography, Dworkin states that the word por-

nography comes from Greek words meaning "writing about whores." She goes 

on to discuss the place of the "whores" in Greek society and concludes that 

"the word pornography does not have any other meaning than the one cited 

here, the graphic depiction of the lowest whores." From this discussion, and 

similar accounts by o thers, it has often been inferred that the term pornography 

was used by the Greeks and that it refers to categories of Greek experience.44 

However, the term pornography was not used by the ancient Greeks, did 

not refer to their painted vases, and should not be treated as evidence that 

the Greeks felt about porn the way Dworkin does. The term was coined from 

Greek roots in the nineteenth century, when many of the sex terms still in use 

(such as homosexuality) were assembled from Greek and Latin root words. It 

embodies not the prejudices of the Greeks, but those of the Victorians 45 

There is one further sense in which it might be argued that pornography is 

"the ideology that is the source of all the rest" of women's oppression and that 

is if pornography is conceived of as the quintessence of all ideologies of female 



inferiority. What then are we to make of all the religious and moral and philo-

sophical versions of male superiority? Is the Koran pornography? The Bible? 

Psychiatry? And what has any of this to do with modem, contemporary com-

mercial porn? What has it to do with adult bookstores or Playboy? 

Why Has Opposition to Pornography Been 
So Acceptable in Feminism? 

One may wonder why such sloppy definitions, unsupported assertions, and 

outlandish claims have gained so much credibility within the feminist move-

ment. There are several explanations. 

1. Pornography is already highly stigmatized in this society. This stigma cer-

tainly predates feminist attention to the subject. Most people in this society are 

already uncomfortable with pornography and a little afraid of being contami-

nated with its aura of disrepute. For well over a century, the safest and most 

respectable attitude toward sexually explicit media has been one of condem-

nation. This stigma of pornography also makes it easier for people to accept 

false statements about it. One could assemble all the most grotesque slasher 

films or offensive paperback fiction and try to incite feminist frenzy against 

movie-houses or bookstores, but few feminists would take such a campaign 

seriously. 

2. It is often easy for women to accept hyperbolic descriptions of pornog-

raphy because most women who do not work in the sex industry are unfamil-

iar with pornographic materials and their conventions of meaning and inter-

pretation. Traditionally, pornography has been male territory. "Respectable" 

women did not get much opportunity to go into porn shops and theaters or to 

view pornography. 

Men's behavior around porn— often embarrassed, furtive, and uncomfort-

able—has done little to change this situation or to reassure women about what 

might be going on in those male enclaves. Many women are angry and re-

sentful about men's privileged access to sexually explicit material. All of this 

is changing, as the women who work in the sex industry are becoming more 

outspoken and as the industry itself evolves. The video revolution has enabled 

women to rent movies and view them in the comfort of their own homes. 

More women are becoming comfortable in adult theaters and bookstores. 

3. Most pornography is sexist. Traditionally, it has been aimed at a male 

audience and at the values of mainstream men. Consequently, the women in 

most commercial porn really are there to represent what the average male con-

sumer wants to think about when he is masturbating. Most pornography does 



misrepresent women's sexuality and does not encourage men to learn the arts 

of seduction or to think of their sex partners as independent people with their 

own needs. 

However, this sexism is no more intrinsic to pornography than it is to fic-

tion. It is already changing as more women have become involved with the 

production of pom. Furthermore, the porn industry is beginning to recognize 

women as potential consumers and to design products intended to appeal to a 

female audience. 

4. Commercial porn does not pretty-up sex the way Hollywood movies do. 

Most pom is poorly produced, badly acted, too brighdy lit, and shot on too low 

a budget. It looks cheap. In spite of all the tripe about pom being a multibil-

lion dollar megalith, most porn movies are shot on budgets that would barely 

dent the cosmetic allowance for a major Hollywood film. The actors are not 

always well trained, and few have the impeccably good looks of major film 

stars. Many people come to pom expecting it to have the visual appearance of 

big screen romance, and it quite regularly fails to meet such expectations. 

5. In this society we do not often get to view people who are nude or en-

gaging in fornication or other sex acts. Most people consequently feel that sex 

looks kind of silly, and are afraid they must look ridiculous when they do it. 

Antiporn ideology manipulates such feelings and reinforces the message that 

unadorned sex is ugly, undignified, and shameful. 

6. Due to the stigma historically associated with sexually explicit materials, 

we already use the words obscene and pornographic to express many kinds of 

intense revulsion. For example, war may be "obscene" and Reagan's policies 

"pornographic." However, neither is customarily found in adult bookstores. 

Since the terms are commonly used to convey profound and extreme disap-

proval, it is all too easy to utilize them to invoke anxiety, disgust, and repulsion. 

7. There are legitimate feminist concerns with regard to sexually explicit 

materials. Although pornography should not be singled out, it should not be 

immune from feminist criticism. Porn is certainly not uniformly pleasing, well 

produced, artistically edifying, or politically advanced. There is plenty of room 

for improvement and for porn that is well made, creative, more diverse, more 

attuned to women's fantasies, and more infused with feminist awareness. This 

will only happen as more women and more feminists become involved in the 

production of sexually explicit material. A feminist politics on pornography 

should be aimed at making it easier—not more difficult—for this to occur. 

As I mentioned above, the women who work in the sex industry are more 

vulnerable to harassment, violence, and exploitation because they are denied 

many of the protections readily available to others. A feminist politics on the 



sex industry should demand immediate decriminalization of prostitution and 

pornography, equal protection under the law for sex workers, and an end to 

the punitive stigma inflicted upon people in the industry. 

Costs and Dangers of Antiporn Politics 

The focus on pornography trivializes real violence and ignores its gravity. Ex-

periences of being raped, assaulted, battered, or harassed are dramatic, dev-

astating, and qualitatively different from the ordinary insults of everyday op-

pression. Violence should never be conflated with experiences that are merely 

upsetting, unpleasant, irritating, distasteful, or even enraging. 

Antiporn activity distracts attention and drains activism from more fun-

damental issues for women. Porn is a sexier topic than the more intractable 

problems of unequal pay, job discrimination, sexual violence and harassment, 

the unequal burdens of childcare and housework, increasing right-wing in-

fringements on hard-won feminist gains, and several millennia of unrelent-

ing male privilege vis-à-vis the labor, love, personal service, and possession of 

women. Antiporn campaigns are pitifully misdirected and ineffective. They 

cannot solve the problems they purport to address. 

If antiporn politics were only a trivial diversion from more important con-

cerns, they would not deserve so much critical attention. This is unfortunately 

not the case. There are real costs to these campaigns that will be paid by whole 

new classes of victims. The scapegoating of pornography will create new prob-

lems, new forms of legal and social abuse, and new modes of persecution. 

A responsible and progressive political movement has no business pursuing 

strategies that will result in witch hunts. 

Antiporn politics scapegoat innocent but despised behaviors, media, and 

individuals for problems for which they are not responsible. Antiporn politics 

are intended to result in increased stigma and increased legal persecution of 

pornography, prostitution, and perversion. But these are neither abstractions 

nor monsters. The consequences of more criminalization of sexually explicit 

materials and of increased stigmatization of sexual variation are very real. 

They mean police abuse and bureaucratic harassment for women and men 

who have done no thing wrong but express unfashionable desires, create illicit 

imagery, or engage in disreputable occupations. 

It is a terrible thing to bring down the police, public hatred, and bureau-

cratic intervention upon innocent communities or individuals. It is inappro-

priate and shameful for feminism to collude in establishing policies, attitudes, 

and law that will deprive innocent women and men of their liberty, liveli-



hoods, and peace of mind. Feminists are under the same obligations as every-

one else to remember that just because something seems strange or frighten-

ing does not mean it is dangerous or a menace to public safety. 

Antiporn feminists are playing into the hands of the right wing and its re-

actionary agenda. There may not be a direct conspiracy, but there is certainly 

a convergence of aims and intentions. At best, antiporn feminists seem naive 

about the political context in which they are operating. The Right has already 

adopted feminist antiporn rhetoric, concepts, and language, conveniently 

stripped of its already marginal progressive content. 

The women's movement lacks the political capacity to enact any legislative 

program on pornography at this time. The Right is suffering no such limita-

tion. The Right is more powerfully entrenched in the political structure of the 

United States than it has been in decades. It wields the formidable power of 

the federal bureaucracy and has enormous influence on legislative activity 

at all levels of government. We can expect a wave of conservative legislation 

on pornography to pass at the local, state, and federal levels in the next few 

years. It is especially likely that laws loosely modeled on the concepts of the 

MacKinnon-Dworkin ordinance but wedded to traditional obscenity stan-

dards will become common.46 Moreover, everything we have seen so far will 

have been a prelude to the legislative avalanche we can expect once the Meese 

Commission on pornography reports 47 

These are times of great danger. We are in a period in which the social atti-

tudes and legal regulation of sexuality are undergoing massive transformation. 

The laws, policies, and beliefs that are established in this era will haunt femi-

nism, women, sex workers, lesbians, gay men, and o ther sexual minorities for 

decades. 

Feminism and Sexual Politics 

It is tragic that the feminist movement has already fed the gathering sexual 

storm. The antiporn ideology in all its manifestations has damaged the 

women's movement as a progressive voice in sexual politics. It has far too 

often paralyzed feminist response to right-wing encroachments. It is critical 

that the women's movement mobilize to oppose any further depredations on 

sexual freedoms. 

Instead of fighting porn, feminism should oppose censorship, support the 

decriminalization of prostitution, call for the abolition of all obscenity laws, 

support the rights of sex workers, support women in management positions 

in the sex industry, support the availability of sexually explicit materials, sup-



port sex education for the young, affirm the rights of sexual minorities, and 

affirm the legitimacy of human sexual diversity. Such a direction would begin 

to redress the mistakes of the past. It would restore feminism to a position 

of leadership and credibility in matters of sexual policy. And it would revive 

feminism as a progressive, visionary force in the domain of sexuality 



Sexual Traffic 

Interview with Gayle Rubin by Judith Butler 

Judith Butler: The reason I wanted to do this interview is that some people 

would say that you set the methodology for feminist theory, then themethod-

ology for lesbian and gay studies. And I think it would be interesting, as a way 

to understand the relation between these two fields, for people to understand 

how you moved from your posidon in "The Traffic in Women" to your position 

in "Thinking Sex." But then also it would be interesting to hear a bit about the 

kind of work you are doing now. So, I thought I might begin at one of the be-

ginnings, namely "The Traffic in Women," and ask you to elaborate a little bit 

about the context in which you wrote it, and also to ask you when you began 

to take distance from the position you elaborated there. 

Gayle Rubin: Well, I guess I have a different sense of the relationship of those 

papers to feminist thought and lesbian and gay studies. Each was part of an 

ongoing process, a field of inquiry developing at the time. "Traffic in Women" 

had its origins in early second-wave feminism when many of us who were 

involved in the late 1960s were trying to figure out how to think about and 

articulate the oppression of women. The dominant political context at that 

time was the New Left, particularly the antiwar movement and the opposition 

to militarized U.S. imperialism. The dominant paradigm among progressive 

intellectuals was Marxism, in various forms. Many of the early second-wave 

feminists came out of the New Left and were Marxists of one sort or another. 

Chapter 12 was originally published in differences 6, nos. 2-3 (1994): 62-99. 



I don't think one can fully comprehend early second-wave feminism without 

understanding its intimate yet conflicted relationship to New Left politics and 

Marxist intellectual frameworks. There is an immense Marxist legacy within 

feminism, and feminist thought is greatly indebted to Marxism. In a sense, 

Marxism enabled people to pose a whole set of questions that Marxism could 

not satisfactorily answer. 

Marxism, no matter how modified, seemed unable to fully grasp the issues 

of gender difference and the oppression of women. Many of us were struggling 

with—or within—that dominant framework to make it work or figure out why 

it didn't. I was one of many who finally concluded that one could only go so 

far within a Marxist paradigm and that while it was useful, it had limitations 

with regard to gender and sex. 

I should add that there were different kinds of Marxist approaches. There 

were some pretty reductive formulations about the "woman question," and 

some especially simplistic strategies for women's liberation. I remember one 

group in Ann Arbor, which I think was called the Red Star Sisters. Their idea 

of women's liberation was to mobilize women's groups to fight imperialism. 

There was no ro om in their approach to specifically address gender oppression; 

it was only a precipitate of class oppression and imperialism, and presumably 

would wither away after the workers' revolution. 

There were a lot of people working over Engels's The Origin of the Family, 

Private Property, and the State. Engels was part of the Marxian canon, and 

he did talk about women, so his work was granted special status. There were 

dozens of little schemas about the ostensible overthrow of the supposed early 

matriarchy and the invention of private property as the source of women's 

oppression. In retrospect some of this literature seems quaint, but at the time 

it was taken very seriously. I doubt people who weren't there could begin to 

imagine the intensity with which people fought over whether or no t there was 

an original matriarchy, and whether its demise accounted for class differences 

and the oppression of women. 

Even the best of Marxist work at that time tended to focus on issues that 

were closer to the central concerns of Marxism, such as class, work, relations 

of production, and even some very creative thinking about the social rela-

tions of reproduction. There was a wonderful, very interesting literature that 

came up around housework, for example. There was good work on the sexual 

division of labor, on the place of women in the labor market, on the role of 

women in the reproduction of labor. Some of this literature was very interest-

ing and very useful, but it could not get at some core issues which concerned 

feminists: gender difference, gender oppression, and sexuality. So there was 



a general effort to differentiate feminism from that political context and its 

dominant preoccupations. There were a lot of people looking for leverage on 

the problem of women's oppression, and searching for tools with which one 

could get different angles of vision on it. "Traffic in Women" was a part of that 

effort and is an ardfact of that set of problems. There were many other articles 

dealing with similar issues; one of my favorites was "The Unhappy Marriage 

of Marxism and Feminism," by Heidi Hartmann. 

The immediate precipitating factor of "Traffic" was a course on tribal eco-

nomics given by Marshall Sahlins at the University of Michigan, about 1970. 

That course changed my life. I had already been involved with feminism, but 

this was my first experience of anthropology, and I was smitten. I was utterly 

seduced by Sahlins's theoretical approach, as well as the descriptive richness 

of the ethnographic literature. I was co-writing a term paper with two friends 

on the status of women in tribal societies. Sahlins suggested that I read Lévi-

Strauss's The Elementary Structures of Kinship. To use the vernacular of the 

time, "It completely blew my mind." So did some of the other literature of 

French structuralism. I read the Althusser article on Freud and Lacan from 

New Left Review right around the time I was reading The Elementary Struc-

tures of Kinship and there was just some moment of revelation that these ap-

proaches had a relationship.1 Then I read most of the classic psychoanalytic 

essays on "femininity." The confluence of those things was where "The Traf-

fic in Women" came from. I was very excited about all these connections and 

wanted to incorporate them into the term paper for Sahlins's class. One of my 

coauthors was reluctant to include this wild stuff in the body of the paper, so 

I wrote the first version of "Traffic" as an appendix for the paper. Then I kept 

reading and thinking about it. 

At that time, the University of Michigan allowed students to declare an in-

dependent major through the honors program. I had taken advantage of the 

program to construct a major in Women's Studies in 1969. At that time there 

was no Women's Studies program at Michigan, so I was the first Women's 

Studies major there. The independent major required a senior honors thesis, so 

I did half on lesbian literature and history, and half on this analysis of psycho-

analysis and kinship. I finished the senior thesis in 1972 and kept reworking 

the "Traffic" part until Rayna Rapp (then Reiter) extracted the final version 

for Toward an Anthropology of Women. A penultimate version was published 

in an obscure Ann Arbor journal called Dissemination in 1974. 

Something that people now probably forget is how little of the French 

structuralist and poststructuralist literature was available then in English. 

While Lévi-Strauss, Althusser, and Foucault were very well translated by 1970, 



Lacan was not readily available. Besides the Althusser essay on him, Lacan 

was mostly represented in English by a handful of books, such as Anthony 

Wilden's The Language of the Self and a book by Maud Mannoni.21 remem-

ber seeing maybe one or two articles by Derrida. Most of Derrida, as well 

as Lyotard, Kristeva, Irigaray, and Bourdieu were still pretty much restricted 

to those fluent in French. This kind of thinking was relatively unknown in 

the United States. When I wrote the version of "Traffic" that was finally pub-

lished, one of my friends edited it. She thought only ten people would read it. 

I thought maybe two hundred people would read it, and I think we agreed on 

fifty. 

JB: You were saying that in some ways you wanted to make an intervention in 

Marxist feminism and make feminism something other than a kind of subsid-

iary movement hi Marxism. Would you elaborate on that? 

GR: I felt that if people privileged Marxism as the theory with which to ap-

proach the oppression of women, then they were going to miss a lot, and they 

did. I think of "Traffic" as a neo-Marxist, proto-pomo exercise. It was written 

on the cusp of a transition between dominant paradigms, both in progres-

sive intellectual thought in general, and feminist thought in particular. But 

the basic problem was that Marxism had a weak grasp of sex and gender, and 

had intrinsic limitations as a theoretical framework for feminism. There were 

other issues, such as the whole problem of trying to find some theoretical basis 

for lesbianism. 

JB : It seemed to me that you based much of what you say about sexuality and 

gender in "The Traffic in Women" in an understanding of kinship that you 

were taking from Lévi-Strauss. To the extent that you could show that kin-

ship relations were in the service of compulsory heterosexuality you could 

also show that gender identities were in some sense derived from kinship re-

lations. You then speculated that it might be possible to get beyond gender-

maybe "gender identity" is the better word—if one also could do something 

like overthrow kinship 

GR: Right, and the cultural residue and the symbolic manifestations and all of 

the other aspects of that system, and the inscription and installation of those 

structures and categories within people. 

JB: It was a Utopian vision of sorts. 



GR: Well, we were all pretty Utopian in those days. I mean this was about 1969 

to 1974.1 was young and opdmisdc about social change. In those days there 

was a common expectation that Utopia was around the corner. I feel very dif-

ferently now. I worry instead that fascism in our time is around the corner. I 

am almost as pessimistic now as I was optimistic then. 

JB: Yes. So could you narrate something about the distance you tookfrom that 

particular vision and what prompted the writing of "Thinking Sex"? 

GR: There was a different set of concerns that generated "Thinking Sex." I sup-

pose the most basic differences were that, theoretically, I felt that feminism 

dealt inadequately with sexual practice, particularly diverse sexual conduct; 

and practically, the political situation was changing. "Thinking Sex" came 

from the late 1970s, when the New Right was beginning to be ascendant in U.S. 

politics, and when stigmatized sexual practices were drawing a lot of repres-

sive attention. Nineteen seventy-seven was the year of Anita Bryant and the 

campaign to repeal the Dade County gay-rights ordinance. Such campaigns 

are now, unfortunately, the common stuff of gay politics, but at that time the 

bigotry and homophobia that emerged in that fight were shocking. This period 

was when Richard Viguerie's direct-mail fund-raising operation was under-

writing a new era of radical right-wing political organizing. By 1980 Reagan 

was in office. This shifted the status, safety, and legal positions of homosexu-

ality, sex work, sexually explicit media, and many other forms of sexual prac-

tice. 

"Thinking Sex" wasn't conceived in a direct line or as a direct departure 

from the concerns of "Traffic." I was trying to get at something different, which 

had some implications for my previous formulations. But I think those last few 

pages have been overinterpreted as some huge rejection or turnabout on my 

part. I saw them more as a corrective, and as a way to get a handle on another 

group of issues. I wasn't looking to get away from "Traffic in Women." I was 

trying to deal with issues of sexual difference and sexual variety. And when I 

use "sexual difference" I realize from reading your paper "Against Proper Ob-

jects" that you are using it in a very different way than I am. I am using the 

term to refer to different sexual practices. You seem to be using it to refer to 

gender. 

JB: You mean I am using "sexual difference" in the way that you were using 

"gender" in "Traffic in Women"? 



GR: Well, I'm not sure. Tell me howyou are using "sexual difference," because 

I'm not clear on it. 

JB: Yes, well, I think that for the most part that people who work in a "sexual 

difference" framework actually believe in some kind of symbolic position of 

the masculine and the feminine, or believe there is something persistent about 

sexual difference understood in terms of masculine and feminine. At the same 

time they tend to engage psychoanalysis or some theory of the symbolic. And 

what I always found interesting in "The Traffic in Women" was that you used 

the term gender to track that same kind of problem that came out of Lacan and 

Lévi-Strauss, but that you actually took a very different direction than most of 

the—what I would call—sexual-difference feminists, who now work almost 

exclusively within psychoanalytic domains. And what interested me in "The 

Traffic in Women" was that you, by using a term that comes from American 

sociological discourse— gender—by using that term, you actually made gen-

der less fixed, and you imagined a kind of mobility to it which I think would 

be quite impossible in the Lacanian framework. So I think that what you pro-

duced was an amalgamation of positions which I very much appreciated, and 

it became one of the reasons I went with gender myself in Gender Trouble. 

GR: Well, I didn't want to get stuck in the Lacanian trap. It seemed to me, and 

with all due respect to those who are very skilled at evading or manipulating 

the snares, that Lacan's work came with a dangerous tendency to create a kind 

of deep crevasse from which it would be hard to escape. I kept wanting to 

find ways not to get caught in the demands of certain systems, and Lacanian 

psychoanalysis both provided leverage and posed new challenges. Lacanian 

psychoanalysis is very useful in dealing with structures of gender and desire, 

but it comes with a price. I was concerned with the totalizing tendencies in 

Lacan, and the nonsocial qualities of his concept of the symbolic. 

JB : Yes. This is actually an interesting problem. My sense is that in British femi-

nism, for instance in the seventies, there was a belief that if you could recon-

figure and change your kinship arrangements that you could also reconfigure 

your sexuality and your psyche, and that psychic transformation really fol-

lowed directly from the social transformation of kinship arrangements. And 

then when everybody had done that and found out that their psyches were 

still in the same old pits that they had always been in, I think that the Lacan-

ian position became very popular. I guess the problem became how to de-



scribe those constraints on sexuality which seem more persistent than what we 

can change through the transformation of social and kinship relations. Maybe 

there is something intractable, maybe there is something more persistent... 

GR: Leaving aside such issues as how much these social and kinship relations 

have actually been transformed at this point, the magnitude of such changes 

and the time spans required to make them, and the fact that most of our psy-

ches were long since formed and are resistant to such swift re-education, what 

is the something that is intractable? One of the nifty things about psychoana-

lytic approaches is that they explain both change and intractability. But there 

is something about the particular intractability of what is called the symbolic 

that I don't understand. Is there supposed to be something in the very nature 

of the structure of the brain and the way it creates language? 

JB: I would say the structure of language, the emergence of the speaking sub-

ject through sexual differentiation, and how language subsequendy creates 

intelligibility. 

GR:. . . that makes it somehow necessary to have a masculine and a feminine? 

JB: As you know from some of the reading of Lacan that you have done, there 

is a tendency to understand sexual difference coextensive with language itself. 

And that there is no possibility of speaking, of taking a position in language 

outside of differentiating moves, not only through a differentiation from the 

maternal which is said to install a speaker in language for the first time, but 

then further differentiations among speakers positioned within kinship, which 

includes the prohibition on incest. To the extent that is done within the con-

stellation of, say, Mother-Father as symbolic positions... 

GR: There is something intrinsically problematic about any notion that some-

how language itself or the capacity for acquiring it requires a sexual differen-

tiation as a primary differentiation. If humans were hermaphroditic or repro-

duced asexually, I can imagine we would still be capable of speech. A specific 

symbolic relation that precedes any social life whatsoever—I have a problem 

with that. One of the problems I have with Lacan was that his system didn't 

seem to allow quite enough latitude for the social structuring of the symbolic. 

JB: Right. I agree with you on this. But I think that it is one of the reasons why 

the social doesn't have such a great name and is really not of interest for many 



who work in the Lacanian domain. I guess what I always found really great 

about "The Traffic in Women" is that it actually did give us a way to understand 

psychic structures in relationship to social structures. 

GR: Well, that is what I wanted to do, and I didn't want to get entangled in 

a symbolic that couldn't be socially accessed in some way. People often as-

sume that if something is social it is also somehow fragile and can be changed 

quickly. For example, some right-wing antigay literature now argues that since 

homosexuality is socially constructed, people can (and should) easily change 

their sexual orientation. And as you were saying earlier, frustration with the 

enduring quality of certain things sometimes leads people to think that they 

can't be socially generated. But the kind of social change we are talking about 

takes a long time, and the time frame in which we have been undertaking such 

change is incredibly tiny. 

Besides, the imprint of kinship arrangements on individual psyches 

is very durable. The acquisition of our sexual and gender programming is 

much like the learning of our native cultural system or language. It is much 

harder to leam new languages, or to be as facile in them as in our first lan-

guage. As Carole Vance has argued, this same model can be useful for thinking 

about gender and sexual preferences.3 As with languages, some people have 

more gender and erotic flexibility than others. Some can acquire secondary 

sexual or gender languages, and even fewer will be completely fluent in more 

than one position. But most people have a home language and home sexual 

or gender comfort zones that will not change much. This doesn't mean these 

things are not social, any more than the difficulties of acquiring other lan-

guages means that languages are not social. Social phenomena can be incred-

ibly obdurate. Nonetheless, I wanted in "Traffic" to put gender and sexuality 

into a social framework, and I did not want to go completely in the direction 

of the Lacanian symbolic and be stuck with a primary category of gender dif-

ferences which might as well be inscribed in granite. 

JB : So, if you would, talk about the theoretical and political circumstances that 

made you turn toward "Thinking Sex." 

GR: "Thinking Sex" was part of a movement away from an early structuralist 

focus on the binary aspects of language, such as the binary oppositions you 

see very much in Lévi-Strauss and Lacan, toward the more discursive models 

of later poststructuralism or postmodernism. If you are really going to take 

seriously that social life is structured like language, then you need complex 



models for how language is structured. I think these binary models seemed 

to work better for gender, because our usual understandings posit gender as 

in some ways binary; even the continuums of gender differences often seem 

structured by a primary binary opposition. But as soon as you get away from 

the presumptions of heterosexuality, or a simple hetero-homo opposition, dif-

ferences in sexual conduct are no t very intelligible in terms of binary models. 

Even the notion of a continuum is not a good model for sexual variations; one 

needs one of those mathematical models they do now with strange topolo-

gies and convoluted shapes. There needs to be some kind of model that is not 

binary, because sexual variation is a system of many differences, not just a 

couple of salient ones. 

We were talking earlier about the ostensible relationship of "Thinking Sex" 

to MacKinnon's work. Retrospectively, many people have interpreted "Think-

ing Sex" as a reaction to MacKinnon's work against pornography. 

JB: I'm doubdess guilty of that. . . 

GR: While the early feminist antipornography movement was an issue, most 

of the work for "Thinking Sex" was done before MacKinnon became a visible 

figure in that movement. To many, MacKinnon has come to represent the 

feminist antiporn movement, but actually she was a relative latecomer to it. 

She became visible as an important actor in the pom wars about 1984, after the 

passage of the so-called "civil rights" antiporn ordinances, first in Minneapolis 

late in 1983, and subsequendy in Indianapolis. Her fame tends to eclipse the 

early history of the feminist antiporn movement, which is represented better 

by the anthology Take Back the Night. I mostly knew about MacKinnon from 

those two articles in Signs. The first was published in 1982, and I had seen an 

earlier version. I had already been working on versions of "Thinking Sex" for 

some time. But I could see where MacKinnon was heading, at least at the theo-

retical level, and I was going in a different direction. She wanted to make femi-

nism the privileged site for analyzing sexuality and to subordinate sexual poli-

tics not only to feminism, but to a particular type of feminism. On the grand 

chessboard of life, I wanted to block this particular move. But it was not the 

impetus for the paper. At some level, I think there were some underlying social 

and political shifts that produced "Thinking Sex," the feminist antiporn move-

ment, MacKinnon's approach, and the right-wing focus on homosexuality and 

other forms of variant sexual conduct, among other things. 



JB: You are referring to MacKinnon's "Marxism, Feminism, Method and the 

State."4 

GR: Yes. "Thinking Sex" had its roots back in 1977-78, and I started doing lec-

ture versions of it in 1979.1 think you were at one of these, at the Second Sex 

Conference at the New York Institute for the Humanities. 

JB: Right. The first time I sawa copy of Michel Foucault's The History of Sexu-

ality ... 

GR: Was I waving it around? 

JB: Yes. You introduced it to me. 

GR: I was really, just totally hot for that book. 

JB: Yes, you made me hot for it too . . . [laughter] 

GR: The paper actually began before I ran into Foucault, but his work clarified 

issues and inspired me. In any event, the sources of this paper were earlier, and 

a litde different. First of all, I started to get more and more dissatisfied with 

what were then the stock feminist explanations for certain kinds of sexual be-

haviors. A number of different debates, incidents, and issues forced me to start 

questioning the wisdom, if not the relevance, of feminism as the privileged 

political movement or political theory for certain issues of sexuality and sexual 

difference. One was the debate on transsexuality. Even before that debate hit 

print toward the late 1970s, the discussion really flipped me out because it was 

so biologically deterministic. When it finally erupted into print over the hiring 

of Sandy Stone, a male-to-female transsexual, by Olivia Records, there were a 

number of articles in the lesbian press about how women were born and not 

made,5 which I found rather... 

GR and JB: [in unison] distressing. 

GR: To say the least. And then there were other issues that came up. Around 

1977-78, there was a repression, to use an old-fashioned term, going on in 

Michigan, directed against gay male public sex. All of a sudden men were 

being arrested in a much more aggressive way for sex in parks and tea rooms. 

There were a couple of old cruising areas on the Michigan campus, one in 



the Union and the other in Mason Hall. The cops came in and arrested some 

people. There was a truck stop on I-94 between Ann Arbor and Detroit where 

a number of men were arrested, and in one park sweep I think one of the 

officials of the Detroit public-school system was nabbed and subsequently 

fired. And as these stories started to percolate through the feminist and les-

bian communities, the most common opinion I heard was that these were just 

men doing horrible masculine, patriarchal things, and they probably should 

be arrested. This was not a position I could accept. No one was going around 

arresting all the people having heterosexual sex in parks and automobiles. To 

support or rationalize the arrests of anyone for engaging in consensual homo-

sexual sex was abhorrent to me. 

There was another set of incidents that happened, again in Ann Arbor in 

the late 1970s, around sex work and prostitution. There was a really interesting 

woman named Carol Ernst. We had disagreed on many things over the years; 

she was very involved with ideas for which I had little patience, like matri-

archy theory and the patriarchal revolt as an explanation for women's oppres-

sion, and the idea that women had political power in societies that worshiped 

female deities. But you know how in small communities people tend to talk to 

each other even if they disagree or have really different perspectives. That was 

the case there, and we were friends. Carol did a number of things which were 

very important in that community. At one point she went to work for a local 

massage parlor. She ended up trying to unionize the sex workers, and some-

time in the early 1970s she spearheaded a labor action against the parlor man-

agement. There were hookers with picket signs on the street in front of this 

dirty bookstore in downtown Ann Arbor, and the striking sex workers even 

filed an unfair labor practice complaint with the Michigan Labor Relations 

Board. It was amazing. 

Then Carol left the massage parlor and went to work for the bus company, 

where she was also deeply involved in labor issues and unionization. Many 

Ann Arbor lesbians ended up working either at the massage parlor or the bus 

company, which we fondly referred to as "dial-a-dyke." During the mid-1970s, 

the three major employers of the lesbian community in Ann Arbor were the 

university, the bus company, and the massage parlor. It's pretty comic but that's 

how it was. 

Then the massage parlor where many of the dykes worked was busted. One 

of the arrested women was a really wonderful, good-looking, athletic butch 

who happened to be the star left-fielder of the lesbian Softball team. The local 

lesbian-feminist community suddenly had to deal with the fact that many of 

their friends and heroes had been arrested for prostitution. 



JB: Fabulous. 

GR: Most of the rest of us initially had a stock response, which was that they 

shouldn't be doing this work and that they were upholding the patriarchy. The 

arrested women and their supporters formed an organization, called PEP, the 

Prostitution Education Project. They put the rest of us through quite an educa-

tional process. They asked how what they did was so different from what any-

one else did for a living. Some said they liked the work more than other kinds 

of work available to them. They asked why it was more feminist to work as sec-

retaries and for longer hours and less money. Some said they liked the working 

conditions; the busted parlor even had a weight room where the jocks worked 

out while waiting for clients. They demanded that we deal with prostitution 

as a work issue rather than a moralistic one. They brought in Margo St. James 

and had a big hookers' ball to raise funds for the legal defense. 

Carol Ernst was later tragically killed in an automobile accident. But she 

was a visionary, and her peculiar combination of feminist and labor politics 

really left an imprint. She challenged me on my rhetorical use of prostitution 

to make debating points about the horror of women's oppression. I used to 

convince people to feel moral outrage by comparing the situation of women 

in marriage and similar sexual/economic arrangements to prostitution. Carol 

argued that I was using the stigma of prostitution as a technique of persua-

sion, and that in so doing I was maintaining and intensifying such stigma at 

the expense of the women who did sex work. She was right. I finally realized 

that the rhetorical effectiveness came from the stigma, and decided that my 

rhetorical gain could not justify reinforcing attitudes which rationalized the 

persecution of sex workers. All of these incidents began to eat away at some of 

my preconceptions about how to think about power and sex, and the politics 

of sex. 

I was also getting more and more alarmed at the way the logic of the 

woman-identified-woman picture of lesbianism had been working itself out. 

By defining lesbianism entirely as something about supportive relations be-

tween women, rather than as something with sexual content, the woman-

identified-woman approach essentially evacuated it—to use a popular term— 

of any sexual content. It made it difficult to tell the difference between a lesbian 

and a nonlesbian. These were tendencies of thought common in local lesbian 

communities. Adrienne Rich in a way codified a certain approach that was 

widespread at the time, in which people didn't want to distinguish very much 

between lesbians and other women in close supportive relationships. And I 

found this both intellectually and politically problematic. A lot of things that 



were not by any stretch of the imagination lesbian were being incorporated 

into the category of lesbian. And this approach also diminished some of what 

was interesting and special about lesbians. I had initially been incredibly ex-

cited about the woman-identified-woman ideas, but I was starting to get a 

sense of their limitations. 

JB: Is it that you objected to calling "lesbian" the whole domain of female 

friendship? 

GR: In part. I objected to a particular obfuscation of the categories, and of 

taking the limited world of nineteenth-century romantic friendship, bound 

as it was by rigid sex-role segregation and enmeshed in marriage relations, as 

some kind of ideal standard for lesbian existence. I objected to the master nar-

rative that was then developing in lesbian historiography, in which the shifts 

which undermined that world were seen as entirely negative, a fall from grace, 

an expulsion from Eden engineered by nasty sexologists with their knowl-

edge of carnal desires. I did not like the way in which lesbians motivated by 

lust, or lesbians who were invested in butch-femme roles, were treated as in-

ferior residents of the lesbian continuum, while some women who never had 

sexual desire for women were granted more elevated status. This narrative 

and its prejudices were expressed in the title of the Nancy Sahli article, which 

was called "Smashing: Women's Relationships before the Fall." It is highly 

developed in Lillian Faderman's Surpassing the Love of Men. Caroll Smith-

Rosenberg's original 1975 essay deliberately blurred some of the distinctions 

between categories of lesbianism as a sexual status and other types of female 

intimacy, but she refrained from using romantic friendship as the standard 

by which lesbianism should be measured.6 I suppose the most vulgar reduc-

tion of this "paradise lost" narrative of lesbian history can be found in Sheila 

Jeifreys's work. 

JB: But then Rich's notion of the continuum, I take it y o u . . . 

GR: Rich's piece shares many of the same elements and assumptions that turn 

up in the historical work. I was not opposed to historical research on these re-

lationships, but thought it was a mistake to privilege them in defining the cate-

gory of "lesbian," either historically or in a contemporary context, and to judge 

o ther forms of lesbianism as wanting, degraded, or inferior. For example, from 

reading Surpassing the Love of Men, you might conclude that "mannish lesbi-

ans" were concocted by the sexologists as a plot to discredit romantic friend-



ship. In addition, both Sahli's and Faderman's analyses imply that the condi-

tions which enable the emergence of sexually aware lesbians, conscious lesbian 

identities, and lesbian subcultures in the late nineteenth century are regret-

table, because they undermined the old innocent passions and pure friend-

ships. Then nothing much good happened for lesbians until the emergence 

of lesbian feminism in the early 1970s. Unfortunately, this ostensible dark age 

happens to coincide with much of the early development of lesbian cultures, 

literatures, identities, self-awareness, and politics. 

This narrative structure oversimplified the complexities of these friend-

ships, obscured their class components, and obliterated many important dis-

tinctions. This is a much longer discussion than we can have here, but the 

point I want to make is just that this categorical system submerged many his-

torical and social complexities in a romantic, politicized, and limited notion 

of lesbianism. It, moreover, displaced sexual preference with a form of gen-

der solidarity. The displacement was both moral and analytical. While female 

intimacy and solidarity are important and overlap in certain ways with lesbian 

erotic passions, they are not isomorphic and they require a finer set of distinc-

tions. 

Ano ther problem in the late 1970s was presented by gay male politics. Femi-

nism was also used quite a bit as the political theory of gay male politics, and 

it didn't work very well. Very little gay male behavior actually was granted 

the feminist seal of approval. Most of the actual practice of gay male culture 

was objectionable to many feminists, who mercilessly condemned drag and 

cross-dressing, gay public sex, gay male promiscuity, gay male masculinity, gay 

leather, gay fist-fucking, gay cruising, and just about everything else gay men 

did. I could not accept the usual lines about why all this stuff was terrible and 

antifeminist, and thought they were frequently an expression of reconstituted 

homophobia. By the late 1970s, there was an emerging body of gay male politi-

cal writing on issues of gay male sexual practice. I found this literature fasci-

nating, and thought it was not only helpfiil in thinking about gay male sexu-

ality, but also that it had implications for the politics of lesbian sexual practice 

as well. 

And then there was just the whole issue of sexual difference. I am using the 

terminology of "sexual difference" here to refer to what has otherwise been 

called perversion, sexual deviance, sexual variance, or sexual diversity. By the 

late 1970s, almost every sexual variation was described somewhere in femi-

nist literature in negative terms with a feminist rationalization. Transsexu-

ality, male homosexuality, promiscuity, public sex, transvestism, fetishism, and 

sadomasochism were all vilified within a feminist rhetoric, and some causal 



primacy in the creation and maintenance of female subordination was attrib-

uted to each of them. Somehow, these poor sexual deviations were suddenly 

the ultimate expressions of patriarchal domination. I found this move baffling: 

on the one hand, it took relatively minor, relatively powerless sexual practices 

and populations and targeted them as the primary enemy of women's freedom 

and well-being. At the same time, it exonerated the more powerful institutions 

of male supremacy and the traditional loci for feminist agitation: the family, 

religion, job discrimination and economic dependency, forced reproduction, 

biased education, lack of legal rights and civil status, etc. 

JB: OK. Well let's go back for a minute. You spoke earlier about how you were 

forced to rethink the notion of prostitution, and I gather that it became for 

you something very different. You spoke about rethinking prostitution both as 

a labor question and a question of women's work. You then talked about the 

desexualization of the lesbian, and you also talked about how gay male politics 

had feminism as its theory, and yet that theory didn't really fit with the kinds 

of practices that gay men were engaged in. 

GR: Toward the late seventies and early eighties, just before AIDS hit and 

changed everyone's preoccupations, there was an emergent literature of gay 

male political theory of sexuality. Much of this appeared in North America's 

two best gay/lesbian newspapers at the time, the Body Politic, and GCN [Gay 

Community News]. There were articles on public sex, fist-fucking, man-boy 

love, promiscuity, cruising, public sex, and sex ads. Gay men were articulating 

an indigenous political theory of their own sexual cultures. This body of work 

evaluated gay male sexual behavior in its own terms, rather than appealing to 

feminism for either justification or condemnation. 

Looking back, it seems clear to me now that many things were happen-

ing almost at once. Somehow, the political conditions of sexual practice were 

undergoing a shift in the late 1970s, and the emergence of creative gay male 

sexual political theory was part of that. A major development was the phe-

nomenal growth of the New Right. By the late 1970s it was mobilizing explic-

itly and successfully around sexual issues. The New Right had a strong sexual 

agenda: to raise the punitive costs of sexual activity for the young, to pre-

vent homosexuals (male and female) from obtaining social and civic equality, 

to coerce women to reproduce, and so forth. Then the antiporn movement 

erupted into feminism in the late 1970s, W A V P M [Women Against Violence 

in Pornography and Media] was founded around 1976-77, and WAP [Women 

Against Pornography] followed in 1979. Samois, the first lesbian S/M organi-



zation, was founded in 1978. There was something profound going on; some 

larger underlying shift in how sexuality was experienced, conceptualized, and 

mobilized. "Thinking Sex" was just one response to this change in the social 

and political weather. I think my work shifted because something different was 

happening, and my set of operating assumptions and tools was not adequate 

for helping me navigate the shifts. 

JB: I gather that you also objected to the available language in which so-called 

sexual deviants were described.... 

GR: I looked at sex "deviants," and frankly they didn't strike me as the apotheo-

sis of patriarchy. On the contrary, they seemed like people with a whole set of 

problems of their own, generated by a dominant system of sexual politics that 

treated them very badly. They did not strike me as the avatars of political and 

social power in this society. So I asked myself, What's wrong with this picture? 

It seemed to me that many feminists had simply assimilated the usual stigmas 

and common hatreds of certain forms of non-normative sexual practice which 

they then rearticulated in their own framework. 

I was also becoming dissatisfied with the dominance of certain kinds of 

psychoanalytic interpretations of variant sexualities, and the common pre-

sumption that psychoanalysis was the privileged site for interpreting differ-

ences of sexual conduct. Despite its limitations and its problems, psychoanaly-

sis has a certain power and utility for thinking about issues of gender identity 

and gender difference. By contrast, much of the psychoanalytic approach to 

sexual variation, also known as perversion, struck me as incredibly reduc-

tionist and oversimplified. Moreover, many of these traditional approaches 

to "perversion" had come into feminism almost uncriticized. For me, the ex-

planatory potency of psychoanalysis seemed much more limited with regard 

to sexual variation. 

For example, to look at something like fetishism and say it has to do with 

castration and the lack, or maybe it's the knowledge of castration, or maybe 

it's the denial of the knowledge of castration, or maybe it is the foreclosure of 

the knowledge of, or the displacement of the knowledge . . . well, it says very 

little to me about fetishism. 

When I think about fetishism I want to know about many other things. 

I do not see how one can talk about fetishism, or sadomasochism, without 

thinking about the production of rubber, the techniques and gear used for 

controlling and riding horses, the high polished gleam of military footwear, 

the history of silk stockings, the cold authoritative qualities of medical equip-



ment, or the allure of motorcycles and the elusive liberties of leaving the city 

for the open road. For that matter, how can we think of fetishism without the 

impact of cities, of certain streets and parks, of red-light districts and "cheap 

amusements," or the seductions of department-store counters, piled high with 

desirable and glamorous goods?7 To me, fetishism raises all sorts of issues con-

cerning shifts in the manufacture of objects, the historical and social specifici-

ties of control and skin and social etiquette, or ambiguously experienced body 

invasions and minutely graduated hierarchies. If all of this complex social in-

formation is reduced to castration or the Oedipus complex or knowing or not 

knowing what one is not supposed to know, I think something important has 

been lost. 

I want to know about the topographies and political economies of erotic 

signification. I think that we acquire much of our grammar of eroticism very 

early in life and that psychoanalysis has very strong models for the active ac-

quisition and personalized transformations of meanings by the very young. 

But I do not find the conventional preoccupations of psychoanalysis to be 

all that illuminating with regard to the shifting historical and social content 

of those meanings. So much of the input gets—to borrow some phrasing-

foreclosed, denied, or displaced. There is a lot of very interesting and creative 

and smart psychoanalytic work. But when I wanted to think about sexual di-

versity, psychoanalytic approaches seemed less interesting to me. They seemed 

prone to impoverish the rich complexity of erotic meaning and conduct. 

Moreover, it seemed that many psychoanalytically based approaches made 

a lot of assumptions about what certain variant erotic practices or preferences 

meant. These interpretations, mostiy derived a priori from the literature, were 

then applied to living populations of individual practitioners, without any 

concern to check to see if such interpretations had any relevance or validity. 

There has also been a kind of degradation of psychoanalytic approaches, 

when the language and concepts are applied with great enthusiasm and little 

discrimination. Instead of vulgar Marxism, we now have a kind of vulgar 

Lacanianism. Even the best ideas from truly creative minds can be overused 

and beaten into the ground. I remember sitting in the audience of one confer-

ence and thinking that there was now a "phallus ex machina," a kind of dra-

matic technique for the resolution of academic papers. I was remembering 

an image from a famous Japanese print, where the men have these very large 

cocks, and one man has a member so huge that he rolls it around in a wheel-

barrow. I had this image of the phallus being brought up to the podium on a 

cart. I have heard a few too many papers where the phallus, or the lack, were 



brought in as if they provided profound analysis or sudden illumination. On 

many of these occasions, they did neither. 

At some point, I went back and read some of the early sexology and real-

ized that Freud's comments on the sexual aberrations were a brilliant, but lim-

ited, intervention into a preexisting literature that was very dense, rich, and 

interesting. His brilliance and fame, and the role of psychoanalytic explana-

tion within psychiatry, have given his comments on sexual variation a kind of 

canonical status.8 Even though many of his successors ignored or reversed his 

insights, Freud's prestige has been used to legitimate the later psychoanalytic 

literature as the privileged discourse on the "perversions." This has eclipsed 

a vast sexological enterprise that was roughly contemporary with Freud and 

which was actually more directly concerned with the sexual "aberrations" than 

he was. 

Early sexology has many problems of its own. Besides being sexist and anti-

homosexual, the earliest sexology treated pretty much all sexual practice other 

than procreative heterosexuality as a pathology. Even oral sex was classified 

as a perversion. The dominant models were drawn from evolutionism, par-

ticularly a kind of Lamarckian social evolutionism that was deeply embedded 

in ideologies of the ostensible superiority of the societies of white Europeans. 

But sexology, particularly after Krafft-Ebing, actually looked at sexual variety, 

taking sexual "aberrations" or "perversions" as its primary subject.9 Sexolo-

gists began to collect cases, and to record studies of living, breathing, speaking 

inverts and perverts. Their data collecting was very uneven—some were better 

at it than others. And many historians are pointing out the limitations of their 

empirical practices. For example, from her work on the Alice Mitchell trial, 

Lisa Duggan has discussed how sexologists unskeptically treated newspaper 

reports or reports from other sexologists as primary data.10 Robert Nye and 

Jann Madockhave analyzed assumptions and prejudices, especially about men 

and women, which shaped the early configurations of the categories of sexual 

fetishism and perversion.11 Nonetheless, early sexological compendia are in-

credible sources to mine. Even Krafft-Ebing is useful.12 For example, actual 

"inverts" and "perverts" read his early work and wrote him. They sent him 

their life histories, their anguished self-examinations, and their angry social 

critiques. Some of these were duly published in the later editions of Psycho-

pathia Sexualis. So there are these amazing voices, like the early activist invert 

who eloquendy denounces the social and legal sanctions against homosexu-

ality. Or there is an account of what was called the "woman-haters" ball, but 

was actually a drag ball in tum-of-the-century Berlin. The detailed description 



notes that the dancing was accompanied by "a very fine orchestra" and that 

many beautifully bedecked "women" suddenly lit up cigars or spoke in a deep 

baritone.13 

JB: Who were the other sexologists you were thinking of? 

GR: Well Havelock Ellis is one of the best of them. Magnus Hirschfeld was 

also very important. Ellis and Hirschfeld probably did the most, before Freud, 

to normalize and destigmatize homosexuality and other sexual variations. An 

indication of Ellis's power as a polemicist can be seen in the famous letter 

Freud wrote to an American mother who was worried about her homosexual 

son. Freud assured her that many great individuals were homosexual, and that 

homosexuals should not be persecuted. He advised her, if she didn't believe 

him, to go "read the books of Havelock Ellis."14 

Ellis and Freud both acknowledge a considerable debt to Hirschfeld. Vir-

tually everyone who writes about homosexuality at the turn of the century 

cites Hirschfeld's journal, the Jahrbuchfitr sexudle Zwischenstufen [The Journal 

for Intermediate Sexual Stages], Other important sexologists included Albert 

Moll, Albert Eulenberg, and Iwan Bloch. In the first footnote to his famous 

essay on the sexual aberrations, Freud lists several of the most influential sex-

ologists. These are the writers with whom he is in dialogue. They each have 

their own approach, and some are more interesting than others. Despite a lim-

ited theoretical apparatus, there is a rich social, historical, and cultural com-

plexity reflected in this literature that gets lost in much of the later psychoana-

lytic writings.15 

My sense is that Freud was not all that interested in "perverts" or "inverts"; 

he seemed much more excited by neurosis and the psychic costs of sexual 

"normality." Yet his interventions into turn-of-the-century sexology have 

overshadowed the context in which he was writing and the memory of that 

substantial and fascinating literature. In any event, instead of just taking off 

from Freud or later psychoanalysis, I thought it would be a good idea to go 

back to that literature before the psychoanalytic branch became so dominant, 

and see what could be learned from the issues and materials that were salient 

to those who first looked at sexual diversity as their main object of study. 

JB: And Foucault, I presume he offered you an alternative to psychoanalysis. 

You were reading the first volume of Foucault's History of Sexuality somewhere 

around this time as well. 



GR: Yes. That was published in English in 1978.1 immediately gravitated to it. 

As you can see from my copy here it is very marked up and dog-eared. That 

was a very important book. I do think that because of his undoubted stature, 

other work in the field of sexuality is retrospectively credited to him. There 

was a debate recently on one of the gay studies lists on the Internet, in which 

Foucault was credited as the originator of "social construction" theory. The 

key roles of people like Mary Mcintosh, Jeffrey Weeks, Kenneth Plummer, and 

a host of other historians, anthropologists, and sociologists were completely 

erased in the context of this discussion. It astonishes me how quickly people 

forget even recent history, and how much they are willing to project current 

attitudes back as a Active chronological sequence. I was influenced by Jeffrey 

Weeks as much as Foucault. In my opinion, Weeks is one of the great under-

appreciated figures in gay studies and the social theory of sexuality. He pub-

lished the basic statement of social construction of homosexuality in 1977, the 

year before Foucault's History of Sexuality was translated.16 

Many others who were working in the field of gay or lesbian history were 

rapidly coming to the same kinds of conclusions. I had been researching the 

history of lesbianism in the early 1970s, and quickly became aware that there 

was some discontinuity in the type of available data and the kinds of charac-

teristic persons called "lesbian" before and after the late nineteenth century. 

There were earlier records of women who had relationships with women, and 

records of cross-dressing or passing women. But it seemed there was little evi-

dence of self-conscious, self-identified lesbians, or lesbian communities, or a 

kind of lesbian political critique, until the late 1800s. 

In 1973,1 took another course that changed my life. It was "The Urbaniza-

tion of Europe, 1500-1900," and was given by Charles Tilly [also at the Uni-

versity of Michigan]. Tilly described how industrialization resulted in massive 

transfers of population from countryside to cities, how urban life was sub-

sequendy transformed, and how the forms of voluntary association available 

to city-dwellers differed from those in peasant villages. Another major theme 

of the course was how the language and repertoire of political action changed 

in different historical periods. We spent a lot of time on different structures of 

revolutionary action and political protest in France, and how these changed 

over time and were specific to particular historical circumstances. Another 

theme of the course was the way in which forms of individual consciousness 

changed in the course of all these developments. We discussed E. P. Thomp-

son's work on shifts in how people experienced time, and I was already familiar 

with the discussions of different forms of historical individuality in Althus-



ser and Balibar.17 It was a short jump from the impact of urbanization and 

industrialization on repertoires of political protest, the conventions of time, 

and forms of historical individuality, to thinking about how different forms of 

sexual identity and subjectivity might have resulted from the same large-scale 

social changes. These ideas seemed to make sense of what I was finding in my 

explorations of lesbian history. I didn't label any of this as "social construc-

tion," but I was reaching for ways to think about such issues. Many different 

scholars were taking the common approaches of social history, anthropology, 

and sociology, and applying these in a consistent way to homosexuality. There 

was a widespread convergence of this kind of thinking about male and female 

homosexuality, and a sudden paradigm shift, in the mid-1970s. 

I was unaware of the extent of Foucault's involvement in this emerging 

paradigm, but I had some idea that he was doing research on sexuality and 

homosexuality. I had met Foucault earlier, when I was studying in France in 

the summers of 1972 and 1973. One of my friends was a wonderful man named 

Larry Shields. We were both completely obsessed with "structuralism," which 

was what we then called most of the contemporary French thought. We had 

read Lévi-Strauss and what there was of Lacan, and books of Foucault's such 

as The Order of Things. But there was so little of this material around, and we 

wanted to go to the source. We got grants to go off to Paris to do research on 

structuralism. Well, Larry dutifully sat in the main reading room at the Biblio-

thèque Nationale reading Godelier, Lyotard, Kristeva, and Baudrillard. 

But I found that my French was inadequate to this task. As a game to find 

my way through the labyrinthine catalogue of the Bibliothèque Nationale, I 

started looking for some obscure lesbian novels that I had not been able to 

get my hands on for the part of my senior thesis on lesbian literature. When I 

found that they had Liane de Pougy's Idylle Sapphique, her roman à clef about 

her affair with Natalie Barney, I went up to the Réserve room to read it. I found 

a whole deposit of books by the Natalie Barney and Renée Vivien crowd, with 

penciled marginalia containing incredible biographical information on the 

cast of characters. Sol ended up spending the summer in the Réserve, clutch-

ing my dictionary and verb book, reading dirty lesbian novels. 

GR/JB: [in unison] My/Your French was good enough for that! 

GR: Well, one day Larry spotted Foucault in the main reading room, and we 

got up our nerve and asked him out for coffee. We were totally dumbfounded 

when he accepted. So we went out for coffee, and he asked us what we were 

doing. Larry enthusiastically reported on his explorations of cutting-edge 



theorists. When Foucault asked me what I was doing, I very sheepishly ad-

mitted that I was reading lesbian novels upstairs in the Réserve. To my sur-

prise, he seemed completely nonplussed, and just said, "Oh, I've been studying 

sodomy convictions." He explained that while sodomy laws were on the books 

for most of European history, they were only sporadically enforced. He was 

curious about what determined such patterns of enforcement. This was totally 

unexpected; I was astonished. 

He was incredibly friendly and approachable, and gave us his address and 

phone number. I thought no more about it until I saw The History of Sexuality 

in 1978.1 was just starting my research on the gay male leather community in 

San Francisco. I was going to France for a feminist conference. I mailed Fou-

cault the very rough draft of my dissertation proposal and told him how much 

I loved his new book. I thought my work might interest him at a theoretical 

level, but I expected him to be put offby specific things, like the focus on gay 

male S/M. Once again he surprised me by inviting me to dinner. It was not 

until I got to the dinner that I finally realized that he was homosexual, that he 

seemed perfecdy comfortable about S/M, and thatlcould stop worrying about 

offending him. 

JB: So what was it in Foucault that you found useful to your thinking about 

sexual practices and sexuality in general? 

GR: I thought his discussion of the emergence of a new relationship between 

systems of alliance and sexuality, at least in certain Western industrial coun-

tries, was incredibly insightful. You know, I said earlier that many people seem 

to have overinterpreted the last few pages of "Thinking Sex." I was not arguing 

there that kinship, gender, feminism, or psychoanalysis no longer mattered 

in any way. Rather, I was arguing that there were systems other than kinship 

which had assumed some kind of relative autonomy and could not be reduced 

to kinship, at least in the Lévi-Straussian sense. When I wrote about that, I very 

much had in mind the section from The History of Sexuality where Foucault 

says: "Particularly from the eighteenth century onwards, Western societies cre-

ated and deployed a new apparatus which was superimposed on the previous 

one."18 He never says it replaces, he says "superimposed." 

JB: Right, right. 

GR: "And which, without completely supplanting the latter helped reduce its 

importance." That is the actual phrase. It does not supplant, it simply reduces 



its importance. "I am speaking of the deployment of sexuality: like the de-

ployment of alliances it connects up with the circuit of sexual partners, but 

in a different way. The systems can be contrasted term by term." And then he 

says, "For the first"—that is, alliance—"what is pertinent is the link between 

partners and definite statutes. The second is concerned with the sensations of 

the body, the quality of the pleasures, and the nature of impressions, however 

tenuous or imperceptible these may be." Then, on the next page, he goes on to 

explain that "it is not exact to say that the deployment of sexuality supplanted 

the deployment of alliance."19 He writes, "One can imagine that one day it will 

have replaced it, but as things stand at present, while it does tend to cover up 

the deployment of alliance, it has neither obliterated the latter, nor rendered it 

useless. Moreover, historically it was around, and on the basis of the deployment 

of alliance that the deployment of sexuality was constructed "20 And then he 

goes on to write, "Since then it has not ceased to operate in conjunction with a 

system of alliance on which it had depended for support."21 He even says the 

family is the "interchange" of sexuality and alliance. "It conveys the law in the 

juridical dimension in the deployment of sexuality, and it conveys the econ-

omy of pleasure, and the intensity of sensations in the regime of alliance." He 

calls the family "the most active site of sexuality."22 Echoing this discussion, it 

never occurred to me that anyone would think I was arguing that kinship or 

the family, and their respective dynamics, have ceased to have any relevance. 

What he was saying helped me to think about the outlines of another system 

that had different dynamics, a different topography, and different lines of force. 

In this whole section by Foucault, you can hear the echoes of his conversations 

with Lévi-Strauss and Lacan. I felt that his assessment of those relationships 

was novel, insightful, and accurate. 

There were so many things I loved about this book— the brilliance and de-

scriptive richness of his writing, his rearrangement of the dominant concepts 

of sexuality, his interpretations of Freud, Lacan, Reich, and Lévi-Strauss, the 

dazzling insights, his models for social power, his ideas about resistance and 

revolution, the depth of his commitment to social and historical causality. 

He generated many wonderful phrases—such as the proliferation of per-

versions. It gave me new ideas, provided some really clear and vivid language, 

and confirmed that my own preoccupations at the time were not completely 

absurd. I had given a couple talks on the emergence of modern lesbianism and 

homosexuality, and many people who heard them probably thought, politely, 

that I was out of my mind. Finding out that Weeks in Coming Out and Fou-

cault in The History of Sexuality had already come to similar conclusions and 



had a similar understanding of a set of historical and theoretical issues was 

immensely reassuring and helped shape my subsequent approach. 

JB: I realize that you don't want to discount the force of kinship altogether, 

but isn't there another issue here, namely, developing a vocabulary to articu-

late contemporary configurations of kinship. I guess ano ther question for me 

is whether various supportive networks within the lesbian and gay community 

can't also be understood as contemporary forms of kinship. 

GR: You can understand them that way, but then you are using kinship in a 

really different way. When people talk about gay kinship, for example, they are 

using a different model of kinship. Instead of Lévi-Strauss, it is based more 

on the work of David Schneider, who wrote about kinship in America.23 You 

have to be specific about how the term is used. In a Lévi-Straussian sense, kin-

ship is a way of generating a social and political structure from manipulations 

of marriage and descent. In a more vernacular sense, particularly in complex 

societies like this one, kinship can mean simply the social relations of support, 

intimacy, and enduring connection. This use of kinship is very different from 

the Lévi-Straussian notion of kinship. 

JB: Well, of course it is. But doesn't that mark the conservatism of the Lévi-

Straussian notion? 

GR: Yes, but I'm saying that the terms are not quite commensurate. In femi-

nist theory, a lot rides on that Lévi-Straussian notion of kinship, which can't 

just be switched into a more fluid notion of modern or gay-type kinship sys-

tems. So one has to be careful about what one is then saying about kinship in 

this different sense. A system of voluntary association is very different from a 

system in which obligatory marriages create dynastic systems or other forms 

of political organization. 

Lévi-Strauss is talking about societies in which those relations of marriage 

and descent are the social structure. They either organize almost all of the 

social life, or they are the most important and visible institutional apparatus. 

In modern systems, kinship is already a structure that is much reduced in 

institutional importance. It is not radical to say, in anthropology, that kinship 

doesn't do in modem urban societies what it used to do in premodern cul-

tures. Furthermore, gay kinship closely resembles what anthropologists would 

call "Active" or "informal kinship." Such systems of informal or Active kinship 



are even less institutionalized and structurally stable than those relationships 

which are reinforced by state authority.24 

JB: Right. Well, I would certainly say that kinship can't possibly be the pre-

dominant way in which we try to take account of the complexity of contempo-

rary social or sexual life. I mean, that seems clear. On the other hand, it seems 

to me that the Foucauldian historiography that you have just noted takes for 

granted the Lévi-Straussian account of kinship and presumes that this form 

of kinship is itself something in the past. 

GR: No. I don't mean to suggest that. Again, one issue is how we are defining 

kinship. 

JB : OK. Because if we understand kinship as obligatory relations, or we think 

about societies that are governed by obligatory kinship relations, then cer-

tainly we would be able to say that is not commensurate with social life as we 

live it. On the other hand, it seems to me that kinship itself may have lost some 

of that obligatory status, or is in the process of losing it. And I am wondering 

if there is some value in holding on to the term "kinship" precisely in order to 

document that shift in the way in which the social life of sexuality is reconfig-

ured and sustained. 

I guess this becomes important when people want to say that feminism, 

especially in its psychoanalytic or structuralist mode, could talk about kin-

ship. But that particular discourse can't possibly describe the complexity of 

more modem arrangements or regulatory powers that are governing sexu-

ality. And I think that the problem has been that some people have taken this 

distinction to be the basis of the distinction between what feminism ought to 

do, namely look at kinship and gender and psychoanalysis, and what sexuality 

studies ought to do. And then some people, I think, have taken that a step fur-

ther and have said that sexuality is the proper "object," as it were, of gay and 

lesbian studies, and have based the whole methodological distinction between 

feminism and gay and lesbian studies on the apparent autonomy of those two 

domains. So maybe it would be better if I just asked you to address that ques-

tion now. 

GR: You have several different issues here. To take one pertinent at the time I 

wrote "Traffic," there was still a kind of naive tendency to make general state-

ments about the human condition that most people, including me, would now 

try to avoid. When you read Lévi-Strauss or Lacan, they make pretty grandiose 



generalizations. Plus, they never hesitate to call something the theory of this 

and the theory of that. I often wonder if that usage reflects a grandiosity that is 

no longer possible or if it is only an artifact of the translation. In French every-

thing has an article in front of it. So "la theorie" in French can mean something 

quite different from the theory in English. In "Traffic," I simply absorbed the 

idioms and innocent universalism of the dme. By the time I wrote "Thinking 

Sex," I wanted to make more modest claims. That was part of why, in "Think-

ing Sex," I noted that the Levi-Straussian-Lacanian formulations might or 

might not be accurate for other societies, even as I was certain that they had 

limited applicability to our own. I had acquired some skepticism about the 

universality of those models. 

As for this great methodological divide you are talking about, between 

feminism and gay/lesbian studies, I do not think I would accept that distribu-

tion of interests, activities, objects, and methods. I see no reason why femi-

nism has to be limited to kinship and psychoanalysis, and I never said it should 

no t work on sexuality. I only said it should not be seen as the privileged site for 

work on sexuality. I cannot imagine a gay and lesbian studies that is not inter-

ested in gender as well as sexuality and, as you note in your paper, there are 

many other sexualities to explore besides male homosexuality and lesbianism. 

But I am not persuaded that there is widespread acceptance of this division 

of intellectual labor between feminism, on the one hand, and gay and lesbian 

studies on the other. And it was certainly never my intention to establish a 

mutually exclusive disciplinary barrier between feminism and gay and lesbian 

studies. That was not an issue I was dealing with. I was trying to make some 

space for work on sexuality (and even gender) that did not presume feminism 

as the obligatory and sufficient approach. But I was not trying to found a field. 

For one thing, at that time the institutionalization of gay and lesbian studies 

was a fond dream that seemed far removed from the realm of immediate pos-

sibility. And yet, on the other hand, gay andlesbian studies as an enterprise was 

well under way. "Thinking Sex" was part of that ongoing process. 

Some of the context for "Thinking Sex" was the developing project of gay 

and lesbian studies, especially gay and lesbian history and anthropology. There 

now seems to be a certain amnesia about the early work of lesbian and gay 

studies, as if the field only just started in the early or mid-1980s. This just isn't 

true. There are whole strata of work in lesbian and gay scholarship which date 

from the early 1970s and which came out of the gay-liberation movement. 

These in turn built on even earlier research based in the homophile move-

ment. Gay scholarly work was not institutionalized in academia, and many of 

the people who did that work in the 1970s have paid a high price in terms of 



their academic careers. But lesbian and gay studies certainly didn't start with 

me, or at such a late date. 

For example, the San Francisco Lesbian and Gay History Project started in 

1978. A lot of work was begun in the excitement of that time: Allan Berube's 

work on gays in the military, Liz Kennedy's and Madeline Davis's work on 

the Buffalo lesbian community, and my research on gay male leather were all 

undertaken then.25 By that time, there were many other scholars involved, and 

most of us were in communication and dialogue with one another and with 

one another's work. 

Jonathan Ned Katz's Gay American History, John D'Emilio's Sexual Politics, 

Sexual Communities, Jim Steakley's The Homosexual Emancipation Movement 

in Germany, and Jeffrey Weeks's Coming Out: Homosexual Politics in Britain 

were from an even earlier period. There was another book on the German gay-

rights movement by John Lauritsen and David Thorstad published in 1974.26 

By the very early 1970s, lesbian scholars were starting to build on the earlier, 

pathbreaking bibliographic studies by Jeannette Foster and Barbara Grier.27 

I bring this work up to note that gay and lesbian studies preceded "Thinking 

Sex" and that it was a thriving scholarly enterprise long before it began to be 

institutionalized. 

JB: Well, tell us what you had in mind then when you wanted to designate the 

provisionally autonomous status of sexuality as a field. 

GR: I wanted to have better scholarship on sexuality, and a richer set of ideas 

about it than were readily available. I wanted to be able to articulate a sexual 

politics that did not assume that feminism was the last word and holy writ on 

the subject. Just as I had a decade earlier wanted a way to think about gen-

der oppression as distinct from class oppression (though not necessarily un-

related or in opposition), I later wanted to be able to think about oppression 

based on sexual conduct or illicit desire that was distinct from gender oppres-

sion (although, again, not necessarily unrelated or in opposition to it). I felt 

that we had to be able to articulate the structures of sexual stratification and 

make them visible in order to contest them. I thought that if we did not, pro-

gressive constituencies would unwittingly play into a very reactionary sexual 

agenda, which has, alas, too often been the case. I was afraid that if there were 

no independent analysis of sexual stratification and erotic persecution, well-

intentioned feminists and other progressives would support abusive, oppres-

sive, and undeserved witch hunts. 



I think by then a certain kind of feminist orthodoxy had become an edifice 

with some of the same problems that had earlier plagued Marxism. Instead 

of class, gender was often supposed to be the primary contradiction from 

which all social problems flowed. There was an attitude that feminism now 

had the answers to all the problems for which Marxism was found wanting. I 

remember that one Marxist scholar made a wonderful comment about a cer-

tain approach to Marxism, which I thought was beginning to be applicable to 

a certain kind of feminism as well. I cannot recall who made the comment, 

although I think it was Martin Nicolaus. But the comment criticized those 

Marxists who treated Capital as if it were a lemon, as if by squeezing it hard 

enough all the categories of social life would come dripping out. By the early 

1980s, there were many people who approached feminism in the same way. For 

some, feminism had become the successor to Marxism and was supposed to 

be the next grand theory of all human misery. I am skeptical of any attempt to 

privilege one set of analytical tools over all others, and all such claims of theo-

retical and political omnipotence. 

I approach systems of thought as tools people make to gain leverage and 

control over certain problems. I am skeptical of all universal tools. A tool may 

do one job brilliandy, and be less helpful for another. I did not see feminism 

as the best tool for the job of getting leverage over issues of sexual variation. 

I certainly never intended "Thinking Sex" as an attack on feminism, any 

more than I intended "Traffic" as an attack on Marxism. "Traffic" was largely 

addressed to an audience drenched in Marxism, and can be easily misunder-

stood in an era whose preoccupations are so different. I find the current ne-

glect of Marx a tragedy, and I hope to see a revival of interest in his work. Marx 

was a brilliant social thinker, and the failure to engage important and vital 

issues of Marxist thought has weakened social and political analysis. 

"Thinking Sex" similarly assumed a largely feminist readership. It was de-

livered at a feminist conference, aimed at a feminist audience, and written 

within the context of feminist discussion. I do not consider it an attack on a 

body of work to say that it cannot do everything equally well. 

Finally, I wanted to add sexual practice to the grand list of social stratifi-

cations, and to establish sexuality as a vector of persecution and oppression. 

In the 1960s, the important stratifications were pretty much understood to be 

caste, class, and race. One of the great contributions of feminism was to add 

gender to that list. By the early 1980s, it had become clear to me that adding 

gender did not take care of the issues of sexual persecution, and that sexuality 

needed to be included as well. 



JB: Your own work has become descriptively very rich, especially the ethno-

graphic work, and earlier, with respect to the sexologists, you applaud their 

efforts for being full of valuable descriptive data. You mention as well that 

they "looked at" cases and practices. Is "looking at" in this sense a theoretical 

activity? In other words, don't we look with or through certain kinds of theo-

retical suppositions? And are certain kinds of practices "seeable" or "unsee-

able" depending on which theoretical presuppositions are used? Perhaps you 

would like to take this opportunity to speak a bit more about the relationship 

between descriptive and theoretical work? 

GR: Yes, of course; whenever we look at anything we are already making de-

cisions at some level about what constitutes the "seeable," and those decisions 

affect how we interpret what it is that we "see." The paradigms that informed 

early sexology produced a certain set of interpretations and explanations 

which I would reject, particularly the presumption that sexual diversity equals 

sexual pathology. The assumptions of sexology structured many of the cate-

gories and presuppositions that we are still dealing with today, for example, 

the idea that women are less capable of, less prone to, and less adept at sexual 

perversions than men. At the same time, their approach enabled sexologists to 

bring sexual diversity, however misperceived, into their field of view. It is, as 

it were, at the center of their lens, at the focal point of their enterprise. While 

Freud had, in general, a lens with better optics and higher resolution, sexual 

diversity was more at the edge of his field of view. In a way, it remains there in 

much subsequent work, including large parts of feminism. 

But your question raises another issue for me, and that is the way in which 

empirical research and descriptive work are often treated as some kind of low-

status, even stigmatized, activity that is inferior to "theory." There needs to be 

a discussion of what exactly is meant, these days, by "theory," and what counts 

as "theory." I would like to see a less dismissive attitude toward empirical work. 

There is a disturbing trend to treat with condescension or contempt any work 

that bothers to wrestle with data. This comes, in part, from the quite justi-

fied critiques of positivism and crude empiricism. But such critiques should 

sharpen the techniques for gathering and evaluating information rather than 

becoming a rationalization for failing to gather information at all. 

One friend of mine likes to say, "All data are dirty." I take this to mean that 

data are not just things out there waiting to be harvested, with intrinsic mean-

ings that are readily or inevitably apparent. Data, too, are socially constructed, 

and there are always perspectives that determine what constitutes data or affect 

evaluations of what can be learned from data. Nonetheless, it is a big mistake 



to decide that since data are imperfect, it is better to avoid the challenges of 

dealing with data altogether. I am appalled at a developing attitude that seems 

to think that having no data is better than having any data, or that dealing with 

data is an inferior and discrediting activity. A lack of solid, well-researched, 

careful descriptive work will eventually impoverish feminism, and gay and les-

bian studies, as much as a lack of rigorous conceptual scrutiny will. I find this 

galloping idealism as disturbing as mindless positivism. 

I also find preposterous the idea that empirical work is always easy, simple, 

or unanalytical. Unfortunately, virtuoso empirical work often goes unrecog-

nized. Good empirical research involves as much thought and is as intellec-

tually challenging as good conceptual analysis. In many ways, it is more chal-

lenging. I know this is a completely heretical opinion, but it is often more 

difficult to assemble, assimilate, understand, organize, and present original 

data than it is to work over a group of canonical texts which have been, by now, 

cultivated for so long by so many that they are already largely digested. There is 

plenty of "theory" in the best empirical studies, even if such studies often fail 

to cite the latest list of twenty-five essential authorizing or legitimizing "theo-

rists." 

Moreover, many people who deal with data are trained to be sophisticated 

about how to evaluate empirical material. Some who proclaim the supremacy 

of theory and who are contemptuous of empirical research can be quite naive 

about the material used in their own "theoretical" work. Often, data come in, 

as it were, by the back door. In the absence of empirical research or training, 

some ostensibly theoretical texts end up relying on assumptions, stereotypes, 

anecdotes, fragments of data that are out of context, inaccurate details, other 

people's research, or material that is recycled from other so-called theoretical 

texts. So some extremely dirty data get enshrined as "theory." The opposition 

between "theoretical" and "empirical" work is a false, or at least, distorted one; 

the imbalance between conceptual analysis and data analysis needs some re-

dress. In short, I would like to see more "interrogation" of the contemporary 

category of "theory," and of the relationships between such "theory" and em-

pirical or descriptive research. 

There is another specific problem I see with regard to sexuality. There is a 

common assumption that certain kinds of conceptual analysis or literary and 

film criticism provide descriptions or explanations about living individuals or 

populations, without establishing the relevance or applicability of such analy-

ses to those individuals or groups. I have no objection to people performing 

dazzling analytic moves upon a body of assumptions or texts in order to say 

interesting things about those assumptions or texts. I have nothing against 



philosophy, literary analysis, or film criticism per se. But I have a problem 

with the indiscriminate use of such analyses to generate descriptions of living 

populations or explanations of their behaviors. 

For example, there is a trend to analyze sexual variance by mixing a few 

privileged "theoretical" texts with literary or film criticism to produce state-

ments about either the thing (e.g., "masochism") or the population (e.g., 

"masochists"). The currendy fashionable "theory" of sadomasochism is 

Deleuze's long 1971 essay on "masochism." Despite the fact that Deleuze based 

much of his analysis on fiction, primarily Sacher-Masoch's novel Venus in Furs 

and some texts of de Sade, he is taken to be an authority on sadism and mas-

ochism in general. Since he is known as a theorist, his comments on sadism 

and masochism are surrounded with the penumbra of "Theory." 

Deleuze treats differences in the literary techniques of Sade and Sacher-

Masoch as evidence for ostensible differences between "sadism" and "masoch-

ism." But what are the "sadism" and "masochism" of which he speaks? Are they 

literary genres? Desires of living sadists and masochists? Floating formations 

of desire? He makes sweeping generalizations about "sadism" and "masoch-

ism," such as, "Sadism negates the mother and inflates the father; masochism 

disavows the mother and abolishes the father.... There is an aestheticism in 

masochism, while sadism is hostile to the aesthetic attitude."281 find state-

ments like these fairly meaningless, intelligible only because of a psychoana-

lytic tradition that has equated particular constellations of sexual desire with 

alleged universals of childhood development. What troubles me is that such 

generalizations are and will be taken as descriptive statements about those per-

sons and populations who might be considered "masochistic" or "sadistic." 

Deleuze is very smart, and it also seems clear from his text that he had some 

acquaintance with practicing perverts. But his empirical knowledge enters pri-

marily as anecdote. He seems familiar with female dominance, particularly 

by professional Mistresses. He seems to generalize from some literature and 

some kind of personal knowledge to make statements about "masochism" and 

"sadism" in a broader context. This essay is fascinating, yet hardly definitive. 

It is nonetheless becoming an authoritative text for writing about masochism 

and sadism. 

There are now discussions which draw on Deleuze to analyze the "mas-

ochistic aesthetic," "the masochistic text," "masochism's psychodynamics," or 

"masochistic narrativity." Such usage implies that masochism is an "it," a uni-

tary phenomenon whose singular psychodynamic, text, aesthetic, or narra-

tivity are not only knowable but known. Leaving aside the issue of what terms 

like this mean, I see a danger that statements about what "masochism" in this 



sense "is" or "does" or "means" will be taken as descriptions or interpretations 

of what actual masochists are, do, or mean. Yet the authority of these state-

ments is not derived from any systematic knowledge of masochism as it is 

practiced by masochists. It is derived from an analytic apparatus balanced pre-

cariously upon Deleuze's commentary, Sade's fiction and philosophical writ-

ings, Sacher-Masoch's novels, psychoanalytic writings on the etiology of mas-

ochism, various other texts and films, and personal anecdote. 

I have this quaint, social-science attitude that statements about living 

populations should be based on some knowledge of such populations, not on 

speculative analysis, literary texts, cinematic representations, or preconceived 

assumptions. And I can hear the objection to what I'm saying already: "But 

Deleuze," someone is bound to say, "is Theory." 

JB: So tell us more about the kind of work you are currendy doing, and how it 

negotiates this tension between conceptual and descriptive domains. You just 

completed your study on the gay male leather community in San Francisco. 

What is it that you sought to find there? 

GR: Well, when I started this project I was interested in the whole question of 

sexual ethnogenesis. I wanted to understand better how sexual communities 

form. This question came out of work I had done in lesbian history, and ini-

tially I was trying to figure out where lesbian communities came from, or how 

they come to exist. I became curious about gay male as well as lesbian commu-

nities. Then I realized that many sexualities were organized as urban popula-

tions, some quite territorial. I started to wonder about what stork brought all of 

these sexual populations, and how it happened. This was all part of reorienting 

my thinking about such categories as lesbianism, homosexuality, sadism, mas-

ochism, or fetishism. Instead of seeing these as clinical entities or categories 

of individual psychology, I wanted to approach them as social groups with 

histories, territories, institutional structures, modes of communication, etc. 

As an anthropologist, I wanted to study something contemporary. There 

were a number of reasons why I picked this community, but one was that it 

had crystallized since World War Two. There were still individuals around 

who were involved then, from the late 1940s on. I had access to them, and 

could study this fascinating process whereby some sexual practice or desire 

that was once completely stigmatized, hidden, and despised could actually be 

institutionalized in a subculture in which it was considered normal and desir-

able. The building of subcultural systems designed to facilitate nonnormative 

sexualities is an interesting process. 



And in many ways, the gay male leather community is a textbook case of 

sexual social formation, although the sexualities within it are more complex 

than I initially thought. For one thing, "leather" does not always mean "S/M." 

Leather is a broader category that includes gay men who do S/M, gay men 

who are into fisting, gay men who are fetishists, and gay men who are mascu-

line and prefer masculine partners. Leather is a multivalent symbol that has 

different meanings to different individuals and groups within such commu-

nities. Among gay men, leather and its idioms of masculinity have been the 

main framework for gay male S/M since the late 1940s. Other groups organize 

similar desires in different social and symbolic constellations. For example, 

heterosexual S/M for most of the same period was not organized around the 

symbol of leather, idioms of masculinity, or urban territories. "Leather" is a 

historically and culturally specific construct in which certain forms of desire 

among gay men have been organized and structured socially. 

I also did not know when I began this research that at least one sexual ac-

tivity, fist-fucking, seems to have been a truly original invention. As others 

have pointed out, fisting is perhaps the only sexual practice invented in this 

century. It may have been practiced earlier. But it really became popular in 

the late 1960s and early 1970s, and then spawned its own unique subcultural 

elaboration and institutionalization. 

Within the gay male leather community, you get this particular unity of the 

kinky and the masculine in a way that you don't see among heterosexuals or 

lesbians, where those things are mapped out differently. It is a very unique and 

interesting way of putting certain sexual practices together. 

JB: What is the significance of the combination of masculinity and kinkiness? 

GR: That is a huge subject, and requires a much longer discussion than we can 

have here. Among gay men, the adoption of masculinity is complicated, and 

has a lot to do with rejecting the traditional equations of male homosexual 

desire with effeminacy. Since the mid-nineteenth century, there has been a 

slowly evolving distinction between homosexual object choice and cross-

gender or transgender behavior. A masculine homosexual (like a feminine 

lesbian) was once considered an oxymoron; such persons existed but were 

"unthinkable" in terms of the hegemonic models of sexuality and gender. The 

development of the leather community is part of a long historical process 

in which masculinity has been claimed, asserted, or reappropriated by male 

homosexuals. Gay male leather, including gay male S/M, codes both desiring/ 

desired subjects and desired/desiring objects as masculine. In this system, a 



man can be overpowered, restrained, tormented, and penetrated, yet retain his 

masculinity, desirability, and subjectivity. There are also symbolics of effemi-

nate homosexual S/M, but these have been a relatively minor theme in the fifty 

years of gay male leather. 

Other communities don't combine these things in the same way. During 

most of the same time period, heterosexual S/M was organized more through 

sex ads, professional dominance, and some private social clubs. For hetero-

sexual S/M, leather was a fetish, but not the core symbol which anchored insti-

tutionalization. Straight S/M was not territorial, and if anything, the dominant 

stylistic idioms were feminine. 

The imagery of heterosexual S/M and fetishism draws on a lot of feminine 

symbolism, S/M erotica aimed at male heterosexuals often has mosdy female 

characters, and the few male characters are often effeminized. There are many 

reasons for this, including the idiosyncrasies of the history of legal regulation 

of S/M erotica. But evidendy many heterosexual men have fantasies of being 

lovely young ladies. Most of the better-equipped houses of dominance have a 

special room for cross-dressing male clients who pay handsomely for the privi-

lege. These "fantasy" rooms are distinguished from "dungeons" or "medical" 

rooms. They are often decorated in pink frills and ruffles. One typical hetero-

sexual S/M coupling may involve a woman dressed in feminine attire, domi-

nating a man who may be overdy or coverdy "effeminized." 

I do not mean to imply that there are no "masculine" heterosexual male 

masochists or sadists. Moreover, this feminine imagery is not as hegemonic 

for heterosexual S/M as is masculine imagery for gay male S/M. But a visible 

and common style of heterosexual S/M involves a feminine woman and an ef-

feminized man, a sort of fantasy "lesbian" couple. Meanwhile, among actual 

lesbian sadomasochists, there seems to be a pretty even distribution of mas-

culine and feminine styles, genders, and symbolism. 

JB: I'd like to bring us back to gender.. . 

GR: You would! I will only say that I never claimed that sexuality and gender 

were always unconnected, only that they are not identical. Moreover, their re-

lationships are situational, no t universal, and must be determined in particular 

situations. I think I will leave any further comments on gender to you, in your 

capacity as the reigning "Queen" of Gender! 



Studying Sexual Subcultures 

Excavating the Ethnography of Gay 

Communities in Urban North America 
13 

Anthropology and Homosexuality 

Our own society disapproves of any form of homosexual behavior for males 

and females of all ages. In this it differs from the majority of human societies. 

Some people resemble us in this respect, but a larger number condone or even 

encourage homosexuality for at least some members of the population. De-

spite social and legal barriers to such behavior, homosexual activities do occur 

among some American men and women. 

—Clellen S. Ford and Frank A. Beach, Patterns of Sexual Behavior 

Over the past several decades, anthropology has played a prominent yet in-

consistent role in the study of sexual communities and erotic populations. 

Anthropology has been a major force in contemporary theories of sexuality, 

particularly in the critiques of gender and heterosexuality as naturalized uni-

versals.1 Comparative ethnographic data have helped undercut the moral 

legitimacy of antihomosexual bias.2 Anthropologists have made substantial 

contributions to the social-science literature on homosexuality.3 Anthropo-

logical work has helped to undercut the intellectual foundations of "perver-

sion" models of sexual variation. 

For much of the twentieth century, sexual practice that varied from a 
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norm of fairly straightforward, generally monogamous, and preferably mari-

tal heterosexuality with a possibility of procreation was cast not only as un-

desirable but also physically unhealthy, socially inferior, or symptomatic of 

psychological impairment. Such perversion models presumed the pathology 

of sexual variety. These assumptions of disease and dysfunction could be ex-

plicit or implicit, but they were ubiquitous. They were particularly characteris-

tic of medical and psychiatric literatures, which in turn were hegemonic pro-

fessional discourses of sexuality. 

The social sciences—particularly anthropology, sociology, and history-

can often articulate a countervailing intellectual tendency toward accepting 

the moral equality of social diversity. Anthropology has facilitated potent 

shifts toward ideological leveling in many registers, including the sexual, by 

refusing to accept Western industrial civilizations as the measure of human 

achievement, by treating different cultural systems as equally legitimate, by 

attacking the foundations of racial ranking and the concept of race itself, by 

situating epistemological assumptions within culturally specific frameworks, 

and by showing how systems of moral value are produced by particular social 

contexts. In the second half of the twentieth century, anthropology and the 

other social sciences contested medicine for control over the study of sexuality 

and helped displace perversion-based models with frameworks grounded in 

the appreciation of the diversity of human cultural practice. 

Nonetheless, anthropology remains enmeshed in its own social locations, 

and has been considerably less self-reflective about the resulting implications 

for sexual bias than other forms of rationalized condescension. It is ironic that 

so influential a discipline has also been oddly parochial in resisting the study 

of sexuality. In particular, the institutions of the discipline have often failed to 

encourage, and have in some respects obstructed, research on homosexuality, 

especially in Western urban contexts. The resulting discrepancy between an-

thropology's strong intellectual contributions and weak institutional presence 

in contemporary scholarship on homosexuality and other sexual populations 

has had significant repercussions. Many scholars who work on gay, lesbian, 

bisexual, or transgender issues, for example, assume that such research began 

in the 1990s, is derived almost entirely from French theory, and is primarily 

located in fields such as modern languages and literature, philosophy, and film 

studies.4 Many anthropologists, in turn, are unaware of the extensive history of 

social-science attention to sexualiti.es and may think of gay research as some-

thing accomplished mainly in the ethereal realms of aesthetic critique. 

Nonetheless, the study of homosexuality and other nonnormative sexu-

alities has a long and distinguished lineage in the social sciences. This essay is 



an attempt to excavate some of that history, specifically in terms of the ethno-

graphic study of gay, lesbian, and other minority sexual populations in the 

metropolitan areas of North America, and suggest some of the ways in which 

that body of work contributed to the articulation of new theories and para-

digms of sexuality in the early to mid-1970s.5 

The Urban Problem 

Anthropology... has been mainly concerned up to the present with the 

study of primitive peoples. But civilized man is quite as interesting as an 

object of investigation, and at the same time his life is more open to ob-

servation and study. . . . The same patient methods of observation which 

anthropologists like Boas and Lowie have expended on the study of the life 

and manners of the North American Indian might be even more fruitfully 

employed in the investigation of the customs, beliefs, social practices, and 

general conceptions of life prevalent in Little Italy on the lower North Side in 

Chicago, or in recording the more sophisticated folkways of the Inhabitants 

of Greenwich Village and the neighborhood of Washington Square, New York. 

—Robert E. Park, Ernest W. Burgess, and Roderick McKenzie, The City 

As a neophyte graduate student in anthropology in the early 1970s I spent many 

hours in the library at the University of Michigan, looking for material on the 

anthropology of homosexuality. There were rich data about same-sex contact 

in some non-Western societies, the most obvious of which included exten-

sive literature on ritualized semen exchanges among males in New Guinea 

and nearby Pacific Island cultures, and institutionalized roles for intermediate 

genders, principally among indigenous people of North America. There were 

also the occasional reports of homosexual practice or same-sex unions, for ex-

ample in some African societies.6 Data on contemporary sexual communities 

such as gay Greenwich Village, Fire Island, or West Hollywood, however, were 

scarce, and anthropological interest in such populations difficult to detect. 

The two major compendia then available on the anthropology of sexuality 

were Ford's and Beach's Patterns of Sexual Behavior (1951) and Marshall's and 

Suggs's Human Sexual Behavior (1971). Patterns of Sexual Behavior was an in-

dispensable text in comparative sexology. It was widely cited and highly influ-

ential in establishing the extent of cultural variation in sexual practices. Ford 

and Beach included a chapter on homosexuality in which material was pre-

sented chiefly in terms of whether societies approved or disapproved of homo-

sexual conduct. By noting that the level of disapproval that obtained in the 



United States in the 1950s was not universal and was even somewhat extreme, 

Ford and Beach expressed an implied, if muted, criticism of the prevailing in-

tolerance. Their overview and references provided a wonderfully useful find-

ing guide for locating data on same-sex contact in the ethnographic literature 

for other societies, especially in the Human Relations Area Files. 

For the United States, however, Ford and Beach relied on the major sex sur-

veys available at that time, notably the first volume of the Kinsey report from 

1948, George Henry's two-volume opus on sex variants (1941), and Katherine 

Bement Davis's survey of the sex lives of twenty-two hundred women (1929). 

The discussion in Ford and Beach reflects those sources by focusing on indi-

viduals and types of sexual activity. It reiterates, for example, how many of 

Kinsey's respondents had practiced "mutual handling of the penis" or what 

percentage had engaged in anal copulation. Given that social groups are the 

more customary units of anthropological interest, the absence of any aware-

ness of organized communities of homosexuals in the United States is strik-

ing. Ford and Beach brought to the study of homosexuality a strong measure 

of cultural relativism, but little recognition of the social complexity of urban 

sexual populations. 

By contrast, when Human Sexual Behavior was published two decades later, 

Marshall and Suggs were well versed in the social life of urban homosexuals, 

yet considerably less adept at maintaining a consistent stance of ethnographic 

relativism. They noted that "some homosexuals congregate or regularly visit 

for residence or recreation specific districts that have shown more tolerance 

for deviant behavior" and that "some Western homosexuals have developed 

entire subcultures, with their own patterned behavior."7 

Despite their recognition of homosexual social life, Marshall and Suggs still 

invoked the classification of homosexuality as a mental disease and a symptom 

of severe psychological malfunction. "Just as the homosexual advertisements 

in the Berkeley Barb appear with those of the voyeur, the sadist, the masoch-

ist, and the fetishist," they stated, "so it is difficult to interpret such behavioral 

manifestations as the 'fairy balls,' or the transvestite 'beauty contests' of some 

urban areas as anything more exalted than sociopathic manifestations of per-

sonality disturbances complicated by membership in a pervasive subculture "8 

Furthermore, according to Marshall and Suggs, "Medical and psychiatric 

data together with interpretations by some analysts and by logic indicate that 

some contemporary Western sexual deviants must be regarded as socially and 

personally maladjusted, in some cases so very ill as to endanger society."9 A 

scant two years before homosexuality was officially reclassified as nonpatho-

logical and removed from the list of psychosexual disorders by the Ameri-



can Psychiatric Association, they could flady state, "Social approval of active 

homosexuality is tantamount to declaring that society has no interest in, or 

obligation to make well, the sociopsychologically deviant so as to prevent a 

disturbing behavior pattern from spreading in its midst—or that the society 

is not concerned with its own survival."10 

Marshall and Suggs concluded by claiming a new level of ethnographic ob-

jectivity and scientific neutrality in the study of sexuality: "With all the effort 

devoted to the study of manifold aspects of sex throughout the decades since 

Ellis, Krafft-Ebing, Freud, and others, only now have we begun to arrive at 

a relatively culture-free perspective of this most basic aspect of human behav-

ior."11 Their laudable attempt to approach sexual variation with an open mind 

and a minimum of cultural baggage, however, floundered on the presump-

tion of homosexuality as intrinsically pathological. Far from establishing a 

non-ethnocentric study of human sexuality, Human Sexual Behavior demon-

strates the extent to which ethnographic reflexes were still trumped by com-

mon prejudice and psychiatric hegemony as late as 1971. It is ironic that dur-

ing the two decades bracketed by these two anthropological texts the work 

of establishing a social-science approach to sex, of producing ethnographic 

studies of contemporary sexual populations, and of challenging the privileged 

role of psychiatry in the study of human sexuality was mostly accomplished by 

sociologists. 

The University of Chicago and the Discovery of Sexual Worlds 

The refashioning of homosexuality as a social phenomenon, rather than a 

purely psychological one, was established by two means—first by the defi-

nition of homosexuality as a social problem (ambiguously framed as one of 

either a problem of the social adjustment of homosexuals or the elimination 

of prejudice against homosexuals), and second, the public recognition of the 

existence of a homosexual world. Starting in the immediate postwar period 

and up through the sixties homosexuality as a social issue emerged in a 

number of different bodies of discourse. 

—Jeffrey Escoffier, "Reading the Social" 

The idea that sexuality was social and an appropriate object of social-science 

inquiry was powerfully articulated during the 1950s and 1960s in a small lit-

erature in the sociology of deviance.12 The assumptions, questions, and impli-

cations of this body of work challenged those of psychiatry, displacing interest 



in the etiologies of individual disorders with curiosity about the institutional 

structures and socialization mechanisms of deviant subcultures. As Jeffrey Es-

coffier has observed, the "discovery" of homosexual social worlds was central 

to the reclassification of homosexuality as a social rather than a medical issue. 

Ethnographic attention to homosexual subcultures shifted attention from 

individuals to communities and from illness to routine. 

Many key scholarly figures of this transition were trained in sociology at 

the University of Chicago, including John Gagnon, William Simon, Albert 

Reiss, William Westley, and less direcdy, Howard Becker and Erving Goff-

man. There were, of course, many other notable researchers who also con-

tributed to this process, especially Evelyn Hooker, a psychologist, and Alfred 

Kinsey, whose background was in biological science. And in addition to Chi-

cago, there were other institutions, such as U C L A , where Hooker was on the 

faculty, and Indiana University, where the Kinsey Institute was located, that 

served as major intellectual loci for redefining sexuality and resituating sexual 

deviance.13 Nonetheless, the centrality of urban ethnography, the sociology of 

deviance, and the peculiar concentration of individuals trained in social sci-

ence at Chicago deserve attention. 

Social research at the University of Chicago had been famous for its pio-

neering work in urban sociology since the publication of The Polish Peasant in 

Europe and America (1918-20) by W. I. Thomas and Florian Znanieki. Thomas 

is perhaps best known for his role in establishing urban research based on de-

tailed field observation, but he also published a sexological treatise in 1907. His 

Sex and Society: Studies in the Social Psychology of Sex (1907) assembled a col-

lection of earlier journal articles. Sex and Society is not grounded in original 

research but is primarily a commentary based on previously published data, 

much of it ethnographic. Thomas extensively cites many of the familiar turn-

of- the-century anthropological tomes, such as those of Westermarck, Tyler, 

Spencer, Lubbock, and Morgan; he also invokes early sexological compendia 

such as the work of Havelock Ellis. Sex and Society is a reminder that data 

on sexual practice were central to late-nineteenth-century anthropology and 

social theory; similarly, anthropological concerns, findings, and scholarship 

powerfully shaped early sexology. The overlap between these fields was sub-

stantial and their differentiation still embryonic. 

W. I. Thomas had also served on the Chicago Vice Commission, one of sev-

eral investigatory bodies established as a result of interrelated anti-vice cru-

sades that flourished in the United States in the early part of the twentieth 

century. In addition to the temperance movement, there were also enormous 



social mobilizations against prostitution (the "social evil") and "white slavery" 

as well as active campaigns to raise the age of consent for girls and curb the 

social freedoms of young working-class women.14 It is ironic that much of 

what we know about "vice" in U.S. cities in the early twentieth century results 

from data collected to assist in attempts at its elimination. 

Moreover, the surveillance of prostitution by anti-vice organizations pro-

duced observational data on homosexuality. New York's Committee of Fifteen 

(founded in 1900) documented prostitution in New York City, as did its suc-

cessor, the Committee of Fourteen, "an anti-prostitution society whose inves-

tigators kept much of the city's nightlife and streetlife under surveillance from 

1905 to 1932.... In the course of their search for prostitutes, they [investiga-

tors for the Committee of Fourteen] regularly encountered gay m e n . . . . The 

reports they filed about those encounters provide exceptionally rich evidence 

about the haunts of gay men, gay street culture, and the social conventions that 

governed gay men's interactions with o ther men and the reactions of the inves-

tigators themselves to them."15 Like its New York counterparts, the Vice Com-

mission of Chicago documented the existence of homosexual underworlds in 

Chicago as it gathered intelligence on female prostitution.15 

Despite his service on the Chicago Vice Commission and his position on 

the faculty at the University of Chicago, W. I. Thomas was a casualty of these 

turn-of-the-century, anti-vice crusades. He was fired in 1918 after being ar-

rested in a hotel with a woman to whom he was not married and charged with 

violating the Mann Act. The Mann Act, enacted in 1910 and also known as the 

White Slave Traffic Act, prohibited the interstate transportation of women or 

girls for "immoral purposes." Although its ostensible purpose was to protect 

women from coerced prostitution, in practice the Mann Act resulted in re-

strictions on female travel, harassment of unmarried heterosexual couples, 

and the establishment of the FBI as a permanent office of the federal bureau-

cracy.17 

Although the case against Thomas was dropped, publicity about the morals 

charge ended his career at Chicago. "His dismissal was . . . a cruel and consid-

ered blow, which was pushed through with thoroughness. The University of 

Chicago Press, which had published the first two volumes of The Polish Peas-

ant, was ordered by the president to terminate the contract and cease distri-

bution of the volumes published Thomas's name was to be expunged from 

the university."M Thomas never again held a regular academic appointment, 

spending the rest of his career as a freelance researcher. 

Despite Thomas's departure, however, urban ethnography continued to 

thrive at Chicago throughout the 1920s and 1930s under Robert E. Park and 



Ernest Burgess. Recreation and leisure activities were an inescapable element 

of the urban landscape. Indeed, in a 1915 essay on the urban environment,19 

Park devoted considerable attention to the relationship between the dynam-

ics of metropolitan life and "vice," noting that "commercialized vice is indige-

nous" to cities and that conditions peculiar to city life "make the control of vice 

especially difficult."20 Indeed, the city drew individuals who did not fit into the 

life of small towns and rural areas. 

The attraction of the metropolis is due in p a r t . . . to the fact that in the 

long run every individual finds somewhere among the varied manifesta-

tions of city life the sort of environment in which he expands and feels at 

ease; finds, in short, the moral climate in which his peculiar nature obtains 

the stimulations that bring his innate dispositions to full and free expres-

sion. It is, I suspect, motives of this k ind. . . which draw many, if not most, 

of the young men and young women from the security of their homes in 

the country into the big, booming confusion and excitement of city life. In 

a small community it is the normal man, the man without eccentricity or 

genius, who seems most likely to succeed. The small community often tol-

erates eccentricity. The city, on the contrary, rewards it In the city many 

of these divergent types now find a milieu in which, for good or for ill, their 

dispositions and talents parturiate and bear fruit.21 

The concentration of specializations made possible by city size and gravi-

tational pull result in what Park famously called "moral regions" of a city. 

The population tends to segregate itself, not merely in accordance with 

its interests, but in accordance with its tastes or its temperaments. The re-

sulting distribution of the population is likely to be quite different from 

that brought about by occupational interests or economic conditions. Every 

neighborhood, under the influences which tend to distribute or segregate 

city populations, may assume the character of a "moral region." Such, for 

example, are the vice districts, which are found in most cities. A moral 

region is not necessarily a place of abode. It may be a mere rendezvous, 

a place of resort.. . . We must then accept these "moral regions" and the 

more or less eccentric and exceptional people who inhabit them, in a sense, 

at least, as part of the natural, if not the normal, life of a city. It is not nec-

essary to understand by the expression "moral region" a place or a society 

that is either necessarily criminal or abnormal. It is intended rather to apply 

to regions in which a divergent moral code prevails, because it is a region 

in which the people who inhabit it are dominated, as people are ordinarily 



not dominated, by a taste or a passion or by some interest It may be an 

art, like music, or a sport, like horse-racing Because of the opportunity 

it offers, particularly to the exceptional and abnormal types of man, a great 

city tends to spread out and lay bare to the public view in a massive man-

ner all the human characters and traits which are ordinarily obscured and 

suppressed in smaller communities.22 

In these comments, Park notes the existence of populations organized around 

nonnormative sexualities, observes that they are spatially located and socially 

distinct, recognizes their idiosyncratic criteria for moral legitimacy, and pro-

vides a rationale for their study. 

Students of Park and Burgess fanned out into Chicago to study saloons, 

speakeasies, gangs, slums, hobos, and a wide range of urban activity, life, and 

leisure.23 None of the published work of this period was primarily focused on 

homosexuality, but as Chad Heap observes, "Students also examined the in-

creasing presence of homosexuality in the city, chronicling a wide range of 

same-sex relations and networks associated with specific urban locations and 

populations."24 Heap singles out Nels Anderson's The Hobo and Zorbaugh's 

The Gold Coast and the Slum as two published works that contained descrip-

tions of same-sex activities and networks.25 Fortunately, much of the unpub-

lished research on homosexuality has been preserved in the Burgess Papers at 

the University of Chicago. Contemporary scholars such as Allen Drexel, Chad 

Heap, David K. Johnson, and Kevin Mumford have been exploring the Burgess 

archives and finding extraordinarily rich documentation on homosexual life 

in Chicago before the Second World War.26 

The traditions of urban ethnography continued at Chicago after the Second 

World War. Joseph Gusfield conveys something of the spirit of this work with 

the following comment: "We used to say that a thesis about drinking written 

by a Harvard student might well be entided 'Modes of Cultural Release in 

Western Social Systems'; by a Columbia student it would be entitled, 'Latent 

Functions of Alcohol Use in a National Sample'; and by a Chicago student as, 

'Social Interaction at Jimmy's: A 55th St. Bar.'"27 But the post-Second World 

War cohort did more than add to the literature on diverse concentrations of 

urban delinquents. Several of its members also developed a pervasive critique 

of the prevailing assumption that something was intrinsically wrong with de-

viants and misfits. They showed how such populations became morally dis-

credited within dominant social systems, and how they constructed alternative 

structures of community and meaningful lives within them. 



Dismantling Deviance 

The attitudes we normals have toward a person with a stigma, and the ac-

tions we take in regard to him, are well known, since these responses are 

what benevolent social action is designed to soften and ameliorate. By defi-

nition, of course, we believe the person with a stigma is not quite human. 

On this assumption we exercise varieties of discrimination, through which 

we effectively, if often unthinkingly, reduce his life chances. We construct a 

stigma theory, an ideology to explain his inferiority and account lor the dan-

ger he represents, sometimes rationalizing an animosity based on other dif-

ferences, such as those of social c lass . . . . We tend to impute a wide range 

of imperfections on the basis of the original one. 

—Erving Goffman, Stigma 

When do we accuse ourselves and our fellow sociologists of bias? I think 

an inspection of representative instances would show that the accusation 

arises . . . when the research gives credence, in any serious way, to the 

perspective of the subordinate group in some hierarchical relationship. The 

superordinate parties in the relationship are those who represent the forces 

of approved and official morality; the subordinate parties are those who, it 

is alleged, have violated that morality.... We provoke the suspicion that 

we are biased in favor of the subordinate parties . . . when we tell the story 

from their point of view. 

—Howard Becker, "Whose Side Are We On?" 

In an essay called "Chicago's Two Worlds of Deviance Research: Whose Side 

Are They On?," John Galliher details the impact of a cohort of sociologists who 

did their graduate work at Chicago after the Second World War and proceeded 

to significandy reshape studies of deviance and crime. One of the key figures 

in repositioning "deviance" was Howard Becker.28 Becker's influence was due 

to many factors: his choices of research topics, his bold reconceptualizations 

of the field, his work as an editor of the journal Social Problems in the early 

1960s, and his service as president of the Society for the Study of Social Prob-

lems. His 1966 presidential address, later published in Social Problems, was the 

famous "Whose Side Are We On?"29 

In it Becker challenges social researchers to include the perspectives of all 

parties, not only those of the accepted authorities. "It is easily ascertained that 

a great many more studies are biased in the direction of the interests of respon-

sible officials than the other way around."30 A key concept was what Becker 

dubbed "the hierarchy of credibility." He noted that "In any system of ranked 



groups, participants take it as a given that members of the highest group have 

the right to define the way things really are [T] hus credibility and the right 

to be heard are differentially distributed through the ranks of the system. As 

sociologists, we provoke the charge of bias... by refusing to give credence and 

deference to an established order, in which knowledge of truth and the right 

to be heard are not equally distributed."31 

In his research and theoretical writings, Becker in various ways declines to 

observe that moral hierarchy and engages instead in what might be called a 

project of "moral leveling."32 He comments, for example, "In the course of our 

w o r k . . . we fall into deep sympathy with the people we are studying, so that 

while the rest of the society views them as unfit in one or another respect for 

the deference ordinarily accorded a fellow citizen, we believe that they are at 

least as good as anyone else."33 Giving equal consideration to the opinions of 

disreputable deviants, respectable citizens, and authoritative officials was ex-

traordinarily subversive. 

Although Becker's early research on "outsiders" focused on marijuana users 

and jazz musicians, he discussed homosexuality in the context of deviance 

and "deviant careers."34 In Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Iden-

tity (1963), Erving Goffman also uses homosexuality to exemplify the broader 

workings of stigma. His interest was in how individuals and groups become 

discredited, tainted, and discounted, and how they construct or learn to par-

ticipate in alternative values, social affiliations, and "moral careers." 

It was John Gagnon and William Simon, two other Chicago-trained soci-

ologists, who would undertake the most comprehensive rethinking of specifi-

cally sexual deviance, including a sweeping reevaluation of homosexuality. 

After their graduate work, they were hired to conduct research at the Institute 

for Sex Research at Bloomington, Indiana. Gagnon arrived in 1959, and Simon 

followed in 1964. The confluence of the intellectual heritage of Chicago social 

research and the Kinsey Institute's focus on sexuality was fortuitous. Gagnon 

and Simon quickly grasped the implications of their sociological perspectives 

for the conduct of sex research and the reshaping of sexual theory. During the 

course of the 1960s and early 1970s, they produced a body of work that virtu-

ally reinvented sex research as social science. They also aggressively contested 

the hegemony of psychiatry and the paucity of its interests. Reminiscing about 

this period years later, Gagnon commented, "Each of the research projects 

[undertaken by them] was an attempt to bring the field of sexuality under the 

control of a sociological orientation. The novelty of what we did then was to 

lay a sociological claim to an aspect of social life that seemed determined by 

biology or psychology.... The research project on gay men . . . began with a 



distrust of etiological theories and a vision of sexual lives as determined by 

social factors."35 

This insistence on treating sexuality in all its forms as a social phenomenon 

addressable by social science was perhaps their most influential and breath-

taking accomplishment. Simon and Gagnon promoted the application of ordi-

nary sociological questions and techniques to the study of homosexuals as 

well as to a range of other sexual populations and topics. Kenneth Plummer 

observed, "One of the central ideological thrusts in their writings is their wish 

to take the study of human sexuality out of the realm of the extraordinary 

and replace it where they believe it belongs: in the world of the ordinary."36 

Simon and Gagnon reformulated the research project to asknot why a particu-

lar individual was homosexual, but how that person became socialized into 

homosexual life and the social content of that particular "deviant career." 

The researchers were critical of etiological obsessions and the naturaliza-

tion of heterosexuality. 

The study of homosexuality today, except for a few rare and relatively recent 

examples, suffers from two major defects: (1) it is ruled by a simplistic and 

homogeneous view of the psychological and social contents of the category 

"homosexual," (2) At the same time it is nearly exclusively interested in the 

most difficult and least rewarding of all questions, that of etiology.... It is 

this nearly obsessive concern with the ultimate causes of adult conditions 

which has played a major role in structuring our concerns about beliefs 

and about attitudes toward the homosexual. Whatever the specific elements 

that make up an etiological theory, the search for etiology has its own con-

sequences for research methodology and the construction of theories about 

behavior.... [T] he problem of finding out how people become homosexual 

requires an adequate theory of how they become heterosexual; that is, one 

cannot explain homosexuality in one way and leave heterosexuality as a 

large residual category labeled "all other."37 

They also highlight the arbitrary quality of the assumption of homosexual 

pathology. 

In practically all cases, the presence of homosexuality is seen as prima facie 

evidence of major psychopathology. When the heterosexual meets these 

minimal definitions of mental health, he is exculpated; the homosexual-

no matter how good his adjustment in nonsexual areas of life is—remains 

suspect. . . . Obviously, the pursuit of a homosexual commitment—like 

most forms of deviance—makes social adjustment more problematic than 



it might be for a conventional population. What is important to understand 

is that consequences of these sexual practices are not necessarily direct 

functions of such practices. It is necessary to move away from an obses-

sive concern with the sexuality of the individual, and to attempt to see the 

homosexual in terms of broader commitments that he must make in order 

to live in the world around him. Like the heterosexual, the homosexual 

must come to terms with the problems which are attendant upon being a 

member of the society: he must find a place to work, learn to live with or 

without his family, be involved or apathedc in political life, find a group of 

friends to talk to and live with, fill his leisure time usefully or frivolously, 

handle all the common and uncommon problems... and in some manner 

socialize his sexual interests.38 

In short, a sociological approach to homosexuality would "trace out the pat-

terns of living in their pedestrian aspects as well as those which are seemingly 

exotic."39 

Gagnon and Simon also conducted and promoted social research, includ-

ing ethnographic studies, on other sexual populations. They wrote widely on 

many sexual topics, including pornography and lesbianism, coauthored two 

influential anthologies, Sexual Deviance (1967), The Sexual Scene (1970), and 

produced a magisterial summation of their social and theoretical approach to 

sexuality in Sexual Conduct (1973).40 

Sexual Deviance is an extraordinary collection of classics that have almost 

been lost, and the anthology should be brought back into print, hi addition 

to sections on sex offenses, lesbians, and prostitutes, Sexual Deviance con-

tains most of the key originating articles on the ethnography of contemporary 

homosexual life. Among these are Evelyn Hooker's "The Homosexual Com-

munity" (first presented as a paper in 1961); Maurice LeznofF and William A. 

Wesdey's article by the same name (first published in Social Problems in 1956); 

Albert J. Reiss's study of teenage husders, "The Social Integration of Peers and 

Queers" (also originally published in Social Problems, in 1961); and Nancy 

Achilles's remarkable article on San Francisco gay bars, "The Development of 

the Homosexual Bar as an Institution" (based on her unpublished 1964 mas-

ter's thesis for the Committee on Human Development at the University of 

Chicago). 

The three essays that provide overviews of urban gay populations span a 

period of observation from roughly the mid-1950s to the early 1960s, and three 

cities: Los Angeles, San Francisco, and an unspecified "large Canadian city" 

(presumably Montreal). Leznoff's and Wesdey's study was the earliest and in 



some respects the most rudimentary. It documented that there were "known 

homosexual meeting places within the city such as specific bars, hotel lob-

bies, street comers, and lavatories," and discussed the way in which "queens" 

(whose homosexuality was open and somewhat flagrant) exercised social 

leadership functions.41 

The most interesting aspects of the article are the authors' observations 

about the relationships among social status, economic location, community 

participation, and homosexual disclosure. Leznoff and Wesdey observed two 

basic strategies for managing homosexual stigma and the attendant legal 

and social sanctions. Some number of their research population "passed" 

as heterosexuals, both at work and in social relationships. Others who were 

openly homosexual in mid-1950s Canada tended to "work in occupations 

where the homosexual is tolerated, withdraw from uncompromising hetero-

sexual groups, and confine most of their social life to homosexual circles."42 

Leznoff and Westley called these two crowds the "secret" and the "overt." 

They noted an inverse relationship between overt disclosure of the stigmatized 

homosexual identity and class status and social mobility. "The overt homo-

sexual tends to fit into an occupation of low status rank; the secret homo-

sexual into an occupation with a relatively high status rank."43 Furthermore, 

"the homosexual tends to change his orientation from 'overt' to 'covert' as 

he becomes upwardly mobile."44 In the intervening decades, as the puni-

tive costs of overt homosexuality have diminished, this relationship has un-

doubtedly altered, but it still can be discerned in muted and mutated forms. A 

larger arena of economic and social practice now permits open disclosure of 

homosexuality, although acknowledged homosexuality is still hazardous for 

individuals in a wide range of careers and positions, such as military person-

nel, politicians, members of the judiciary, entertainers, professional athletes, 

teachers and educators, and the clergy of most denominations. 

Hooker's research depicts a slighdy later, larger, more differentiated, and 

evidendy less anxious community. She noted a much more developed terri-

toriality. Although the Los Angeles homosexual community of the late 1950s 

and early 1960s lacked "a territorial base with primary institutions serving a 

residential population," homosexuals were "nevertheless, not randomly dis-

tributed throughout the city, nor are the facilities of institutions which provide 

needed services and functions as focal gathering places.... [H]eavy concen-

trations of homosexuals result in large cluster formations. In these sections, 

apartment houses on particular streets may be owned by, and rented exclu-

sively to, homosexuals. . . . The concentrated character of these areas is not 



generally known except in the homosexual community, and in many instances 

by the police."45 

Hooker also noted the central importance of the "gay bar" among the pub-

lic institutions of homosexual social life, and the relationship of this impor-

tance to antigay stigma: "Because most homosexuals make every effort to 

conceal their homosexuality at work, and from heterosexuals, the community 

activities are largely leisure time or recreational activities. The most important 

of these community gathering places is the 'gay bar"... but there are also steam 

baths catering almost exclusively to homosexuals, 'gay' streets, parks, public 

toilets, beaches, gyms, coffee houses, and restaurants. Newsstands, bookstores, 

record shops, clothing stores, barber shops, grocery stores, and launderettes 

may become preferred establishments for service or for a rendezvous, but they 

are secondary in importance."46 Hooker counted sixty gay bars in Los Angeles 

around i960 and observed in passing the harassment of these bars by police 

and the alcoholic beverage control authorities.47 

The essay by Nancy Achilles explores the institutional centrality of the gay 

bars of the early 1960s in greater depth. The most important service of the gay 

bars, she comments, consisted of 

the provision of a setting in which social interaction may occur; without 

such a place to congregate, the group would cease to be a group Articu-

lating with various commercial and political institutions of the larger so-

ciety, the bar may obtain legitimate and illegitimate goods and services for 

its clientele. As each bar develops a "personality" of its own and becomes an 

institution in its own right, it fulfills more specialized and nonsocial func-

tions. A particular bar, for example, may serve as a loan office, restaurant, 

message reception center, telephone exchange, and so forth.. . . The bar is 

the homosexual equivalent of the uso or the youth club.48 

This institutional importance of the gay bars made their control by police 

and the state alcohol authorities politically significant. "If there is one par-

ticular issue which calls forth a unified protest from the homosexual Com-

munity, it is that of police activity. Many homosexuals remain passive until a 

favorite bar or close friend is threatened by the police.. . . The greatest sense 

of group cohesion in the homosexual Community is expressed in reaction to 

the police."49 

Moreover, as Achilles notes, some of the important legal battles to establish 

the right of homosexuals to congregate in public were fought over regulations 

governing liquor licenses. Consequendy, in attempting to retain their licenses 

and serve a homosexual clientele, "it is often the bars themselves which make 



the most salient plea for the homosexual's civil rights, for it is most often the 

bars which undertake a defense in cases involving the law."50 

Considerable bar specialization was evident by the early 1960s. 

The gay world is one marked by a galaxy of social types, each one com-

prising a sub-group within the Community. Often a bar will cater to one 

particular sub-group, and the bartender will be representative of its social 

type. For example, one bar will be known as a "leather bar," where the cus-

tomers are the exaggeratedly masculine type, sporting motorcycle jackets 

and boots. Another bar maybe popular with the effeminate "queens." A 

female behind the bar indicates a primarily Lesbian clientele. The same ap-

plies to more subde distinctions; in the discreet gilt and mahogany bars of 

the financial district, the bartenders wear black ties and speak with Oxford 

accents.51 

Some of the spatial distribution of gay sites could be specified by the early 

1960s. Achilles no ted that several bars were "located in the Tenderloin district 

of San Francisco, and several others in the industrial section and its adjacent 

waterfront," likely South of Market, which was largely industrial, and the old 

Embarcadero, where gay men patronized many of the establishments along 

the wharves.52 Her research was undertaken a decade before the Castro be-

came a significant location in the city's homosexual geography and when local 

gay sites were indeed heavily concentrated in the Tenderloin/Polk area, the 

port, and the South of Market. 

Finally, Achilles utilized the notion of a "gay bar system," noting that "the 

individual bars may open and close rapidly and regularly, but the system and 

its participants remain the same."53 Achilles's study was evidently conducted 

during a period of relative stability in the system, and perhaps that led her to 

overestimate its permanence. "The bars come and go, like a chain of lights 

blinking on and off over a map of the city, but the system remains constant."54 

This observation is insightful if unduly functionalist and overly generalized 

to other periods. Within a decade of Achilles's research, gay setdements in 

major North American metropoles would undergo substantial and visible ex-

pansions of territory, economic diversification, and institutional proliferation. 

Certainly in San Francisco, the "gay bar system" was not stable. It underwent 

explosive growth, and then, during the mid-1980s it contracted and shrank. 

Such changes are significant, result from changes in the urban environment, 

and indicate new kinds of institutional formation or attrition within urban gay 

populations.55 Nonetheless, Achilles's research remains an invaluable descrip-

tion of a vanished time. Yesterday's sociology has become today's history. 



One of the very real problems of the ethnographic work on gay communi-

ties from the 1950s and 1960s (a problem shared with most other ethnography 

from the period) is a lack of temporal awareness and the consequent misiden-

dfication of transient conditions as universal ones. For example, Simon and 

Gagnon stated, "In contrast to ethnic and occupational subcultures the homo-

sexual community—as well as other deviant subcommunities—has very lim-

ited content."56 That view, common at the time, made perfect sense when gay 

life was both more secretive and less institutionally elaborated than it would 

become in the 1970s. Writing from a later vantage point, Harry and DeVall 

could observe, "The Gagnon and Simon thesis of cultural impoverishment was 

a time-bound hypothesis that had a measure of validity for certain gay settings 

. . . and for earlier decades. However, the growth of gay institutions during 

the last fifteen years, the rise of a sense of collective identity, the creation of a 

sophisticated political culture, and the efflorescence of a variety of gay recre-

ational styles has significantly expanded the content of that culture."57 

Such debates demonstrate the importance of longitudinal observation, sen-

sitivity to the diachronic dimensions of social structures, and the hazards of 

elevating contingencies into principles. But these discussions and their result-

ing refinements would not have even been possible without the kind of data 

on homosexual setdements found in Sexual Deviance. Sexual Deviance also 

included Albert Reiss's fascinating article on commercial sexual transactions 

between adult homosexual men and young "husders" who do not consider 

themselves "queer." "The adult male client pays a delinquent boy prostitute 

a sum of money in order to be allowed to act as a fellator. The transaction is 

limited to fellation and is one in which the boy develops no self-conception 

as a homosexual person or sexual deviator, although he perceives adult male 

clients as sexual deviators, 'queers' or 'gay boys.'"58 This pattern of conduct 

lead Reiss to distinguish between "homosexual behavior" and the "homo-

sexual role" and to think about the mechanisms by which boundaries between 

"homosexual acts" and "homosexual identities" were maintained by the rules 

governing these transactions.59 

The exchange of money, for example, demarcated "queers" (who paid) from 

"peers" (whose heterosexual masculinity was protected by being paid). The 

sexual acts were limited, at least in principle, to oral sex, with boy as penetra-

tor and the homosexual, penetrated. The sexual acts should be "affectively neu-

tral," and only the homosexual participants could acknowledge sexual gratifi-

cation as a goal. "It should be kept in mind that self-gratification is permitted 

in the sexual act. Only the motivation to sexual gratification in the transaction 

is tabooed. But self-gratification must occur without displaying either positive 



or negative affect toward the queer. In the prescribed form of the role relation-

ship, the boy sells a service for profit and the queer is to accept it without show 

of emotion."60 

Finally, violence could be used to reassert boundaries should any of these 

expectations be violated. Should the "queer" fail to pay, treat the "boy" with 

overt affection, or attempt penetration, the boy is entided or even required to 

defend his masculinity and heterosexuality by beating up the client. 

Put another way, a boy cannot admit that he failed to get money from the 

transaction unless he used violence toward the fellator and he cannot admit 

that he sought it as a means of sexual gratification.... [T]he violence is a 

means of enforcing the peer entrepreneurial norms of the system The fel-

lator risks violence, therefore, if he threatens the boy's self-conception by 

suggesting that the boy may be homosexual and treats him as if he were 

The prescriptions that the goal is money, that sexual gratification is not to 

be sought as an end in the relationship, that affective neutrality be main-

tained toward the fellator and that only mouth-genital fellation is per-

mitted, all tend to instílate the boy from a homosexual self-definition. So 

long as he conforms to these expectations, his "significant others" will not 

define him as homosexual; and this is perhaps the most crucial factor in his 

own self-definition.61 

In this system of sexual signification, an individual could engage in homo-

sexual acts without assuming the identity of a homosexual. Moreover, the bor-

ders between "gay" and "nongay" were maintained by purely conventional 

means that included a set of customary expectations regarding money, sexual 

position, emotional affect, and physical violence. In retrospect, the categories 

of heterosexual and homosexual were already demonstrably arbitrary and 

thoroughly destabilized in this 1961 account, decades before "queer theory." 

Reiss's essay is yet another example of how work in what was then called 

"sexual deviance" had already incorporated several conceptual innovations, 

the implications of which would eventually contribute to major shifts in the 

theoretical paradigms governing research on sexuality.62 

By dismembering deviance in general and sexual deviance in particular, 

and by producing ethnographic studies of urban gay life, this small sociologi-

cal literature would have many reverberations. It would be a major influence 

in the earliest ethnographic research conducted by anthropologists on gay 

communities in urban North America. In the mid-1970s it would also help 

instigate a profound, extensive, and aggressive reappropriation of sexuality as 

a topic by sociologists, historians, and anthropologists. 



From Sexual Deviance to Social Construction 

The development of a social-constructionist interpretation of homosexual 

history Is one of the major intellectual achievements of the Stonewall gen-

eration of lesbian and gay scholars. 

—Jeffrey Escoffier, "Inside the Ivory Closet" 

Michael J. Sweet: "But many of Boswell's critics are truly dogmatic in their 

social constructionism... .The response of the rabid constructionists 

seems to be to ignore anything that doesn't fit their schemata...." 

Gayle Rubin: "As I am curious to read what you are calling 'rabid con-

structionists,' perhaps you could provide some citations?" 

Michael J. Sweet: "Well, 'rabid' was polemical of course. Foucault, who 

started it all, and his epigones—Jeffrey Weeks, David Greenberg, Ken Plum-

mer, David Halperin, just to mention the Anglo-Americans—who have done 

fine work all, but seem to have this persistent theoretical bias." 

—Posts to Queer Studies List at State University of New York, Buffalo, 

28-29 July 1994 

It is frustrating for those of us who have been toiling in this particular vine-

yard since the turn of the 1960s and 1970s to have our early efforts in 

understanding sexuality in general, and homosexuality in particular, re-

fracted . . . through post-Foucauldian abstractions . . . and then taken up 

as if the ideas are freshly minted. I am struck. . . by the reception of queer 

theorists . . . in recent writing about the body and sexuality (especially in lit-

erary studies) in the Anglo-Saxon world, when . . . they are not saying any-

thing fundamentally different from what some of us have been trying to 

say for twenty-five years or so, inspired in large part by a reading of Mary 

Mcintosh's 'The Homosexual Role,' which was first published in 1968. 

—Jeffrey Weeks, "The 'Homosexual Role' after Thirty Years" 

Despite considerable controversy, "social construction of sex theories" became 

an indispensable paradigm for social-science research on sexuality in the last 

decades of the twentieth century.63 The persistence of its attribution primarily 

to the work of Michel Foucault, particularly volume one of his The History 

of Sexuality, is as puzzling as it is frustrating, given the very clear lineages 

and citational trails that link early social-construction scholarship to previous 

work in sociology, anthropology, and social history. Two sociologists, Kenneth 

Plummer and Mary Mcintosh, were significant conduits through which the 

sociology of sexual deviance was absorbed into emerging work in gay history. 



Plummer is a major figure. When Sexual Stigma: An Interactionist Ac-

count was published in 1975, it joined Gagnon's and Simon's Sexual Conduct 

as a consummate reappraisal of the sociology of sex. Plummer was aware of 

and cited all the individuals discussed earlier, although he seemed to take 

much inspiration more directly from Blumer's Symbolic Interactionism (1969), 

Berger's and Luckmann's The Social Construction of Reality (1967), and Goff-

man's Stigma. Plummer applied their approaches direcdy to sexuality, par-

ticularly male homosexuality. He later edited two important anthologies— 

The Making of the Modern Homosexual (1981) and Modern Homosexualities 

(1992)—and currendy edits the journal Sexualities. In his introductory essay 

in The Making of the Modern Horn osexual, Plummer provides a brief his tory of 

some of the key ideas of social construction, singling out the work of Kinsey, 

Simon and Gagnon, and Mary Mcintosh as particularly formative. A reprint 

of the Mcintosh essay originally published in 1968 in Social Problems is also 

included in the volume. 

Mary Mcintosh's "The Homosexual Role" is a pivotal essay that links pre-

existing work in sociology to the evolving gay histories, social theories, and 

sexual political activism of the early 1970s.64 Mcintosh provides a dazzling 

synthesis of the theoretical implications of Kinsey's research, cross-cultural 

data on homosexuality from anthropology, and the sociological literature on 

sexual deviance. She notes, for example, the difficulty in studying homosexu-

ality because "behavior patterns cannot be conveniendy dichotomized into 

heterosexual and homosexual," a perspective brilliandy elucidated by Kinsey 

in Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, particularly the extensive and subver-

sive chapter on male homosexuality.65 Moreover, because homosexuality had 

been understood as a "condition," "the major research task has been seen as 

the study of its aetiology." In a particularly memorable formulation, Mcintosh 

comments, "One might as well try to trace the aetiology of 'committee chair-

manship' or 'Seventh Day Adventism' as of'homosexuality.' The vantage point 

of comparative sociology enables us to see that the conception of homosexu-

ality as a condition is, in itself, a possible object of study."66 

Mcintosh proposes "that the homosexual should be seen as playing a social 

role rather than as having a condition."67 In addition, the social role itself is 

culturally and historically specific. Mcintosh reviews ethnographic data on 

homosexuality (drawn primarily from the Human Relations Area Files and 

other cross-cultural data discussed in Ford's and Beach's Patterns of Sexual 

Behavior) to establish the cultural specificity of the "homosexual role." "In all 

these societies," she notes, "there maybe much homosexual behavior, but there 

are no 'homosexuals.'"68 



Mcintosh's greatest contribution, however, was to historicize this "homo-

sexual role." A social role involving a type of person we could call "a homo-

sexual," she maintains, is a fairly recent phenomenon: "Thus a distinct, sepa-

rate, specialized role of 'homosexual' emerged in England at the end of the 

seventeenth century, and the conception of homosexuality as a condition 

which characterized certain individuals and not others is now firmly estab-

lished in our society."69 That claim opened a new field of historical inquiry 

into the conditions and mechanisms and specifications of the development 

of new kinds of sexual practice, identity, and meaning. This key insight—that 

homosexuality itself had a history—was profound in its implications. The "dis-

covery" of homosexual social worlds had led to a reconsideration of homo-

sexuality as a social rather than a medical problem. Similarly, the "discovery" 

of the extent of historical change in what we think of as homosexuality helped 

precipitate the articulation of a new theoretical framework, what we now call 

"social construction of sexuality." 

Jeffrey Weeks was quick to grasp the implications of Mcintosh's sketchy his-

torical outline as well as the ideas developed in the work of Plummer, Gagnon, 

and Simon. A generation of gay historians and anthropologists met these 

thinkers and the perspectives embedded in their work through Weeks's early 

articles and his first book, Coming Out: Homosexual Politics in Britain, from 

the Nineteenth Century to the Present (1977). The first bibliographic entry of 

Coming Out reads: "My general approach has been influenced by the follow-

ing: Mary Mcintosh, 'The Homosexual Role', Social Problems, vol. 16, no. 2, Fall 

1968; Kenneth Plummer, Sexual Stigma, London 1975; J. J. Gagnon and William 

Simon, Sexual Conduct: The Social Sources of Human Sexuality, London 1973."70 

Coming Out was the first major social history of homosexuality and was 

also one of the earliest crystallizations of the premises of the social construc-

tion of sex paradigm. It was a comprehensive treatment of the position that 

homosexuality was not a transhistorical category, but rather was a form of 

same-sex behavior that involved particular types of historically specific per-

sons, identities, and communities. As Weeks put it in his introduction, 

We tend to think now that the word "homosexual" has had an unvarying 

meaning, beyond time and history. In fact it is itself a product of history, 

a cultural artifact designed to express a particular concept. . . . The term 

"homosexuality" was not even invented until 1869 and it did not enter 

English currency until the 1890s.... They [new terms such as homosexu-

ality and "gay"] are not just new labels for old realities: they point to a 

changing reality.71 



One such shift was the emergence of urban homosexual subcultures. 

Coming Out highlighted the historical and theoretical significance of such de-

velopments. 

Homosexuality has everywhere existed, but it is only in some cultures that 

it has become structured into a sub-culture. . . . A sub-culture does not 

arise in a vacuum. There needs to be both the felt need for a collective solu-

tion to a problem (group access to sexuality in this case) and the possibility 

of its satisfaction. And it is the growth of towns with large groupings of 

people and relative anonymity which provides the possibility of b o t h . . . . 

By the mid-century [nineteenth] the sub-culture is much more complex 

and variegated. The records of the court cases from this period show the 

spread of a homosexual underworld in the major cities (especially London 

and Dublin) and the garrison and naval towns. In the 1840s, London had 

brothels that supplied young boys as well as young girls.. . . A network of 

meeting-places developed, often located around public lavatories after the 

mid-century, the occasional public bath, private meeting places and clubs, 

and straightforward cruising areas. In London, the Regent's Street Quad-

rant, the Haymarket and areas toward Trafalgar Square and the Strand were 

favourite haunts for male (as for female) prostitutes, while in the 1880s, the 

circle of the Alhambra Theatre was a well-known picking-up area, as was 

part of the Empire Music Hall, the Pavilion, the bar of the St James's and a 

skating rink in Knightsbridge.72 

The notion that homosexuality had a history was one of the central in-

sights grounding the early articulations of social-construction frameworks. 

Previous work in gay history had tended to assume an unvarying homosexu-

ality subjected to variable legal sanctions and cultural assessments. The new 

gay history, of which Weeks's work was so exemplary, discovered instead a 

mutable homosexuality that had discontinuities sufficient to make problem-

atic even the application of labels such as "lesbian," "gay," or "homosexual" to 

persons in other historical periods or cultural contexts. That which we might 

be tempted to identify as "homosexual" might refer to an assemblage of insti-

tutional elements and social relations alien to a modern or Western notion of 

sexual, much less "homosexual," conduct. 

Gay history was recast from the history of homosexuals, or even a uni-

tary notion of homosexuality, to histories of homosexualities or homoerotic 

sexual practice whose precise social and cultural relationships and valences 

had to be determined in particular contexts rather than assumed on the basis 



of those obtaining in modern Western industrialized societies. In addition, 

the realization that homosexuality was historically and culturally protean had 

broader implications: a corollary was that other sexualities also had histories.73 

Volume 1 of Michel Foucault's The History of Sexuality, entitled An Introduc-

tion, was published in France in 1976 and in English translation in the United 

States in 1978. In it, Foucault proposed an expansive model in which all of the 

sexual "perversions," as well as the concept of sexual perversion, had histories. 

Eventually, Jonathan Katz, who previously had done trailblazing work in gay 

history, published an essay and a book on "the invention of heterosexuality."74 

Like Weeks, I have profound appreciation for Foucault's work. I do not in-

tend to impugn his originality and brilliance or to suggest that his innovations 

should be situated in some lineage of Anglo-American sociology. There were 

innumerable theoretical currents within French academia and politics that 

comprised the intellectual context for Foucault.75 Nor do I wish to imply a rigid 

separation between French, British, and U.S. academic developments. Clearly 

there was a great deal of cross-fertilization as well as convergent theoretical 

evolution. Moreover, much French "theory" in the 1960s and 1970s was rooted 

in disciplines such as anthropology, linguistics, and history, even if many of 

the ideas therein weremost successfully introduced into U.S. contexts through 

philosophy or literary criticism.76 

I do wish to caution, however, against an all-too-common and oversim-

plified attribution of many ideas, including social construction of sexuality, 

to a short list of French thinkers or to a sudden revelatory flash circa 1978. 

Most component parts that led to social construction and then to queer theory 

had been in circulation for decades and across a broad range of disciplines, 

although much of that history appears to be forgotten or seems to be remem-

bered by only a few sociologists. It is interesting in this regard to peruse the 

citations and index entries of two more recent books on queer theory, Anna-

marie Jagose's Queer Theory: An Introduction (1996) and William Turner's 

A Genealogy of Queer Theory (2000). 

Both volumes give accounts of the origins, sources, and development of 

queer theory, although Turner's is more explicitly historical and more conver-

sant with the role of gay history in the evolution of the queer-theory concep-

tual apparatus. Jeffrey Weeks is cited and discussed in both books, although 

Foucault receives more attention. The entries for Weeks in Turner's index fit on 

one line, whereas the entries for Foucault take up almost an entire page. The 

bibliographies of both books include Kenneth Plummer and Mary Mcintosh, 

although Plummer is not discussed in the text and there is only a single brief 



mention of Mcintosh.77 The names of John Gagnon and William Simon do not 

appear in either bibliography, nor do any of the other authors in Sexual Devi-

ance. It seems that the acknowledged debt of Weeks and Plummer to Mcintosh 

has insured her inclusion in lineages of queer theory, but then the trail goes 

completely cold. The entire sociological tradition in which her own work can 

be situated is absent.78 

Turner comments that "Foucault acquired an unearned reputation as the 

originator of 'work on the social construction of sex' because The History of 

Sexuality had the effect of helping to legitimize the historical study of sex."791 

tend to agree with that assessment. Foucault's legitimating effect stemmed not 

only from the undoubted quality of his work but also from his reputation as a 

major thinker and the fact that in the mid- to late 1970s his homosexuality was 

little known in the United States. Concurrent developments within gay history 

were sexually stigmatized, intellectually segregated, and more readily ignored 

by mainstream academicians. 

Turner perceptively observes that "the similarities in the accounts of Weeks 

and Foucault stemmed from their coincident movement in the same direc-

tion, not from Weeks' following Foucault. The relationship among the writ-

ings of Weeks, Katz, and Foucault suggested epistemic change, the intellec-

tual manifestation and perpetuation of social, political, and economic changes 

that produced similar results at disparate locations for disparate scholars."80 

Many scholars were arriving independendy at similar formulations within a 

short period around the mid-1970s, drawing on the available data and apply-

ing existing theoretical frameworks to sexuality. As Simon and Gagnon had 

done a decade earlier in sociology, the theoretical move of "social construc-

tion" was to treat sexuality as ordinary and to assume it could be productively 

addressed using conventional tools, notably those of social history and cul-

tural anthropology. A few short additional examples illustrate some of the pre-

existing work that made the emergence of "social construction of sexuality" 

theories not only possible but also highly likely. The question is not why so 

many people began to approach the study of sexuality in this way at that time, 

but why they did not do so sooner and with less controversy. As Carole Vance 

observed, "The specialness of sex is highlighted by this comparison, since a 

quite ordinary and accepted insight about cultural construction in most areas 

of human life seems very difficult to understand without distortion when ap-

plied to sexuality."81 

The arguments between social constructionism and essentialism vis-à-vis 

sexuality are conceptually similar to those in economic anthropology between 



substantivism and formalism. As Polanyi argued in the 1950s, economic for-

malism presumed a consistent type of economic actor who could be found 

in all human societies, a universal set of economic motivations always shap-

ing economic behavior, and an economic domain that in all cases acted upon 

the societies in which it was located. "Approaching the economy in any of its 

widely varied aspects, the social scientist is still hampered by an intellectual 

heritage of man as an entity with an innate propensity to truck, barter and 

exchange one thing for another. This remains so in spite of all the protesta-

tions against 'economic man' and the intermittent attempts to provide a social 

framework for the economy."82 

Polanyi observed that such assumptions about economic action were in-

stead a specific product of a particular social form: "This view of the econ-

omy . . . grew out of the Western milieu of the eighteenth century and it is ad-

mittedly relevant under the institutional arrangements of the market system, 

since actual conditions here roughly satisfy the requirements set by the econo-

mists postulate. But does this postulate allow us to infer the generality of a 

market system in the realm of empirical fact? The claim of formal economics 

to a historically universal applicability answers in the affirmative."83 

Polanyi argued the negative. He proposed instead that economic moti-

vations were a product of social institutions and varied accordingly. More-

over, economies are what he famously called "instituted processes," that is, 

human economies are "embedded and enmeshed in institutions, economic 

and noneconomic The study of the shifting place occupied by the economy 

in society is therefore no other than the study of the manner in which the eco-

nomic process is instituted at different times and places."84 The decentering of 

"economic man" and (he insistence on economic motivations as structurally 

produced and specific to the societies in which they are located is conceptually 

similar to the subsequent process of thinking about how sexuality is socially 

structured, institutionally shaped, and widely variable. If the psychology of 

economic decision making was not universal, why not the psychologies of 

desire? If "the economy" is an instituted process, why not sexuality? 

Marxist-inflected British social history was also influential hi shaping ways 

of thinking that were applied first to gender and then to sexuality. E. P. Thomp-

son, in his preface to The Making of the English Working Class, comments, 

This book has a clumsy tide, but it is one which meets its purpose. Making, 

because it is a study in an active process, which owes as much to agency as 

to conditioning. The working class did not rise like the sun at an appointed 

time. It was present at its own making. Class, rather than classes By class 



I understand an historical phenomenon, unifying a number of disparate 

and seemingly unconnected events, both in the raw material of experience 

and in consciousness. I emphasize that it is an historical phenomenon. I 

do not see class as a "structure," nor even as a "category," but as something 

which in fact happens... in human relationships.85 

Thompson's insistence on class as a historically constructed formation 

rather than a universal classification and his emphasis on the produced quality 

of what appear to be unvarying human experiences prefigure subsequent ap-

proaches to gender and sexuality. A superb example is his essay on "Time, 

Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism," which was first published in 

1967. There, Thompson "deconstructed" our modern experience of time, and 

showed the ways in which the requirements and accomplishments of indus-

trialization profoundly reshaped something as timeless as "time."86 

By the early 1970s, feminist anthropologists and historians were among 

those actively dismanding the prevailing notions of gender along similar lines, 

and a tendency to extend such analyses to sexuality was immanent in much 

of this material.87 One example is the work of Judith Walkowitz on the social 

history of Victorian prostitution. In her work, prostitution is no longer an un-

changing and universal vice, the "oldest profession," but rather a shifting insti-

tutional complex. An entire chapter of Prostitution and Victorian Society is de-

voted to "The Making of an Outcast Group: Prostitutes and Working Women 

in Plymouth and Southampton."88 The emphasis is on changing social for-

mations, and on how they are produced by social action in specific historical 

conditions and cultural parameters. 

These examples could be readily multiplied. Throughout the 1970s a num-

ber of works created a new theoretical paradigm by applying, with increas-

ing consistency and effectiveness, the ordinary tools of history, anthropology, 

and sociology to sexualities. By the summer of 1979, the Radical History Re-

view put out a special issue on "Sexuality in History" that included two theo-

retical essays articulating the emergent "social construction" perspective: Bert 

Hansen's "The Historical Construction of Homosexuality" and Robert Pad-

gug's "Sexual Matters: On Conceptualizing Sexuality in History."89 As Carole 

Vance observed, "Social construction theory in the field of sexuality proposed 

an extremely outrageous idea. It suggested that one of the last remaining out-

posts of the 'natural' in our thinking was fluid and changeable, the product of 

human action and history rather than the invariant result of the body, biology, 

or an innate sex drive."90 Social construction work has refined the theoretical 

bases for social approaches to sexual behavior. Although it built upon devel-



opments in history, anthropology, and sociology, social construction insisted 

on more thoroughly social approaches than its predecessors.91 

Since then, this new theoretical consolidation has inspired a vast outpour-

ing of work that has continuously destabilized universal sexual categories, and 

increasingly placed sexualities into history, society, and culture.92 Yet it is im-

portant to remember that such perspectives were grounded in older litera-

tures, and have grounded in turn a newer body of work that includes what is 

now called queer theory. 

From Sociology to Anthropology 

Anthropologists have ignored homosexuality in Western societies, and, 

what is worse, have barely taken note of it as it manifests itself in primitive 

groups.. . . Ford and Beach (1951) could only generally distill from anthro-

pologists' reports societies which simply (1) have homosexuality present 

or not (as ethnographers saw it) and (2) have condoned or condemned it. 

Such has been the Science of Man's attention to a most obvious aspect of 

human behavior. 

—David Sonenschein, "Homosexuality as a Subject of Anthropological Inquiry" 

When John Gagnon and William Simon were at Indiana University in the 

1960s, they hired David Sonenschein, a graduate student in the anthropology 

department, to conduct a study on the gay male community in Chicago. 

Sonenschein wrote the earliest articles from within anthropology that pointed 

to the need to do research on contemporary homosexual populations in indus-

trialized countries. His essay on "Homosexuality as a Subject of Anthropologi-

cal Inquiry" written in 1966, is a remarkably prescient document. It reviewed 

the state of anthropological research on the subject, sketched out a program 

for future work, and summarized many of the repetitive themes and problems 

that have bedeviled ethnographic work in this area. 

Like virtually all social scientists who ventured into the area of sex before 

the early 1970s, Sonenschein had to confront the hegemonic models. 

Rather than to establish a claim of validity or rationale that would enable 

an anthropologist to professionally approach the subject of homosexuality 

(or to make him feel more comfortable in doing so), this paper is presented 

more as a simple plea for research and as a departure point for discus-

sion. . . . Quite obviously, homosexuality has traditionally and predomi-

nandy been considered as a research problem for psychology.... The three 



main considerations in dealing with homosexuality by psychologists have 

been (1) its origin or cause (2) its ongoing operation, and (3) its treatment 

and ultimate cure. All research has assumed the locus of the individual as 

the basic, final, and exclusive unit of study.93 

Sonenschein went on to observe the existence of the small but important 

sociological literature that had appeared by the mid-1960s and which would 

be anthologized in Sexual Deviance, the first of the Simon and Gagnon collec-

tions, published the year after Sonenschein's essay. 

Stemming from recent attention to delinquency and the development of a 

sociology of delinquent behavior, various writers have had occasion to use, 

for example, theories relating to reference group behavior and to consider 

homosexuals as forming a minority group With these newer consider-

ations, later writings have assumed a somewhat greater depth and broad-

ness of scope The dynamics of social roles and interactions within and 

among homosexual communities provide excellent opportunities for the 

applications of small group.. . methods.94 

Sonenschein pointed to the relative neglect of the subject within anthro-

pology. In reviewing the literature available on the subject, he noted behav-

iors in non-Western cultures that were "homosexual-like" or "would appear 

in our society as homosexual tendencies," but he stopped short of describing 

shamans or berdache as homosexuals. He distinguished between homosexual 

behavior and cross-gender practices, a distinction that is still too often ne-

glected. 

Sonenschein no ted that "homosexuality emerges as being in reality a group 

phenomenon as well as an individual one" and called for 

the application of an anthropological investigation of homosexuality in 

contemporary Western society... [T]he anthropological approach assumes 

that homosexual groups and individuals transmit, learn, share, create, and 

change the content of various forms (such as speech, dress, behavior, arti-

facts) so as to establish and maintain what can be called a relatively distinct 

"culture." . . . Here, all the interests of cultural and social anthropologists 

would prevail: social organization, economics, communication, social con-

trol and norms, world-views and myths, demography, social and cultural 

change, material culture, enculturation and socialization.95 

Sonenschein concluded with the observation that most previous data on 

homosexuals were based on a population of patients, many of whom were in 



therapy by court order, and that anthropological research would result in a 

different perspective on homosexuality. He advised attention to homosexual 

subcultures. "Among humans," he noted, "at least in the Western Urban tradi-

tion, homosexual behavior manifests itself in special kinds of culturally dis-

tinct groups and artifacts."96 

Virtually all the major points in this essay with regard to homosexuality 

can be applied to many other forms of contemporary erotic diversity. Dur-

ing the 1960s, Sonenschein had set out a research program for the anthropo-

logical study of homosexuality and, by extension, other sexual populations 

in modem, Western, urban societies. With one equally extraordinary excep-

tion—Esther Newton's Mother Camp—it would take quite awhile for Sonen-

schein's insights to have an impact on the field of anthropology. 

Mother Camp 

It should be noted that by "women" I mean the signs and symbols, some 

obvious and some subtle, of the socially defined category in American Cul-

ture. On the cross-cultural level, it is obvious that female impersonators 

look like American "women," not like Hopi "women" or Chinese peasant 

"women." What is not so obvious is the relationship within American cul-

ture between biology, concepts of biology ("nature"), and sex-role symbols. 

It seems self-evident that persons classified as "men" would have to create 

artificially the image of a "woman," but of course "women" create the image 

"artificially" too. 

On the one hand there is the "gentleman deviant."... At this pole we 

find the "masculine," "respectable" homosexuals, the leaders of most 

homophile organizations and so on. At the opposite pole there are the per-

sons who most visibly and flagrantly embody the stigma, "drag queens," 

men who dress and act "like women." Professional drag queens are, there-

fore, professional homosexuals; they represent the stigma of the gay world. 

Not surprisingly, as professional homosexuals, drag queens find their occu-

pation to be a source of dishonor, especially in the relation to the straight 

world. Their situation in the gay world is more complex. The clever drag 

queen possesses skills that are widely distributed and prized in the gay 

world: verbal facility and wit, a sense of "camp" (homosexual humor and 

taste). . . . In exclusively gay settings such as bars and parties, drag queens 

may be almost lionized. 

—Esther Newton, Mother Camp 



In the early 1970s only two anthropologists—Sonenschein and Esther 

Newton—could be found among the slighdy more numerous sociologists pro-

ducing ethnographic work on gay populations. Newton's 1972 Mother Camp, 

a monograph on female impersonators, was the first book-length ethnogra-

phy of a modern, Western, urban gay population. Mother Camp focuses on 

the more specialized subgroup of professional female impersonators, but 

Newton's observations of gay community life, social structure, and economics 

were insightful, original, and foundational. 

Mother Camp was based on Newton's 1968 dissertation for the depart-

ment of anthropology at the University of Chicago, where her advisor was 

David Schneider. Newton was fortunate to be at Chicago and especially to 

work with Schneider. She has recalled the extraordinary and unusual quality 

of Schneider's support for graduate students with then unconventional demo-

graphics. Schneider was 

a blessing for those of his students like me who were marginal and off-

beat, for in addition to the white males whom everyone thought would 

succeed, Schneider was attracted to students like closet gays and strug-

gling women who could not easily attract the support of the powerful. I 

well recall when Schneider reported to me on the year-end departmental 

review of my progress; the professors relayed to me through Schneider 

that my wearing pants manifested a lack of commitment to the anthro-

pological vocation.. . . In the Schneiders' living room, by contrast, I was 

told that wearing dresses was neither here nor there on the ultimate scale 

of value.97 

Schneider was also supportive of unconventional research topics. 

When I showed David some field notes and my excitement, he encour-

aged me to make female impersonators the subject of my doctoral disser-

tation. . . . He helped me to develop the intellectual tools to do the work, 

and just as important, he was prepared to back me up with his departmen-

tal clout. . . . Gays were then looked on within social science as the object 

solely of psychological, medical, or even criminological study.... What he 

[Schneider] imparted to me, more in his office and his home than in the 

classroom, was that female impersonators (about whom he knew nothing 

more than what I told him) were a group of human beings and so neces-

sarily had a culture worth studying. The insight that gays were not just a 

category of sick isolates, but a group, and so had a culture, was a breath-

taking leap whose daring is hard to recapture now.98 



Newton noted in her discussion of field methods in Mother Camp, there 

was "to date no full ethnography of the homosexual community, much less the 

drag world, so that from the beginning I was flying blind.' Moreover, very few 

ethnographies (except for the early community studies) have been attempted 

in America, so that my model of field work procedure was largely based on 

non-urban precedents."®9 When Newton began to discuss her work with 

Schneider, however, he directed her to the literature in the sociology of devi-

ance dealing with sexuality.100 There was little anthropological literature upon 

which to draw, but Newton cites and productively used the ethnographic work 

of Hooker and Sonenschein, the perspective on stigma of Goffman, the sex re-

search of Kinsey, the general theoretical orientation of Simon and Gagnon, the 

economic observations of Leznoff and Westley, and the notion of a "deviant 

career" developed with such thoroughness by Becker and others. If there was 

little direct help in anthropology, there was a great deal in the extant sociology 

of "deviance." 

Mother Camp is a deceptively straightforward book whose sophistication 

and subtlety becomes more remarkable with each reading. It is laden with 

astute observations about the social organization of gay life in the 1960s, the 

social and physical architecture of gay performance, and the internal stylistic 

and sexual differentiation of gay populations as well as specific theatrical tech-

niques of professional female impersonation. But Mother Camp is most pro-

foundly effective in three areas. It prefigures notions of gender as "performed"; 

provides an analysis of the political economies of homosexuality in the 1960s; 

and links types of performance to economic stratification, political orienta-

tion, and hierarchies of social status. 

Newton's work focused on a small group of female impersonators who 

were paid, worked on stage and in theaters, and considered themselves to be 

entertainment professionals. Thus there was always a performance aspect to 

their drag. Newton broadened this notion of gender performance by observ-

ing that all drag, "whether formal, informal, or professional, has a theatrical 

structure and style."101 This distinguishing characteristic of drag, she argued, 

was its "group character." The performance of gender required an audience. 

Moreover, she saw how the gender reversal of drag "questions the 'natural-

ness' of the sex-role system in toto; if sex-role behavior can be achieved by the 

'wrong' sex, it logically follows that it is in reality also achieved, not inherited, 

by the 'right' sex."M2 Moreover, "drag implies that sex role, and by extension, 

role in general is something superficial, which can be manipulated."103 

It is fascinating that Newton used stage performance to make points about 

ordinary activities that anticipate the more refined formulations in contempo-



rary work on gender, particularly that of Judith Buder. Buder uses more philo-

sophically developed notions of performativity, drawn in part from speech-act 

theory. But she cites Newton's Mother Camp and also uses drag and gender 

inversion to make points about the way gender is interactively produced.104 

Although Butler's work has facilitated a contemporary reevaluation of 

Newton's early articulations of the relationships of gender to drag and perfor-

mance, Mother Camp's contributions to the political economies of sexualities 

have been largely ignored. Newton built on the observations of Leznoff and 

Westley to take exploration of the relationships between sexual disclosure and 

economic position to new levels of intricacy. She elaborated on their distinc-

tion between secret and overt homosexuals, but used the slightly modified 

terminology of "overt" and "covert." 

The overts live their entire lives within the context of the [gay] commu-

nity; the coverts live their entire nonworking lives within it. That is, the 

coverts are "straight" during working hours, but most social activities are 

conducted with and with reference to other homosexuals.... Overt-covert 

distinctions correlate to some extent with social class, but by no means in-

variably. . . . Covert means only that one cannot be publicly identified by the 

straight world and its representatives, such as bosses, co-workers, family, 

landladies, teachers, and the man on the street. One hides, or attempts to 

hide, one's homosexual identity from straight people. In Goffman's termi-

nology, one attempts to manage one's discreditability through control of 

personal front and restriction about one's personal life.105 

At the time of Newton's study in the late 1960s, gay communities in North 

America were less economically developed and institutionally differentiated 

than they would become in the 1970s. Thus she observed that the gay commu-

nity "has an economics but no economy. Stricdy speaking, the gay world has 

no class system. Nevertheless, gay life has recognizable social strata that are 

accorded differential value. People speak about 'high-class,' 'middle-class,' and 

'low-class' bars, parties, clothes and people."106 And the category of "low-class" 

was not a purely economic designation; rather, "low status homosexuals who 

[were] socially avoided and morally despised by the middles and uppers" were 

often those who, "in their flamboyant stylization and distinctive adaptations 

to extreme alienation," were extremely overt in self-presentation.107 There was 

a set of assumed relationships between class, stigma, and overtness, and a re-

sulting set of mechanisms intended to create social boundaries and manage 

the dangers of proximity to economic or social ruin. 

All of these vectors intersect in the large status difference between two 



kinds of drag performers: professional impersonators, on the one hand, and 

"street fairies" on the other. "Street fairies are jobless young homosexual men 

who publicly epitomize the homosexual stereotype and are the underclass of 

the gay world. . . . The stage pattern, on the other hand, segregates the stigma 

from the personal by limiting it to the stage context as much as possible. The 

work is viewed as a profession with goals and standards."108 Female imper-

sonators were, in effect, "professional homosexuals," who could make a living 

from overt expression of stigmatized identities. On the one hand, they rep-

resented the stigma of homosexuality; on the other, they were public figures 

celebrated for their glamour, and occupied a relatively high-status position 

among those performing drag. 

Professional performers looked down on street fairies and attempted to 

maintain social distance from them. Street drag was "tacky," meaning "cheap, 

shoddy, or of poor quality.... 'Tacky' is a pejorative term. No single word was 

used more consistendy by the older, more show-business oriented performers 

to describe the appearance of lower-status street oriented performers. . . . 

'Tacky' is thus indirecdy a class descriptive term."109 

Such disapproval of obvious expressions of stigmatized and discrediting 

homosexuality was situational and mobile. 

This may be viewed as a hierarchy of stigmatization, or "obviousness." Any 

particular group will tend to draw the line just below itself. For instance, 

female impersonators are considered by most homosexuals to be too overt. 

They are consistendy placed on the low end of the continuum of stigma-

tization, and one of the first things that female impersonators must learn 

is not to recognize anyone on the street or in any other public place unless 

they are recognized first. Yet female impersonators who believe themselves 

to be less overt try to avoid public association with female impersonators 

whom they consider "too obvious," and very few female impersonators will 

associate publicly with "street fairies," boys who wear make up on the street, 

because "there's no point in wearing a sign. I believe I can pass." Those on 

the low end resent those above them.110 

The marginal conditions of the pre-Stonewall gay economy made the mainte-

nance of a high-status performing career somewhat perilous. The performance 

venues themselves were stratified. At the low end was the gay bar, always vul-

nerable to the police. "Any gay bar is living on borrowed time, and neither the 

owners nor clientele can count on permanence. Therefore, gay bars operate by 

and large on a quick-money policy. This is most extremewhere police pressure 

is most intense and less pronounced where owners can count on some degree 



of stability. But quick-money policy means that owners invest little in plant, 

keep overhead and operating expenses low, and try to reap quick profits."111 

As a result, the bars tended to be small facilities in poor condition, the sal-

aries for performers low, and "job tenure [was] nil" because the "bar could be 

closed at any time."112 

Higher up on the scale of status, facility, and compensation was the "tourist 

club," where a mosdy straight clientele comes to see "exotic" entertainment. 

Such clubs have a larger base of customers and are subject to far less punitive 

police attention; they "are stable institutions by gay bar standards. The sta-

bility . . . allows the tourist bar to be at least three times the size of the average 

gay bar. Not only is the stage larger to accommodate a larger and more lavish 

show, but the floor space is larger to pack in more people From the point 

of view of the performer, working in a tourist club means working in a bigger 

and more elaborate show.... In terms of physical amenities (dressing room), 

stage facilities (lighting, curtains, band), and actual time spent on stage, the 

show at the tourist club is probably easier on the performers. However, per-

formers in a tourist club are freaks or clowns up for display to a hostile audi-

ence."113 Thus tourist bars offer greater compensation and conditions of work 

at the cost of potentially damaged self-esteem. 

The social marginality and scarcity of job sites for impersonators meant 

that even the higher-status performers often lived precariously close to disas-

ter. "The manager is the man the impersonators most fear," Newton observes, 

"for he has a great deal of control over them, ultimately hiring and firing. The 

impersonators have no way to fight back; no way to appeal. . . . None of the 

performers worked under contract, so that they could be (and were) fired at a 

moment's notice. No one knew when the ax might fall. Requirements for job 

holding were nowhere formalized or even made explicit, although performers 

knew that seriously antagonizing the manager in any way could mean dis-

missal."114 As a result, the actual line of demarcation between the more re-

spectable and prosperous impersonators and the more disreputable and im-

poverished street fairies was perilously thin. Many professionals had been 

street fairies before becoming impersonators, and "if they lost their jobs or 

quit, they had no place to go but back to the street. When stage impersonators 

talked about quitting, they said they wanted to 'go legit.' But when I asked 

a street performer what drag queens do when they are out of work, he said, 

'They get their butts out on the street, my dear, and they sell their little twats 

for whatever they can get for them.'"115 The actual economic instability and 

permeable boundaries contrast with the carefully cultivated symbolic differ-

entiation between stage and street. 



Newton's descriptive richness and analytic elegance wove together and 

elaborated on many of the themes of the work that preceded her own. These 

include Park's observations on the importance of cities for sexual subcultures, 

Hooker's and Achilles's emphasis on the social centrality of bars to gay com-

munities and the role of the police in setting the parameters of homosexual 

social institutions, and the political economies of the closet and sexual disclo-

sure first articulated by Leznoff and Wesdey. Newton explores in much more 

luxuriant detail the complex internal differentiation of gay populations noted 

by previous observers. She productively expands on Goffman's and Becker's 

dismemberment of the moral hierarchies of deviance, Simon's and Gagnon's 

appropriation of the study of sexuality into the disciplinary reach of the social 

sciences, and the prefiguring of social-construction theories implicit in Simon, 

Gagnon, and Reiss. Mother Camp cites Becker, Goffman, Hooker, Gagnon, 

Simon, Sonenschein, Leznoff, and Wesdey. Newton skillfully brought their 

tools and tactical moves to bear in what is ultimately a masterful synthesis 

linking gender, class, stigma, self-presentation, and the political economies of 

marginal sexualities in the period before Stonewall. 

Newton's work is situated within a long sociological tradition and stands at 

the beginning of a newer lineage of anthropologists. Although Mother Camp 

should have signaled a new wave of work on homosexuality within anthro-

pology, it was instead largely ignored and followed by thundering silence for 

a painfully long hiatus. For many years, Mother Camp stood alone, an excep-

tional document with no apparent successors or company. It would be almost 

two decades before there was much anthropological literature on urban gay 

communities in the United States.116 

In 1979, Deborah Goleman Wolf's study of The Lesbian Community was 

published. The same year, Stephen Murray's important essay on homosexuals 

as "quasi-ethnic" communities was published, albeit in a journal of sociology. 

In 1980, Kenneth Read's Other Voices: The Style of a Male Homosexual Tavern 

appeared. A great deal of important work was published during the 1980s, 

for example, Blackwood's edited collection The Many Faces of Homosexuality 

(1986) and a burgeoning literature on A I D S . Gilbert Herdt's Guardians of the 

Flutes (1981) was a milestone in the anthropology of homosexual practice, 

although not about a modern urban population. 

It was only in the 1990s, however, almost two decades after the publica-

tion of Mother Camp, that a substantial literature began to accumulate. Just 

how sudden that shift was can be seen by two articles in the Annual Review of 

Anthropology. In 1987 a review essay on "The Cross-Cultural Study of Human 

Sexuality" could still comment that "the most glaring omission in professional 



research on sexual practice is certainly in the area of homosexuality. Although 

early attempts were made to describe same sex patterns of arousal and attrac-

tion, this topic quickly went 'underground' and is only today receiving the 

serious attention it deserves."117 

By 1993, the growth of lesbian and gay research within anthropology was so 

dramatic that the journal included Kath Weston's review essay on the subject, 

a mere six years after the 1987 review complained about the paucity of such 

material. 

Publications since 1990 would include Weston's Families We Choose: Lesbi-

ans, Gays, Kinship (1991) and Gilbert Herdt's edited collection Gay Culture in 

America (1992). Three landmark studies by anthropologists were finally pub-

lished in 1993, after many years of anticipation: Boots of Leather, Slippers of 

Gold: The History of a Lesbian Community (in Buffalo) by Elizabeth Kennedy 

and Madeline Davis; Lesbian Mothers by Ellen Lewin; and Esther Newton's 

study of Cherry Grove, Fire Island. Since 1993, an exponential increase has oc-

curred in the number of publications, resulting in a rich and substantial ethno-

graphic literature on gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and other erotically 

demarcated populations. 

Legacies and Lessons 

My own work is deeply indebted to scholars such as Esther Newton, John 

Gagnon, and William Simon. They allowed me to contemplate doing ethno-

graphic work on sexual communities in urban North America at a time when 

such projects were outside the accepted parameters of anthropological re-

search. The corpus of ideas they conveyed had sources I did not know, but 

provided intellectual frameworks for thinking as a social scientist about mar-

ginal and stigmatized erotic populations. When I finally did encounter Robert 

Park and Howard Becker, for example, they were shockingly familiar, because 

their fingerprints were all over other texts I had read. 

My research on urban gay communities has given me an ever-greater ap-

preciation of the older ethnographic texts, and I continue to be impressed by 

their conceptual sophistication and descriptive richness. The importance of 

bars to gay and lesbian social life in the mid- twentieth century may not seem 

at first glance very interesting or exciting. Gay bars are so familiar that it is easy 

to forget that bars in the modern sense did not really exist in the United States 

until after the repeal of Prohibition, when taverns and cafés were restructured 

as licensed premises; that liquor-license regulations have powerfully shaped 

urban social practice; and that the escalating price of urban real estate and in-



creasing availability of Internet-based contact may be undermining the via-

bility and centrality of bars as gay social institutions. Gay bars may be van-

ishing or at least eclipsed institutions, but they have been as characteristic of 

mid- twentieth-century homosexuality as were Big Men to political systems of 

highland New Guinea or large-scale trading circuits to the indigenous peoples 

of the South Pacific. Knowing this about gay bars and thinking about their 

shifting significance is not as trivial as it may first appear. Similarly, the com-

plicated intersections of class, race, social status, income, sexual orientation, 

gender identity, job segregation, and stylistic expression beg for further explo-

ration. 

Because the idioms of previous decades may seem dated, their theoreti-

cal subdetyand originality is often underestimated. Many ideas articulated in 

these texts continue to resonate in contemporary scholarship, however, even 

when their sources are obscured. The work of these authors permeates social 

construction paradigms and helped to assemble them. This literature has been 

key in wresting intellectual authority over sexuality from its monopolization 

by medicine and psychiatry, firmly establishing the intellectual (if not insti-

tutional) claims of social science in the field of sexual studies. Finally, in both 

theoretical innovations and ethnographic contributions, the texts discussed 

here have been major forces in displacing "perversion" models of sexual varia-

tion, which presume pathology, with "diversity" models, which imply moral 

equality and leveled legitimacy. 

It is common to mistake the place where we first encounter a theoretical 

revelation as its original manifestation, and to confuse one's own intellectual 

biography with some more public sequence of events. In this essay, I hope 

that I am not inadvertendy making the same error and confusing my paths 

of discovery with a general history. I certainly do not want to be proposing 

some new, oversimplified tale of origin for those I have criticized. Nonetheless, 

much of what we now take for granted in the anthropology of sexuality and 

homosexuality owes a great deal to an odd assortment of urban sociologists, 

historians of homosexuality, and brave, pioneering ethnographers who went 

where almost no one had gone before and undertook considerable risks to do 

so. There is a great deal to learn from looking back and seeing how much they 

did. If their contributions have been so readily forgotten, this is less a com-

mentary on the work itself than on the extraordinary limitations of the intel-

lectual and institutional circumstances in which they operated. 



Geologies of Queer Studies 

It's Déjà Vu All Over Again 14 

I thought I would use the occasion of this lecture to think about queer knowl-

edges and the conditions of their production. I want to use an experience 

I keep having with G L B T Q (gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and queer) 

knowledges to accentuate the continuing need to build stable institutional 

forms that can insure the ongoing development, preservation, and transmis-

sion of such knowledge. This is the déjà vu to which my title refers: the more 

I explore these queer knowledges, the more I find out how much we have 

already forgotten, rediscovered, and promptly forgotten again. I myself have 

attempted to reinvent the wheel on several occasions. I want to think about 

why this has happened with such annoying regularity. A major problem is that 

we still lack sufficient organizational resources to routinize the conservation 

of previously attained knowledges and their conveyance to new generations. 

So if you will indulge me, I'll play Mr. Peabody and invite you into my per-

sonal Way Back Machine. It is around 1970, and I am a brand-new baby dyke. 

The first thing I want to do is to seduce the object of my desire; the second is 

to read a good lesbian novel. Having little luck with the former project, I head 

over to the graduate library at the University of Michigan and look up lesbi-

anism in the card catalogue (this was before the advent of computerized cata-

logues). There were two entries under the subject heading of "lesbian." One 

Chapter 14 was an excerpt from the Twelfth Annual David R. Kessler Lecture delivered 

at the Graduate Center, City University of New York 5 December 2003, and published in 

CLAGS News 14, no. 2 (summer 2004): 6-10. 



was Radclyffe Hall's The Well of Loneliness. The other was a book by Jess Stern 

called The Grapevine, a semi-sensadonal account of the Daughters of Bilitis 

( D O B ) , the San Francisco-based lesbian-rights organization founded in the 

early period of homophile activism in the mid-1950s.11 did not yet know that 

DOB had produced a small journal called The Ladder, nor that The Ladder was 

still being published, albeit not by DOB. 

Since the library at the University of Michigan was (and is) one of the great-

est in North America, I concluded that there was very little written on the topic 

or else there was a screaming need for a lesbian bibliography. I decided to pro-

duce such a bibliography for my senior honors thesis, and spent the next few 

months of my life consumed with trying to locate any and all written sources 

on lesbianism. 

The first step was to inquire at the reference desk why there was so little 

listed on lesbianism and ask if anyone had suggestions for finding more. I was 

met with blank stares. But over the next few weeks, as I was working in the card 

catalogue, I'd sense a presence at my shoulder. This would be some discreet 

reference librarian quiedy whispering that I might be interested in the section 

on women philanthropists, or the books on women in prisons. The books on 

philanthropy were indeed full of accounts of wealthy bisexual women romanc-

ing their way through the distaif side of the social register. The literature on in-

carceration was full of reports of prison passion written by middle-class social 

workers scandalized by the erotic lives of the mostly poor and working-class 

women under their supervision (interracial liaisons provoking special con-

sternation). 

However, my big research breakthrough occurred accidentally on a visit 

to Boston. I stumbled across a copy of The Ladder in a small bookshop near 

Harvard Square. I immediately wrote a letter to The Ladder, explaining that I 

was working on a bibliography of lesbian literature and asking if anyone there 

could help. The editor was one Gene Damon, who was of course Barbara Grier. 

She replied with a sharp rebuke, informing me that such a bibliography already 

existed. This was The Lesbian in Literature, by Gene Damon (Grier's pseudo-

nym) and Lee Stuart, published in 1967.1 was also duly chastised for my igno-

rance of Jeannette Foster's even earlier book, Sex Variant Women in Literature 

(1956). Grier's mighty typewriter could have taken the hide off a rhino, and 

it certainly knocked some of the wind out of my youthful enthusiasm. I am 

happy to report that after this initially testy encounter, Barbara relented, gen-

erously sharing her extraordinarily detailed and vast knowledge of the hidden 

riches of lesbian texts. However, the point of this tale is how difficult it was 

circa 1970 to find such publications. The work had been done, but it was largely 



inaccessible. The mechanisms for systematic impartation and acquisition of 

lesbian knowledge were at best rudimentary. 

After hearing that there were existing lesbian bibliographies, I returned to 

the reference desk to see if I could get them through interlibrary loan. A few 

days later, one of those probably queer reference librarians led me to another 

gateway into the hidden world of L G B T Q scholarship. He suggested I go up to 

Special Collections and ask for the Labadie Collection. Since the holdings of 

Labadie were catalogued separately they did not appear in the main catalogue. 

But he thought some of the materials for which I was searching were up with 

the rest of the rare books on the seventh floor. I followed this breadcrumb trail 

upstairs to the desk of Ed Weber. 

The Labadie Collection was founded in 1911 by a Detroit anarchist named 

Joseph Labadie. The collection was initially focused on anarchist writings, but 

had gradually expanded to include social-protest literatures, especially those 

considered "extremist." When Ed Weber was hired as curator, in i960, he 

began to collect homophile publications and gay materials. As a result, Labadie 

became one of the most extensive repositories of homosexual publications 

in the country at a time when most university and public libraries dismissed 

them as pornographic trash. It turned out that almost everything for which I 

had been searching was indeed upstairs in Labadie, a wonderland of homo-

phile scholarship. The collection had it all: Damon's and Stuart's The Lesbian 

in Literature, Foster's Sex Variant Women in Literature, some early bibliogra-

phies compiled by Marion Zimmer Bradley, and an almost complete run of 

The Ladder. 

I pretty much moved into Labadie for the remainder of my undergraduate 

career in order to devour these documents. It still astonishes me how much 

these women knew about lesbian history and how difficult it was for me to find 

out what they knew. At the time I was fairly oblivious to gay male publications, 

so I did not explore Labadie's equally impressive collections of Mattachine Re-

view, One, and the One Institute Quarterly. But I discovered later, when my 

interests broadened, that these too contained huge compilations of gay history, 

bibliography, social analysis, and political critique. 

I was also unaware that my own interests were part of a large wave of 

scholarship emerging out of the gay-liberation movement. I have only under-

stood in retrospect how much my cohort built on the trails charted by our 

homophile predecessors, even as we often dismissed them for ostensibly lack-

ing theoretical sophistication or terminological precision. While I was pre-

paring these remarks, I emailed several of my old friends who were also doing 

gay research at the time to ask how they found direction and source material. 



Everyone acknowledged significant debts to homophile scholarship, organi-

zational records, and individual collections. 

It is no t surprising that much of the material for John D'Emilio's early bo ok 

on the homophile movement came from publications such as Mattachine Re-

view, The Ladder, and the records of the New York chapter of the Mattachine 

Society. But it is interesting where John found these periodicals and other 

documentary evidence. Many of the records he consulted had been amassed 

and preserved by individuals, mainly Jim Kepner in his Los Angeles apart-

ment and Don Lucas in his San Francisco garage. John also consulted the ver-

tical files at the Kinsey Institute, and he visited Ann Arbor to utilize Labadie's 

collection of periodicals. For his magisterial Gay American History (1976), 

Jonathan Ned Katz also relied heavily on the bibliographic largesse produced 

by the early homophile press. When I queried Jonathan about his treasure 

maps, he mentioned The Lesbian in Literature, Mattachine Review, One, and 

several gay male bibliographies, especially those of Noel Garde. 

Jonathan's email made me want to take a closer look at Garde, and I had 

already decided in preparation for this lecture to spend some time with the 

old homophile publications. I was fortuitously back at Michigan and able to 

return to my undergraduate haunt to try to squeeze out more insight from the 

voices of queer scholars past. I had missed much of their significance thirty 

years ago because of a lack of context. I read these texts differently now, be-

cause I know so much more than I did then, and can filter them through 

the lens of work such as that of Jonathan Katz, John D'Emilio, Allan Bérubé, 

Jim Steakley, Estelle Freedman, and William Eskridge (among others). There 

are certain common themes and repetitive subjects. An individual who read 

through The Ladder, One, Mattachine Review, and the One Institute Quarterly 

would have had a pretty firm grasp of the important issues, legal cases, gov-

ernment reports, and polemics affecting gay life in the 1950s and 1960s. 

Bibliography was a central shared obsession. In addition to Marion Zimmer 

Bradley's detailed and thoughtful review of Jeannette Foster in its May 1957 

issue, The Ladder featured Bradley's regular bibliographic column called "Les-

biana." Barbara Grier eventually took on the "Lesbiana" column, the contents 

of which provided much of the material for The Lesbian in Literature. Similarly, 

in 1957 the Mattachine Review started a serial "Bibliography on Homosexual 

Subjects." In 1959 Noel Garde published The Homosexual in Literature, billed 

as a "chronological bibliography circa 700 B.C.-1958," and in 1964 Vantage 

Press brought out his book From Jonathan to Gide: The Homosexual in His-

tory. At the time of their publication, the Garde and Damon/Stuart compen-

dia were the state of the art in gay bibliography. While my younger self would 



have critiqued this kind of work for its failure to interrogate the category of 

"homosexual," I now understand such texts as a considerable achievement. 

Moreover, such compilations made possible the application of the theoretical 

armamentaria of late 1960s social history, cultural anthropology, and urban 

sociology to G L B T Q subject matter. 

But what were their sources? How did researchers such as Garde and Grier 

find out what they knew? Both obviously were passionate in their bibliographic 

zeal, and both also were able to build on previous work. Grier and Bradley drew 

heavily on Jeannette Foster. Foster, in turn, was a reference librarian by trade 

who worked at the Kinsey Institute from 1948 to 1952.2 She was thus able to 

utilize the incomparable collection amassed by Kinsey. Foster followed many 

leads, but it is clear from her own citations that she also carefully mined the 

sexological texts of Havelock Ellis and Magnus Hirschfeld, as well as the con-

temporaneous writings of John Addington Symonds and Edward Carpenter. 

In many respects, Foster's book is a kind of hinge text, linking the homophile 

generation to earlier accumulations of queer knowledge in the late-nineteenth 

and early-twentieth centuries. 

Similarly, Donald Webster Cory's 1951 book The Homosexual in America 

is a major conduit of literature produced before the First World War to the 

post-Second World War cohort of homophile intellectuals. Noel Garde ex-

plicidy acknowledges Cory's references, as well as a bibliography produced by 

the New York chapter of the Mattachine Society. The Homosexual in America 

has many problematic aspects, but it also set an agenda for much of the homo-

phile scholarship it preceded and prefigured.3 Cory included every major U.S. 

government document pertaining to homosexuality, including "The Employ-

ment of Homosexuals and Other Sex Perverts in Government" and the Vet-

erans Administration regulations dealing with military personnel dishonor-

ably discharged for homosexuality. The Homosexual in America also listed the 

legal statutes regulating homosexual activities in what were then all forty-eight 

states. Cory's own bibliography and list of sources is still remarkable, and he 

included as a special appendix a "Check List of Novels and Dramas" pertaining 

to homosexuality. Foster too had read, used, and cited Cory, and I suspect the 

bibliographies printed in Mattachine Review began by updating Cory's work. 

Cory, in turn, drew a great deal of his material from another of the great 

sedimentary layers of queer knowledge, the one that accumulated in Britain 

and in continental Europe in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. 

I often call this layer "late-nineteenth-century sexology," but that shorthand 

does not do justice to the complex ways in which the medically credentialed 

sexologists, the stigmatized homosexual intellectuals, and the mostly anony-



mous but active members of the burgeoning queer communities engaged in 

a complicated tango of communication and publication, as detailed in Harry 

Oosterhuis's brilliant work on Richard von Krafft-Ebing.4 It might be better to 

think of this large body of work as a fusion of medical texts with the writings of 

homosexual (or invert) intellectuals who assembled polemical resources with 

which to articulate early critiques of sexual injustice and persecution. These re-

sources included biographies of famous homosexuals, material gleaned from 

the Greek and Latin classics, personal testimony about the effects of black-

mail and sexual deprivation, ethnographic reports, data on animal behav-

ior, observations about homosexual community life, and some of the earli-

est modern compilations of queer bibliography. Taken as a whole, the body 

of work we call sexology is an intensely collaborative enterprise between the 

doctors and the perverts. It resulted in a massive consolidation of a major stra-

tum of queer knowledge—sometimes fruitfully mined, sometimes ignored, 

dismissed, or forgotten. But one thing has become abundantly clear: just as 

my gay-liberation cohort built on the publications and archival resources as-

sembled by our immediate predecessors, homophile-era researchers drew on 

previous strata, particularly the "sexological" one. 

Among the most important sexologists were Richard von Krafft-Ebing, 

Havelock Ellis, and Magnus Hirschfeld. The key polemics included the writings 

of Karl Heinrich Ulrichs, Edward Carpenter, and John Addington Symonds.5 

Magnus Hirschfeld was, like Ellis and Krafft-Ebing, a credentialed physician. 

He was also a brilliant polemicist, whose own homosexuality was sometimes 

used to undermine his medical authority. Ulrichs and Carpenter lacked medi-

cal credentials but were heavily cited in the medical texts. Symonds's role is 

especially complex. His name was removed from Sexual Inversion at the insis-

tence of his estate, but he contributed a great deal of the historical information 

and much of the analysis that we attribute to Ellis.6 Symonds's own work con-

tains incisive reviews of the medical literature, in which he is cited in turn.7 

Magnus Hirschfeld's thousand-page tome, The Homosexuality of Men and 

Women (1914), is emblematic of the attainments of this period. Hirschfeld in-

tended a complete account of everything known on the topic of homosexu-

ality. He incorporated the work of o ther medical sexologists, lay writers such as 

Symonds, Carpenter, and Ulrichs, and his own primary research. The second 

part of the book, called "The Homosexuality of Men and Women as Socio-

logical Occurrence," is particularly compelling. It includes the results of one of 

the first statistical surveys of homosexuals, as well as chapters on homosexu-

ality at different class levels and in different countries. Hirschfeld's book also 

contains an extraordinary report on urban gay life in the early twentieth cen-



tury. John Addington Symonds noted that the homosexual passion "throbs in 

our huge cities. The pulse of it can be felt in London, Paris, Berlin, Vienna, no 

less than in Constantinople, Naples, Teheran, and Moscow."8 Hirschfeld pro-

ceeded to detail the sociology of this heartbeat in the chapter on community 

life and meeting places of homosexual men and women (mainly in Berlin), 

including circles of friends, private clubs, political clubs, sports clubs, and a 

complicated network of bars catering to different subsets of the population. 

He documented the homosexual use of public theaters, a group of homosexual 

bathhouses, drag balls for both men and women, hotels and guest houses 

favored by homosexuals, cruising in public parks and toilets, and the use of 

personal advertisements to find partners.® And the significance of this city-

based subculture is shown, he noted, by the "many, who day after day have sel-

dom been able to remove their masks, and feel here as if liberated. People have 

seen homosexuals from the provinces set foot in such bars for the first time 

and burst into violendy emotional tears."10 Hirschfeld also devoted consider-

able space to the legal and social victimization, persecution, and prosecution 

of homosexuals. He included a detailed history of the organized movement 

against this persecution as well as a list of antigay laws around the world. 

Hirschfeld's intellectual significance has often been underestimated as a 

consequence of the paucity of reliable translations of his magnificent oeuvre.11 

A few excerpts of The Homosexuality of Men and Women were translated by 

Henry Gerber and published in the One Institute Quarterly in the early 1960s, 

but a complete translation by Michael Lombardi-Nash has only been avail-

able since 2000.1 had not read The Homosexuality of Men and Women when 

I first encountered The Homosexual in America. Now, having read both, I can 

see their kinship. Cory had read Hirschfeld in the German and was able to 

draw on Hirschfeld's bibliographic compilations, historical data, and rhetori-

cal tactics. Cory discussed what he called the "Hirschfeld movement" and the 

"Carpenter movement" in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, 

lamenting that there had been nothing similar since their decline. He probably 

could not know that a major revival of such activism was about to erupt, nor 

that his elaborations on the pre-First World War corpus of knowledge would 

be further embellished by an emerging group of homophile researchers. 

The layer of queer knowledge generated from roughly the late 1880s to the 

1920s, mosdy in England and continental Europe, has continued to inspire 

new work as scholars excavate its resources in the service of more contempo-

rary projects. For example, Jeffrey Weeks's early work, especially his Coming 

Out: A History of Homosexual Politics in Britain (1977), is in many ways an ex-

tended meditation on Havelock Ellis, Edward Carpenter, and John Addington 



Symonds, inflected with considerable knowledge of Krafft-Ebing. Foucault's 

The History of Sexuality: Volume 1 is in large part a brilliant reading of Krafft-

Ebing and late-nineteenth-century French psychiatry. Lisa Duggan's work 

on the Alice Mitchell case and Harry Oosterhuis's biography of Krafft-Ebing 

make whole new readings of sexology possible. Nonetheless, I believe both the 

sexological texts and the homophile corpus are underutilized and could still 

launch a thousand dissertations. 

It is this sense of queer knowledges in sedimented layers that I hoped to 

convey with my tide tonight. In the geologic record, certain strata are fossil 

rich, partly because of the conditions that produce luxuriant life forms and 

partly because of the conditions that favor their preservation in fossil form. 

Similarly, there seem to be periods in which social and political conditions 

have favored the abundant proliferation of queer knowledges, while other con-

ditions dictate their preservation or destruction. And it is up to succeeding 

generations to ensure that such sedimentary formations are identified, exca-

vated, catalogued, and utilized to produce new knowledge. Unfortunately, be-

cause of the lack of durable structural mechanisms to secure the reliable trans-

fer of queer knowledges, they are often instead lost, buried, and forgotten. 

For example, it is difficult to teach material that is only available in photo-

copied course packs or in special collections with limited access. Most of the 

books to which I referred tonight are out of print or hard to find. Many were 

briefly available in reprint editions during the 1970s as a consequence of the 

1975 Amo Press series Homosexuality: Lesbians and Gay Men in Society, His-

tory, and Literature. These reprints of primary texts were among the most 

important achievements of the early wave of gay-liberation scholarship. The 

series consisted of fifty-four books and two periodicals, including the early 

homophile bibliographies by Damon, Stuart, Bradley, and Garde; several key 

U.S. government documents relating to homosexuality; reprints of important 

books by Edward Carpenter, Xavier Mayne, Natalie Barney, Earl Lind, Mer-

cedes de Acosta, Blair Niles, Renée Vivien, and Donald Webster Cory; lesbian 

classics and pulp novels; texts from the gay-rights movement in Germany; and 

reprints of complete runs oí The Ladder and Mattachine Review" This extraor-

dinary series was three decades too early. Sadly, it, too, is now out of print, 

and the Arno editions are almost as rare as the originals. Both Krafft-Ebing's 

Pychopathia Sexualis and Havelock Ellis's Sexual Inversion were recently re-

released in cheap paperback editions, but when I tried to order them as text-

books this year they were already once again unobtainable. 

I want to use this brief review to make a few points. The first is the preva-

lence of amnesia about Queer Studies's past. I am continually shocked at the 



assumption that GLBTQ studies only got started sometime in the 1990s. I chose 

the metaphor of geology because it helps us think about longer time frames 

and pull our focus away from the present. In geologic time, the present is a 

blip. Our sense of what is important in queer scholarship should not be dis-

torted by the glitter of the current, the trendy, and the new. I want us to think 

about longer processes that have shaped the present and in which the present 

is deeply rooted. Any scholarly project can benefit from an accumulation of 

knowledge that can be evaluated, validated, criticized, updated, polished, im-

proved, or used to provide new trails to investigate. We need to be more con-

scious about including the older material in the contemporary canon of Queer 

Studies. 

However, the causes of limited memory are more structural than stylistic, 

and are produced less by curricular decisions than by institutional impedi-

ments. My main point is that we need to do more to overcome the institutional 

deficiencies that constrict access to older knowledge. We must continue to de-

velop organizational structures to guarantee the conservation, transmission, 

and development of queer knowledges. As a discipline, G L B T Q studies is still 

very rudimentarily institutionalized in the universities, and this is a challenge 

to its continued viability. Clearly, there is much greater institutionalization 

now than there was even a decade ago, as events such as this lecture series and 

the existence of institutions such as C L A G S demonstrate. But the number of 

departments of G L B T Q studies is minuscule in comparison to the number of, 

for example, departments of sociology or political science. The infrastructures 

of knowledge require physical space and durable organizational structures— 

offices, buildings, libraries, archives, departments, programs, centers, faculty 

lines, staff positions, and paychecks. We must work to accumulate more re-

sources and build better bureaucracies. 

Many of us instinctively recoil at the idea of bureaucratization and consider 

it distasteful. Bureaucracy has many drawbacks, including staleness, boredom, 

poindess procedures, and petty bureaucrats. Bureaucracies almost by nature 

lack excitement, glamour, or charisma. We often live for fleeting intensities and 

charged moments, and celebrate marginality as a kind of permanent desidera-

tum. But if bureaucracy and routinization have their costs, so do marginality 

and charisma. Marginality and momentary excitements are intrinsically frag-

ile, evanescent, and unstable. Part of the reason for our impaired memory of 

the older strata of queer knowledges is that the institutions and organizations 

that produced them are gone. Queer life is full of examples of fabulous explo-

sions that left little or no detectable trace, or whose documentary and artifac-

tual remains were never systematically assembled or adequately conserved. 



Those of you who know me will understand the ambivalence with which 

I recall one such set of vanished institutions: the "women's community" that 

rose up out of feminism and radical lesbianism in the 1970s. By the late 1970s, 

there were dozens of feminist and lesbian newspapers, at least a dozen jour-

nals, several thriving feminist presses, and a network of local communities 

with significant public territory. In San Francisco, much of this women's terri-

tory was along Valencia Street where there were lesbian bars, feminist coffee-

houses, the women's bookstore, and several women's collectives and busi-

nesses. There were similar settlements in western Massachusetts, in Iowa City, 

and across the San Francisco Bay in Oakland. Today, there is almost nothing 

left of that world. Most of the newspapers, journals, bookstores, coffeehouses, 

and businesses are gone, despite a few stubborn survivors such as Lesbian 

Connection. There are complicated reasons for the collapse of these commu-

nities, but one of them was their infrastructural fragility. In San Francisco, for 

example, most of the shops were in rented storefronts along a low-rent busi-

ness corridor. When commercial rents began to skyrocket, these shops were 

driven out. The only remnant of this once vibrant women's neighborhood is 

the Women's Building, and the only reason it is still there is because it was 

purchased, not rented. But the built environment is expensive to obtain and 

challenging to maintain. Stability is resource intensive. 

Queer populations have an overabundance of marginality and an insuffi-

ciency of stability. Max Weber noted that bureaucracy, once fully established, 

is among the hardest social structures to destroy.13 That can be a curse. But 

we could use some of that stability, and the resources required to sustain it, 

in Queer Studies. New theoretical frameworks, new data, and new discoveries 

will always force rethinking of our premises and assumptions. We must count 

on periodic rebellions, reformations, and upheavals to bring refreshment and 

renewal. But to paraphrase Marx and Marshall Berman, all that seems solid 

can vanish in a heartbeat, and to mangle Santayana, those who fail to secure 

the transmission of their histories are doomed to lose them. 



Notes 

Introduction: Sex, Gender, Politics 
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students who had participated in civil-rights demonstrations The appellate court 

deemed such rules unconstitutional 'This was the first time a court had ever said 

anything remotely like that,' says Peter F. Lake, a law professor at Stetson University. 
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25. Ibid., 115. This analysis of society as based on bonds between men by means 

of women makes the separatist responses of die women's movement thoroughly in-

telligible. Separatism can be seen as a mutation in social structure, as an attempt to 

form social groups based on unmediated bonds between women. It can also be seen 

as a radical denial of men's "rights" in women, and as a claim by women of rights in 

themselves. 

26. Strathern, Women in Between, 161. 

27. For this sense of production, see Marx, Pre-capitalist Economic Formations, 

80-99. 



28. "In studying women we cannot neglect the methods of a science of the mind, 

a theory that attempts to explain how women become women and men, men. The 

borderline between the biological and the social which finds expression in the family 

is the land psychoanalysis sets out to chart, the land where sexual distinction origi-

nates" (Mitchell, Women's Estate, 167). "What is the object of psychoanalysis? . . . but 

the 'effects,' prolonged into the surviving adult, of the extraordinary adventure which 

from birth the liquidation of the Oedipal phase transforms a small animal conceived 

by a man and a women into a small human child . . . the effects' still present in the 

survivors of the forced 'humanization' of the small human animal into a man or a 

woman" (Althusser, "Freud and Lacan," 57, 59). 

29. The psychoanalytic theories of femininity were articulated in the context of 

a debate which took place largely in the International Journal of Psychoanalysis and 

The Psychoanalytic Quarterly, in the late 1920s and early 1930s. Articles representing 

the range of discussion include: Freud, "Female Sexuality," "Some Psychical Con-

sequences of the Anatomical Distinction between the Sexes," "Femininity"; Lampl 

de Groot, "Problems of Femininity," "The Evolution of the Oedipus Complex in 

Women"; Deutsch, "On Female Homosexuality," "The Significance of Masochism in 

the Mental Life of Women"; Horney, "The Denial of the Vagina"; Jones, "The Phallic 

Phase." Some of my dates are of reprints; for the original chronology, see Chasseguet-

Smirgel (Female Sexuality, introduction). 

The debate was complex, and I have simplified it. Freud, Lampl de Groot, and 

Deutsch argued that femininity developed out of a bisexual, "phallic" girl-child; 

Horney and Jones argued for an innate femininity. The debate was not without its 

ironies. Horney defended women against penis envy by postulating that women are 

born and not made; Deutsch, who considered women to be made and not born, de-

veloped a theory of feminine masochism whose best rival is Story ofO. I have attrib-

uted the core of the "Freudian" version of female development equally to Freud and to 

Lampl de Groot. In reading through the articles, it has seemed to me that the theory 

is as much (or more) hers as it is his. 

30. Freud, "Femininity," 119. 

31. Ibid., 116 

32. Lacan, The Language of Self: The Function of Language in Psychoanalysis, 48. 

33. Ibid., 126. 

34. Ibid., 40. 

35. [Erotic desires and gender identities may of course deviate from their pro-

scribed destinations. But even deviance is shaped within historically and socially 

available parameters.—G. R.] 

36. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class. 

37. See also the discussion of different forms of "historical individuality" in Althus-

ser and Balibar, Reading Capital, 112, 251-53. 

38.1 have taken my position on Freud somewhere between the French structural-

ist interpretations and the American biologistic ones, because I think that Freud's 

wording is similarly somewhere in the middle. He does talk about penises, about 



the "inferiority" of the clitoris, and about the psychic consequences of anatomy. The 

Lacanians, on the other hand, argue from Freud's text that he is unintelligible if his 

words are taken literally, and that a thoroughly nonanatomical theory can be deduced 

as Freud's intention (see Althusser, "Freud and Lacan"). I think that they are right; the 

penis is walking around too much for its role to be taken literally. The detachability 

of the penis and its transformation in fantasy (e.g., penis = feces = child = gift) argue 

strongly for a symbolic interpretation. Nevertheless, I don't think that Freud was as 

consistent as either I or Lacan would like him to have been, and some gesture must 

be made to what he said, even as we play with what he must have meant. 

39. Laplanche and Pontalis, in Mehlman, French Freud, 198-99, emphasis added. 

40. Wilden, "Lacan and the Discourse of the Other, 271. 

41. Jakobson and Halle, Fundamentals of Language, on distinctive features. 

42. Wilden, "Lacan and the Discourse of the Other," 303-5. 

43. The pre-Oedipal mother is the "phallic mother"; she is believed to possess the 

phallus. The Oedipal-inducing information is that the mother does not possess the 

phallus. In other words, the crisis is precipitated by the "castration" of the mother, 

by the recognition that the phallus only passes through her but does not setde on 

her. The "phallus" must pass (hrough her, since the relationship of a male to every 

other male is defined through a woman. A man is linked to a son by a mother, to his 

nephew by virtue of a sister, and so on. Every relationship between male kin is defined 

by the woman between them. If power is a male prerogative, and must be passed on, 

it must go through the women-in-between. Marshall Sahlins (personal communica-

tion) once suggested that the reason women are so often defined as stupid, polluting, 

disorderly, silly, profane, or whatever, is that such categorizations define women as 

"incapable" of possessing the power which must be transferred through them. 

44. See Sahlins, Stone Age Economics, chap. 4. 

45. Lampi de Groot, "Problems of Femininity," 497, emphasis added. 

46. Lampi de Groot, "The Evolution of the Oedipus Complex in Women," 213. 

47. Freud, "Some Psychical Consequences of the Anatomical Distinction between 

the Sexes," 239. 

48. Freud, "Femininity," 131. 

49. Homey, "The Denial of the Vagina," 148-49. 

50. Deutsch, "On Female Homosexuality," 228. 

51. Ibid., 231. 

52. See also Mitchell, Women's Estate and Psychoanalysis and Feminism; Lasch, 

"Freud and Women." 

53. Derrida, "Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences," 

250. 

54. Parts of Wittig's Les Guérillères (1973) appear to be tirades against Lévi-Strauss 

and Lacan. For instance: "Has he not indeed written, power and the possession of 

women, leisure and the enjoyment of women: He writes that you are currency, an 

item of exchange. He writes, barter, barter, possession and acquisition of women and 

merchandise. Better for you to see your guts in the sun and utter the death ratde than 



to live a life that anyone can appropriate. What belongs to you on this earth? Only 

death. No power on earth can take that away from you. And—consider explain tell 

yourself—if happiness consists in the possession of something, then hold fast to this 

sovereign happiness—to die" (Wittig, Les Guérillères, 115-16; see also 106-7,113-14, 

134). The awareness by French feminists of Lévi-Strauss and Lacan is most clearly evi-

dent in a group called Psychoanalyse et Politique, which defined its task as a feminist 

use and critique of Lacanian psychoanalysis. 

55. Lévi-Strauss, The Elementary Structures of Kinship, 496, emphasis added. 

56. Freud, A General Introduction to Psychoanalysis, 376-77, emphasis added. 

57. "Every woman adores a fascist" (Plath, "Daddy"). 

58. One clinician, Charlotte Wolff (Love between Women) has taken the psycho-

analytic theory of womanhood to its logical extreme and proposed that lesbianism 

is a healthy response to female socialization: "Women who do not rebel against the 

status of object have declared themselves defeated as persons in their own right" (65). 

"The lesbian girl is the one who, by all means at her disposal, will try to find a place 

of safety inside and outside the family, through her fight for equality with the male. 

She will not, like other women, play up to him: indeed, she despises the very idea of 

it" (ibid., 59). "The lesbian was and is unquestionably in the avant-garde of the fight 

for equality of the sexes, and for the psychical liberation of women" (ibid, 66). It is 

revealing to compare Wolff's discussion with the articles on lesbianism in Marmor, 

Sexual Inversion. 

59. Scott, "The Role of Collegiate Sororities in Maintaining Class and Ethnic En-

dogamy." 

60. Goody and Tambiah, Bridewealth and Dowry, 2. 

61. Douglas, The Lele ofKasai. 

62. Reay, The Kuma. 

63. Strathern, Women in Between. 

64. Bulmer, "Political Aspects of the Moka Ceremonial Exchange System among 

the Kyaka People of the Western Highlands of New Guinea," 11. 

65. Another line of inquiry would compare bridewealth systems to dowry systems. 

Many of these questions are treated in Goody and Tambiah, Bridewealth and Dowry. 

66. Leach, Rethinking Anthropology, 90. 

67. Ibid, 88. 

68. Ibid., 89. 

69. Malinowski, "The Primitive Economics of the Trobriand Islanders." 

70. Henry Wright, personal communication. 

Chapter 2. The Trouble with Trafficking 

This essay was originally presented as a paper on the panel "Ethnography and Policy: 

What Do We Know about 'Trafficking'?," American Anthropological Association, 

22 November 2002, New Orleans, organized by Carole S. Vance. Another version was 

presented at the Symposium, "The Traffic in Women, Thirty Years Later," University 



of Michigan, 2005, organized by David Halperin. I am exceedingly grateful to Carole 

Vance, who is an endless and generous font of wisdom, precise information, editorial 

suggestions, and bibliographic mastery. Any mistakes or misconceptions are my own. 

1. This essay was included in her collection, Anarchism and Other Essays, which 

was initially published in 1910.1 am using a small reprint brought out in 1970 by the 

Times Change Press that cites an edition of Anarchism and Other Essays from 1917. 

That apparendy was the third edition and it is cited as such as the source for the Dover 

reissue of 1969. In her introduction to Red Emma Speaks, Alix Kates Shulman says 

that Anarchism and Other Essays was published in 1911 (104). However, there was an 

earlier publicadon in 1910. My pagination is from the Times Change Press edition. 

2. Rubin, Surveiller et Jouir. 

3. Vance, "Thinking Trafficking," 138. 

4. United Nations, "Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Per-

sons." 

5. Vance, "Thinking Trafficking," 139. See also Miller, "Sexuality, Violence against 

Women, and Human Rights," 33-34. 

6. Bristow, Prostitution and Prejudice, 35. 

7. Ibid., 36-37. 

8. Ibid, 39-40. 

9. Ibid., 37; Gorham, "The 'Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon"'; Walkowitz, City 

of Dreadful Delight, Prostitution and Victorian Society, and "Male Vice and Feminist 

Virtue." 

10. Bristow, Vice and Vigilance, 86. See also Jordan, Josephine Butler. 

11. Bristow, Prostitution and Prejudice. 

12. Bardey, Prostitution, 172-73. 

13. Ibid., 173. 

14. Walkowitz, Prostitution and Victorian Society, 247. 

15. Bristow, Vice and Vigilance, 173. 

16. Vance, "Thinking Trafficking," 141; see also Limoncelli, The Politics of Traffick-

ing; Doezema, Sex Slaves and Discourse Masters. For U.S. law, see Trafficking Victims 

Protection Act, U.S. Code 22 (2011), §7101 (Purposes and findings); and U.S. Code 22 

(2011), §7102 (Definitions). See also Chuang, "The United States as Global Sheriff"; 

DeStefano, The War on Human Trafficking; and Haynes, "(Not) Found Chained to a 

Bed in a Brothel." 

17. Langum, Crossing Over the Line, 15. 

18. Connelly, The Response to Prostitution in the Progressive Era, 12. 

19. Langum, Crossing Over the Line, 27. 

20. Ibid, 7. 

21. Ibid., 27. See also Donovan, White Slave Crusades. 

22. Connelly, The Response to Prostitution in the Progressive Era, 114. 

23. Ibid. 

24. Ibid., 115 



25. See also Guterl, The Color of Race in America; Baum, The Rise and Fall of the 

Caucasian Race; Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color; Barkun, Retreat of Scientific 

Racism; Brace, "Race" Is a Four-Letter Word; Hankins, The Racial Basis of Civilization; 

Brodkin, How the Jews Became White Folks; Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White. On 

the Dillingham Commission, see Zeidel, Immigrants, Progressives, and Exclusion Poli-

tics; Zolberg, A Nation by Design. On Madison Grant, see Spiro, Defending the Master 

Race. See also Stocking, "Turn of the Century Concept of Race." 

26. These quotas were in turn based on the number of immigrants from each 

country who were already in the United States in 1890, as recorded in the census of 

that year. One of the crucial debates leading up to the passage of the law was on which 

census to base these quotas. Since immigration from southern and eastern Europe 

had risen dramatically after 1890, using a later census would have meant allowing 

larger numbers of new immigrants from those areas. Quotas based on the 1890 census 

insured that immigration from those countries would virtually halt. Note that these 

measures were aimed at "non-favored" groups of Europeans. Asian immigration was 

eliminated after a longer and different political and legal trajectory. Jacobson, White-

ness of a Different Color, 83-84. 

27. Carole Vance noted, in "Thinking Trafficking," the melodramatic structure of 

much current antitrafficking film and literature. For more detailed analysis of anti-

trafficking melodramas, see also Vance, "'Juanita/Svedana/Geeta' Is Crying," and 

"Hiss the Villain." 

28. Connelly, The Response to Prostitution in the Progressive Era, 118. 

29. Langum, Crossing Over the Line. 

30. Ibid, 261. 

31. Ibid., 49. 

32. Ibid., 55. 

33. Ibid., 56. 

34. Ibid., 65. 

35. Ibid., 145-47. The Federal Industrial Institution for Women at Alderson was the 

first federal prison for women. Billie Holiday, Elizabeth Gurley Elynn, and Martha 

Stewart are among its famous alumnae. 

36. Bulmer, The Chicago Sdhool of Sociology, 59-60. 

37. "Sexual slavery" is now a common term. See Barry, Female Sexual Slavery. 

38. Feingold, "Trafficking in Numbers," 62. For critical perspectives on the elision 

of prostitution and trafficking, see Kempadoo and Doezema, Global Sex Workers, and 

Kempadoo et aL, Trafficking and Prostitution Reconsidered. 

39. Wijers and Lap-Chew, Trafficking in Women, 45. 

40. See the "About" section of CATW'S official website, www.catwinternadonal 

.org/. 

41. Many others have made similar points about the lingering resonances of the 

nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century campaigns. See for example, Soderlund, 

"Running from the Rescuers," and Doezema, "Loose Women or Lost Women?" 

42. Best, Threatened Children, 60. 

http://www.catwinternadonal


43- Ibid., 61-62. 

44. Ibid. 62. 

45. Such fictitious numbers contributed to the antihomosexual witch hunts con-

ducted by the federal government in the early 1950s. Roy Blick, a lieutenant in the 

Washington vice squad, testified before a Senate committee that there were 5,000 

homosexuals in the District of Columbia, of whom 3,750 were federal employees. But 

when interviewed about the source of his numbers, Blick "suggested that he derived 

the 5,000 figure by extrapolating from the number of people arrested on homosexual 

charges in Washington," which he then multiplied by the number of friends he as-

sumed each person had. His number of homosexual federal employees was the result 

of similarly inventive statistical speculation. Nonetheless, these numbers were ac-

cepted as official, endlessly repeated in the press, and used as the basis of a claim that 

"the real menace facing the capital was perversion." Johnson, The Lavender Scare, 86. 

46. Connelly, The Response to Prostitution in the Progressive Era, 17-18. 

47. Ibid., 18. 

48. Both quoted in ibid., 18. 

49. Ibid., 20-21. 

50. Ibid., 21. 

51. Ibid., 20. These numbers seem suspect even to a casual reader. 

52. Ibid., 21-21. 

53. Ibid., 21. 

54. Feingold, "Trafficking in Numbers," 47,52. See also the United States Govern-

ment Accountability Office, Human Trafficking, which is a comprehensive review of 

the questionable nature of the data on prevalence, along with suggestions for obtain-

ing better numbers. 

55. Feingold, "Trafficking in Numbers," 51. 

56. Ibid., 55. 

57. Ibid., 57. See also Soderlund, "Covering Urban Vice." 

58. Best, Threatened Children, 28. 

59. Emma Goldman, "The Traffic in Women," 19-20. 

60. Ibid., 20-21. 

61. Ibid., 25. 

62. Ibid., 24,25. 

63. See, for example, Barry, Female Sexual Slavery and The Prostitution of Sexu-

ality; Jeffreys, The Idea of Prostitution; Dworkin, Right-Wing Women. 

64. See Vance, "Thinking Trafficking" Davidson, "Will the Real Sex Slave Please 

Stand Up?" Sayeed, "Making Political Hay of Sex and Slavery." 

65. See Bernstein, "The Sexual Politics of the "New Abolitionism,'" and "Milita-

rized Humanitarianism Meets Carceral Feminism." 

66. Walkowitz, Prostitution and Victorian Society, 250. For the details of her as-

sessment, see her epilogue, 246-56. 

67. Walkowitz, "Male Vice and Female Virtue," 434. See also her epilogue in City 

of Dreadful Delight. 



68. Walkowitz, "Male Vice and Female Virtue," 434. 

69. It was first published in History Workshop under a slighdy different title. I have 

used the revised version from Powers of Desire, published a year later. 

Chapter 3. A Woman Appeared to Me 

Numerous individuals and institutions made this essay possible. Grants from the 

Center for Western European Studies at the University of Michigan funded two sea-

sons of research in Paris. The Michigan Society of Fellows has funded further study. 

François Chapon gave generously of his knowledge and his skill, and identified the 

Reinach notes for me. [In the summer of 1973, M. Chapon kindly accompanied me 

to the Réserves at the Bibliothèque Nationale to see the marginalia and verify that 

they were in Reinach's hand. At that time, the staff at the BN were unable to do so.— 

G. R.] Jean Chalon carries on the tradition of his friendship with Natalie Barney in 

his helpfulness to those who study her. Berthe Cleyrergue regaled me with stories 

and with cookies "just like the ones I made Mademoiselle." George Wickes has been 

generous beyond words with his time, his knowledge, and his galleys. Conversations 

with Robert Phelps and Gregory Pearson were extremely helpful. Marilyn Young in-

direcdy sparked my interest by telling me to read Nightwood. Denise Blue, Hélène 

Francès, Barbara Grier, Bertha Harris, Margaret A. Porter, Robert Sklar, Vicki Sork, 

Jack Thomas, Ed Weber, and Harriet Whitehead all gave encouragement at the criti-

cal moments. The librarians in the Salle de la Réserve and the Salle des Manuscrits 

of the Bibliothèque Nationale produced miracles of library science. I am grateful for 

having been permitted to see the treasures in storage at the National Collection of 

Fine Arts. Without the editing heroics of Lynn Eden and Itsie Hull, the manuscript 

would never have been completed. The translations from French were done by Lynn 

Hunt, with a little help from me. 

1. Reinach, untided [Query]; Cooper, Women Poets of the Twentieth Century in 

France. 

2. L'Autre, "Twenty-four Poems by Renée Vivien." 

3. Harris, "The More Profound Nationality of their Lesbianism," 87. 

4. These urban homosexual communities may in fact have appeared earlier. They 

seem to be an established fact of life by the last part of the nineteenth century, and 

are described in literature from that period. There is a discussion of such literary evi-

dence for lesbian communities in Foster, Sex Variant Women in Literature, 99-115. 

5. Phelps, Earthly Paradise, 144-50. 

6. Colette, The Pure and the Impure, 67-69. 

7. The source material for Renée Vivien's life is scarce. Most of the literature on 

her is concerned with her writing. The only full-length biography (Germain, Renée 

Vivien) uses pseudonyms and seems to be based largely on A Woman Appeared to Me. 

There are biographical discussions of varying lengths in Foster, Sex Variant Women 

in Literature; Klaich, Woman Plus Woman; Maurras, LAvenir de l'intelligence; and 



Cooper, Women Poets of the Twentieth Century in France. Lacretelle (LAmour sur la 

place) published several of Vivien's letters, most of them to Natalie Barney in 1904. 

Colette's lovely memoir, The Pure and the Impure, remains one of the most revealing 

and sympathetic portraits. Wickes's "A Natalie Barney Garland" includes Romaine 

Brooks's memory of her encounter with Vivien. Natalie Barney's memoirs (Aventures 

de l'esprit-, Souvenirs indiscrets) contain extensive sections on Vivien. Charles Brun 

taught Vivien Greek, and Salomon Reinach became the self-appointed curator of her 

memory. A n exchange between the two men (Reinach, untitled [Query]; Brun, "Un-

titled [Response to Salomon Reinach]") provides a few of the relatively meager facts 

of Vivien's early life. 

Primary source material on Vivien is problematic. Both Foster and Cooper say 

that Salomon Reinach acquired Vivien's papers after her death and gave them to 

the Bibliothèque Nationale, to be released in the year 2000. A letter by Reinach in 

Barney's Aventures de Vesprit says only that he planned to give the papers to the Biblio-

thèque Nationale. In fact, Vivien's papers are not in that library, and their where-

abouts remain mysterious. [This may no longer be accurate. I was told in the early 

1970s by various staff members that the Bibliothèque Nationale did not have these 

papers. However, they may only have been unprocessed. My intelligence is woefully 

out of date.—G. R ] Reinach was also rumored to have written a manuscript of a 

biography of Vivien, but I have been unable to confirm its existence. If anyone knows 

more about Reinach's alleged manuscript or the missing Vivien archive, I would like 

to hear from them. 

Reinach did, however, possess a collection of Vivien's books, Barney's books, 

and some miscellaneous articles pertaining to Vivien. He gave this collection to the 

Bibliothèque Nationale when he died, and it is now housed in the Salle de la Réserve. 

Reinach recorded much of his own research on Vivien in the pages of the books of 

this collection, and his marginalia remain one of the best sources on her life and its 

relationship to her work. (See Reinach Salomon's unpublished marginalia in a collec-

tion of books by Renée Vivien, Natalie Barney, and others, plus miscellaneous articles 

and manuscripts. The collection is in the Salle de la Réserve of the Bibliothèque Natio-

nale and is primarily catalogued under the number: 8" Z. Don 593, numbers 1-48. 

As this collection is highly irregular, anyone trying to consult it is advised to ask for 

a shelf list of the legacy of Salomon Reinach, 21 May 1933.) [When I wrote about the 

Reinach marginalia, they had not yet been identified by the Bibliothèque Nationale 

and the planned volume of an updated catalogue which would have contained the 

entries for Pauline Tarn/Renée Vivien had not yet been published When I briefly re-

turned to the BN some years later, the volume with the Vivien entries had been com-

pleted. The marginalia were clearly catalogued and attributed to Reinach, so perhaps 

it is no longer necessary to consult the shelf l i s t—G. R.] 

Natalie Barney's archive (see note 9 below) may contain letters and other papers 

of Vivien. I have recently been informed that Paul Lorenz is preparing a biography 

of Renée Vivien (Gregory Pearson, personal communication) [See Lorenz, Sapho 



içoo.—G. R.]. Rodin's bust of Vivien may be seen in the Rodin Museum in Paris. For 

published photographs, see note 9. 

8. To avoid confusion, I have used the name Renée Vivien throughout the essay, 

although she did not begin to use the name until around 1900. 

9. The literature on Natalie Barney is extensive and growing rapidly. Barney s own 

memoirs are one of the most important sources, and I have relied heavily on her 

chapter on Renée Vivien from Souvenirs indiscrets, which recounts Barney's early life. 

Rogers's Ladies Bountiful is primarily an amusing summary of that chapter. Gregory 

Pearson is preparing and editing an English translation of Barney's memoirs. Bertha 

Harris's "The More Profound Nationality of Their Lesbianism" has the best discussion 

of the relevance to the women's movement of Barney, Vivien, and the other women 

associated with them. The recent book on Romaine Brooks (Secrest, Between Me and 

Life) contains a long section on Barney. Chalons recent and intimate biography of 

Barney, Portrait d'une séductrice, could only have been written by a close friend, and 

will soon be translated into English. Natalie Barney left an enormous archive to the 

Bibliothèque Doucet, under the direction of Françios Chapon. Unfortunately, these 

papers were not ready for public scrutiny when I was doing this research. I under-

stand that at least some of them are now available to be read, and that the Doucet is 

preparing to publish various letters and papers. Jean Chalon generously permitted 

me to see some of his own considerable collection of Barney memorabilia. George 

Wickes s biography of Barney, The Amazon of Letters, will be published in 1977. He has 

enabled me to consult much of the book as it progressed, and his biography promises 

to be definitive. 

Many photographs of Barney, Vivien, and the other women of their circle have 

been published, most notably in Secrest, Between Me and Life; Chalon, "La Maison 

de Natalie Barney" and Portrait d'une séductrice; Blume, "Natalie Barney, Legend-

ary Lady of the Rue Jacob"; and Wickes, "A Natalie Barney Garland." Wickes's The 

Amazon of Letters will also contain photographs. Alice Pike Barney painted Natalie 

Barney, Eva Palmer, and Renée Vivien. The portraits of Barney and Palmer can be 

seen in a published catalogue of Alice Barney's work (Smithsonian Institution, Alice 

Pike Barney). Romaine Brooks painted herself, Barney, Elizabeth de Gramont, and 

others. These can be seen in Breeskin, Romaine Brooks, "Thief of Souls" and Whit-

worth, "Romaine Brooks." See also notes 11 and 13 below. 

10. Barney attended Les Ruches some years after the events described in Olivia 

(Strachey, Olivia), and the personnel had changed. For the background information 

of Olivia's Les Ruches, see Holroyd, Lytton Strachey, 36-41. 

11. Alice Pike Barney left the Barney home in Washington (Studio House) and 

much of her work to the Smithsonian. The Barney family retained their connections 

to the Smithsonian, and Natalie Barney arranged for the Smithsonian to acquire the 

great bulk of Romaine Brooks's work. Several of Brooks's portraits are displayed at the 

National Collection of Fine Arts, and many more of them are in storage. The museum 

also has some pieces of jewelry which belonged to Natalie and her sister Laura. 



12. Barney, Souvenirs indiscrets, 30. 

13. Natalie Barneys love of costume, and this costume in particular, are referred 

to in A Woman Appeared to Me. The Duran portrait is now in storage at the National 

Collection of Fine Arts. It has been reproduced in Blume, "Natalie Barney, Legendary 

Lady of the Rue Jacob," and Chalon, "La Maison de Natalie Barney." 

14. Grindea, "The Amazon of Letters," 10. 

15. In this fictional (?) account of the seduction, Natalie appeared before the ob-

ject of her desires wearing a gray velvet doublet with Liane's initials, and demanded 

to be her beloved's page (Pougy, Idylle Saphique)\ 

16. Ibid., 277. 

17. Ibid., 57. 

18. Lauritsen and Thorstad, The Early Homosexual Rights Movement. 

19. Foster, Sex Variant Women in Literature, 81-115. 

20. Vivien, A Woman Appeared to Me, 53. 

21. Vivien, Brumes de fiords, 115-18. 

22. Vivien, "Le Voile de Vashti," 131-44. 

23. Book of Esther, 1:17-18. King James Version. 

24. Vivien, "Le Voile de Vashti," 140. 

25. Ibid., 143-44-

26. Vivien, Du vert au violet, 89-90. 

27. Vivien, "Brune comme une Noisette," 145-64. 

28. Colette, The Pure and the Impure, 91. 

29. Vivien, "Paroles a l'Amie," Poésies completes, 58-60. 

30. Hall, The Well of Loneliness, 352. 

31. After their reconciliation, Renée Vivien rewrote A Woman Appeared to Me, 

bringing the story up to date and changing Natalie's name from Vally to Lorely. Both 

versions were published, the first in 1904 and the second in 1905. Foster's translation 

is of the earlier text. It is not surprising that Natalie disliked both versions, and felt 

that neither did her justice. However, the 1905 version is less hard on Natalie. 

32. Vivien, A Woman Appeared to Me, 39. 

33. Reinach's notes in Evocations (Vivien, Du vert au violet) say that both Eva 

and Natalie told him that the poem "To the Sunset Goddess" (ibid.) referred to Eva 

Palmer. The "Eva" in A Woman Appeared to Me is called the Sunset Goddess. In 

the same margin, Reinach says that Liane de Pougy and Natalie confirmed that Eva 

Palmer was "never very intimate" with Vivien (Reinach, unpublished marginalia, in 

the Salle de la Réserve, Bibliothèque Nationale, 8° Z. Don 593, numbers 1-48). 

34. In Souvenirs indiscrets (67) Natalie says that she spent much ofher time at Bryn 

Mawr at the feet of one professor, "Miss G." Given the date of the Bryn Mawr excur-

sion, "Miss G." was probably Miss Mary Gwinn, whose triangular relationship with 

M. Carey Thomas and Alfred Hodder appears in some of Gertrude Stein's early writ-

ings. The events at Bryn Mawr and their relationship to Stein's work are discussed in 

Leon Katz, introduction to Fernhurst, Q.E.D., and Other Early Writings, xxxi-xxxviii. 



35- Chalon, Portrait d'une Seductrice, 107. 

36. Reinach, unpublished marginalia, in the Salle de la Réserve, Bibliothèque Na-

tionale, 8° Z. Don 593, numbers 1-48. This note in Cendres et poussières was copied 

by Reinach from a book which had belonged to Natalie, who also had a habit of writ-

ing in margins. Natalie commented on the poems and then gave the book to Renée, 

who may also have written in it. The copy was sold after Renée died. It was found by a 

bookseller, who gave it back to Natalie. In 1917, she showed it to Reinach, who copied 

all of the earlier notes and added his own. When Natalie died, the book was either 

sold again or else was sent to the Doucet 

37. After Dolly Wilde's death, Natalie assembled a volume of memorial essays 

(Barney, In Memory of Dorothy Irene Wilde). The book also contains a number of 

Dolly Wilde's letters. Some of these are to an unidentifiable friend, and many of 

them are to a lover (Natalie). They provide an unusual glimpse into the interior of the 

seraglio. The following excerpt is from a letter to the friend. 

The fifteen days of motoring was wonderful in many ways, altho' the arrival of 

R. [Romaine Brooks] on the scene was the herald of unimaginable suffering to 

me. I must tell you all the story when I see you. It contains all but the obvious in-

gredients. Dear Madame de C.-T. [Elizabeth de Clermont-Tonnerre] was with 

us, exquisite, wonderful and so sensitive to someone she likes, that after an out-

wardly amusing evening she got up in the middle of the night and came to my 

room because she felt I was feeling sad—and indeed I was in tears! Such sweet 

rough comforting!... 

Gradually I peiceiveS. [Natalie Barney] to be of transcendental intelligence— 

without sensibilities in the weaker meaning of the word—altho' alive through her 

intelligence to that quality in others. Thus, she is not tender—but will assume 

tenderness like a cloak—is not romantic but if needs be will pander to romanti-

cism, etc. A week of charming companionship with her has left me like a refreshed 

martyr gathered up in new strength! forgetful of the pangs of torture, (ibid., 115-

17) 

Dolly Wdde later discussed the letter above in a letter to Natalie, retracting much of 

her earlier response: "I was amazed reading i t . . . . You are the only serious thing in 

my life emotionally. I remember in tho se days feeling as if you overshadowed me like 

a great mountain— that all at once uplifted me and awed me. I blush now at my de-

scription of your character (though parts of it are very true) —but I retract 'no ten-

derness' darling! You don't assume it like a cloak'; your tenderness seems my very 

security now" (ibid., 117). 

One of Dolly's letters even indicates that Natalie was quite capable of jealousy: 

"Why did you take such a stern attitude towards me this morning. As you have no 

jealousy I am left to think logic and reason inspired you. Why Why? . . . I have not 

fallen in love with anyone I meant my wire and when you telephoned from Mar-

seilles I immediately arranged for 'my present love' to leave—without a pang. You cut 



short explanations by ringing off. And then telephoning all day yesterday with such 

bewildering results. From tomorrow at 12 I am alone. Please understand LOVE ME 

DARLING" (ibid, 127-28). 

Nevertheless, this letter from Dolly indicates that Natalie continued to claim her 

own freedom: "I could have wished your kindness to have gone even further and not 

left evidences of your love in the book by my bed—amongst the writing paper, etc. 

Horrid stabs—unnecessary hurt. Tout Paris pours endless stories into my ears—but 

acceptance of the rhythm of destiny becomes easier and easier" (ibid., 132). Dolly con-

tinues: "I'd like to shout a friendly warning to your harem: 'Take care!'" (ibid., 137). 

38. Chalon, Portrait d'une Seductrice, 112-15. 

39. Renée must have found out about Natalie's affair with Delarue-Mardrus after 

her own reconciliation with Natalie in 1904. In the 1905 version of A Woman Ap-

peared to Me, Petrus is gone, and Lucie Delarue-Mardrus appears as Dorianne, an-

other rejected lover of Lorely-Natalie. The poems in Nos secrètes amours (Delarue-

Mardrus, LAnge et les pervers) were apparendy inspired by Natalie. 

40. Music was one ofRenée's most intense passions. All the chapters of A Woman 

Appeared to Me were originallypreceded by selections of music (see translator's notes, 

Vivien, A Woman Appeared to Me, 64). In the novel, San Giovanni speaks for Renée 

when she says, "To my eternal sorrow, I am not a musician" (ibid, 16). 

41. George Wickes (personal communication) supplied the information that 

Natalie stayed in Washington, probably for several months to a year. Natalie was ac-

companied on her journey by Eva Palmer and a young man named Freddy (Barney, 

Souvenirs indiscrets, 74). Natalie had met Freddy through Olive Cus tance. Freddy may 

not have been his real name. It is possible that this young man is the "Prostitute" in 

A Woman Appeared to Me. 

42. These prose poems were published in 1910, as Je me souviens, and describe the 

relationship with Renée from Natalie's perspective. 

43. Colette, The Pure and the Impure, 93. 

44. Violet Shilleto had lived at 23, Ave. du Bois with her family when she was a 

child. Renée moved to another apartment at the same address in 1901. 

45. Romaine Brooks therefore had met Renée before she met Natalie in 1915. 

Romaine says in the same piece: "Renée Vivien had often spoken to me of Natalie 

Barney and I found little interest in listening to those endless love grievances which 

are so often devoid of any logical justification" (Wickes, "A Natalie Barney Garland" 

104). 

46. Cited in ibid., 102. 

47. Colette, The Pure and the Impure, 84. 

48. Letter to Léon Hammel, in Phelps, Earthly Paradise, 164. 

49. In his notes, Reinach says that the Riversdale poems were largely the work of 

the Baroness (Reinach, unpublished marginalia, in the Salle de la Réserve, Biblio-

thèque Nationale, 8° Z. Don 593, numbers 1-48). Hélène de Zuylen de Nyevelt pub-

lished non-lesbian poems under her own name. 



50. On the flyleaf to the copy of Vivien's A l'heure des mains jointes, Reinach wrote 

out a fairly complete chronology of the last years of her life. He indicates three liaisons 

in 1908 (Reinach, unpublished marginalia, in the Salle de la Réserve, Bibliothèque 

Nationale, 8o Z. Don 593, numbers 1-48). There are three love letters from Renée to 

"Une Dame Turque" dated 1905-1906 (in Lacretelle, LAmour sur la place, 382-83). 

51. Colette, The Pure and the Impure, 85. 

52. Ibid, 95. 

53. Ibid., 96. 

54. Vivien, "Ainsi je parlerai..." Poésies completes, 52-55. 

55. Katz, Gay American History, 518-20. 

56. Hansen, "The Historical Construction of Homosexuality," 67. 

Chapter 4. The Leather Menace 

I have benefited immensely from innumerable conversations about sex, politics, and 

S/M with Pat Califia. The work that Allan Bérubé, John D'Emilio, and Daniel Tsang 

have done to exhume the story of gay persecution in the fifties has taught me how sex 

repression works. My sense of the politics of sex in the nineteenth century evolved 

during conversations with Ellen Dubois, Mary Ryan, and Martha Vicinus. My sense 

of the context for the politics of sex during the Cold War is largely due to input from 

Lynn Eden. Conversations with Jeff Escoffier and Amber Hollibaugh have sparked 

many lines of thought about the social relations of sexuality. I have been taught much 

of the recent history and many of the fine points of S/M by I. B., Camilla Decarnin, 

Jim Kane, Jason Klein, Terry Kolb, the Illustrious Mistress LaLash, Steve McEach-

ern, Bob Milne, Cynthia Slater, Sam Steward, Louis Weingarden, and Doric Wil-

son. While responsibility for the opinions expressed in this essay is mine, I want to 

express my thanks to all these individuals for their insights, their information, and 

their generosity. 

This essay was revised somewhat for the second edition of Coming to Power. 

1. [The historical and critical literatures on the Cold War-era sexual regimes have 

changed dramatically in the three decades since this article was written. A small 

sample of the scholarship that emerged in the interim would include Corber, Homo-

sexuality in Cold War America, and In the Name of National Security, Chauncey, "The 

Postwar Sex Crime Panic"; D'Emilio, "The Homosexual Menace"; Eskridge, "Privacy 

Jurisprudence and the Apartheid of the Closet, 1946-1961"; Freedman, "Uncontrolled 

Desires: The Response to the Sexual Psychopath, 1920-1960"; Graves, And They Were 

Wonderful Teachers; Higgins, Heterosexual Dictatorship; Johnson, The Lavender Scare; 

Robbins, "The Library of Congress and Federal Loyalty Programs, 1947-1956"; and 

Werth, The Scarlet Professor.—G. R ] 

2.1 am indebted to Allan Bérubé, John D'Emilio, and Daniel Tsang for much of 

what I know about the antigay repression of the Cold War period Each of them has 

generously shared his research in progress. For published sources, see the following: 



D'Emilio, "Radical Beginnings, 1950-51," "Dreams Deferred," and "Gay Politics, Gay 

Community"; Berube, "Behind the Spectre of San Francisco"; Katz, Gay American 

History, 91-119 and 406-20. See also Gerassi, The Boys of Boise. 

3. For further details, see Califia, "The Age of Consent"; Mitzel, The Boston Sex 

Scandal, Moody, Indecent Assault. 

4. Meanwhile, Dan White got seven years for the cold-blooded murder of two 

public officials, one of them gay, and Ronald Crumpley was acquitted of the murder 

of two gay men (and the wounding of several others) by reason of insanity. 

5. [When I wrote this essay, there were a small number of legal cases in which tops 

or dominants had been arrested, prosecuted, and convicted of assault for consensual 

SM. I was aware that bottoms and submissives could in principlebe arrested under the 

assault statutes and charged with aiding and abetting their own assaults. This seemed 

far-fetched, however, and I found no documentation that such charges had ever been 

brought. Some years later, this unlikely scenario did in fact occur in England in the 

Spanner case. In 1990, sixteen gay men were sentenced for consensual SM activities 

in a private home and some had been convicted of abetting the "assaults" upon their 

own persons. See Regina v. Brown-, Thompson, Sadomasochism.—G. R.] 

6. Lest I be misunderstood, the point is not that the Jaguar should not be sup-

ported. It should. But the contrast in community response to the troubles of the 

Jaguar and the troubles of the Bootcamp was stunning. 

7. Randy Alfred, text of complaint against Gay Power, Gay Politics, lodged with the 

National News Council, 10 July 1980,4 (on file with the author). 

8. Ibid., 5. 

9. Ibid. 

10. Pearl Stewart, "Safety Workshops for S.F. Masochists," San Francisco Chronicle, 

12 March 1981. 

11. Marshall Kilduff, "Angry Mayor Cuts Off Coroner's S&M Classes," San Fran-

cisco Chronicle, 14 March 1981. 

12. San Francisco Chronicle, 11-14 July 1981. 

13. [On Homosexuality was a position paper issued by the Revolutionary Union 

(RU) in the early 1970s. In 1975, an unnamed anarchist group in Ann Arbor printed 

the statement in its entirety along with critical commentary in the form of position 

papers of the Front Homosexual dAction Revolutionnaire, an appendix on the treat-

ment of homosexuals in communist Cuba, and assorted news items on homosexu-

ality in China, Korea, and the Soviet Union. The most effective critical perspectives, 

however, were conveyed by several hilarious cartoons in the style of Roy Lichtenstein. 

The cartoons featured stereotypical heterosexual couples whose dialog was taken 

from the RU statement. So, for example, one panel shows a male figure resembling 

Clark Gable, staring down at the upturned face of an expectant woman, eyes closed, 

awaiting his kiss. The dialog box for the man says, "Male homosexuality reinforces 

male chauvinism in its refusal to deal with relationships with women." In another 

panel, the man says, "The only road to real happiness for homosexuals is to eliminate 



the . . . " and the woman finishes with "system that drives them to homosexuality." 

Note that the RU statement was referring to both lesbians and gay men. Pamphlet on 

file with author. Copies are available in the Labadie Collection, Hatcher Graduate 

Library, University of Michigan.—G. R.] 

14. Karr, "Susan Griffin." 

15. [Samois was a lesbian feminist SM support group in the San Francisco Bay Area 

from 1978 to 1983. The organization published What Color b Your Handkerchief? and 

Coming to Power.—G. R] 

16. Correspondence and other documentation of the interactions between Samois 

and various feminist institutions (including the Women's Building and off our backs) 

are on file at the Lesbian Hers tory Archives in New York City. The Women's Building 

adopted a formal policy banning the rental of meeting space to any S/M group. The 

policy was finally rescinded almost a decade later, in 1989, largely as a result of agita-

tion by a subsequent organization, the Outcasts. 

17. After nearly two decades of futile attempts to change this language, a success-

ful campaign by the S/M Policy Reform Project of the National Coalition for Sexual 

Freedom finally resulted in its removal in 1999. 

18. [The Institute for Sex Research in Bloomington, Indiana, is popularly known 

as the Kinsey Institute. I did not know at the time this essay was written that the bar-

riers to using the institute's library were not adopted voluntarily by the institute, but 

were imposed by court order in 1957. The same decision that allowed the institute to 

amass its collections also restricted access to them to "qualified scholars." Yamashiro, 

"In the Realm of the Sciences," 32-33.] 

19. The phenomenon of feminism as a closet for lesbianism is discussed by Chris 

Bearchell in "The Cloak of Feminism." 

20.1 should add that the term has also simply become an all-purpose insult whose 

meaning is simply that the speaker does not approve of the person or activity to which 

it is applied. 

21. An excellent historical study of some of these shifts in feminist ideology can 

be found in Echols, "Cultural Feminism." 

22. There is a certain amount of bad faith around sex in all this. There is plenty 

of sex in the women's movement, and most feminists are just as obsessed with it as 

anyone else. But it has gotten hard to call things by their real names, or acknowledge 

lust as an end in itself. There is rampant euphemism, and a self-centered notion that 

"feminist sex" is a higher form of erotic expression. And the boundaries of what can 

be "feminist sex" shrink by the day. 

23. Among the histories which shed light on the relationship between nineteenth-

century feminism and various sexual populations and issues are these: Gordon, 

Woman's Body; Woman's Right; Walkowitz, "The Politics of Prostitution" and Prosti-

tution and Victorian Society; Weeks, Coming Out. 

24. Bannon, I Am a Woman. 

25. Cited in D'Emilio, "Radical Beginnings, 1950-51," 24. 



Chapter 5. Thinking Sex 

It is always a treat to get to the point in a paper when I can thank those who contrib-

uted to its realization. Many of my ideas about the formation of sexual communities 

first occurred to me during a course given by Charles Tilly on "The Urbanization of 

Europe from 1500-1900." Few courses could ever provide as much excitement, stimu-

lation, and conceptual richness as did that one. Daniel Tsang alerted me to the signifi-

cance of the events of 1977 and taught me to pay attention to sex law. Pat Califia deep-

ened my appreciation for human sexual variety and taught me to respect the much 

maligned fields of sex research and sex education. JefFEscoflier shared his powerful 

grasp of gay history and sociology, and I have especially benefited from his insights 

into the gay economy. Allan Bérubé's work-in-progress on gay history has enabled 

me to think with more clarity about the dynamics of sexual oppression. Conversa-

tions with Ellen Dubois, Amber Hollibaugh, Mary Ryan, Judy Stacey, Kay Trimberger, 

Rayna Rapp, and Martha Vicinus have influenced the direction of my thinking. 

I am very grateful to Cynthia Astuto for advice and research on legal matters, and 

to David Sachs, book-dealer extraordinaire, for pointing out the right-wing pamphlet 

literature on sex. I am grateful to Allan Bérubé, Ralph Bruno, Estelle Freedman, Kent 

Gerard, Barbara Kerr, Michael Shively, Carole Vance, Bill Walker, and Judy Walkowitz 

for miscellaneous references and factual information. I cannot begin to express my 

gratitude to those who read and commented on versions of this paper: Jeanne Berg-

man, Sally Binford, Lynn Eden, Laura Engelstein, Jeff Escoffier, Carole Vance, and 

Ellen Willis. Mark Leger both edited and performed acts of secretarial heroism in 

preparing the manuscript. MarybethNelson provided emergency graphics assistance. 

I owe special thanks to two friends whose care mitigated the strains of writing. 

E.S. kept my back operational and guided me firmly through some monumental 

bouts of writer's block Cynthia Astuto s many kindnesses and unwavering support 

enabled me to keep working at an absurd pace for many weeks. 

None of these individuals should be held responsible for my opinions, but I am 

gratefiil to them all for inspiration, information, and assistance. 

1. Gordon and Dubois, "Seeking Ecstasy on the Batdefield" Marcus, The Other Vic-

torians; Ryan, "The Power of Women's Networks"; Pivar, Purity Crusade; Walkowitz, 

Prostitution and Victorian Society, and "Male Vice and Feminist Virtue"; Weeks, Sex, 

Politics, and Society. 

2. Barker-Benfield, The Horrors of the Half-Known Life; Marcus, The Other Victo-

rians; Weeks, Sex, Politics, and Society, especially pages 48-52; Zambaco, "Onanism 

and Nervous Disorders in Two Litde Girls." 

3. [The literature on the history of antimasturbation ideas and crusades has pro-

liferated since this essay was written. It includes Laqueur, Solitary Sex; Bennett and 

Rosario, Solitary Pleasures; Stengers and Van Neck, Masturbation; and Mason, The 

Secret Vice.-G. R] 

4. Beserra, Franklin, and Clevenger, Sex Code of California, 113. 

5. Ibid., 113-17. 



6. A note on definitions: Throughout this essay, I use terms such as homosexual, 

sex worker, and pervert. I use homosexual to refer to both women and men. If I want 

to be more specific, I use terms such as lesbian or gay male. Sex worker is intended 

to be more inclusive than prostitute in order to encompass the many jobs of the sex 

industry. Sex worker includes erotic dancers, strippers, porn models, nude women 

who will talk to a customer via telephone hook-up and can be seen but not touched, 

phone partners, and the various other employees of sex businesses such as reception-

ists, janitors, and barkers. Obviously, it also includes prostitutes, hustlers, and "male 

models." I use the term pervert as a shorthand for all the stigmatized sexual orienta-

tions. It used to cover male and female homosexuality as well, but as these become 

less disreputable, the term has increasingly referred to the other "deviations." Terms 

such as pervert and deviant have, in general use, a connotation of disapproval, dis-

gust, and dislike. I am using these terms in a denotative fashion, and do not intend 

them to convey any disapproval on my part. 

7. Walkowitz, "Male Vice and Feminist Virtue," 83. Walkowitz's entire discussion 

of The Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon and its aftermath (83-85) is illuminating. 

[An expanded treatment of the Maiden Tribute in Walkowitz, City of Dreadful De-

light, provides additional details of the events of this period.—G. R.] 

8. Ibid., 85-88. 

9. Beserra, Franklin, and Clevenger, Sex Code of California, 106-7. [For an excel-

lent book length treatment of the Mann Act, see Langum, Crossing Over the Line.— 

G.R.] 

10. Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Preliminary Report of the Special Commis-

sion Investigating the Prevalence of Sex Crimes, 1947; State of New Hampshire, Report 

of the Interim Commission of the State of New Hampshire to Study the Cause and Pre-

vention of Serious Sex Crimes, 1949; City of New York, Report of the Mayor's Com-

mittee for the Study of Sex Offences, 1939; State of New York, Report to the Governor 

on a Study of 102 Sex Offenders at Sing Sing Prison, 1950; Samuel Hartwell, A CitiTxn's 

Handbook of Sexual Abnormalities and the Mental Hygiene Approach to Their Preven-

tion, State of Michigan, 1950; State of Michigan, Report of the Governor's Study Com-

mission on the Deviated Criminal Sex Offender, 1951. This is merely a sampler. 

11. Freedman, "'Uncontrolled Desire.'" [The published version of this talk is "Un-

controlled Desires."—G. R.] 

12. Bérubé, "Behind the Spectre of San Francisco," and "Marching to a Different 

Drummer"; D'Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities; Katz, Gay American His-

tory. 

13. D'Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities; Bérubé, personal communica-

tions. See also chap. 4, n. 1. 

14. Gerassi, The Boys of Boise, 14.1 am indebted to Allan Bérubé for calling my 

attention to this incident. 

15. Bérubé, personal communication; D'Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communi-

ties. 

16. The following examples suggest avenues for additional research. A local 



crackdown at the University of Michigan is documented in Tsang, "Gay Ann Arbor 

Purges," parts 1 and 2. At the University of Michigan, the number of faculty dismissed 

for alleged homosexuality appears to rival the number fired for alleged communist 

tendencies. It would be interesting to have figures comparing the number of profes-

sors who lost their positions during this period due to sexual and political offenses. 

On regulatory reform, many states passed laws during this period prohibiting the sale 

of alcoholic beverages to "known sex perverts" or mandating that bars which catered 

to "sex perverts" be closed. Such a law was passed in California in 1955 and declared 

unconstitutional by the state Supreme Court in 1959 (Allan Bérubé, personal commu-

nication). It would be of great interest to know exacdy which states passed such stat-

utes, the dates of their enactment, the discussion that preceded them, and how many 

are still on the books. On the persecution of other erode populations, evidence indi-

cates that John Willie and Irving Klaw, the two premier producers and distributors 

of bondage erotica in the United States from the late 1940s through the early 1960s, 

encountered frequent police harassment and that Klaw, at least, was affected by a 

congressional investigation conducted by the Kefauver Committee. I am indebted to 

personal communication from J. B. Rund for information on the careers of Willie and 

Klaw. Published sources are scarce, but see Willie, The Adventures of Sweet Gwendo-

line; Rund, preface to Bizarre Comix, preface to Bizarre Fotos, and preface to Bizarre 

Katalogs. It would be useful to have more systematic information on legal shifts and 

police activity affecting nongay erotic dissidence. 

17. "Chicago Is Center of National Child Porno Ring: The Child Predators," "Child 

Sex: Square in New Town Tells It All," "U.S. Orders Hearings on Child Pornography: 

Rodino Calls Sex Racket an 'Outrage,'" "Hunt Six Men, Twenty Boys in Crackdown," 

Chicago Tribune, 16 May 1977; "Dentist Seized in Child Sex Raid: Carey to Open 

Probe," "How Ruses Lure Victims to Child Pornographers," Chicago Tribune, 17 May 

1977; "Child Pornographers Thrive on Legal Confusion," "U.S. Raids Hit Porn Sellers," 

Chicago Tribune, 18 May 1977. 

18. [Since this essay was written, the expansion of child porn laws has been ex-

ponential. I have not followed these developments closely, but it seems that simple 

possession of child porn is now illegal in most jurisdictions. Even viewing an online 

image classified as child porn is legally hazardous.—G. R.] 

19. For more information on the "kiddie porn panic," see Califia, "The Great 

Kiddy Porn Scare of '77 and Its Aftermath," and "A Thorny Issue Splits a Movement"; 

Mitzel, The Boston Sex Scandal; Rubin, "Sexual Politics, the New Right, and the Sexual 

Fringe." On the issue of cross-generational relationships, see also Moody, Indecent As-

sault; O'Carroll, Paedophilia; Tsang, The Age Taboo; and Wilson, The Man They Called 

a Monster. 

20. "House Passes Tough Bill on Child Porn," San Francisco Chronicle, 15 Novem-

ber 1983,14. 

21. Stambolian, "Creating the New Man"; "Jacqueline Livingston." [Since the tra-

vails of Livingston, several other female and feminist photographers have run afoul of 

the child porn laws. See, for example, Powell, Framing Innocence.—G. R ] 



22. [This assessment was, to say the least, overly optimistic. Moreover, the context 

in which these comments were written has changed beyond recognition. To recon-

struct that context and deal with all of the complexities of this issue would require a 

major rewrite or another article. Since that cannot be undertaken here, let me be clear 

that I was primarily referring to consensual male homosexual relationships between 

adult men and teenagers at a time when many of the adult partners were being prose-

cuted over the objections of their younger lovers. In some cases the young partners 

clearly felt abused no t by their lovers but by the legal process that was supposed to be 

protecting them.—G. R ] 

23. Gebhard, "The Institute." 

24. Courtney, The Sex Education Racket; Drake, SIECUS. 

25. [For a comprehensive history of activism against sex education, see Irvine, Talk 

About Sex.—G. R.] 

26. Podhonetz, "The Culture of Appeasement" 

27. Wolfe and Sanders, "Resurgent Cold War Ideology." 

28. Jimmy Breslin, "The Moral Majority in Your Motel Room," San Francisco 

Chronicle, 22 January 1981,41; Gordon and Hunter, "Sex, Family, and the New Right" 

Gregory-Lewis, "The Neo-Right Political Apparatus," "Right Wing Finds New Orga-

nizing Tactic," and "Unraveling the Anti-Gay Network"; Andrew Kopkind, "America's 

New Right," New Times, 30 September 1977; Petchesky, "Anti-abortion, Antifemi-

nism, and the Rise of the New Right" 

29. Rhonda Brown, "Blueprint for a Moral America." 

30. [Not to belabor the point, but in the twenty-five years since this essay was pub-

lished, and-abortion, antigay, and pro-abstinence constituencies have expanded their 

spheres of influence in national, state, and local politics.—G. R.] 

31. This insight was first articulated by Mcintosh, "The Homosexual Role"; the 

idea has been developed in Weeks, Coming Out, and Sex Politics and Society; see also 

D'Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities; and Rubin, introduction to A Woman 

Appeared to Me (chap. 3 in this volume). 

32. Hansen, "The Historical Construction of Homosexuality." 

33. Walkowitz, Prostitution and Victorian Society, and "Male Vice and Feminist 

Virtue." 

34. Foucault, The History of Sexuality. 

35. A very useful discussion of these issues can be found in Padgug, "Sexual Mat-

ters. 

36. Lévi-Strauss, "A Confrontation." In this conversation, Lévi-Strauss calls his 

position "a Kantianism without a transcendental subject." 

37. ["The doubts I would like to oppose to the repressive hypothesis are aimed 

less at showing it to be mistaken than at putting it back within a general economy of 

discourses on sex in modern societies since the seventeenth century." Foucault, The 

History of Sexuality, 11.—G. R ] 

38. Weeks, Sex Politics, and Society. 

39. Ibid., 22. 



40. [My comments here are overly simple, and a large body of excellent scholar-

ship that has emerged in the interim highlights the complexities of the history of 

sexuality and Christianity. Much of what is often assumed to date from the Bible 

or early Christianity was developed at later dates and retrospectively attributed to 

biblical and other older sources. See, for example, Mark Jordon, The Invention of 

Sodomy.—G. R.] 

41. See, for example, "Pope Praises Couples for Self-Control," San Francisco 

Chronicle, 13 October 1980,5; "Pope Says Sexual Arousal Isn't a Sin If It's Ethical," San 

Francisco Chronicle, 6 November 1980,33; "Pope Condemns 'Carnal Lust' As Abuse 

of Human Freedom," San Francisco Chronicle, 15 January 1981, 2; "Pope Again Hits 
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primarily controlledby owners, license holders, and landlords. Gay bars and sex clubs 

are in this respect somewhat like professional sports teams in that their fans identify 
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to stay in town, or leave for a more prosperous market or a better stadium package.— 
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8. See Truscott, "San Francisco." Also, the December 1989 Growing Pains, the 

newsletter of the Society of Janus, is a memorial issue dedicated to Cynthia Slater. 
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10. Reminiscences of Fred Heramb can be found in the August 1989 issue of Grow-

ing Pains, newsletter of the Society of Janus. 

11. [For a lovely memoir of these women's parties, see Due, "Blackbeard Lost."— 

G.R.] 

12. The Hothouse was another remarkable leather-oriented sexual place. Located 

South of Market at 374 Fifth Street, between Folsom and Harrison, from 1979 to 
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tasy" rooms. Louis Gaspar was the primary force behind the Hothouse, but many 

other individuals helped to design and build the customized fantasy rooms. Like the 

Catacombs, the Hothouse was a labor of love, embodied a great deal of personalized 

vision, and had its own group of devoted followers. 

13. More recent AIDS risk-reduction guidelines have finally begun to suggest using 

rubber gloves for fisting, and current safe-sex guidelines from the AIDS Foundation 

in San Francisco no longer even mention fisting as a risky practice for catching AIDS. 
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14. For the significance of the baths in gay male social life, see Bérubé, "The His-
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Chapter 10. Of Catamites and Kings 

I am indebted to Jay Marston for the conversations and encouragement that led me to 

write this essay, and to Jay Marston, Nilos Nevertheless, Allan Bérubé, Jeffrey Escof-

fier, Jeanne Bergman, Carole Vance, and Lynn Eden for reading the drafts and making 

innumerable helpful suggestions. Kath Weston kindly shared some of her work in 

progress. Thanks to Lynne Fletcher for ruthless editing (my favorite kind). I am, of 

course, responsible for any errors or misconceptions. I am out on this particular limb 

all by myself, but I am grateful to them all for helping me get here. 

1. "Butch. 1. lesbian with masculine characteristics, see dyke. 2. non-homosexual 

man whose virile appearance both draws and repels the [male] homosexual. Syn: all 



man; butch number ... stud. 3. [gay male who is] manly in speech, in fashions and 

in bed; submission impossible. Butch it up. warning [to gay man] to act manly in the 

presence of friends who 'don't know' or the police who do. Butch queen, homosexual 

man whose virile activities and responsibilities make him hard to detect" Rodgers, 

The Queen's Vernacular, 39; see also dyke, 70-71. 

2. Kennedy and Davis, "The Reproduction of Butch-Fem Roles." 

3. In this essay, I am taking for granted a number of things that I will not direcdy 

address. I am assuming two decades worth of sustained critique of categories of sex 

and gender, including the argument that gendered identities, roles, and behaviors 

are social constructs rather than properties intrinsic to or emanating from physical 

bodies. Gender categories and identifies are, nevertheless, deeply implicated in the 

ways in which individuals experience and present themselves. I also am aware of the 

many critiques that make straightforward use of terms like identities difficult. In this 

article, however, I am less interested in a rigorous use of terminology or theory than 

I am in exploring lesbian folk beliefs regarding gender, and aspects of gender experi-

ence among lesbian and bisexual women. I do not intend to exclude bisexual women 

by speaking mosdy of lesbians. Many bisexuals have similar issues and experiences. 

In addition, I am not interested in engaging the argument that butch-femme roles 

are a noxious residue of patriarchal oppression or the claim that butch-femme roles 

are uniquely situated "outside ideology" and embody an inherent critique of gender. 

For a statement of the first position, see Jeffreys, "Butch and Femme," 65-95; for the 

later see Case, "Towards a Butch-Femme Aesthetic," 55-73. For Jeffreys, lesbianism is 

a royal road to philosophical or political salvation, although this can be accomplished 

only by the lesbian couple who "make love without roles" (90). Case argues that it is 

the butch-femme couple that lends "agency and self-determination to the historically 

passive [female] subject" (65). 

Case's approach is far preferable to that of Jeffreys. However, both analyses place 

an undue burden of moral gravity on lesbian behavior. Like lesbianism itself, butch 

and femme are structured within dominant gender systems. Like lesbianism, butch 

and femme can be vehicles for resisting and transforming those systems. Like les-

bianism, butch and femme can function to uphold those systems. And nothing— 

not "mutual, equalitarianlesbianism" andnotbutch-femme—escapes those systems 

completely. More important, butch and femme should not be judged, justified, evalu-

ated, held accountable, or rejected on the basis of such attributions of significance. 

4. Androgynous is also sometimes used to indicate women somewhere between 

butch and femme. Androgynous used to mean someone who was intermediate be-

tween male and female, and many traditional and classic butches were androgynous 

in the sense that they combined highly masculine signals with detectably female 

bodies. Those who cross-dressed enough to successfully pass as men were not an-

drogynous. This older meaning of androgynous is lost when the term is used to refer 

to individuals whose self-presentation falls somewhere between butch and femme. 

5.1 should make it clear that I do not consider any behavior, trait, or mannerism 

to be inherendy "male" or "female," and that my operating assumption is that cultures 



assign behaviors to one or another gender category and then attribute gendered sig-

nificance to various behaviors. Individuals can then express gender conformity, gen-

der deviance, gender rebellion, and many other messages by manipulating gender 

meanings and taxonomies. 

6. Bayer, Homosexuality and American Psychiatry. There was opposition to clas-

sifying homosexuality as a disease before the 1973 decision, and there are still some 

therapists who consider homosexuality a pathology and would like to see the 1973 

decision revoked. Nevertheless, the removal of homosexuality from the Diagnostic 

and Statistical Manual III remains a watershed. 

7. For an overview of gender issues, including some aspects of transsexuality, see 

Kessler and McKenna, Gender. For female-to-male transsexuals, see Sullivan, Infor-

mation for the Female to Male Cross Dresser and Transsexual, and Scheiner, "Some 

Girls Will Be Boys," 20-22,38-43. 

8. Not all lesbians are gender dysphoric, and not all gender-dysphoric women are 

lesbian or bisexual. For example, there are manly heterosexual women who some-

times attract (and confuse) lesbians. There are female-to-male transsexuals who are 

erotically drawn to women and identify as heterosexual men (even when they have 

women's bodies), and there are female-to-male transsexuals who are attracted to men 

and consider themselves male homosexuals. 

9. For a discussion of "mannish lesbians" in the historical context of the early 

twentieth century, see Newton, "The Mythic Mannish Lesbian." 

10. Older lesbian culture had many terms in addition to butch. Bull, bull dyke, bull-

dagger, dagger, dag, diesel dyke, drag butch, and drag king are among the expressive 

terms that were once more commonly in circulation. See Rodgers, The Queen's Ver-

nacular, 70-71. 

11. For discomfort with the association of female-to-male transsexuals (FTMS) with 

butch lesbians, see a fascinating exchange that appeared in several issues of PTM, a 

newsletter for female-to-male transsexuals and cross-dressers. It began with an article 

in issue 12 (June 1990,5), and continued in the letters columns in issues 13 (September 

1990, 3), and 14 (December 1990, 2). A related exchange appeared in issue 15 (April 

1991.2-3)-

12. See Butler, Gender Trouble, especially 23. For a study of butch-femme that con-

tains a critique of Butler, although not on this point, see Weston, "Do Clothes Make 

the Woman?" 

13. The concept woman identified explicidy links sexual orientation and certain 

kinds of "political" behavior (Radicalesbians, "The Woman Identified Woman"). The 

concept of the woman-identified-woman presents problems beyond the scope of this 

discussion. But while it equated feminism with lesbianism, "woman identified" did 

not at that time mean femininity or female gender identity. In contrast to "male iden-

tification" it is rarely taken as a synonym for "femme," although it has often been used 

as a synonym or euphemism for lesbianism. Although the apparent relationships be-

tween feminism and lesbianism were exciting and trailblazing when this essay first 

appeared in 1970, much of what has gone awry within feminist politics of sex can be 



traced to a failure to recognize the differences between sexual orientations, gender 

identities, and political positions. Sexual preference, gender role, and political stance 

cannot be equated and do not direcdy determine or reflect one another. 

14. See, for example, On Our Backs (1984-91), Outrageous Women (1984-88), and 

Bad Attitude (1984-91). For a look at the evolution of lesbian styles in the eighties, 

see Stein, "All Dressed Up, but No Place to Go?" 

15. See Buder, Gender Trouble, 31. In addition, it is not only butches who play with 

symbols of masculinity. Lesbian femmes can play with male attire, as do heterosexual 

women, for a variety of reasons. A suit and tie do not necessarily "make the butch." 

16. This is similar to gay male usage. Gay men use butch to refer to especially mas-

culine men (Rodgers, The Queen's Vernacular). For a humorous send-up of gay male 

notions of butch, see Henley, The Butch Manual. 

17. Several well-known butches of classic lesbian fiction exhibit some of the class 

spectrum of butch masculinity. Beebo Brinker is exemplary of white, working-class 

butchness (Bannon, I Am a Woman, Women in the Shadows, Journey to a Woman, and 

Beebo Brinker). Randy Salem's Christopher "Chris" Hamilton is an educated, middle-

class white butch (Salem, Chris). Two of the upper-class, aristocratic cross-dressers 

are Jesse Cannon (Salem, The Unfortunate Flesh) and, of course, Stephen Gordon 

from The Well of Loneliness (Hall). And butch takes many more forms than these few 

examples can express. 

18. For a discussion of the differences between erotic roles such as "top" and "bot-

tom," and gender roles such as butch and femme, see Newton and Walton, "The Mis-

unders tanding." 

19. Lesbians, in turn, provide models for other permutations of gender, sex, and 

role. I know a technically heterosexual couple that consists of a lesbian-identified 

woman whose primary partner is an effeminate, female-identified mosdy gay man. 

The woman once told me she has "lesbian sex" with the "girl" in him. 

20. Foucault, The Order of Things. 

21. Douglas, Purity and Danger. 

22. Transgender organizations direcdy address issues of variant gender and how 

to live with it, understand it, and customize it. Some lesbian and bisexual women 

gravitate to such groups to sort out their gender questions in a context that provides 

a more sophisticated awareness of the subdeties of gender diversity than is currendy 

available within most lesbian communities. 

23. San Francisco Lesbian and Gay History Project, "'She Even Chewed Tobacco.'" 

24. Sullivan, From Female to Male. In addition to the Garland biography, Sullivan 

wrote prolifically on transsexual issues and edited the FTM newsletter from 1987 to 

1990. 

25. It is interesting to speculate about how gay men will deal with FTMS who are 

gay male identified. Traditionally, gay male communities have dealt relatively well 

with male-to-female transvestites and transsexuals, while lesbian communities have 

not. But gay men are now faced with women becoming men, who may or may not 



have male genitals whose origins are undetectable. I hope gay men meet the challenge 

of accepting gay FTMS with balance and good grace. 

26. See "Genetic Lesbians." 

27. See "Festival Womyn Speak Out." It is interesting to note that S/M was not a big 

issue at Michigan in 1991, nor was there controversy over S/M at the National Lesbian 

Conference. It saddens me that lesbians, from whom I expect better, appear so prone 

to need a target for horizontal hostility. 

28. And if a woman who was disliked starts a sex change, the sex change becomes 

a convenient pretext to get rid of her/him. Obnoxious behavior that would be tol-

erated in a butch will often be considered intolerable in an FTM. Like other groups 

of stigmatized individuals, transsexuals are often subjected to particularly stringent 

standards of conduct. 

Chapter 11. Misguided, Dangerous, and Wrong 

[This essay has grown by sedimentary accretion, pushed together at various times by 

the geologic forces of publication. The resulting formation, like a folded ancient sea-

bed, suffers from some vertiginous moments of anachronism. It would require major 

surgery to adequately update the article, so here I will only add the merest new layer, 

and try to give some historical context to the previous strata. The article was initially 

a revision of remarks submitted as testimony to hearings on pornography held by the 

National Organization for Women (NOW) in San Francisco, California, on 26 March 

1986. These hearings were inspired by and more or less contemporaneous with the 

hearings of the Attorney General's Commission on Pornography. Shordy after the 

hearings, I sent a written version to NOW for inclusion in a spiral bound collection of 

statements from these hearings. The collection was available from the national NOW 

office, but I do no t know for how long. When the version here was edited for publica-

tion in 1992,1 tried to minimize the revisions, although some changes were made to 

update the references and reflect what was then recent history. Another two decades 

have now passed For the present volume, I choose again to make some minimal ad-

justments to reflect the passage of time and add some references, while leaving the 

essay as close to its original form as possible. While the political terrain and regulatory 

apparatus have undergone significant evolution, the basic feminist arguments against 

pornography have not changed much and are still too often treated as tenable, with 

minimal attention to their evidentiary and logical insufficiencies. Sol leave the article 

as a period piece unfortunately more prophetic than I knew. Its usefulness lies not in 

a state of the art bibliography, which it does not have, or in an up to date assessment 

of the political conditions for sexual representation, but rather in its challenges to the 

analytic structure and empirical claims of the feminist antipornography faction. That 

Empress still has no clothes. — G. R.] 

1. There is a discussion of the early roots of antipornography analysis in feminism 

in Echols, Daring to Be Bad, 288-291,360-36411. 



2. Lederer, Take Back the Night, 15-16,23. 

3. Emblematic anthologies from this period of feminism include such classics as 

Gornick and Moran, Women in Sexist Society, Miller, Psychoanalysis and Women; 

Mitchell and Oakley, The Rights and Wrongs of Women; Koedt, Levine and Rapone, 

Radical Feminism; Morgan, Sisterhood Is Powerful. 

4. See Russell and Lederer, "Questions We Are Asked Most Often," 23-29. 

5.1 have attended many educational presentations by WAVPM, and in none of them 

was any questioning of their basic assumptions permitted. Questions were restricted 

to inquiries about implementing their program, and those who tried to raise other 

issues were ignored or dismissed. For similar experiences, see two accounts of WAP'S 

slide show and tour, in Webster, "Pornography and Pleasure," 48-51; and D'Emilio, 

"Women Against Pornography," 19-26. 

6. The rhetorical attacks have heated up in the interim. Now feminists who reject 

antiporn dogma are called "Uncle Toms," accused of supporting male supremacy, and 

described as attacking feminism. 

In this regard, exemplary texts are Jeffreys, Anticlimax, 260-86; and Leidholdt 

and Raymond, The Sexual Liberals and the Attack on Feminism. In Pornography and 

Civil Rights: A New Day for Women's Equality, Catharine MacKinnon and Andrea 

Dworkin state, "There is no viable propornography feminism. Our legitimate differ-

ences center on how to fight pornography" (83). See also MacKinnon, Feminism Un-

modified, 146: "A critique of pornography is to feminism what its defense is to male 

supremacy." I disagree. In MacKinnon's work and that of other antiporn feminists, 

the critique of pornography has been substituted for a critique of male supremacy. 

7. Such terminological confusions continue to bedevil feminist discourse. The 

more updated version is to use pornography as a synonym for the subordination 

of women itself, and to equate opposition to pornography with opposition to male 

supremacy. 

8. Willis, Beginning to See the Light, 145-46. As Willis wryly puts it, "The feminist 

bias is that women are equal to men and the male chauvinist bias is that women are 

inferior. The unbiased view is that the truth lies somewhere in between." I often re-

phrase her comment as follows: the view of gay activism is that homosexuals deserve 

equality and respect. The view of neofascis t homophobes is that homosexuals are dis-

eased and should be incarcerated, punished, or exterminated. What, pray tell, is the 

position in the middle? 

9. In addition to the Lederer collection, other major antiporn texts include 

Dworkin, Pornography and Right-Wing Women; Griffin, Pornography and Silence; 

Dworkin and MacKinnon, Pornography and Civil Rights; MacKinnon, Feminism Un-

modified and Toward a Feminist Theory of State; Brownmiller, Against Our Will; Barry, 

Female Sexual Slavery. 

10. San Francisco's On Our Backs, Boston's Bad Attitude and Outrageous Women, 

Britain's Quim, and Australia's Wicked Women are a few of these lesbian-oriented 

sexual publications. All have encountered governmental or community censorship. 

11. Russell and Lederer, "Questions We Are Asked Most Often," 24. The Kearny 



and the North Beach were the two theaters that catered to the bondage crowd. When 

asked "what kinds of images are you talking about when you say you are opposed to 

Violence in pornography and media'" the response was "We are talking about films 

like the ones shown in the Kearny Cinema in San Francisco." 

12. Dworkin is referring to this spread when she complains that "Penthouse hangs 

Asian women from trees." Dworkin and MacKinnon, Pornography and Civil Rights, 

63. 

13. There was a movement in the eady eighties to produce commercial S/M erotica 

made by and for S/M practitioners, which resulted in successful and now classic films 

such as Story of K. (Film Company, 1980) and Journey into Pain (Loving S/M Produc-

tions, 1983). Ironically, none of these films are currendy available due to the increas-

ingly harsh legal climate for sexual materials in the United States. 

14. For the slide shows, see Webster, "Pornography and Pleasure," and D'Emilio, 

"Women Against Pornography." Not a Love Story: A Film about Pornography purports 

to be a documentary of pornography. It was directed by Bonnie Sherr Klein and pro-

duced by Dorothy Todd Henaut, Studio D., National Film Board of Canada, 1981. 

15. See for instance Cameron, The Psychology of Homosexuality, AIDS, the Blood 

Supply, and Homosexuality (What Homosexuals Do in Public Is Offensive, What They 

Do in Private Is Deadly)-, What Homosexuals Do (Its More than Merely Disgusting)-, 

Criminality, Social Disruption, and Homosexuality (Homosexuality Is a Crime against 

Humanity); Homosexuality and the AIDS threat to the Nation's Blood Supply, ChildMo-

lestation and Homosexuality (Homosexuality Is a Crime against Humanity). 

16. Cameron, Murder, Violence, and Homosexuality (What Homosexuals Do in 

Public Is Offensive, What They Do in Private Is Deadly!). In the same pamphlet, Cam-

eron claims that the Nazis "started out as a gay rights party." 

17. Kendrick, The Secret Museum. 

18. As I prepare this manuscript for publication, there is proposed federal legisla-

tion along these lines. See note 26, below. 

19. Longino, "Pornography, Oppression, and Freedom," 40-54, especially 42-46, 

emphasis added. 

20. Dworkin and MacKinnon, Pornography and Civil Rights, 36; MacKinnon, 

Feminism Unmodified, 148. 

21. National Organization for Women, Hearings on Pornography. 

22. Attorney General's Commission on Pornography, Final Report; Vance, "Porn 

in the USA: The Meese Commission on the Road," "The Pleasures of Looking: The 

Attorney General's Commission on Pornography vs. Visual Images," and "Negotiat-

ing Sex and Gender in the Attorney General's Commission on Pornography"; Segal 

and Mcintosh, Sex Exposed. Some states have now banned dildos and artificial vagi-

nas, and in a 1985 decision the Supreme Court of Canada ruled that penis-shaped 

vibrators and inflatable dolls were "obscene." 

23. Ellen Willis, untided columns, Village Voice, 15 October 1979,8, and ^Novem-

ber 1979, 8. These two splendid pieces were reprinted as "Feminism, Moralism, and 

Pornography," in Willis, Beginning to See the Light. 



24- Steinem, "Erotica and Pornography," 53-54, 75,78. 

25. Scope, "Erotica Versus Pornography: A n Exploration." 

26. Indeed, Dworkin could not have said it better: "Erotica is simply high-class 

pornography: better produced, better conceived, better executed, better packaged, 

designed for a better class of consumer." Pornography, second page of unpaginated 

preface. 

27. Rob Stein, "Medical School Sex Film Wars," San Francisco Examiner, 15 January 

1986, AA-55. 

28. McCormack, "Appendix 1"; Henry, "Porn Is Subordination?," 20, 24. Prior to 

her 1984 article, Alice Henry had often expressed support of antiporn politics in the 

pages of off our backs, but in this incisive essay even she expressed skepticism of the 

claims about empirical research (as well as the wisdom of new antiporn legislation). 

29. Donnerstein, "Aggressive Erotica and Violence against Women"; Malamuth 

and Donnerstein, Pornography and Sexual Aggression. 

30. Zillman and Bryant, "Effects of Massive Exposure to Pornography." See also 

"X-Rated Flicks Cool People to Real-Life Sex," San Francisco Examiner, 23 April 1986, 

a 7-

31. Donnerstein and Linz, "The Question of Pornography"; Daniel Goldman, "Re-

searchers Dispute Pornography Report on Link to Violence," New York Times, 17 May 

1986,1, 7; Donnerstein, "Interview." This entire section of the essay is extremely out 

of date, and would have required complete revision to fix. I elected to leave it alone; 

however, there has been a deluge of material on this point. Among the most ger-

mane is Donnerstein, Linz, and Penrod, The Question of Pornography, particularly 

chapter 6, "Is It the Sex or Is It the Violence?" The book also contains a critique of the 

misuse of the research data by the Meese Commission. Two of the female members 

of the Meese Commission, Dr. Judith Becker and Ellen Levine, included harsh criti-

cisms of the conclusions of the commission and the process by which these conclu-

sions were reached. In their dissenting report, they noted that "it is essential to state 

that the social science research has not been designed to evaluate the relationship 

between exposure to pornography and the commission of sexual crimes; therefore 

efforts to tease the current data into proof of a causal link between these acts simply 

cannot be accepted. Furthermore, social science does not speak to harm, on which 

this Commission report focuses" (Attorney General's Commission on Pornography, 

Final Report, 204). 

32. For a completely different perspective from that of the antipornography move-

ment on the relationship between violence and women's subordination, see Baron, 

"Pornography and Gender Equality," 363-80. 

33. MacKinnon, Feminism Unmodified, 53-54,146-50,198-201; Toward a Feminist 

Theory of the State, 138-44,197-99. 

34. National Organization for Women, Hearings on Pornography. 

35. [Since its earliest incarnations, antiporn rhetoric has referred to "snuff movies" 

as if these were an actual genre, and as if they documented actual killings. But the 

snuff movies were an urban legend. In Hard Core, Linda Williams devotes several 



pages (189-95) to deconstructing the mythology, noting that the original film, Snuff, 

"does not belong in the pornographic genre" at all, and moreover that the murder it 

depicted was, like most movie violence, a product of special effects. "The outcry over 

Snuff forced the New York City district attorney to investigate the circumstances of 

the film's making and to interview the actress who was supposedly killed in the final 

sequence. Even after the hoax was revealed, though, the idea of snuff continued to 

haunt the imagination." Williams, Hard Core, 193.—G. R ] 

36. Dworkin, Pornography, 201. 

37. Samois, Coming to Power; Weinberg and Kamel, S and M; Mains, Urban Ab-

originals; Stoller, Pain and Passion; Thompson, Leatherfolk; Grumley and Gallucci, 

Hard Corps; Rosen, Sexual Magic and Sexual Portraits. 

38.1 recall this language from several oral presentations in the mid-1980s. I believe 

one was the National Organization for Women, Hearings on Pornography, although 

this phraseology is absent from MacKinnon's written remarks (National Organiza-

tion for Women, Hearings on Pornography: Materials on the Personal Testimony of 

NOW Activists on Pornography). 

39. Delacoste and Alexander, Sex Work; Jaget, Prostitutes; Pheterson, A Vindica-

tion of the Rights of Whores; James et al., The Politics of Prostitution. 

40. Dworkin, Pornography, 200, emphasis added. 

41. Dworkin, Right-Wing Women, 223, emphasis added 

42. Ibid., 222,228-29. 

43. [Since this essay was written there has been an explosion of superb historical 

work on early modern European forms of erotic representation. Hunt, The Invention 

of Pornography, Peakman, Mighty Lewd Books, Cryle, Geometry of the Boudoir, and 

McCalman, Radical Underworld, are but a few. This work raises many issues of chro-

nology and taxonomy that cannot be addressed here, but which do not, I think, affect 

my brief against the feminist indictment of porn. Whether we call the erotica of the 

eighteenth century pornography or libertine literature, it is abundandy clear these 

genres have complex and historically specific characteristics that do not readily fit 

into the analytic framework of the antiporn movement As Lynn Hunt notes, "Por-

nography did not constitute a wholly separate and distinct category of written or 

visual representation before the early nineteenth century. . . . [P]ornography was 

almost always an adjunct to something else until the middle or end of the eighteenth 

century. Pornography nevertheless slowly emerged as a distinct category... . [P]or-

nography as a legal and artistic category seems to be an especially Western idea with 

a specific chronology and geography" (The Invention of Pornography, 9-10).—G. R.] 

44. Dworkin, Pornography, 199-200. This dubious history and phony etymology 

appears repeatedly throughout the antiporn literature, where it is often used as a key 

argument against pornography. In Pornography and Civil Rights, MacKinnon and 

Dworkin state that "we can trace pornography without any difficulty back as far as 

ancient Greece in the West Pornography is a Greek word. . . . It refers to writing, 

etching, or drawing of women who, in real life, were kept in female sexual slavery in 

ancient Greece. Pornography has always, as far back as we can go, had to do with ex-



ploiting, debasing, and violating women in forced sex" (74). In the Ms. article "Erotica 

and Pornography," Gloria Steinem employs it as the basis of her erotica-pornography 

distinction. 

45. Actually, as Kendrick points out (The Secret Museum, 11), the term did exist 

in ancient Greece. But it appears so rarely in the surviving Greek texts that it could 

not have been indicative of a significant category of ancient experience, let alone one 

that so closely approximates the opinions of sexual materials expressed by Dworkin 

or those held by nineteenth-century scholars (John J. Winkler, personal communica-

tion, 1986). 

[Some years after writing this essay, I found the same rhetorical tactic—of attrib-

uting a modern antiporn position to the ancient Greeks—in the dissenting opinion 

of Charles Keating to the 1970 Report of the Commission on Obscenity and Pornog-

raphy, and include it as an epigraph to begin this essay in the present volume. Did 

Dworkin, Steinem, MacKinnon, and other antiporn feminists get their etymological 

analysis from Keating? If so, did they consider the source?—G. R.] 

46. [This has indeed been the case. When I submitted the earlier version of this 

essay in 1986,1 enclosed California Assembly Bill No. 3645, in which the diffusion of 

antiporn ideas into legal initiatives was already apparent, AB 3645 did not pass. But 

as this essay went to press in 1993, Senate Bill 1521, the Pornography Victims Com-

pensation Act, was poised to become federal law. As initially proposed, the bill made 

pornography a cause of civil action, as was proposed in the MacKinnon-Dworkin 

ordinance, and allowed "victims" to sue not their perpetrators but the makers and 

distributors of any obscene material that may have influenced their perpetrators. In 

contrast to the original MacKinnon-Dworkin approach, this bill was based on a tra-

ditional legal definition of obscenity rather than the so-called feminist definition in 

the Indianapolis ordinance. 

The bill did not pass. It is worth thinking, however, about what it would have made 

legal and what would not have been affected by its passage. Had the bill become law, 

when some lunatic who has read porn or seen a pornographic film went on a ram-

page, the producers and distributors of his reading material would be held account-

able for his behavior and sued in federal court The bill established third-party lia-

bility, but only for the producers and distributors of sexual media. The same kind of 

liability has been ruled unconstitutional in the case of non-obscene media. But since 

obscenity is not constitutionally protected speech, SB 1521 might have been upheld in 

the courts. 

If that same lunatic, after reading his Bible, went out and murdered a bunch of 

prostitutes (not an altogether unusual occurrence), no similar liability would be in-

curred by religious publishers and bookstores. There is a horrific tale in Judges (19-21) 

about the Levite's Concubine, who is brutally murdered and dismembered after being 

raped. This event is followed by a war of near extermination, and the abduction and 

forced marriages of four hundred young virgins. While producers and bookstores 

could be taken to court if someone was inspired by a scenario in a porn magazine, the 

invocation of biblical authority to commit murder, violate corpses, engage in geno-



cidal warfare, or instigate mass rape and force the victims to marry their rapists would 

bring no grief to those who printed and sold copies of the Old Testament—G. R.] 

47. This has also come to pass. The Meese Commission released its Final Report 

in July of 1986. The report included a long wish list of new obscenity legislation and 

suggested procedures to increase enforcement of existing law at the local, state, and 

federal levels. Much of the andporn agenda articulated in the report has become 

law, policy, and common practice. The U.S. Department of Justice duly created an 

obscenity enforcement unit, increased obscenity prosecutions, began to bring forfei-

ture proceedings against those convicted of obscenity offenses, and started a national 

computerized databank on producers, distributors, and consumers of sexually ex-

plicit material (ACLU Arts Censorship Project, Above the Law). 

The obscenity unit was recendy renamed the Child Exploitation and Obscenity 

Unit. The irony of this new tide is that there has been no commercial child pornog-

raphy available in the United States since the late 1970s. In its efforts to entrap sus-

pected pedophiles, the federal government has become the largest (and only) dis-

tributor of child pornography in the United States. [This was apparendy true in the 

early 1990s, when print was still a dominant medium for porn. With the explosion 

of Internet access, production and distribution of almost all porn has undergone a 

radical transformation.—G. R.] For a longer discussion of the right-wing war on porn 

and of the collaboration of antiporn feminists, see my "Afterword to 'Thinking Sex: 

Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality,'" included as chap. 6 in this 

volume. 

Chapter 12. Sexual Traffic 

1. Althusser, "Freud and Lacan." 

2. Mannoni, The Child, His "Illness" and the Others. 

3. Vance, "Social Construction Theory: Problems in the History of Sexuality," and 

"Anthropology Rediscovers Sexuality: A Theoretical Comment." 

4. MacKinnon's "Marxism, Feminism, Method and the State: Toward Feminist 

Jurisprudence." 

5. House and Cowan, "Can Men Be Women?" 

6. Smith-Rosenberg, "The Female World of Love and Ritual." 

7. Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight; Peiss, Cheap Amusements; Madock, "Mas-

querading Women, Pathologized Men." 

8. Freud, "The Sexual Aberrations." 

9. Krafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis, with Special Reference to the Contrary 

Sexual Instinct. 

10. Duggan, "The Trials of Alice Mitchell." 

11. Nye, "The Medical Origins of Sexual Fetishism"; Madock, "Masquerading 

Women." 

12. Krafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis, with Special Reference to the Contrary 

Sexual Instinct. 



13- Oosterhuis, Stepchildren of Nature. 

14. Abelove, "Freud, Male Homosexuality, and the Americans," 381. 

15. Sulloway, Freud: Biologist of the Mind, chap. 8, "Freud and the Sexologists." See 

also Davidson, "How to Do the History of Psychoanalysis." 

16. Weeks, Coming Out. 

17. Thompson, "Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism"; Althusser and 

Balibar, Reading Capital, 251-53. 

18. Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 106. 

19. Ibid., 107. 

20. Ibid, emphasis added by Gayle Rubin. 

21. Ibid., 108. 

22. Ibid., 109. 

23. Schneider, American Kinship and Critique of the Study of Kinship. 

24. [I misspoke somewhat in this discussion of kinship and should have noted that 

one of David Schneider's points is that "all kinship is fictive," in the sense that even 

kin statuses ostensibly based in biology are cultural constructs. It is cultural systems 

that determine what kinds of biological relationships are significant, or not. I also was 

well behind Buder in thinking about gay and lesbian kinship. I had not yet grappled 

with the issues raised by gay marriage, and had no idea of the bureaucratic and legal 

issues with which gay couples having children have to contend. I have since come to 

appreciate in excruciating detail how gay families are, to use Susan Stryker's term, 

"bureaucratically unintelligible," as well as legally disenfranchised and economically 

despoiled.—G. R.] 

25. Bérubé, Coming Out Under Fire; Kennedy and Davis, Boots of Leather, Slippers 

of Gold. 

26. Lauritsen and Thorstad, The Early Homosexual Rights Movement. 

27. Foster, Sex Variant Women in Literature; Grier, The Lesbian in Literature. 

28. Deleuze, Masochism, 115. 

Chapter 13. Studying Sexual Subcultures 

Although this essay is rooted in the literature chapter of my dissertation ("The Valley 

of the Kings"), I have delivered several versions as lectures. These include papers at 

the 1996 annual meeting of the American Anthropological Association and the 1998 

annual meeting of the American Sociological Association and invited lectures at the 

University of California, Los Angeles (1997); California State University, Northridge 

(i997); and the University of Missouri, St. Louis (1995). 

I am indebted to many individuals who have contributed to this essay and the 

ideas behind it. Conversations with Jeffrey Escoffier, John Gagnon, William Simon, 

Barrie Thome, Howard Becker, and Esther Newton have been particularly infor-

mative about the context of social research at the University of Chicago and its im-

portance to contemporary studies of sexuality. Barrie Thorne directed me to some 

helpful articles and provided me with copies, and when she found out about my inter-



est in his work, she introduced me to Howard Becker. My editors, Ellen Lewin and 

William Leap, have exhibited patience and encouragement beyond the call of duty. 

Mitchell Duneier, Jeffrey Escoffier, John Gagnon, Esther Newton, PJ McGann, and 

Carole Vance all read earlier drafts and I am deeply grateful for their suggestions and 

comments. Jay Marston has been a constant source of support and inspiration. The 

writing of this essay was assisted by a fellowship from the Sexuality Research Fellow-

ship Program of the Social Science Research Council with funds provided by the Ford 

Foundation. 

1. Reiter, Toward an Anthropology of Women; Rosaldo and Lamphere, Women, Cul-

ture, and Society. 

2. Ford and Beach, Patterns of Sexual Behavior; Ortner and Whitehead, Sexual 

Meanings. 

3. For an excellent overview, see Weston, "Lesbian/Gay Studies in the House of 
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