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By way of an introduction: some thoughts on a protest gone awry. 

On January 18th 2013 I attended a Westboro Baptist Church counter-protest in NYC. The Westboro Church, 

a ultra-right fundamentalist movement hailing from the south, which has amassed an astonishing quantity of 

media attention in the past years for its absurdist homophobic slogans and public performances, had planned 

one of their infamous demonstrations in the heart of America’s consumer mecca, Time Square. The LGBT 

counter-protest I attended was itself conceived as a media spectacle, to be staged against the media spectacle, of 

the fundamentalists. 

Finding myself with around 100 other protesters in this noisy mecca of American consumerism, we marched 

down the street with full awareness of our media visibility. A visibility that has made Time SQ a common 

destination for protests of all stripes over the years. Not unlike other protests I had been to in the recent past, 

such as the Trayvon Martin rally – a march carried out against the police for the murder of a young black child 

in Florida – the spectacle was to be used as a political platform for the voicing of a collective struggle against 

homophobia. Put simply, Time square draws protests as a global media stage, which offers a high exposure 

platform for street presence as well as a predictable and accessible location for media. 

The Westboro church showed up to Time SQ in a mini bus and were escorted by the police into a fenced 

enclosure, or what we call a pig pen. The two Westboro church members that participated were greatly 

outnumbered and outspectaclized by the large and visually stunning lgbt protest. Whereas the fundamentalist 

had a few picket signs, our counter-protest featured a queer crucified Jesus, topless girls with ‘Jesus was a fag’ 

painted on their bodies, and a general rainbow of costumes, slogans, and performative street stunts. On a visual 

level we decimated our opponents. In other words, If time square was a boxing ring, our spectacle knocked 

their spectacle out in a one punch fight. 

As the counter-protest unfolded it suddenly became apparent to us that our oppositional spectacle was itself 

organized within a spectacle. We were being used as advertisement props for an off broad way theater company 

as a strategy for promoting their new play called The Bus, which was about a young gay couple dealing with 

homophobia in a small southern town. As more and more people began to realize that we were getting specta-

clized within the very spectacle we imagined ourselves directing, the theatrical context appeared in a new light. 

Directly across the street from the protest was a massive LCD screen style billboard for American Eagle that 

featured a live feed camera projecting everything from the street onto the advertisement – so the entire protest 

was projected on a billboard advertising American Eagle while simultaneously advertising the theater company 

whom it was suggested had invited the Westboro group to come out for the sake of this spectacular media 

confrontation that would promote their play and their profits; while simultaneously serving as propaganda for 

the collective struggles of the lgbt movement; while simultaneously serving as propaganda for the Westboro 

church that has received international visibility through these spectacular, mediatized, street confrontations. 

Looking back at the ‘protest gone awry’ I now ask myself how the event fits within a broader contemporary 

political context. For example, the protest was picked up as an easy target for the liberal media who predictably 

narrativized the situation in the standard oppositional logic of backward, provincial, intolerant nationalists v.s. 

flamboyant, sexually liberated cosmopolitan queers. So I ask: what are the issues in this oppositional framing 

of sexually conscious cosmopolitan queer culture v.s. sexually conservative, backward, and provincial southern 

working class culture? I also ask myself if the commodification of queerness, as a form of critical visibility 

politics, serves to support the inclusion of the queer citizen – and this applies for other minorities as well -  as a 

social subject or merely as a consuming subject? 

I will begin with some thoughts on the ideological forces that underpin the oppositional framing of liberals v.s. 

conservative fundamentalists, in the media. The Westboro Baptist Church has come to epitomize everything 

that is wrong with southern society – they are the living caricature of the backward, uneducated, white working 

class southerner who could be illustrated in the image of a toothless barbarian, on a farm, with 8 children, who 

comes equipped with a shotgun in one hand and a bible in the other. Instead of jumping on the popular media 

bandwagon’s tedious portrayal of the conflict as “cultural war”  I will address the divide in a more holistic and 

historical light. In doing so I hope to provide a more nuanced account of the situation. Favoring the support of a 

discursive space for dialogue and solidarity as opposed to these typical, polarized, confrontation narratives. 

In the USA, like in many other countries across the world today, we have the phenomena of the red proletariat 

i.e. a conservative working class movement that has replaced class struggle with family values and Christian 

morality. The rise of the red proletarian in the united states is in many way the effect of historical tensions 

between the north and the south over the direction of economic and political policy in Washington, however. 

And in being so cannot simply be reduced to conflicting moral sentiments. 

A good example of these historically based economic and political factors can be illustrated through the greatly 

uneven benefits the New Deal policies had, in the post-war period, for the economic development of southern 

and northern industries. New Deal disadvantaged southern states like Kansas greatly. As Rasa Balockaite 

points out, “The National Labor Relations Act allowed workers to organize collectively, but excluded farm 

and domestic workers [the primary source of labor for many Southern states]. The image of Kansas shifted 

gradually from ‘kernel of the country’ to ‘cultural wasteland, a place where only freaks and fanatics could 

survive’  – hopelessly superstitious, a prairie state, a ‘faraway place of dirt and misery’. 

The historical insights granted from an economic and political, as opposed to merely cultural, interpretation 

of the great cultural schism in American politics today, takes us to the economic and political imbrications of 

cosmopolitan visibility politics in western neo-liberal regimes. The problem with queer visibility appears in 

light of its deployment by violent global empires as a neutral humanitarian surrogate for economic and political 
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dictatorships. The association with liberal capital, on the part of main stream lgbt organizations, exasperates the 

schism formed between the nationalist red proletarian and their cosmopolitan, sushi eating, rivals (rivals, who 

in reality, make up a very small minority of the LGBT community in the USA).

In light of such an analysis of the economic and political realities in which cultural values arise we can now 

assert that a cultures inability to adapt to the latest product line of hip western cultural norms cannot be ac-

counted for, and much less judged, in abstract moral terms, but rather as the effects of much broader processes 

of economic hardship and social instability that has been brought about by the very neo-liberal restructuring 

processes that the main stream LGBT platforms unapologetically and opportunistically valorize. 

This takes us to the phenomena of pinkwashing in the liberal media. Pinkwashing finds its archetypal expres-

sion in Israel’s recent PR campaign as a LGBT friendly nation. What does LGBT friendly suggest in a case 

where a theocratic government is violently expelling populations through militarized boarder campaigns and 

vicious state organized gruella ware fare style bombardments on Palestinian communities as well as African 

immigrant communities? This is exactly what Claire Potter raises in her observation on the post-colonial 

dimensions of Western sexual democracy narratives:

What does it mean when a constituency — Muslims, Africans — are targeted as especially homophobic and in 

need of “civilizing” interventions? In Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer Times, Jasbir Puar 

has addressed the strategic granting of rights to sexual minorities occurring simultaneously with the increased 

oppression of the poor and the intensification of colonial oppression. Activists have targeted the marketing of 

Israel as a global destination for gays and lesbians as “pinkwashing,” in which gay inclusion presents Israel 

as a liberal democracy where ongoing state violence against Palestinians is justifiable because of what is 

portrayed as culturally embedded homophobia.

Turning to the eastern context where post-socialist states face increasing ridicule for not supporting western 

media visibility and rights discourses we see the effects of visibility politics in their deployment as universal 

cultural norms that underscore and undermine their connection and ideological deployment within neo-liberal 

policy structures. While the East is presented as backward for not accepting European cultural standards its 

simultaneously finding its economic and political reality dictated by policy that undermines the integrity of 

the people and their social advancement. A critical queer politics begins in this act of delinking a human rights 

agenda that attach itself to gender liberty, safety, and advancement, from the neo-liberal policy that ensures the 

total degradation of the society on a material level. 

We can learn much from Francesca Stella’s observations on the problems of Russian lgbt platforms appealing 

for western capital and media exposure while denying the interests of civil society organizations in their 

native country. As Stella states, in reaction to the failure of Moscow pride to draw many on the streets or have 

significant effects on challenging popular distrust in homosexual culture: 

 The outcome of Mosow Pride illustrates how, in a context characterized by state-endorsed homophobia, a 

hostile local government, and the rise of authoritarian politics in the country, visibility can incite danger, 

alienate LBGT constituencies, and fail to attract support from the broader civil society, while exposing queer 

activists to very public displays of victimization and shaming. Mocow pride also illustrates the risks involved 

in invoking sexual cosmoplitanism by relying heavily on the support of transnational solidarity networks and 

by privileging global over local civil society as an interlocutor. While ensuring international media visibility, 

this approach assumes that the international community can effectively act as the arbiter of sexual citizenship 

globally, failing to acknowledge the contradictory and unequal power relations that govern the global politics 

of human rights. Indeed, “sexual democracy” has been invoked as a European or western value, acquiring a 

normative, ethnocentric connotation and fueling a new brand of xenophobic sexual nationalism within the west 

itself, whereby LGBT rights are taken as a measure of a country’s successful development and modernization 

and are discursively deployed to racialize foreign nations and migrant communities. 480 Stella

Working off of Stella’s argument on the ethno-centric and xenophobic effects of Western human rights systems, 

Rosemary Hennessy offers a cruicial intervention in the Western LGBTIQ discourse as an affirmative voice for 

radical Left LGBT politics. In Queer Visibility in Commodity Culture, a chapter from her recently published 

book Profit and Pleasure: Sexual Identities in Late Capitalism, Hennessy offers a vivid account of visibility as a 

class-regulated institution that derives from the logic of commodity production and fetishization. 

So what then is the relation between visibility, class, and commodity fetishism? In Capital Volume 1 Marx 

observes in the ‘republic of commodities’ all citizens are regarded as equals. It is no surprise that the liberal 

media apparatus strives to embody such principles in its triumphant pursuit for democratic representation of 

minority groups. The democratic world of commodity-citizens stands in stark contrast with the world of the 

social-citizen who finds themselves in a reality rampant with inequalities everywhere they turn. The tactic of 

‘queering’ commodities is hence abundant with contradictions insofar as it provides the fantasy of resistance, 

acceptance, and toleration, while simultaneously providing new niche markets for the commodification of the 

chic cosmopolitan, global queer citizen. A fantasy that only holds up as a practical reality for those that have the 

social and economic privileges to ‘possess’ it. 

Henessy provides a tell tale example of the contradiction at work here through an account of the lesbian and 

gay friendly employment policies, and add campaigns, of Levi Strauss in the 1980’s. While Levi Strauss was 

busy playing up their role as the vanguard of the newly emergent corporate directed LGB movement they were 
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simultaneously closing down factories in the States and relocating to the global South where the bodies of a 

predominantly female labor force could be exploited with near impunity.

Henessy hence argues that to “To disrupt the semiotic boundaries between gay and straight is not enough.”  

When activist practices, such as Queer Nation, turn into efforts to subversively redefine sexual display in 

commodities, they participate in the very fetishization of the commodity that heteronormative capitalist society 

reproduces itself through. The commodity, “condensed into a cultural signifier, reduced to a purely ideological 

vehicle […] becomes securely fetishized”. Hence, a visual politics that seeks to subvert heteronormative 

and patriarchal representations of sexual desire and consumer pleasure ignores the invisible labor that goes 

into the production of the image as social relation.  “Within every image there is a process of image making. 

This process is denied when we take the identity of the thing (symbol) as the social relation it embodies.” To 

take images at face value is hence to engage in post-modern life-style politics which is understood to view 

subjectivity as shaped by consumer preferences as opposed to material dependencies and the regulatory social 

norms that attach to them.

A politics of aesthetics for Hennessy hence begins only at the moment when we radically disconnect this 

aesthetics of existence, or life style politics, from individual creation or choice and link it to a strategy for 

changing the conditions that allow so many to suffer an exploited existence. Making ones life an art [for 

Hennessy] is a intelligible possibility only for a leisured class and their yuppie allies.” 

While visibility tactics are limited, prone to cooptation, and often obscure inequalities more then reveal them, 

the tradition of counter-publics, subversive consumerism, and guerilla war style artistic invention in the public 

sphere, also have many potentials and radical effects. Queer and feminist visibility may strengthen demands for 

legal protection; affirmative images of gays and lesbians in mainstream media can support cultural acceptance 

within heteronormative institutions such as schools, political platforms, along with numerous other civil society 

organizations and support structures. 

 

queer visibility  in commodity culture

For a lesbian and gay political project that has had to combat the hetero-normative tyranny of the empirical in 

order to claim a public existence at all, how visibility is conceptualized matters. Like “queer,” “visibility” is 

a struggle term in gay and lesbian circles now — for some simply a matter of display, for others the effect of 

discourses or of complex social conditions. In this chapter I will try to show that for those of us caught up in the 

circuits of late capitalist consumption, the visibility of sexual identity is often a matter of commodification, a 

process that invariably depends on the lives and labor of invisible others.

This argument needs to be prefaced, however, with several acknowledgments and qualifications. First of all, 

the increasing cultural representation of homosexual concerns as well as the recent queering of sex-gender 

identities undoubtedly has had important positive effects. Cultural visibility can prepare the ground for gay 

civil rights protection; affirmative images of lesbians and gays in the mainstream media, like the growing 

legitimation of lesbian and gay studies in the academy, can be empowering for those of us who have lived most 

of our lives with no validation from the dominant culture. These changes in lesbian and gay visibility are in 

great measure the effect of the relentless organizing efforts of lesbians and gay men. In the past decade alone 

groups like the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force, the Human Rights Campaign Fund, GLADD, and ACT-

UP have fought ardently against the cultural abjection and civic eradication of homosexuals. Like other gay 

and lesbian academics now who are able to teach and write more safely about our history, I am deeply indebted 

to those who have risked their lives and careers on the front lines to make gay and lesbian studies a viable and 

legitimate intellectual concern. Without their efforts my work would not be possible.

But the new degree of homosexual visibility in the United States and the very existence of a queer counter-dis-

course also need to be considered critically in relation to capital’s insidious and relentless expansion. Not 

only is much recent gay visibility aimed at producing new and potentially lucrative markets, but, as in most 

marketing strategies, money, not liberation, is the bottom line.1 In her analysis of the commodification of les-

bians, Danae Clark has observed that the intensified marketing of lesbian images is less indicative of a growing 

acceptance of homosexuality than of capitalism’s appropriation of gay “styles” for mainstream audiences. 

Visibility in commodity culture is in this sense a limited victory for gays who are welcome to be visible as 

consumer subjects but not as social subjects (Clark 192). The increasing circulation of gay and lesbian images 

in consumer culture has the effect of consolidating an imaginary, class-specific gay subjectivity for both straight 

and gay audiences. This process is not limited to the spheres of knowledge promoted by popular culture and 

retail advertising but infiltrates the production of subjectivities in academic and activist work.
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queer nationalism: the avant-garde goes SHOPping

If academic queer theory for the most part ignores the relationship be- tween sexuality and commodification, 

it may seem that groups like Queer Nation did not. Founded in New York City in 1990 by a small group 

of activists frustrated by ACT-UP’s exclusive focus on AIDS, Queer Nation grew into a loosely organized 

collection of local chapters stretching from coast to coast.8 The list of affinity groups that comprised Queer 

Nation is too long and too variable to list here; included among them were the Suburban Homosexual Outreach 

Program (SHOP), Queers Undertaking Exquisite and Symbolic Transformation (QUEST), and United Colors, 

which focused on the experiences of queers of color.9 Queer Nation was less committed to ACT-UP’s strategies 

of direct action through civil disobedience than to creating awareness and increasing queer visibility. Often 

representing their tactics as explicitly postmodern, Queer Nation shared many of the presuppositions of queer 

theory: deconstructing the homo-hetero binary in favor of a more indeterminate sexual identity; targeting a 

pervasive heteronormativity by miming it with a campy inflection; employing a performative politics that 

associated identity less with interiority than with the public spectacle of consumer culture.

The signifier “nation” signaled a commitment to disrupting the often invisible links between nationhood 

and public sexual discourse as well as transforming the public spaces in which a (hetero)sexualized national 

imaginary is constructed in people’s everyday lives — in shopping malls, bars, advertising, and the media. In 

seizing the public space as a “zone of political pedagogy,” Queer Nation, like ACT-UP, advanced some useful 

ways of thinking about pedagogy as a public political practice.10 My concern here, however, is with how their 

anti-assimilationist politics understood and made use of the commodity as part of a campaign for gay visibility.

For Queer Nation, visibility was a crucial element in guaranteeing gays a safe public existence. To this end 

they reterritorialized various public spaces through an assortment of strategies like policing neighborhoods by 

Pink Panthers dressed in “Bash Back” T-shirts or Queer Nights Out and Kiss-Ins where groups of gay couples 

invaded straight bars or other public spaces and scandalously made out (Berlant and Freeman 160–63). In its 

most “postmodern moments,” Queer Nation used the hyperspaces of commodity consumption as sites for polit-

ical intervention. Queer Nation is not interested in marketing positive images of gays and lesbians so much as 

inhabiting and subverting consumer pleasure in commodities in order to “reveal to the consumer desires he/she 

didn’t know he/she had” (Berlant and Freeman 164). Tactics like producing “Queer Bart Simpson” T-shirts and 

rewriting the trademarks of corporations that appropriate gay street styles (changing the “p” in Gap ads to “y”) 

were meant to demonstrate “that the commodity is a central means by which individuals tap into the collective 

experience of public desire” and to disrupt the heterosexual presupposition on which that desire rests (Berlant 

and Freeman 164). To this end, the Queer Shopping Network of New York and the Suburban Homosexual 

Outreach Program of San Francisco (SHOP) stage mall visibility actions. By parading into suburban shopping 

spaces dressed in full gay regalia, holding hands, and handing out flyers, they inserted gay spectacle into the 

centers of straight consumption. Lauren Berlant and Elizabeth Freeman argue that the queer mall spectacle 

addresses “the consumer’s own ‘perverse’ desire to experience a different body and offers itself as the most 

stylish of the many attitudes on sale at the mall” (164).

If in postmodern consumer culture the commodity is a central means by which desire is organized, how are 

Queer Nation’s visibility actions disrupting this process? I want to suggest that while Queer Nation’s tactics 

attend to the commodity, the framework in which the commodity is understood is similar to the informing 

framework of much queer theory. It is, in short, a cultural one in which the commodity is reduced to an ideo-

logical icon. Like queer theory, Queer Nation tended to focus so exclusively on the construction of meanings, 

on forging an oppositional practice that “disrupts the semiotic boundaries between gay and straight” (Berlant 

and Freeman 168 [emphasis added]), that social change is reduced to the arena of cultural representation. Con-

densed into a cultural signifier, the commodity remains securely fetishized. Infusing consumer space with a gay 

sensibility may queer-y commodities, but “making queer good by making goods queer” (Berlant and Freeman 

168) is hardly anti-assimilationist politics! If the aim of mall visibility actions was to make the pleasures of 

consumption available to gays too, and to commodify queer identity as “the most stylish of the many attitudes 

on sale at the mall,” then inclusion seems to be precisely the point. Disclosing the invisible hetero-sexual 

meanings invested in commodities, I am suggesting, is a very limited strategy of resistance, one that ultimately 

nourishes the commodity’s gravitation toward the new, the exotic, the spectacular.

As in queer theory, many of the activities of Queer Nation took visibil- ity at face value and in so doing 

short-circuited the historicity of visibility concealed in the logic of the commodity. In Capital Marx demon-

strates that this sort of “oversight” is very much a part of the commodity’s secret and its magic: “A commodity 

appears at first sight an extremely obvious, trivial thing. But its analysis brings out that it is a very strange 

thing, abounding in metaphysical subtleties and theological niceties” (163). Marx’s analysis of the commodity 

explains this “first sight” as a fiction, not in the sense that it is false or merely a copy of a copy but in the 

sense that it confuses the seeable with the visible. The visible for Marx is not an empirical but a historical 

effect. Indeed, it might be said that much of Marx’s critique of the commodity redefines the nature of vision 

by establishing the connection between visibility and history.11 In Capital Marx demonstrates that the value 

of a commodity is material, not in the sense of its being made of physical matter but in the sense that it is 

socially produced through human labor and the extraction of surplus value. Although the value of commodities 

is materially embodied in them, it is not visible in the objects themselves as a physical property. The illusion 

that value resides in objects rather than in the social relations between individuals and objects Marx calls 

commodity fetishism. When the commodity is fetishized, the labor that has gone into its production is rendered 

invisible. Commodity fetishism entails the misrecognition of the structural effects of certain social relations as 

an immediate property of one of an object, as if this property belonged to it outside of its social history. This 
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fetishizing is enhanced and encouraged under late capitalism when the spheres of commodity production and 

consumption and the social relations they encompass are so often widely separated.

Certainly Marx was not theorizing commodity fetishism from the vantage point of late capitalism’s flexible 

production and burgeoning information technologies and their effects on identities and cultures. Nonetheless, 

because his reading of the commodity invites us to begin by seeing consciousness, state, and political economy 

as interlinked historical and material forces by which social life is made and remade, it is a more politically 

useful critical framework for understanding and combating the commodification of identities than a political 

economy of the sign. When the commodity is dealt with merely as a matter of signification, meaning, or identi-

ties, only one of the elements of its production—the process of image-making it relies on—is made visible. The 

exploitation of human labor on which the commodity’s appearance as an object depends remains out of sight. 

Changing the Bart Simpson logo on a T-shirt to “Queer Bart” may disrupt normative conceptions of sexuality 

that infuse the circulation of commodities in consumer culture, but it offers a very limited view of the social 

relations commodities rely on, and to this extent it reinforces their fetishization.

queer-y-ing the avant-garde

Some of the problems in queer theory and politics I address above are reminiscent of the contradictions that 

have punctuated the history of the avant-garde in the West over the past hundred years. It is a history worth 

examining because the modes of reading in culture study and queer intellectual activity are now in the process 

of repeating it. The genealogy of the concept of the avant-garde in radical political thought dates from the 

1790s, when it signaled the progressive romantic notion of art as an instrument for social revolution (Cali-

nescue). Early-twentieth-century avant-garde movements, provoked by the enormous social upheavals of the 

First World War and the 1917 Revolution, promoted a critical rejection of bourgeois culture. Like the aesthetes 

at the turn of the twentieth century, the avant-garde reacted to the increasing fragmentation of social life in 

industrialized society. But while aestheticism responded to the commercialization of art and its separation from 

life by substituting reflexive exploration of its own processes of creation for social relevance, the avant-garde 

attempted to reintegrate art into meaningful human activity by leading it back to social praxis (Burger). As 

Raymond Williams has pointed out, there were innumerable variations on avant-garde complaints against the 

bourgeoisie—often articulating quite antithetical political positions—depending on the social and political 

structures of the countries in which these movements were active (54). Despite these variations, like queer 

theory and activism, avant-garde movements—among them Dada, Surrealism, Italian Futurism, the German 

Bauhaus, and Russian Constructionism—attacked the philosophical and political assumptions presupposed 

in the reigning bourgeois realist conceptions of representation and visibility. Like Queer Nation, Dada was a 

broad and disparate movement, crossing national boundaries as well as the ideological divisions between art, 

politics, and daily life. It too found expression in a variety of media: poetry, performance, painting, the cinema, 

and montage. Attacking the cultural, political, and moral values on which the dominant social order relied, it set 

out to “shock the bourgeoisie” (Plant 40–41). The Surrealists, many of whom had participated in the Dadaist 

movement in France, rejected Dada’s shock tactics and its purely negative approach and aimed instead to try 

to make use of Freud’s theory of the unconscious in order to unleash the pleasures trapped in experience and 

unfulfilled by a social system dependent on rationality and the accumulation of capital (Plant 49). Convinced 

that the union of art and life, of the individual and the world, was “possible only with the end of capitalism and 

the dawn of a new ludic age,” nonetheless, like other avant-garde movements, they pursued their experiments 

mainly in the cultural domain (Plant 52).

The Situationist International movement that surfaced in France in the late fifties and lasted through 1972 

is an interesting example of a political project that attempted to reclaim the revolutionary potential of the 

avant-garde and supersede the limitations of its cultural politics. The Situationists acknowledged the historical 

importance of their avant-garde antecedents’ efforts as an effective means of struggle against the bourgeoisie, 

but were also critical of their failure to develop that spirit of revolt into a coherent critique. Consequently, they 

set out to transcend the distinction between revolutionary politics and cultural criticism once and for all, and 

in some respects went further than their predecessors in doing so (Plant 55–56).12 Several of their strategies 

for disrupting the spectacular organization of everyday life in commodity culture share much in common with 

those of queer activism.

The tactic of detournement, for instance, is one — that is, the rearrangement of a preexisting text like an 

advertisement to form a new and critical ensemble. The SI’s critique of consumer society, political agitation in 

commodity culture, and efforts to form an international collective had both a revolutionary and a more playful, 

aesthetic dimension. Sorting out the contradictions in their vision and accounting for the failures in their 

attempt to revamp the avant-garde might be a useful project for queer intellectuals to pursue and learn from.

Historically, the dissolution of the more revolutionary aspirations and activities of the early avant-garde 

movements cannot be separated from political forces like Stalinism and Nazism that were responsible for the 

suppression of their potential oppositional force by the mid-twentieth century. But their critical edge was also 

blunted by their own participation in the increasing commodification of social life by retreating to cultural 

experimentation as their principal political forum. That the term “avant-garde” now connotes primarily, even 

exclusively, artistic innovation is in this regard symptomatic. Seen from this vantage point, the distinction 

between the direction the avant-garde finally pursued and aestheticism seems less dramatic—as does the 

distinction in contemporary theory between poststructuralism’s fixation on representation and more recent 

formulations of social postmodernism. Many of the aesthetic features of the avant-garde reverberate in this 

more worldly “social post-modernism”: a tendency toward formalist modes of reading, a focus on performance 

and aesthetic experimentation, an idealist retreat to mythic/psychic spirituality, and the disparity between a 
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professed agenda for broad social change and a practice focused exclusively on cultural politics. One way to 

begin to understand this gravitation toward cultural politics in the history of the avant-garde is to consider it in 

relation to the more general aestheticization of everyday life in consumer capitalism.

At the same time that oppositional intellectuals struggle against the separation of art from daily life, 

capitalism’s need for expanding markets has in its own way promoted the integration of art and life — but in 

accordance with the requirements of commodity exchange. The aestheticization of daily life is one conse-

quence of this process. By “the aestheticization of daily life” I mean the intensified integration of cultural and 

commodity production under late capitalism by way of the rapid flow of images and signs that saturate myriad 

everyday activities, continuously working and reworking desires by inviting them to take the forms dictated by 

the commodity market. Advertising epitomizes this process and is its primary promoter. Along with computer 

technology, advertising permeates the fabric of daily life with an infinity of visual spectacles, codes, signs, and 

information bits. In so doing it has helped erase the boundary between the real and the image, an insertion of 

artifice into the heart of reality that Baudrillard has coined “simulation.”

One effect of the aestheticization of daily life in industrial capitalism is that the social relations cultural produc-

tion depends on are even further mystified. The aestheticization of everyday life encourages the pursuit of new 

tastes and sensations as pleasures in themselves while concealing or backgrounding the labor that has gone into 

making them possible. In keeping with the aesthetic emphasis on cultural forms, “style” becomes an increas-

ingly crucial marker of social value and identity. While the term has a more restricted sociological meaning in 

reference to specific status groups, “lifestyle” as a way of making sense of social relations crystallized in the 

1980s in the United States as new forms of middle-class professionalism became the focal point for heightened 

involvement in consumption and the promotion of cosmopolitanism (Clarke 67–68). The concept of identity as 

“lifestyle” serves to manipulate a system of equivalences that structures the connection between the economic 

functions of the new middle class and their cultural formation (Clarke 68).13 The economic remaking of the 

middle class depends on the rising significance of the sphere of circulation and consumption and the invisible 

though persistent extraction of surplus value through exploited human labor. Although their cultural formation 

is increasingly flexible, “middle-class identities” continue to be organized by gender and racial hierarchies as 

well as by a residual individualism. “Lifestyle” obscures these social hierarchies by promoting not only individ-

uality and self-expression but also a more porous conception of the self as a “fashioned” identity. Advertising, 

especially, champions a highly coded self-consciousness of the stylized construction of almost every aspect of 

one’s everyday life: one’s body, clothes, speech, leisure activities, eating, drinking, and sexual preferences. All 

are regarded as indicators of individuality and style, and all can be acquired with a few purchases (Featherstone 

83; Goldman). Reconfiguring identities in terms of “lifestyles” serves in some ways, then, as a linchpin between 

the coherent individual and a more porous postmodern one. “Lifestyle” consumer culture promotes a way of 

thinking about identity as malleable because it is open to more and more consumer choices rather than shaped 

by moral codes or rules. In this way “lifestyle” identities can seem to endorse the breakup of old hierarchies in 

favor of the rights of individuals to enjoy new pleasures without moral censure. While the coherent individual 

has not been displaced, increasingly new urban lifestyles promise a decentering of identity by way of consumer 

practices which announce that styles of life that can be purchased in clothes, leisure activities, household 

items, and bodily dispositions all dissolve fixed status groups. Concern with the stylization of life suggests 

that practices of consumption are not merely a matter of economic exchange but also affect the formation 

of sensibilities and tastes that in turn support more flexible subjectivities. At the same time, the capacity for 

hyperconsumption promoted by appeals to lifestyle, as well as the constituent features of various “lifestyles,” 

is class specific. For example, in the 1980s in the United States the class-boundedness of stylization became 

evident in the polarization of the mass market into “upscale” and “downscale,” as middle-class consumers 

scrambled to shore up symbolic capital through stylized marks of distinction: shopping at Bloomingdale’s or 

Neiman Marcus as opposed to Kmart; buying imported or chic brand-name foods (Becks or Corona rather than 

Miller or Budweiser) or appliances (Kitchen Aid or Braun vs. Sears Kenmore) (Ehrenreich 1989, 228).

Aestheticization in consumer culture is supported by philosophies of the subject in postmodern theory that for 

all of their “social” dimensions nonetheless pose art — not social change — as the goal of a new ethics. In one 

of his last interviews, for instance, Michel Foucault protests,

But couldn’t everyone’s life become a work of art? Why should the lamp or the house be an object, but not our 

life? . . . From the idea that the self is not given to us, I think that there is only one practical consequence: we 

have to create ourselves as a work of art. (“Ethics” 236–37)

The aestheticized technology of the self here, and in Foucault’s later writings generally, is taken straight from 

Nietzsche’s exhortation to “give style to one’s character—a great and rare art!” (290).14 Queer theory and 

activism’s conception of identities as performative significations anchored in individual psychic histories is 

not very far from this notion of identity as self-fashioning. For here, too, visibility is theatrical, a spectacle that 

shows up the always precarious stylization of identity. Foucault’s equation of lamp, house, and life as “created” 

objects elides the different social relations that go into their making by securing them in individual creation. 

But the answer to why everyone’s life couldn’t become a work of art could take us somewhere else, to another 

story, one that makes visible the contradictory social relations the aestheticization of social life conceals. For 

even as the regime of simulation invites us to conflate style and life, some people’s lives are not very artful or 

stylish, circumscribed as they are by limited access to social resources. How might the woman earning $50 a 

week for 60 hours of work operating a sewing machine in a sweatshop in the South Bronx and the exhausted 

migrant worker in the San Joaquin Valley harvesting tomatoes for 12 hours a day at $2 an hour make their lives 

an art? How artful was the life of Venus Xtravaganza, forced to sup- port herself as a sex worker until she was 
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murdered? Unless “art” is so re-understood as to be disconnected from individual creation or choice and linked 

to a strategy for changing the conditions that allow so many to suffer an exploited existence, making one’s life 

an art is an intelligible possibility only for a leisured class and their yuppie allies. When queer theory recon-

figures gender identity as a “style of the flesh” (1990, 139), to use Judith Butler’s phrasing, or as “the most 

stylish of the many attitudes on sale in the mall” (Berlant and Freeman 167), it is taking part in the postmodern 

aestheticization of daily life.

in the life(style): postmodern (homo)sexual subjects

It is not accidental that homosexuals have been most conspicuous in the primary domains of the spectacle: fash-

ion and entertainment. In 1993 no fewer than five national straight news and fashion magazines carried positive 

cover stories on lesbians and gays. One of the most notable among them was the cover of New York magazine’s 

May 1993 issue, which featured a dashingly seductive close-up of K.D. Lang dressed in drag next to the words 

“Lesbian Chic: The Bold, Brave World of Gay Women.” Every imaginable facet of gay and lesbian life — drag, 

transsexuality, gay teens, gay parents—has been featured on daytime talk shows. In the early nineties the New 

York Times’s “Styles of the Times” section included, along with the engagement and marriage announcements, 

regular features on gay and lesbian issues explicitly figured as one of many life “styles.” The drag queens 

RuPaul and Lady Bunny were both profiled in “Styles of the Times,” and in 1993 the front page of the section 

carried full-page stories on the Harlem balls and gay youth.

Gays and lesbians have been increasingly visible in arts and entertain- ment, despite the industry’s still 

deeply entrenched investment in hetero-normativity. Tony Kushner’s “joyously, unapologetically, fabulously 

gay” Angels in America won the Pulitzer Prize in 1993 and was nominated for nine Tony Awards. The list 

of commercial film and video productions on gay subjects grows monthly and in the early nineties included 

such notables as Neil Jordan’s transvestite love story The Crying Game, Sally Potter’s film version of Virginia 

Woolf’s transsexual Orlando, Jonathan Demme’s AIDS courtroom drama Philadelphia, Barbra Streisand’s 

film production of Larry Kramer’s The Normal Heart, and HBO’s adaptation of Randy Shilts’s AIDS exposé 

And the Band Played On. While the movie industry still fears a subject it wouldn’t touch ten years ago, it goes 

where the money is, and in the nineties “gay” became a warmer if not a hot commodity.

Nowhere is gay more in vogue than in fashion, where homoerotic imagery epitomizes postmodern chic. 

Magazines firmly situated in the middle-class mainstream such as Details, Esquire, GQ, and Mademoiselle 

have all carried stories addressing some aspect of gay life and/as fashion, and it is here that gay and lesbian 

visibility blurs readily into a queer gender-bending aesthetic. The June 1993 issue of Details, for example, 

featured a story on couples that included one gay and one lesbian couple, another story that offered a gay man’s 

perspective on lifting the ban on gays in the military (including a graphic account of his one-night stand with 

a marine who is “not gay”), and a favorable review by gay novelist David Leavitt of Michelangelo Signorile’s 

Queer in America. The first volume of Esquire’s new fashion magazine, Esquire Gentleman, carried a feature 

on “The Gay Factor in Fashion” that declared: “Just about everyone dresses a little gay these days. . . . It is now 

a marketing given that gay sensibility sells to both gay and straight” (Martin 140). Esquire’s regular June 1993 

issue included a review of Potter’s Orlando as well as a short story by Lynn Darling entitled “Single White 

Male Seeks Clue.”

Darling’s story is a symptomatic example of the incorporation of a queer aesthetic into the gender structure 

of postmodern patriarchy. “It’s not easy to be the scion of a dying WASP culture,” the cover blurb announces, 

“when women have more confidence, gay men have more style, and everyone seems to have the right to 

be angry with you.” This is a tale of young urban professional manhood in crisis, a crisis managed through 

nostalgic detours into the “now vanished set of certainties” preserved in the world of boxing. As the story draws 

to a close, John Talbot, the single white male of the title, and his girlfriend look out of their hotel room and find 

in their view a gay couple “dry-humping” on a penthouse roof right below them. “Talbot was tempted to say 

something snide, but he checked himself. In fact, it was really sweet, he decided, and in his happiness he saw 

them suddenly as fellow travellers in the community of desire” (Darling 104). Talbot’s inclusion of gays in the 

diverse community of “fellow travellers” offers an interesting rearticulation of cold war moral and political dis-

courses that once made all homosexuals out to be communists. Here gays are included in an elastic community 

of pleasure seekers and a tentatively more pliant heterosexual sex-gender system.

As Talbot’s story suggests, the once-rigid links between sex, gender, and sexual desire that the invisible 

heterosexual matrix so firmly secured in bourgeois culture have become more flexible as the gendered divisions 

of labor among the middle class in industrialized countries have shifted. While these more accommodating 

gender codes are not pervasive, they have begun to take hold among the young urban middle class particularly. 

There are hints, for instance, that wearing a skirt, a fashion choice once absolutely taboo for men because it 

signified femaleness and femininity, is now more allowed because the gender system’s heteronormative regime 

is loosening. The designers Betsey Johnson, Matsuda, Donna Karan, and Jean Paul Gaultier all have featured 

skirts on men in their spring and fall shows for the last few years. Some rock stars (among them Axl Rose of 

Guns N’ Roses) have worn skirts on stage. But skirts for men are also infiltrating more mundane culture. The 

fashion pages of my conservative local newspaper have featured sarongs for men, and when my fifteen-year-old 

daughter, Kate, returned from the two-week coed camp she at- tended in the summer of 1993 she reported that 

at least one of the male counselors wore a mid-calf khaki skirt almost every day.

As middle-class women have been drawn into the professional work- force to occupy positions once reserved 

for men, many of them are now literally “wearing the pants” in the family, often as single heads of house-hold, 

many of them lesbians and/or mothers. The “New Man,” like Talbot, has managed the crisis of “not having a 

clue” where he fits anymore by relinquishing many of the former markers of machismo: he expects women of 
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his class to work outside the home and professes to support their professional ambitions; he “helps out” with 

the housework and the kids, boasts one or two gay friends, may occasionally wear pink, and perhaps even 

sports an earring. Men of Talbot’s class might also read magazines like GQ or Esquire where the notion of 

the “gender fuck” that queer activists and theorists have presented as subversive cultural critique circulates as 

radical chic — in essays like David Kamp’s piece on “The Straight Queer” detailing the appropriation of gay 

codes by hip heteros, or in spoofs like “Viva Straight Camp” that parody ultra straight gender codes by showing 

up their constructedness (Powers).

Much like queer theory, the appropriation of gay cultural codes in the cosmopolitan revamping of gender 

displays the arbitrariness of bourgeois patriarchy’s gender system and helps to reconfigure it in a more post-

modern mode where the links between gender and sexuality are looser, where homosexuals are welcome, even 

constituting the vanguard, and where the appropriation of their parody of authentic sex and gender identities is 

quite compatible with the aestheticization of everyday life into postmodern lifestyles. In itself, of course, this 

limited assimilation of gays into mainstream middle-class culture does not disrupt postmodern patriarchy and 

its intersection with capitalism; indeed, it is in some ways quite integral to it.

The gender flexibility of postmodern patriarchy is pernicious because it casts the illusion that patriarchy 

has disappeared. But behind this facade corporate interests are delighting in the discovery of new markets. 

Among the most promising are gays and lesbians in the professional/managerial class fraction. Among them 

are “lifestyle lesbians” like the Bay Area vice president of a lesbian-owned business group who announced, 

“Here I am, this funny, warm person that you like and I happen to be a lesbian. I am bourgeois. I have a house 

in the suburbs. I drive a Saab” (Stewart 56). Given the increased “visibility” of this sort of gay consumer, 

“tolerance of gays makes sense” (Tobias). Increasingly marketers of mainstream products from books to beer 

are aiming ads specifically at gay men and lesbians; Fortune magazine contends that “it’s a wonderful market 

niche, the only question is how to reach it” (Stewart). Reaching it has so far involved manufacturing the image 

of a certain class-specific lesbian and gay consumer population. “Visibility is what it is all about,” says David 

Ehrlich of Overlooked Opinions (Gluckman and Reed 16). These stereotypes of wealthy freespending gay 

consumers play well with advertisers and are useful to corporations because they make the gay market seem 

potentially lucrative; they cultivate a narrow but widely accepted definition of gay identity as a marketing tool 

and help to integrate gay people as gay people into a new marketing niche (Gluckman and Reed 17, 18). But if 

gay visibility is a good business prospect, as some companies argue, the question gay critics need to ask is “for 

whom?” Who profits from these new markets?

out of sight, out of mind

Commodification structures much more than the exchange of goods on the market; it affects even as it depends 

on the knowledges that mediate what and how we see. The commodification of gay styles and identities in cor-

porate and academic marketplaces is integrally related to the formation of a postmodern gay/queer subjectivity, 

ambivalently gender coded and in some instances flagrantly repudiating traditional, hetero, and homo bourgeois 

culture. Nonetheless, as I have been arguing, to a great extent the construction of a new “homosexual/queer 

spectacle” perpetuates a class-specific perspective that keeps invisible the capitalist divisions of labor that orga-

nize sexuality and in particular lesbian, gay, queer lives. In so doing, queer spectacles often participate in a long 

history of class-regulated visibility.15 Beginning around the mid-nineteenth century, the bourgeoisie mediated 

their experience of the working class through spatial as well as cultural/ideological arrangements. The erection 

of physical barriers — subway and rail construction and the siting of retail and residential districts — structured 

the physical arrangement of the city so as to foreclose the trauma of seeing the laboring classes (Kester 73). 

This physical regulation of class visibility was also compounded by the consolidation of a characteristically 

“bourgeois” mode of perception through an array of knowledges, the philosophic and aesthetic chief among 

them. The notion of an autonomous aesthetic perception, first developed by eighteenth- century philosophers 

(Kant, Hume, Shaftesbury), whereby perceived objects are abstracted from the social context of their creation, 

provided the foundation for a way of seeing that has dominated modern culture and aesthetics (Kester 74). 

This mode of perception reinforces and is indeed historically necessary to commodity exchange and comes to 

function as a “phenomenological matrix” through which the bourgeoisie confront an array of daily experiences 

through modes of seeing that erase the differently valued divisions of labor that organize visibility (Kester 75). 

In early- twenty-first-century “postindustrial” societies like the United States, the (in)visibility of class divisions 

continues to be spatially regulated by urban planning, but it is also reinforced by changes in first-world relations 

of production as industry has been increasingly consigned to sites in “developing countries” outside the United 

States. Capital has not been significantly dispersed or democratized in first-world economies as a result, 

but simply transferred to more profitable sectors (the so-called tertiary or service sectors: banking, finance, 

pension funds, etc.) (Evans 43). The escalating domination of the ideological—the proliferation of information 

technologies, media images, codes — in post-industrial cultures has helped to reconfigure bourgeois modes of 

perception in first-world populations, producing subjects who are more differentiated and less likely to expe-

rience capitalism collectively through production relations and more likely to experience it through relations 

of consumption. As a result, the neat subject-object split of Kantian aesthetics has been troubled and to some 

degree displaced, even as the invisibility of social relations of labor in corporate and intellectual commodity 

spectacles persists.

In the early nineties gay-friendly corporations like Levi Strauss, for ex- ample, reinforced the gender-flexible 

subjects its advertising campaigns promoted through gay window-dressing strategies by way of public relations 

programs that boasted of the company’s progressive corporate policies for lesbians and gays. Levi’s gives 

health insurance benefits to unmarried domestic partners of its employees, has created a supportive environ-
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ment for employees who test HIV positive, and has a lesbian and gay employees association. Members of this 

association prepared a video for the company to use in its diversity training in which they, their parents, and 

their managers openly discuss their relationships (Stewart 50). But Levi’s workers in the sweatshops of Saipan, 

who live in cramped and crowded barracks and earn as low as $2.15 an hour, remain largely invisible. Although 

Levi’s ended its contracts with the island’s largest clothes- maker after an investigation by the company found 

evidence of unsatisfactory treatment of workers in his factories, it continues to make shirts at five plants there 

(Shenon). Meanwhile, back in the United States, Levi’s closed its San Antonio plant in 1990, laying off 1,150 

workers, 92 percent of them Latino and 86 percent of them women, and moved its operations to the Caribbean, 

where it could pay laborers $3.80 a day, roughly half the average hourly wage of the San Antonio workforce 

(Martinez 22). Displaying the gay-friendly policies of “progressive” U.S. corporations often deflects attention 

from the exploitative international division of labor they depend on in the interests of a company’s bottom 

line — profits.16

The formation of a gay/queer imaginary in both corporate and academic circles also rests on the suppression of 

class analysis. There have been all too few books that treat the ways gay history and culture have been stratified 

along class lines.17 With several notable exceptions, studies of the relationship between homosexuality and 

capitalism are remarkably sparse, and extended analyses of lesbian and gay poverty are almost nonexistent.18 

To ask the more pointed question of how the achievement of lesbian and gay visibility by some rests on the 

invisible labor of others is to expose the unspeakable underside of queer critique.

The consolidation of the professional middle class during the 1980s brought with it an array of social 

contradictions. The recruitment of more and more women into the workforce bolstered the legitimation both 

of the professional “New Woman” and of academic feminism. The increasing, albeit uneven and complicated, 

investiture of lesbians and gays into new forms of sexual citizenship and the relative growth of academic gay 

studies accompanied and in some ways were enabled by these changes. But these were also decades when the 

chasm between the very rich and the very poor widened and poverty became more than ever feminized. As 

the 1990s began, 33 million people in the United States — more than 13.5 per- cent of the population — were 

officially living in poverty. While estimates of the numbers of people who are homosexual are notoriously 

unreliable (ranging from the 1993 Batelle Human Research Center’s 1.1 percent to the 1948 Kinsey Report’s 

10 percent), assuming that somewhere between 1 and 10 percent of the population is homosexual, it would be 

fair to say that there are between 1.65 and 3.3 million impoverished lesbians and gay men in the United States 

today.19

Most lesbians are leading less glamorous lives than their chic commodity images suggest, and poor lesbians of 

color are the most invisible and worst off. Women as a group do more than half of all the work in this country 

and make less than half of what men do (Abelda et al. 52). Of all poor people over 18, 63 percent are women, 

with 53 percent of poor families headed by women (Macionis 282). While there are no reliable data available 

on the numbers of poor who are lesbian or gay, the racialized and gendered division of labor suggests that there 

are more lesbians than gay men living in poverty and proportionately more of them are people of color.

Redressing gay invisibility by promoting images of a seamlessly middle-class gay consumer or by inviting 

us to see queer identities only in terms of style, textuality, or performative play helps produce imaginary gay/

queer subjects that keep invisible the divisions of wealth and labor that these images and knowledges depend 

on. These commodified perspectives blot from view lesbians, gays, and queers who are manual workers, sex 

workers, unemployed, and imprisoned. About a quarter to a half million homosexual and bisexual youths are 

annually thrown out of their homes and subjected to prostitution and violence in the streets (Galst). Severing 

queer and homo sexuality from the operations of class keeps these lives from view, forecloses consideration 

of the ways sexual identities are complicated by the priorities imposed by impoverishment, and keeps a queer 

political agenda from working collectively to address the needs of many whose historical situation is defined 

in terms of counter-dominant sexual practices. That so little work has been done in the academy, even within 

lesbian and gay studies, to address these populations and the invisible social relations that maintain their mar-

ginality and exploitation speaks loudly to the ways a class-specific “bourgeois (homosexual/queer) imaginary” 

structures our knowledge of sexual identity, pleasure, and emancipation.

reading visibility: critique

Critique is a political practice and a mode of reading that establishes the intimate links between the visible 

and the historical by taking as its starting point a systemic understanding of the social. A radical critique of 

sexuality understands that the visibility of any particular construction of sexuality or sexual identity is historical 

in that it is shaped by an ensemble of social arrangements. As a way of seeing sexuality, critique insists on 

making connections between the emergence of a discourse or identity in industrialized social formations and 

the international division of labor, between sexy commodity images and labor, between the spectacle and the 

sweatshop, style and class. This sort of critical intervention into heterosexuality, therefore, does not see sexu-

ality as just the effect of cultural or discursive practice, merely the product of ideology or institutions, but as 

a regulatory apparatus that spans the organization of social life in the modern world and that works in concert 

with other social totalities — capitalism, patriarchy, and colonialism.

As a political practice, critique acknowledges the importance of “reading” to political activism. Understood 

broadly as all of those ways of making sense that enable one to be conscious, to be literate in the culture’s codes 

and so to be capable of acting meaningfully in the world, reading is an activity essential to social life. Although 

they often go unacknowledged, modes of reading are necessary to political activism. Paying attention to how 

we read and considering its implications and consequences are key components of any oppositional political 

work. To ignore this crucial dimension of social struggle is to risk reproducing the very conditions we seek to 
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Footnotes

1. The following discussion treats activist practices that were promoted in the early nineties. Since I first wrote 

this essay in 1993, queer politics has aban- doned many of the strategies I mention here, retreating from these 

sorts of collectively organized public spectacles. My sense is that even though queer- ing commodity spectacles 

has become more institutionalized—in perfor- mance art and film, for instance, if not further incorporated into 

mainstream advertising, fashion, and entertainment — many of the assumptions that un- derlie these actions 

continue to define queer culture.

2. In Bodies That Matter (1993) Butler qualifies her earlier position by as- serting that drag may not always be 

unproblematically subversive. Nonethe- less, due to the theatrical gender trouble drag incites, it remains for 

her a commendable practice, perhaps the only viable form of political resistance to heterosexuality’s regulatory 

power.

3. For a more detailed critique of Foucault’s concept of discursive practice see Hennessy (1993, 37–46).

4. While the concept of the fetish has been taken up in some recent work in cultural theory (a few of the many 

recent examples include Adams; Apter; Findlay; Kobena Mercer), the relationship between Freud’s theory of 

the fetish and Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism has not been very rigorously addressed from a materialist 

perspective. Most analyses tend to draw upon one theoretical framework or the other, with the Freudian version 

receiving most attention. Z ̆ iz ̆ ek’s work on ideology, for example, makes use of Lacanian analysis and 

poststructuralist reconceptualizations of the social (vis-à-vis La- clau and Mouffe) to elaborate and extend 

the post-marxist return to idealism in cultural theory; his endorsement of the Freudian concept of the fetish as 

“lack” ignores the possibility that the very notion of castration might be read as the effect of a positive network 

of (patriarchal) social relations.

5. I will discuss further some of the ways de Lauretis treats sexual identity in her book The Practice of Love in 

the following chapter.

6. For a much fuller elaboration of this distinction between the seeable and the visible and its bearing on the 

reception of film see Zavarzadeh.

7. I have chosen this essay of de Lauretis’s for its attention to issues of visibility but also because of its insti-

tutional impact, which is indicated by its publishing history. Originally appearing in Theatre Journal (1988), 

it has since been reprinted in Performing Feminisms (Case 1990) and in The Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader 

(Abelove et al. 1993). The page numbers I am using are from Abelove et al.

8. For summary-analyses of Queer Nation’s history see Baker et al.; Berlant and Freeman; Berube and Escoffi-

er; Bull; Chee; Duggan; Signorile 88, 317–18; Smyth. For more critical assessments see Fernandez; Maggenti; 

Mitchell and Olafimihan; Barbara Smith. After 1992 Queer Nation, like ACT-UP, was riven by internal strife 

change. The ways of making sense available in any historical time will tend to support the prevailing social 

order, but they are also contested. A critical politics joins in and foments this contest not just to reframe how 

we interpret the world but in order to change it. It is radical in the sense that it does not settle just for a change 

in the style or form of commodities but demands a change in the invisible social relations that make them 

possible.

I have tried to show that this way of reading is not just a matter of widening the scope of what we see, but of 

starting from a different place in how we see. Understanding social life to be “at once global and local” requires 

that we analyze what presents itself on first sight as obvious in order to show its connection to social structures 

that often exploit and oppress. While local situations (the commodification of pleasure in suburban malls, for 

instance) are necessary and important places to disrupt heteronormativity, they do not exist on their own, and 

we read them as such only at a cost. I am suggesting that a radical sexual politics that is going to be, in Judith 

Butler’s words, “effectively disruptive, truly troubling,” needs a way of explaining how the sexual identities we 

can see are systemically organized. We need a way of understanding visibility that acknowledges both the local 

situations in which sexuality is made intelligible and the ties that bind knowledge and power to commodity 

production, consumption, and exchange.

If the critical way of reading I am proposing is not very well received now in the academy or in activist circles 

— and it is not — that may be because in challenging the postmodern fetishizing of social life into discourse, 

culture, or local contexts, critique puts into crisis the investments of middle-class academics and professionals, 

queers among us, in the current social order. For this reason it is undoubtedly a risk. Perhaps it is also our best 

provisional answer to the question “What is to be done?”
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over whether its focus and political ac- tions should also address issues of racism and sexism; as a result, 

several chap- ters were dissolved or fragmented.

9. For more extended lists of affinity groups see Berlant and Freeman 152 n.3 and Berube and Escoffier 16.

10. For a more detailed analysis of the concept of nationhood in Queer Na- tion see Berlant and Freeman.

11. Ann Cvetkovitch’s chapter on Capital in her study of Victorian sensa- tionalism offers an incisive reading of 

the relationship between visibility and the commodity.

12. On the Situationist International see Knabb; Marcus; Plant.

13 On the former connotations of lifestyle see Bourdieu; Sobel; Rojek. On the latter see Ehrenreich (1989); 

Featherstone.

14. See Callinicos 62–91; 168–71 on the connection between poststruc- turalism and aestheticism, particularly 

in Foucault. See also Hennessy (1993, 55 – 59) on the relationship between the aesthetic and the ethical in 

Foucault.

15. Grant Kester’s fine essay on the imaginary space of postindustrial cul- ture prompted my analysis of the 

class dimensions of visibility here; the phrase “Out of Sight, Out of Mind” is in part a reference to his title.

16. I am grateful to Catherine Sustana for pointing out to me the following detail: Levi’s is owned by Robert 

Haas, the great-great-grandnephew of the company founder; when Haas staged a successful leveraged buyout 

to take the company private in 1985, profits rose by a staggering 31 percent (Sustana).

17. Among the books that address the class dimension of lesbian and gay history and culture are Bunch; 

Faderman; Kennedy and Davis; Moraga; Nes- tle. Essays include D’Emilio; Franzen; Weston and Rafel.

18. On the relationship between (homo)sexuality and capitalism see Alt- man (1982, 1996); D’Emilio; Evans 

(1983). Most of the little work on gay poverty has, not accidentally, focused on lesbians and has circulated 

mostly in alternative/activist presses. Notable examples include Egerton; Helmbold, Lavine.

19. The accuracy of the federally funded Batelle Human Research Center’s findings has been questioned for a 

number of reasons: the study was aimed at addressing behavior related to AIDS, not homosexuality per se; the 

survey was based on self-reports from men; the interviewers were exclusively women who were not trained in 

sex research; and the questions about sex with men had a 30 percent nonresponse rate.
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