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- of a lesbian and gay community unified ‘by a com‘moln
PO et nce and interest has been placed into seemingly
y expeﬂ;he struggle over homosexuality has been grudgingly
# dOUbt.be a struggle among lesbian, gay, bisexual, and queer
_eclged " oups who hold to different, sometime§ conflicting,
duals 20 gawrlue}: and political agendas. A new cynicism has crept
'tm%ts,dv a ir;tellectual culture. Representations of I}omose?x-
D g'glin these subcultures evoke similar suspicions with
;odqu_:d :’ slci lining role and their regulatory power effects as
. tl'lelr 'lsuiF:lg from a heterosexist cultural mamst::eam. N_O
i ISsantaltion of homosexuality, no matter how s1.ncere_ly. it
e IEPIGC of liberation, can escape the suspicion that it e?(h1b1ts
1nrt§:c?;[?nterests and entails definite political effects. All images
ala

{5
- ssexuality have, to use Foucault’s term, power/knowledge effec
mo: :

Deconstructing queer theory
or the under-theorization of
the social and the ethical

Steven Seidman

o . it
_rceived as productive of social hierarchies. The simple 1;31&;1’(1: a);
ett:(r:iend and foe of homosexuality has given way to a mll;l 1\;1 -
e_elf jash that is 0 disconcerting to some mtellec‘tu?lls thatlt cy "
at ;1: into the presumed certainties of a naturalistic ontology, €.g.,
ate
 brain.
a}"tb--rifixl 1993 with a sense of the end of an era. ‘The se(:ic and nrlz(r::?
hat seexposed deep and bitter divisions among lesblafns a}rll ,tg,a(?‘/eﬁne(i
2 i ich many of us have
desires by which many :
has threatened the very \ : - e
i th the spectre ©
' i Ives into a community w1 .
A iti i being out, and outing, has
f coming out, being out, i
th: a relentless politic 0 . . o
?iizc‘) d:aliver on its promise of liberation from fear. and pre]udic;ain_
ing crisis of Jesbian-feminism and the dubious gamsfof ti.le jglaf_ main
i iti ilati
m i ingle-interest group politic of assim
m surrendering to a sing : o o and. gay
i ant templates of les
t the exhaustion of the domin ‘ ety oo
idari i mption of a commoni :
¢s. Solidarity built around the assu : ‘ B e ing
s gi ial division; multiple voices, okten sp
4'has given way to social division; . ne
one anfther, have replaced a deﬁant_m.opo.tqr}e wl}wh drowned
6nani voices in favor of an illusory but exalt.ed. unllty. mall part
we-are witnessing the passing of an era, it.is, In. :ﬁimn sexnai
i iti idea of a unitary, ¢
iise of the discrediting of the i _ Y, € .
i i i tially in the sex
i tity was instigated ini
tity. The troubling of iden ' ey gay and
ting the consolidation
d race debates. Sex rebels protes . ation <
jan-feminist sexual ethic, and the resqundmg public Vf)leS ;)fa p\jﬁge
or contesting the writing of the lesbian and gay subject a 2 sensé
iddle-class figure, were crucial discursive ]un_ctures inthe grov:; ! ag ense
crisis in the lesbian and gay mainstream. I view the a-sser.no?ion 0? cot
olitics and theory as both a response to, and further instiga ,

From at least the early 1950s through the mid-1970s, the id
widespread in American society that what was called homosexy
was a phenomenon with a uniform essential meaning across-hisig
Both mainstream America and the homosexual mainstream agsy
that homosexuality marks out a common human identity. Public
has centered on the moral significance of this presumed natu
Whereas the post-World War II scientific, medical, and legal.eg
lishment routinely figured homosexuality as signaling a psycholo
abnormal, morally inferior, and socially deviant human type, homop
groups and their supporters defended the “normality” of “the ho
sexual.” Even the mainstream lesbian and gay movements of the
primarily contested stereotypes of homosexuality, not the notio
“the homosexual” is a distinct human type. Public struggles easily fo
into friend-versus-foe of the homosexual. N
Since the late 1970s, the terms of the struggle over “homosexua]
‘have changed dramatically. The assumption that “homosexuali
uniform, identical condition has given way to the notion that the meas
of same-sex sexual desire varies considerably within and across socie
(e.g., by class, race, ethnicity, or subcultural identity). By the¢
1980s, it had become conventional wisdom among many intellectual
least that the meaning and therefore the experience of same-sex sex
ity articulates a social and historical, not a natural and universal, fo
One consequence of the “constructionist™ questioning of “essentia
ism” has been the loss of innocence within the gay community.
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Eclnsw.. Although many meanings circulate under this sign

posttioning as oppositional to both the heterosexual s
mainstream. | take the critique of “the homosexual s a:)l.d ho}r‘nb
the grounding idea of modern Western images of hu oo, ,
central to queer interventions. Both queer theor anglmosgua
Fo expose .and disturb the normalizing politics of 3;dent' P e
in th'el straight and lesbian and gay mainstream; where o o
mobilizes aga.inst all normalized hierarchies ’queer ?Ij oy
permanent crisis the identity-based theory a’nd discourzzry: %
;fi:;:fdt an ;he ll;nquelstic)md foundation of lesbian and gay lsif;h.aé
bucc nd foth bt e, s s S Which
ism an i ic pli;
M}é focus will be on the theory side of qau;z(rhfl?:e(xgl(:gszm P
I~ :3;3;1 tr};e;;g ;3;3:[1;? ?n Po}\lpstrerfu] force in rethinking homosé ¢

. . 1ght secem odd to thi '
.theonstfs as shaping 2 movement of cultural chatrlllézl.(Yoitntl}?:itiypla:;

4nd gay intellectual culture from the early 1970s to the present.
tch is intended to be merely suggestive. This is followed by a

rization of the basic ideas of queer theory and its social and
.l meaning. Finally, I expose its own silences while appreciating
portant connection to a politics of knowledge.

1. Situating post-Stonewall gay intellectual culture

“hf.;.!se of lesbian and gay intellectual culture spanned roughly the
petween 1968 and 1975. In 1968, there was only the beginnings of
community and that only in a few major urban areas. A lesbian
Ay cultural apparatus, if one can speak of that in 1968, was the
ot of a previous generation which organized around the Mattachine
and the Daughters of Bilitis. Reflecting the local and clandestine
ter of these organizations, there were no national public lesbian- or
‘dentified newspapers, magazines, or presses; no institutionalized
culture, and their influence i . r theatre, and only a few gay-identified writers who mostly
s e in the rad iti ; ° ’
HIV/AIDS activism suggests that ﬂf:l I;Ohtlcs of Queer Natlo_n te in isolation. Homosexual theory moved back and forth between
y have become an impq w of homosexuality as a secondary psychological disorder charac-
tic of a segment of the population and a normal desire present in
mntellectual elites. For ex ing degrees in the human population. The beginnings of a theor
. ample, Jeff . TS ing acg g y
P Escoffier (1990) registers congy omosexuality as an oppressed minority was voiced by radicals such
deconstruction. Simil i - ' farry Hay but largely ignored. Gay politics was overwhelmingl
. arly, in a brief : . w1t ATy Y gely 1g . Yp gly
review of the 1991 lesbian angd nted to civil rights with the aim of social assimilation (D’Emilio
83).
lesbian and gay liberationist movement emerged in response both to
forced heterosexualization of society and to the assimilationist poli-
of the homophile movement (Adam 1987; Altman 1982; Faderman
divergent intellectual . 91). At its cultural forefront were mostly young, educated, white
and political i B ‘ y young, ’
P standpoints. Such cultural collis dividuals who identified themselves as gay liberationists or lesbian-
elites produce representati . sts. They criticized the heterosexism and sexism of the social
1 1ons and d . , e o : . iaivaniustani v ;
self and community, social norms afgour?-ets. Wwhich Shf_‘f’e Image: ainstream. Inspired by the new left and feminism, they substituted
“news reporters, novelists, artists, and fi fEQI 11({::'11 strategies. Althe ansformative politics -for the- polities -of-assimilationism- of the
’ maXers may have access Mattachine Society and the Daughters of Bilitis. Liberationist thinking
hibited several major strains. For example, homosexuality was often
writing, Just as an earlier enerati ; . viewed as a natural, universal condition. Protest was aimed at the
a : ;
g tion of liberationist theorists shaped pathologizing of homosexuality. Homosexuality was being reclaimed
‘natural, normal, and good without challenging a sexual regime
organized around hetero/homosexuality. However, some liberationists
situate it historically. I sketch the histor: ruggled against a system of mutually exclusive sexual and gender
¢ historical contours of the development roles; they envisioned an androgynous, polymorphous ideal of humanity

Earigi‘nalizing AIDS politics in favor of the high ground of th
ingua franca, Daniel Harris (1991} attacks de:constructimi3
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were marginalized in the new lesbian and
t visions of creating a new humanity gave
ationalist models of identity and single-interest group
od by either a Jiberal assimilationist ideal or, in the case of
deological agenda. Being lesbian and gay
angeable condition, or, among

eas and agenda

liberated from
the roles of heterosexual/homosexual and |
m
_Liberationis

and from a narrow genital-cent
especi : semital-centered sexuality. o
anl:c)l cé?égrgiitgig'fzf.mnlm and the “radical fair?e Ir?)t\}r]: ober
radically nationaliesticl:fftel:‘:)li] Z?;gztf e]: n Iheteros,exuals anrgi,";m
Some proposed arati © build a new communj i isti
pluralistic Ei)magesaozetizrim agenda Wh_ile others aPPE:KE:ir-ld ' m,fat\ Ssizr:tﬁz;tlural unch
33’ the carly 1970s, we cailz;l;:::vi(});a:)c' - : e[::it;?s:(s(j az a political ch:)ice.
i‘:izﬁgstluillﬂtural apparatus. Liberationistseii::;npgiigfa; l_eSbian 3'intelligentsia appeared: With the institutionalizatign of lesbian/
and nows cult.ure.lThey published journals, ma az.a in shapjy piunities across the nation, a new stratum of lesbian- ‘and gay-
gayart lii’eapcrs,natlonal publications Cropped,up Cigrcullne.s’ n cultural workers (e.g., writers, NEWs reporters, artlsts,‘ and
inteuec;tualregure,. and theory. Although many lesbian- ating leshi cdge producers could be supported by newspapers, magazines,
or profess OS ad tlesvto academia - indeed many were and gay plishers, and thfaatres. Morg-over, the expanded toleragce for
calture aﬂdrs - _t‘helr writings were squarely anchorgfélf%uate 8t sexuality in the mainstream United States allowed for the rise .Of‘ a
to academi pollt}cs.' In part, this position reflecte de h“} m tum of gay academic mtellec-tlfals who made homosexuality into
strong ties a (as junior faculty in a fiercely hostile s :t-elr wea pic of their re.sea.rch and the_onzmg.. Many of thes?e‘ academics had
the evolvin (e.g., through self-definition and communi ing) and in gay liberatiomism or.lesblan—femmlst cor'nmumt:es. The.y were,
in the mo & movement. With their primary perso 11 ¥ afﬁl@tij eneral, critical of the view of homosexuality as a trax}shlst_oncal
vement, gay liberationists and leshian F . ‘ar.id soclat .on. They disputed attempts to frame homosexual identity as
Bunch 1975). 1 eminists weys ced, universaily identical phenomenon without, however, tlnreaklflg
- The style and language of their writing is incheat y from identity politics. They approached homosexuality in social
the form of sh , e.g., critiques t‘;}i tIS lnfllcati istorical terms. In particular, the mgrgin_g of homosexuality and
short stories Sagg :Sfa)[;f}, poems, pamphlets, manifest:gsp rcally ntity \lvas a(ljl.al.yzed as a recent Western historical event, not a natural,
L obiographical versal condition.
I‘:;v:;llzgsgcally oriented boolIch. Th;trat\:zinzspfather than analyt Unlike a previous generation of lesbian- and gay-identiﬁed intellec-
for general’ nclajw.spapers, pamphlets, or books and antholog; is, this generat:on (e.g., Weeks 1977; p’Emﬁm 1983; Boswell 1?80;
eration and {)u bl'lc consgn:lption. In short, in the earl ologies writ ‘derman 1981) were much more academically anchored. qut%y histo-
rooted o mois lan-feminism, lesbian/gay intellectualilﬂ:ars of gay {ans, tl}ey often were ten‘ured'faculty; they wrote for academic ]ourn.als
if you will ement concerns and public struggles, Li ure was ﬁl' ] published books in university presses; th.ey were the first generation
you will, public inteliectuals, spokesperso fg - Liberationists we Jtellectuals who could succeed in academia despite assuming a lesbian
0s 1or a social movement 3 or: gay identity. Although many of these intellectuals were academics,

community-in-the-maki
ing.

their work was not divorced from movement culture and politics. In
the fact that as historians they generally wrote

gain

o e

A second phase of lesbi
o the mid-19g0s This wos s ;:fifc? Y o ure spans roughiy the mid-19 gart, this unity reflects
f;stfi?s:;:)rriliggn of the lesbian and gay movem‘:;lltt;y lzlgﬁing land thep fna §tyle broadly accessible to the lay. community, ¢ven as they aimed
all ma .l_zed gay community dotted the socia'l land - abOIat_ for recognition by their colleagues. Moreover, many had a history of
jor cities across the United States. A pi andscape of virtua social activism and were politically and socially integrated into lesbian
- A pivotal part of this social and gay life; these lay communities were a chief audience for this new
their work, which focused on

development
was the creation of .
a . -
national, public lesbian and g4y intelligentsia. Perhaps most importantly,
' the social formation of a homosexual identity and community, reinforced

the heightened minoritization of lesbian and gay life in the late 1970s.
" Thus, although many of these intellectuals wrote as academics secking

St (& h y = . M ties
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blics, their relations may be.strained and weak; for example,
it jnvoke activists for political correctness while activists
ory for cultural respectability. '
phase has secnl the rise of a new force in lesbian and gay
glture: queer theory. An older intellectual elite of self-
rpreters of lesbian and gay life (e.g., Katz 1976; Martin and
‘Rich 1980) and professional historians and social scientists
Emilio 1983; Trumbach 1977; Weeks 1977; Smith-Rosenberg
5se roots and chief public were the lesbian and gay community,
sround in the struggle over defining knowledges of “homo-
integral of gays i o a new cultural elite of academics who increasingly deploy
gral partner; ; e In the Ryj R . queer to describe or position their approach. The most con-
felt in being assoclila)tt:(lje dfm.lHIShed danger "bow Coalitig, gtg;ln of queer theory draws heavily on French poststructural
thﬁf most dramatjc illust pu_bhcly with leshian d the critical method of deconstruction. Producers of queer
of Intellectygi culture N;a,noﬂ of Mmainstreay; ¢ integrated into academia more completely than previous
Presses opened up to. Ies;l'nStream high-brow journajg ions who produced gay knowledges; they are mostly English
academically orippgeq b;an_~ ' : ,ré who pursue collegial status as well as recognition from the
Socialisy Review, Radl-cp;’ ‘ShH}g - Journalg Such as Oy, e[:S’ ESpec; and gay nonacademic cultural elite, ¢.g., public writers, editors of
Oxford Review, ang Ra America, Soug, Atlantic Oy, o> Sociy siries and newspapers, commercial publishers, and political elites.
bu?n/ gay theme,s. Im Oa" Uan have published maj arterly, iffer “theorists have often come of age during a period of the renewed
portant p m of HIV/AIDS politics and share a spirit of the renewal of
mative politics with groups like ACT-UP or Queer Nation.
- theory is profoundly shaping gay intellectual culture, at least
egment previously controlled by independent scholars, academic
ans, and social scientists.
‘er theorists are positioned to become a substantial force in shaping
anand gay intellectual culture. Frequently unified by generation and
cademic affiliation, sharing a culture based on common conceptual
linguistic practices, and capturing the spirit of discontent toward
‘the straight mainstream and the lesbian and gay mainstream, queer
theory is an important social force in the making of gay intellectual
ture-and politics in the 1990s: I wish-to-contribute to understanding

d:assessing this cultural movement.

stu@:es df:gree PIograms angd
major universitjeg.

tion angd Cfrcu] .
) ation of knowled
. e ’
II. Deconstructing gay identity: queer theory and the politics

of knowledge

Jespite an antigay backlash, the lesbian and gay movement made giant
teps towards community building and social mainstreaming in the 1980s.
‘In'urban centers across the United States the lesbian and gay commu-
_nity staked out a public territorial, institutional, cultural, and political

demj
© Sector. Moreover, 4 the ga

and everydy
ry y gay Culture, there 15 Of hOmOSCxua[j

and politics wij} h
! ave only a fe
are socially positioned d1'1°fe1'el::Ibyl ;
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identity. From this social base, leshians and gay men ¢a
a great deal of success, for social Inclusion, ag evidenced

legislation, political Iepresentation, legai reform, and the appear;
affirmative media representations. -

f knowledge; they structure the way we think a‘nd organize
" These linguistic and discursive meanings f:ontnbute‘to the
]}ce' ial hierarchies. Deconstruction aims to disturb or displace
.zfﬂ ngc 1these hierarchies by showing their arbitrary, social, and

Social success may, ironically, have allowed for hitherto- haracter. Deconstruction may be described as a cultural pokiti_cs
ferences to surface publicly. Differences tha were submer cal o dge. It is this rendering of literary analysis into social analysis,
sake of solidarity against a heterosexist mainstream erupted into: -lfcﬁt{que into social critique, of readings into a political practice,

ua

v%ew. In particular, clashes over sexuality and race served a
differences to coalesce socially. Local skirmishes over sexual et
political priorities escalated into 2 general war over the socig] cohe
and desirability of asserting a lesbian and gay identity (Seidman . are the queer theorists? Some names may serve as initial
. . Wh(;s _.a]fzve Sedgwick (1990), Diana Fuss (1991), Judith Butler (1999,
.ee Edelman (1994), Michael Moon (1991), Teresa de Lauretis
r ! Thomas Yingling (1990}, and D. A. Miller (1991). Key texts
lesbian and gay mainstream surfaced among HIV/AIDS activist Sedgwick’s Epistemology of the Closet (1990), Butler’s Gender
ACT-UP) and Queer Nation activists who positioned themsely, ' (?930) and Diana Fuss’s Essentially Speaking (1989). A central
: ini . :nt is thf,: anthology, Inside/Out: Lesbian Theories, Gay ?‘heones,
and gay social center. They challenged the very basis of mainst itad by Diana Fuss (1991). Let me be clear. I am not speaking Of. an
gay politics: a politics organized on the premise of g unified syh . ctgally and politically unified cultural movement. Queer theorists
. : ediv.erse lot exhibiting important disagreements and divergences.
é‘ftheless, they share certain broad commitments — in partlcu!ar,
‘draw heavily on French poststructural theory and def:onstruCthH
' 8ay- “method of literary and social critique; they deploy in key ways
unitary gay identity construction as hormative and as a disciplinigg § -hoanalytic categories and perspectives; they favor a de—cent.ermg or
econstructive strategy that retreats from PPSMVG programmatic socmg
olitical proposals; they imagine the social as a text to be interprete
) : _ i d-eriticized towards the aim of contesting dominant knowledges and
of interlocking subject positions and sites of oppression and resistan, sial hierarchies.
Nevertheless, it has been the movement of queer theorists Tintend to sketch what I take to be the dominant intellectual and
on French poststructuralism, who have theoretically articulated’; litical impulse of queer theory. I do not intend to provide detailed
challenge to identity politics and whose ideas have lises of key texts. My aim is to make the project of a particular‘ly
center of lesbian and gay intellectual culture, o influential cultural movement intelligible and to begin to assess its
P OStstructural theory frames liter ary criticism less as a ma portance. In the remainder of this section; I wish to state, as clearly
_defining or contesting a canon, €ngaging in a dialogue on pfes"'
ably universai questions of literary form, or ag delineating the forn

..+~ into the politics of knowledge, that makes deconstruction and
zr theory inspired by it an important movement of theory and

criticized for exhibiting white, middle-class, hetero-imitative val

omosexual theory — whether essentialist or construct.ionis‘f - ].ms
favored a view of homosexuality as a condition of a social minority.

i - Although essentialist and constructionist perspective's may assume that
cultural codes, and indeed as social forces that structure identities, soci homoeroticism is a universal experience, both viewpoints simultaneously
norms, and power relations. In particular, texts are viewed as organiié aim_to account for the making of a homosexual social minority. For
peteroscam e symbolic figutes such as masculine/feminine é%ample an essentialist position might hold that only some individuals
heterosexual/homosexual. Such binary oppositions are understood.: are exclu,sively or primarily homosexual. Holding to this assumption, the
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analyst might proceed to explain how this homosexual populatioy:
come to speak for itself as a social minority. A social constructig
position might assume that, though same-sex experiences are a unive
condition, only some individuals in some societies organize their |
around homoeroticism. A social analyst who assumes constructig
premises may wish to trace the social factors which have transfory,
this universal homoerotic desire into a homosexual identity. Deg
differences between so-called essentialist and constructionist asstmy
tions regarding same-sex experience, lesbian and gay analysts have §
preoccupied with explaining the social forces creating a self-conge;
homosexual minority. Both essentialist and social constructionist
sions of lesbian/gay theory in the 1970s and 1980s have related sty
of the coming of age of a collective homosexual subject.
Queer theorists have criticized the view of homosexuality as a Proper
of an individual or group, whether that identity is explained as naty
or social in origin. They argue that this perspective leaves in place.
heterosexual/homosexual binary as a master framework for construg
the self, sexual knowledge, and social institutions. A theoretical ag
political project which aims exclusively to normalize homosexuality an
to legitimate homosexuality as a social minority does not challenge:
social regime which perpetuates the production of subjects and sociz
worlds organized and regulated by the heterosexual/homosexual bin
Minoritizing epistemological strategies stabilizes a power/know
regime which defines bodies, desires, behaviors, and social relatiog
in binary terms according to a fixed hetero/homo sexual preferen
Such linguistic and discursive binary figures inevitably get framec
hierarchical terms, thus reinforcing a politics of exclusion and-domi:
nation, Moreover, in such a regime homosexual politics is pressu
to move between two limited options: the liberal struggle to legitimat
homosexuality in order to maximize a politics of inclusion and
separatist struggle to assert difference on behalf of a politics of eth
nationalism.
To date, the dominant logic of lesbian and gay politics has been th
battling heteronormativity toward the end of legitimating homosexuality
As important as that project is, queer theorists have exposed its lifmifs
A binary sex system, whether compulsively heterosexual or not, create
rigid psychological and social boundaries that inevitably give rise
systems of dominance and hierarchy — certain feelings, desires, act
identities, and social formations are excluded, marginalized, and mad
inferior. To the extent that individuals feel compelled to define them
selves as hetero-or-homosexual, they erect boundaries and protc-‘:cti\_r

sities which are self-limiting and socially controlling. Moreover,
sntity constructions developed on the basis of an exclusively hetero-
r-homo desire are inherently unstable; the assertion of one identity
tegory presupposes, incites, and excludes its opposite. The decla-
rion of heterosexual selfhood elicits its opposite, indeed needs the
mosexual in order to be coherent and bounded. In fact, the very
insciousness of the homosexual other cannot but elicit suspicions of
mosexual desire in oneself and others across the range of daily same-sex
teractions, friendships, dreams, fantasies, and public images. Hetero-
s ality and homosexuality belong together as an unstable coupling,
ltanecusly mutually productive and subverting.

Beyond producing a scries of psychological, social, and political oppo-
ions and instabilities, a binary sexual regime places serious limits on
cexual theory and politics. To the extent that sexual (and self) identity
is defined by sexual orientation equated with gender preference, a vast
. gmge of desires, acts, and social relations are never made into an object
oftheory and politics. To equate sexual liberation with heterosexual and
homosexual legitimation presupposes an extremely reductive notion of
he sexual” since it leaves out of consideration any explicit concern with
the body, sensual stimulation, and sex acts and relations other than in
erms of gender preference. Implicit in the texts of the queer theorists is
the claim that the mainstream focus on legitimating a homo-sexual pref-
erence and identity betrays middle-class, conventional intimate values.
By focusing politics exclusively on legitimating same-sex gender choice,
the lesbian and gay movement leaves politically uncontested a range
of particular sexual and intimate values that may be marginalized or
devalued in other respects. In other words, the gay mainstream takes for
granted the normative status of long-term monogamous, adult-to-adult,
ntraracial, intragenerational, romantic sexual and intimate values. If a
person’s sexual orientation involves, say, same-sex S/M or interracial or
ommercial sex, s/he would be resistant to reducing the politics of sexual
orientation to gender preference and the legitimation of a homosexual
dentity. The gay mainstream, including-gay-theory, is criticized as a
isciplining, normative force, one unwittingly reinforcing dynamics of
xclusion and hierarchy.

Queer theorists argue that homosexuality should not be treated as an
ssue of the lives and fate of a social minority. Implicit in this approach
s the notion that the identity of the individual is the ultimate foundation
or gay theory and politics. The gay community and its politics is
~Imagined as the summation and mobilization of individuals who are
- self-defined as gay or lesbian. Queer critics urge an epistemological
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shift. They propose to focus on a cultural level. Their field of an
is linguistic or discursive structures and, in principle, their instityg
settings. Specifically, their object of analysis is the hetero/homaog,
opposition. This is understood as a category of knowledge, a
defining and organizing selves, desires, behaviors, and socia} relat
Through the articulation of this hetero/homosexual figure in texts
social practices (e.g., therapeutic regimes or marital customs and |
it contributes to producing mutually exclusive heterosexualized
homosexualized subjects and social worlds. Just as feminists clgj
have discovered a gender code (the masculine/feminine binary) w
shapes the texture of personal and public life, a parallel claim is
for the hetero/homosexual figure. Queer interventions urge a shifg
a framing of the question of homosexuality in terms of personal ide
and the politics of homosexual oppression and liberation to imagi
homosexuality in relation to the cultural politics of knowledge. I
regard, queer theory places the question of homosexuality at the ce
of society and social analysis. Queer theory is less a matter of expl
the repression or expression of a homosexual minority than an ana
of the hetero/homosexual figure as a power/knowledge regim
shapes the ordering of desires, behaviors, and social institutions, an
social relations - in a word, the constitution of the self and society.

The shift from approaching homosexuality as an issue of individy
identity (its repression, expression, and liberation) to viewing i
cultural figure or category of knowledge is the central claim of Ey
Sedgwick’s Epistemology of the Closet (1990). Her opening paragrap
announces a framing of homosexuality in terms of a cultural pol
knowledge.

ies and behaviors. It does so, MOTEOVer, not .only by imposing
. definitions on bodies, actions, and SOC'lal relations, but, perhaps
signiﬁcantiy, by shaping broad catfagones of thought and culture
se thematic focus is not always explicitly sexual.

k that a whole cluster of the most crucial sites for the contestatifm
m ing in twentieth-century western culture are consequently and quite
"-i?;m ngmrked with the historical specificity of homo-social/heterosexual
-gn .. Among those sites are . . . the pairings secrecy/disclosure and
1‘11_“/ ul;iic. Along with and sometimes through these epistemologically
;:dp pairings, condensed in the figures of “the c.]oset” and “coming

this very specific crisis of definition hrfxs t.hen meffacefibly m?r.ked
ner pairings as basic to modern cultural organization as masculine/feminine,
éjbriiy/minority, innocence/initiat.ion, natural/ art.lﬁaal, new/olq,.growth/dega-
nce, urbane/provincial, health/illness, same/different{ c?ogmtlon/parano.la,
/kitsch, sincerity/sentimentality, and volunt;a‘r{ty/addlctlon. So pervasive
¢ the suffusing stain of homo/heterosexual crisis bee.n that to c'hscuss any
‘these indices in any context, in the absence of an antihomophobic analysis,

s be to perpetuate unknowingly compulsions implicit in each.
I'?St perbape P (Sedgwick 1990, 72)

dgwick insists that these categories of knowledge are unstable.'l\./lod—
n Western sexual definitions move between cont.radxctory Posnt.lons.
For example homosexuality may be viewed as specific t9 a minority of
the. human population (i.e., some individuals are exclusively homosex-
1) or understood as universal (i.e., all people are thought to l_u.we
omosexual desires). The instability of the homo/hetero sexuql definition
akes it a favorable site for deconstructive analysis. “Ox_xe main, s_trand of
'ar'gixment in this book is deconstructive . . . The analytic move it ma.kes
is to demonstrate that categories presented in a cultux"e as symmetrical
binary oppositions — heterosexual/homosexual, in this case - actually
subsist in a more unsettled and dynamic tacit relation” (Sedgwufk 1990,
). Sedgwick wishes to reveal the instability of this symbo.llc tm'pe
and to disrupt its hierarchical structuring for the purpose of displacing
neutralizing its social force: e
In the collection Inside/Out (Fuss 1991), the figuring of society as a

Epistemology of the Closet proposes that many of the major nodes
thought and knowledge in twentieth-century Western culture as a w
are structured - indeed, fractured — by a chronic, now endemic cri
of homo/heterosexual definition . .. The book will argue that an undg
standing of virtually any aspect of modern Western culture must be, n
merely incomplete, but damaged in its central substance to the degree th
it does not incorporate a critical analysis of modern homo/heterosexuz

definition. (Sedgwick 1990 social text and of social analysis into deconstructive analysis is made i.nto
From the turn of the [nineteenth] century “every given person “the programmatic center of queer theory. Departing from S.edgvsﬁlck,:
was now considered necessarily assignable . . . to a homo-or-a-hetero who attends exclusively to the canonized texts of academic “high

~culture, the contributors to this volume deploy a deconstructive critical
method on the “texts” of popular culture, e.g., Alfred Hitchcock’s film
“Rope (Miller 1991), the 1963 horror movie, The Haunting (White 1991),
' or popular representations of Rock Hudson (Meyer 1991).

sexuality, a binarized identity . . . It was this new development that Ie
no space in the culture exempt from the potent incoherences of homé/
heterosexual definition” (Sedgwick 1990, 2). The homo/heterosexu
definition is said to shape the culture of society, not just individual
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In her introduction to Inside/Out (1991) and in Essential[y.,g‘bé
ing {1989), Diana Fuss sketches a framework for a deconstyy
or queer cultural politic of knowledge. She contrasts Conventig
approaches to identity which view it as a property of an object
a poststructural approach which defines identity as a discursive.
tional figure. “Deconstruction dislocates the understanding of jdey;
as self-presence and offers, instead, a view of identity as diffey.
To the extent that identity always contains the specter of non-ide
within it, the subject is always divided and identity is always purchgs
at the price of the exclusion of the Other, the repression or repudi;
of non-identity” (Fuss 1989, 103). In other words, persons or ob
acquire identities only in contrast to what they are not, The affirm
of an identity entails the production and exclusion of that whi
different or the creation of otherness. This otherness, though, is »
truly excluded or silenced; it is present in identity and haunts 5
limit or impossibility. i

Fuss applies this deconstructive approach to the hetero/homose
figure:

pute 10, the destabilizing of the hetero/homo code and the limits
politics organized around the affirmation of a homo-sexual identity.
rehearses the standard deconstructive critique: the hetero/homo
. creates hierarchies of insides and outsides. A politics organized
ound an affirmative homo-sexual identity reinforces this code and
ates its own inside/outside hierarchy.

neconstructive analysis aims to expose the limits and instabilities of a
fyidentity figure. “Sexual identities are rarely secure. Heterosexu-
can never fully ignore the close psychical proximity of its terrifying
omio) sexual other, any more than homosexuality can entirely escape
qually insistent social pressures of (hetero) sexual conformity. Each
unted by the other . . .” (Fuss 1991, 4). Deconstructive analysis
als that the heteroshomo presuppose each other, each is elicited
he other, contained, as it were, in the other, which ultimately
unts for the extreme defensiveness, the hardening of each into a
nded, self-protective hardcore and, at the same time, the opposite
ency toward confusion and collapse. “The fear of the homo, which
ntinually rubs up against the hetero (tribadic-style), concentrates and
ifies the very real possibility and ever-present threat of a collapse of
daries, an effacing of limits, and a radical confusion of identities”
s 1991, 6). The collapse of this binary identity figure as a cultural
al force and as a framework of opposition politics as identity politics
the- aim of the deconstructive project. Fuss advocates a politics of
ral subversion, “What is called for is nothing less than an insistent
ntrepid disorganization of the very structures which produce this
scapable logic” (1991, 6).

The philosophical opposition between “heterosexual” and “homosexual”
has always been constructed on the foundations of another related Opposi
the couple “inside” and “outside.” The metaphysics of identity that hag:
erned discussions of sexual behavior and libidinal object choice has, until
depended on the structural symmetry of these seemingly functional distinet
and the inevitability of a symbolic order based on a logic of limits, marg
borders, and boundaries. Many of the current efforts in lesbian and gay the
which this volume seeks to showcase, have begun the difficult but. ur,
textual work necessary to call into question the stability and ineradicab
of the hetero/homo hierarchy, suggesting that new (and old) sexual possi
are no longer thinkable in terms of a simple inside/outside dialectic, But
exactly, do we bring the hetero/homo opposition to the point of collapse

(19

_IIL. The limits of queer textualism

he beginning of the homophile movement in the 1950s through
4y, liberationism and the ethnic nationalism of the 1980s, lesbian and
heory in the United States has been wedded to a particular
narrative. This has been a story of the forimation of a homosexual
't and its mobilization to challenge a heteronormative society. Gay
/ has been linked to what I wish to call a “politics of jnterest.” This
1510 a politics organized around the claims for rights and social,
al, and political representation by a homosexual subject. In the
homophile quest for tolerance, in the gay liberationist project of
ting the homosexual self, or in the ethnic nationalist assertion of
rights and representation, the gay movement has been wedded to
olitics of interest.

The point of departure for queer theory is not the figure of honics
repression and the struggle for personal and collective expression ¢
making of homosexual/gay/lesbian identities but the hetero/homo
discursive or epistemological figure. The question of its origin i
compelling than a description of its social textual efficacy. Thus
tually every essay in Inside/Out searches out this symbolic figu
a wide range of publicly circulating social texts. To the extent
Fuss’s introduction is intent on making the case for shifting th
away from its present grounding in identity concepts to a cultt
or epistemological centering, she intends to underscore, and in
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Queer theory has proposed an alternative to, or supplement g politics of interest. Fuss assumes'that only social agents chaiiengl‘ng
paradigm of an identity-based politics of interest. Abandonj fational arrangements and relations of power can effect a ma}f’i
homosexual subject as the foundation of theory and politics, iral and social change. However, she also believes ,that current socia
critics take the hetero/homosexual discursive figure as its obj ements such as the }esl?lan and .gay and wo.mfen s _movt’ir{lentshé_lrﬁ
knowledge and critique. This binary is said to function as 3 cen jized around the assertion of unitary, essentialized identities whic
category of knowledge which structures broad fields of Western &
and social conventions. Queer social analysts expose the way,

n
epistemological figure functions in Western culture and social prac

.atuate and stabilize the hetero/homo figure. This is her dilemma:
The heterothomosexual definition serves as a sort of global fram

i.}"ery subjects positioned to trouble the hetero/homo hierarchy.ar.e
sted in it. Deconstructive critique cannot disavow identity, as it is
within which bodies, desires, identities, behaviors, and socia} rclhﬁ
are constituted and regulated.

o1y subjects who claim identities as man, woman lesbian, and gay
Queer theorists, or at least one prominent strain, may be dege

‘are the only agents of change. Thus, the queer project aims to

cconstruct and refigure identities as multiple and fluid with the hope
as proposing a cultural “politics of knowledge.” Their aim is to tra
ways the hetero/homo figure structures discourses and representy

such a view of identity as unstable and potentially disruptive . . .

aldin the end produce a more mature identity politics . . . [and] stable
which are at the center of Western societies. They aim to mak
theory central to social theory or cultural criticism, rather than appi

:cal subjects” (Fuss 1989, 104). Unfortunately, there is no analysis
it as a minority discourse. Paralleling the Marxist or feminist ¢

‘hat such subjects might look like or what configuration of interests
social will might propel them to instigate the kinds of changes Fuss
about the bourgeois/proletariat and masculine/feminine opposit
queer analysts claim for the hetero/homo binary the status of a m

as. Indeed, there is no account of the social conditions (e.g., changes
category of social analysis. They wish to contest this structure of.

1& economy or state or class, gender, or racial formation) that make
own critique of identity politics possible. What social forces are
edge and cultural paradigm. They intend to subvert the heteroﬂ;
hierarchy not with the goal of celebrating the equality or supé

'ucing this political and discursive pressuring on the cen_ter? Fhis
ider-theorization of the social is even clearer in Eve Sedgwu:.k.l
L edgwick is no idealist. She is keenly aware of the !umts_ of
of homosexuality nor with the hope of liberating a bomosexual sub onstructive analysis. Sedgwick holds that “there is reason to believe
Rather, the deconstructive project of queer theory and politics aims the oppressive sexual system of the past hundred years was if
neutralizing and displacing the social force of this cultural figure. But hing born and bred . . . in the briar patch of the most nfatorlous and
what means and to what end? = ated decenterings and exposures” (1990, 10). The staying power of
As 1 consider the politics of queer theory, I will register. s hetero/homo figure rests, in no small part, on the f.act that 1F pas been
reservations., We have scen that, as I read this intervention, 'ii_'culated in a dense cultural network of qormatlve deﬁmtwns apd
social critics are clear about their aim and strategy: they wish to' ties such as secrecy/disclosure, knowledge/ignorance, private/public,
the cultural operation of the hetero/homo hierarchical figure with \fartificial, wholeness/decadence,_domest_lc/forelgﬂ, urbane/prov-
aim of reversing and disturbing its infectious and pervasive social po cial, health/illness, and sincerity/sentimentality. In other words, the
But how? What force is claimed for deconstructive critique and wk o/homo figure is woven into the core cultural Prenuses fmd
- its ethical and political standpoint? : erstandings ‘of Western societies. At ‘one 'l‘ex'fei', Sedgwick’s pl-q]ect
Fuss insists that the aim of queer analysis is to “question. dentify the ways the hetero/homo definition has been sustained
bility and ineradicability of the hetero/homo hierarchy [and to by eing written into the cultural organization of Western societies.
the hetero/homo opposition to the point of collapse” (1991, 1) € we may raisc an initial concern about the politics of k nowledge.
how? Fuss calls for an “analysis interminable, a responsibility to'¢ the-exposure of the instabilitics and contradictions of the hetero/-
sustained pressure from/on the margins to reshape and to reos MmO structuring of Western cultural conﬁguranon‘s ‘cloes not effectively
the field of sexual difference to include sexual differences” (1991 splace or de-center this figure, decons_tfuctwe critique w<?u1d seem to
Fuss does not assume that this “analysis interminable” is sufficien > surrendered much, if not all, political force. Sedgwick scems to
subvert the hetero/homo hierarchy. Cultural critique must be wed cknowledging that the social force of the deconstructive critique is
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ﬁti: n.and resistance to change, many feminists in the 198[.}5 turned
m learning theory and sex-role theory to psychoanalytic theory
" quasi-naturalistic EYNOCentric or cu_ltural femipism. Queer
suggests 2 deep cultural logllc to explain t%w. staymg power of
exism. The roots of heterosexism are not socialization, prejudice,
1, or scapegoaling, but a basic way of organizing knowledges and
£ daily life which are deeply articulated in the core social practices

contingent upon its being connected to a politics of interest. Hoy
the only politics of interest she alludes to is the varied movemg
homosexual politics, which assume the validity of the hetero/homg i
while challenging its particular hierarchical ordering. It would sea
the logical move for Sedgwick is to link cultural to social analyss 4
couple a deconstructive critique of knowledge to a constructive P
of interest. Unfortunately, Sedgwick’s analysis remains at the Ja
the critique of knowledge and the de-centering of cultural mej
an intervention which by her own account has been going o
century. This uncoupling of cultural from social analysis is a dep,
from at least the original intention of Derrida, who insisted on [j;
discursive meanings to their institutional settings and thereby congja
deconstructive to institutional critique. “What is somewhat hastily ¢
deconstruction is not . . . a specialized set of discursive procedure;
[but] a way of taking a position, in its work of analysis, conce
the political and institutional structures that make possible and g
our practices . . . Precisely because it is never concerned only
signified content, deconstruction should not be separable from
politico-institutional problematic” (Derrida, quoted in Culler 198215
Queer theory has largely abandoned institutional analysis. In Sed
the hetero’homo definition functions as an autonomous cultural |
prolifically generating categories and fields of knowledge. These
tural meanings are never linked to social structural arrangemen
processes such as nationalism, colonialism, globalization, or dvnam
of class or family formation or popular social movements. Lackin
understanding of the ways cultural meanings are interlaced with sog
forces, especially in light of Sedgwick’s analysis of the productive
infectious character of the hetero/homo figure, greatly weaken
political force of her analysis.

Queer theory is a response to the hierarchies of sexual and homos
ual politics. No less than liberationist or lesbian-feminist theory, g
analysis is responding to the damaged lives and suffering engend
a compulsively heterosexual society. The former approach homoséx
politics by asserting a homosexual subject struggling for liber
against oppression. By contrast, queer theorists approach homose
politics in relation to a power/knowledge regime organized around:t
hetero/homo hierarchical figure which is said to function as a mas
framework for the constitution and ordering of fields of knowledge 4
cultural understandings which shape the making of subjectivities, $o
relations, and social norms. I perceive a parallel with many femin
discourses in the 1980s. In the face of the staying power of m

tern societies.
of theory analyzes homosexuality as part of a power/knowledge

ather than as a minority social identity. It hopes to contribute
<tabilizing this regime, to disrupt its foundational cultural status.
what end? What is the ethical and political standpoint of queer

The deconstructive critique of the heterofhomo hierarchical figure
d to a politics of difference. Its goal is to release possibilities
odily, sexual, and social experiences which are sublmerged or
rginalized by the dominant regime. Queer theory’s social hope is
#d to proliferating forms of personal and social difference. The queer
olitics of difference is, I believe, different in important respects from
ssertion of difference that surfaced in the race and sex debates.
the latter case, the assertion of difference often remained tied to a
alitics of identity; the aim was to validate marginalized subjects and
imunities. For example, the cultural criticism of people of color did
ot deconstruct or contest identity categories but sought to multiply
ntity political standpoints. Deconstructive queer theorists affirm the
facing of new subject voices but are critical of its identity political
ounding in the name of a more insistent politics of difference. Despite
ritique of methodological individualism or the view of the individual
he source and center of knowledge, society, and history, much queer
ory, at least its deconstructive currents, is wedded to a social vision
¢ ultimate value lies in promoting individuality and tolerance of
ifference; where queer theory does not edge into ananarchistic social
it gestures towards a democratic pluralistic ideal.
he tie between queer theory and a politics of difference needs to
e-at least provisionally queried. What kind of politics is this and
hat kinds of differences are intended and with what ethical force?
fortunately, we must proceed obliquely since queer theorists have
ot directly engaged such questions. Consider Eve Sedgwick. If one
fher aims is to explain the persistence of compulsive heterosexuality
y reference to the hetero/homo figure as productive of cultural fields
f knowledge, her other aim is to expose the ways a multitude of
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structive politics. Butler’s focus is a systen‘l of compylswe
- axuality which is said to contribute to the fqrmatmn of a bipolar
0sC? systern. In this power/knowledge regime, a rigid natural
5 Fder sifed that assumes a causality that proceeds from a bipolar
= p ct (male or female), to gender bipolarity (men and women),
dsum}-?eteronormative sexuality. Butler aims to show that instead
az;ral sex/gender system underwriting heterosexualit;_f, the latter
unconscious compulsion behind figuring a natur‘al, dlchotomolus
.ender system as an order of truth. Ina c.ieconstructwe move, Butler
= trouble this power/knowledge regime by suggesting .that this
,:ed order of nature is a contingent, politicall){ enactf:d so.ual ord;r.
this point, she analyzes drag as a pr;flcpf:e which disturbs the
gender/sexuality system by prcsum?lbiy ex'hibitmg the ];'»erformfnv.e
acter of sex and gender and its fiuid rf?l:‘atlon to sexuahty.. But e: hls
uggesting drag or a performative politics as an alternative to the

desires have been muted, marginalized, and depoliticized by thig
er/knowledge regime. Sedgwick exposes the monumental Constr
involved in defining sexual orientation primarily by gender prefera
Revealing the immense condensation entailed in rendering the g

of sexual-object choice into a master category defining sexual and g
identity is a main pivot of her work. .

Historically, the framing of Epistemology of the Closet begins with a pugy)
is a rather amazing fact that, of the many dimensions along which the:
activity of one person can be differentiated from that of another (dimg
that include preference for certain acts, certain zones or sensations,
physical types, a certain frequency, certain symbolic investments, . ¢
relations of age or power, a certain species, a certain number of partici
etc. etc. etc.), precisely one, the gender of object choice, emerged fro
turn of the century, and has remained, as the dimension denoted by th

[ustrate

ubiguitous category of “sexual orientation” . . . Epistemology of the Cloge s ; i I read her, that the current
. : . is proposing, as I read her,

not have an explanation to offer for this sudden, radical condensation of 5 s of mt;:res:{ I‘é;zl(‘;z ;Efs iv{ﬁy i})xeter(%sexual system is maintained,

tegories; instead, . . . the book explores its unpredictabl i A gtern sex/gender - i

R " oL e ied and ? art, because it functions as a configuration of knowledge. This

implications and consequences. Sedgwick 19908 . o
p q (Sedgwic 0 - t/knowledge tegime needs to be exposed as social and political;

r performative disruptions are practical c0unterp5}r‘ts, as i't were;
fdeéénéfrdctive critique. They do not replace the politics of interes
it ent it. '
;?il;f:tﬁiz, deconstructive analysis takes aim at a system. of comp}xlswe
érosexuality which is said to underpin the‘ production of.blpoilla}r
xed and gendered subjects. Her critique aims to undermine t is
“'gender/sexual order for the purpose of ending the compulsion
énact a rigid bipolar gender identity and conf_orm to a narrow
eterosexuality. Butler’s critique is inspired by an ideal of. differegce
'y the possibilities of a social space where selves can fashion b‘odles%
ender identities, and sexualities without the normative cons}ramts g
mpulsive heterosexuality and bipolar gender norms. Ir.l this regard,
rag serves as more than an exenmiplar of cultural politics; 1t.prf.:ﬁ.guref.; a
ocialideal — of a porous, fluid social terrain that celebrates mdn_wdu__a'hty _
id difference. Her appeal to difference, however, _la(.:ks an ethical
flection. For example, which differences are perrmssﬂ).le and what
rms would guide such judgements? Moreover, 'I d-etect in Butler. th(f::1
gestion of a post-identity order as part of a social ideal charactenze
ﬁiminimal disciplinary and constraining structures. But wha‘t woul(El such
1 order look like? What concept of self or subject is 1mag1nal?le in tlhe
bsence of a strong identity concept? Moreover, are not such 1dent1t1e§
roductive of rich experiences, subjective stability, and social bonds?

As hetero/homosexuality become master categories of a sexual r
as sexual desires, identities, and politics are comprehended b
hetero/homo object choice, a whole series of possible sites of in
viduation, identity, pleasure, social definition, and politics (e.
act, number of partners, time, place, technique) are suppressed
depoliticized. The moral and political force of Sedgwick’s critiqué;
the hetero/homo figure, as I read her, draws on the cuitural capital
a politics of sexual difference. Against the sexual and social conden
tion of the hetero/homo power/knowledge regime, Sedgwick implici
appeals 10 an order of sexual difference. This is a social ideal wh
desires, pleasures, bodies, social relations, and sexualities multiply
proliferate. But what would such an order of difference iook like? W
ethical guidelines would permit such sexual innovation while beinga
tive to considerations of power and legitimate normative regulation?-N
all self and social expressions would be tolerated; we cannot evade:
need for a sexual ethic and regulation, including structures of dis pline
and moral hierarchy. What would such a normative order look lik
Sedgwick’s silence on these matters is, T think, indicative of a refu
on the part of many queer theorists to articulate their own ethical
political standpoint and to imagine a constructive social project.
In Gender Trouble (1990) and elsewhere (1991), Judith Butler pr b
poses a variant of deconstructive analysis but one which gestures
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If self identities were not regulatory, what structures wouj

Biects and social practices. Aithough we need to interrogate
organize subjectivities?

ics j'f knowledge in terms of how it articulates with a politics of
nf:tsiouid be a mistake to dismiss its key role in social struggles
; ity.
" pos‘tvr::mfi?{r:}euc:}; the queer project depends on the exten.t .to
persee, es that the dominant models of tesbian and gay politics
ne as;uﬂ;leteroihomo binary. Queer interventions aim to expose
-'IQSEE if{:)us complicity in reproducing a heteronormative order
nw(;l S: that condenses sexual freedom to legitimating same-sex
:-efeerence. Yet queer theorists have oft.en surrendfered. jco a
Zulturalism or textualism; they have not artl?glated their cr-lthue
Cud e with a critique of the social conditions productive -of
_o_V_-'le lg figures; they have not provided an account of the SQClal
:;Saof their own critique. The “social” is often r}ar_rowed ;nto
oties of knowledge and culture while the latter ‘1‘5 _1tse]-f c;”tep
ed to linguistic, discursive l?inary figures. The hlsi]oncawe;:
rly reduced to an undifferentiated space, e. g tt_le mo erlzll ot
period 1880-1980 in modern Wes‘;tern' societies. F]I.IB: y,h
| standpoint of their own discou‘rses is veiled. Queer critics ta\;
ed.to give social and moral articulation to thfi key conc::jp stit
srence as they invoke it to critique the compulsiveness tf) l1 6.1:. };
ern Western societies. If we are to Tecover a fuiler_socxa critica
spective and a transformative political v1§10n, on.e fr‘ultf‘ul CllI‘CCtl(?Ii
o-articulate a politics of knowledge with an msthutlonal iﬁfnzl
lysis that does not disavow a willingness to spell out its own ethic

IV. The university and the politics of knowledge

Deconstruction originated in France in the late 1960s, A reg
both structuralism and the social rebellions issuing from pe
tional subjects (e.g., prisoners, students, cultural workers, '
deconstruction exhibited the spirit of rebellion of a post-Mary.
It advocated a politics of negative dialectics, of permanent re
to established orders and hierarchies. Animating the spirj
1968 was a politics of difference, a vaguely anarchistic, aesthag
ideal of fashioning a sociai space of minimal constraint angd
individuality and tolerance of difference. However, deconstructj
supposed subjects with bounded identities who conformed to p,
orders which made discipline and political mobilization possik,
condition of their own critique and a transformative politics. M
deconstructive critics have been notorious in refusing to articulat,
ethical standpoint of their critique and politics making them vuipe
to charges of nihilism or opportunism. As we have seen, many.
same limitations are evident in queer theory. :
Queer theory originated in the United States, amongst mostly En
and Humanities professors in the 1980s. It would be a mistake, ho
to dismiss queer theory as merely academic. Its roots are, in part:
renewed activism of the 1980s associated with HIV/AIDS activism
the confrontational, direct-action, anti-identity politics of Queer N
Moreover, I wish to suggest that much queer theory can be viewe
a response to the development in the postwar United States
university as a chief site in the production and validation of know
The university and its disciplinary knowledges have become a m
terrain of social conflict as knowledge is viewed as a key social poy
Knowledges were of course politicized in the social rebellions ¢
1960s. For example, feminists criticized the social scien
“knowledges which constructed and positioned women as differ
inferior, and socially subordinate to men. In the 1980s, debates
canons and multiculturalism have rendered the sphere of knowled;
key arena of politics, Accordingly, the housing of queer theory i
university should not, as some critics fear, be interpreted as neces
depoliticizing theory. To the contrary, its academic paositioning ma
a cultural politics of disciplinary knowledges possible. Such a politic;
important precisely because such knowledges are a major social fo

ipoint.
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