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Is the Rectum a Grave?

LEO BERSANI

to the memory of Robert Hagopian

These people have sex twenty to thirty times
a night. . . . A man comes along and goes
from anus to anus and in a single night will
act as a mosquito transferring infected cells
on his penis. When this is practised for a
year, with a man having three thousand
sexual intercourses, one can readily under-
stand this massive epidemic that is currently
upon us.

— Professor Opendra Narayan,
The Johns Hopkins Medical School

I will leave you wondering, with me, why it
is that when a woman spreads her legs for a
camera, she is assumed to be exercising free
will.

— Catherine A. MacKinnon

Le moi est haissable. . . .

— Pascal

There is a big secret about sex: most people don’t like it. I don’t have any
statistics to back this up, and I doubt (although since Kinsey there has been no
shortage of polls on sexual behavior) that any poll has ever been taken in which
those polled were simply asked, “‘Do you like sex?”” Nor am I suggesting the need
for any such poll, since people would probably answer the question as if they
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were being asked, ‘Do you often feel the need to have sex?”’ and one of my aims
will be to suggest why these are two wholly different questions. I am, however,
interested in my rather irresponsibly announced findings of our nonexistent poll
because they strike me as helping to make intelligible a broader spectrum of
views about sex and sexuality than perhaps any other single hypothesis. In saying
that most people don’t like sex, I'm not arguing (nor, obviously, am I denying)
that the most rigidly moralistic dicta about sex hide smoldering volcanoes of
repressed sexual desire. When you make this argument, you divide people into
two camps, and at the same time you let it be known to which camp you belong.
There are, you intimate, those who can’t face their sexual desires (or, correla-
tively, the relation between those desires and their views of sex), and those who
know that such a relation exists and who are presumably unafraid of their own
sexual impulses. Rather, I'm interested in something else, something both camps
have in common, which may be a certain aversion, an aversion that is not the same
thing as a repression and that can coexist quite comfortably with, say, the most
enthusiastic endorsement of polysexuality with multiple sex partners.

The aversion I refer to comes in both benign and malignant forms. Malig-
nant aversion has recently had an extraordinary opportunity both to express (and
to expose) itself, and, tragically, to demonstrate its power. I'm thinking of course
of responses to AIDS — more specifically, of how a public health crisis has been
treated like an unprecedented sexual threat. The signs and sense of this extraor-
dinary displacement are the subject of an excellent book just published by Simon
Watney, aptly entitled Policing Desire.! Watney’s premise is that “AIDS is not
only a medical crisis on an unparalleled scale, it involves a crisis of representation
itself, a crisis over the entire framing of knowledge about the human body and its
capacities for sexual pleasure” (p. 9). Policing Desire is both a casebook of gener-
ally appalling examples of this crisis (taken largely from government policy
concerning AIDS, as well as from press and television coverage, in England and
America) and, most interestingly, an attempt to account for the mechanisms by
which a spectacle of suffering and death has unleashed and even appeared to
legitimize the impulse to murder.

There is, first of all, the by now familiar, more or less transparent, and
ever-increasing evidence of the displacement that Watney studies. At the highest
levels of officialdom, there have been the criminal delays in funding research and
treatment, the obsession with testing instead of curing, the singularly unqualified
members of Reagan’s (belatedly constituted) AIDS commission,? and the general

1. Simon Watney, Policing Desire: Pornography, AIDS, and the Media, Minneapolis, University of
Minnesota Press, 1987. The present essay began as a review of this book; page references for all
quotations from it are given in parentheses.

2. Comparing the authority and efficiency of Reagan’s AIDS commission to the presidential
commission on the Space Shuttle accident, Philip M. Boffey wrote: ‘“The staff and resources available
to the AIDS commission are far smaller than that provided the Challenger commission. The Chal-
lenger panel had a staff of 49, including 15 investigators and several other professionals, operating
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tendency to think of AIDS as an epidemic of the future rather than a catastrophe
of the present. Furthermore, “hospital policies,” according to a New York City
doctor quoted by Watney, “have more to do with other patients’ fears than a
concern for the health of AIDS patients” (p. 38). Doctors have refused to operate
on people known to be infected with the HIV virus, schools have forbidden
children with AIDS to attend classes, and recently citizens of the idyllically
named town of Arcadia, Florida, set fire to the house of a family with three
hemophiliac children apparently infected with HIV. Television and the press
continue to confuse AIDS with the HIV virus, to speak of AIDS as if it were a
venereal disease, and consequently to suggest that one catches it by being promis-
cuous. The effectiveness of the media as an educating force in the fight against
AIDS can be measured by the results of a poll cited by Watney in which 56.8
percent of News of the World readers came out “in favour of the idea that ‘AIDS
carriers’ should be ‘sterilised and given treatment to curb their sexual appetite’,
with a mere fifty-one percent in favour of the total recriminalisation of homosex-
uality”’ (p. 141). Anecdotally, there is, at a presumably high level of professional
expertise, the description of gay male sex — which I quote as an epigraph to this
essay — offered to viewers of a BBC Horizon program by one Opendra Narayan
of the Johns Hopkins Medical School (background in veterinary medicine). A less
colorfully expressed but equally lurid account of gay sex was given by Justice
Richard Wallach of New York State Supreme Court in Manhattan when, in
issuing the temporary restraining order that closed the New St. Marks Baths, he
noted: “What a bathhouse like this sets up is the orgiastic behavior of multiple
partners, one after the other, where in five minutes you can have five contacts.”*
Finally, the story that gave me the greatest morbid delight appeared in the
London Sun under the headline “I'd Shoot My Son if He Had AIDS, Says
Vicar!” accompanied by a photograph of a man holding a rifle at a boy at
pointblank range. The son, apparently more attuned to his father’s penchant for
violence than the respectable reverend himself, candidly added, ‘‘Sometimes I
think he would like to shoot me whether I had AIDS or not” (quoted pp.
94-95).

All of this is, as I say, familiar ground, and I mention these few disparate
items more or less at random simply as a reminder of where our analytical
inquiry starts, and to suggest that, given the nature of that starting point, analy-
sis, while necessary, may also be an indefensible luxury. I share Watney’s inter-

on a budget of about $3 million, exclusive of staff salaries. Moreover, the Challenger commission
could virtually order NASA to perform tests and analyses at its bidding, thus vastly multiplying the
resources at its disposal. In contrast, the AIDS commission currently has only six employees, although
it may well appoint 10 to 15 in all, according to Dr. Mayberry, the former chairman. Its budget is
projected at $950,000, exclusive of staff salaries. Although the AIDS commission has been promised
cooperation by all Federal agencies, it is in no position to compel them to do its work” (New York
Times, October 16, 1987, p. 10).

3. “Court Orders Bath House in Village to Stay Shut,” New York Times, December 28, 1985, p.
11.
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pretive interests, but it is also important to say that, morally, the only necessary
response to all of this is rage. ““AIDS,” Watney writes, “is effectively being used
as a pretext throughout the West to ‘justify’ calls for increasing legislation and
regulation of those who are considered to be socially unacceptable” (p. 3). And
the unacceptable ones in the AIDS crisis are, of course, male homosexuals and IV
drug users (many of the latter, are, as we know, poor blacks and Hispanics). Is it
unjust to suggest that News of the World readers and the gun-toting British vicar
are representative examples of the “‘general public’s” response to AIDS? Are
there more decent heterosexuals around, heterosexuals who don’t awaken a
passionate yearning not to share the same planet with them? Of course there are,
but—and this is particularly true of England and the United States— power is in
the hands of those who give every sign of being able to sympathize more with the
murderous *“‘moral” fury of the good vicar than with the agony of a terminal KS
patient. It was, after all, the Justice Department of the United States that issued a
legal opinion stating that employers could fire employees with AIDS if they had
so much as the suspicion that the virus could be spread to other workers,
regardless of medical evidence. It was the American Secretary of Health and
Human Services who recently urged Congress to defer action on a bill that would
ban discrimination against people infected with HIV, and who also argued
against the need for a federal law guaranteeing the confidentiality of HIV
antibody test results.

To deliver such opinions and arguments is of course not the same thing as
pointing a gun at your son’s head, but since, as it has often been said, the failure
to guarantee confidentiality will discourage people from taking the test and
thereby make it more difficult to control the spread of the virus, the only
conclusion we can draw is that Secretary Otis R. Bowen finds it more important
to have the names of those who test positive than to slow the spread of AIDS into
the sacrosanct ‘“‘general public.”” To put this schematically: having the informa-
tion necessary to lock up homosexuals in quarantine camps may be a higher
priority in the family-oriented Reagan Administration than saving the heterosex-
ual members of American families from AIDS. Such a priority suggests a far
more serious and ambitious passion for violence than what are after all the rather
banal, rather normal son-killing impulses of the Reverend Robert Simpson. At
the very least, such things as the Justice Department’s near recommendation that
people with AIDS be thrown out of their jobs suggest that if Edwin Meese would
not hold a gun to the head of a man with AIDS, he might not find the murder of
a gay man with AIDS (or without AIDS?) intolerable or unbearable. And this is
precisely what can be said of millions of fine Germans who never participated in
the murder of Jews (and of homosexuals), but who failed to find the idea of the
holocaust unbearable. That was the more than sufficient measure of their collabo-
ration, the message they sent to their Fiihrer even before the holocaust began
but when the idea of it was around, was, as it were, being tested for acceptability
during the ’30s by less violent but nonetheless virulent manifestations of anti-Se-
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mitism, just as our leaders, by relegating the protection of people infected with
HIV to local authorities, are telling those authorities that anything goes, that the
federal government does not find the idea of camps—or perhaps
worse — intolerable.

We can of course count on the more liberal press to editorialize against
Meese’s opinions and Bowen’s urgings. We can, however, also count on that same
press to give front-page coverage to the story of a presumably straight health
worker testing positive for the HIV virus and —at least until recently —almost
no coverage at all to complaints about the elephantine pace at which various
drugs are being tested and approved for use against the virus. Try keeping up
with AIDS research through TV and the press, and you’ll remain fairly ignorant.
You will, however, learn a great deal from the tube and from your daily newspa-
per about heterosexual anxieties. Instead of giving us sharp investigative
reporting—on, say, 60 Minutes— on research inefficiently divided among var-
ious uncoordinated and frequently competing private and public centers and
agencies, or on the interests of pharmaceutical companies in helping to make
available (or helping to keep unavailable) new antiviral treatments and in further-
ing or delaying the development of a vaccine,* TV treats us to nauseating
processions of yuppie women announcing to the world that they will no longer
put out for their yuppie boyfriends unless these boyfriends agree to use a
condom. Thus hundreds of thousands of gay men and IV drug users, who have
reason to think that they may be infected with HIV, or who know that they are
(and who therefore live in daily terror that one of the familiar symptoms will
show up), or who are already suffering from an AIDS-related illness, or who are
dying from one of these illnesses, are asked to sympathize with all those yuppettes
agonizing over whether they’re going to risk losing a good fuck by taking the
“unfeminine” initiative of interrupting the invading male in order to insist that

4. On November 15, 1987 —a month after I wrote this—60 Minutes did, in fact, devote a
twenty-minute segment to AIDS. The report centered on Randy Shilts’s recently published tale of
responses and nonresponses —both in the government and in the gay community —to the AIDS
crisis (And the Band Played On, New York, St. Martin’s Press, 1987). The report presented a
sympathetic view of Shilts’s chronicle of the delayed and half-hearted efforts to deal with the
epidemic, and also informed viewers that not a single official of the Reagan Administration would
agree—or was authorized —to talk on 60 Minutes on the politics of AIDS. However, nearly half of
the segment —the first half —was devoted to the murderously naughty sexual habits of Gaetan
Dugas, or ‘““Patient Zero,” the French-Canadian airline steward who, Shilts claims, was responsible
for 40 of the first 200 cases of AIDS reported in the US. Thus the report was sensationalized from
the very start with the most repugnant image of homosexuality imaginable: that of the irresponsible
male tart who willfully spread the virus after he was diagnosed and warned of the dangers to others of
his promiscuity. I won’t go into—as of course 60 Minutes (which provides the best political reporting
on American network television) didn’t go into—the phenomenon of Shilts himself as an overnight
media star, and the relation between his stardom and his irreproachably respectable image, his
longstanding willingness, indeed eagerness, to join the straights in being morally repelled by gay
promiscuity. A good deal of his much admired “‘objectivity’’ as a reporter consists in his being as
venomous toward those at an exceptionally high risk of becoming afflicted with AIDS (gay men) as
toward the government officials who seem content to let them die.
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he practice safe sex. In the face of all that, the shrillness of a Larry Kramer can
seem like the simplest good sense. The danger of not exaggerating the hostility to
homosexuality ““legitimized” by AIDS is that, being “sensible,”” we may soon find
ourselves in situations where exaggeration will be difficult, if not impossible.
Kramer has recently said that “‘if AIDS does not spread out widely into the white
non-drug-using heterosexual population, as it may or may not do, then the white
non-drug-using population is going to hate us even more — for scaring them, for
costing them a fucking fortune, for our ‘lifestyle,” which they say caused this.”®
What a morbid, even horrendous, yet perhaps sensible suggestion: only when the
“general public” is threatened can whatever the opposite of a general public is
hope to get adequate attention and treatment.

Almost all the media coverage of AIDS has been aimed at the heterosexual
groups now minimally at risk, as if the high-risk groups were not part of the
audience. And in a sense, as Watney suggests, they're not. The media targets
‘‘an imaginary national family unit which is both white and heterosexual” (p. 43).
This doesn’t mean that most TV viewers in Europe and America are not white
and heterosexual and part of a family. It does, however, mean, as Stuart Hall
argues, that representation is very different from reflection: “It implies the
active work of selecting and presenting, of structuring and shaping: not merely
the transmitting of already-existing meaning, but the more active labour of
making things mean” (quoted p. 124). TV doesn’t make the family, but it makes
the family mean in a certain way. That is, it makes an exceptionally sharp
distinction between the family as a biological unit and as a cultural identity, and it
does this by teaching us the attributes and attitudes by which people who thought
they were already in a family actually only begin to qualify as belonging to a family.
The great power of the media, and especially of television, is, as Watney writes,
“its capacity to manufacture subjectivity itself”’ (p. 125), and in so doing to
dictate the shape of an identity. The ‘‘general public” is at once an ideological
construct and a moral prescription. Furthermore, the definition of the family as
an identity is, inherently, an exclusionary process, and the cultural product has no
obligation whatsoever to coincide exactly with its natural referent. Thus the
family identity produced on American television is much more likely to include
your dog than your homosexual brother or sister.

*

The peculiar exclusion of the principal sufferers in the AIDS crisis from the
discourse about it has perhaps been felt most acutely by those gay men who, until
recently, were able to feel that they could both be relatively open about their

5. Quoted from a speech at a rally in Boston preceding a gay pride celebration; reprinted in,
among other publications, the San Francisco lesbian and gay newspaper Coming Up!, vol. 8, no. 11
(August 1987), p. 8.
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sexuality and still be thought of as belonging to the ‘“‘general public,” to the
mainstream of American life. Until the late ’60s and ’70s, it was of course
difficult to manage both these things at the same time. There is, I believe,
something salutary in our having to discover the illusory nature of that harmoni-
ous adjustment. We now know, or should know, that ‘‘gay men,” as Watney
writes, ‘‘are officially regarded, in our entirety, as a disposable constituency” (p.
137). “In our entirety” is crucial. While it would of course be obscene to claim
that the comfortable life of a successful gay white businessman or doctor is as
oppressed as that of a poverty-stricken black mother in one of our ghettoes, it is
also true that the power of blacks as a group in the United States is much greater
than that of homosexuals. Paradoxically, as we have recently seen in the vote of
conservative Democratic senators from the South against the Bork nomination to
the Supreme Court, blacks, by their sheer number and their increasing participa-
tion in the vote, are no longer a disposable constituency in those very states that
have the most illustrious record of racial discrimination. This obviously doesn’t
mean that blacks have made it in white America. In fact, some political attention
to black interests has a certain tactical utility: it softens the blow and obscures the
perception of a persistent indifference to the always flourishing economic op-
pression of blacks. Nowhere is that oppression more visible, less disguised, than
in such great American cities as New York, Philadelphia, Boston, and Chicago,
although it is typical of the American genius for politically displaced thought that
when white liberal New Yorkers (and white liberal columnists such as Anthony
Lewis) think of racial oppression, they probably always have images of South
Africa in mind.® Yet, some blacks are needed in positions of prominence or
power, which is not at all true for gay people. Straights can very easily portray
gays on TV, while whites generally can’t get away with passing for black and are
much less effective than blacks as models in TV ads for fast-food chains targeted
at the millions of blacks who don’t have the money to eat anywhere else. The
more greasy the product, the more likely some black models will be allowed to
make money promoting it. Also, the country obviously needs a Civil Rights
Commission, and it just as obviously has to have blacks on that commission, while
there is clearly no immediate prospect for a federal commission to protect and
promote gay ways of life. There is no longer a rationale for the oppression of
blacks in America, while AIDS has made the oppression of gay men seem like a
moral imperative.

In short, a few blacks will always be saved from the appalling fate of most
blacks in America, whereas there is no political need to save or protect any
homosexuals at all. The country’s discovery that Rock Hudson was gay changed

6. The black brothers and sisters on behalf of whom Berkeley students demonstrate in Sproul
Plaza are always from Johannesburg, never from East Oakland, although signs posted on Oakland
telephone poles and walls, which these same students have probably never seen, now announce —
dare we have the optimism to say ‘‘ominously’’?— ““Oakland is South Africa.”
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nothing: nobody needs actors’ votes (or even actors, for that matter) in the same
way Southern senators need black votes to stay in power. In those very cities
where white gay men could, at least for a few years, think of themselves as
decidedly more white than black when it came to the distribution of privileges in
America, cities where the increasingly effective ghettoization of blacks progresses
unopposed, the gay men who have had as little trouble as their straight counter-
parts in accepting this demographic and economic segregation must now accept
the fact that, unlike the underprivileged blacks all around them whom, like most
other whites, they have developed a technique for not seeing, they —the gays —
have no claims to power at all. Frequently on the side of power, but powerless;
frequently affluent, but politically destitute; frequently articulate, but with noth-
ing but a moral argument—not even recognized as a moral argument — to keep
themselves in the protected white enclaves and out of the quarantine camps.
On the whole, gay men are no less socially ambitious, and, more often than
we like to think, no less reactionary and racist than heterosexuals. To want sex
with another man is not exactly a credential for political radicalism—a fact both
recognized and denied by the gay liberation movement of the late *60s and early
*70s. Recognized to the extent that gay liberation, as Jeffrey Weeks has put it,
proposed “‘a radical separation . . . between homosexuality, which was about
sexual preference, and ‘gayness,” which was about a subversively political way of
life.”’” And denied in that this very separation was proposed by homosexuals, who
were thereby at least implicitly arguing for homosexuality itself as a privileged
locus or point of departure for a political-sexual identity not *“‘fixed”” by, or in
some way traceable to, a specific sexual orientation.® It is no secret that many
homosexuals resisted, or were simply indifferent to, participation in “‘a subver-
sively political way of life,” to being, as it were, de-homosexualized in order to
join what Watney describes as *‘a social identity defined not by notions of sexual
‘essence’, but in oppositional relation to the institutions and discourses of medi-
cine, the law, education, housing and welfare policy, and so on” (p. 18). More
precisely—and more to the point of an assumption that radical sex means or
leads to radical politics—many gay men could, in the late '60s and early ’70’s,
begin to feel comfortable about having “unusual” or radical ideas about what’s
OK in sex without modifying one bit their proud middle-class consciousness or
even their racism. Men whose behavior at night at the San Francisco Cauldron or

7. Jeffrey Weeks, Sexuality and Its Discontents: Meanings, Myths and Modern Serualities, London,
Boston, and Henley, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1985, p. 198.

8. Weeks has a good summary of that ‘‘neat ruse of history” by which the ‘““intent of the early gay
liberation movement . . . to disrupt fixed expectations that homosexuality was a peculiar condition
or minority experience” was transformed, by less radical elements in the movement, into a fight for
the legitimate claims of a newly recognized minority, “‘of what was now an almost ‘ethnic’ identity.”
Thus “the breakdown of roles, identities, and fixed expectations” was replaced by *‘the acceptance of
homosexuality as a minority experience,”” an acceptance that “deliberately emphasizes the ghettoiza-
tion of homosexual experience and by implication fails to interrogate the inevitability of heterosex-
uality”’ (ibid., pp. 198-199).
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the New York Mineshaft could win five-star approval from the (mostly straight)
theoreticians of polysexuality had no problem being gay slumlords during the
day and, in San Francisco for example, evicting from the Western Addition black
families unable to pay the rents necessary to gentrify that neighborhood.

I don’t mean that they should have had a problem about such combinations
in their lives (although I obviously don’t mean that they should have felt comfort-
able about being slumlords), but I do mean that there has been a lot of confusion
about the real or potential political implications of homosexuality. Gay activists
have tended to deduce those implications from the status of homosexuals as an
oppressed minority rather than from what I think are (except perhaps in societies
more physically repressive than ours has been) the more crucially operative
continuities between political sympathies on the one hand and, on the other,
fantasies connected with sexual pleasure. Thanks to a system of gliding em-
phases, gay activist rhetoric has even managed at times to suggest that a lust for
other men’s bodies is a by-product or a decision consequent upon political
radicalism rather than a given point of departure for a whole range of political
sympathies. While it is indisputably true that sexuality is always being politicized,
the ways in which having sex politicizes are highly problematical. Right-wing
politics can, for example, emerge quite easily from a sentimentalizing of the
armed forces or of blue-collar workers, a sentimentalizing which can itself pro-
long and sublimate a marked sexual preference for sailors and telephone
linemen.

In short, to put the matter polemically and even rather brutally, we have
been telling a few lies—lies whose strategic value I fully understand, but which
the AIDS crisis has rendered obsolescent. I do not, for example, find it helpful to
suggest, as Dennis Altman has suggested, that gay baths created ““a sort of
Whitmanesque democracy, a desire to know and trust other men in a type of
brotherhood far removed from the male bondage of rank, hierarchy, and com-
petition that characterise much of the outside world.””® Anyone who has ever
spent one night in a gay bathhouse knows that it is (or was) one of the most
ruthlessly ranked, hierarchized, and competitive environments imaginable. Your
looks, muscles, hair distribution, size of cock, and shape of ass determined exactly
how happy you were going to be during those few hours, and rejection, generally
accompanied by two or three words at most, could be swift and brutal, with none
of the civilizing hypocrisies with which we get rid of undesirables in the outside
world. It has frequently been suggested in recent years that such things as the
gay-macho style, the butch-fem lesbian couple, and gay and lesbian sado-
masochism, far from expressing unqualified and uncontrollable complicities with
a brutal and misogynous ideal of masculinity, or with the heterosexual couple
permanently locked into a power structure of male sexual and social mastery

9. Dennis Altman, The Homosexualization of America, The Americanization of the Homosexual, New
York, St. Martins Press, 1982, pp. 79-80.
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over female sexual and social passivity, or, finally, with fascism, are in fact
subversive parodies of the very formations and behaviors they appear to ape.
Such claims, which have been the subject of lively and often intelligent debate,
are, it seems to me, totally aberrant, even though, in terms probably unaccept-
able to their defenders, they can also—indeed, must also—be supported.
First of all, a distinction has to be made between the possible effects of these
styles on the heterosexual world that provides the models on which they are
based, and their significance for the lesbians and gay men who perform them. A
sloganesque approach won’t help us here. Even Weeks, whose work I admire,
speaks of ‘“‘the rise of the macho-style amongst gay men in the 1970s . . . as
another episode in the ongoing ‘semiotic guerilla warfare’ waged by sexual
outsiders against the dominant order,” and he approvingly quotes Richard
Dyer’s suggestion that ‘‘by taking the signs of masculinity and eroticizing them in
a blatantly homosexual context, much mischief is done to the security with which
‘men’ are defined in society, and by which their power is secured.”!® These
remarks deny what I take to be wholly nonsubversive intentions by conflating
them with problematically subversive effects. It is difficult to know how “much
mischief”’ can be done by a style that straight men see—if indeed they see it at
all—from a car window as they drive down Folsom Street. Their security as
males with power may very well not be threatened at all by that scarcely trau-
matic sight, because nothing forces them to see any relation between the gay-
macho style and their image of their own masculinity (indeed, the very exaggera-
tions of that style make such denials seem plausible). It may, however, be true
that to the extent that the heterosexual male more or less secretly admires or
identifies with motorcycle masculinity, its adoption by faggots creates, as Weeks
and Dyer suggest, a painful (if passing) crisis of representation. The gay-macho
style simultaneously invents the oxymoronic expression ‘leather queen” and
denies its oxymoronic status; for the macho straight man, leather queen is
intelligible, indeed tolerable, only as an oxymoron—which is of course to say
that it must remain unintelligible. Leather and muscles are defiled by a sexually
feminized body, although—and this is where I have trouble with Weeks’s con-
tention that the gay-macho style “‘gnaws at the roots of a male heterosexual
identity”’!! —the macho male’s rejection of his representation by the leather
queen can also be accompanied by the secret satisfaction of knowing that the
leather queen, for all his despicable blasphemy, at least intends to pay worshipful
tribute to the style and behavior he defiles. The very real potential for subversive
confusion in the joining of female sexuality (I'll return to this in a moment) and
the signifiers of machismo is dissipated once the heterosexual recognizes in the
gay-macho style a yearning toward machismo, a yearning that, very conveniently

10.  Weeks, p. 191.
11.  Ibid.
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for the heterosexual, makes of the leather queen’s forbidding armor and warlike
manners a perversion rather than a subversion of real maleness.

Indeed, if we now turn to the significance of the macho-style for gay men, it
would, I think, be accurate to say that this style gives rise to two reactions, both of
which indicate a profound respect for machismo itself. One is the classic put-
down: the butch number swaggering into a bar in a leather get-up opens his
mouth and sounds like a pansy, takes you home, where the first thing you notice
is the complete works of Jane Austen, gets you into bed, and —well, you know
the rest. In short, the mockery of gay machismo is almost exclusively an internal
affair, and it is based on the dark suspicion that you may not be getting the real
article. The other reaction is, quite simply, sexual excitement. And this brings us
back to the question not of the reflection or expression of politics in sex, but
rather of the extremely obscure process by which sexual pleasure generates
politics.

If licking someone’s leather boots turns you (and him) on, neither of you is
making a statement subversive of macho masculinity. Parody is an erotic turn-off,
and all gay men know this. Much campy talk is parodistic, and while that may be
fun at a dinner party, if you’re out to make someone you turn off the camp. Male
gay camp is, however, largely a parody of women, which, obviously, raises some
other questions. The gay male parody of a certain femininity, which, as others
have argued, may itself be an elaborate social construct, is both a way of giving
vent to the hostility toward women that probably afflicts every male (and which
male heterosexuals have of course expressed in infinitely nastier and more
effective ways) and could also parodoxically be thought of as helping to decon-
struct that image for women themselves. A certain type of homosexual camp
speaks the truth of that femininity as mindless, asexual, and hysterically bitchy,
thereby provoking, it would seem to me, a violently antimimetic reaction in any
female spectator. The gay male bitch desublimates and desexualizes a type of
femininity glamorized by movie stars, whom he thus lovingly assassinates with his
style, even though the campy parodist may himself be quite stimulated by the
hateful impulses inevitably included in his performance. The gay-macho style, on
the other hand, is intended to excite others sexually, and the only reason that it
continues to be adopted is that it frequently succeeds in doing so. (If, especially in
its more extreme leather forms, it is so often taken up by older men, it is precisely
because they count on it to supplement their diminished sexual appeal.)

The dead seriousness of the gay commitment to machismo (by which I of
course don’t mean that all gays share, or share unambivalently, this commitment)
means that gay men run the risk of idealizing and feeling inferior to certain
representations of masculinity on the basis of which they are in fact judged and
condemned. The logic of homosexual desire includes the potential for a loving
identification with the gay man’s enemies. And that is a fantasy-luxury that is at
once inevitable and no longer permissible. Inevitable because a sexual desire for
men can’t be merely a kind of culturally neutral attraction to a Platonic Idea of
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the male body; the object of that desire necessarily includes a socially determined
and socially pervasive definition of what it means to be a man. Arguments for the
social construction of gender are by now familiar. But such arguments almost
invariably have, for good political reasons, quite a different slant; they are
didactically intended as demonstrations that the male and female identities pro-
posed by a patriarchal and sexist culture are not to be taken for what they are
proposed to be: ahistorical, essential, biologically determined identities. Without
disagreeing with this argument, I want to make a different point, a point under-
standably less popular with those impatient to be freed of oppressive and degrad-
ing self-definitions. What I'm saying is that a gay man doesn’t run the risk of
loving his oppressor only in the ways in which blacks or Jews might more or less
secretly collaborate with their oppressors—that is, as a consequence of the
oppression, of that subtle corruption by which a slave can come to idolize power,
to agree that he should be enslaved because he is enslaved, that he should be
denied power because he doesn’t have any. But blacks and Jews don’t become
blacks and Jews as a result of that internalization of an oppressive mentality,
whereas that internalization is in part constitutive of male homosexual desire,
which, like all sexual desire, combines and confuses impulses to appropriate and
to identify with the object of desire. An authentic gay male political identity
therefore implies a struggle not only against definitions of maleness and of
homosexuality as they are reiterated and imposed in a heterosexist social dis-
course, but also against those very same definitions so seductively and so faith-
fully reflected by those (in large part culturally invented and elaborated) male
bodies that we carry within us as permanently renewable sources of excitement.

*

There is, however, perhaps a way to explode this ideological body. I want to
propose, instead of a denial of what I take to be important (if politically unpleas-
ant) truths about male homosexual desire, an arduous representational disci-
pline. The sexist power that defines maleness in most human cultures can easily
survive social revolutions; what it perhaps cannot survive is a certain way of
assuming, or taking on, that power. If, as Weeks puts it, gay men *‘gnaw at the
roots of a male heterosexual identity,” it is not because of the parodistic distance
that they take from that identity, but rather because, from within their nearly
mad identification with it, they never cease to feel the appeal of its being violated.

To understand this, it is perhaps necessary to accept the pain of embracing,
at least provisionally, a homophobic representation of homosexuality. Let’s re-
turn for a moment to the disturbed harmonies of Arcadia, Florida, and try to
imagine what its citizens— especially those who set fire to the Rays’ home —
actually saw when they thought about or looked at the Rays’ three boys. The
persecuting of children or of heterosexuals with AIDS (or who have tested
positive for HIV) is particularly striking in view of the popular description of



210 BERSANI

such people as “‘innocent victims.” It is as if gay men’s “‘guilt” were the real agent
of infection. And what is it, exactly, that they are guilty of? Everyone agrees that
the crime is sexual, and Watney, along with others, defines it as the imagined or
real promiscuity for which gay men are so famous. He analyzes a story about
AIDS by the science correspondent of the Observer in which the ‘“major argu-
ment, supported by ‘AIDS experts in America,’ [is] against ‘casual sexual en-
counters.”” A London doctor does, in the course of the article, urge the use of
condoms in such encounters, but ‘‘the main problem . . . is evidently ‘promis-
cuity’, with issues about the kinds of sex one has pushed firmly into the back-
gound” (p. 35). But the kinds of sex involved, in quite a different sense, may in
fact be crucial to the argument. Since the promiscuity here is homosexual prom-
iscuity, we may, I think, legitimately wonder if what is being done is not as
important as how many times it is being done. Or, more exactly, the act being
represented may itself be associated with insatiable desire, with unstoppable sex.

Before being more explicit about this, I should acknowledge that the argu-
ment I wish to make is a highly speculative one, based primarily on the exclusion
of the evidence that supports it. An important lesson to be learned from a study
of the representation of AIDS is that the messages most likely to reach their
destination are messages already there. Or, to put this in other terms, representa-
tions of AIDS have to be X-rayed for their fantasmatic logic; they document the
comparative irrelevance of information in communication. Thus the expert
medical opinions about how the virus cannot be transmitted (information that
the college-educated mayor of Arcadia and his college-educated wife have heard
and refer to) is at once rationally discussed and occulted. SueEllen Smith, the
Arcadia mayor’s wife, makes the unobjectionable comment that *‘there are too
many unanswered questions about this disease,” only to conclude that “if you are
intelligent and listen and read about AIDS you get scared when it involves your
own children, because you realize all the assurances are not based on solid
evidence.” In strictly rational terms, this can of course be easily answered: there
are indeed ‘“many unanswered questions’’ about AIDS, but the assurances given
by medical authorities that there is no risk of the HIV virus being transmitted
through casual contact among schoolchildren is in fact based on ‘“solid evi-
dence.” But what interests me most about the New York Times interview with the
Smiths from which I am quoting (they are a genial, even disarming couple: *I
know I must sound like a country jerk saying this,” remarks Mr. Smith, who
really never does sound like a country bumpkin) is the evidence that they have in
fact received and thoroughly assimilated quite different messages about AIDS.
The mayor said that ““a lot of local people, including himself, believed that
powerful interests, principally the national gay leaders, had pressured the Gov-
ernment into refraining from taking legitimate steps to help contain the spread
of AIDS.”!? Let's ignore the charming illusion that ‘“‘national gay leaders” are

12.  Jon Nordheimer, “To Neighbors of Shunned Family AIDS Fear Outweighs Sympathy,” New
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powerful enough to pressure the federal government into doing anything at all,
and focus on the really extraordinary assumption that those belonging to the
group hit most heavily by AIDS want nothing more intensely than to see it spread
unchecked. In other words, those being killed are killers. Watney cites other
versions of this idea of gay men as killers (their behavior is seen as the cause and
source of AIDS), and he speaks of ‘““a displaced desire to kill them all—the
teeming deviant millions” (p. 82). Perhaps; but the presumed original desire to
kill gays may itself be understandable only in terms of the fantasy for which it is
offered as an explanation: homosexuals are killers. But what is it, exactly, that
makes them killers?

The public discourse about homosexuals since the AIDS crisis began has a
startling resemblance (which Watney notes in passing) to the representation of
female prostitutes in the nineteenth century ‘‘as contaminated vessels, con-
veyancing ‘female’ venereal diseases to ‘innocent’ men” (pp. 33-34).!* Some
more light is retroactively thrown on those representations by the association of
gay men’s murderousness with what might be called the specific sexual heroics of
their promiscuity. The accounts of Professor Narayan and Judge Wallach of gay
men having sex twenty to thirty times a night, or once a minute, are much less
descriptive of even the most promiscuous male sexuality than they are reminis-
cent of male fantasies about women’s multiple orgasms. The Victorian represen-
tation of prostitutes may explicitly criminalize what is merely a consequence of a
more profound or original guilt. Promiscuity is the social correlative of a sexual-
ity physiologically grounded in the menacing phenomenon of the nonclimactic
climax. Prostitutes publicize (indeed, sell) the inherent aptitude of women for
uninterrupted sex. Conversely, the similarities between representations of female
prostitutes and male homosexuals should help us to specify the exact form of
sexual behavior being targeted, in representations of AIDS, as the criminal, fatal,
and irresistibly repeated act. This is of course anal sex (with the potential for
multiple orgasms having spread from the insertee to the insertor, who, in any
case, may always switch roles and be the insertee for ten or fifteen of those thirty
nightly encounters), and we must of course take into account the widespread
confusion in heterosexual and homosexual men between fantasies of anal and
vaginal sex. The realities of syphilis in the nineteenth century and of AIDS today
“legitimate’’ a fantasy of female sexuality as intrinsically diseased; and promiscu-
ity in this fantasy, far from merely increasing the risk of infection, is the sign of
infection. Women and gay men spread their legs with an unquenchable appetite
for destruction.' This is an image with extraordinary power; and if the good

York Times, August 31, 1987, p. Al.

13.  Charles Bernheimer’s excellent study of the representation of prostitution in nineteenth-cen-
tury France will be published by Harvard University Press in 1988.

14.  The fact that the rectum and the vagina, as far as the sexual transmission of the HIV virus is
concerned, are privileged loci of infection is of course a major factor in this legitimizing process, but
it hardly explains the fantasmatic force of the representations I have been discussing.
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citizens of Arcadia, Florida, could chase from their midst an average, law-abiding
family, it is, I would suggest, because in looking at three hemophiliac children
they may have seen—that is, unconsciously represented —the infinitely more
seductive and intolerable image of a grown man, legs high in the air, unable to
refuse the suicidal ecstasy of being a woman.

But why “‘suicidal”? Recent studies have emphasized that even in societies
in which, as John Boswell writes, ‘‘standards of beauty are often predicated on
male archetypes” (he cites ancient Greece and the Muslim world) and, even more
strikingly, in cultures that do not regard sexual relations between men as unnatu-
ral or sinful, the line is drawn at “‘passive’” anal sex. In medieval Islam, for all its
emphasis on homosexual eroticism, ‘“‘the position of the ‘insertee’ is regarded as
bizarre or even pathological,”” and while for the ancient Romans, “‘the distinction
between roles approved for male citizens and others appears to center on the
giving of seed (as opposed to the receiving of it) rather than on the more familiar
modern active-passive division,” to be anally penetrated was no less judged to be
an ‘“‘indecorous role for citizen males.”'® And in Volume II of The History of
Sexuality, Michel Foucault has amply documented the acceptance (even glorifica-
tion) and profound suspicion of homosexuality in ancient Greece. A general
ethical polarity in Greek thought of self-domination and a helpless indulgence of
appetites has, as one of its results, a structuring of sexual behavior in terms of
activity and passivity, with a correlative rejection of the so-called passive role in
sex. What the Athenians find hard to accept, Foucault writes, is the authority of a
leader who as an adolescent was an ‘‘object of pleasure’’ for other men; there is a
legal and moral incompatibility between sexual passivity and civic authority. The
only ‘“honorable” sexual behavior “consists in being active, in dominating, in
penetrating, and in thereby exercising one’s authority.”’!®

In other words, the moral taboo on “‘passive” anal sex in ancient Athens is
primarily formulated as a kind of hygienics of social power. To be penetrated is to
abdicate power. 1 find it interesting that an almost identical argument — from, to
be sure, a wholly different moral perspective—is being made today by certain
feminists. In an interview published a few years ago in Salmagundi, Foucault said,
“Men think that women can only experience pleasure in recognizing men as
masters”’'” —a sentence one could easily take as coming from the pens of Cath-
erine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin. These are unlikely bedfellows. In the
same interview from which I have just quoted, Foucault more or less openly
praises sado-masochistic practices for helping homosexual men (many of whom

15.  John Boswell, ‘“‘Revolutions, Universals and Sexual Categories,” Salmagundi, nos. 58 —59 (Fall
1982-Winter 1983), pp. 107, 102, and 110. See also Boswell’s Christianity, Social Tolerance and
Homosexuality, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1980.

16.  Michel Foucault, The Use of Pleasure, trans. Robert Hurley, New York, Pantheon, 1985. This
argument is made in chapter 4.

17.  “Sexual Choice, Sexual Act: An Interview with Michel Foucault,” Salmagundi, nos. 58 —59
(Fall 1982~Winter 1983), p. 21.
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share heterosexual men’s fear of losing their authority by ‘‘being under another
man in the act of love”) to “‘alleviate” the *‘problem” of feeling ‘‘that the passive
role is in some way demeaning.”’'® MacKinnon and Dworkin, on the other hand,
are of course not interested in making women feel comfortable about lying under
men, but in changing the distribution of power both signified and constituted by
men’s insistence on being on top. They have had quite a bit of bad press, but I
think that they make some very important points, points that—rather
unexpectedly —can help us to understand the homophobic rage unleashed by
AIDS. MacKinnon, for example, argues convincingly against the liberal distinc-
tion between violence and sex in rape and pornography, a distinction that, in
addition to denying what should be the obvious fact that violence is sex for the
rapist, has helped to make pornography sound merely sexy, and therefore to
protect it. If she and Dworkin use the word violence to describe pornography that
would normally be classified as nonviolent (for example, porno films with no
explicit sado-masochism or scenes of rape), it is because they define as violent the
power relation that they see inscribed in the sex acts pornography represents.
Pornography, MacKinnon writes, “‘eroticizes hierarchy’’; it “‘makes inequality
into sex, which makes it enjoyable, and into gender, which makes it seem natu-
ral.” Not too differently from Foucault (except, of course, for the rhetorical
escalation), MacKinnon speaks of ‘“‘the male supremacist definition of female
sexuality as lust for self-annihilation.” Pornography ‘‘institutionalizes the sexual-
ity of male supremacy, fusing the eroticization of dominance and submission with
the social construction of male and female.”’!® It has been argued that even if
such descriptions of pornography are accurate, they exaggerate its importance:
MacKinnon and Dworkin see pornography as playing a major role in construct-
ing a social reality of which it is really only a marginal reflection. In a sense —and
especially if we consider the size of the steady audience for hard-core
pornography —this is true. But the objection is also something of a cop-out,
because if it is agreed that pornography eroticizes—and thereby celebrates—
the violence of inequality itself (and the inequality doesn’t have to be enforced
with whips to be violent: the denial to blacks of equal seating privileges on public
busses was rightly seen as a form of racial violence), then legal pornography is
legalized violence.

Not only that: MacKinnon and Dworkin are really making a claim for the
realism of pornography. That is, whether or not we think of it as constitutive
(rather than merely reflective) of an eroticizing of the violence of inequality,
pornography would be the most accurate description and the most effective
promotion of that inequality. Pornography can’t be dismissed as less significant
socially than other more pervasive expressions of gender inequality (such as the

18. Ibid.
19. Catherine A. MacKinnon, Feminism Unmodified: Discourses on Life and Law, Cambridge, Massa-
chusetts, and London, England, Harvard University Press, 1987, pp. 3 and 172.
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abominable and innumerable TV ads in which, as part of a sales pitch for cough
medicine and bran cereals, women are portrayed as slaves to the normal func-
tioning of their men’s bronchial tubes and large intestines), because only pornog-
raphy tells us why the bran ad is effective: the slavishness of women is erotically
thrilling. The ultimate logic of MacKinnon’s and Dworkin’s critique of
pornography —and, however parodistic this may sound, I really don’t mean it as
a parody of their views—would be the criminalization of sex itself until it has been
reinvented. For their most radical claim is not that pornography has a pernicious
effect on otherwise nonpernicious sexual relations, but rather that so-called
normal sexuality is already pornographic. “When violence against women is
eroticized as it is in this culture,” MacKinnon writes, ‘it is very difficult to say
that there is a major distinction in the level of sex involved between being
assaulted by a penis and being assaulted by a fist, especially when the perpetrator
is a man.”?® Dworkin has taken this position to its logical extreme: the rejection
of intercourse itself. If, as she argues, “‘there is a relationship between inter-
course per se and the low-status of women,”” and if intercourse itself *‘is immune
to reform,” then there must be no more penetration. Dworkin announces: “In a
world of male power — penile power — fucking is the essential sexual experience
of power and potency and possession; fucking by mortal men, regular guys.”’?!
Almost everybody reading such sentences will find them crazy, although in a
sense they merely develop the implicit moral logic of Foucault’s more detached
and therefore more respectable formulation: ‘““Men think that women can only
experience pleasure in recognizing men as masters.” MacKinnon, Dworkin, and
Foucault are all saying that a man lying on top of a woman assumes that what
excites her is the idea of her body being invaded by a phallic master.

The argument against pornography remains, we could say, a liberal argu-
ment as long as it is assumed that pornography violates the natural conjunction of
sex with tenderness and love. It becomes a much more disturbingly radical
argument when the indictment against pornography is identified with an indict-
ment against sex itself. This step is usually avoided by the positing of pornogra-
phy’s violence as either a sign of certain fantasies only marginally connected with
an otherwise essentially healthy (caring, loving) form of human behavior, or the
symptomatic by-product of social inequalities (more specifically, of the violence
intrinsic to a phallocentric culture). In the first case, pornography can be de-
fended as a therapeutic or at least cathartic outlet for those perhaps inescapable
but happily marginal fantasies, and in the second case pornography becomes
more or less irrelevant to a political struggle against more pervasive social
structures of inequality (for once the latter are dismantled, their pornographic
derivatives will have lost their raison d’étre). MacKinnon and Dworkin, on the
other hand, rightly assume the immense power of sexual images to orient our

20.  Ibid., p. 92.
21.  Andrea Dworkin, Intercourse, New York, The Free Press, 1987, pp. 124, 137, 79.
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imagination of how political power can and should be distributed and enjoyed,
and, it seems to me, they just as rightly mistrust a certain intellectual sloppiness in
the catharsis argument, a sloppiness that consists in avoiding the question of how
a center of presumably wholesome sexuality ever produced those unsavory mar-
gins in the first place. Given the public discourse around the center of sexuality (a
discourse obviously not unmotivated by a prescriptive ideology about sex), the
margins may be the only place where the center becomes visible.

Furthermore, although their strategies and practical recommendations are
unique, MacKinnon’s and Dworkin’s work could be inscribed within a more
general enterprise, one which I will call the redemptive reinvention of sex. This
enterprise cuts across the usual lines on the battlefield of sexual politics, and it
includes not only the panicky denial of childhood sexuality, which is being
“‘dignified” these days as a nearly psychotic anxiety about child abuse, but also
the activities of such prominent lesbian proponents of S & M sex as Gayle Rubin
and Pat Califia, neither of whom, to put it mildly, share the political agenda of
MacKinnon and Dworkin. The immense body of contemporary discourse that
argues for a radically revised imagination of the body’s capacity for pleasure —a
discursive project to which Foucault, Weeks, and Watney belong — has as its very
condition of possibility a certain refusal of sex as we know it, and a frequently
hidden agreement about sexuality as being, in its essence, less disturbing, less
socially abrasive, less violent, more respectful of ‘‘personhood” than it has been
in a male-dominated, phallocentric culture. The mystifications in gay activist
discourse on gay male machismo belong to this enterprise; I will return to other
signs of the gay participation in the redemptive sex project. For the moment, I
want to argue, first of all, that MacKinnon and Dworkin have at least had the
courage to be explicit about the profound moral revulsion with sex that inspires
the entire project, whether its specific program be antipornography laws, a
return to the arcadian mobilities of childhood polysexuality, the S & M battering
of the body in order to multiply or redistribute its loci of pleasure, or, as we shall
see, the comparatively anodine agenda (sponsored by Weeks and Watney) of
sexual pluralism. Most of these programs have the slightly questionable virtue of
being indubitably saner than Dworkin’s lyrical tribute to the militant pastoralism
of Joan of Arc’s virginity, but the pastoral impulse lies behind them all. What
bothers me about MacKinnon and Dworkin is not their analysis of sexuality, but
rather the pastoralizing, redemptive intentions that support the analysis. That
is—and this is the second, major point I wish to argue —they have given us the
reasons why pornography must be multiplied and not abandoned, and, more
profoundly, the reasons for defending, for cherishing the very sex they find so
hateful. Their indictment of sex — their refusal to prettify it, to romanticize it, to
maintain that fucking has anything to do with community or love—has had
the immensely desirable effect of publicizing, of lucidly laying out for us, the
inestimable value of sex as—at least in certain of its ineradicable aspects—
anticommunal, antiegalitarian, antinurturing, antiloving.
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Let’s begin with some anatomical considerations. Human bodies are con-
structed in such a way that it is, or at least has been, almost impossible not to
associate mastery and subordination with the experience of our most intense
pleasures. This is first of all a question of positioning. If the penetration necessary
(until recently . . .) for the reproduction of the species has most generally been
accomplished by the man’s getting on top of the woman, it is also true that being
on top can never be just a question of a physical position — either for the person
on top or for the one on the bottom. (And for the woman to get on top is just a
way of letting her play the game of power for awhile, although —as the images of
porn movies illustrate quite effectively—even on the bottom, the man can still
concentrate his deceptively renounced aggressiveness in the thrusting movement
of his penis.)?? And, as this suggests, there is also, alas, the question of the penis.
Unfortunately, the dismissal of penis envy as a male fantasy rather than a psycho-
logical truth about women doesn’t really do anything to change the assumptions
behind that fantasy. For the idea of penis envy describes how men feel about
having one, and, as long as there are sexual relations between men and women,
this can’t help but be an important fact for women. In short, the social structures
from which it is often said that the eroticizing of mastery and subordination
derive are perhaps themselves derivations (and sublimations) of the indissociable
nature of sexual pleasure and the exercise or loss of power. To say this is not to
propose an ‘“‘essentialist’”’ view of sexuality. A reflection on the fantasmatic po-
tential of the human body — the fantasies engendered by its sexual anatomy and
the specific moves it makes in taking sexual pleasure —is not the same thing as an
a priori, ideologically motivated, and prescriptive description of the essence of
sexuality. Rather, I am saying that those effects of power which, as Foucault has
argued, are inherent in the relational itself (they are immediately produced by
“the divisions, inequalities and disequilibriums” inescapably present “in every
relation from one point to another”’)?® can perhaps most easily be exacerbated,
and polarized into relations of mastery and subordination, in sex, and that this
potential may be grounded in the shifting experience that every human being has
of his or her body’s capacity, or failure, to control and to manipulate the world
beyond the self.

Needless to say, the ideological exploitations of this fantasmatic potential
have a long and inglorious history. It is mainly a history of male power, and by
now it has been richly documented by others. I want to approach this subject
from a quite different angle, and to argue that a gravely dysfunctional aspect of
what is, after all, the healthy pleasure we take in the operation of a coordinated

22.  The idea of intercourse without thrusting was proposed by Shere Hite in The Hite Report, New
York, Macmillan, 1976. Hite envisaged ‘‘a mutual lying together in pleasure, penis-in-vagina, vagina-
covering-penis, with female orgasm providing much of the stimulation necessary for male orgasm”
(p. 141).

23.  Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1, An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley, New
York, Vintage Books, 1980, pp. 93-94.
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and strong physical organism is the temptation to deny the perhaps equally
strong appeal of powerlessness, of the loss of control. Phallocentrism is exactly
that: not primarily the denial of power to women (although it has obviously also
led to that, everywhere and at all times), but above all the denial of the value of
powerlessness in both men and women. I don’t mean the value of gentleness, or
nonaggressiveness, or even of passivity, but rather of a more radical disintegra-
tion and humiliation of the self. For there is finally, beyond the fantasies of bodily
power and subordination that I have just discussed, a transgressing of that very
polarity which, as Georges Bataille has proposed, may be the profound sense of
both certain mystical experiences and of human sexuality. In making this sugges-
tion I'm also thinking of Freud’s somewhat reluctant speculation, especially in
the Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, that sexual pleasure occurs whenever a
certain threshold of intensity is reached, when the organization of the self is
momentarily disturbed by sensations or affective processes somehow ‘“‘beyond”
those connected with psychic organization. Reluctant because, as I have argued
elsewhere, this definition removes the sexual from the intersubjective, thereby
depriving the teleological argument of the Three Essays of much of its weight. For
on the one hand Freud outlines a normative sexual development that finds its
natural goal in the post-Oedipal, genitally centered desire for someone of the
opposite sex, while on the other hand he suggests not only the irrelevance of the
object in sexuality but also, and even more radically, a shattering of the psychic
structures themselves that are the precondition for the very establishment of a
relation to others. In that curiously insistent, if intermittent, attempt to get at the
“essence” of sexual pleasure—an attempt that punctuates and interrupts the
more secure narrative outline of the history of desire in the Three Essays— Freud
keeps returning to a line of speculation in which the opposition between pleasure
and pain becomes irrelevant, in which the sexual emerges as the jouissance of
exploded limits, as the ecstatic suffering into which the human organism mo-
mentarily plunges when it is “‘pressed”” beyond a certain threshold of endurance.
Sexuality, at least in the mode in which it is constituted, may be a tautology for
masochism. In The Freudian Body, 1 proposed that this sexually constitutive
masochism could even be thought of as an evolutionary conquest in the sense that
it allows the infant to survive, indeed to find pleasure in, the painful and charac-
teristically human period during which infants are shattered with stimuli for
which they have not yet developed defensive or integrative ego structures.
Masochism would be the psychical strategy that partially defeats a biologically
dysfunctional process of maturation.?* From this Freudian perspective, we might
say that Bataille reformulates this self-shattering into the sexual as a kind of
nonanecdotal self-debasement, as a masochism to which the melancholy of the

24.  See Leo Bersani, The Freudian Body: Psychoanalysis and Art, New York, Columbia University
Press, 1986, chapter I, especially pp. 38-39.



218 BERSANI

post-Oedipal superego’s moral masochism is wholly alien, and in which, so to
speak, the self is exuberantly discarded.?®

The relevance of these speculations to the present discussion should be
clear: the self which the sexual shatters provides the basis on which sexuality is
associated with power. It is possible to think of the sexual as, precisely, moving
between a hyperbolic sense of self and a loss of all consciousness of self. But sex as
self-hyperbole is perhaps a repression of sex as self-abolition. It inaccurately
replicates self-shattering as self-swelling, as psychic tumescence. If, as these words
suggest, men are especially apt to ‘“‘choose” this version of sexual pleasure,
because their sexual equipment appears to invite by analogy, or at least to
facilitate, the phallicizing of the ego, neither sex has exclusive rights to the
practice of sex as self-hyperbole. For it is perhaps primarily the degeneration of the
sexual into a relationship that condemns sexuality to becoming a struggle for power. As
soon as persons are posited, the war begins. It is the self that swells with excite-
ment at the idea of being on top, the self that makes of the inevitable play of
thrusts and relinquishments in sex an argument for the natural authority of one
sex over the other.

Far from apologizing for their promiscuity as a failure to maintain a loving
relationship, far from welcoming the return to monogamy as a beneficent conse-
quence of the horror of AIDS,?¢ gay men should ceaselessly lament the practical
necessity, now, of such relationships, should resist being drawn into mimicking
the unrelenting warfare between men and women, which nothing has ever
changed. Even among the most critical historians of sexuality and the most angry
activists, there has been a good deal of defensiveness about what it means to be
gay. Thus for Jeffrey Weeks the most distinctive aspect of gay life is its ‘‘radical
pluralism.”2?” Gayle Rubin echoes and extends this idea by arguing for a “‘theo-
retical as well as a sexual pluralism.”?® Watney repeats this theme with, it is true,
some important nuances. He sees that the ‘“new gay identity was constructed

25.  Bataille called this experience ‘‘communication,” in the sense that it breaks down the barriers
that define individual organisms and keep them separate from one another. At the same time,
however, like Freud he seems to be describing an experience in which the very terms of a communi-
cation are abolished. The term thus lends itself to a dangerous confusion if we allow it to keep any of
its ordinary connotations.

26. It might be pointed out that, unless you met your lover many, many years ago and neither you
nor he has had sex with anyone else since then, monogamy is not that safe anyway. Unsafe sex a few
times a week with someone carrying the HIV virus is undoubtedly like having unsafe sex with several
HIV positive strangers over the same period of time.

27.  Weeks, p. 218.

28.  Gayle Rubin, “Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality,” in
Carole Vance, ed., Pleasure and Danger: Exploring Female Sexuality, Boston, London, Melbourne, and
Henley, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984, p. 309.
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through multiple encounters, shifts of sexual identification, actings out, cultural
reinforcements, and a plurality of opportunity (at least in large urban areas) for
desublimating the inherited sexual guilt of a grotesquely homophobic society,”
and therefore laments the ““wholesale de-sexualisation of gay culture and experi-
ence”” encouraged by the AIDS crisis (p. 18). He nonetheless dilutes what I take
to be the specific menace of gay sex for that ‘‘grotesquely homophobic society”
by insisting on the assertion of “‘the diversity of human sexuality in all its variant
forms” as “‘perhaps the most radical aspect of gay culture” (p. 25). Diversity is
the key word in his discussions of homosexuality, which he defines as “‘a fluctuat-
ing field of sexual desires and behaviour” (p. 103); it maximizes ‘‘the mutual
erotic possibilities of the body, and that is why it is taboo™ (p. 127).2°

Much of this derives of course from the rhetoric of sexual liberation in the
’60s and *70s, a rhetoric that received its most prestigious intellectual justifica-
tion from Foucault’s call—especially in the first volume of his History of Sexuality
—for a reinventing of the body as a surface of multiple sources of pleasure. Such
calls, for all their redemptive appeal, are, however, unnecessarily and even
dangerously tame. The argument for diversity has the strategic advantage of
making gays seem like passionate defenders of one of the primary values of
mainstream liberal culture, but to make that argument is, it seems to me, to be
disingenuous about the relation between homosexual behavior and the revulsion
it inspires. The revulsion, it turns out, is all a big mistake: what we’re really up to
is pluralism and diversity, and getting buggered is just one moment in the
practice of those laudable humanistic virtues. Foucault could be especially per-
verse about all this: challenging, provoking, and yet, in spite of his radical
intentions, somewhat appeasing in his emphases. Thus in the Salmagundi inter-
view to which I have already referred, after announcing that he will not *“‘make
use of a position of authority while [he is] being interviewed to traffic in opin-
ions,” he delivers himself of the highly idiosyncratic opinions, first of all, that
“for a homosexual, the best moment of love is likely to be when the lover leaves
in the taxi” (‘‘the homosexual imagination is for the most part concerned with
reminiscing about the act rather than anticipating [or, presumably, enjoying] it’’)
and, secondly, that the rituals of gay S & M are “‘the counterpart of the medieval
courts where strict rules of proprietary courtship were defined.”*® The first
opinion is somewhat embarrassing; the second has a certain campy appeal. Both
turn our attention away from the body — from the acts in which it engages, from

29. A frequently referred to study of gay men and women by the Institute for Sex Research
founded by Alfred C. Kinsey concluded that “homosexual adults are a remarkably diverse group.”
See Alan P. Bell and Martin S. Weinberg, Homosexualities: A Study of Diversity among Men and Women,
New York, Simon and Schuster, 1978, p. 217. One can hardly be unhappy with that conclusion in an
“official” sociological study, but, needless to say, it tells us very little—and the tables about gay
sexual preferences in the same study aren’t much help here either — concerning fantasies of and
about homosexuals.

30.  “Sexual Choice, Sexual Act,” pp. 11, 20.
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the pain it inflicts and begs for—and directs our attention to the romances of
memory and the idealizations of the presexual, the courting imagination. That
turning away from sex is then projected onto heterosexuals as an explanation for
their hostility. “I think that what most bothers those who are not gay about
gayness is the gay life-style, not sex acts themselves,” and, ““It is the prospect that
gays will create as yet unforseen kinds of relationships that many people cannot
tolerate.””®! But what is “‘the gay life-style”’? Is there one? Was Foucault’s life-style
the same as Rock Hudson’s? More importantly, can a nonrepresentable form of
relationship really be more threatening than the representation of a particular
sexual act—especially when the sexual act is associated with women but per-
formed by men and, as I have suggested, has the terrifying appeal of a loss of the
ego, of a self-debasement?

We have been studying examples of what might be called a frenzied epic of
displacements in the discourse on sexuality and on AIDS. The government talks
more about testing than it does about research and treatment; it is more inter-
ested in those who may eventually be threatened by AIDS than in those already
stricken with it. There are hospitals in which concern for the safety of those
patients who have not been exposed to HIV takes precedence over caring for
those suffering from an AIDS-related disease. Attention is turned away from the
kinds of sex people practice to a moralistic discourse about promiscuity. The
impulse to kill gays comes out as a rage against gay killers deliberately spreading a
deadly virus among the ‘‘general public.” The temptation of incest has become a
national obsession with child abuse by day-care workers and teachers. Among
intellectuals, the penis has been sanitized and sublimated into the phallus as the
originary signifier; the body is to be read as a language. (Such distancing tech-
niques, for which intellectuals have a natural aptitude, are of course not only
sexual: the national disgrace of economic discrimination against blacks is buried
in the self-righteous call for sanctions against Pretoria.) The wild excitement of
fascistic S & M becomes a parody of fascism; gay males’ idolatry of the cock is
“raised” to the political dignity of ‘‘semiotic guerrilla warfare.” The phallocen-
trism of gay cruising becomes diversity and pluralism; representation is displaced
from the concrete practice of fellatio and sodomy to the melancholy charms of
erotic memories and the cerebral tensions of courtship. There has even been the
displacement of displacement itself. While it is undeniably right to speak —as,
among others, Foucault, Weeks, and MacKinnon have spoken — of the ideologi-
cally organizing force of sexuality, it is quite another thing to suggest—as these
writers also suggest — that sexual inequalities are predominantly, perhaps exclu-
sively, displaced social inequalities. Weeks, for example, speaks of erotic tensions
as a displacement of politically enforced positions of power and subordination,?

31.  Ibid., p. 22.
32. See Weeks, p. 44.
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as if the sexual —involving as it does the source and locus of every individual’s
original experience of power (and of powerlessness) in the world: the human
body —could somehow be conceived of apart from all relations of power, were,
so to speak, belatedly contaminated by power from elsewhere.

Displacement is endemic to sexuality. I have written, especially in Baude-
laire and Freud, about the mobility of desire, arguing that sexual desire initiates,
indeed can be recognized by, an agitated fantasmatic activity in which original
(but, from the start, unlocatable) objects of desire get lost in the images they
generate. Desire, by its very nature, turns us away from its objects. If I refer
critically to what I take to be a certain refusal to speak frankly about gay sex, it is
not because I believe either that gay sex is reducible to one form of sexual activity
or that the sexual itself is a stable, easily observable, or easily definable function.
Rather, I have been trying to account for the murderous representations of
homosexuals unleashed and ‘‘legitimized” by AIDS, and in so doing I have been
struck by what might be called the aversion-displacements characteristic of both
those representations and the gay responses to them. Watney is acutely aware of
the displacements operative in ‘‘cases of extreme verbal or physical violence
towards lesbians and gay men and, by extension, the whole topic of AIDS’’; he
speaks, for example, of “‘displaced misogyny,” of ‘‘a hatred of what is projected
as ‘passive’ and therefore female, sanctioned by the subject’s heterosexual
drives” (p. 50). But, as I argued earlier, implicit in both the violence toward gay
men (and toward women, both gay and straight) and the rethinking among gays
(and among women) of what being gay (and what being a woman) means is a
certain agreement about what sex should be. The pastoralizing project could be
thought of as informing even the most oppressive demonstrations of power. If,
for example, we assume that the oppression of women disguises a fearful male
response to the seductiveness of an image of sexual powerlessness, then the most
brutal machismo is really part of a domesticating, even sanitizing project. The
ambition of performing sex as only power is a salvational project, one designed to
preserve us from a nightmare of ontological obscenity, from the prospect of a
breakdown of the human itself in sexual intensities, from a kind of selfless
communication with “lower”” orders of being. The panic about child abuse is the
most transparent case of this compulsion to rewrite sex. Adult sexuality is split in
two: at once redeemed by its retroactive metamorphosis into the purity of an
asexual childhood, and yet preserved in its most sinister forms by being projected
onto the image of the criminal seducer of children. ““Purity” is crucial here:
behind the brutalities against gays, against women, and, in the denial of their
very nature and autonomy, against children lies the pastoralizing, the idealizing,
the redemptive project I have been speaking of. More exactly, the brutality is
identical to the idealization.

The participation of the powerless themselves in this project is particularly
disheartening. Gays and women must of course fight the violence directed
against them, and I am certainly not arguing for a complicity with misogynist and
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homophobic fantasies. I am, however, arguing against that form of complicity
that consists in accepting, even finding new ways to defend, our culture’s lies
about sexuality. As if in secret agreement with the values that support misogynist
images of female sexuality, women call for a permanent closing of the thighs in
the name of chimerically nonviolent ideals of tenderness and nurturing; gays
suddenly rediscover their lost bathhouses as laboratories of ethical liberalism,
places where a culture’s ill-practiced ideals of community and diversity are au-
thentically put into practice. But what if we said, for example, not that it is wrong
to think of so-called passive sex as ‘‘demeaning,” but rather that the value of
sexuality itself is to demean the seriousness of efforts to redeem it? ““‘AIDS,” Watney
writes, ‘“‘offers a new sign for the symbolic machinery of repression, making the
rectum a grave” (p. 126). But if the rectum is the grave in which the masculine
ideal (an ideal shared —differently — by men and women) of proud subjectivity
is buried, then it should be celebrated for its very potential for death. Tragically,
AIDS has literalized that potential as the certainty of biological death, and has
therefore reinforced the heterosexual association of anal sex with a self-annihila-
tion originally and primarily identified with the fantasmatic mystery of an insatia-
ble, unstoppable female sexuality. It may, finally, be in the gay man’s rectum that
he demolishes his own perhaps otherwise uncontrollable identification with a
murderous judgment against him.

That judgment, as I have been suggesting, is grounded in the sacrosanct
value of selfhood, a value that accounts for human beings’ extraordinary willing-
ness to kill in order to protect the seriousness of their statements. The self is a
practical convenience; promoted to the status of an ethical ideal, it is a sanction
for violence.®® If sexuality is socially dysfunctional in that it brings people to-
gether only to plunge them into a self-shattering and solipsistic jouissance that
drives them apart, it could also be thought of as our primary hygienic practice of
nonviolence. Gay men’s “‘obsession” with sex, far from being denied, should be
celebrated —not because of its communal virtues, not because of its subversive
potential for parodies of machismo, not because it offers a model of genuine
pluralism to a society that at once celebrates and punishes pluralism, but rather
because it never stops re-presenting the internalized phallic male as an infinitely
loved object of sacrifice. Male homosexuality advertises the risk of the sexual
itself as the risk of self-dismissal, of losing sight of the self, and in so doing it
proposes and dangerously represents jouissance as a mode of ascesis.

33.  This sentence could be rephrased, and elaborated, in Freudian terms, as the difference
between the ego’s function of ‘‘reality-testing” and the superego’s moral violence (against the ego).



