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This dissertation examines the historical contexts, major themes, and archival
practices of queercore, an anti-normative queer and punk subculture comprised of music,
zines, film, art, literature and new media that was instigated in 1985 by Bruce LaBruce
and G.B. Jones in Toronto, Ontario. Via their fanzine J.D.s., LaBruce and Jones declared
“civil war” on the punk and gay and lesbian mainstreams and conjured queercore as a
multimedia subculture situated in pointed opposition to the homophobia of mainline punk
and the lifeless sexual politics and assimilationist tendencies of dominant gay and lesbian
society. In the pages that follow, I engage wider histories of radical queer politics and
punk aesthetics and values to reveal the generative and long-standing symbiosis between
these two energies — a symbiosis that informs queercore, but that also extends beyond its
temporal and material boundaries. Through close analysis of queercore films (e.g. No
Skin Off My Ass, The Lollipop Generation, The Living End, By Hook or By Crook), music
(e.g., Pansy Division, Tribe 8, Beth Ditto/The Gossip, Nomy Lamm) and zines (e.g.,
J.D.s,SCAB, Bimbox, Bamboo Girl, i’m so fucking beautiful), I establish queercore’s

primary themes: explicit sexuality (the use of risky, erotic queer punk images and
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performances to undermine heteronormativity and confront accepted notions of gay and
punk identity); imagined violence (the deployment of a threatened, as opposed to
actualized, violence in the hopes of frightening and, thus, destabilizing powerful white,
bourgeois, heterosexual masculinity); and bodily difference (the circulation of affirmative
representations of marginalized queer bodies, and specifically those that are fat, disabled
and/or gender non-normative). Finally, I conclude with an exploration of the institutions
and individuals currently involved in queercore archival efforts, thus placing my project
within a crucial lineage of subcultural preservation. Taken as a whole, this study asserts
that queercore articulates and disseminates a set of alternative identities, aesthetics,
politics and representations for queer folks to occupy and engage within social space,
providing a dynamic anti-normative, anti-corporate, D.I.Y. (do-it-yourself) alternative to

a consumer-capitalist hetero- and homo-normative mainstream.
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Introduction

“We’re here, we’re queer, we’re going to fuck your children. Get used to it. So
ends “Queer Disco Anthem,” an irreverent demand for queer power and visibility
recorded by underground punk band God Is My Co-Pilot on their 1996 album, The Best
of God Is My Co-Pilot.! Formed in New York City in 1990 by openly bisexual wife and
husband duo Sharon Topper, vocals, and Craig Flanigan, guitar, God Is My Co-Pilot is a
band with a purpose. As they assert in their song “We Signify”: “We're co-opting rock,
the language of sexism, to address gender identity on its own terms of complexity. We're
here to instruct, not to distract. We won't take your attention without giving some back.”
On songs such as the playfully erotic “Butch Flip” and the queer call to arms “Behave,”
the band labors to achieve this goal of queering the hetero-masculine world of punk rock.
God is My Co-Pilot is an exceptional band, but they are not alone in their efforts to annex
rock in order to tackle thorny issues of sexuality and gender. They are, in fact, part of an
entire punk-based social movement, partially centered on music, but that also
encompasses fanzines (commonly known as “zines”), writing, visual art, new media and
film, the mission of which is to claim an anti-normative cultural space for queers and to
effectively challenge the sexual and gender status quo. This underground movement is
known as “homocore” or, more recently, “queercore” to indicate that it is a movement by

and for not only gay men and lesbians, but also bisexuals, transgender and intersex

" As the title suggests, The Best of God Is My Co-Pilot consists primarily of audience favorites from their
previous albums. However, The Best of God Is My Co-Pilot is the only album on which “Queer Disco
Anthem” appears. It was originally recorded for the compilation Outpunk Dance Party but, for reasons
unknown, did not actually appear on this album.



individuals, and all those whose gender and/or sexual identities fall outside the narrow
categories of male, female and heterosexual.’

Fifth Column guitarist G.B. Jones and filmmaker-to-be Bruce La Bruce coined
the term “homocore’™ in a 1986 edition of their Toronto-based zine JDs to designate a
self-determined subculture of queer punks opposed to the growing consumerist and
assimilationist tendencies of the mainstream lesbian and gay community as well as the
misogyny and homophobia of mainline punk. The word “homocore” is itself a queer
reworking of “hardcore,” the predominant form of punk in the 1980s. Queercore started
as a small community of friends (La Bruce jokes that in the beginning, “there was only
two dykes and one lonely fag”), but by the early 1990s, “queercore” had grown into a
full-fledged subculture that encompassed bands (e.g., Tribe 8, Pansy Division, Mukilteo
Fairies, Team Dresch, PME), zines (e.g., Homocore, Holy Titclamps, Chainsaw,
Outpunk) and films (including several made by La Bruce and Jones themselves), all
fueled by a D.I.Y. (do-it-yourself) ethic and an anti-conformist spirit (Spencer 40). What
started as a local movement based in Toronto also became a global phenomenon, with
queer punk bands in such diverse locales as the United Kingdom (e.g., Sister George and

Huggy Bear) and Brazil (e.g., Dominatrix) aligning with the queercore cause of gender

> To be clear, queercore is not the only cultural movement with this mission. Riot grrrl, an underground
feminist youth culture that followed in queercore’s footsteps in the early 1990s and that shares many of the
same artists and participants, was also formed with the intent of co-opting rock to address issues of gender
and sexual identity. Although riot grrrl cuts across sexual categories and is in some respects
indistinguishable from queercore, it differs from queercore in its primary focus on female issues and the
production of safe, accessible and sometimes separate spaces for girls and women, separate spaces that are
crucial within a male-dominated music scene that, like society at large, is often hostile to girls and women.
In contrast, queercore is a multi-gendered movement that explicitly aims to bring together gay men,
lesbians, and transfolk in order to combat the ideological and physical segregation that often exists between
identity groups within the queer community. In addition, queercore is somewhat of a less youth-oriented
culture than riot grrrl, which is partly due to the length of time “members” affiliate with each.

? “Homocore” and “queercore,” as noted above, are virtually interchangeable. From here on out I will be
using the term “queercore.”



and sexual subversion through independently produced art. Today, although continuing
to be influenced by its punk roots, queercore has expanded beyond the punk scene to
include an array of artists who, while still championing the same rebellious attitude,
oppositional stance and D.I.Y. ethics of the original movement, have found inspiration in
other musical genres (e.g., hip hop and dance) and have adapted their political and artistic
strategies in accordance with shifts in dominant ideologies and changes in technology
including, most notably, the development of the Internet.

This story of queercore’s genesis and development, the one that is generally told
in written accounts of the subculture,’ glosses over the messy details, however, and
ignores the wider discursive, political and cultural histories in which queercore is
necessarily imbricated: Queercore was not created by Jones and La Bruce in a vacuum, as
they drew inspiration from aesthetics and values that have long been a part of punk.
Likewise, the radical, anti-assimilationist queer politics of queercore follow a wider
radical political history as enunciated by such erstwhile militant organizations as the Gay
Liberation Front (GLF). Indeed, the previously quoted lines from “Queer Disco Anthem”
(“We’re here, we’re queer, we’re going to fuck your children. Get used to it”’) provide a
direct indication of queercore’s broader aesthetic and political affinities. “We’re here!

”’

We’re queer! Get used to it!” was a popular slogan used in the 1990s by the
confrontational activist organization Queer Nation, known for its aggressive, but
theatrical responses to such issues as anti-queer violence and homophobia in the media.

Queer Nation, for example, staged a series of kiss-ins at malls in the 1990s, as a protest

against the heterocentrism of public space. By adopting Queer Nation’s slogan, God Is

4 See, for example, David Ciminelli and Ken Knox, Homocore: The Loud and Raucous Rise of Queer
Rock,Los Angeles: Alison Books, 2005.



My Co-Pilot signify their political allegiances, and link themselves to Queer Nation’s
goals of challenging homophobia, winning public space and generating queer visibility at
all costs.

Queercore’s correspondence with punk, however, can be gleaned from the words
that God is My Co-Pilot adds to Queer Nation’s slogan: “we’re going to fuck your
children.” This additional line intentionally plays off the taboo topic of pedophilia and
the fear of queer “recruitment” of youths through sexual means, taking Queer Nation’s
already-aggressive catchphrase one step further, adding to it the shock-effect common to
punk: As discussed in greater detail below, punk often deliberately deploys the
outrageous and the offensive in order to incite a visceral response from audience
members and, in the best of circumstances, to jar them out of complacency and into
awareness and action.” Punk is, of course, also evident from the musical qualities of
“Queer Disco Anthem”: pounding drums, Flanigan’s noisy and improvisational guitar
playing, which demonstrates no regard for chord progressions or other accepted musical
patterns, and Topper’s trademark half-sung, half-shouted sweet-meets-savage
vocalizations. Accordingly, in “Queer Disco Anthem,” radical queer lyrics, a punk twist
of the profane and punk-style music combine to forge a cohesive whole that is
stylistically punk and politically queer: definitively queercore.

It is this melding of radical queer politics and punk aesthetics and values,

evidenced in “Queer Disco Anthem” and endemic to the history of queercore more
y

> As Walter Benjamin argues, although one reaction to shock-effect is resistance and rejection, the
traumatized receiver tunes out the offending material, neutralizing its effect, if the shock-effect is
“cushioned, parried by consciousness,” it can be integrated into the receiver’s experiences, leading her to a
heightened state of awareness. See Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction,” Illuminations, New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1968. For more on the shock-effect
as discussed by Benjamin see the “Punk Aesthetics and Values” section of this proposal.



generally, that is the subject of this dissertation. Due to common understandings of punk
as both straight and male — that is, anything but queer — the concept of queer punk may
appear to be antithetical or even impossible (and, indeed, a common reaction to my
dissertation topic has been surprise that such a thing as queer punk exists). But, in
reality, queer and punk are not as contradictory as some assume (in fact, as will be
discussed later in this dissertation, they have material histories that are entirely
intertwined). Both punk and queer delight in the abnormal and the outlandish, both
object to bourgeois society’s uptight notions of “proper”” behavior and appearance, and, at
times, both have worked to undo accepted ideas of gender and sexuality. Accordingly, as
this dissertation maintains, punk and queer are energies that share some common ground
and that have the potential for mutual benefit, and it is this commonality and potentiality
that queercore attempts to exploit to its fullest. But, what exactly does this mean? As
evidenced by queercore, how have anti-establishment, D.I.Y. punk aesthetics and values
furthered the radical queer project of subverting normativity, and how have queer
challenges to the sex/gender system been beneficial to the punk movement? These are
research questions that I will address in this dissertation through an exploration of
particular queercore artifacts. This exploration will be anchored by personal interviews
with queercore practitioners as well as scholarship in queer theory and subcultural/punk
studies. In the following pages I review the relevant literature within these areas. Before
I do so, however, I want to say a few words about my inspiration for this project as well

as my usage of the word “queer.”



I. Inspiration
I have long been compelled by underground punk culture. As a gay teenager
growing up in a small, conservative town in which I was the only “out” person at my
high school, music was a primary means of escape from days filled with taunts of
“pansy” and “faggot,” and the occasional fists of bullies. The anger of punk music,
targeted at a corrupt and non-inclusive “system,” matched my own frustration and
feelings of societal un-belonging, and I spent countless hours alone in my room listening
to punk bands that seemed to understand the alienation and abuse I was experiencing.
As this was before I had fully discovered queercore (as well as its sister movement riot
grrrl), many of these bands were straight and male, like Crass and Fugazi, but some were
not. For example, I came across my first Pansy Division record — “Homo Christmas” —
while flipping through the “New Release” bin at a local record store and decided to buy
it. Possession of this record was short lived, however, as my mother overhead me
listening to it one day, and upset over the sexually explicit gay lyrics, yanked the record
of the player and threw it on the ground, before stomping it into pieces. Although I, of
course, didn’t know it at the time, this was a foundational moment in the development of
this dissertation, as my interest in exploring queercore as a topic is at least in partially
due to a desire to rebel against those who have tried to prevent me from expressing my
identity and indulging my queer(core) tastes.
As I have grown older, my appreciation of punk has become slightly more
nuanced. I am someone who values personal expression and is wary of corporate
controlled art, and I appreciate punk’s efforts to create spaces for grassroots creation

outside of, and in opposition to, the commercialized mainstream. In Society of the



Spectacle, a book published in 1967 that is commonly associated with punk and its
political underpinnings, Guy DeBord warns that “everything that was once directly lived
has moved away into representation” (thesis 1) and that humanity is slowly being
suffocated under “geological layers of commodities” (thesis 42). This reality — the
simultaneous dehumanization and commodification of society, brought about by
consumer capitalism and the separation between representation and life, production and
consumption — continues to resonate in present times. Today, by our own volition, the
most intimate details of our lives are uploaded onto computers, and transformed into
spectacles for the amusement and surveillance of others. Meanwhile, billboards,
magazines, televisions and computer screens bombard us with images that tell us to be
consumers, not producers, to purchase beyond our means, and to find all pleasure,
happiness and self-worth in material goods. Punk, which promotes a return to the basics,
encourages self-production, and rails against consumer capitalism, offers a satisfying, if
only symbolic, refusal of the deadening effects of mainstream media and all of the
“geological layers of commodities” to which DeBord alludes. Of course, punk does not
always (if ever) achieve its goals. But, its promise of independent, provocative, D.I.Y.
cultural creation is why punk appeals to me, why I want to write about it, and why I
believe punk culture is as necessary today (if not more so) as it was in the 1970s, shortly
after the appearance of DeBord’s book.

I am also compelled by radical queer politics. Specifically, the politics of the Gay

Liberation Front (GLF), the activist organization that emerged immediately in the wake



of the Stonewall riots,® and its radical successors, from the confrontational national
organization Queer Nation, to the local, Austin-based outlaw celebration Queerbomb.
GLF and its descendants have denounced capitalism, militarism, institutionalized
heterosexuality, and the patriarchal nuclear family, and have championed a politics of
complete societal transformation. In opposition to the gay and lesbian political
mainstream, which seeks inclusion in hegemonic institutions, like marriage and the
military, radical queers have advocated the formation of alternatives to existing social
structures. I agree with the goals of radical queer liberation and, as is reflected in their
cultural creations, so do most of the adherents of queercore. Accordingly, my interest in
spotlighting queercore is also derived from my affinity with radical queer politics and a
feeling that these politics are in urgent need of foregrounding at a time when
integrationist gay and lesbian politics have taken center stage. Think, for example, of
organizations like the Human Rights Campaign whose push for gay marriage rights has
dominated public “gay liberation” discourse for more than a decade.

All of which is to say that Queer as Punk is a project born out of passion and
personal investment. In studying queercore, a movement that is a vehicle for radical
queer politics and non-commercial punk production, I am motivated by a desire to bring
attention to queer points of view and underground queer creations that stand as vital
symbols of the potential for change within our contemporary American landscape of

creeping conformity and destructive consumer capitalism. This motivating desire, and

% The story of Stonewall is well known and cherished within queer communities: In the early morning
hours of June 28, 1969, the patrons of the Stonewall Inn, a motley mix of, primarily, drag queens and street
youths of color, responded to a routine police bar raid not with the usual embittered acquiescence, but with
taunts and punches, sparking a riot that lasted for several days.



memories of a time when I had no choice but to keep my queercore interests to myself,
has kept me afloat during the grueling days of dissertation writing.

What’s more, Queer as Punk is a project born out of the need for queercore’s
documentation and preservation. As will be discussed in Chapter 5 of this dissertation,
efforts to chronicle queercore have been few and far between, in part because both
punkness and queerness are seen as unworthy of archival attention by a homophobic
mainstream and a normative-minded gay and lesbian majority. To make matters worse,
queercore presents a series of obstacles to would-be-archivists as it is comprised of hard-
to-find music and films, live performances that happened once and were never recorded,
and seen-as-disposable zines and flyers that were never retained. Thus, this dissertation
takes on the difficult but necessary task of recovering queercore, one of the most
important independent queer cultural scenes of the past century, representing, as it does, a
vital link between the 1960s/1970s avant-garde camp underground of Jack Smith and
John Waters and the 1990s popular art school creations of the New Queer Cinema
movement (think Todd Haynes and Gus Van Sant).

This dissertation is just the beginning of the archival process, however. After
competing this dissertation I plan to create an on-line repository for my queercore
interviews, musings and digitized finds. These interviews, musings and digitized finds
will exist alongside various queercore artifacts and links to germane information and
essays. My hope is that this on-line site will, alongside my dissertation, function to
disseminate the artifacts of queercore, as well as the punk practices and radical queer
ideologies that inform them. Likewise, my hope is that my work will serve as a useful

starting point for academics and fans interested in not only acquiring knowledge about



queercore, but in extending, via their own intellectual contributions and archival efforts,

the recuperative project that I have begun here.

II. A Word (About) Queer

In this dissertation, the term “queer” will be utilized in two distinct ways. The
first is as an umbrella term that encompasses a range of non-heterosexual gender and
sexual identities, including lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, genderqueer, and intersex.
I will employ “queer” in this inclusive sense only when I am referring to all of the above
identities in unison. When referring to specific identities, practices or representations, I
will use the appropriate and particular label, since, on their own, lesbian, gay, bisexual,
etc., remain culturally and politically relevant identities. Queer in the inclusive sense
suggests a powerful alliance between those who have been excluded by hegemonic
society’s definition of “normal” sexual and/or gender behavior. This is a fraught alliance,
however, as these different identity groups often see themselves as unrelated, and
hierarchies exist between them: in a racist, sexist and transphobic society, gay male
interests are often privileged above all others (which is something I acknowledge as a
gay, white man myself). Still, there is a value in insisting on a commonality between the
above-mentioned identities and in maintaining the idea of “queer” in the inclusive sense,
as this inclusive “queer” provides the hope, however impossible or utopian, for a
collective of non-heterosexual peoples, united in their differences from the sex/gender
status quo.

Second, for younger scholars and activists, “queer” is an expression that “proudly

flaunts its deviance from the norm” and revels in “its ability to interfere with and to
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thwart established social, political, and philosophical conventions which privilege
heterosexuality” (Carlin and DiGrazia 1). Within this framework, queer is understood as
that which deliberately breaks the rules of gender and sexuality, rejects fixed and stable
categorizations, and explicitly opposes the normalizing tendencies of hegemonic
sexuality as well as the processes of domination and exclusion that these tendencies

uphold. As Alexander Doty puts it:

[S]omething different from gay, lesbian, and bisexual assimilation . . .
queerness is something that is ultimately beyond gender — it is an attitude,
a way of responding, that begins in a place not concerned with, or limited
by, notions of a binary opposition of male and female or the homo versus
hetero paradigm usually articulated as an extension of this gender
binarism. (xv)
This anti-assimilationist and anti-binary version of “queer” is a reason why “homocore”
was renamed “queercore” in the early 1990s: queercore’s radical impulses were seen to
be more in-line with the newly conceptualized “queer” of queer theory/radical activism
than the old-fashioned “homo” of medical and psychological discourse.

“Queer” will thus be employed throughout this dissertation as both an umbrella
term and as a synonym for anti-normative and anti-assimilationist. I realize, however,
that “queer,” in both its common usages, presents some drawbacks and difficulties. For
one, queer was originally a term of insult for gays and lesbians, and despite its now
popular usage, some individuals still find it offensive. Second, and paradoxically, others
have argued that “queer” has become so commonplace and overused that it no longer has

the bite it once did. Witness, for example, the popular early 2000s television program

Queer Eye for the Straight Guy (Bravo, 2003-07), a program on which a team of five gay
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men would remake a hapless straight male each week, teaching him the “virtues” of
shopping, grooming and cultural connoisseurship. Queer Eye had “queer” in its title, but
was more invested in fueling consumer capitalism and reiterating dominant taste and
beauty norms than in upsetting dominant sex and gender hierarchies, as the “queer” of
radical queer theory would have it. Such “misuses” of the word “queer” have, without a
doubt, blunted the term’s subversive edge.

Finally, to expand upon the previously mentioned hierarchies within “queer,”
despite its insistence on inclusivity, “queer” often seems to mean just middle-class, white,
and male. In other words, as Cathy Cohen asserts, people of color by and large interpret
queer “as a term rooted in class, race and gender privilege” (451). The equation of
“queer” with white, middle-class men has partially to do with who is most often featured
in “queer” media and who is most often the author of “queer ” texts: bourgeois gay white
men. Bourgeois gay white men have also dominated many queer activist organizations,
like the previously referenced Queer Nation.” This white, middle-class, male supremacy
within queerness can be attributed to lingering prejudices within the LGBTQIA
community, as well as disinterest among many minorities, who cannot relate to a politics
of anti-normativity and anti-assimilationism. For, minorities have, by and large, never
have the luxury of being considered normative or being able to assimilate. What’s more,

as Miguel Gutierrez argues, people who are poor or non-white often cannot afford to be

"It is also worth pointing out, however, that just because the members of these activist organizations were
largely middle-class, white and male does not mean that there were not also active and important members
who were women, working-class and/or racial minorities. At the 2009 Queer Studies conference at the
University of California Los Angeles, scholar Luz Calvo criticized the prevailing view of Queer Nation as a
white, male organization, stating that this view is an oversimplification which overlooks the valuable
contributions women of color such as herself made to Queer Nation.
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anti-normative and anti-assimilationist, since their primary concerns are the basics of
eating, living and surviving (qtd. in Doty xiv).

So, there is no denying that “queer” has not always been either the radical or the
all-encompassing label that it has set out to be. As such, I use the term “queer” with
some trepidation. Yet, I also insist that “queer” is a word worth holding onto. Despite its
shortcomings and overuse in recent years, it still conveys better than any other word the
militant spirit at the heart of queercore and this dissertation. Not to mention it is the term
preferred by many within the queercore subculture. For these reasons, I am sticking with

“queer.”

III. Queer Theory

As hinted within the previous section, queer theory guides my theoretical and
political perspective throughout this dissertation. “Queer Theory” is a phrase first coined
by Teresa de Lauretis at a 1990 conference on lesbian and gay sexualities held at the
University of Santa Cruz, and refers to a body of literature that departs from the more
traditional premises and strategies of gay and lesbian studies — namely, gay and lesbian
studies’ essentialist view of gender and sexual identity as innate, fixed and biologically
ordained. In contradistinction, queer theory, grounded in post-structuralism, and drawing
heavily from the work of Michel Foucault, exposes sex, gender and desire to be socially
constructed and historically specific fictions through which heterosexuality establishes an
appearance of stability and inevitability. The goal of queer theory is to expose the

illusory nature of the sex/gender system and to unearth the inconsistencies and

13



incoherencies in the supposedly secure relations between sex, gender and desire. In so
doing, queer theory seeks to disrupt the (hetero)sexist and homophobic social order.*

For queer theorists, destabilizing categories of sex, gender and desire also
involves querying the (hetero)normative ideologies and discourses that have brought
these categories into being and that have granted them power and meaning. It is here that
a clear and productive alignment between queer theory and queercore can be discerned.
That is, as previously mentioned, queercore is an anti-normative movement that refuses
the strictures of mainstream (straight and punk) culture as well as dominant models of
gay and lesbian identity. It therefore comes as no surprise that noted scholars working
within the of Queer Studies, such as Ann Cvetkovich, Judith Halberstam and José
Esteban Muiioz have, at one time or another, used examples from the world of queercore
to support their theoretical arguments. Within queer theory one finds a philosophy that
suits queercore rebellion and within queercore one finds examples that underscore the
theoretical arguments made by queer theory scholars. In other words, if queer is the
theory, than queercore is one of the practices; or, as queercore instigator G.B. Jones has
claimed, “We [queercore folks] kind of invented queer theory. We lived it. But, we’re
not academics, so we don’t get credited with it, because we didn’t write the book about
it” (Personal Interview). Which is not to say that queercore adherents are necessarily

versed in post-structuralism or have read the work of queer theory superstar Judith Butler,

¥ One critique of queer theory is that it only offers a symbolic solution to problems of (hetero)sexism and
homophobia and that a more sexually progressive future will not be achieved through academic gender
play, but rather grassroots activism and organizing. It should be said, however, that queercore moves
beyond the merely theoretical to incorporate real practice and activism. Moreover, while gender and sexual
hierarchies persist in spite of queer theory’s attempts at deconstructing them, queercore remains for some a
generative space for questioning and resisting tese hierarchies, however limited.
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but rather that their outlook and practices have been shaped by and, as Jones reminds us,
have shaped, queer theory, especially in its challenge to heteronormativity.

Queer theory’s critique of heteronormativity can be traced back to Gayle Rubin’s
groundbreaking essay, “Thinking Sex.” In this essay, Rubin proposes a “radical theory of
sex,” related to, but distinct from, feminism, that will “identify, describe, explain, and
denounce erotic injustice and sexual oppression” (275). Rubin claims that there are
several ways of thinking — what might retroactively be termed “heteronormative ways of
thinking” — that have prevented the development of such a theory of sex and that have
kept sexual minorities subjugated, including: “sexual essentialism” (the conceptualization
of desire as preexisting and natural); “sex negativity” (the view of sex as hazardous and
damaging to one’s health and state of mind); “the fallacy of misplaced scale” (the
intolerance toward relatively insignificant differences in sexual values and behavior);
“the hierarchical valuation of sex acts” (the attachment of religious/medical/
psychiatric/social stigma to certain [homo]sexual acts and the attachment of virtue to
other [hetero]sexual acts, elevating the latter); “the domino view of sexual peril” (the
belief that tolerance for "questionable" sexualities such as lesbianism will force tolerance
for truly “bad” sexualities like bestiality); and “the lack of a concept of benign sexual
variation” (the supposition that sex should be performed in one way and one way only:
between a man and a woman, preferably in the missionary position, always in the
bedroom and for reproductive purposes) (275-83). These premises, laid out so clearly by
Rubin, have strongly informed queer theory, specifically by bringing into view what an
anti-heteronormative queer politics must set itself against: all forms of sexual

essentialism, persecution and hierarchy. In retrospect this may seem like a fairly obvious
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point, but Rubin’s genius also lies in her rejection of a biological explanation of sexuality
in favor of a view of sexuality, following Foucault, as constructed through regulation and
stratification, and in her insistence that sex and gender are not synonymous, leading her
to conclude that hetero-homo differentiation demands "an autonomous theory and politics
specific to sexuality" (307).

Early lesbian feminist thought has also been instrumental in ushering an anti-
heteronormative queer politics into view, particularly the work of Adrienne Rich and
Monique Wittig. In “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence,” Rich defines
heterosexuality as a patriarchal institution that is violently thrust upon women as a means
of sustaining male power. Compulsory heterosexuality teaches women that they must be
dependent on men for their emotional, financial and sexual well being, but lesbianism
disrupts this patriarchal rhetoric and, thus, for Rich, is key to women’s liberation.
Similarly, in the “Straight Mind,” Wittig posits heterosexuality as a universalizing
tendency that frames all understandings of the world and, in particular, the concepts
“man” and “woman.” That is, “man” and “woman” only make sense in binary relation
(i.e., as a mutually reinforcing conceptual pair) and within a system that defines women
as commodities to be exchanged by men. Wittig’s solution to this predicament is the
complete rejection of the label “woman” and all that it stands for within the logic of
patriarchy, a solution that leads Wittig to her famous conclusion, “Lesbians are not
women” (32). The work of Rich and Wittig has proven invaluable to an awareness of the
ways in which patriarchal and heterosexist meanings structure society to the benefit of

(straight) men and the detriment of women and queers.

16



This work has had a profound impact on subsequent queer theory writings. For
example, in the key queer theory text, Gender Trouble, echoing Rich and Wittig, Butler
defines gender as an act that is performed reiteratively through an array of “acts, gestures
and desires” for the ultimate purpose of reproducing normative heterosexuality (136).
That is, in Gender Trouble, Butler argues that, rather than being something innate or
natural, gender is an act that patriarchal society compels us to perform. We are coerced
into performing gender reiteratively through an array of “acts, gestures and desires” and
these “acts and gestures, articulated and enacted desires create the illusion of an interior
and organizing gender core” (173). Through reiterative acts, gender and, in turn, sex
categories become naturalized such that they appear to be stable and foundational, when
they are “in fact the effects of institutions, practices [and] discourses” (xxix). Butler
suggests that these categories can be destabilized through stylized performances that
expose sex and gender as “regulatory fictions,” regulatory fictions that uphold “regimes
of masculine and heterosexist oppression” (43). For example, Butler points to drag as a
practice that, through exaggerated performance, calls attention to the fact that gender is a
fabricated construct that requires a great deal of work to sustain (174-5). In addition, at
their best, drag performances enable their audience to think about gender differently, as
they displace settled conceptions of male/female and masculine/feminine, provoking
productive uncertainties about their status as natural and normal.

Rich, Wittig and Butler have played a key role in elucidating queer theory’s
heteronormative critique. However, the word “heteronormative” itself did not come into
being until 1993, when Michael Warner coined the term in the anthology Fear of a Queer

Planet to refer to the “logic of the [hetero]sexual order” that is embedded in a wide range
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of social institutions and practices (e.g., the family, the state, school, reproduction, and
childrearing) (xii). As Warner argues, heteronormativity situates heterosexual culture as
fundamental to, and synonymous with, humanity itself and sets in motion a process of
normalization that privileges monogamous, heterosexual coupledom and punishes all
deviations. By way of example, Warner points to an image, created by Carl and Linda
Sagan, of a coupled naked man and woman that was sent into space in order to inform
alien beings about life on Earth. As Warner notes, this is a clear example of heterosexual
arrogance and presumption: heterosexuals literally figuring themselves as the center of
the world. The heterosexual couple is inscribed as the essential human relation and as the
epitome of normality and the human. This heterosexual claim to normality leads Warner
to assert that a radical queer politics dedicated to overthrowing heterosexual hegemony
must entail a “thorough resistance to regimes of the normal” (xxvii).

Under Warner’s formulation, queer is about creating a space in opposition to
dominant norms where transformational political work can begin. But, this leads to an
interesting question: Who gets to participate in this transformational work? Just lesbians,
gay men and transfolk, or can others, including heterosexuals, join in as well? Warner
states that queer is opposed to normativity and not heterosexuality per se, but this point
gets muddled when it comes to his actual examples, including the example of the
heterosexual couple drawing shot into outer space. Others have been even less clear on
this point, to the detrimental effect of excluding those heterosexuals that are also
oppressed by the normalizing powers of the status quo and those heterosexuals who are

not necessarily in any way oppressed, but can still be valuable queer allies.
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Critical race and gender scholar Cathy Cohen understands that this exclusion of
potential heterosexual allies from the radical queer project is a reason why it may be,
ultimately, doomed to failure. In “Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare Queens” Cohen

asserts:

The inability of queer politics to effectively challenge heteronormativity
rests, in part, on the fact that despite a surrounding discourse which
highlights the destabilization and even deconstruction of sexual categories,
queer politics has often been built around a simple dichotomy between
those deemed queer and those deemed heterosexual. Whether in the
infamous “I Hate Straights” publication or queer kiss-ins at malls and
straight dance clubs . . . all heterosexuals are represented as dominant and
controlling and all queers are understood as marginalized and invisible.
(440)
As Cohen further el