LOST CAUSES

Narrative, Etiology, and Queer Theory

Valerie Rohy

OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS



OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS

Oxford University Press 1s a depantment of the University of Oxford.
s holarshs

and education by publishing worldwide.

Oxford New York
Auckland Cape Town Dar es Salaam Hong Kong Karachi
Kuala Lumpur Madrid Melbourne Mexico City Nairobi
New Delhi Shanghai Taiper Toronto

‘With offices
Asgentina Austria Brazil Chile Caech Republic France Greece
Guatemala Hungary ltaly Japan Poland Portugal Singapore
South Korea Switaerland Thailand Turkey Uksaine Vietnam

Oxford

in the UK and certain other countrics.
Published: e n.e United SnltsMAmtnn by
198 Mal-m Avem, New tork Y 10016

© Oxford University Press 2015

by any means,
ting, ess,
b by license. 4 with the

Oxford University Press, at the address above.

Youmust not circulate this work in any other form.
‘and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer.
Library of Congress Catalogingin-Publication Data
y Valene.
Lost causes : narraive, etiology, and queer theory / Valerie Rohy.

poom
ISBN 978-0-19-934019—4 (hardback) — ISBN 978-0-19-934020-0 (paper) —
ISBN 978-0-19-934021-7 (ebook) 1. American Literature —History and cntiasm.

oy 3 . 4. Queer theory
&

2

7. Gender ideatty i bterature. |. Titke.
PS169 HOSRS4 2015
209193352664—dc23

2014008 144



CONTENTS

Acknowledgments

1. Introduction: Cause and Effect
2. On Homosexual Reproduction
3. Strange Influence: The Picture of Dorian Gray

4. Return from the Future: James Weldon Johnson’s
Autobiography

S. Desire and the Scene of Reading: The Well
of Loneliness

6. The Future in Ruins: Borrowed Time
7. Contingency for Beginners: The Night Watch
8. Conclusion: Multiply and Divide

Notes
Index

56

80

104
138
163
185

193
231



Chapter |

Introduction

Cause and Effect

From fairest creatures we desire increase.

Shakespeare, Sonnet |

Can gay men and lesbians grow in numbers? Can they multiply?
The question of whether homosexuality could be acquired earned
Freud’s attention, and the view of dangerous knowledge as poten-
tially transformative fueled the 1928 obscenity trial of Radclyffe
Hall's novel The Well of Loneliness. In the United States following
World War 11, homosexual employees were thought to undermine
federal bureaus, as a 1950 U.S. government report asserted, be-
cause they “frequently attempt to entice normal individuals to en-
gage in perverted practices.” In 1961, a book titled The Sixth Man:
A Startling Investigation of the Spread of Homosexuality in America
claimed to be “inspired by the enigma of the rising homosexuality
in our midst.”? In later decades, of course, the rhetoric of homosex-
ualincrease through influence on others endured in other venues:
= 10TY81 Jerfy Falwell, the' televarigéust dnt- staf druf Ui -11me

Gospel Hour, sent his supporters a letter warning that “homosexu-

alsdo not reproduce! They recruit! And, many of them are after my
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3 And in 2009, opponents of Annise

children and your children. circulated a

Parker, a lesbian candidate for mayor of Houst?n, .
letter describing her “Homosexual Agenda,” which purporte 'y
tructed homosexuals to “teach homosexuality to school chil-

ins! Schoot
mosexuality invites a

dren.™ Asserting that mere tolerance of ho :

pedagogy, if not a practice, of “perverted sex acts,” the letter culti-

vated the beliefthat homosexuality can be acquired, like other bad
habits, by exposure to baneful influences.

Then and now, straight culture’s fear of queer increase depends

on etiology, which is to say, a narrative of causation, a theory of

" what makes people gay or lesbian. Homophobic etiologies in-

sist that homosexuality results from what I will call homosexual

ducti t literal gay p ing, but the fantasy of pro-

p
liferation through seduction, influence, recruitment, pedagogy,
predation, and contagion.* To combat such accusations, lesbian
and gay ities have i ingly d d any account
that does not regard h lity as i ble and ial;

instead, they promote theories of biological determinism, tracing
its causality to physiological factors such as genes and hormones.
‘These theories, now so naturalized as to seem, to many, common
sense, maintain that we are “born gay." Frederick Whitam, a re-
searcher who supports biological explanations, says that this the-
sis “relieves the families and homosexuals of guilt. It also means
that society doesn't have to worry about things like gay teachers.”’
?iulogical-dcterminisl theories are regarded as legally beneficial
Tnsufar as they support the designation of homosexuzlity as an
;r:l:m:able t':ail, and thus identify gay men and lesbians as a sus-
ct class whose le; i i

recent editorial on f:i::‘g:'l':‘::‘:l::q‘:s":‘2°:8"‘““°f‘ iy A
B chimed tha, “bilogy ot jmidod Aa lformas' Proposition
er fundamental rights are prot, d . d'-“'-‘l'mlniﬂg wheth:

ected under the cqual protection
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clause of our Constitution,” because theories of causation have
profound legal consequences.” And anti-gay voices generally con-
cur that “born gay” arg support tol of h

ality; a book titled When Homosexuality Hits Home: What to Do
When a Loved One Says They're Gay assails the “common assump-

tion” that “h lity is inborn, therefore God made it; there-
fore it's good.”"*
In the 1990s, scientific pts to d ine the physiologi

cal causality of homosexuality coincided with heated debates.
Scholars including Vernon Rosario, Edward Stein, and Anne
Fausto-Sterling found in studies of biological causation faulty

methodologi plicated results, inadequate definitions of ho-

4
mosexuality, poor selection of sample populations, and inaccurate
methods of measurement. Queer scholars took biological studies
to task for assuming a categorical difference between homosexu-
ality and heter lity, denying bi lity, excluding women,
and omitting both historical and cultural differences. Finally, they
voiced concerns about the political consequences of a biological
etiology and etiology itself.!" As Robert McRuer observes, “Any
myth of origin suggests a linear (or we might say ‘straight’) path
of development and implies a pure and singular starting point”;
as such, it underwrites “a naturalized, reproductive model of de-

lop "2 Where h lity is concerned, a “pure and sin-

gular” answer to the thorny question of origins appeals to those
who seek the clarity of identity and identity politics, but it may also
serve to naturalize the heteronormative. Further, the medicaliza-
tion of homosexuality does nothing to change the devaluation of
queerness in a heteronormative culture; nor does it deter those
who would interpret same-sex desire as a disorder, a pathological
condition. Jennifer Terry notes how much this defensive posture
concedes: “Biology makes us act this way. We can't be cured.
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We can't seduce your children.’ There is Jittle in this approach that
e can

" T
icularly affirms the value of resisting heteronormativity.
icul

. mosexuality, we neglect what

When we focus on what causes ho!

causes homophobia.
This study, however, takes a different approach. It does not ad-

dress the scientific question of whether biological factors cause
homosexuality, or the legal question of how best to secure equity.
Indeed, it assumes that for many readers these matters have been
long settled, and not in the direction of “born gay.” Instead, this
book examines the stories told about gay and lesbian etiology and
the language in which they are told. Because the scholarly critique
of biological determinism in the 1990s came largely from biosci-
entists and social scientists, there remains a need for readings of
homosexual etiologies as narrative forms, hermeneutic strategies,
and constellations of recurring tropes available to the methods of
literary studies. Taking as its archive largely canonical fiction and
nonfiction by British and American authors from Wilde to the pres-
ent, this book turns from the present to the past, from the popular
to the literary, from the polemical to the speculative, to show how
fictional and nonfictional of h I etiology afford
new ways to frame the relations between causality and queerness.
What is needed is not a better, more accurate, or more sensi-
tive etiology of homosexuality, but a fundamental change in this
discourse—a change in and through etiology itself. Given the
many difficulties that etiology presents, one might conclude that

it should simply be discarded. Yet its effects are far-re;
must work through it,

aching; we
for its discourse has shaped understand-

ings of gay and lesbian sexuality for over a century. Jonathan

G N b s
uller cites Nietzsche's reading of causality as an example of the

decor i i
nstruction of a naturalized, “taken] for granted” formation

Nietzsc| i ’
he shows, in Culler’s words, how the “concept of causal
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structure is not something given as such but rather the product
of a precise tropological or rhetorical operation, a chronologische
Umdrehung or chronological reversal” performed through me-
tonymy or metalepsis.' That is, only after what will become an ef-
fect has occurred does one seek, and thereby produce, its cause. In
this sense, the deconstruction of causality does not constitute the
elimination of causality; instead, “[tJo deconstruct causality one
must operate with the notion of cause and apply it to causation it-
self.”'* The project of this book s to decenter homosexual etiology
from gay and lesbian politics by reading causality against itself.'*
After examining the language o’f:tiolngy in arguments for gay and
lesbian equity, this study asks what happens when we acknowl-
edge and even embrace the abject tropes of homosexual reproduc-

tion. Informed by that phobic mythology, these chapters comprise

1 a

amodern bestiary ofh c bad i trauma,
“evil reading,” gion, choice, recruiti ining the
p bra of homophobic history sur ding each, while con-

sidering how each may prove itself perversely useful.'”

As such, Lost Causes participates in the movement in queer the-
ory against assimilationist politics and “homonormativity”"—that
is, as Lisa Duggan putsiit, “a politics that does not contest dominant
heteronormative assumptions and institutions, but upholds and
sustains them, while promising . . . a privatized, depoliticized gay

cultureanchoredind icityand ption.""* Because theo-
ries of biological determinism and corollaries like “born gay” claim
a ical diffe between h lity and h li

8
ty, they also, ironically, serve efforts of assimilation by allaying fears

of queer increase. But a gay activist agenda determined to repudiate
whatever makes heterosexuals uneasy is doomed forever to perpet-
uate those anxieties. Reading homosexual reproduction presents
an opportunity to explore ideas that have been deemed politically
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imun;-‘ur.ikshnam These con-
and Valerie Trawd call “ropics that
”&MMW
g A hind tendnd o place off-Bimits to legati-
am«gr;nkm 2 . e
mm«hﬂs\-@i epressed —shumetal PR :g\
xmgp&&-&k;ﬂrs&mdmmm =
" S o same 2 “seemm to vindicate antigay
:l:vnlia”'m 2 o s
;m«‘ﬁm:mmgmrﬂ,’ e
e o James Weidon Jomson s T Ausvbingrapiey of a= Ex-
Clnimesi Mo, dnmgenous knondindige i Tie Wl of Lomelimess, conta-
o iz Burmoweed Time, amd traema i T Nighe Wasch,
a4 ot of seference for 2y study of queer in-
coesse is Jolin D'Emilin’s pathbreaking 1983 5 “Capital
amd Gay Ideatity,” which traces the : F
ditions that allowed some men and women to “become gay.” He
wries:

anseomN.

Sxed social minority composed for all time of a cer-
tin percentage of the population. There are more of us than one
h&dmmmdmmﬁ,‘ym%&mhm
may very well be more gay men and lesbians in the future.**

D'En:dms historical assertion, “there are more of us,” and predic-
tion, Ihtre’ may be even more of us,” imply a political message as
well: There's nothing wrong with more of us' My sentiments are the
::::‘:Z, task ns nothistorical. Thus the more immediate critical
_— m‘s Pproject com'e from the work of scholars who, though
Pt e::f‘s‘ lhe' etiology of homosexuality, address cither
s mdlnglmcnal reproduction of 83y, lesbian, and bisex-
et aain ,::szures,' or the metaphorical and fantasmatic re-

xuality as such. The former includes Kathryn

6



R. Kents hwkoneaﬂyhﬂlﬁeﬂi—mnnyfﬂnininemin
Malmg Giris mmto Women. which examines representations of the
“wavs fesbians are ‘made " —which is to 53y, in Kent's words, “queer
mdm‘ﬁan':l(auisamabcmvthmdranbuqir
<cated: muost often it is named “lesbian identity” and its production
sdammdxunnsmaur_lnl-kn m&Gn.Dand . Halperin

lso Jifhe 1 .

y and that of
<Culture, tracing the socullq:uh:hmdg:ymk‘ukun." He
dxns-ths.and.a.l.mngthx g;ynesanbeshandrlhothﬂs

d itted to them,” but dly sep “gayness” from
sexuality, nmngdmhgs mtzlhnghseabat-haamo-
ther b oc b ey H duc-

tion operates, for him, as the active pu-penuﬁnn ofa snbcnhm
same-sex desire remains biologically determined.

A second thread ofinquiry i in more
hypothetical terms that do not exclude dm.re Guy Hocquenghem
borrows a mot from Gustav Macé: homosexuals are “people who,
though not procreating, have a marked tendency to multiply.”
Drawing on Deleuze and Guattari, he outlines a horizontal, not
vertical, web of affiliation: Homusexul pmduchon takes place
according to a rnode of non-limitati I relations, het-

1 g to one of hierarchical suc-
cession.™* ln the same tradmon, E. L. McCallum and Mikko
Tuhkanen have asked “how lineage can become nonlinear or
nonfiliative—or might we even become uninvested in lineage as
a temporal paradigm in favor of new ways to figure our relation to
each other through time”?** Tuhkanen imagines “a process of non-
fliation, a queer breeding” that eludes the mandate of reproductive
futurism.” To these we might add recent work by Peter Coviello,
who finds in Whitman a queer paternity enabled by metaphorical
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e critical works is richly provocative, but

* Each of thes! >
Fac tion about queer in-

no sustained conversa!
their forays tend to be iso-

surrogacy-
among them there is :
crease and homosexual reproduchoAn: ) e
lated and discontinuous. Scholars view homosexual reproduction

variously as a phobic myth, as (in some sense) an empirical reality,
and as a salutary gay fantasy. For some it is a central concern, but
for many it is a peripheral issue; some focus on etiology, while oth-
ers address queer increase; some are anxious to isolate the social
reproduction of gay cultures from the cultivation of gay desires,
while otherswelcome theslippage ofthat distinction.** This project
aims to deepen and sustain that critical conversation by approach-
ing the question of homosexual reproduction through theories of
causality derived from psychoanalysis and literature, which index

the complexity within notions ofh I reproduction and ex-
tend beyond conventional cause and effect to discover retroactive,
absent, contingent, and impossibl, lities. That task draws on

recent queer studies of temporality, including work by Caroline
Dinshaw, Elizabeth Freeman, and Judith Halberstam, which com-
plicate the seemingly obvious, but frequently unreliable, logic of
before-and-after that subtends conventional causality.*®

Instances of extraordinary causality serve as a reminder of the
queer difference within what can perhaps too easily seem the re-
production of h | that is, the replication of
5.zy and lesbian cultures and identities. Where previous discus-
sions .largely address the proliferation of gay identities and cul-
tures in a positive sense (that s,
socially judged less than desirabl

as coherent entities, even when
e), 1 am equally concerned with

:d m“ :f_‘mf)'. dlﬂem:ce, and nonmeaning. I therefore use the
Jess interch °mosexual,” “gay and lesbian” and “queer” more or
angeably, but | distinguish between

- . i “homosexuality”
queerness” (1 choose homosexual reproduction,” not “gay
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and lesbian reproduction,” precisely because the retrograde impli-
cations of “homosexual” befit the formerly shaming tropes of cau-
sation examinéd heré.j” While the reproduction of gay and lesbian

cultures and identities consti areproduction of. the

reproduction of queerness means the proliferation of difference:
not only the difference that Derrida associates with writing and
that indicated by the Real in Lacan’s model of the Symbolic or-
der, but also the difference that Lee Edelman describes as queer
negativity. Edelman writes, “queerness cannot be severed from
its structuring negativity and that every effort to give it a literal
referent, a determinate content, reflects our investment as social I"
subjects in eliminating what's queer.”* Ifhomosexuality can be as-
similated to heteronormative culture, as with the inclusion of gay,
lesbian, and bisexual people in the military and, increasingly, the
institution of marriage, queerness is by definition unassimilable,
bolic order,

resistant not only to hege identity, law, the Sy
narrative closure—but also to the fixity of its own meaning. And in
the effort to think about causation in queerer terms, psychoanaly-
sis and literature, the realms of the analyst and the detective, offer
hermeneutic methods attuned to negativity, indeterminacy, and
impossibility.

ANALYST AND DETECTIVE
There can be no misunderstanding that is not based on a
fundamental relation to truth.

Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: Volume One

Despite the noxious purposes that figures of corrupting friends,
recruiting teachers, and other predatory queers are made to serve,
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i | reproduction are
derogatory notions of homosexua
ren the B i vey something that queer observers

ooy .&l mvlkdgt: M;;:ln the workings of desire and culture.
i such tropes, the wager of this book is that literature
In examining

in etiologi-
psychoanalysis are not merely the sources of certain etiolog
dm—nmb‘r the detective plot and the case study—but

1Mﬂwdsﬁrthjnﬁngabo\ll etiology as a form and homo-
sexnal etiologies in particul - In i etiology constil a
specific narrative form, while causality supplies an underlying prin-
ciple of parmative as such. Aristotle defines narrative as a causally
related series of occurrences, and E. M. Forster explains that a plot

hasis falli ity
i e of events. th falling Jity"3 Clearly
ch a5 the detective plot f d ion, but even nar-

geor P 24
ratives that appear d with it presuppose causal connec-

tions among events. There can be no functional narrative without
the presumption of causality, which upholds effects of realism and
coberence.™ As Roland Barthes writes, "Although in narrative they
are never pure, temporality and causality seem to us to found a sort

¢ N ligibil dability ™ When causal relations are
0ot specified, we infer them; they still seem tacitly at work. As a
namative form, etiology informs any origin myth—any story, we
might say, of“how the leopard got his spots.”™ But it finds its great-
et Puan in matters of deviance and sin, illness and disorder, ex-
emplified in the irst question of Paradise Lost: “what cause / Mov'd
our Grand Parents ... to fall off
his will"»”
novel, with
the ens

/ From their Creator, and transgress
Stephen Kern regards the nineteenth.

; -century murder
its "clear and inisti
. strongly deterministic causal factors,” as

e causality. With this procliv-
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That is certainly true in psychoanalytic theory, where the case
study attempts to identify the origins of an individual's suffering.
Inan early essay, Freud designates factors that have “an unambigu-
ous and specific relation to the aetiology of the individual major
neuroses.™ Psychoanalytic case studies share literary structures,
and the chain of analogies linking doctor, analyst, reader, and de-
tective is well known. Philip Rieff famously calls Freud a “master
of detection” comparable to Sherlock Holmes.*! For Freud the goal
of the analyst is that of the detective: to produce a narrative of the
past that identifies the cause of a present disorder, whether psychic
or social. Calling Freud “as much a novelist as he is an analyst,”
Steven Marcus suggests that patients come to Freud with fragmen-
tary narratives; indeed, “illness amounts at least in part to suffer-
ing from an incoherent story or an inadequate narrative account of
oneself.™* Judith Roof concurs: “Narrative defines the parameters
of analysis, setting an imagined whole story against the patient’s
partial one.™* Other scientific etiologies—from Darwin to today’s
biological determinism—also formally engage with literary tradi-
tions, offering narratives in which the past causes something in the

h I
PsY

hnol

present. But | and are also
for unmaking narratives. Both reserve a central place for indeter-
minacy and overdetermination and both have the potential to de-
naturalize "common sense” about such issues as sexuality, agency,
signification, and identity.

How then might literature and psychoanalysis intervene in
queer etiologies? To outline how their premises might be devel-
oped, 1 want briefly to sketch some recurring threads of the fol-
lowing chapters’ arguments and answer some implicit questions
about the presuppositions of this project with reference to liter-
ary texts and Freud’s case study, “The Psychogenesis of a Case of
Homosexuality in a Woman.”
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is, 11 ¢ sl gest sense o)
‘ ction of homosexual ctiology is, in the stronge i
P The Charioteer, Mary Renault compares

cidable. In "
the term, undecida ! e o
ung soldier Laurie’s homosexuality to his friend Andrew's

g i drew is
)s 2 British conscientious objector during World War 1. Andrew is
a S

aly in “one of those army families where every second or
Jom:

an an X X
a musician perhaps, or a bril-

third generation throws off a sport, N . he
liant agricultural crank.™* He is a “sport,” a mutation, because he
resists war, but that difference signifies sexually as well: Havelock
Ellis named homosexuality “a ‘sport,’ or variation, one of those or-
ganic aberrations which we see throughout living nature.™* Andin
Andrew’s account, conscientious objectors, like gay men, are seen
a lutionary dead end: “Sub iously they feel we're a bio-
logical loss and ought not to have women or propagate ourselves.™*
But if they are not encouraged to reproduce sexually, pacifists
are believed to proli lly through the t ission of
dangerous ideas. Another soldier warns Laurie against intimacy
with Andrew, asking, “That kid that does the ward at night, the
young one, properly took to you, hasn’t he?” Laurie is noncommit-
tal, but Reg continues: “What I'm getting at, Spud, you want to
watch it. No offense.” When Laurie persists in his incomprehen-
sion, Reg must be more explicit: “I mean the law. ... Because that's
an offense. Seducing His Majesty’s troops from their allegiance.™”
Ironically, Andrew is not attempting to seduce Laurie into treason,
but Laurie is rather actively trying to seduce Andrew into homo-
sexuality—orat any rate, into a relationship with him.

Much like pacifism in The Charioteer,
explained both as an innate quality, a “sport” of nature, and as an

acquired corruption, the result of seduction, even by
observers as Freud, Ke

mosexuality conjure
that one could be box

homosexuality has been

y such august
0 notes that late Victorian accounts of ho-
d multiple causes: “many experts believed
™ to homosexuality, be seduced into it, and
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catch it like some discase.* Freud, as we know, departs from
Victorian sexology, but he too finds the etiology of homosexuality
paradoxical. In “Psychogenesis,” whose title plainly announces its
concern with origins, his question is much like today’s: Is homo-
sexuality innate or acquired? His ambivalent answer shows how
complicated that question must be. Freud cites numerous postna-
tal causes of the young woman'’s homosexuality, including a revival
of her Oedipal complex at puberty and her disappointment when
her mother, not herself, bore her father’s child. While he feels that
he has proven the acquired status of her condition, he admits some
discomfort:

a part even of this acquired disposition (if it was really ac-
quired) has to be ascribed to inborn constitution. So we see in
practice a continual mingling and blending of what in theory
we should try to separate into a pair of opposites—namely, in-
herited and acquired characters.*

The structure of this “pair of opposites” repeats throughout the
essay’s prolonged traversal of opposing claims. Having asserted
that homosexuality is, in this case, both inherited and acquired,
he turns again, concluding that it is “congenital” and not “late-

quired”h lity.*° Beyond th , however, Freud
is divided on the question itself: “whether this was a case of con-
genital or acquired homosexuality, will be answered by the whole
history of the patient’s abnormality and its development. The study
of this will show how far this question is a fruitless and inapposite
one.”! The task is “fruitless,” yet it must be engaged; the question
can and cannot be answered; the project is and is not intrinsically
valid. Each “pair of opposites” leads further from the polarized
certainties of our time, with a “both/and” logic that contradicts
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both sexual difference and object choice
i itical in “Psychogenesis™ is
posed to rely. What is mast critical yehog

e s sum of them all: Freud's mixture

single assertion but the V .
:::—.f\:-m ce and radical doubt amid the uncertainty of
of ey

the essavs warring condusions.
The methodoiogical problems haunting extant biological-
it studics suggest that, like Freud, we should be at least
agmostic on the question of causality. rather than embracing theo-
ries swch as the “mar gene™—and that is to 2 large degree my at
tiwde here. This book does not attempt to answer the question of
Camsation: RS peovect is ot oatokogival. R its subject is the repre-
sentativn o queerness and queer increase. But 1 would go turther
than suspending rodgment. Science will never find the bialogical
camse of boencsexuality, ot because there is no biclogical cause
bat becanse there is no homosexuality: what that term names
s oo beterogenecus to totalize. To borrow from Judith Butler,
“the "being’ of being bomosexual” must remain in question, for
“hoemoservality” is a collocation of terms, ¢ach with its own re-
hatioa to biology. coatingency, culture, volition, and mutability.
It can describe: S desire, consciously acknowl-
edged h" "““1 acts, affective bonding, a private identity,
;::‘ "’mY (sometimes) gender nonconformity, (various)
commitments and political leanings, morphological self-

fashioning, and/or myriad forms of )
cultures. Pace “born i engagement with queer sub-

the “eitheg 06 00 which

some of these dimensions a tentl,
mutable. Changi ity i T penty
Naomt o :":)S:na.llty is afterall, precisely the intention of
.hh""‘l.m o ‘: b;Dl g which attempts to influence people to
201t Hopr :xsh ing s-sniﬁfs apublic, politicized identity. In
Out Day viger ts c""Pil.sll Produced a National Coming
“Thisis wholn:/ho[“ message included the curious statement:
need to finally pe Who lam."9 *Who | am” is
)

"
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presumably, a man who loves men or a woman who loves women,
but ane can occupy this identity without “being” it, for to “be” gay
is, in this context, to be out and visible.

2. The alig of innate/acquired with minoritizing /universalizi

sature culture, and pro-gay;anti-gay is itself unstable. One need not
accept all of Freud's assertions on homosexual etiology to grasp

how psychoanalysis unravels seemingly obvious ideas about the

arigins of desire. Psychoanalytic theary offers compelling reasons
to see same-sex desire as innate that have nothing to do with bio-
logical determinism and do not exclude the possibility that homo-
sexuality is also acquired. “Born gay™ and “gay gene” thetaric as-
sumes that homasexuality may be deemed cither innate, natural,
and biological (ostensibly a pro-gay stance), or acquired, learned,
and socially constructed (regarded as 2 homophobic view).
C pondingly, biological-determinist theories detfend what
Ewe Kosotsky Sedgwick terms a minoritizing model of sexuality, in
which “there is a distinct population of people who ‘really are” gay,”
rather than the universalizing model in which “sexual desire is an

unpredictably powertul solvent of stable identities.™* Although for
Sedgwick neither position has an inherent political valence—they
perate simull ly to maintain h ti tures—
both pro-gay and anti-gay arguments now presume that the mi-
noritizing notion of natal homosexuality secves gay interests.

In “Psychogenesis,” as we have seen, Freud entertains the pos-
sibility that homosexuality can be both innate and acquired, trou-
bling the polarized terms of today’s etiologies. How can this be? In
Three Essays on the Theory o] Stxuallry, he considers but rejects the
theory of congenital i Is” diffe cannot be
innate because “it is possible to show that very early in their lives
a sexual impression occurred which left a permanent after-effect
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y to homosexuality. One must always
heterosexual—out of a long and neces-
with sociality, leaving behind a

le the capacity for same-sex desire

hape of 2 tendenc!

in the s
|—or

become homosexud )
sarily incomplele negotiation
ity. Whil

olymorphous perversi "
ipsi]:'nm that desire does not constitute homosexuality, but rather

3

one aspect of an undifferentiated libido; there can be no natal ho-
se both homo- and heterosexuality depend on

mosexuality becau: ‘
s restriction in the choice of object. Both homosexuality and

h lity require the recognition of sexual diffe to set

| in motion the narrowing of infantile perversity into more or less
acceptable channels.

Soalthough Freud’s notion that same-sex desire is natural and
innate shares crucial premises with today’s “born gay,” it produces
precisely the opposite conclusion, for it does not serve the effort

I population. In his case against
the biological imperative, Martin Duberman evokes Sedgwick’s
i ing model: “Most h s are delighted with the
suggestion that homosexuality is inborn. It then becomes a trait
confined to a small number of people who are distinctly Other,
wholly unrelated to oneself.™" Freud, however, proffers a univer-
salizing theory of innate same-sex desire: “all human beings are
capable of making a homosexual object-choice and have in fact
made o:-i“ fheir unconscious.™* His theory of what causes ho-
moseru; ntn: ns‘]til;:s m:n b:c:;“'d version of “born this way” that
'»"“'“ ) innate/acquired with minoritizing/

uaiversalizing, Although extendin, ; - 8
a0 beings” evacuates the g 8 queer potential to “all hu-
the basis oy oot i nction of innate homosexuality as

Turidical protection from bi . .

theory s aleo pogi ; ias, Freud's universalizing
sce “the corollary ofd:::‘g s 'j"'")' Abelove contends,
28 tha that people cnp, d:‘ ascription of minority status
minority need no longer think

delineate a separate h
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of themselves as in some important way homosexual t0o.”® The
Freudian view allows same-sex desire to remain, in Sedgwick’s
words, “an issue of continuing, determinative importance in the
lives of people across the spectrum of sexualities.”® One might
compare this universalizing theory of innate same-sex desire
to that of Adrienne Rich in “Compulsory Heterosexuality and
Lesbian Existence,” which also rejects the oppositions that struc-
ture today's etiological discourse. Instead of making innate homo-
sexuality and voluntary homosexuality antithetical, Rich suggests
that only by choosing lesbianism can women restore the organic fe-
male orientation from which they have been culturally alienated”

3. Etiological projects are structured by multiple forms of retroaction.
As Culler notes, the putative sequencing of cause-before-effect is
subject to critical reversal: “If the effect is what causes the cause to
become a cause, then the effect, not the cause, should be treated
as the origin.™ The same complication of temporality can be ob-
served in the etiological narratives ofli and psych 1

as they examine past events to determine the cause of some pres-
ent disorder. In psychoanalysis, that disorder is typically neurosis,
while in literature it tends to be crime; both constitute a traumatic
break in ordinary temporality. James M. Bromley explains that
“[e]tiologies, by definition, cast a pective ing on previ

ous events; as such, they structurally resemble traditional narra-
tives in terms of closure.™ In each case, closure requires the or-
derly narration of causes and effects that have been obscured or
disrupted. Writing on the detective novel, Slavoj Zizek calls the
crime “an event that cannot be integrated into symbolic reality be-
cause it appears to interrupt the ‘normal’ causal chain,” turning
events into a “lawless sequence” that the detective must correct by
renarrating the series of events in proper order.* Barthes makes
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n effect of “postponed causality” “detec-
backwards, the fascinating and
the event from its cause; the de-
ety in its bureaucratic form,

2 similar point, noting 2!  efie
tive work consists in filling in,
unendurable interval separating

nation of the entire soci

i emal : it
tective, figure of the ancient solver of riddles

hen becomes the modern er of
;C;:dipus), who puts an end to the terrible why of things.”* Both

indicate that somehow the inaugural moment of the plot produces
2 disturbance in causality and temporality, but Zizek attributes
that disturbance to the crime and Barthes locates it in the crime’s
solution. Both are correct: the etiological project of the detective
narrative can reestablish “the ‘normal’ causal chain” only through
abnormal methods, through the retroactive construction of
events. Distorted temporality is a symptom of the problem, but it
is also the very mechanism of the solution.

In psychoanalysis as well, the etiological project works through
temporal disorder to amend temporal disorder. Freud believes
that a case study such as “Psychogenesis” should delineate causal
relations that function definitively backward or forward, yet the
young woman's story presents a “a disturbing state of affairs” re-
garding “aetiological factors that decide a given result” he can
only narrate it backward and cannot predict the eventual effects
ﬁ‘o-m what he has identified as the causal factors. Freud attributes
this failure to the multiple factors at work in the case, but the real
problem is the form of etiological narrative:

tion canalways be recognized with certainty if we follow the line of
z.mlyiios, v{herezs to predict it along the line of synthesis is impos-
s.bk‘_ With its other notable paradoxes, the case yokes together
certainty and impossibility to describe th . .
causality in the Psychoanalytic method:
into the past in order '

“the chain of causa-

e function of retroactive
Freud proceeds backward
her things, the operations
Puts it, “mental causality
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seemed to have one peculiarity that set it apart from the rest of na-
ture: in the mind, the present could alter the past.™”

Perhaps this is why there is also something atemporal, unnatu-
ral, and uncertain about causal relations. Lacan argues that causal-
ity as such is disturbed causality: “Whenever we speak of cause, on
the other hand, there is always something anti-conceptual, some-
thing indefinite. ... In short, there is cause only in something that
doesn’t work.”" And Barthes, from a rather different perspective,
concurs. The same texts that foreground the restoration of causal
order are also “constituted by the disturbance of causality, as if
the spectacle (‘notability,” one should say) began where causal-
ity, without ceasing to be affirmed, already contained a germ of
deterioration, as if causality could be consummated only when it
began to rot, to disintegrate.” In such texts, literature joins psy-
choanalysis in addressing the contingency and artificiality of what
pass for etiological conclusions, whether in the detective story or
the case study: both exercises in logic are inextricable from logical
fallacies such as post hoc propter hoc. Conventional etiologies pro-
duce merely the illusion of coherent meaning out of chaos.

4. Sexuality itselfis subject to multiple forms of retroaction. Homosexual

iologies are no exception to the paradoxical of etiological

irparticular deftectsinevitablyengagewith
the temporal ordering of heteronormative society.™ Thatis why retro- |
activityand unsequencing in narratives of queer causality function so
intricately with and against the backwardness of etiological narrative I
as such. As Kathryn Bond Stockton shows, among the many forms of| i
retroactive construction to which the queer child is subject, the later |

ofanearlyh lity is crucial.” But this retroactivity

extends beyond the queer child to his straight brother: it is not that

all children are born straight, but that their organic straightness has

butth
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the fxct by the same discourse in which “after-
mg‘gniiyperms'on.'lhzl process
. fh fori
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been iovented after
-udas'rh-?"'”"?“f‘"“
deviant status ofits object, as opposed to the un-
questioned privilege of beterosexuality. As Paul Morrison observes,
mmwmmwmw,'whnemkham
mm‘hax&an&dmspukitsmme,’m
-mdb;sﬂdmky’w\minDovaqvSibyiVamﬁlkin
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o naturakee b lity, proponents of biological determini
b showing th Iness of b lity, the
wars m which # must #tself be tanght, learned, communicated—in
short. caltarally reproduced. They merely ask that homosexuality be
accoeded the same *pervilege of unknowing. ™
Oue of the most pernicioas effects of “born gay,” then, is its
mmpbct coroflary. “born straight.” which obscures all the ways in
vhech beteromormatrve cukare works systematically to interpel-
hm'“mmﬁﬁm@inﬂmm incen-
trves, aad threats. Those who, ke the opponents of Annise Parker,
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me a dear little housewife.”” Neighbors invite her to dinner par-
ties that are “insistent upon sex distinction,” including, as they
approach the dining room, a “solemn and very ridiculous proces-
sion, animals marching into Noah's Ark two by two.” Finally, of
course, her mother banishes her from home after her failure to
recruit Stephen as a heterosexual.™ The violence with which the
Right denounces “born gay” owes much to this dynamw itis ll\e

effort to conceal the I form of h I rep
that impels the association of h lity with 1 (dis-
cursive or ic) proliferation and h lity with natural

(sexual or genetic) increase. From the mythology of the institution
to the habitus of the individual, the specter of queers’ unnatural

duction secures h lity's claim to 1 the
essenua] falsehood is not that homosexuality is artificially and ret-
ly duced, but that h lity is not. In the chap-

ters that follow such questions of retroaction, sexuality, etiology,
and narrative form take shape in the belated formation of lesbian
identity through the act of reading, the ways in which queerness
“returns from the future” to a text, the backward invention of gay

the peculiar temporality of the coming-out narrative,
the impossible choice of sexual and racial identities, and the in-
sistence of non-chronological narrative forms, as well as Lacan’s
notion of a cause produced, impossibly, by its own effects.
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Conclusion

Maultiply and Divide

The Leshuan Avengers. an actrvast group foemaed m the 19905, re-
spoaded to phabec of b d dection with 2
shogan, “We Revruit.” an!achul:"'l‘apecusmw
recrust, revrust, recru!” Echoing Harvey Milk's fassows hae
about recruiting voters, “We Revruit” is a parody of anki-gay pare-
00k, even if observers oa the Right, apparently delicient ia iroay,
have quoted it widely as evidence of the speakers’ real intentivas.
Functioning not descriptively but performatively, “We Recruit™
resembles another “untrue” statement, the second-wave feminist
axiom, “we are all lesbians.™ The latter is not a statement of fact,
nor is it merely a peocl: ion of solidarity with a vuloerabk
group; itis a verbal i againstap ); lady—that
is, the effort to shame heterosexual feminists by calling them les-
bians. “We Recruit” functions as a similar remedy, for embrac-
ing the mythalogy of acquired homosexuality is the only way not
to be terrorized by it—the only way to avoid the contortions of
disavowal. A similar gesture informs Lee Edelman’s No Future.
Di ingthe fig I burden forcedontheq 5 fre-
ductive futuri the burden of ing all that obviates

the future—he takes a contrarian view: “Rather than rejecting,
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with liberal discourse, this ascription of negativity to the queer,
we might, as  argue, do better to consider accepting and even em.
bracing it.” And where homosexual reproduction is concerned,
claiming an abject identity, even if that claiming is a rhetorica]
gesture, is an act of resistance to mortifying accusations.

Instead of pitting biological determinism against anti-gay no.
tions of homosexual reproduction, that is, we would do better to
accept the unnatural proliferation with which queer people are
charged. We should own the mythology of homosexual reproduc-
tion, because imagining a world in which more homosexuals are
welcome is essential to producing a world in which any homo-
sexuals are welcome. Equity does not require more queer people,
but it requires a culture in which the idea of more queer people is
not regarded as disastrous. Referring to Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick'’s
1991 essay “How To Bring Your Kids Up Gay,” Michael Warner

b

1 W

argues that is not
overcome only by actively imagining a necessarily and desirably
queerworld,” although at the time of his writing, in 1993, “the idea
that the emergence of more queers might be a desirable outcome
remains unthinkable.™ Today that idea is thinkable, and to pursue
it means abandoning a minoritizing narrative in which same-sex
desire is so feeble and “self-limiting” that there is “no scenario in
which [it] spreads throughout a population.™
One version of the Lesbian Avengers’ counterintuitive claim
may emerge from the vexed question of choice. As the previous
chapter suggested, many observers, both pro-gay and anti-gay, be-
lieve that the claim that 8y and lesbian identities can be chosen
devalues these identities.* The assertion that homosexuality is the
::’:“i:"‘;‘ei:ad;:?allvolition, they say, implies that it can be \‘:
erwise. That is why :iyr: :4"“ could and should, choose o b i
arcus answers the question posed by his

ity can be

186
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book’s title, Is It A Choice? by asserting that we “don’t get a choice
about our feelings of sexual attraction.”” The concept of choice has
become so inextricable from homophobia that many gay and les-
bian people treat choice as essentially noxious. In 2000, at the final
debate of the U.S. presidential campaign, then-President George
Bush and Senator John Kerry paused to consider an issue distant
from the usual matters of public policy. Moderator Bob Scheiffer
asked, “Both of you are opposed to gay marriage. But to under-
stand how you have come to that conclusion, I want to ask you a
more basic question. Do you believe homosexuality is a choice?”
What may have seemed a philosophical question had obvious po-
litical implications: while Kerry's assertion that “it’s not a choice”
signaled his support for gay rights, Bush’s “I don't know” needed
only to refuse that narrative to align him with the competing story
in which homosexuality represents a sinful “lifestyle.” The same
suppositions were evident in the chorus of denunciation that greet-
ed presidential candidate Bill Richardson in August 2007, when he
said that he belicved homosexuality was “a choice,” although his
next remarks affirmed his support for gay rights.”

So abhorrent is the notion of choosing to be gay or lesbian that
when actor Cynthia Nixon came out in 2012, her remarks were
met with outrage in LGBT communities. As Nixon tells it:

1gave a speech recently, an empowerment speech to a gay audi-
ence, and it included the line “I've been straight and I've been
gay, and gay is better.” And they tried to get me to change it,
because they said it implies that homosexuality can bea choice.

And for me, it is a choice."

It makes no difference that she identified as gay, embraced queer
culture, and did not pretend to speak for anyone other than

187
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herself: choice is always anathema.'! Why would anyone choose
to be gay? A website created by an apparently well-meaning
straight couple to support their gay son answered that question
with a chart listing eleven “positives” and “negatives” of homo.
sexuality. The “negatives” range from violent death to eternal
damnation; the “positives,” repeated eleven times, are “none.”?
The message is clear: no rational person would choose to be gay
because being gay is an unmitigated calamity. But to assert that
no one would ever choose a gay or lesbian life is to assert that ho-

lity is intrinsically a hardship to be borne by hapless vic-
tims; that is the unmistakable message when those who note the
“ ives” of h lity do not recognize their exteriority,

3
their historicity, their contingency. In their haste to combat anti-

gay polemics, proponents of “born gay” have created a discourse
whose cringing attitude (“We can't help it! No one would choose
such an fate!”) categorically rejects the possibility that same-sex
desire could be wanted.'

What would it mean, then, to say that “we choose”? As we have
seen, The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man is structured by the
narrator’s “impossible” ability to define his own racial and sexual
identities. Johnson's novel makes the seemingly absurd proposition
that a man may choose his race and sexuality. At the end of the text
the nameless narrator takes a wife as deliberately as he becomes 2
white man, putting behind him other affiliations and modes of de-
sire, even if he half-regrets that turn: *I cannot repress the thought,
that, affer all, have chosen the lesser part.”* While such conscious
Sdf-lrah‘ng is by no means commonplace in gay and lesbian com-
tunities, there is a long pro-choice tradition in lesbian, gay; b*
s:n;l,ﬂ i Mr ::ugln. {“ 1980, Adrienne Rich's “Compulsory
“preference- a:ynd Lesbian Existence” revealed heterosexval

ically less organic and volitional than it app“"d'
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and lesbianism as more so. Some lesbian feminists have been assert.
ing their choice of sexual identities and partners for decades; where-
as today the idea that homosexuality might be chosen is met with
outrage, Rich’s refe to “women who have chosen women” and
“the act of choosing a woman lover” were then among her least con-
tentious claims.' For his part,]ohn D’Emilio suspects that the rush
to embrace biological d is motivated by the fear that

“if we did have a choice, we might choose otherwise.” But, he con-
cludes, “1 would also like to know that we might embrace our sexual
identity even if we discovered we had a choice.™® More recently,
Donna Minkowitz acknowledges that there are “grains of truth”
in right-wing charges about acquired homosexuality: “Maybe you
didn't choose to be gay—that’s fine. But 1 did.””

Of course, we cannot really choose to be gay—not because
sexuality is biologically determined and not because being gay is a
catastrophe. Instead, as we have seen in The Night Watch, contin-
gency plays a signal role; and as psychoanalytic theory and myriad
strands of post-structuralist thought remind us, we are not free
subjects, but subject to the anarchic unconscious and the ideo-
logical constraints of our time and place. There is no agency where
the disposition of the libido is concerned. We cannot choose our
desires; indeed, we cannot even truly know them. Yet we must
both acknowledge the impossibility of this choice and demand our
notional right to choose queerness, for a culture in which homo-
sexuality cannot be chosen is surely a culture of coercion. In the
biological-determinist argument, freedom depends on straight
culture’s belief that there is no voluntary homosexuality. When
Marcus assures his reader that her sexuality is *innate, immutable,
and uniquely your own,” he affirms the sovereign liberal subject
by negating that subject’s agency to shape her or his own desire.”*

Here, doxically, freedomisfoundin P the

P




of homaosexuals. we are told. depends on their inability to choose
homusexuality. We are free to live as gav onl
st te live as gav. In a world governed by that Katkaesque proposi.
sis(imz~ s;n the right to choose the impossible starts to look

Iy reasonabl It is worth imagining a world in we recruit,

Tone as W
ong as we do not

tion, in:

we choos;, we increase: all three may be untenable, but the gesture
of affirming the impossible may yet be vitally important.

The impossibility of that claiming opens onto the dimension
of difference and negativity inherent in all narratives of identity
and ity, their -from-th Ives. That negativ-
ity crucially complicates any engagement with the tropes of ho-
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mosexual reproduction; it is all that prevents “we recruit” or “we
choose” from becoming merely another etiological narrative, for
as Annamarie Jagose writes, “queer is less an identity than a cri-
tique of identity.”” Q bles evoll

and variation as an insistence of pure difference; in literature, as
we have seen, it takes the form of an absent cause in Dorian Gray,
an abyssal deferral of meaning in The Well of Loneliness, contin-
gency in The Night Watch, anti-futurism in Borrowed Time, and
the instability of identity in The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored
Man. Queerness tempers the rigidity of identity and identity poli-
tics with endless variation, eternal difference. The stakes are clear:
for Edelman, theories of difference always confront the “danger
of regressing from difference to presence, from relations without
any positive terms to relations among differences or identities

that tempt us to know them ‘in themselves* This is the problem
with und ding h n

X ] production merely as gay cul
:ure begetting gay culture, for that generates what Sedgwick calls
separatist assimilation”—the ist diffe from the norm

be .
d“o:es meaningless when the scission of that difference is fe°
uced te . !
ed to the sameness of an ldentity category. Biological etiologies
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promoh‘ a tantasy of assimilation and liberal inclusion by repre-
sentingh Is as fund, Ity distinct from h 1

as Sedgwick observes. The identity-based social movements or;
which gay and lesbian activism models itself, she writes, “claim the
right of seamless social assimilation for a group of people on the
basis of a separati d ding of them as emb

logical diffe " At once

dvi

g a stable
ist and assimilationist,

P
“born gay” produces a curious narrative of categorical difference
from heterosexuality and subsumption by it. By contrast, the
diffe i iated by q cannot serve the separatist

mode of “ethnic model” gay politics.

What then would it mean to imagine the reproduction of queer-
ness, dnﬂ'erence, conlmgency, negativity? What I have been calling
“h d both the social repro-

duction of rezlly existing, material gay and lesbian cultures and
identities and, antithetically, the reproduction of “lost,” retroac-
tive, and contingent causes. The former is a homosexual reproduc-
tion of sameness; the latter is a queer reproduction of difference.
Homosexuality and queerness necessarily have different relations
to causality: gay and lesbian identities and cultures reproduce or
“cause” themselves, but queerness is reproduced or “caused” by its
abjection from heteronormative culture.? Gay and lesbian identi-
ties and institutions perpetuate themselves over time—for exam-
ple, in the social reproduction of gay male culture that David M.

Halperin describes in How To Be Gay—whnle queerness troubles
lity mul-

the security of identities and i ions. I
tiplies, so to speak, but queerness divides. If literary texts often |
chronicle and sustain the dissemination of gay and lesbian identi-

ties and cultures, they also engzge with the queer impulse whose
not more of the same. Both

duction means more d
opente in and around The Picture of Dorian Gray through different
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A Wikde's h lity “returns from the
fotare” when twentieth-century g2y male culture invents itself
WMmmmmmmum«hnm
nss takes the place of the Lacanian Real as an absent cause thay
monetheless produces effects

Muww\mnmumgeﬂcrmm«mfm
ever i dobt; it is a soliciation of the inherent perversity in ew
m.ﬂm“\*~n\kwvinadnn«.as$d;m
ﬂwﬂhmdlhmmﬂk—@
thatit d g of intimacy, enjoyment, iden-
tification, politics, and community. The reproduction of queer-
-s-nlhelqam\‘.mlpesnn its multiplication as such will

division. D diffe as a negative space that
bes-ntmdloheou;w:damde intelligible, Jacques l(hahp
dly mp t m “diffe l.l.k( N

nhbﬁnn.dosnotnqnn&lﬁllmem,nmmthemo(nnsof
coasensus, sociality, and agreement that would want us to think of
theory as having always to pay tribute at the altars of sociality.”*
This is what is lost if “born gay” goes unquestioned or is replaced
by some other politically expedient meme, some other convenient
story about the etiology of homosexuality. And it is why the social
reproduction of gay male, bisexual, and lesbian cultures must be

ied by the propagation of q as an ongoing nego-
hahonnhdnﬂmna
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