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� Abstract We identify three trends in the recent sociology of sexuality. First, we
examine how queer theory has influenced many sociologists whose empirical work
observes sexuality in areas generally thought to be asexual. These sociologists also
elaborate queer theory’s challenge to sexual dichotomizing and trace the workings of
power through sexual categories. Second, we look at how sociologists bring sexuality
into conversation with the black feminist notion of “intersectionality” by examining
the nature and effects of sexuality among multiple and intersecting systems of identity
and oppression. A third trend in the sociology of sexuality has been to explore the
relationships between sexuality and political economy in light of recent market trans-
formations. In examining these trends, we observe the influence of globalization studies
and the contributions of sociologists to understanding the role of sexuality in global
processes. We conclude with the contributions sociologists of sexuality make toward
understanding other social processes and with the ongoing need to study sexuality itself.

INTRODUCTION

Over the past decade, the sociology of sexualities has experienced growth that
is at once queer and phenomenal. In its infancy and early childhood, the sociol-
ogy of sexualities was mainly the province of scholars interested in “deviance”
of one sort or another, and especially of the homosexual sort: the coping mech-
anisms of discredited and discreditable sexual beings (e.g., Leznoff & Westley
1956, Reiss 1961) and the “deviant sexual underworld of hustlers, prostitutes,
prisons, tearooms, baths, and bars” (Seidman 1996, p. 7; see, e.g., Humphreys
1970). As it came of age with sexual liberation movements in the 1970s and 1980s
and a budding interdisciplinary field of gay and lesbian studies, the sociology
of sexualities became more interested in sexuality as a basis of community and
political life. Ethnographers documented life in gay and lesbian communities (e.g.,
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Krieger 1983, Levine 1979, Newton 1972), political sociologists pulled lessons
from lesbian and gay movements (e.g., Adam 1987, Altman 1982, Ponse 1978,
Taylor & Whittier 1992) and studied the form and impact of sexuality-based dis-
crimination (e.g., Herek 1989, Jenness & Broad 1994, Schneider 1987), and survey
researchers continued to demonstrate the prevalence of both antigay sentiment and
non-normative sexual practices (e.g., Klassen et al. 1989, Laumann et al. 1994,
Reiss & Miller 1979).

At the same time, many sociologists drew heavily on the social construction-
ism donated by symbolic interactionists, phenomenologists, and labeling theorists
(e.g., Gagnon & Simon 1973, McIntosh 1981, Plummer 1981a), and by theorists
outside sociology such as Foucault (1978). The sociology of sexuality became
tightly linked to a denaturalizing project, demonstrating, as Epstein put it, that
“sexual meanings, identities, and categories were intersubjectively negotiated so-
cial and historical products—that sexuality was, in a word, constructed” (Epstein
1996b, p. 145; see, e.g., Greenberg 1988, Weeks 1985). Sociologists demonstrated
the variability of sexual meanings, identities, and categories; many shifted their
focal point from “the homosexual” as a fixed, natural, universal sort of being to
“homosexual” as a social category that “should itself be analyzed and its relative
historical, economic, and political base be scrutinized” as a
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in sexualities: to operationalize and then investigate the claims that sexual iden-
tities are “discursively produced” and unstable and that the social order rests on
“heteronormativity.”

Although it has been perhaps the most visible influence, queer theory has been
only one of several important influences on the field over the past decade. In this
chapter, we detail the new directions in the sociology of sexualities set in motion
by challenges in two other areas, as well. In taking up theory and research on
“intersectionality,” sociologists have begun to specify more concretely the ways
in which sexuality is intertwined with the cultural creation of other categories of
inequality (race, class, and gender). In taking up the political economy tradition,
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create new collective identities, and to disrupt existing collective identity bound-
aries” (Rupp & Taylor 2003, pp. 212–13). Drag performers use their bodies to
call attention to “the social basis of gender and sexuality,” to “expand the range
of possible gender and sexual categories and meaning, shaking up, questioning,
and reworking the lines between ‘us’ and ‘them’” (p. 220), and thus “to contest
dominant heterosexual gender codes” (p. 214). That is, they use their bodies and
identities for queer purposes.

The impact of queer theory can also be seen in studies of the institutional regula-
tion and management of sexualities, and in people’s responses to that regulation by
media, religion, kinship institutions, and political organizations. Walters (2001),
for example, in her examination of the “explosion of gay visibility” of the 1990s,
advocates a “third way” between the closet of invisibility, the cloistered ghetto, and
“the dubious status of public spectacle.” In this third way, gay identity is understood
as “never singular . . . but as also never separate from the vicissitudes of commer-
cialization and heterosexual, mainstream culture,” and “lesbians and gays are full
citizens in a society that is fundamentally altered by their inclusion” and forced to
“rethink and reimagine marriage, family, partnerships, sexual and gender identity,
friendships, love relationships” (Walters 2001, p. 24). She points to a visibility in
which sexual identities are plural and ever-moving, and in which queer visibil-
ity undercuts and challenges heteronormative assumptions. Similarly, Gamson’s
study of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender visibility on daytime television
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the classing of sexuality, and the sexualization of class. Collins’ widely-used Black
Feminist Thought (2000), which includes detailed discussions of sexuality—more
detailed in the second edition than in the first—serves as something of a tem-
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attractions. Drawing from Simon’
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and transformation of national identities. “Historical and contemporary studies
of nationalism and its predecessor, colonialism,” as Nagel puts it, “suggest that
building nations and national identities involves inspecting and controlling the
sexualities of citizens and condemning the sexualities of noncitizens and those
considered outside the sexual boundaries of the nation” (Nagel 2003, p. 166).

THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF SEXUALITY

In critiquing the common (and very popular) understanding of “the pleasures of the
body” as enduring and acultural, Altman (2001) points out that, “however seductive
the phrase, ‘the pleasures of the body’ cannot be separated from the world outside.”
He continues to remark that, “only when political and economic conditions allow
can we engage in ‘pleasures.’ Indeed, bodily pleasures are often shaped by political
and economic conditions” (Altman 2001, p. 2). Although feminist and gay scholars
have long pointed to the ways sexuality is structured by the economic system (e.g.,
D’Emilio 1983, Hartmann 1977, Pateman 1988, Rich 1980) and to commodified
sexuality (e.g., Fraser 1989, Hochschild 1983), sociologists of sexuality have taken
up the political economy of sexuality more recently. In part because of the rise
of globalization studies, sociologists of sexuality have moved to consider how
economic and political transformations have shaped sexual experiences, identities,
politics, and desires. In addition to those who look at how transnational processes
rely on and affect sexualities, some focus on the specifics of the transformation of
gay and lesbian movements into markets, while others look at sexuality to study
intersections between market transformations and sexual morality.

A small number of scholars have begun to look at how sexual meanings, pro-
cesses, and identities have been shaped in response to transnational institutions
and globalized flows of people, capital, and information. As Altman (2001) ar-
gues, understandings of and attitudes about sexuality are both affected by and
refl
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While globalization studies have begun to call our attention to transnational
economic and political processes, scholars who focus on the political economy of
sexuality within Western countries have tuned in especially to the growth since the
1990s of a gay and lesbian niche market, examining the repercussions of marketing,
and of commercialization more generally, on the gay and lesbian movement. Chasin
(2000), for instance, finds evidence in the transformation of the gay and lesbian
movement into a niche market of greater visibility for “gay men and lesbians with
money,” a sort of “unintended disenfranchisement [on the basis of race, class, and
gender] that is an effect of conceiving of political rights as market-based rights.”
She elaborates this critique by pointing to the market’s articulation of identity
that gives primacy to sexuality, thereby ignoring “differences among gay men
and lesbians, such as those of gender and race,” and a parallel tendency toward
a “nationalist,” pseudoethnic paradigm, since the group must be a definable and
identifiable market segment (Chasin 2000, pp. 7, 20, 45–46, 92; see also Fejes
2002, Gamson 2003, Sender 1999). Gamson (2003), in a study of gay Internet
companies, notes “the transformation of gay and lesbian media from organizations
answering at least partly to geographical and political communities into businesses
answering primarily to advertisers and investors.” He also notes an accompanying
“tightening of relationships between mainstream political organizations, nongay
corporations, and national gay and lesbian media.”

While these scholars focus on the impact of commercialization on sexual sub-
cultures, others examine sexuality and debates about sexuality to shed light on
broader market transformations. Stein (2001b), for example, examines public de-
bates over homosexuality in the context of broad economic transformations in
Oregon in the mid-1990s—particularly the migration of relatively wealthy Cal-
ifornians to the state and a simultaneous decline in the lumber industry. Stein
characterizes a particular grassroots conservative economic morality wherein mas-
culine self-sufficiency is prized and seeking government support—whether in the
form of welfare or civil rights protections—seems selfish, unfair, and even child-
ish. In Stein’s analysis, a few provocative organizers generated a grassroots anti-
gay movement by mobilizing many Oregonians’ sense of personal shame about
their own economic troubles. She writes that many of the people she spoke to
in the town she studied “believed that a system of entitlements had cropped up
to benefit the least deserving: the lazy, the slothful, the morally suspect.” In this
view, she paraphrases, “Homosexuals and other minority groups are getting special
rights, circumventing the channels that reward those who work hard” (Stein 2001b,
p. 117). Stein thus shows how the question of sexual morality became joined to
the moral vision of the market.

While Stein looks at the market to explain sexual morality, others look at sex-
uality to shed light on market morality. Prasad, for instance, disrupts sociolo-
gists’ dichotomy between moral and market economies. Her study of prostitutes’
clients shows that market economies, too, have moral weight: “Participants in such
economies view buying and selling in moral terms” (Prasad 1999, p. 182). A num-
ber of those Prasad interviewed, in fact, made the case that a clear, cash-mediated
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2003, Rupp & Taylor 2003). But other fields have also begun to build queer bridges.
When Meeks (2001), for instance, analyzes normalization and antinormalization
arguments in gay men’s debates about gay bathhouses, his aim is retheorizing
the liberal underpinnings of civil society; when Terry (1999) analyzes medical
texts on homosexuality throughout the twentieth century, she explores American
cultural anxieties over social order in areas as broad-ranging as citizenship, nor-
malcy, childrearing, and governance. In a sense, the success of the field in the future



11 Jun 2004 16:0 AR AR219-SO30-03.tex AR219-SO30-03.sgm LaTeX2e(2002/01/18) P1: IBC

SEXUALITIES 61

lesbian and gay movement. Soc. Sci. Hist.
26(3):531–81

Bernstein M, Reimann R, eds. 2001. Queer
Families, Queer Politics. New York:
Columbia Univ. Press

Brehkus W. 2003. Peacocks, Chameleons, Cen-
taurs: Gay Suburbia and the Grammar of
Social Identity. Chicago, IL: Univ. Chicago
Press

Cadge W. 2002. Vital conflicts: the mainline
denominations debate homosexuality. In The
Quiet Hand of God: Faith-Based Activism
and the Public Role of Mainline Protes-
tantism, ed. R Wuthnow, J Evans. Berkeley:
Univ. Calif. Press
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