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ABSTRACT 

Composing Containment speaks to the paradigm shift in composition studies that 

has been codified in a number of ways, such as the post-process movement, social-

epistemic rhetoric, and cultural rhetoric. Integrating concerns in reception theory, textual 

and cultural analysis, rhetorics of difference, queer theory, and critical composition 

pedagogy, each chapter includes an investigation of the rhetorical construction and 

ideological function of difference in a particular social site: the disciplinary practices in 

composition, the pop-culture program. Will & Grace, and the discourse advocating the 

legalization of same-sex marriage. Admittedly, these are substantially different sites of 

inquiry with their own distinct rhetorical, generic, and political expectations; each site 

deploys difference as it participates in the production of dominant social values, however. 

Moreover, as the critiques presented in this project reveal, these sites produce similar 

ideological effects that secure racist, sexist, classist, and heterosexist ideology. 

Articulating this discursive resonance extends scholarship in rhctoric and composition in 

multiple ways. First, it engages the discourse of sexuality in order to further chart its 

rhetorical terrain. Second, while doing so, it identifies and critiques a dominant rhetorical 

strategy of this discourse, the rhetoric of incorporation. Third, it models a process of 

critique to demonstrate how this rhetoric works in contradictor} ways. While it creates an 

image of progressive politics through its inclusion and apparent advocacy on behalf of 

the Other, for instance, the rhetoric of incorporation actually functions to contain the 

potentially disruptive power of difference—whether that difference is associated with 



queerness, basic writing, or liberator}' pedagogy. Finally, this project suggests that the 

social prominence and efficacy of this rhetorical strategy can be countered only with 

methods of critique that link studies of rhetoric to theories of ideology and materiality. 
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1— 
ASSUMING A TEXTUAL POSITION: 

CONTEXT, TERMINOLOGY, AND EXIGENCY 

There is a great battle raging in America today. The cause of the hostility is one the nation's 
founders could never have imagined: gay rights. 

—John Gallagher and Chris Bull, Perfect Enemies 

We live in a state of contradiction. U.S. culture, for instance, is punctuated by the 

co-existence of wealth and poverty, information and illiteracy, freedom and constraint, 

tolerance and repression. And while a dominant ethic of our liberal society invests 

individuals with the freedom of choice and suggests an appreciation for diversity, lesbian, 

gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) persons remain vulnerable to discrimination and 

violence. Contradictions such as these can be understood as sites of struggle. That is, 

within contradictions are embodied the social contests over what is and what ought to 

be—over the values, bodies, social practices, and sexualities that ought to be privileged. 

Thus, how we make sense of contradiclion is central to how we understand the world. It 

is at the level of the contradiction, then, that social disparities can be revealed and power 

relations challenged, wrested, and negotiated. The contest over how to understand social 

contradictions is thus integral to both the management of hegemony and to the 

construction of counter-discourses. 

When it comes to the discourse on sexuality, contradictions abound. While 

millions across the nation mourned the hate-inspired murder of Matthew Shepard. 

dyke, and queer remain common terms of hostility and aggression in the locker room, 

mass media, and school playground. Hate crime laws suggest equal rights and a desire to 
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ensure the safety of the sexual Other, but they are rarely used to prosecute offenders. The 

right to privacy is deemed a central tenet of our democratic nation. Its power extends only 

as far as the heterosexual bedroom, however; Bowers v. Hardwick (1986) upholds the 

state's right to invade homes and arrest persons of the same sex who are engaging in 

consensual sex acts that are deemed legal when occurring between members of the 

opposite sex. And, furthermore, in a nation where one's ability to secure gainful 

employment is central to establishing family, personal safety, and housing, the lack of a 

national policy to ensure fair housing and employment leaves many LGBT persons 

dependent upon local ordinances—ordinances that change from state to state, county to 

county, and whose protections are routinely challenged, overturned, and even reversed in 

order to legalize discrimination. 

For every example of anti-gay bias, however, another can be offered to 

demonstrate the social tolerance of difference, as the very dominance of 

heteronormativity has been challenged in myriad ways. We live in a nation where openly 

gay Barney Frank is a Congressman (Massachusetts), for example; where gay pride 

parades are held in many cities; where LGBT-student support groups exist on some high 

school and college campuses: where LGBT characters are depicted on primetime 

television; where hate crime legislation is being expanded to include sexuality as well as 

gender performance; where Vermont legalized civil unions; where the first out lesbian 

was recently elected District Attorney (in the state of California); and where many people 

simply do not care if someone is straight, gay, lesbian, bi, or trans. Furthermore, 

alternative families are commonplace. LGBT-oriented businesses cater to the needs of 



those outside the heterosexual norm, and the sheer visibility of the sexual Other in 

cultural venues brings to the fore the presence of difference and creates images and 

feelings of LGBT inclusion. 

The simultaneous existence of tolerance, acceptance, marginalization, and 

repression creates a culture of contradiction in which there is no single way to be LGBT 

and no simple way to explain the power relations linked to this subjectivity. The 

discourse of sexuality is, in fact, mediated by and constructed through the concepts of 

race, sex, gender, class, ethnicity, visibility, and geography; each intertwines to 

complicate how we understand inclusion and privilege as well as the construction, 

experience, and implications of both sexual difference and gender 

transgression/conformity. As a rhetorician, academic, compositionist, and person living 

among and subject to/of the contradictions that produce our culture, I am interested in 

teasing out these connections to better understand how the discourse on 

sexuality—replete with contradictions and ideological contests over power—ultimately 

functions to sustain and challenge dominant social relations of inequity. 

Problem and Purpose 

The ideology that rationalizes inequalities on a global scale also affects self-expression and 
the moral codes governing behavior in every context. 

—Max Hirsch, Queer Theory and Social Change 

As 1 have suggested, universal heterosexuality is far from an ideologically 

seamless power structure. Rather, it is a regime under great stress as cultural attempts to 

question the legitimacy of LGBT practices and persons are continually brought under fire 



by a broad social constituency interested in pushing heterosexism to a state of crisis. In 

addition to groups like Queer Nation, ACT UP ( AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power), and 

GLAAD (Gay and Lesbian Association Against Detamation), organizations such as 

People for the American Way, GLSEN (Gay, Lesbian, and Straight Education Network), 

and even the Log Cabin Republicans advocate for the civil rights of lesbians and gays. If 

there is one historical lesson LGBT activists have learned from other social movements, 

however, it is that social change does not necessarily create social equity. 

We need look no further than efforts to achieve equal rights for women and 

people of color to see the contradictions of social change, dominant ideology, and 

American democracy, for instance. Even with affirmative action policies, women still 

average considerably less pay for completing the same work as their male peers. They are 

also far more likely to live in poverty than are males. They remain underrepresented in 

positions of authority, especially governmental posts. And much scientific study applied 

to women was actually produced for men. Even with civil rights protections on the books 

at federal, state, and local levels, persons of color are more likely to receive the death 

penalty, to be identified as a gang when congregating, to be questioned by the police for 

walking down the street in an affluent neighborhood, or to die of AIDS. This list does not 

do justice to the inequities experienced by these groups, of course, but I believe it is 

sufficient to illustrate my point: altering constructions of and opposing the material social 

inequities associated with difference arc complicated endeavors that require significant 

intellectual, personal, and social vigilance. 
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To deal with the contradictions inherent in social change and in the inclusion of 

sexual difference into dominant social formations, we must articulate a framework for 

understanding the rhetorical, material, and ideological effects of social change associated 

with LGBT inclusion. And that is the work of this dissertation—to intervene in the 

process of meaning making by which we understand social contradictions and the 

inclusions of sexual difference into prominent social locations. 

Waging this challenge to hegemonic social relations of inequity and the dominant 

paradigm of inclusion requires at least two things: a willingness to explore how the Other 

is produced in a variety of cultural sites, and an analytic framework that will enable the 

production of oppositional knowledge. In Composing Containment, then, I attempt to add 

to the construction of this framework by unsettling how acts of LGBT inclusion in 

academic and other cultural sites are understood. Rather than studying how the most 

obvious forms of discipline and power relations are deployed through acts of violent 

repression such as those mentioned above. Composing Containment: Incorporating the 

Queer into Professional and Cultural Rhetorics focuses on sites where the negotiations of 

power are more nuanced, where the rhetorical and ideological work effected by the 

deployment of difference is less obvious than in violent manifestations of heterosexism. 

Hence, in the three chapters that follow, I interrogate the use of queer pedagogies in 

composition, the popular situation comedy Will & Grace, and selected discourse 

advocating the legalization of same-sex marriage. 

Admittedly, these are substantially dilTcrent sites of inquiry with their own 

distinct rhetorical, generic, and political expectations; however, each site deploys 
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difference as it participates in the production of dominant social values. Moreover, as my 

critiques reveal, these sites mirror larger cultural contradictions by simultaneously 

breaking from hegemonic limits and producing ideological effects that secure racist 

sexist, classist, and heterosexist ideology. 

Articulating this discursive resonance extends disciplinary scholarship in multiple 

ways. First, it engages the discourse of sexuality in order to further chart its rhetorical 

terrain. In addition to extending the burgeoning disciplinary knowledge linked to the 

recent special issue of College English that was dedicated to the construction of queer 

pedagogies, for instance, 1 challenge a profession that has disciplined this project and its 

writer in multiple ways.' Second, I identify a dominant rhetorical framework of the 

discourse on sexuality—the rhetoric of incorporation—that can be used to make sense of 

how inclusion works across a range of cultural sites. Third. I model a process of critique 

to demonstrate how this rhetoric works in contradictory^ ways. While it creates an image 

of progressive politics through its inclusion and apparent advocacy on behalf of the 

Other, for instance, the rhetoric of incorporation actually functions to contain the 

transformative power of difference and to secure dominant ideologies of race, sex. class, 

and sexuality used to sustain inequitable social relations. Finally, I argue that the social 

prominence and efficacy of this rhetorical framework and the hegemony that is secures 

can be countered only with methods of critique that link studies of rhetoric to theories of 

ideology and materialily. 
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Theoretical and Methodological Apparatus 

Sexuality serves as an especially dense transfer point for relations of immanent power 
precisely because it crystallizes around the distraction of a natural individual personal 
mystery all the material economic and political strands which tie the individual to both state 
and market, and it is through such material distractions that capitalism clearly demonstrates 
yet again its ability to confuse us. 

—David T. Evans, Sexual Citizenship 

Composing Containment brings together my interests in composition studies, 

queer theory, critical pedagogy, cultural studies, discourse analysis, and political 

intervention. But perhaps the most prominent influences on my work are queer and 

critical theory. This coupling may seem strange, as some scholars consider these 

theoretical stances to be at odds with one another; but bringing the two together can 

produce a powerful theoretical framework capable of discerning the relationships among 

identity, sexuality, cultural articulations of difference, and social relations. Hence. 1 

combine them to conduct the critiques of textual, visual, and legal rhetorics presented in 

this project. 

Queer Theory. Although often associated with the derogation of gays, lesbians, 

and non-gender conformative persons, queer has been appropriated and reconfigured by 

many within the LGBT movement to signify solidarity and strength.^ In activist circles 

during the 1980s and 1990s, for instance, the term was deployed to challenge dominant 

relations of power influenced largely by the government and Church. Waging 

demonstrations to expose the social, legal, and religious complicity in human neglect that 

resulted in mass deaths and social marginalization, activists attempted to disrupt 

constructions of the sexual Other, to express and generate righteous outrage, and to 



17 

garner support for AIDS research. Like the 1960s adoption of the term gay by 

liberationists who abandoned the clinical term homosexual and "redeploy[ed] a 

nineteenth-century slang term," the resignification of queer was meant to alter how we 

understand the subject—both the person and the area of knowledge we call sexuality 

(Jagose 72). 

Queer should not be operationally defined simply as "a quality related to any 

expression that can be marked as contra-, non-, or anti-straight," however (Doty xv). 

Denotations of queer as synonymous with "not or anti-straight" misinterpret the 

theoretical import of the term, as William Turner also notes in A Genealogy of Queer 

Theory. In both the Encyclopedia of Homosexuality and Completely Queer: The Gay and 

Lesbian Encyclopedia, for instance, queer is presented as either an archaic term or a 

synonym for lesbian and gay. But the term and theoretical stance of queer includes a 

political intent to "question conventional understandings of sexual identity by 

deconstructing the categories, oppositions and equations that sustain them" (Jagose 97). 

In this regard, queer theory is a tool to deconstruct "stable, unitary, or authentic identity 

categories" (Duggan, 'The Discipline Problem" 181). Thus, the purpose of queer theory 

ought not be understood as stabilizing what was once deemed strange in order to make it 

an identity category in its own right. Queer theory can be a lever to enable the 

questioning and destabilization of the production and function of those very categories. It 

seeks to transcend the very foundation upon which identity categories rely. 

Just as postmodern theory urged reconsideration of "woman" as a unified self and 

category upon which feminist politics relied, queer theory pulls at the seams of lesbian 
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and gay identity such that "'Queer students think that there is not and cannot be such thing 

as an 'authentic lesbian sexuality(Abelove 52). Thus, identifying as queer is to take a 

strategically essentialist position that is not based on categorization of identities 

suggested by lesbian or gay? Rather, self-identification as queer suggests a radical 

reconfiguration that 

is less a matter of explaining the repression or expression of a homosexual 

minority than an analysis of the hetero/homosexual figure as a 

power/knowledge regime that shapes the ordering of desires, behaviors, 

social institutions, and social relations—in a word, the constitution of the 

self and society. (Seidman 128) 

With these clarifications in mind, then, the interests of queers are not necessarily 

the same as the interests of persons identifying as gay or lesbian. And the interests of 

those involved in queer activism may not resemble those of gay and lesbian organizations 

that seek assimilation into social institutions. As I will argue in the following chapters, 

for instance, the incorporation of lesbian and gay figures into mainstream institutions of 

composition, marriage, and primetime television often perpetuate (rather than oppose) 

ideologies that securc social relations of inequity, marginal ization, and exploitation. This 

is not to say that they do not interrupt hegemonic constructions of the Other. As I 

suggested earlier, however, these interruptions are often riddled with contradiction. 

Understanding their social function thus requires that we peel away the layers of meaning 

to interrogate the ideological implications of how they construct and deploy difference. I 

employ queer critique to conduct this work, bringing together the oppositional intent of 



both queer theory and historical materialism to enable the production of oppositional 

knowledge. 

Critical Theory and Queer Critique. Distinct from the popular forms of critical 

analysis, even those that make use of ideology, critical theory emerged from Marxist 

inquiry and was intended to "push change towards transformation of the social totality 

rather than mere reformation or even conservation of [the] existing system" (Nowlan 

362). Even though critical pedagogy has become part of the dominant academic 

landscape, that acceptance has often included the virtual erasure of the radical nature of 

its roots in critical theory. While dominant uses of critical theory and critical pedagogics 

often acknowledge power differentials in culture, for example, they frequently do so from 

within a liberal logic that condemns as totalitarian comprehensive and structural 

explanations for social conditions, suggesting that they rely on naive, dogmatic 

essentialism. In the face of the assimilation of critical theory and the ultimate 

containment of its oppositional power, scholars such as Teresa Ebert, Donald Morton, 

Mas'ud Zavar/adeh, and Adam Katz have attempted to sustain and further its potential; 

they rely largely on the concept of critique. 

As defined by Robert Nowlan, critique is an investigation to determine what an 

object is, what it does, how it does it, and to what end it does so by privileging certain 

ideologies and social relations of power over others. It is "motivated by a concern to 

intervene in, effect, and (re)direct" sociality by demonstrating just how discourse. 

material conditions, local and global acts, and power are interrelated (365). As a 

methodology, critique can be combined with both rhetorical analysis and queer theory to 



interrogate the assumptions and implications of cultural artifacts and practices within 

particular historical moments. In fact, this theoretical combination links rhetorical, 

ideological, and material concerns in order to produce systemic knowledge of social 

relations. That is, it is through this combination that we can understand not only how 

sexuality is socially constructed and linked to individual persons, but also how the 

emergence and inclusion of sexual difference and sexual Others relates to the disruption 

and/or perpetuation of hegemonic relations of power. Thus, queer critique is a strategy 

for understanding the local in relation to the global, the current in relation to a larger 

process of historical development, and the human subject in relation to systemic 

conditions in order to alter dominant social relations and the discourse on sexuality. 

Analyzing Contradictions: The Rhetoric of Incorporation and the Containment of 
Difference 

It would be wrong to overlook the importance of works and ideas which while clearly 
affected by hegemonic limits and pressures, are at least in part significant breaks beyond 
them, which may again in part be neutralized, reduced or incorporated, but which in their 
most active elements come through as independent or original. 

—Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature 

As Raymond Williams asserts, cultural artifacts and social practices can rarely be 

understood as wholly subversive of or entirely complicit with hegemonic relations of 

power. Rather, like the larger culture in which they emerge, they are often contradictory; 

they are sites of ideological contest where values, practices, and social norms are enacted, 

challenged, and negotiated. As a result, Williams suggests that they can embody values 

associated with both residual and emerging socio-ideological formations. It is by studying 

the ideological implications associated with this dynamic contest that we can discern the 



social function of artifacts to better intervene in their ideological work and to produce 

oppositional knowledge that enables transformative social change. 

By way of better defining terms, Williams uses residual to describe a formation 

that "has been effectively formed in the past, but is still active in the cultural process, not 

only and often not at ail as an element of the past, but as an effective element of the 

present" (122). Heterosexism, for example, is not archaic but residual—it is an element 

produced in the past that remains activc and effective in the contemporary historical 

moment. 

Emergent forms, on the other hand, arc "new meanings and values, new practices, 

and new relationships and kinds of relationship [that] are continually being created" 

(123). Distinguishing between these forms is not easy as it may first appear, however. 

Some residual values and practices may appear oppositional to dominant relations even 

though they have been thoroughly incorporated into and actually function to serve the 

hegemonic order of historical relations (as I will argue in the following chapters). 

Williams uses the notion of the rural to explain: 

the idea of rural community is predominantly residual, but it is in some 

limited respects alternative or oppositional to urban industrial capitalism, 

though for the most part it is incorporated, as idealization or fantasy, or as 

an exotic—residential or escape—leisure function of the dominant order 

itself. (122) 

Thus, the rural functions to perpetuate rather than oppose dominant social relations of 

industrialization by extending the reach of development and private property into new 



areas and by offering (to those who can afford the time and cost) respite to workers so 

that they re-enter the workforce with renewed vigor, heightened dedication, and greater 

productivity. The rural functions in this regard to secure hegemonic relations of 

production by providing individuals with an isolated escape from unreasonable 

workloads and alienating lifestyles. The system that produces and relies on such labor 

conditions is left untouched, then, while the solution to systemic conditions of 

exploitation is identified as a temporary respite secured at the level of the individual. 

Thus, the residual concept of the rural remains in effect, securing a "new phase of the 

dominant culture" (123 ). This process of change and accommodation thai secures the 

hegemonic relation is called incorporation. 

Perhaps the most intriguing aspect of the process by which the emergent is 

absorbed into the residual and hegemonic is that it often "looks like recognition, 

acknowledgment, and thus a form of acceptance"' (Williams 125). By way of example, as 

any number of scholars have argued, we can understand composition's dominant 

deployment of the personal narrative. The Students" Right to Their Own Language, or 

critical pedagogy as examples of such incorporation. While they each emerged as a 

means to generate and legitimate oppositional knowledge and to challenge existing 

academic and cultural structures, they often became complicit in the hegemonic order, 

functioning to contain the production of oppositional knowledge and the transformation 

of social relations. 

This project has grown from my concern that the use of queer pedagogies that 

bring LGBT issues into the discipline of composition might also suggest such complicity. 
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I specifically ask if they, too, can be understood in relation to the concept of 

incorporation. Hence, this project answers questions such as the following; What arc the 

guiding theoretical and social principles, dominant goals, and prominent practices of 

queer pedagogies in composition? What do they achieve and elide? What are their 

implications? What is their relationship to the concepts of emergent and residual 

formations? How do the rhetorical constructions of the Other and the ideological 

implications of composition pedagogies relate to the deployments of the queer in other 

social sites, such as popular culture and legal activism? Can understanding the 

incorporation of the queer make space for the production of an oppositional pedagogy? 

Project Construction and Chapter Outline 

Deployments of power and knowledge, of truth and pleasures, so unlike those of repression, 
are not necessarily secondary and derivative. Rather than assuming a generally acknowledged 
repression, and an ignorance measured against what we are supposed to know, we must begin 
with these positive mechanisms, insofar as they produce knowledge, multiply discourse, 
induce pleasure, and generate power. 

—Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality 

This project presents three sites of inquiry—the discipline of composition. Will & 

Grace, and select discourse advocating same-sex marriage—to tease out the rhetorical 

and ideological work conducted in each. These critiques, when seen in conjunction, 

reveal a larger rhetorical process of incorporation such that the inclusion of difference 

functions to secure dominant relations of inequity by securing racist, sexist, classist. and 

heterosexist ideologies. 

In the second chapter, "Composition, Queer Pedagogies, and the Contaimnent of 

Oppositional Knowledge,'" I specifically focus on queer pedagogies in composition 
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studies. As a relatively recent and still controversial act, the incorporation of the queer 

effects a critical disruption in classroom business. In addition to pointing out the 

heteronomiative assumptions behind the many exclusions of sexuality from rhetorical 

study, for instance, analyses have pointed out that classroom practices such as group 

work and specific inclusions of sexual difference also work to marginalize the sexual 

Other. I take this argument further, asserting that efforts to disrupt hegemonic relations of 

sexuality are ultimately compromised because the dominant disciplinary paradigm 

dismisses systemic knowledge of the totality to focus largely on individual, ahistoricized 

experience. 

In Chapter Three. "Producing Containment: The Rhetorical Construction of 

Difference in Will & Grace" I shift my focus to Will & Grace, the pop-culture artifact 

heralded as one of the best sitcoms on primetime television. Presenting gay men as two of 

its four main ensemble characters, the program stands alone in its centering of gay 

representations. However, I argue that the highly popular and critically acclaimed artifact 

appears politically progressive while its production of difference—in terms of sexuality, 

class, race, and sex-—is complicit in the reproduction of exploitative ethics and social 

practices. As with queer pedagogies, the inclusion of difference in Will & Grace can be 

understood as an act of incorporation through which difference is made visible while its 

power to oppose systemic inequity is contained. 

"Til Transformation Do They Part: Marriage, Containment, and the Rhetoric of 

Sameness," the fourth chapter, focuses on the discourse surrounding the legalization of 

same-sex marriage. Such marriages are currently illegal according to federal law. Efforts 



to alter such legal code can certainly be understood as disruptive, as interruptions in 

heterononnative business as usual. This challenge cannot and ought not be 

underestimated: supporting such legislative change signifies a significant shift in U.S. 

consciousness. At the same time, however, this assimilation of LGBT subjectivity into 

the institution of marriage has serious effects. It perpetuates dominant understandings of 

monogamy and marriage, for instance. It also perpetuates as abject those persons who 

deconstruct and attempt to transcend such centuries-old categories of social control. 

Finally, Chapter Five concludes the project. In addition to rearticulating the 

dissertation's main themes, I argue that these three sites should be understood as 

examples of the rhetoric of incorporation—a larger framework through which we can 

make sense of social contradictions. Based on the belief that we must understand and 

subvert this framework, 1 explain how the method of queer critique, based on historical 

materialist analysis, links the rhetorical, ideological, and material to enable the 

production of oppositional knowledges that may effectively transform social relations of 

inequity. Additionally, this chapter will suggest the import of the rhetoric of 

incorporation for composition, rhetoric, and activist efforts to achieve social equity. 
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' Conference presentations related to this project were dismissed with the assertion that 
sexuality has nothing to do with composition or composition instruction, for instance. I 
was further warned that engaging such a line of inquiry or presenting as too much of an 
Other might harm my opportunities for employment and other professional opportunities. 
' According to Completely Queer: The Gay and Lesbian Encyclopedia, Queer Theory as 
an academic methodology and popular term is likely traceable to 1990, when Teresa de 
Lauretis used it in the title of a conference. William Turner's Genealogy also links de 
Lauretis to academic uses of the term, locating its broader public usage in the 1991 
special edition of differences: A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies. For a more 
extensive discussion and etymology of queer and/or gay, see George Chauncey's Gay 
New York. 
^ According to scholars such as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Nancy Hartsock, and Joan 
Wallach Scott, strategic essentialism is a practical strategy used to make sense of social 
relations and the self and to challenge relations of power that affect identity-groups 
without reifying those identity categories. Enacting a strategically essentialist position, 
then, is to position someone as while also acknowledging the instability and totalizing 
nature of that identity position. In this case, identifying as queer is an overt attempt to 
identify as in order to achieve personal and political goals while also 1) pointing out the 
discipline effected by subject positions; and 2) calling into question the subjectivities, 
viability, and social effects of lesbian and gay positionalities. 
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2— 
THE RHETORIC OF SEXUALITY IN COMPOSITION STUDIES: 

DISCIPLINE, QUEER PEDAGOGIES, AND THE CONTAINMENT OF 
OPPOSITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 

To teach is to argue for a version of reality, and the best way of knowing and 
communicating it. 

—James Berlin, "Contemporary Composition" 

Depending on the scholarship consulted, the discipline of composition may be 

described as a field that helps students succeed in the university, a method inherited from 

the ancient art of rhetoric that trains citizens in civic discourse so that they may 

participate knowledgably in the public sphere, or a means to construct bourgeois subjects 

trained in capitalist efficiency. These are not conflicting descriptions, however. The work 

of Richard Ohmann, Paulo Freire, Patricia Bizzell, Lynn Bloom, Cheryl Glenn, Jasper 

Neel, John Brereton, Susan Miller, and Sharon Crowley—to name only a 

few—demonstrate the extent to which university curricula, rhetorical arts, and 

disciplinary practices in composition are accountable to culturally dominant economic 

and ideological conditions and practices in particular socio-historical contexts. This is not 

to say that communicative methods are predetermined, or that teachers, rhetors, and 

students lack agency. It is to suggest, however, that rhetorical, pedagogical, and 

intellectual activities are enabled by and emerge out of particular socio-economic 

historical conditions of possibility to which they are intimately linked. Of concern here 

are the implications of composition's inclusion of queer pedagogies in mainstream 

disciplinary sites. 
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Based on a review of the literature. I argue that the inclusion of queer pedagogies 

can be understood in relation to the concept of incorporation. Understanding how queer 

pedagogies are incorporated into and work, to perpetuate hegemonic social relations of 

inequity is important not only to people discussing issues of sexuality in educational sites, 

but also to those of us interested in enabling social justice. In short, interrogating how 

difference is deployed in composition and other socio-political sites may help illustrate 

how the oppositional forces of emerging knowledges are incorporated into residual 

formations. This analysis may then yield more effective strategies for the development of 

critical practices. 

Chapter Outline. Multiple sites provide evidence of composition's inclusion of 

the queer, of course. Any number of conference presentations, articles, dissertations, and 

working groups include discussions of sexual difference as a personal and social issue. 

All of the work done in these sites is significant. And, when seen in conjunction, they 

paint a picture of the extensive scholarly activity surrounding LGBT politics, queer 

studies, and pedagogies of difference. But I will narrow the focus considerably in this 

chapter, considering published work that specifically addresses composition pedagogy 

and the topic of sexual difference.' 

Presenting a number of examples drawn from books and journals, such as College 

Composition and Communication and College English, this chapter presents pedagogical 

deployments of sexual difference in composition studies, considering them in relation to 

the ideological and material containment associated with the rhetoric of incorporation. As 

I will also demonstrate in the following chapters, this rhetoric works in multiple ways to 
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make difference both a viable and visible subjectivity: it re-articulates residual formations 

so they appear more inclusive; it sustains the hegemony of those formations; and it 

contains the production of emergent, transformative knowledge. 

As examples of the rhetoric of incorporation, queer pedagogies often work to 

secure inequitable social relations by privileging identity politics, liberal conceptions of 

social change, and "one-issue" activist pedagogies that obscure the relation of LGBT 

subjectivity to systemic materia! conditions. Thus, like previous disciplinary movements 

associated with expressivism and critical theory, these pedagogies may appear cutting-

edge. activist-oriented, and oppositional while they actually work to solidify ideology 

integral to the hegemonic order. Intervention into the dominant methods of LGBT 

inclusion and the rhetoric of incorporation could significantly affect the discourse on 

sexuality produced through composition studies, thereby altering the means by which 

critical pedagogical projects are enacted, sexuality is deployed as a political issue, and the 

ideological work of disciplinary practices is understood. 

In this chapter, then. I apply queer critique to present a two-fold argument. I'irst, 

dominant accounts of queer inclusion reveal composition's participation in the 

maintenance of social inequity. That is. even with the resistance that they reflect and the 

social change they envision, these pedagogies remain within an analytical framework that 

delimits such changc by reproducing fragmented knowledges. Second, composition must 

be queered to enable the production of transformative knowledge—knowledge of 

systemic material social relations as they are represented, produced, and mediated 

through discourse, subjectivity, and professional practices. It is through such critique that 
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links ideological, material, and rhetorical inquiry that composition's critical potential may 

emerge. 

The Role of Literacy Instruction: Education and Cultural Conditions 

My call to study academic disciplines in relation to cultural and economic 

conditions is not a new idea. Richard Ohmann, for example, explored the relationship 

between composition and state power in the 1976 publication of English in America. 

While he was not the first scholar to link composition to the production of docile 

subjects, or to theorize about how persuasive language can be used to enact, conceal, and 

ensure social power ("Literature and the End of Ideology"), his widely read text has has 

profound implications for how educational discourse is understood. 

Ohmann argues that literacy education is a means for producing and disciplining 

subjectivities and shaping cultural values. In other words, to teach literacy is to provide a 

frame of reference for understanding and acting in the world. And by ideologically 

positioning students to engage the world in particular ways, teaching produces social 

subjects and encourages them to privilege methods of meaning making. Hence, teachers 

help to create the intellectual and material conditions of possibility that define our 

culture. Ohmann's critique of literacy instruction does not stop there, however. Applying 

a radical intellectual framework that links social institutions and practices—such as the 

military, voting, and systems of education—^to hegemonic relations, he explains how the 

dominant historical frame of reference in composition pedagogy privileged linguistic 
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practices and logics that would produce and ensure a stratified labor force and inequitable 

relations of power. 

Thus, before John Brereton's The Origins of Composition Studies in American 

Colleges provided primary documents such as syllabi, assignments, and student papers 

that revealed composition's historic function of training student subjects to think, 

express, and conduct themselves in "workmanlike" fashion—a term repeated by 

educators and administrators throughout the text—Ohmann argued that writing courses 

"administered" subjects to develop thoughts, manners, and values appropriate to the 

workforce and its dominant practices. It was as if composition students were "classless, 

sexless though generically male, and timeless" subjects being taught to use a set of 

supposedly neutral skills and thought processes (145). But such instruction totalized 

student bodies and elided its investment in hegemonic inequity that naturalized race, sex, 

and class differences. Abstracting students "from society and history, and treating 

composition as an activity apart from politics." the discipline privileged residual 

knowledges and social formations, thus producing subjects, skills, and knowledges that 

would be most useful to the historical needs of capitalism (147). 

It seems paradoxical that at a time of expanding educational opportunities, which 

are often linked to class mobility, that literacy instruction would also work to contain the 

oppositional power of difference that could propel systemic critique and to produce 

subjects invested in the dominant ideologies of an inequitable social system. But 

according to Antonio Gramsci's theory of social relations as articulated in The Prison 

Notebooks, this is just how hegemony works. Danika Brown provides a concrete example 



of this process of containment; her close reading of the Land Grant Act demonstrates how 

practices often described as democratizing may actually work to further entrench 

hegemonic relations. 

Brown argues that the impetus behind the expansion of higher education was 

imperialist in nature. Extending education was not about radically restructuring social 

inequities of power. It was about training "workers" and developing technology so the 

nation could secure economic prosperity and international dominance.^ The fact that 

colleges now boast diverse student bodies and curricula exemplifying differences of 

class, race, and sex should not obscure their historical function. Rather, such inclusion 

and the contemporary pedagogical practices associated with it should be read in light of 

that function. 

Composition as Containment: Managing Social Change 

Scholars as politically diverse as Miller, Bloom, Crowley, Mas'ud Zavarzadeh 

and Donald Morton, and Stephen Parks model the historical analysis I am advocating 

when they argue that the effect of composition remains the production of bourgeois 

subjects and the perpetuation of dominant ideology. In Class Politics: The Movement for 

the Students' Right to Their Own Language, Parks discusses composition's social 

function in relation to the hegemony of racist ideology. He complicates simple assertions 

of the discipline's reproductive social ftinction, however, by pointing out that "more than 

other disciplines, composition studies owes its current status to counter hegemonic 

struggles [such as those] waged around access to higher education" (xiv). Thus, the 
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discipline's development ought to be understood not as a series of disputes between 

theories of language, but as a series of responses to and engagements with prominent 

activist movements and emerging socio-ideological formations. Such analysis linking the 

field to social movements and material conditions enables Parks to acknowledge residual 

as well as emerging social forces to better understand the paradoxical relationship 

between apparently progressive change and the securing of inequitable ideology. 

Linking concerns for the ideological, rhetorical, and material work of the 

discipline. Parks argues that "composition studies too quickly appropriated African 

American struggles for social and economic justice into educational paradigms that 

reinforced hegemonic understandings of how race and class work in the United States" 

(5). As a result, the emergent oppositional discourse waged on behalf of those oppressed 

by ideologies of race and class was incorporated into the hegemonic order and its residual 

formations—rendered complicit rather than subversive. 

In the following sections, I'll present extended discussions of two additional 

disciplinary movements—-expressivism and liberatory pedagogy—in order to establish a 

context of incorporation such as that presented by Parks. ' These analyses and the context 

they suggest will enable me to illustrate the historical trajectory of inclusion that informs 

my overall argument regarding queer pedagogies. That is, they provide historical 

examples of incorporation whereby emergent knowledges are re-articulated to secure 

rather than transform hegemonic relations of inequity. Critiquing queer pedagogies with 

this histoty in mind may carve out a theoretical and practical space for intervention, a 

space that can work to enable oppositional discourse rather than incorporation. 



Expressivism and the Perpetuation of Residual Formations. Perhaps the two most 

prominent scholars associated with expressive pedagogies are Peter Elbow and Ken 

Macrorie. Each teacher-scholar challenged the sanitizing function of composition and its 

false separation from politics. Building on the trend started in the 1960s and often linked 

to open enrollment and the STROl. (Students' Right to Their Own Language, 1974), for 

example. Elbow broke from entrenched sanitizing paradigms that taught writing as a set 

of skills to be used to summarize literary texts or as a set of cognitive processes by 

discussing writing as a means to articulate one's own ideas and unique voice. 

In Writing Without Teachers, he helped lay the groundwork for writing with a 

"'real world" purpose and within a student-centered curriculum—a curriculum meant to 

challenge institutional practices by privileging and making central to the educational 

experience student ideas, individuality, and political beliefs. Whether persuasive or 

exploratory, this was writing meant to do more than produce students for professional 

positions within the socio-economic order of the "real world." Elbow envisioned writing 

as a means to challenge such discipline. That is, writing could be a fonn of activism, used 

to alter social practices and to find and enact one's individual power. This Elbowian 

discourse is something that Ohmann called into question, however. 

It is not that Ohmann disagrees with Elbow's assertion that dominant educational 

practices marginalize students and sanitize oppositional thought. In fact, he agrees with 

observations made by both Elbow and Macrorie: the imposition of content, the 

privileging of difFicult-to-learn grammatical structures, and the use of writing as a set of 

skills seemingly divorced from issues of power creates a gulf between students and their 
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written products, elides the power of discourse, and marginalizes students from their 

intellectual pursuits. But expressivist pedagogies can function in a similar manner. As 

Sarah. Sloane reports in "Invisible Diversity: Gay and Lesbian Students Writing Our Way 

into the Academy" (1993). the expressivist paradigm also produces "comments [from 

students] about alienation from the texts, assignments, and discussions" (37). Even 

though the attention given to personal expression was intended to circumvent hegemonic 

ideologies and educational paradigms that privileged them, its disruption of the status quo 

led to the re-articulation rather than transformation of disciplinary procedures. Shifting 

the frame of reference from personal voice to historical materialism, Ohmann challenges 

us to understand differently alienation, inclusion, and the social and professional 

practices associated with them. 

Within Ohmann's framework, alienation connotes more than a distance created 

between textual producer and product or subject and context, for instance. Such 

estrangement is certainly one aspect of alienation. But Ohmann encourages teachers to 

consider how and why this alienation is a privileged academic outcome, and to see how it 

functions in the larger socio-economic order. In other words, he urges us to consider how 

the inclusion and exclusion of perspectives produces subjects and ideologies in relation to 

the material and social needs of capitalism as it shifts, expands, and contracts. 

The education industry, he argues, privileges fragmented knowledge and 

alienation, both of which are dominant to the social order because they propel and 

maintain the system's hegemony through the production of subjects who are 

ideologically prepared to participate in rather than actively oppose market ideology and 
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practices. The mere inclusion of alternative perspectives or activist pedagogies will not 

alter this process. So while Elbow advocated for students to write politically motivated 

texts composed in response to social conditions that they themselves deemed important 

political sites of contest (such as letter-writing campaigns to challenge university policy), 

alienation and fragmentation persisted. Students were often given power over the process 

of topic and audience selection, content development, and textual purpose, but the overall 

structure of intellectual labor in the academy was not transformed. 

As Paulo Freire powerfully argues in Pedagogy of Freedom, intellectual pursuits 

and activities tend to privilege disciplinary specialization, concealing the relationship 

between bodies of knowledge. Furthermore, dominant academic paradigms often 

privilege the personal over the social, and criticism over critique, thereby eliding the 

systemic, historical, and alterable nature of the power relations in which subjects live. 

Consequently, while expressivist pedagogies such as those associated with Elbow taught 

students that language could alter university and larger social practices, they often 

undercut this potentiality with a delimited understanding of power, knowledge, and social 

change that privileged individualism and personal experience over collective power and 

knowledge of the totality. 

In an era dominated by vocal, active, collective, and, at times, violent protest 

movements advocating change, the focus on writing as a form of power intervened in the 

dominant activist rhetoric of social change and struggle with a preference for quiet 

dispute, well-balanced arguments, professional tones, and individualized thought. I am 

not discounting the power of writing to affect change. Rather, I am suggesting that 



37 

writing as activism can ftmction as a means to defiise political contest when that power is 

framed within personal narratives and the polite exchange of opinions rather than 

historical knowledge of systemic conditions. 

Beyond Fragmented Knowledge? Critical Pedasosv in Composition. Challenging 

this discourse of the valorized individual and its privileging of personal style, unique 

experience, and voice, Ohmann and Freire encouraged scholars to adopt Marxist 

understandings of the totality and the human subject—understandings that alter how 

dominant deployments of the personal are understood. Take Ohmann" s roughly 

constructed framework as an example. It relied on a theory of society as a set of 

interlocking institutions that may appear disparate while nonetheless functioning to 

support and reproduce (though perhaps in a slightly different form) dominant values, 

practiccs, and conditions. 

Ohmann's assertions and others like them have become commonplace in 

composition studies. Although they are still contested, often passionately, a wide body of 

critical and postmodern theory spreads to nearly every aspect of the field, challenging 

simplistic notions of the relationship among composition, literacy, ideology, and power. 

From radical library studies to writing center theory to composition theory, fields of 

professional inquiry are considered complex structures. Student identities are considered 

multiple and contradictor}', and not necessarily male, white, or middle class. Social 

constructionism highlights the role of discourse and curricular design in the production of 

social relations and values. The discourse of the individual and the power of the personal 

narrative have been challenged. And the model of composition instruction based on 
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means of persuasion" (35 ) is being called into question as complicit with the status quo, 

given its reliance on totalized audiences and the dominant regime of logic to which 

writers appeal in order to persuade. Moreover, the cultural studies imperative to analyze 

the every day has been merged with the student-centered, workshop approach of 

composition courses to make social issues and cultural differences central to literacy 

instruction. 

Creating an expanded canon, broader sites of analysis, and additional 

methodological options, teachers within the discipline have gone far to include alternative 

and marginalized perspectives into the curricula. Race, sex, and class, for instance, arc 

picked up as lines of inquiry in order to 1) understand how language constructs, reveals, 

and conceals power and values as well as subject positions; 2) demonstrate how identities 

and cultural norms affect textual production and reception; and 3) teach students how to 

read and write the world to achieve social change. The inclusion of activist goals and 

post-structural perspectives on language, subjectivity, and cultural values can be 

understood as attempts to construct a new disciplinary paradigm—one more attentive to 

difference, social privilege, and the dynamic production of culture. 

Even with the Ohmannian and Freirean ethical compulsion to work toward social 

change and to address the political and the human subject that is evident in much 

composition scholarship, however, there is a reluctance to do it critique-ally—from a 

leftist ideological position that attends to systemic forces and the material relations of 

production. Hence, as I'll argue in the remainder of this section, it is through the 
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resurfaces in professional discoxirse as the privileged definition of knowledge. Systemic 

knowledge that can counter fragmented knowledge of the personal, social totality, 

hierarchical social relations, or alienated labor is consequently undermined. And 

oppositional efforts frequently end up protecting the social system from transformative 

disruption by including but containing—by incorporating—the power of difference in a 

revisionist frame of reference. 

Take the work of Patricia Bizzell, for example. In Academic Discourse and 

Critical Consciousness, she is drawn to critical pedagogies intended to challenge social 

inequity. But she is theoretically stymied and practically hindered from achieving this 

goal by an inability to establish an ethico-political groundwork by which to explain such 

conditions. 

C. Mark Hurlbcrt and Michael Blitz's Composition and Resistance also illustrates 

how scholars have difficulty theorizing social inequity, ethical standards, and goals for 

political intervention. A number of essays in their collection suggest critical pedagogics 

in the U.S. are misplaced. While oppression is deemed real, painful, unfair, and all too 

frequently associated with minority groups, the articles also suggest that American 

college students are free, often middle-class individuals living in a democratic country 

where upward mobility is a choice and where critical literacy falls outside the goal of 

higher education. As a result, such students are considered not quite appropriate for 

critical pedagogical endeavors. Such arguments ignore the fact that capitalism itself is an 
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everyone in—and many outside—the country is all held subject, however. 

Perhaps even more revealing of how conflicted the discipline is when it comes to 

difference, and critical pedagogy, and social change can be found in the leftist-influenced 

work of James Berlin. In "Rhetoric and Ideology in the Writing Class," for instance, he 

argues that challenging dominant ideology and enabling social transformation are 

admirable goals that ought not be rejected. He also suggests, though, that students should 

be .subjected to the models of training provided and approved by corporate America. He 

suggests that teaching students to critically analyze ideology will enable them to realize 

the incompatibility of dominant corporate models of subjectivity that suggest persons be 

both efficient workers who follow rules and leaders who think creatively and 

independently. Realizing such contradictions should then lead students to question the 

values and practices of the workplace and its privileged logic, and how education and 

culture in general also rely on them. But such conclusions are optimistic, at best, because 

while students are taught to de-code discourse and the social practices they imply, they're 

not placed in opposition to them such that either can be reconfigured (Zavarzadeh 22). 

That is, such analysis is an act of reading, an intellectual pursuit of interpretation rather 

than a process of critique. 

Within this context of juggling leftist desires and the need to train the managerial 

work force, then, the ethics of equity, social justice, and transformation are often 

subjugated to the liberal agenda of social change characterized by criticism, inclusion, 

and reform. Consequently, even what appears to the be most radical of pedagogies, such 



as critical or queer pedagogies, often work to elide the social totality and to perpetuate 

dominant ideologies of race, class, and sexuality that contain transformative, systemic 

change by privileging and reproducing ideologies and subjectivities integral to the 

maintenance of social inequity. 

The Discourse of Sexuality in Composition: Producing Subjects 

The contest over the structure and contents of the humanities curriculum has always been a 
struggle of various social classes and economic and political groups over the meaning of the 
social signs that intersect to form codes out of which the "individual" is constructed. 

—Mas'ud Zavarzadeh and Donald Morton, Texts for Change: Theory/Pedagogy/Politics 

The history of sexuality in Composition Studies could be traced to the inception 

of the discipline itself. From its ancient roots in the rhetorical arts to modem composition 

classrooms, the presence of sexual beings automatically renders present issues of 

sexuality. This presence, even if acknowledged by some, however, was largely ignored in 

composition's professional scholarship until rather recently. In fact, I have found no 

published articles in mainstream journals from the 1960s, 1970s, or 1980s that 

specifically explore issues of LGBT sexuality and composition pedagogy. While gender 

and social relations of sex were certainly professional and social concerns, rendered 

legitimate largely by feminist activism, LGBT sexuality as a discourse separate from 

gender and sexism remained largely outside the concerns of composition scholarship. I 

am not suggesting that there were no scholar-teachers or students interested in LGBT 

sexuality. Malinowitz asserts that the first CCCC paper on issues of sexuality in the 

classroom occurred in 1987, for instance. This panel occurred two years before the 1989 

discussion led by Paul Puccio that is cited by Allison Berg, Jean Kowaleski, Caroline 



LeGuin. Ellen Weinaucr, and Eric A. Wolfe as the first to break the silence by writing 

homosexuality out of composition's closet.'^ What I am suggesting, though, is that the 

discourse on LGBT sexuality was in the early stages of emergence. As such, it was not 

yet presented—or recorded—in mainstream journals.^ 

This marginalization is not surprising given the fact that there were no broad-

based academic organizations dedicated specifically to issues of lesbian and gay 

professionals until 1973. Until that year, even the American Psychiatric Association 

deemed sexual subjectivities other than the heterosexual to be unhealthy lifestyles based 

on mental illness. And it was not until the Stonewall Riots of 1968 that sexuality hit the 

radar screens of many media sites. Additionally, as the disciplinary histories presented by 

Berlin and Stephen North attest, much composition scholarship during the 1970s was 

conducted, at least partially, to legitimize the field as an academic discipline. As a result, 

the history of rhetoric and the cognitive processes related to writing were prominent 

scholarly topics seeking academic merit via appeals to the 2500-year history of ars 

rhetorica and to the discourse of science, respectively. 

But there is an extensive historical discussion about the overt inclusion of social 

issues and politics in the composition classroom, as both composition and education in 

general are widely acknowledged as political, ideological sites with significant social 

ramifications. As this discussion has developed, the rhetorical construction and social 

function of difference have become more centrally located as disciplinary concerns. The 

paucity of mainstream publications addressing queer pedagogies is thus particularly 

unacceptable according to Harriet Malinowitz, one of the most prominent composition 
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scholars who advocates teaching writing courses designed specifically to address issues 

of homophobia and sexual identity. 

The collective consciousness of young adults at the turn of the century is saturated 

by sexual discourse. While many people are familiar with the estimate that ten percent of 

the population self-identifies as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender, Malinowitz 

reminds us of Ellen Louise Hart's assertion; twenty-five percent of students likely have 

an immediate family member who identifies as LGBT.® Additionally, while the inclusion 

of LGBT subjects in the media may be on the rise, so is the rate of violence against them 

(NGLTF; Comstock). Further, much of the physical and mental harassment and violence 

occurs on school grounds (GLSEN); many school systems forbid positive representations 

of homosexuality during sex education; some state laws sustain colonial legal codes (cf. 

Katz) by still forbidding same-sex cohabitation and/or sexual practices while also 

protecting discrimination in housing and matters of employment, as does federal law (cf. 

Human Rights Campaign); divorce and adoption proceedings can still hinge on 

someone's sexuality; government policy adopts homophobia as the basis for military 

practice; sexual identities are treated as fixed categories to be understood according to a 

binary logic even though historical evidence shows the flexibility of sexuality as a social 

construction (cf. Chauncey; Faderman; Doan; Foucault; Katz; Lacqueur); and sexuality is 

posited as a discreet and personal issue even in the face of overlapping social policies and 

practices that create systemically exploitative conditions in which sex, class, race, 

nationally, and sexuality are intertwined discourses used to maintain social relations (cf. 

DuCille; Somerville; Almaguer; Hansen; Newton; Gutierrez; Jacobs). Given how these 
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one another or to dominant power relations in the modern era, a separation challenged by 

post-colonial and queer theory, it seems essential for a discipline that focuses on the 

production and reception of discourse to teach critique—a historical materialist method 

that produces knowledge of discourse in relation to the social totality. 

Consequently, as I suggest in the following literature review, the dis-ease that 

remains linked to pedagogies that address issues of sexuality should not be based on the 

supposed illegitimacy of the discourse of sexuality as a site of rhetorical analysis, but on 

how the inclusion of the queer functions in regard to the management of hegemonic 

social relations. Caution is in order—but only because it is important to study carefully 

the deployment of inclusion so that queer issues are not tokenized, constructed as 

independent of other forms of difference, or seen as something related to classrooms but 

not larger disciplinary practices. 

The Print History of LGBT Issues in Composition Studies 

Articles recently published in mainstream composition journals are indebted to a 

few predecessors that originally appeared in non-discipline specific sites. I review them 

here in order to pay credence to their significance, and to demonstrate their relationship 

to the larger trajectory of LGBT inclusion. Take, for example, Hart's 1988 "Literacy and 

the Lesbian/Gay Learner." It was published in a small collection—The Lesbian in Front 

of the Classroom—marketed by an independent publisher. Like a handful of scholars 

after her. Hart's efforts in this essay both echo and challenge Elbowian and other 
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dominant composition pedagogical practices on behalf of making the classroom a space 

conducive to the intellectual and psychological growth of LGBT student writers. She 

argues, for instance, that expressivist pedagogies attempting to place students at the 

center of curricular activities through the use of personal writing and peer review create a 

complicated and often dangerous space for students who do not conform to heterosexual 

norms and codes. 

Taking on constructions of composition that focus on the personal and teach 

writing as a means to communicate clearly the personal to others, Hart carves out a stance 

intended to alter the power dynamics that expressive pedagogies inevitably reproduce. In 

the process, she makes it clear that peer review, freewriting, and community decision

making in a classroom are not free of power dynamics, even though they appear to 

eliminate the top-down educative model where teachers are all-knowing and students 

compete with one another. Essenlially, then, she encourages us to understand that 

student-centered does not necessarily mean student-friendly. 

Students with subjectivities deemed Other must make difficult choices with 

potentially dangerous personal ramifications (Sloane and Regan reiterate this point). 

Clearly, all writers face choices when they assess the rhetorical situation and decide what 

to write about, how, and for whom. But such decisions are more profound for students 

whose daily activities, favorite movies, reading materials, typical hangouts, and life 

interests are often contorted because students must weigh issues of '"authenticity against 

safety, [and] self-revelation against distortion or silence" (Sloane 32). 



Such concerns about safety and revelation are certainly valid. When David Bleich 

polled his college students one semester, 60 percent of them considered homosexuality 

"gross and disgusting" (23). Some even advocated extermination of the sexual Other. 

And studies claim that adolescent and college-aged men are the most likely both to 

commit violent crimes against LGBT persons, and to consider that violence justifiable, 

n 

even called for. With this latent and often active context of hatred, it is little surprise that 

educators have often focused on making classrooms safe(r) spaces for the open 

expression of difference and different experiences. As the field's theoretical savvy has 

developed, however, so has its stance on the personal, pushing pedagogues to juggle 

philosophical concerns for personal expression, experience, social construction, identity, 

and the composition of self. Other, and society. 

Scholars such as Joan Scott, Judith Butler, Daniel Mahala and Jody Swilky 

challenge scholars to envision new uses of the personal. They suggest that using 

experience as evidence often does little other than affirm troubling notions of autonomy 

and power, as if individual persons control subjectivity and have the power to perform 

outside ideology. They advocate the production of systemic rather than such fragmented 

knowledges of the atomized individual. Hence, rather than theorizing experience as 

something to be described and used as evidence for personal conclusions, they argue that 

experience is something to be explained. Using experience as evidence may demonstrate 

how difficult life can be as a member of an oppressed group, but it also requires the 

writer to accept, position herself within, argue on behalf of. and thus further naturalize 

and reproduce oppressive subject positions. 
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This is not to say that assuming a strategically essentialist position creates an 

untenable political position. Changes to political systems and ideologies can and do result 

from such stances and the activist efforts that deploy them. But Scott says "we need to 

attend to the historical process that, through discourse, positions subjects and produces 

their experiences. It is not the individuals who have experiences, but subjects who are 

constituted through experience" (401). Moreover, experience is not individualistic. While 

a particular person may be subject to and the subject of a specific experience, and while a 

single person may think about how that experience constructed their psychc and 

behaviors, that experience is part of a larger historical process—a malerial process 

through which systemic social relations are produced. To intervene in the production of 

social relations, then, experience must understand as more than significant personal 

incidents; experience is the product of historical forces. Moreover, experience produces 

subjectivity'. Thus, to understand subjectivity, cxpcrience must be analyzed systemically 

and explained. 

This move toward explanation is evident in Bleich's "Homophobia and Sexism as 

Popular Values," presented in 1989 by Feminist Teacher. He argues that homophobia is a 

manifestation of systemic sexism. This attempt to link the sexual Other to the sex-ed 

Other is particularly significant. In addition to offering an explanation for homophobia 

based on systemic inequities associated with patriarchy (a line of inquiry already 

accepted by many within the field), Bleich did so during a historical moment when AIDS, 

still considered a gay disease, was consistently being denied funding for research and 

treatment by the Reagan-infiuenced Bush administration, and when the cultural stigma of 



LGBT difference produced the Other as a sick, deprived danger to the healthy 

heterosexual order. As a result, he demonstrated that the larger culture of hostility also 

saturated—and created the dominant logic of—the composition classroom. 

While latent heterosexism can be troubling enough, pedagogies sympathetic to 

sexual difference often must contend with students who advocate "shooting all the queers 

or putting them on an island like lepers," or "put[ting them] in one building and hav[ ing] 

that building blown up" (22). As previously suggested, for example, these were not 

uncommon suggestions among Bleich's 150 students when asked to consider the place of 

gay persons in society. Lest readers lose hope, he also reports that over the duration of the 

unit many students transitioned from being overtly hateful to merely tacitly so; they 

cultivated a sense of sympathy for the victims of hate crime who they could 

hypothetically construct as acceptable people while remaining within a logic of 

sameness/dilference that also enabled them to blame the victimized-but-acceptable-

people for bringing it on themselves by being so obvious (24). Sympathy and tolerance in 

this frame of logic is proportional to the discretion with which one perfonns Othemess. 

That is, to be recognizably different is to forfeit the privilege of safety and to incite the 

violence used to enforce sexist ideology and its assignment of sexed and gendered 

practices. 

Bleich's assertion that such homophobic violence works in conjunction with (and 

is produced through) systemic social forces is an important move toward critique. His 

representation of the course and its ideological work suggests that such historical and 

systemic analysis was absent, however." His course appears to have reinforced the 



49 

Otherness of gay subjectivity and to contain the development of anti-homophobic 

knowledge as a result. That is to say that, despite his best intentions to challenge the 

discourse of homophobia, the class remained within a heteronormativc*' discursive 

framework by not interrogating sexuality as a system of social order emerging to address 

(and sustained in accordance to) particular historical needs. 

My interpretation is certainly a strong reading of Bleich's work; it is underscored, 

however, by Allison Berg and her co-authors, teaching assistants for his course. In 

"Breaking the Silence: Sexual Preference in the Composition Classroom," also published 

in Feminist Teacher, they assert the unit was not well grounded either theoretically or 

practically: its inclusion of sexual difference was "essentially ... a kind of afterthoughf 

that occurred well into the semester and that belittled the importance of sexuality as a 

social issue (29). Moreover, by not using theoretical and historical materials to 

interrogate sexuality as a system producing all subjects, they assert that course activities 

presented sexuality as an issue pertinent only to those outside the heterosexual norm (29). 

In other words, the historical emergence and the social function of heteroscxuality were 

ignored. 

The discourse of sexuality produced in the course thus assumed the ahistoricity 

and the universal nature of heterosexuality while also eliding the connections between 

sexuality, sex, gender, and race. Consequently, the inclusion of sexual difference re

solidified (at least) four aspects of dominant social discourse: it produced LGBT 

sexuality as Other; it produced LGBT sexuality as a discrete form of difference unrelated 

to other forms of systemic oppression; it constructed opposition to homophobia as 



sympathy for victims of physical violence'"; and it enabled students to symbolically link 

personal sympathy and social tolerance. 

LGBT Oriented Scholarship in the 1990s. Three years after the above articles 

were published. Hart and Sarah-Hope Parmeter pushed the inclusion of sexuality to 

another level. Most notably, they centrally positioned the exploration of homophobia and 

student values rather than locating such inquiry in a single unit. Their model is similar to 

Bleich's, however, insofar as they 1) advocate soliciting and then rc-contextualizing the 

values expressed by students, and 2) identify homophobia rather than the construction of 

sexuality as the focal point. Their model is also reminiscent of that presented by Hart in 

1988 insofar as it suggests the use of personal narratives to help students find their 

authentic voices and to think critically about their relationship to homophobia. Linking 

one's own subject position to the discourse on sexuality is ccrtainly important. The 

rhetoric of personal authenticity tends to undercut systemic analysis, however, and to 

produce the subject as one who has experiences—rather the subject being the effect of 

social relations and the experiences those relations enable. Even a rejection of 

homophobia and an acceptance of LGBT persons in this case would fail to reveal how 

sexuality functions systemically." 

The disciplinary tide appeared to turn in 1993, however. An interest area for gay 

and lesbian concerns in the profession was included at the CCCC,'^ Sarah Sloane's 

"Invisible Diversity: Gay and Lesbian Students Writing Our Way Into the Academy" 

appeared in an edited collection about composition studies, and CCC published David 

Rothgery's "Necessary Directionality"—each revealing the theoretical and practical 



sophistication developing in discipline. While the interest area was a public forum and 

formal support network for a range of professional concerns, Sloane and Rothgery 

remained largely concerned with pedagogical issues. Representing lesbian and gay 

learners studied in her ethnographic research, for instance, Sloane cites the need for 

additional voices and knowledges to be heard and respected in the classroom. And 

Rothgery's article pushes at the margins of postmodern theory, suggesting the need for 

more fully articulated ethical standards that could be used to produce anti-heterosexist 

knowledge. . 

Rothgery asserts that teachers must take a stand against homophobia and other 

offensive ideologies by openly engaging the value systems revealed by student writing. 

While some educators faced with offensive ideas may fall back on the notion that 

everyone has a right to his or her opinion and that compositionists teach stylistics and 

correct patterns of written English. Rothgery challenges such stances of anti-contestation 

as complicit with the production of privilege and oppression. Furthermore, he asserts that 

there are ethical stands that educators must take and ideals on which they can—and 

must—ground their work. So while relying on postmodern theory's attentivcness to 

language and cultural artifacts, Rothgery also suggests a challenge to its anti-

foundationalist principles, re-opening the door for discussions of systemic explanations. 

Unfortunately, under further scrutiny, Rothgery's challenge seems more 

dependent on humanist philosophy than systemic critique. Consequently, it advocates 

tolerance and appeals to values of common decency and individual rights to Be in the 

world, but it neither suggests nor explores the social production of sexuality—-and its 
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eventual privileging and active enforcement of universal heterosexuality. The material 

historical forces related to the production and norming of all sexualities are thus 

excluded. And in the process, his pedagogy sustains the binary logic of sexuality and the 

privileged position the heterosexual norm, perpetuates identity politics, and contains the 

possibility of transformative social change.'"' 

The conflicted desire to interrogate and to contest social values while also 

protecting the status quo is also evident in Richard Miller's work. In his 1994 article (also 

published in a mainstream journal, CE), he suggests that intense, difficult cultural debate 

is essential to the composition classroom and to the useful inclusion of difference. He 

goes so far as to say that homophobic papers should be reproduced for the entire class, 

used to facilitate analysis of cultural values and their effects. This may do little more than 

create a contentious classroom environment akin to contact zones gone wrong, he 

suggests. But this conclusion assumes that contentiousness is not always already there 

and that consensus is a viable framework for the construction of counter-hegemonic 

discourse. Pretending that the public classroom site, as a microcosm of the larger society, 

can function according to a model of community based on the harmonious exchange of 

ideas is a way to de-politicize education, to elide the fact that social antagonisms and 

hierarchical forms of privilege are central to our social system, and to contain challenges 

to hegemonic ideology. But composition classrooms, in particular, are sites where the 

reception and production of arguments and social values (constituted by contentions or 

claims) are integral. And as the respective claims made by John. Schilb, Joseph Harris, 

Crowley, and Malinowitz suggest, dominant classroom practices and social values are 



themselves the result of contentious debate and social negotiations of power that work to 

manage the contradictions between constructs of equality, democracy, diversity, and 

equal rights and the inequitable practices associated with juridical bias, religious bigotry, 

military exclusion, and escalating violence against the Other. 

The Textualitv of Sexuality: Composition Scholarship in the New Millennium. In 

the years since Rothgery, Sloan, Hart, and Parmeter published on sexual difference in 

composition, applications of feminist, cultural, leftist, queer, and critical race theories 

have increased consistently. And theoretically sophisticated and politicaliy progressive 

discussions of race, sex, gender, and sexuality have become features at conferences and 

in many programs and classrooms. As previously asserted, this is not to say that 

scholarship in the professional journals reflects the significant presence of LGBT-

concemed inquiries—but the increased coverage looks promising. In 2000, CCC 

published Michelle Gibson, Martha Marinara, and Deborah Meem's "Bi, Butch, and Bar 

Dyke: Pedagogical Performances of Class, Gender, and Sexuality." And in 2002, College 

English presented a special issue on queer pedagogies that established the disciplinary 

currency of the specialty area. As a result, the state of sexuality in composition is again 

being pushed to new levels, as the personal and the institutional are being brought closer 

together and as systemic analysis becomes a more viable goal. 

Gibson, Marinara, and Meem turn the lens from student bodies subject to the 

discipline's discourse to those of the teachers within the profession, for example. 

Employing queer theory, they set out to disrupt assumptions about the construction, 

performance, and analysis of class, gender, and sexual identity in order to reveal the 



multiplicily and flexibility of"categories that are often essentialized and de-politicized by 

expressive and cultural studies pedagogies (70). Subject positions are not binaries set in 

stone such as working/professional class or hetero/homosexual, they argue. They are 

multiple, as more than one positionality can inhere in a single human subject. Further, 

they echo queer scholar Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, arguing that subjectivities are positions 

that people can weave in and out of, exist on the edges or in the centers of, or inhabit to 

secure academic privilege (84). Hence, "Bi, Butch, and Bar Dyke" problematizes the 

relationship between power and identity, and demonstrates how identities function as 

commodities within the marketplace. 

William Spurlin notes in his introduction to the special issue of College English, 

queer theory is invested in political struggle and social transformation (10). By 

articulating an alternative framew ork through which to make sense of the professional, 

non-classroom, institutional contexts in which composition's academics participate, they 

begin to model the power of queer theory as a way of knowing and interrogating 

practices in relation to issues of equity and justice. In fact. Gibson and her co-authors 

specifically invoke the notion of critique (92). Thus, the article punctuates an important 

theoretical moment in composition studies—a moment when queer theory becomes more 

than a means for reading texts, acknowledging the specific needs of sexual Others in the 

classroom, or facilitating the inclusion of diverse student voices. 

Karen Kopelson seems to appreciate "Bi, Butch, and Bar Dyke" for similar 

reasons. In "Dis/Integrating the Gay/Queer Binary," published in the same special issue 

of CE, she suggests that the authors of "Bi" challenge dominant uses of identity and 
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narrative. This is important, she argues, because, according to scholars such as Henry 

Giroux, identity-based politics "fail to disturb hegemonic systems of domination" by 

seeking the "inclusion of subordinate groups into society's extant power structures'" (19). 

Kopelson thus underscores the challenge to identity categories and relations of power that 

Gibson and her co-authors present. Moreover, she suggests that while it has become 

popular to suggest that one is queering a social space by including the presence of queers 

in it or by disrupting identity categories, queer theory actually suggests systemic critique 

such that local practices of domination are challenged in relation to their larger 

implications and functions. 

Following Kopelson's lead, then, and assuming that queerness can be invoked as 

a strategically or tactically essentialist subject position from which to engage 

transformative political action, 1 would argue that disciplinary practices must be 

positioned within systemic social relations of power. This would create different 

questions that could be used to guide scholarly inquiry. For instance, what does it mean 

for identity to be a commodity, as suggested in "Bi, Butch, and Bar Dyke"? What are the 

material and ideological implications of expanding composition's market to include queer 

studies? What sort of conclusions can be drawn when subject positions are presented as 

fluid while the rhetoric of authenticity is also invoked as a means to secure legitimacy? 

Or, how docs the argument that outsider status can reverse academic power differentials 

and hierarchical ordering play out? Are power differentials really reversed when 

someone's marginalized status creates academic capital? What are the ramifications of 

defining power as located in marginalized identity? If marginalization and exclusion were 



deployed to achieve particular social ends, what social function does the inclusion of 

difference serve? And how can a methodology of difference be practiced in order to 

counter alienation and fragmented knowledge such that the power of transformative 

knowledge is produced rather than contained? Answering these questions will propel 

queer critique by revealing the implications of a logic system that understands power as 

an effect of individual identities rather than material relations. 

Rendering Orientations Historical, or Historicking the Sexual and Professional?: 
Transitioning from Context to Critique 

Queer is a term that offers to us and our students an epistemological position—a way of 
knowing, rather than something to be known. 

—Karen Kopelson, "Dls/Integrating the Gay/Queer Binary" 

While each of the aforementioned texts was important to the development of 

sexuality as a line of inquiry in composition, perhaps the most prominent is Malinowitz's 

Textual Orientations. Published in 1995, it was the field's first full-length book on the 

topic. Moreover, it links discussions of sexuality to dominant disciplinary conversations 

about discourse communities, liberator}- pedagogy, and social construction. And based on 

postmodern understandings of subjectivity, discourse, and the ideological implications of 

education, she argues that "including sexual identity in our consideration of diverse 

identities is a necessary component of legitimate composition research and practice" (25). 

But Malinowitz continues to up the ante; she wants more than mere inclusion of 

difference. "Queering the brew" is her goal (252). 



Rather than tagging an issue onto a list of differences that have already been 

deemed appropriate topics for the field, she wants to reconstitute theoretically and 

practically the discipline of composition. This goal moves her beyond the models offered 

above and presents to the field an ethical, political, practical question about what social 

function our profession will assume—^what ideological work it will conduct. In this 

regard, we share similar pedagogical and professional goals, and her work functions as a 

departure point for my own. But as I will argue here, because her goal of disciplinary 

reconstruction and social change is undercut by a theoretical compromise that capitulates 

to the status quo, I wish to extend further the model of praxis she calls for. 

The curricular model Malinowitz presents functions to alter the direction of 

composition pedagogy. She demonstrates, for instance—as do a number of her 

predecessors—that common classroom practices can create risks for LGBT students 

(such as exposure and its consequences). But she also treats identity, subjectivity, and 

discourse as historical constructions. The importance of historicity cannot be underscored 

enough. While social construction theory has permeated the field to the point of being 

common place, when it is presented as a theory of meaning making (such as in Stanley 

Fish's "Is rherc a Text in This Class?") by which students study how their values alTect 

textual interpretation, the full power of the theory is lost. That is to say that while it may 

become clear that there are multiple ways to read a text and that these ways differ in 

accordance with one's subject position and historical context, the presence, historical 

construction, ideological function, and guiding interpretive assumptions of those very 

subjective categories are never brought into question; the subject positions, are, instead, 
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used as cvidcnce for interpretive outcomes. Consequently, social construction often 

functions to demonstrate that textual reception and production are ideological, political, 

and contextual while eliding the fact that the very positions from which one produces and 

interprets texts are themselves ideological, historical, and political. Ma lino wily seems 

prepared to address this situation given her multidimensional, praxis-oriented syllabus 

that includes lesbian and gay theory, history, politics and culture. 

Demonstrating her firm theoretical grounding in composition, liberator)', and 

queer theories, she applies a historical framework to the study of discourse to make it 

difficult to understand contemporary social practices as "just the way things are," or to 

discuss identities as "freely" chosen personal categories of status. She adeptly navigates 

the scholarship to analyze coming out narratives as re-affirmations of dominant ideology 

that (illOil the need to create, identify, label, and speak Otherness measured by a 

heterosexual norm, for example. And in the two advanced composition courses she 

describes, Malinowitz constructs a space for sexual Others to talk, write, share their 

experiences, and become more sell-reflexive thinkers who can participate in classroom 

discussions without fear of reprisal. In fact, student evaluations suggest the class was an 

important milestone in that regard; the class, populated predominantly by l.GBT persons 

and focusing on sexual discourse, altered the dynamics of power existing in many 

classrooms and opened up additional lines of inquiry. However, there are two aspects of 

her pedagogy that work to incorporate the queer into residual ideological frameworks and 

to contain the production of oppositional knowledge: the delimited use of history, and the 



limited interrogation of the material implications of queer inclusion. Therefore, I want to 

build on her work, extending its reach to include additional considerations. 

History Reconceived. Providing historical evidence of LGBT persons and the 

larger social values in which they existed is integral to Malinowitz's course. In addition 

to supplementing traditional history courses that may never have identified a famous 

person as gay—-let alone addressing women who passed as men to fight in the Civil War, 

the Kinsey reports, gay purges in federal government, or Stonewall—this information 

provided students a sense of community so that any feelings of exclusion, shame, and 

loneliness need not be as acute. The history of LGBT activism also demonstrated that 

dominant social values can be challenged and altered in order to better accommodate the 

sexual Other. 1 would urge us to go further, however. Rather than including LGBT 

history as contextual information to create a sense of social belonging and an image of 

the potential for change, a process of historicizing the social function of LGBT 

subjectivity could enable the production of oppositional knowledge. 

While the distinction between providing historical context and historicizing may 

not be immediately evident, "considering historical context is not the same as 

historicizing" (Hennessy 117). Social construction theory has been a significant force in 

the call for historical contcxtualization. as one its main tenets is that the production of 

meaning is not entirely individual but intimately connected to one's socio-historical 

context. But locating a historical position and its effect on interpretive acts is not the 

same as interrogating the very construction of that position. Providing historical 

information may offer both a sense of one's positionality on a timeline of LGBT-related 



events and knowledge of how "gay" subjects/communities developed and have changed 

over time, but it does not critique the sexual subject or the social function of that 

community itself.'"^ However, 

To historici/e is to bring to light and explain the often invisible social 

connections between cultural forms and their conditions of possibility. 

These material conditions are culturally mediated, but they are not strictly 

speaking cultural themselves: relations of ownership, property, labor. .. . 

Historicizing cultural forms does not limit the scope of analysis to cultural 

practices alone, to forms of meaning-making and consciousness, the uses 

of bodies, spaces, and other social rituals—what Foucault refers to as 

"discursive practices." But it does endeavor to make apparent the 

connections between discursive practices and historical relations that are 

not discursive or cultural. In short, to historicize is to make visible the 

complex mediated relationships between particular or local cultural forms 

and global capitalism's fundamental class structures of which they are a 

part. (Hennessy 32) 

Hence, historicizing provides a way to explain the socio-historic relations that enable the 

production of subjects and social practices, as Rosemary Hennessy discusses in Profit 

and Pleasure: Sexual Identities in Late Capitalism. Teasing out the links between 

disciplinary practices, subjectivities, dominant cultural logics, and the economic 

conditions of advanced capitalism is a means to challenge the fragmented knowledge 

often associated with expressive and cultural studies pedagogies.'"^ In this way. 



historicizing attempts to move beyond curricula that typically "substitutes for the political 

economy of knowledge courses in the experience of being gay. the feminine, the ethnic" 

(Zavarzadeh 25). 

Historicizing urges the interrogation of the sexual Other and her inclusion in 

mainstream. Moreover, it urges questions about how that inclusion may work to secure 

the ideological conditions required to sustain inequitable conditions. Granted, privileging 

the experience of the Other appears to turn the tradition of the hegemonic curricula 

associated with early composition studies in America on its head; it centrally positions 

the experience of difference rather the producing universal heteroscxuality as the 

uncontested given. However, this is an inverted relation of power. What was central 

becomes marginal; what was marginal becomes central. 

Certainly, the borders of both the discipline and the discourse on sexuality are 

pushed, pulled, prodded, and punctured as a result of such inversion. This contestation 

between the margins and the center upsets paradigms, students, teachers, classroom 

practices, and makes visible the ideological struggle that is education. However, even 

given this boundary negotiation, the inclusion of Otherness at the center of the curriculum 

and the deployment of activist rhetorics can work to sustain dominant hegemonic social 

relations. In fact. Zavarzadeh and Morton assert that the inclusion of difference is often 

"a strategy of avoidance" by which social relations are left intact (25). That is to say that 

attempts to alter social relations of power by challenging ideological regimes of truth and 

inverting inside/outside dynamics actually avoid doing so—this is, in fact, perhaps the 

most common criticism of postmodern theory. 



Remaining within dominant postmodern logics that elide systemic explanation of 

subject production and social conditions, inclusions of Otherness flip things over to 

appear different while simultaneously reproducing power dynamics and repressing 

interrogation into the "global logic of domination by privileging the local site of the 

experience of the dominated" (Zavarzadeh 25). Hence, while the inclusion of additional 

voices and diverse personal experiences is an admirable goal, how those inclusions are 

deployed has significant implications for how educators conceive of the subject, social 

conditions, disciplinary practices, and social change. 

Professional Matters: Disciplining Bodies and Minds, and Enabling the 
Transformative 

In this section, I address my second point about Malinowitz's inclusion of the 

queer, arguing that queering composition must take into account broader professional 

practices and systemic social relations if teachers are to enable rather than contain the 

production of transformative knowledge. My turn toward the totality, then, and toward 

critique, is my most distinctive break from the queer inclusions discussed thus far. This 

turn enables me to further link deployments of difference to the maintenance of 

hegemonic social relations. 

Systemic knowledge is not the theoretical assertion that economic conditions 

wholly determine the cultural. The production of subjects and social conditions is not a 

simplistic, monolithic process. Rather, systemic knowledge is that which interrogates the 

relationships among culture, subjects, and material historical conditions to understand 

how they enable each other in a dynamic process of social production through which 



hegemonic ideologies arc produced, challenged, sustained, or altered. Given this 

understanding, and as modeled by Ohmann and Hennessy. I think that inclusion of queer 

pedagogies in composition needs to be re-evaluated and that composition itself must be 

queered via an interrogation of the systemic implications of classroom and professional 

practices. 

While Malinowitz also wants to queer the brew, doing so requires an analytical 

framework that better historicizes the production and inclusion of the queer by studying 

the deployment of sexual difference and its ideological implications. Doing so reveals 

that this inclusion effects containment in several ways: it 1) reproduces subject positions 

integral to the maintenance of social relations of inequity; 2) ignores how professional 

practices are complicit in the perpetuation of exploitation; and 3) disciplines academic 

subjects according to anti-radical professional standards. 

As a plethora of scholars have argued, systems of education are integral to social 

relations because they produce both knowledges and subjects who can apply that 

knowledge. Hence, the production of subjects—both academic content and human 

persons—is deeply imbricated in dominant relations of power. This is not say that all 

facets of education are overtly oppressive and dominating. Programs specifically 

designed to benefit minority groups often do enhance opportunities for social and 

economic advancement. I am suggesting, however, that these efforts privilege a logic of 

inclusionary change—change defined by the inclusion of Others into the system rather 

than by fundamental changes to the system. Inclusion does alter the system, of course. 

Affirmative action policies that attempt to ensure access such that equal opportunity 
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exists for social advancement require reforms in hiring and other employment policies. 

But while such inclusions do alter the dynamics of employment, living conditions, and 

dominant values, they reformulate hegemonic ideology rather than fundamentally altering 

the system that requires both the existence and the perpetuation of inequity. Thus, Others 

are incorporated into residual logics that come to appear more equitable and fair because 

their dependence on exploitation is further concealed. It is this process of incorporation 

that academic challenges to the marginalization of the sexual Other must acknowledge if 

they are to enable the counter hegemonic. 

To queer composition requires more than making spaces for courses dedicated to 

LGBT students and topics. It also requires critique of how the inclusion and proliferation 

of Other positionalities serves a historical purpose: the production of subjects 

ideologically prepared and willing to participate in relations of exploitation. Hennessy 

underscores this conclusion: 

more flexible gender codes and performative sexual identities .. . are quite 

compatible with the mobility, adaptability, and ambivalence required of 

service workers today and with the new more fluid forms of the 

commodity. While they may disrupt norms and challenge state practices 

that are indeed oppressive, they do not necessarily ... 

disrupt the hegemonic order of inequity or the ideologies that enable its dominance 

{Profit 109). Rather, as Louis Althusser might argue, they reproduce—at the level of the 

subject—ideological predispositions to comply with the conditions of labor in advanced 

capitalism. In other words, discursive theories of fluid subjectivity that construct 



instability, fragmentation, and adaptability as integral features of human consciousness 

and identity work to produce a subject comfortable with dominant market forces, such as 

insecurity and the consistent need to re-make one's self/image. Alienation in this case 

might be the result of poorly made career decisions or an inability to adapt to the needs of 

a job, but not the result of systemic labor practices. Rather, instability assumes an always 

already status which it is the individual subject's responsibility to negotiate. 

Additionally, as Gibson and her co-authors reveal, postmodern theories of power 

and the subject often mystify the workings of labor and the production of value in 

capitalism. They suggest, for instance, that Otherness can be an asset in the academy 

because it ensures one's marketability—it is chic, even cutting edge, to be oppositional 

and different. Identity positions can thus secure academic value and positional ity. But this 

politics is tricky; it links value to marginal identity rather than to either labor or one's 

position within the means of production and obscures the roots of real power relations. 

Certainly, embedded in historical and current national practices are assignations 

of human worth and potential based upon identity categories. That is, measures of 

difference have been and are deployed in the management of social conditions. Positive 

academic value determined on the basis of difference inverts this relationship, however, 

and by doing so, often elides the realities of social relations in the U.S.—relations that 

consistently reveal a link between difference and things such as poverty, early death, 

violence, and illiteracy. It is safe to say that the culture of academia has significantly 

changed over the last few decades, especially when compared to the dismal historical 

descriptions of professionally marginalized and ostracized LGBT academics presented by 



John D'Emilio in Making Trouble: Essays on Gay History, Politics, and the University. 

Some state employees working at universities receive domestic partner benefits, for 

instance, and professors are no longer summarily dismissed based on the sole premise of 

their sexuality. But by "de-linking sexuality from its historical connection to the human 

relationships of exploitation capitalism relies on," the representation of difference as 

power, and Other as value, reproduces fragmented knowledge integral to the perpetuation 

of hegemonic inequity and produces subjects that engage the world from within such 

fragmented logic (Hennessy 109). Consequently, systemic knowledge is contained, as is 

the reality that queer visibility in the academy is dependent on the invisible labor of 

many; moreover, in place of this knowledge is produced an image of queer power and 

privilege. 

The containment of systemic knowledge occurs on a broader level as well. While 

scholars are amidst "an efflorescence of queer-oriented academic work, that feels 

dizzying and risky, pleasurable and stimulating," they are not simply "free" to engage 

this work (Chinn 246). As Sarah Chirm notes in "Queering the Profession, or Just 

Professionalizing Queers?" the professional site of academia is full of complicated 

negotiations of power in which 

there are rules. Like every discursive system, the culture of 

professionalism attempts to make itself omnipresent and thus transparent, 

invisible. It maintains power through a delicate balance of approbation and 

punishment, through explicit rules and implicit etiquette; you 

know—"professional behavior." (247) 
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She fears that the result of this process will not be a queering of the profession, but a re-

inscription of the status quo whereby queering actually means making "a place for queers 

to squeeze in and keep the academic machine rolling" (248). 

One means to feed the machine, so to speak, is the marginalization of radical 

theory and theorists, as suggested in my discussion of critical pedagogy. Radical theory 

and its efforts to produce systemic knowledge of the social totality are often dismissed as 

passe, theoretically naive, or simply misinformed given their materialism, w-hich links the 

cultural and discursive to the economic. Like Bizzell, for instance, Malinowitz is wary of 

Marxist theorizing. She intimates that such theory is based on economic determinism. 

Additionally, radical theorists, particularly those who are untenured. work as adjunct 

lecturers, or teach and study as graduate students, arc frequently dismissed as dogmatic 

ideologues who attempt to upset the waters and indoctrinate others by instituting 

critique—their work marginalized and unsupported and their professional opportunities 

limited and threatened. But the risk of radical theory and theorists is not that they might 

indoctrinate, but that they call into question capitalist relations of inequity upon which 

systems of education and intellectual labor depend. 

Systemic knowledge, for instance, would question the fragmented and vocational 

knowledge privileged by the skills-driven nature of higher education and its individual 

courses (such as business and technical writing). Moreover, it would interrogate how 

academia's politics of inclusion that privileges visibility of the Other may work to deflect 

attention from, and thus enable, academia's broader system of exploitation—exploitation 

without which much academic privilege would cease. There is little question that 



education, though technically a not-for-profit enterprise, is nonetheless big business that 

functions according to exploitative principles. Susan Miller asserts, for instance, that 

the teaching of writing, at least according to publishers of textbooks for 

writing courses, engages about four million freshman-level students each 

year.. . . Composition textbooks require at least a $40 million expenditure 

for students, and that wages for composition teaching involve at least $50 

million (if we assume a low figure for average pay of $2,000 per course). 

We could safely estimate (adding administrative costs) that $ 100 million is 

spent each year in America on something we might think of as teaching 

students to write at the college level. {Textual Carnivals 5)'^ 

This industry, however, would hardly be possible were it not for the exploited labor 

practices that enable and sustain it. The ability to write textbooks is often linked to the 

granting of course releases or sabbaticals, or at the very least, to the existence of teaching 

loads supportive of time-intensive intellectual labor. And these labor conditions are 

largely dependent on the exploitation of graduate-student and part-time laborers often 

making be low- li ving-wage salaries. Without them, the textbook industry would be 

detrimentally affected, tenure requirements would require significant revision, costs of 

teaching would rise, and many English departments would come to a screeching halt, 

unable to meet enrollment levels in their required courses. 

Queering composition, given the trans fonnative goal of this theoretical 

framework, requires critique, and suggests the need to call into question and 

fundamentally alter this inequitable system as well as the larger socio-economic system. 
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It also requires exploring how the inclusion of the queer participates in the systemic 

dynamic. But by embracing a cultural politics of inclusion and visibility that also 

essentializes systemic explanation as totalitarian, dominant academic logic contains 

critique and delimits change such that the status quo is protected from transformation. 

Teacher and student subjects as well as curricula are thus produced such that they 

privilege and reproduce fragmented knowledges that perpetuate the hegemony of 

inequity. Consequently, the potentially oppositional force created by the deployment of 

difference is ultimately absorbed into dominant disciplinary logics that expand to 

incorporate queer subjectivity and topics as long as they are framed within paradigms of 

accepted know ledges; liberal reform, the power of the individual, and the proliferation of 

subjectivities, for example, are understood as social constructs, but not as formations 

integral to systemic relations of exploitation. 

Intervening in this process of containment requires understanding the rhetoric of 

incorporation—^the larger theoretical and material process by which social formations and 

marginal identities emerge, challenge, and then are absorbed into the mainstream—and 

deploying queer critique. In an effort to generate such understanding, the following 

chapters will flesh out the rhetoric of incorporation, focusing on a pop-culture site and the 

overtly political discourse of same-sex marriage in order to demonstrate how the rhetoric 

affects the deployment and ideological implications of difference. 
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' As a result of these research parameters, I will not critique articles published in College 
English that address gay themes particular to the literature curriculum, which extend as 
far back as a special issue edited by Richard Ohmann in 1974, entitled "The Homosexual 
Imagination." While Mia Stanley's article in this issue, "When We Say 'Out of the 
Closets,'" does take careliil note of language concerns, for example, it does not 
specifically address composition pedagogy. The plethora of dissertations in composition 
and rhetorical studies are outside this chapter's scope as well, as are the handful of 
articles in Computers and Composition that focus on issues particular to netw-orked 
classrooms, such as anonymity and identity blurring. For more on this issue see Regan, 
Faiglcy, Schrincr and Rice, and Alexander. 
" For additional discussions that link the hi.story of the academy to socio-economic 
relations, consult Stanley Aranowitz, The Knowledge Factory: Bill DeGenaro, "Class 
Consciousness and the Junior College Movement: Creating a Docile Workforce"; Randy 
Martin, Chalk Lines: The Politics of Work in the Managed University, Bill Readings, The 
University in Ruins', and Thorstein Veblen, The Higher Learning in America: A 
Memorandum On the Conduct of Universities by Business Men. I appreciate Danika 
Brown's assistance in compiling this list. 
^ Although it is beyond the scope of this chapter, basic writing also seems to function in 
this manner. Typically associated with students who speak English as a second language, 
students from lower economic backgrounds, and students with learning disabilities, basic 
writing could generate significant oppositional knowledge. Instead, it often functions in a 
complicit manner; at many universities the basic writing curriculum does little to alter 
academic expectations of communication, to interrogate the links between writing and 
class-ed systems of education, or to problematize the university's role in the production 
and guardianship of dominant ideology. Rather, basic writing is populated by at-risk 
students and often taught by part-time laborers. Moreover, while students must pay to 
enroll in basic writing, they do not earn credit for those courses. 
^ Sloane also refers to the 1989 CCCC, citing a presentation by Sarah-Hope Parmeter. 
^ While anecdotal evidence and conference presentations could provide a rich site of 
inquiry into this stage of discursive development, they are beyond the scope of this 
chapter, which focuses specifically on published articles. 
^ If the research of Alfred Kinsey is any indication, the actual numbers of persons 
engaging in erotic same-sex practices may be far higher. Kinsey's two reports, Sexual 
Behavior in the Human Male and Sexual Behavior in the Human Female, published in 
1948 and 1953, were widely distributed. Culled from over 10,000 interviews, the reports 
pointed out the disparity between social dictates and human practices. The values of the 
era shunned pre-marital sex, constructed same-sex practices as pathological, and 
presented sexuality as a binary system in which one was either a hetero- or homosexual, 
for example. But Kinsey reported that rates of male and female extramarital affairs and 
pre-marital sex also called into question constructions of maleness. femaleness, and 
marriage. Moreover, many persons identifying as heterosexual have engaged in same-sex 
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practices. According to John D'Emilio's summation of the reports, 50 percent of the 
males interviewed had engaged in erotic behaviors with other men, while 37 percent of 
the women had done the same. Kinsey's results are disputed, largely based on 
methodological criticisms. But even so, they are indicative of the slippery space between 
actual human practices and dominant social mores. For more about Kinsey's research, 
confer D'Emilio, Sexual Practices', Jonathan Katz, Gay American History, Wardell 
Pomeroy, Dr. Kinsey and the Institute for Sex Research, and Regina Markell Morantz's 
"The Scientist as Sex Crusader: Alfred C. Kinsey and American Culture" {American 
Quarterly 29 [1977]; 563-89). For follow-up studies, see the Kinsey Institute webpage, 
www.kinsevinstitute.org/resources: P. Gebhard and A. Johnson's The Kinsey Data: 
Marginal Tabulations of the 1938-1963 Interviews Conducted by the Institute for Sex 
Research (Philadelphia: W.B. Saunders, 1979): and John Gagnon and William Simon's 
Sexual Conduct: The Social Sources of Human Sexuality (Chicago: Aldine, 1973). 
^ See discussions in Gary David Comstock's Violence Against Lesbians and Gay Men 
(New York: Columbia, 1991); Gregory Herek and Kevin Berrill's Hate Crimes; 
Confronting Violence Against Lesbians and Gay Men (Newbury Park: Sage, 1992). 
® Bleich's discussion of homophobia as a means to reproduce masculinity as a male 
province, to enforce the practice of feminine-associated behaviors as distinctly female, 
and to protect the social relations based on this arbitrary ordering of socicty resonates 
with the historical scholarship conducted by persons interested in the study of sexuality 
and gender. George Chauncey, Judith Halberstam, and Anne McClintock as well as Liz 
Kennedy and Madeline Davis. Jonathan Katz, and Lisa Duggan, for instance, suggest that 
gender performance, class mobility, heteronormativity and social power are intimately 
related as bodies are disciplined—produced, punished, and privileged—in accordance to 
dominant socio-historic relations of sex, race, and class. 
^ I use "heteronormative" here, rather than "homophobic.'' for several reasons. First, it 
emphasizes the disciplinary power effects of an ideological position in which 
heterosexuality is produced as the universal norm from which LGBT persons differ. 
Second, "heteronormative" focuses on sexuality within a systemic frame of reference 
rather than as an individualized psychological state of mind, a dominant use for 
"homophobic." 

Deborah Britzman discusses pedagogies that attempt to challenge homophobia in "Is 
There a Queer Pedagogy?" She asserts that they often remain within psychological and 
humanist frameworks that call into question hatred of the Other while also validating that 
hatred, as the dominant stance privileged in the course is that of the one who hates. 
" It would be unfair to present these claims without acknowledging that the dominant 
disciplinary paradigm during the late 1980s privileged the personal in this manner and 
tended to err on the side of anti-foundationalism. Mary Louise Pratt's contact zone 
pedagogy was not introduced until 1991, for instance, and disciplinary uses of cultural 
studies approaches to discourse were still rather young. Additionally, some significant 
challenges to systemic heteronormative practices had not yet taken place—such as civil 
rights battles attempting to overturn the military ban of LGBT persons, the illegality of 
gay marriage, and the exclusion of LGBT support groups at schools across the nation. 

http://www.kinsevinstitute.org/resources
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This interest area differed from the already existing Gay Academic Union (formed in 
New York in 1973). 

As Karen Kopelson discusses, identity politics have a significant place in the 
emergence of queer pedagogies, and have had considerable influence on the theoretical 
and pedagogical inclusion of issues of difference. In addition to discussions of whether to 
come out to students, thus embodying an identity that can work simultaneously to de
mystify difference and to solidify its meaning, the philosophical issues related to identity 
politics are central to postmodern and queer discourses. 

Malinowitz does note that her reading materials for the course included D'Emilio's 
"Capitalism and Gay Identity," a text in which the relations of production and the 
development of LGBT subjectivity are directly linked. I do not get the sense, however, 
that this sort of analysis was posed in relation to contemporary' subject positions. 

As a matter of clarification, I am using "historicizing" as it is theorized by Hennessy. 
While some might argue that this usage conflates textual and material analytical 
frameworks, misunderstanding a distinction between a literary strategy for exploring 
texts and a Marxist strategy for understanding social relations of power, I believe that 
Hennessy merges them well in order to construct a viable materialist methodology. 

And if expenditures incurred as a result of unclear writing in the workforce are also 
factored in, the economic interests that reside in composition increase exponentially. 
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3— 
PRODUCING CONTAINMENT: 

THE RHETORICAL CONSTRUCTION OF DIFFERENCE IN WILL & GRACE 

The same hip public that revels in genderfuck also lauds Eminem, conv inced by critics that 
there's something heroic about his harangues, something playful in the standing ovation he 
gets for shouting: "Hate fags? The answer's yes!" Here, the feelings liberals have taught 
themselves to deny are fully exercised. Whatever guilt might attend that release is defused by 
the queer who attests to its harmlessness.... It [is] an exciting spectacle for liberals tired of 
radical queers telling them what is wrong with straight society. 

—Richard Goldstein, The Attack Queers: Liberal Society and the Gay Right 

Sex sells. In addition to the specifically sex-related industries of pornography, 

erotica, and prostitution, which are booming, mainstream media rely on images of 

sexuality to sell products ranging from perfume to socks to blenders to cars to hair plugs. 

In fact, such marketing appeals are so common that the adage "sex sells" seems to require 

little explanation. But for those of us interested in how ideologies of sex and sexuality are 

constructed, challenged, and maintained, we must repeatedly interrogate their social 

production. Scholars in fields such as Cultural Studies, History, Rhetoric. Women's 

Studies, Philosophy, and LGBT Studies have assumed a role in this proccss. studying 

pertinent representations, artifacts, and social processes. However, Van Cagle, a Project 

Director at the GLAAD (Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation) Center for the 

Study of Media and Society, asserts '"research in the area of glbt-oriented television is 

quite sparse ..." (Cagle 2). This chapter addresses that gap. 

I present an analysis of the ideological work conducted through and the potential 

social implications of Will & Grace, an anchor for NBC's primetime "must see TV" line 

up. This analysis is important because the popular and critically acclaimed show informs 



the thinking of many people—providing, challenging, or solidifying their beliefs about 

sexual difference. This may seem an overly strong claim. According to a study completed 

by GLAAD in the late 1990s, however, gays and lesbians account for only an 

approximate "2 % of the 540 lead or supporting [television] roles" (Shister, qtd. in 

Walters 103). Consequently, as the only network TV program at this time to feature its 

lead character as a gay male, Will & Grace stands out, providing a particularly important 

site of inquiiy into the production of sexuality. Additionally, however, the program 

models a form of inclusion that I believe extends beyond the culture industry. This 

inclusion appears to openly acccpt difference, even to advocate on behalf of those who 

are different. But as my analysis of the discipline of composition revealed, the 

incorporation of di fference, while often admirable and well-intentioned, need not 

necessarily alter dominant practices and can actually function to secure inequity. 

For readers unfamiliar with the show, Will & Grace is set in New York and 

focuses largely on the friendship between the two title characters: Will, a white, gay. 

male attorney (played by Eric McCorraack). and Grace, a white, straight female with her 

own small interior-design company (played by Debra Messing). They no longer date, as 

they did during college, but they do live together, have mutual friends, and extensively 

rely on one another emotionally. Their relationship is similar to other media depictions of 

opposite sex, hetero-homo best friends. This does not prevent the secondary lead 

characters, Jack and Karen (played by Sean Hayes and Megan Mull ally, respectively), 

from equating the intimacy between Grace and Will to a marital relationship, but Karen is 

the only married character.' While she could be described as a fag-hag, rich bitch, and a 



flighty drunk, there is little doubt that her anti-politically correct, cutting sarcasm 

provides much of the show's energy. Finally, while Jack has received much attention by 

reviewers who interpret his character (cf. Richmond, Natale, Hubbard, Deziel), there is 

one point of consensus: he represents the "screaming queen," a flamboyantly nelly gay 

man who, as Will once asserted, could be identified as gay by both dead men and dogs 

(Holleran, "Alpha" 1). 

Unlike many of its earliest television predecessors as well as its contemporaries, 

then. Will & Grace opts not to represent gayness through a single character, a fleeting 

" 2 presence, or a model of illness. It alters the dominant system of sexuality that governs 

the narrative such that heterosexuality is not the assumed norm—tlie dominant identity 

from which one or two characters differ. At one point the dominance of gayness leads 

Nathan (played by Woody Harrelson) to defend his public affection toward Grace by 

saying, "We date; we're straight: get used to it." Altering the hetero-norm in this manner 

differentiates Will & Grace from programs like All My Children, Dawson's Creek, and 

Survivor; they include a gay or lesbian character/couple while also retaining 

heterosexuality as the normative subjectivity. This is not to say that the program entirely 

elides heteronormative values, however. 

In fact, when I think of what Will & Grace sells through its representations of 

sexuality that are designed specifically for mainstream television consumption, I am 

struck not only by their heterosexist assumptions, but also by their privileging of classist, 

racist, and patriarchal ideologies. Consequently, unlike those who unilaterally and 

erroneously argue that Will & Grace "popularizes perversion" (Gritt 26). critics must 



conduct rich analysis before embracing the program as a socially progressive, counter-

hegemonic site that opposes dominant social structures of inequity. Suzanna Walters 

refers to the show's effective appeal to viewers as the "new homophobia on TV," for 

instance (1 13). And providing further analysis, I will argue that the program's popular 

and industry acclaim as well as its limited backlash is largely due to a liberal facade that 

conceals its conservative ideological work.^ 

Queer critique of what the program renders visible and invisible will reveal that 

its implications extend far beyond issues of homophobia. The construction of an 

apolitical rhetorical stance and the deployment of the discourse of humor enable Will & 

Grace to secure a broad range of viewers, to appeal to and reproduce socially dominant 

ideologies of race, class, sexuality, and patriarchy, and to contain the oppositional power 

of difference by reinforcing the exploitative ideologies that enable the systemic inequity 

of social relations. 

The Business of Being Apolitical: Will & Grace and the Disavowal of Politics 

Other than extremists, I don't know how the show could offend. 
—Eric McCormack (Will), "Will Power" 

Even the most cursory review of the literature links the success of Will & Grace to 

the disavowal of politics. While Max Mutchnick, the show's self-identified gay co-

creator and executive producer, does say that he feels both a responsibility to the (gay) 

community to present tensions in a realistic way and a need to engage the realities of life, 

other representatives of the show contradict such a political commitment. Moreover, the 



realities of life to which Mutchnick refers are thoroughly imbricated in hegemonic 

ideology such that what's presented as the real are actually more like illusions. 

The reason for distancing the program from politics is pretty clear. One needs to 

look no further than Ellen to recognize the effects of blatant and sympathetic 

representations of Other sexualities. Her show resulted in public berating in the media as 

well as boycotts against the corporate owner (Disney) of ABC, the network upon which 

the show appeared. As part of her private life, Ellen DeGeneres' lesbianism was 

tolerable, constructed as her own business. But depicting the character's psychological 

development as normal and the public display of same-sex affection as healthy went too 

far. As a result, she was accused of pushing a homosexual agenda on the American public 

and her show targeted. 

Will & Grace relies on a rejection of the politics associated with Ellen and her 

show. This is not to suggest that those involved with Will & Grace fail to acknowledge 

the debt they owe to DeGeneres and Ellen-, the woman and the program broke ground and 

look significant heat for presenting a realistic coming-out narrative. Rather, the attempts 

to cast the programs in two distinctly different lights are revelatory of Will & Grace's 

ambivalent political stance. While the program is a cultural artifact with the power to 

wage a political commentary on dominant social practices and ideologies, as Mutchnick 

suggests, it is also a part of a culture industry where the business of being apolitical, yet 

trendy, pays off. 

Hence, perhaps it is good business sense that numerous actors and executives 

have constructed the program's apolitical ethos. As reported in m Advocate review of the 



television program, for instance. "[t]he show's creators . . . distance themselves from 

Ellen DeGeneres' cancelled series by telling Daily Variety's Amy Archerd, 'We have no 

intention of making the same mistake'" (n.a. 24). Aaron Cohen, a network ad buyer, 

underscores this rejection: "Ellen really wanted to make a statement, far from what they 

do on 'Will and Grace""' (sic. Freeman 35). Debra Messing does as well; she says, "it's 

not a gay show" (Natale 33). McCormack asserts, "We're not a political show" (Lipton 

81). And according to Warren Littlefield, programming chief at NBC, "We have a 

different concept, a unique relationship between these two people," a gay man and a 

straight woman (Natale 33). 

In an effort to avoid hitting people over the head with the sledgehammer of sexual 

difference and assertions of equality, then. Will & Grace is consciously and 

conscientiously framed as an apolitical comedy. Will & Grace is no less implicated in the 

poUtical than was Ellen, however. The difference is not that the show transcends politics, 

but that it assumes a different political stance—that of being apolitical—in order to shield 

itself from accusations of being too overtly invested in a counter-hegemonic politics. 

Mutchnick acknowledges the balancing act this demands in an interview with 

Gail Shister. Successfully incorporating difference into mainstream popular culture 

demands being accountable to straight and gay audiences as well as to the larger 

community and to "the art of sitcom making" (104). To secure the largest market 

audience possible, gays need to feel represented: and straights must feel included rather 

than excluded by the presence of gayness; and the audience needs to laugh. And 

capturing this large market is the program's main purpose. As Craig Chester asserts in the 



Advocate, Will and Grace's "first order of business is profit," not equitable social change 

(9)." 

While there may be a desire to benefit the gay community, we should not 

"confuse Hollywood's desire to profit off Jack [and] Will. .. with social altruism.... 

This is a business" (Chester 9). And the success of this business rest largely on the 

selection of effective rhetorical appeals, appeals that "address [the] emotional need [of 

Others] to be accepted while selling a palatable image of homosexuality to heterosexual 

consumers that meets their need to have their dominance secured" (Schulman 146). Will 

and Grace ultimately functions in this manner. On the surface, it includes what LGBT 

activists have requested for years: the depletion of gay and hetero-sexuality as equals. 

Deeper analysis, however, reveals that the program conforms to and perpetuates 

dominant social values. Through the use of racist, sexist, classist, and heterosexist humor, 

the program functions to secure a diverse audience and the dominant ideologies integral 

to maintaining the stability of capitalist relations of exploitation. 

Layers of Meaning: Interpreting Humor and the Politics of Television 

If you're homophobic, the gay bashing is built into the show—you don't even have to do it. 
It's already done for you: the characters gay-bash each other. 

—Megan Mullally (Karen). "Girl Talk" 

There is little doubt that popular culture and its specific artifacts participate in the 

ideological contest over how social conditions and practices are understood. The effects 

and implications of individual artifacts, social practices, or industries are not always 

clear, however, making it difficult to assert how cultural forces and material conditions 

relate to one another. Addressing this very issue, Theodor Adomo, a member of the 
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Frankfurt School, rigorously explored the dialectical relationship between culture and the 

socio-economic system in which cultural norms and artifacts are produced. Interested in 

achieving social transformation such that exploitative values and inequitable social 

conditions could be eliminated through structural, systemic social change, he modeled a 

method of critique that could reveal how the prevailing system of capitalism and its 

hegemonic values are proli ferated and normalized through the culture industry. Thus, 

Adorno provides a method designed specifically for the interrogation of multilayered 

artifacts such as Will & Grace.^ 

In "How to Look at Television," Adorno explains the "polymorphic meaning" of 

media artifacts: they 

are not simply the sum total of the actions they portray or of the messages 

that radiate from these actions. Mass media also consist of various layers 

of meanings superimposed on one another, all of which contribute to the 

effect... [that] enthrall [s] the spectators on various psychological levels 

simultaneously. (164) 

Respectively, "surface content" and "hidden meaning" refer to the overt and covert 

means through which an artifact appeals to the viewer and is rendered meaningful. To wit 

the ideological functions of a show lie just as much in the hidden messages as they do in 

the overt representations. 

It is through exploration of the interplay between surface and hidden messages 

that the contradictoiy ideological work conducted by programs can be revealed. On the 

surface, for instance, a program may appear to buck primetime norms of exclusion or 
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demeaning representations of difference. But deeper probing may reveal that the hidden 

layers of meaning are not oppositional to but supportive of the status quo that the show 

seemed to call into question. Thus, a program like Will & Grace can simultaneously be 

inclusive of sexualit/es while also relying on heterosexist logic. The contradictory forces 

are, I believe, what enable the show's success—the conservative hidden messages 

counteract those that appear oppositional on the surface. 

The program's successful rhetorical appeals do not bludgeon members of the 

audience with a clear-cut stance that challenges stereotypes. Rather, they create a 

particular subject position for the ideal viewer from which the show makes sense and 

entertains. It is this positionalit>' that creates identification and humor. As Adorno 

suggests, effective persuasion results because "The script does not try to 'sell' any idea 

[in particular. Rather,] the hidden meaning emerges simply by the way the story looks at 

human beings; thus the audience is invited to look at characters in the same way without 

being made aware that indoctrination is present" (166-67). It is in this way that a program 

like Will & Grace can invite readers into a marginalized ideological frame of reference 

by representing sexual difference while also encouraging us to mediate those 

representations with the heterosexist, racist, sexist, and classist values that sustain 

exploitative social practices. 

One of the primary ways that the program produces such effects is through the 

device of humor. On this topic, Adorno says, "a number of repressed gratifications which 

play a large role on the hidden level are somehow allowed to manifest themselves on the 

surface in jests, off-colour remarks, suggestive situations, and similar devices" (165). It is 
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through interrogating these manifestations that "reinforce conventionally rigid and 

'pseudo-realistic' attitudes similar to the accepted ideas more rationalistically propagated 

by the surface message" that we analysts can make sense of humor on television (165 ). In 

other words, exploring the implications of humor and the logic underlying representations 

enables analysis of a show's ideological assumptions, assumptions upon which it is 

deemed funny, (il)legitimate, or inconsequential, and upon which it attempts to produce 

its object, the viewing subject. Adomo's explanation of this process is worth quoting at 

length: 

The character of the underpaid, maltreated school teacher is an attempt to 

reach a compromise between prevailing scorn for the intellectual and the 

equally conventionalized respect for "culture'. The heroine shows such an 

intellectual superiority and high spiritedness that identification with her is 

invited, and compensation is offered for the inferiority of her position and 

that of her ilk in the social set-up. Not only is the central character 

supposed to be very charming, but she wisecracks constantly. In tenns of a 

set pattern of identification, the script implies: Tf you are as humorous, 

good-natured, quick-witted, and charming as she is, do not worry about 

being paid a starvation wage. You can cope with your frustration in a 

humorous way; and your superior wit and cleverness put you not only 

above material privations, but also above the rest of mankind'. In other 

words, the script is a shrewd method of promoting adjustment to 

humiliating conditions by presenting them as objectively comical and by 



giving a picture of a person who experiences even her own inadequate 

position as an object of fun apparently free of any resentment... . [T]his 

message is hidden only by a style which does not pretend to touch 

anything serious. (167) 

It is through such humor, and the apolitical stance often association with it, that Will & 

Grace simultaneously represents and contains Otherness, and works ideologically to 

secure systemic inequity. 

It's No Laughing Matter: An Episodic Reading of the Politics of Will & Grace 

Will & Grace has its deceptive charms (it feels smart), but it also manages to be rather 
offensive, claiming to offer realistic portrayals of gay men who, in this case, do little more 
than call each other "homo" and "queer" while mincing about.... They're here, they're 
queer, and, gee, aren't they flinny little fags? 

—Robert Wilonsky, "Blow Up the Box" 

As several full seasons of Will & Grace have been completed already, there are 

far too many episodes to include in a chapter-length study of the program. I will focus 

primarily on one episode, "My Uncle the Car," reading various exchanges between 

characters to substantiate my claims that the program reproduces conservative and 

exploitative logics. 

The episode presents three of the main four characters in some sort of trauma. 

Jack, whose paternity was called into question earlier in the season, has received a 

postcard from his mother telling him that his father "is a black boy." After four years and 

at Will's urging, Grace allows him to take out of storage and sell a car she inherited after 

her uncle's death only to feel like she has sold the uncle. And Karen literally loses 



Rosario, her Salvadoran maid, after wagering her in a game of pool. Ellen DeGeneres 

also appears in the episode. Playing Sister Louise, she buys Gracc's car in order to 

support her entrepreneurial activities—a side-business she runs out of the church to 

generate private economic gain. 

The various story lines are brought together by their overt meanings; the 

definition and exploration of human relationships. Looking to the hidden 

messages—those deflected when the more obvious interpretations of the overt messages 

are privileged—reveals additional layers of meaning and troubling ideological 

implications. Specifically, as I'll show in the following sections, the rhetorical 

construction of difference in "My Uncle the Car" sustains the values historically 

deployed to ensure systemic inequity. 

Class Politics. As previously indicated, this episode focuses on relationships, with 

the characters undergoing a process of definition that includes self. Other, and the 

connection between the two. Throughout this process, the power of class and the 

commodification of persons arc foregrounded. However, when the layers of meaning are 

peeled away, it becomes easier to see how the program functions to perpetuate dominant 

myths and oppressive ideologies such as those of class. 

Early in the episode we are told that Beverly Lesley (a friend of Karen) has hired 

Rosario to work at his home, unbeknownst to her primary employer, Karen. When the 

moonlighting is revealed, Karen becomes jealous, hurt, possessive, and angry. She asks 

Lesley to account for his actions, questioning how he could interfere with "one of the 
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most sacred relationships there is,... [that between] a woman and her housekeepers." 

And she confronts Rosario as well, as the following exchange illustrates; 

Karen: Is he good to you? 

Rosario: He lets me wear jeans to work. 

Karen: I don't want to hear all the filthy details. What does he feed you? 

Rosario: Subway; the twelve-inch. 

Karen: Oh, how could you? I was your world. Arc you really going to 

throw all that away for a twelve-inch sub? 

Throughout the episode, she continues to talk about'to Rosario as if she were a love 

interest, a (potential) sexual partner, a possession, a fickle employee who ought to pay 

attention to concerns other than food, and a person integral to her life, someone whose 

face "almost makes the day begin."® Once ail of her fuzzy signals are deconstructed, 

however, it is clear that she treats Rosario as a possession to be bought, sold, and 

wagered. The powerful potential of making disrupting these dynamics of class inequity 

and exploitation is then largely defused. That is, the program uses humor to deflect 

interrogation of systemic practices by which 1) a person becomes a commodity; 2) the 

laborer produces the means by which the owner sustains social privilege; and 3) laborers 

are theoretically constructed as free to sell their labor and to choose their working 

conditions. 

The exploitative power relations that mediate the employer-employee relationship 

are made most clear when Karen attempts to ensure Rosario's labor by wagering 

possession of her in a game of pool: 



Karen: I'll play you for her. 

Lesley: You do not own her, my dear; she's a person. 

Karen: I know damn well what she is. You don't have to tell me my own 

maid's a person. Of course she's a person. I'll play you for her. 

For Karen, being a domestic laborer does not forfeit one's personhood, but that 

personhood does not prevent one human from being owned by another. Lesley seems 

somewhat interested in intervening in this construction of Rosario; his stance is shattered, 

however, by his own participation in and then his assertion after the game: "I won fair 

and square. Rosario is mine." 

Rosario does directly challenge this construction of her self as a possession. 

Walking into the room to discover she has been wagered, lost, and won in a game of 

pool, she says, "Stop it! You won me in a game of pool? What am I, your prize bull?" 

She then leaves the room saying that she "never want[s] to see either one of you again." 

Asserting her agency in this scene, she suggests that her employer and her job are not her 

"'whole world," denies her status as a possession, and separates her self from historically 

racist discourse that links dark skin to animalism. However, she also perpetuates the myth 

that laborers arc free to choose their working conditions and that they can act individually 

to overcome the dehumanizing forces and hierarchical social relations of capitalism. 

Further, when Rosario returns to Karen's employ at the episode's conclusion, 

viewers are led to believe to that she may have returned because she missed Karen, just 

as Karen appears to have missed Rosario, to whom she has grown "accustomed."' 

Linking, Rosario's return to individual emotions forestalls critiques of her return as a 



laborer's necessary capitulation to the exploitation enabled through the deployment of 

race and capitalist ideology. The delimitation of analysis to the interpersonal is further 

enacted through the use of sarcastic humor: 

Karen: You're back. Where the hell are my slippers? 

Rosario: Have you looked up your ass, you drunken fool? 

In this pivotal concluding scene in an episode about human relationships and power, the 

deployment of humor functions to virtual-ly equalize disparities of power by rhetorically 

reconfiguring power as a linguistic force. The material exploitation, antagonisms, and 

power differentials of class and race that enable Karen to maintain her position of socio

economic privilege are thus rendered a matter of perspective, alleviated through the 

linguistic sparring privileged by the discourse of humor. 

Perhaps it could be argued that the obviousness of the exploitative relations 

represented by the two characters and the fact that Karen misses Rosario in her absence 

require a different interpretation. Focusing on Karen's feelings individualizes systemic 

power relations, however. And according to Adorno, Rosario's sarcasm can be explained 

as a form of repressed gratification manifested through humor. As such, it appeals to the 

feelings of viewers—many of whom are also laborers with little power over their 

working conditions—while also reinscribing the dominant ideological myth that 

exploitative social relations are a matter of perspective. That is, the humor solidifies the 

dominant ideological value of capitalism: exploitation happens and the best way to 

confront it is to not confront it; accept it and laugh it off. 



This is not the only example of how the program deflects socio-historical realities 

of systemic class relations, however. Will and Jack also efface the material struggles of 

real gay men. An attorney for a successful legal firm, for instance, Will represents a 

dominant cultural image of the well-off, stock-owning gay man free to travel and 

consume as he desires: he lives without financial struggle, responsibility for a multi

member family, or the drudgery endured in the work-a-day world of the common man. 

But this image of gays as a privileged class of people is highly contested. 

According to Alexandra Chasin and Fred Fejes, advertising firms are largely 

responsible for producing the myth of gay affluence so often linked to gay subjectivity. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, for instance, several firms associated gay identity with 

higher than average earning potentials and living conditions in order to lure corporate 

clients with the promise of an economically powerful yet "untapped minority market" 

(Lorch, qtd. in Chasin 32)? The identification of this market brought to the fore the 

dearth of travel, clothing, real estate, and health services designed to address the 

particular concerns related to LGBT persons, but the image of affluence was produced on 

erroneous research. Economist M.V. Lee Badgett goes so far as to say that the research 

design typically used was so flawed that "no legitimate economist would ever use it" 

(25). Essentially, the design ensured the conflation of LGBT subjectivity, in general, with 

a particular demographic of persons holding yearly subscriptions to mainstream gay 

magazines. This conflation resulted in the universalization of the upwardly mobile, gay 

white male subjectivity. Hence, gay was linked to surplus income—identifiable by 



"unusually frequent" purchases often associated with international travel, alcohol, music, 

and high culture (Chasin 36). 

The myth of gay privilege remains strongly planted in the America imagination, 

even though subsequent study demonstrates its inaccuracy. Research conducted in 1994, 

for instance, shows "income[s]... significantly lower ... [than dominant representations 

suggest], reflecting an average annual income for gay men of $21,500 ($1,000 less than 

men in the overall population)" (Chasin 36). And in Money, Myths, and Change: The 

Economic Lives of Lesbians and Gay Men, Badgett uses the actual earnings record of gay 

men and lesbians to argue that 

The expected harm from discrimination is ... evident: gay and bisexual 

men earn from 17 to 28 percent less than similarly qualified heterosexual 

men ... [and] while the average lesbian's and bisexual woman's earnings 

appear to be no lower than those of comparable heterosexual women, 

lesbians are vulnerable to Job and income loss from discrimination. (45-6) 

Now, Will is not entirely taken in by this myth, as some of the audience members may 

be. 

He must recognize how his status as an attorney affords him a level of security 

and consumption not experienced by all persons, as he regularly assists both Jack and 

Grace financially. But in an episode including a gay wedding that he and Grace attend 

together, he makes clear that he is tired of shouldering more than an even half of the 

expenses that they incur together. Essentially, he no longer was to subsidize her life by 

paying for her bikini waxes, dry cleaning, food, or other items. The overt resentment he 



displays seems reserved only for Grace, though. He seems nonplussed by Jack's 

economic dependence. This seems the case because sexism mediates Will's 

understanding of how both of his friends depend on him. With Grace, economic 

dependency symbolizes a marital relationship. In reality, though, both Will is in material 

relationship to both characters, over whom he is privileged. 

To be more precise, while interrogating sexist practices in the allocation of wages 

or exploring marriage as an institution that depends on and perpetuates inequity could 

logically follow from Will's assertion, the narrative privileges an individual resolution of 

his cranky behavior and her taking him for granted rather than systemic analysis. By not 

seeing Jack's dependence in relation to Grace's, Will deflects attention from similarities 

that may exist between the subject positions of women and flamboyantly gay men and 

elides the real needs of a diverse group of LGBT laborers, renters, and impoverished 

citizens. The disparity between the conditions he represents as a white, gay, gender-

appropriate-in-appearance, financially secure attorney and those experienced by the 

majority of actual gay men is thus concealed. As a result. Will solidifies the myth of gay 

affluence, pushes fiirther from consciousness the fact that "between 1.65 and 3.3 million 

impoverished lesbians and gay men [live] in the United States,*' and perfonns difference 

such that it becomes invisible (Hennessy 140). 

Jack, on the other hand, as is asserted in an earlier episode, is Will's "one 

remaining link to the gay world"—his foil in terms of social, professional, and class 

status. Whereas Will's economic security may, in part, be the result of him not "acting 

gay." Jack enjoys no such security. His employment ranges from working at Banana 



Republic to performing "Just Jack," Ms variety show at a nightclub. He has little money 

of his own, and his difference is quite noticeable, as even dogs can tell that he is gay. But 

rather than developing Jack's potential to alter the dominant social constructions of 

affluent gayness. or gay difference, the program shows Jack living virtually the same life 

as Will. While Jack never has to pull out his own wallet, they live in the same building, 

eat in the same restaurants, and workout at the same gym. Thus, Jack implies that you can 

live the lifestyle of the upwardly mobile affluent white man without actually having the 

means or appropriate identity markers. 

Additionally, the conversations between the characters often suggest that the 

performance of gayness is a matter of style—how you adorn your body, maintain your 

body, decorate your home, or inflect your voice. In Profit and Pleasure, Rosemary 

Hennessy warns against the conflation of gayness and style because it makes sexual 

difference a matter of consumption, an issue of self-chosen visibility and a matter of 

performative play that '"helps produce imaginary gay/queer subjects that keep invisible 

the divisions of wealth and labor that tliese images and knowledges depend on" (140).^ 

Jack is the poster boy for this play: his flamboyance, repartee, and persona are all about 

style, particularly the stereotypical style of the funny nelly. 

I am not faulting Will & Grace for a failure to represent all the social conditions 

and types of diversity associated with LGBT persons. Rather, I am suggesting that the 

perpetuation of myths seems counterproductive if the goal is to depict reality and to 

benefit an LGBT community living in a country where, among other things, federal 

legislation still allows employees to be fired because of their sexual orientation.^ 



Further, while they seem to represent opposite ends of a spectrum (difference as 

virtually invisible versus obvious), both Will and Jack embody stereotypical, dominant 

heterosexist constructions of sexual difference. Will is the socially ideal gay man, 

meaning that he is not undeniably different. In addition to being masculine in appearance, 

educated, HIV-free, and financially secure, he desires a monogamous, long-term 

relationship. Whereas Will embodies difference such that it is not all that obvious, Jack is 

a caricature. An exaggerated blend of camp and the marginalized fairy, he appeals to a 

broad audience not because he looks the same, but because he creates psychic safety by 

embodying gayness in accordance with deeply entrenched heterosexist constructions of 

Otherness. That is, his effeminacy and his identity as the "notorious f-a-g" reinscribe his 

gayness within a historical frame of reference used to link gay men to illness and to 

justify their marginalization without actually critiquing its relation to material conditions 

In regards to class, then. Will & Grace often privileges myths or makes inequity a 

matter of humor and perspective. And, as I will argue in the following section, the 

deployment of witty sarcasm that was used to efface the import and implications of a 

logic that identifies persons in relation to commodities'" also extends explicitly to the 

i.ssue of race. The ideological effect is the construction of a comical, less obviously brutal 

domination. 

Producins Racial (In)Difference. Even though race is central to the ideological 

apparatus of the program, it often remains a topic outside the scope of narrative inquiry. 

As Walters points out, "For all its wits and occasional foray into community, the world of 

Will and Grace is a world of well-dressed white gay men in which both lesbians and gays 



of color are introduced fleetingly and as objects of derision" (103, 110). But perhaps this 

should not come as a surprise to critics. According GLAAD, only one of the gay male 

roles on mainstream television is a person of color (that program. Spin City, is now seen 

only in syndication). And on Will & Grace, Rosario is the only weekly recurring 

character of non-Caucasian descent, and her presence is enabled by her stereotypical race 

and class position." Given the frequent dominance of whiteness, then, the overt 

articulation of race in this episode is particularly noticeable. 

The episode opens with Jack entering Will and Grace's apartment. He carries a 

postcard from his mother, who is on a cruise, which elaborates on an ongoing storyline 

about his paternity. According to the card, his "father is a black boy." 

Will: Your father is a black boy? 

Grace; They have coconut shrimp? [on the cruise ship] 

Jack: I'm black. I'm black and my mother says black boy. I'm black and 

my mother's a racist. 

Will; 1 totally see it. Jack's black. I don't know why I've never seen it 

before. I salute you, my proud black brother. 

Jack; Thank you, Will. It's nice to have your support. Now, if you'll 

excuse me, I need to find out what it means to be black like me. 

To readers who remember the episode in which Jack ridiculcd one of his sexual partners, 

saying about the Asian man, "Look how funny he talks," it may come as a surprise that 

Jack recognizes his mother's racism. However, his awareness of the blatantly racist 



nature of the language used to describe his paternity functions to ensure the comedic 

appeal of the jokes that follow. 

First, it seems as if viewers do not need to be offended because the offensiveness 

is so obvious that it shouldn't be taken seriously. Neither Will nor Grace take any of it 

seriously; so why should the audience? As discussed in the previous section, however, 

this logic does not hold. Obvious racism that passes as humor is no less damaging than 

covert racism. Rather than encouraging critique of the function that race performs in 

culture, it secures the viability of racist discourse as a rhetorical appeal and deflects 

attention from the realities of race. 

In place of realities. Jack offers allusions. Take, for instance, how his final phrase 

resonates with the title of John Howard Griffin's Black Like Me. In 1959, Griffin 

mcdically altered his skin color so that he would appear black.'" He then traveled through 

the South, chronicling the oppression and exploitation of black persons as a result of 

systemic white supremacist ideology. Jack's language resonates with Griffin's, and may 

even be a direct reference to his work, but the intertextual links created by that allusion 

are as far as Jack goes to interrogate the realities of race or to challenge racist values or 

their function within U.S. culture. 

The allusion is extended throughout the episode. During a scene between Jack and 

Karen, she asserts: "I'm happy for you, and I'm happy for me; I've always wanted a 

black friend." Jack responds with two more literary references: "I finally found my roots, 

Kar. It's like, my whole life. I've been waiting to exhale'" (my emphasis). Karen initiates 

racist discourse in this scene by using perhaps one of the most stereotypical measures 



used to determine one's ideological position on race—whether a person has black friends. 

While doing so, she illustrates the whiteness associated with her upper-crust life and the 

overall program. Moreover, she constructs race as a tokenized identity—something to 

collect—and then celebrates her possession of just such a token, albeit one that will not at 

all disturb the white norm. Jack responds to her discourse with an allusion to Terry 

McMillan's Waiting to Exhale, a novel about the lives of four middle-class women 

searching for partners and trying to create strong, healthy families. 

While Jack also may be looking for the ideal man—albeit his father—to complete 

his family, the deployment of allusion in both the previous scenes enables him to 

simultaneously make black culture visible and to elide rather than confront the realities of 

race. As Anne McClintock argues in Imperial Leather, categories of race were 

constructed in imperial interests and were deployed to justify colonial domination. Jack 

secures this domination by using the cultural capital of the books to substitute allusion for 

critical race analysis. Moreover, his comments embed an old racist sexual "joke" about 

trying out a black person. As a result, racist discourse goes unchallenged and references 

to black culture become tokens of anti-racist ideology, much as w e saw personal 

sympathy stand in for anti-heterosexist actions in the last chapter. 

In Jack's penultimate appearance, he is again with Will and Grace at their 

apartment. 

Jack; You will not believe the day I've had. Something must be done... . 

I just stood in the freezing cold for forty minutes trying to get a 

cab. I finally had to walk halfway 'cross town. 



Grace; Why couldn't you get a cab? 

Jack: Why do you think? Because I'm black. 

Grace: Maybe you should go down to Boy Bar and try to get a little 

affirmative action. 

This projection of racism onto the cab drivers is the closest Jack gets to a realistic 

depiction of racist practices. But it is a projection based on his "trying on" an identity as 

if it were a style that he could assume and then be recognized and interpreted in 

accordance with. But identities are not this easy to claim, and race is not a style to be 

tried on. It is unlikely, for instance, that one will be treated in accordance with an identity 

that is not widely evident. And race is material reality used to order society both locally 

and globally. Moreover, suggesting the flexibility of race such that white persons arc the 

objects of racist practices—as Jack is and does appear white—belittles racist power 

differentials and the realities faced by people of color on a daily basis. Grace's response, 

in turn, conflates state policy intended to counter years of exploitation and discrimination, 

which happens to be under fire, with a sexual encounter. While Grace deflects analytical 

attention through the suggestion that Jack ought not be taken seriously. Adorno reminds 

us that exchanges such the one above are not a laughing matter. The discourse of humor 

and the jokes that emerge within that framework are meaningful and do have ideological 

implications. 

In this case, the need for affirmative action is further eroded—racism is a 

projection not a material reality. Whereas Griffm lived as a person of color in order to 

publicize exploitative social relations and to generate support for the Civil Rights 



movement. Jack's deployment of race works to amuse a largely white audience. While he 

does not paint his skin as would be done in the tradition of blackface, he does embody the 

marginalized identity and participates in racist discourse to entertain an audience 

positioned within a systemically racist culture. 

None of this is to say that Jack's assumption of racial Otherness does not imply 

the instability of race as a social construct and signifier. But the potential power of this 

instability is contained. First. Jack re-secures his whiteness in his final scene; 

Jack: Well, I'm devastated. I talked to mother last night and it turns out 

I'm not black. . . . I'm a Black; she got knocked up by one of the 

Black boys, an Irish-Catholic family from her hometown. 

Karen: Well, at least you're one step closer to finding your real dad. 

Jack: Don't try to console me. Once you've been black, you can never go 

back. 

Second, he empties an important concept of meaning. "Once you've been black, you can 

never go back" suggests a critical change of perspective that alters how a person lives in 

the world. In Jack's mouth, however, it becomes an overdramatic assertion by an 

eccentric person. Moreover, it implies that marginalized race positions are pliable 

identities that can be assumed and tried on like clothes. This is an assumption of 

difference without any material consequence. As such, it perpetuates the belief that race 

is of little social significance, as if poverty, illiteracy, imprisonment and other practices 

imbricated in racist ideology affect all persons equally. 



The Perpetuation of Patriarchy. In addition to the issues of marital inequity and 

wage disparity suggested earlier, the program enacts patriarchal ideology through the 

near invisibility of lesbianism. This may seem ironic given DeGeneres' guest appearance 

on this episode. In addition to the significant effort exerted to create political distance 

between her person, her politics, her show and Will & Grace, she is one of the U.S.'s 

most visible and identifiable lesbians. Nonetheless, even with her noteworthy presence, 

lesbians are more frequently invoked than embodied on the program. This delimited 

representation of sexual difference that attends primarily to males, whether intended or 

not, functions to sustain a pattern of patriarchal ideology that has plagued the LGBT 

community for some time." Additionally, when representations are present, they tend to 

marginalize lesbian subjectivity and to reproduce phallocentricism. 

Ellen's function in this episode has contradictory effects. The most obvious 

reason for her appearance is her marketability, of course. She draws significant attention 

and boosts ratings-—both are good for business. But in terms of cultural ideology, she 

makes visible lesbianism on a show that often ignores the subjectivity, thus drawing even 

more attention to the representations that do exist. Moreover, she blurs the lens through 

which religious practices are viewed. In short, she inhabits the subject position of a nun 

and links entrepreneurial activities to the Church. 

When Grace and Will visit Sister Louise in order to request that she take back the 

money and return the car she bought from Will, Grace points out that Sister Louise, 

bound through marriage to a figure typically sexed male, assumes a figurative 

(hetero)sexuality: "it is so wonderful that you're married to God. Me—I'm still looking." 
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However, the narrative's construction of Louise's heterosexuaiity is rendered odd 

because it is difficult to separate the flesh-and-blood lesbian icon of Ellen from the 

character she is portraying.'"^ This difficulty is increased when Louise initiates a 

conversation about sex. She asks both Grace and Will, "What's sex with a man like?" 

Her expectant glances to both characters enables ftirther conflation of the actor and the 

character, as neither (apparently) sleep with men. Louise's attention to sex and Ellen's 

embodiment of a nun subtly subvert the Catholic Church's construction of nuns as only 

figuratively sexual and the condemnation of subjects who engage same-sex practices as 

inherently immoral and sinful.'^ Moreover, this occurs in a historical moment when the 

sexual practices and sexualities of Church representatives are under significant scrutiny. 

But this reading is possible only when analysis conflates the fictional character and the 

flesh-and-blood actress. Thus, her sexual difference is invoked—lesbianism is to be 

inferred but not embodied in the narrative."' 

This pattern is broken in two particular episodes: when the self-identified lesbian 

Rosie O'Donnell portrays the lesbian mother of .Tack's son, and when Will and Jack 

participate in a police-training workshop that includes lesbians. These images are 

interesting not only because they move beyond invocation to representation, but because 

they also seem to exist as opposites: O'Donnell is a loving mother of a well-adjusted son, 

whereas the other women are utterly un-motherly "old-time dumpy, flannel-shirted 

stereotypes . .., the objects of derision from Jack's acid tongue" (Walters 111). Both 

representations rely on patriarchal logic, however. The women are constructed in relation 

to a feminine standard; they are either mothers, who appear feminine and reproduce men. 
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or dykes who abandon motherhood, men. and all connections to femininity—and, as a 

result, womanhood. 

It is not that I think the program should be simplified and understood as a 

representation of pure and simple sexism and patriarchal ideology. O'Donnell does play a 

lesbian mother. So while she is linked to motherhood, she also challenges the patriarchal, 

hetero-stracture of the traditional family.'^ This challenge is nowhere near as strong on 

Will & Grace as O'Donnell's own publicity efforts, where she examines the cultural links 

that unite sexuality, parenting, and the construction of family. Rather, the show leaves 

unsaid information that could enrich O'Donnell's presence and interpretations of its 

significance, such as the overwhelming number of children available for adoption, the 

percentage of Americans who feel children should not be adopted by LGBT persons, and 

the juridical bans on such adoptions. Foregoing any stance beyond the appearance of a 

lesbian as a lesbian mother, the sitcom attempts to avoid the overt construction of such 

links. So while acknowledging "a responsibility to not work against the cause," 

Mutchnick also wants to avoid direct and overt political intervention—which is 

represented as Ellen's big mistake of (Kaye 2). 

Lori Kaye extends the discussion of lesbian portrayals on the program in "'Where 

are the Funny Girls?" She specifically asks Mutchnick to account for the police-training 

episode in which Jack "verbally danced on [the] heads" of the flannel-clad women, 

prompting him to link the fictional realm of his characters to the material world 

experienced by the viewer (2). I'his connection is not a stretch for him; clearly aware that 

the show is a product of social conditions that also affects those conditions, he asserts the 



need to be mindful of the movement's cause and to represent the "truth," including the 

"kind of internal prejudices and oppressions that go back and forth between gay men and 

gay women" (2). However aware he may be of the material social conditions that 

function to create the multiple layers of meaning in Will & Grace, the rationale behind 

Mutchnick's admission that he "fucked up" in this episode is indicative of an interpretive 

framework of surface-level analysis that actually elides representation of these conditions 

and functions to perpetuate patriarchal, lesbian-phobic perspectives (2). 

During the editing stages of production, Mutchnick says that he removed 

contextual information from the episode that would have explained Jack's overt hatred: 

Jack's verbal bashing was a reaction to his belief that the women hated him first. It "had 

nothing to do with their being gay" (Kaye 2). The presence of such contextual 

information may help to explain the dynamic between Jack and a couple of lesbian 

women in this single scene, in this single episode. To wit, Mutchnick is re-editing the 

show for syndication, explaining more clearly that it is "Jack's issue with these two 

women" that creates the tension (2). But by addressing the tension revealed in this 

episode as if it exists only between Jack and the women, Mutchnick delimits 

interpretation to a dynamics of the interpersonal and to the level of surface messages. 

Thus, he deflects attention from systemic relationships and the real and well-documented 

political conflicts between gays and lesbians.'^ 

Perhaps one could suggest that recourse to authorial intention should not be 

questioned: Mutchnick is simply explaining what he intended to do with that episode, an 

episode about raising awareness of gay and lesbian issues in a police setting rather than 
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detailing the sociopolitical oppressions between lesbians and gays. However, relying on 

authorial intention ignores the role of the unconscious—the level at which ideology 

mediates thought and shapes the very representations that writers construct—and 

privileges intention over ideological implications and material effects. Using such a 

framework, then, would disenable the sort of critique I have attempted. As a result, how 

the program functions to perpetuate ideologies of race, sex, and class would remain 

concealed. In the next section, however, I follow Adomo's lead and take my analysis one 

step further, theorizing about how the program's ideological effects are related to the 

1 • • 19 larger socio-economic system. 

Containing Difference; The Function of Inclusion on Will & Grace 

We're here, we're straight, get used to it. 
-Nathan (Woody Harrelson), Will & Grace 

In The History of Sexuality, Foucault discusses an historical process through 

which sexuality becomes a subject position, an integral aspect of personal identity and 

social identification—a material and metaphysical position subjects are disciplined to 

inhabit. While acknowledging the role of legal and physical force, he asserts discourse 

functions as the means through which power is exercised to produce and order society 

and its bodies. Through discourse, truth and knowledge are distributed, contested, and 

maintained. It is partially through discourse that subjects are produced and held 

accountable to this knowledge. Through the production of discourse, the cultural artifact 

of Will & Grace enacts power to construct social relations. And it is by applying the 

method of critique to discourse that the relationship between cultural artifacts, ideology. 



and systemic material conditions can be theorized while paying particular attention to 

issues of sexuality. Thus, keeping in mind Adorno's work on the culture industry and 

Urvashi Vaid's reminder in Virtual Equality that there is a difference between 

mainstreaming LGBT subjects and transforming social relations—one requires 

significant structural, systemic change while the other can be implemented within a 

heterosexist state—I argue that Will & Grace' s inclusion of difference through the 

representation of race, class, and sexuality functions to both represent and to contain the 

oppositional power of dilTerence, thus securing the dominance of exploitative ideologies 

and the socio-economic system they enable. 

John D'Emilio models this sort of analysis in Sexual Politics, Sexual 

Communities. Careful "not go from the discourse towards some inner core of meaning 

concealed within it. but [to] proceed from discourse ... to its external conditions of 

possibility, to that which gives rise to the random series of events and lays down its 

limits," D'Emilio argues that the socioeconomic conditions resulting from capitalist 

relations produced the conditions necessary for the solidification of a specifically gay 

identity and sense of community in the U.S. (Sheridan 128). He points specifically to the 

material needs of production that required additional labor pow er and initiated a 

migration of persons to the cities and factories. This population shift destabilized historic 

family structures and social relationships, thus creating the conditions of possibility for 

persons to arrange their lives in new ways and enabling the emergence of modern gay 

identity formations and community. 
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These conditions have continued to develop, of course. Capitalism has matured 

and spread in scope, as has gay life, activism, and industry. However, I contend that the 

program is dependent on a rhetoric of incorporation such that historic change is both 

represented and contained through its representations. That is to say that the program 

both includes and contains difference as it functions to perpetuate hegemonic ideology in 

(at least) three ways: it is a business venture responsible to making profit not creating 

equity; it reinforces values central to the development of U.S. capitalism; and it deflects 

attention from the implications of its own politics. 

In Selling Out: The Gay and Lesbian Movement Goes to Market, Chasin argues 

"the acceptance of lesbians and gay males as sexual/political subjects is predicated on 

their acceptance and importance as consuming subjects" (197). If they can buy things, 

then they comprise a market worthy of attention and visibility. She points out, for 

instance, that the veritable explosion of gay subjects in the media coincides with 

expanded efforts to reach the demographic of LGBT consumers. Arguing that this is 

more than a mere coincidence, she says that the systemic imperative to expand markets 

and profit is significant to understanding the process of social change whereby once 

marginalized sexual Others are mainstreamcd. Thus, the seemingly positive visibility of 

gays and lesbians on television is not necessarily a sign of acceptance—it is an economic 

strategy for selling products. This is not to suggest that the resultant visibility does 

nothing to create a sense of familiarity in the general public, enabling more humane 

interpretations of LGBT persons. However, the familiarity and ease associated with a 



program like Will & Grace is based on the production of lesbian and gay subjects who 

pose little threat to dominant social values. 

As the good subject, for instance. Will's difference is not highlighted. He is a 

respectable, clean cut, upper-middle-class masculine gendered male who only dates now 

and again but who has strong non-sexual friendships. As a bed-hopping fairy with 

service-industry jobs, Jack is much more directly linked to images of difference as 

produced by heterosexist historical constructions of gayness. But Jack is not the opposite 

of Will—^not entirely anyway. He is not, for instance, the bad gay subject. Rather, the 

embodiment of dominant stereotypes. Jack breaks no rules at all. As Walters asserts. "If 

Will is the hardworking, boy scout, attorney, making gays safe for middle America 

through his resolute sameness and blandness, his asexuality, his ordinariness, then Jack 

makes gays safe .. . through his outrageousness. his snappy repartee" (108). in fact, 

Adorno might suggest that the entire program functions this way, as its ethos is snappy 

repartee. 

Interpretation of these characters could imply a range of gayness, but their 

implications are the same: gays falling within dominant stereotypes of tolerable style are 

included while others are ignored and further marginalized (such as manual laborers, 

undocumented immigrants, racial Others, diesel dykes, bisexual swingers, transsexuals, 

persons with HIV/AIDS, prisoners, and youth and adult sex workers). Additionally, this 

inclusion of the tolerable does not preclude the depiction of overtly heteronormative 

practices within the narrative. As Mullally points out, "the gay bashing is built into the 

show ...[;] the characters gay-bash each other" (O'Donne! 1 71, 73). And this bashing 
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creates the humor and entertainment upon which the ,show depends—upon which 

Otherness can be represented in a way palatable and less threatening to the mainstream. 

Sexual alterity is thus produced as a viable subjectivity and category of social recognition 

while its power to transform social relations is contained through its imbrication in 

heterosexist ideology. With wit and cleverness, then, gay bashing is rendered hip and 

framed in humor to imply that such ideological production does "not to touch anything 

serious" (Adorno 167). 

Will & Grace's deployment of systems of patriarchy, class, and race also 

incorporates gay subjectivities into the apparatus of mainstream television in such a way 

that the disruptive power of difference is contained. That is to say that "gay" subjectivity 

is produced in relatively easy alliance with inequitable values. This alliance makes 

gayness safer to dominant social practices by ensuring that the measure of difference can 

be brought into the social fold without risking larger systemic practices of exploitation. 

Race, for instance, is belittled as if it were not a legitimate concern, echoing social 

sentiments in an era of anti-affirmative action movements. And constructing class 

exploitation and hierarchical social ordering as a matter of perspective—something 

overcome by laughter, not social struggle—inequity becomes about individual 

interpretation and one's own ability to overcome their circumstances; elided is the fact 

that systemic inequity is one thing that capitalism requires. Furthermore, by deflecting 

attention from social struggle and the transformation of social relations by modeling a 

process of inclusion whereby the power of difference is defused, the program cloaks itself 

in a veil of liberal tolerance while privileging a concept of social change that sustains 



systemic inequity and contains opposition to exploitation. In this regard, the program 

sells a vision of social change as a progressive movement through which the toleration of 

identity groups expands without disruption to the core hegemonic values of the nation. 

The deployment and incorporation of difference that enables this show's success, then, 

also manages social change such that it both occurs within the parameters of and sustains 

the residual values of inequity. 

Will & Grace's visible and popular inclusion of gayness into mainstream 

television thus relies on a rhetoric of incorporation by which the development of 

oppositional knowledges are contained—the emergent or different is included primarily 

to the extent that it can be aligned with racist, patriarchal, classist. and heterosexist logics. 

This rhetorical framework of incorporation and the social function of containment may 

not come as a surprise to people who follow television and understand it as appealing to 

the lowest common ideological denominator. But as the previous chapter demonstrates, 

such incoiporative rhetoric is also at work in composition studies. Moreover, as I will 

argue in the following chapter, the rhetoric of incorporation provides a framework 

through which to understand legislative battles associated with same-sex marriage and 

LGBT families. Understanding how the values and effects of incorporation resonate 

across these social sites is important to any attempts to subvert or re-direct the dominant 

methods of inclusion that these sites model. In other words, in large part, the production 

of alternative knowledges of social organization, sexuality, and social change relies on 

the critique of incorporation. 
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' Although this was true at the time the chapter was written, during the current 2003 
season, Grace married Leo, portrayed by Harry Conick, Jr. 
' As many critics have noted, the program's ability to so overtly represent gayness and 
gay subjects owes much to the groundbreaking efforts of previous television programs. 
According to Bob Smith's "From Billy to Willy," the earliest example of mainstream 
gayness on television occurred in 1973, when PBS' documentary series An American 
Family included a male coming out as gay. Also during the 1970s, Soap featured Jodie, a 
character who dated me and considered sex re-assignment surgery. Suzanna Walters 
presents a much more extensive history of television representations in All the Rage: The 
Story of Gay Visihility in America. 

According to her research, gay characters made mostly fleeting, single-episode 
appearances throughout the 1970s on shows such as Family, Police Woman, Hawaii 
Five-0, All in the Family, and the Mary Tyler Moore Show (60). Other shows airing 
during this period, such as Bosom Buddies and Three's Company, used (perceived) 
difference as a framing mechanism—making difference visible, yet not threatening. 
News-oriented programs during this era, if they covered sexuality, often linked it to 
illness, perversion, confusion, congenital defects, or indecent public behavior and the 
sexual abuse of children. During the 1980s and 1990s, however, so many gay and lesbian 
characters arc depicted that they became stable TV tropes. Movies of the week 
dramatized rather than reported on AIDS. Programs such as Cagney and Lacey. All My 
Children, St. Elsewhere, and Golden Girls overtly included—though rarely 
developed—lesbian and gay characters in more positive depictions. And a diverse range 
of programs included a character representative of sexual difference: among them. 
Dynasty, LA Law, Melrose Place, Roseanne, Friends, The Simpsons, Spin City, Survivor, 
Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Once and Again, Dawson's Creek, The Drew Carey Show, and 
Ellen. 
^ The program and several of its actors have received Emmy Awards. And after its first 
season, GL AAD honored Will & Grace as the "best comedy for portrayals of gays." See 
Durfee for weekly ratings. 
* Take, for example, a syndication deal arranged in 2000 with Li fetime television; the 
network will pay a fee of $600,000 per half hour of Will and Grace aired on their 
channel. WON has also begun syndication. 
^ It is important to note that I do not address the actual production of the program. This 
omission is not an attempt to fetishize Will & Grace or to abstract the production 
practices from critique; they are certainly worthy of attention. In this chapter, however, I 
would like to address the production of race, sex, and class achieved through the fictional 
narrative. 
® The discourse surrounding the pool game and Karen's loss of Rosario includes the 
blurring of narratives dependent on master, familial, and lover motifs. This can also be 
seen in other episodes as well, where we leam that the two women have been together for 
over a decade; that Karen's daily duties (like getting out of bed) would be nigh 
impossible were it not for Rosario; that they have shared a bath at least once; that they 
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celebrate the anniversary of their relationship; that Karen is willing to have Rosario 
arrested to save herself from prosecution for smuggling items into the country; and that 
Karen is willing to go to great lengths to keep Rosario in her employ. At one point she 
even hires Jack to marry Rosario, both protecting her from the INS (Immigration and 
Naturalization Service) and providing Jack with an income. Karen's engagements with 
Rosario seem primarily rooted in a desire to protect her own interests, however. This 
motive is often elided through a discursive blending that mediates and cloaks rather than 
interrogates the power relations. 
'' Cf. Altman, Evans, Chauncey, Lukenbill, Vaid, Penaloza, and Escoffier for more 
extensive analyses of the link between consumerism and the development of gay and 
lesbian identity, community, and market power. 
^ For more on lifestyle, confer Howell and Ingham's "From Social Problem to Personal 
Issue." 
^ The Employment Non-Discrimination Act (END A) is again before Congress. If passed, 
lesbians and gays will enjoy federal protection from discrimination of sexual Others in 
public sector employment. In the absence on federal protections, some states and 
localities have created their own legislative protections. 

As the episode's title suggests, Grace also blurs the line between persons and 
possessions and commodities. Specifically, she conflates her Uncle Jerry with the car he 
bequeathed her. 
" Gregory Hines has appeared on multiple occasions as Grace's boyfriend and Will's 
boss, but he is not a recurring character. 

This treatment eventually led to his death. 
Although it is beyond the scope of my focus in this section, the linking of Will and 

Jack to womanhood seems worthy of further attention, as does the dynamic between 
Grace and Will—both lines of inquiry may reveal important details about the patriarchal 
practices and the construction of Otherness; cf. Van Cagle. 

This process of conflation is not just an issue with Ellen's appearance. Michael 
Freeman and Michael Lipton each suggest that Will may be a troubling figure of gayness 
invoked, as the character is played by a self-declared heterosexual male currently married 
to and expecting a child with a woman. While the show is about a gay man and his 
friends, the argument suggests, there is really no gay man (unless you count Hayes, who 
will not confirm that .subject position, or Mutchnick, who is never seen on camera). In 
this regard, the show delimits gayness to the imaginary while overtly attempting to 
embody it as real. While the American imagination does seem to have a hard time 
separating fictional characters from the human actors who portray the characters, it seems 
more difficult for audiences to accept a lesbian or gay person playing a straight character 
than vice versa. 

Her donning of the habit, as a type of drag, resonates with the infamous Sisters of 
Perpetual Indulgence. 

This device is used on multiple occasions with the presence of Sandra Bernhard; the 
culturally symbolic sexuality of the flesh-and-blood woman mediates receptions of her 
character in order to invoke the presence of a non-heterosexual woman. Bernhard's 
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public construction of sexuality in the media suggests ambiguity. In addition to her 
reoccurring role on Roseanne, where she played a bisexual, widely circulated rumors and 
entertainment-show storylines link Bernhard to sexual liaisons with other women. Her 
own accounts suggest a refusal to be categorized. 

This reading of her character is enriched by awareness that O'Donnell her self faces 
difficult legal battles over, the status of her own family, which includes her, her partner, 
and their adopted children. In their state of residence, Florida, adoptions to homosexuals 
are not legally binding. After discussion of her sexuality increased—due to her 
appearance on Will & Grace as well as the release of her book—she asserted through a 
note (read by Barbara Walters on an episode of The View) that the only thing she really 
feared about the debates were the potential problems it may cause her family, given her 
status as a foster parent. O'Donnell later appeared on a special two-hour episode of Diane 
Sawyer's PrimeTime to discuss in detail the issue of gay adoption and state intervention 
in the construction of families. 

See. for instance, discussions in D'Emilio. Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities', Harne 
and Miller, All the Rage: Reasserting Radical Lesbian Feminism: Frye, The Politics of 
Reality: essays in feminist theory: Moraga and Anzaldua, This Bridge Called My Back. 

And it would deflect attention from the fact that bisexual, transgender, and queer 
subjects are not regularly depicted. Same-sex kisses have increased in number through 
the episodes, but they are often between women and framed in ways that defuse the 
lesbian connotations of the kiss. For instance, one encounter between Karen and Grace is 
framed as a role-play event, as a strategy to help Grace achieve closure after a lover and 
almost fiancee, Nathan, breaks off their relationship. In this instance, the depiction of two 
women kissing is only a virtual representation of same-sex desire. In other words, the 
context of the show underscores heterosexuality even while it shows two women kissing. 
In the role-play, it is as if Karen becomes the boyfriend. She inhabits Nathan's position to 
such an extent that when the kiss occurs, it is a heterosexual kiss. Hence, same-sex desire 
between women is invoked and then undercut by a reliance on heteronormative logic. See 
Cottingham's Lesbians Are So Chic. . . That We are Not Really Lesbians at All for 
further discussion of such strategies. 

Mullally's character is one of the most interesting in terms of sexuality. In some ways, 
for instance, even though she is a monogamously married woman and a mother, she 
appears to open the door for queer identification and to undercut traditional notions of 
family and motherhood. 
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4— 
'TIL TRANSFORMATION DO THEY PART: 

MARRIAGE, CONTAINMENT, AND THE RHETORIC OF SAMENESS 

The goal of the homosexual movement is to "mainstream" unspeakable acts of evil.... They 
want us to surrender our values,... our faith, our families, the entire nation to their abhorrent 
agenda. 

-Randall Terry, Operation Rescue 

LGBT persons, representations, and politics have exploded from the recesses of 

invisibility to demand the recognition, respect, and social change that acknowledges their 

value. Closets left behind, many LGBT persons position themselves on the front lawns of 

suburbia, so to speak, making themselves and their families visible, in order to openly 

contesting the dominant juridical and social regulations that work to interpolate and 

discipline persons to produce family structures in accordance with heteronormative 

ideology. This contest over "the family" has, in fact, become one of the most prominent 

social issues of recent years. 

Some may consider the issue virtually moot given the 1996 passage of the 

Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA)—federal legislation defining marriage as a union only 

between one man and one woman. But same-sex marriage and LGBT family structures 

are far from dead issues. They are particularly pertinent at this time. During the last 

presidential race, for instance, opposition to same-sex marriage was one plank in George 

W. Bush's platform. The events of September 11 also raised issues of how, and if, to 

recognize such families in order to offer compensation similar to that given to surviving 

spouses of heterosexuals. Military policies banning gays and lesbians are being 

overlooked in order to recruit and maintain our military forces at a time of war. And, 
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generally speaking, undermining LGBT activism on the marriage issue heads the right's 

list of urgent political issues. 

The urgency of legalizing marriage is central to the work of the nation's most 

prominent LGBT advocacy groups. The HRC (Human Rights Campaign), PFLAG 

(Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays), and NGLTF (National Gay and Lesbian 

Task Force) continue to wage social and legal battles for legislative change. State laws 

restricting marriage continue to be filed. And other efforts to legitimate lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, and transgender persons and relationships are being waged in courts, schools, 

workplaces, and communities across the country. The results of this process are reflected 

in The New York Times' inclusion of same-sex commitment ceremonies in its wedding 

section (as of September, 2002); in the New York City Council's vote to recognize same-

sex marriages conducted in other jurisdictions; in the extension of domestic partner 

benefits to employees by school districts such as Arizona's Tucson Unified; and in legal 

pressures across the nation to ensure that young men and women can take same-sex dates 

to the high school proms. 

In addition to the pressures exerted on behalf of LBGT communities to alter the 

social relations of family, other socio-historic pressures are also putting the squeeze on 

the institution, particularly its relation to traditional values. Rising child-care costs, the 

proletarianization of the workforce, divorce rates, teenage pregnancy, and the reality that 

one-third of Americans work full-time for minimum wage salaries (cf. Ehrenreich), for 

instance, suggest the convergence of pressures on "the family" and the instability of its 

structures. But this instability is nothing new, not really. 
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Far from static formations. Western family structures and marital relations have 

changed dramatically over the centuries. As Stephanie Coontz demonstrates in The Way 

We Never Were, the U.S. imagination has constructed an image of the ideal historical 

family and its stability that is based more in myth than reality. But myths of the ideal 

family are integral to the social polity. That is to say that familial formations—ideal and 

otherwise—are central to the development of citizen-subjects, the construction of cultural 

values, and the creation and maintenance of social order. In fact, that is just what the 

discourse surrounding same-sex marriage comes down to—-which social order to 

privilege. 

Constructed at the interstices of history, myth, philosophic ideals, and social 

realities, then, same-sex marriage and its larger framework of familial relations provide 

rich, complicated sites of analysis. Take, for example, how arguments both for and 

against the legalization of these social relationships rely on deeply entrenched values of 

the social good, equality, individuality, family, and love. By using similar dominant 

social values to seek contradictor)- political ends, advocates and opponents of legalization 

reveal significant fault lines in the ideological foundation of American culture. Lesbians 

and gays denied marriage licenses, for example, argue that their lived experience reveals 

social homophobia that contradicts national values of freedom, equality, and secularized 

government. From another perspective, however, some interpret same-sex marriage as a 

stage of decay created by civil rights attorneys and deviants who challenge the 

heterosexual family and are destroying the very foundation of a healthy society with a 

minority agenda that abuses freedom. And from yet another angle, some argue that the 
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very institution of marriage is too complicit in the perpetuation of inequitable socio

economic relations to be a viable site of LGBT liberation or social transformation. But 

these arguments cannot be understood in simplistic terms. The institution of marriage 

itself is pliable, responsive to shifting social conditions. And each vision of w^hat 

marriage is and ought to be assumes, perpetuates, and enables particular visions of the 

social order. 

Even so, Kath Weston asserts in Families We Choose that three-decades of debate 

within the lesbian and gay community can be summarized as an overly simplified battle 

between those advocating the assimilation of difference versus the transformation of 

social relations: 

gay commentators have argued that chosen families represent an 

impossible bid for respectability, a misguided attempt to become just like 

the happily, heterosexually married Joneses who live down the street. Was 

this the goal of gay liberation, they ask: to deflect charges of deviancy by 

becoming the proud possessors of the very institution no upstanding 

citizen can do without? On the other side of the issue, advocates praise 

chosen families for leading to a decisive break with genealogically 

calculated relations. Those who fear assimilation into a predominantly 

heterosexist society tend to identify "the family" solely with procreation 

and heterosexuality, while those who believe that gay kinship offers an 

authentic alternative often accept at face value ideologies that depict 

chosen families as independent of all social constraint. (198) 
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According to her review, those attempting to enable the construction of transformative 

knowledge tend to wage "rhetorical attacks on a monolith called 'the family,'" ignoring 

the realities of existing LGBT familial structures (201). More socially conservative 

theorists, on the other hand, frequently suggest that transformative goals be abandoned as 

passe and that sex radicals get with the program and resign themselves to achieving better 

access to rather than systemic subversion of the mainstream (cf. Sullivan, Rotello, 

Signorile, Rauch, Bawer, Gallagher and Bull). In light of such reductionist polarization 

and ahistorical simplification, Weston asserts the need for a historical-matcrialist 

understanding of marriage and familial relations. 

Invoking Karl Marx, she urges us not to over-invest in the notion of free choice or 

personal intent when it comes to familial organization and intimate practices. In short. 

"Men [sic] make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do 

not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly 

encountered, given and transmitted from the past" {Eighteenth 15). Individuals do have 

agency to act in accordance with personal values and needs. They can make choices that 

they deem in their best interest. These values and the very the range of choices from 

which a subject selects are necessarily delimited by historical, ideological, and material 

conditions, however. A lesbian who chooses to procreate with her female partner, for 

instance, can do so not only because she wants to, but because socio-historical conditions 

enable her to imagine that as a viable possibility and then to realize her decision. Among 

other things, the subject position of lesbian mother is enabled by scientific practices of 

alternative insemination, growing tolerance of sexual difference, abilities to establish 
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economic security independent of a husband's salary, and dominant ideology that links 

femaleness to motherhood. Personal choices are thus enabled by the social conditions of 

possibility. 

Andrea Slane further explores this power dynamic between the subject and the 

social in A Not So Foreign Affair: Fascism, Sexuality, and the Cultural Rhetoric of 

American Democracy. She says the discourse of family should be understood in relation 

to a phenomenon first articulated by Alexis de Tocqueville, namely, that there exists a 

public/private dichotomy whereby the private sphere enables and secures the public 

sphere. Family is identified as the privileged center of the private. As such, it functions to 

prepare citizens physically, intellectually, morally—that is, ideologically—to participate 

in public life. But a critical idea that must be stressed is the dynamic interplay between 

social relations, the family, and material conditions within a nation-state. 

The private does indeed secure the public sphere, producing subjects and values 

in accordance with its needs. But the private is also an effect of the public. Marriage, in 

this regard, is what Louis Althusser would term a "state apparatus," a means by which 

subjects are hailed into being and disciplined to reproduce privileged values and 

practices. In other words, family structures and the subjects that inhabit them are enabled 

by historical material conditions. Thus, to understand family in relation to social change, 

one must explore its structures as well as what enables them. But an additional step is 

also necessary—inquiring into what they, in turn, dis/enable. Interrogating the emergence 

and inclusion of social formations of LGBT familial structures in relation to the historico-

material in this manner is the goal of this chapter. 
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Building on the work of queer and feminist scholars and activists, I attempt to 

move beyond simplistic discourse that produces same-sex marriage as social crisis, the 

achievement of "acceptance and equality for millions of gay and lesbian couples," or 

unilateral capitulation with heteronormative stractures (Buchanan 5). This is not to say 

that I do not stake out a political position. While the dilemma of interpretation is 

significant, as this site is complicated, this is not an intellectual dilemma; this is a critical 

social issue. Thus, analysis must move beyond ambivalence. And queer critique's 

historical-materialist analysis propels me to do so by suggesting that same-sex marriage 

may be a strategy for managing social change that ultimately works to perpetuate the 

conditions of systemic inequity by containing the production of oppositional social 

knowledges.' 

By conducting this work, I hope to invigorate the transformative political agenda 

that is at the root of much queer scholarship, and to further trace the social presence and 

function of incorporation—the rhetorical framework that appears progressive in its 

inclusion of difference while also privileging residual formations and containing 

oppositional knowledge. To achieve these goals, I briefly review the history of modem 

same-sex marriage in order to convey the context of the political debate; I present 

prominent arguments supporting the legal legitimation of homosocial intimacies in order 

to demonstrate how they privilege residual social formations, as well as how they rely on 

appeals to sameness that rearticulate the meaning of the queer; and I review arguments 

opposing same-sex marriage as a means to normalize the Other. Lastly, I discuss the 

historical function of marriage and sexuality in capitalist relations. Articulating how the 
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institution of same-sex marriage is a historical formation that manages social 

contradictions and tensions by incorporating the Other, 1 argue that it delimits theoretical 

and practical challenges to systemic social relations by containing oppositional 

knowledge and perpetuating the dominant discourse of sexuality. 

The Emergence of a New Social Relationship: A Brief History of Modern Same-Sex 
Marriage 

Once we have won the right to marry, 1 think we should have a party and close down the gay 
movement for good. 

—Andrew Sullivan, qtd. in "Fighting the Gay Right" 

Modem sexual relationships in the U.S. are often traced to Stonewall, the 1969 

riots in New York that initiated a significant era of visibility, community building, and 

political activity on behalf of LGBT interests. But this is not to say that homosocial 

relations originated only a few decades ago. As I will briefly describe below, numerous 

scholars have developed histories of same-sex relations, effectively tracing their 

existence back to antiquity. One of the key concepts that they these histories demonstrate 

is that the intimacies of homo- and hetero-relations are products of particular historical 

and social exigencies. And because socio-personal relations are intricately linked to the 

cultural conditions that render them possible and inform their parameters, they are 

necessarily unstable and variable. A thorough reiteration of this scholarship is beyond the 

scope of this section, or even this chapter, but I offer the following thumbnail sketch in 

order to suggest how the discourse on sexuality and the development of LGBT relations 

have changed over time, culminating in the contemporary debate. 
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WMle labeling historical persons with a particular sexual identity would be 

anachronistic, John Boswell is not alone in his discussion of same-sex relations that pre-

date the modern era. In Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality, for example, 

he describes same-sex relationships emerging until the fourteenth century. Invested with 

diverse meanings, these intimacies were understood along a continuum ranging from 

mastery to mentorship, friendship to marriage, and ideal love to sin. 

Lillian Faderman, Blanche Wiesen Cook, Carroll Smith-Rosenburg, and Emma 

Donaghue extend the discussion of homosociality by focusing on women's intimate 

practices and notions of family that emerged during the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. These historians of romantic friendship discuss how intimacies between 

women (such as kissing, caressing, and sharing a bed) could occur within the home and 

with full knowledge of the husband w ithout threatening the heterosexual family unit. This 

is likely due to multiple factors. Neither marriage nor the production of children were 

archaic feminine responsibilities. And patriarchal social practices made it incredibly 

difficult for women to secure the economic means necessary to live independently of 

male providers, whether they be husbands or fathers. But as Jonathan Katz chronicles in 

his Gay/Leshian Almanac, patriarchal power and the line between friends and lovers were 

far from solidified. "Passing women" both broke with and reinscribed the era's sex- and 

gender-specific roles through transgender performances that enabled them to live as men 

and to establish marital relationships with other women without visibly presenting as 

gender outlaws, for instance. 
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Additional articulations of same-sex relationships and gender performances 

presented by scholars such as Esther Newton, Lisa Duggan, George Chauncey, Laura 

Dean, John D'Emilio, Marc Stein, and Elizabeth Kennedy and Madeline Davis further 

demonstrate how personal practices, social expectations, and material conditions merge 

to enable the development of sexual subject positions and communities. In Boots of 

Leather, Slippers of Gold, Kennedy and Davis describe the process of (re)defmition by 

which concepts of woman, lesbian, and family were being challenged and modified in the 

Buffalo, New York area during the early to mid-twentieth century. Through transcribed 

interviews, women describe their efforts to negotiate gender-ed and sex-ed expectations, 

kinship regulations associated with families of origin, economic need and opportunity, 

and the emergence of LGBT subjectivities, gay communities, and families of choice. 

While rich and niultifaceted, their recollections make one thing rather clear: the contests 

over gender, sex, power, family, and sexuality are personal, political, and historical 

struggles to produce social relations in an unstable system that both privileges particular 

relations and enables opposition to them. Moreover, the social relations and emerging 

knowledges they describe are evident in the debates over modern same-sex marriage that 

reveal an interaction of factors ranging from economics to civil rights to philosophical 

explorations of binary sexuality. 

During the time period Boots chronicles, according to articles originally published 

in The Advocate and re-published by Chris Bull in Witness to Revolution: The Advocate 

Reports on Gay and Lesbian Politics, 1967-1999, the first modern gay marriage took 

place between Neva Joy Heckman and Judith Ann Belew (24). In June, 1970, the women 



married in the state of CaUfomia under the auspices of common-law marriage, a legal 

union (complete with Church ceremony) that did not require a marriage license and that 

did not specifically restrict participation to opposite-sex persons. By 1972, over 150 

weddings had taken place in Los Angeles alone, and "many homosexuals continue[d] to 

seek church weddings and to press with more and more determination for the legal 

sanction of their unions" (Cole 42). Moreover, also in 1972, the National Coalition of 

Gay Organizations called for the legal extension of marriage to gays and lesbians. It was 

not until 1993, however, that advocates of same-sex marriage won the most public, 

shocking, and initially succcssful attempt to secure this extension and to legitimate the 

social formation of same-sex partnership. 

Activist groups and citizens in I lawaii mounted a significant public relations and 

legal battle that culminated in the unprecedented 1993 legal decision: the exclusion of 

same-sex couples from legal marriage potentially violated the state's constitutional 

protection against sex discrimination, as it prevented marriage solely based upon the sex 

of the petitioners. LGBT advocates had pushed for the juridical review of constitutional 

and state laws by challenging the social and economic privileges given to heterosexuals 

through and as a result of the institution of marriage. Arguing that allowing lesbian and 

gay persons to marry is a matter of (equal) civil rights, then, they paved the way for the 

legalization of same-sex marriage. Moreover, three years after the initial ruling that 

mandated further review of the law. the courts reaffirmed the decision; no compelling 

social reason justified prohibiting same-sex persons from marrying. 
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The successful challenge to the heterosexist organization that occurred in Hawaii 

is mitigated, however, by the fact that voters amended the state's constitution in 1998, 

legalizing a provision often referred to as a mini-DOMA. By majority vote, the projected 

actions of the State Supreme Court were undermined before it had fiilly prepared its final 

written ruling. But in the face of this setback, another challenge was waged—and then 

another. 

In 1998, advocates of same-sex marriage challenged exclusionary practices in 

Alaska, resulting in the Court's called for a legal review of state marriage law. Six 

months later, as in Hawaii, voters passed a mini-DOMA to bypass the Court's review 

process. More successful were efforts to achieve same-sex marriage in Vermont. The 

Supreme Court ruled in 1999 that the responsibilities of marriage, and some of its rights, 

ought to be extended to same-sex life partners under the rubric of civil unions. ̂ The state 

legislature voted to uphold this ruling in 2000, in the face of significant local and national 

pressure to do otherwise. California and Maine, although not attempting to extend 

marriage per se, did pass domestic partner legislation on the state level, and other 

locations are being pushed in the same direction. 

Public response to the unprecedented juridical consideration of LGBT families 

ranges from joy or shrugging acceptance to mildly antagonistic or vitriolic. According to 

a 1997 CNN/Gallup polling published by USA Today during the legal battles in Hawaii, 

general public support for legalization numbered 27 percent (March 17, 1997). An 

updated poll conducted in 2000 saw support increase to 34 percent. This included, of 

course, lesbians and gays who finally felt their families were being recognized as 
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meaningful and valuable to the country, radicals fighting hegemonic hetcrosexuality. 

liberal-minded persons believing the state should not penali/e committed persons on the 

basis of their private sex lives, and others who simply did not care enough to oppose. The 

other 68 and 62 percent, respectively, also includes a wide demographic range, but the 

most vocal constituency was and remains the religious right. 

Constructing themselves as protectors of traditional values and the American way, 

right-wing propositions generally decry state-sanctioned support of the "homosexual 

agenda."'* They tend to believe that same-sex marriage will destroy both family and 

nation. Take the Family Research Council as an example. Same-sex marriage tops their 

list of social crises, as it "may be the blow that the American family does not survive" 

(qtd. in Halle 379). Their Director of Cultural Studies, Robert Knight, elaborates, 

identifying marriage as 

that special man-woman unique relationship that is the heart of 

civilization.... We can't do without it. and that's the bottom line. The 

state knows that.... There is no society on Earth that has functioned 

without marriage, and there are many that have gone into the dust bin of 

history as soon as they cheapened marriage: Rome, Greece, some of the 

middle Chinese dynasties. When marriage became cheapened, the social 

fabric began to unravel (qtd. in Halle 380-81) 

Such battle cries are easy for many to dismiss; their defiance of individual choice. 

reliance on ahistorical histories, and deployment of crisis and the uniqueness of 

heterosexual love mark them as too extreme to be unpcrsuasive. Yet such rhetoric has an 



extensive and rather successful history. As Slane. Anne McClintock, and Martha 

Fineman each demonstrate, the rhetoric of crisis and degeneration have been used to 

mobilize local and national constituencies and to shape state and federal public policy by 

legitimating state intervention in interpersonal relations based on issues such as race, 

class, and sexuality. The repeal of Hav^aii's groundbreaking decision is noteworthy in 

this regard, as is the passage of the Defense of Marriage Act. ^ 

This federal legislation was enacted imder the Clinton administration in 1996 and, 

as its name suggests, was created in direct response to perceived threats to the sanctity of 

marriage and the healtli of the nation. DOMA sanctions heteronorrnative ideology by 

creating parameters within which it is legal for individual states to override Article 4 of 

the U.S. Constitution, commonly referred to as the Full Faith and Credit Cause. This 

means that the standard of interstate recognition (which ensures legal decisions made in 

one state are also binding in other states) can be ignored in cases of same-sex marriage. 

Consequently, while states must recognize opposite-sex unions decreed legal in other 

jurisdictions, they do not have to recognize the legality of any same-sex intimacies. 

Further, DOMA dictates that federal benefits granted as a result of marriage will not be 

extended to same-sex couples—even if they are legally married in a U.S. state—because 

the government will recognize as legally binding only those marriages between one man 

and one woman.^ 

Discourse analyses of legislative records and public debate supporting DOMA 

reveal an overwhelming need to ensure a healthy nation and to protect good, moral 

citizens and their familial institutions. Patrick Buchanan defined gay marriage as a 
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"moral lie," for instance (qtd. in Stacey 105). Senator John Ashcroft made a more direct 

plea to protect the family and its most innocent members: "we have set up our society on 

the basis of children who come into the world, and we honor the institution that brings 

children into and gives them values, by according special standing to marriage" 

(SI 0121). According to Senator Trent Lott, all non-heterosexual practices and persons 

are sinftii problems, "just like alcohol... or sex addiction ... or kleptomaniacs" 

(Associated Press, June 15,1998). And Representative Coburn relied on fears of disease 

and irresponsible sexuality in his argument supporting DOMA when he asserted "that 

over 43 percent of all people who profess homosexuality have greater than 500 partners" 

(H7444). Others testified that gays should not be allowed to represent the U.S (Senator 

Nickles), and that they are "intellectually dishonest"' and "sickening"' (Senator Helms). 

Even the Vatican got in on the DOMA act by "condemn[ing] same-sex marriage as a 

'moral disorder'" (qtd. in Stacey 120). It even went so far as to tell "Catholics that they 

would themselves risk 'moral censure' if they were to support 'the election of the 

candidate who has formally promised to translate into law the homosexual demand""' 

(qtd. in Stacey 120). 

Members of Congress presenting arguments against DOMA attempted to counter 

the condemnations by establishing a space in which the belief in civil rights would 

override appeals to religion and constructions of LGBT persons as deviant. Senator 

Moseley-Braun declared DOMA "a step in the absolute opposite direction of extending 

equal protection of the laws to Americans" (SI 0105). Senator Robb underscored this 

plea: "A basic respect for human dignity ... dictates that in America we also eliminate 



discrimination against homosexuals" (S10122). According to summations of the debates 

presented by Ralph Smith and Russel Windes in Progay/Antigay: The Rhetorical War 

over Sexuality, others suggested that gay and lesbian families, the liberal discourse of 

rights, and the traditional investment in love could all coexist. But their efforts to link 

equality and marriage to loving and loved gay and lesbian sons, daughters, siblings, 

grandchildren, and friends failed. 

In addition to the federal legislation, individual states such as those previously 

mentioned have reinforced DOMA by creating at the local level a second layer of 

protection against the creation and recognition of gay marriage. According to "The State 

of The Family: Laws and Legislation Affecting Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual and Transgender 

Families." published by the HRC in 2002. 36 states have effectively outlawed same-sex 

unions thus far. Fourteen states and Washington D.C. currently have no anti-gay marriage 

laws. And while no state specifically legalizes same-sex marriage, Vermont 

acknowledges same-sex commitments through civil unions, thus "making [lesbians and 

gays] eligible for the state-provided benefits and protections of marriage" (6). As 

assertively as DOMAs have established State policy on sexuality, however, the 

exclusionary stance is not as unified as such legislation suggests. 

Also according to the HRC, "Of the 86 bills introduced in state legislatures in 

2001 that would affect same-sex and/or transgender families, 69 were designed to extend 

protections, while 17 were written to deny or restrict protections" (11). The District of 

Columbia and six states have legalized second-parent adoption, a process by which two 

persons of the same sex can obtain equal legal rights and responsibilities for children; 



only three states (Utah, Florida, Mississippi) specifically forbid it and all adoption by 

lesbians and gays (6). Two states forbid discrimination based on gender. And while 38 

states still deem legal the firing of a person based solely on their sexual orientation, 

twelve states, the District of Coliraibia, and 122 municipalities have enacted domestic 

partner benefits for their employees (7). Additionally, juridical battles are underway in 

Massachusetts, New York, and New Jersey to secure the legalization of same-sex 

marriage. 

While heteronormativity does still remain the dominant ideology (in addition to 

marriage, for instance, the majority of U.S. citizens object to lesbians and gays being 

allowed to work with youth as teachers, coaches, or counselors), the tide appears to have 

turned such that LGBT inclusive actions are more readily seen in cultural and 

governmental arenas. As they did about thirty years ago, however, efforts to make the 

U.S. family (more) queer friendly and to legalize same-sex marriage seem to "confound 

straights and gays alike" (Cole 44). 

Across the generations, persons on both the political left and right have asserted 

that same-sex marriage demeans the institution of marriage and its heterosexual 

participants. Many in the gay liberation movement reverse this logic: assimilating into 

same-sex marriage and lesbian and gay family structures is "an aping of a heterosexual 

practice which demeans ... an emerging gay lifestyle" (Cole 42). Others see inclusion in 

marriage and family as a means to tight heterononnative social values, gain cultural 

acceptance, and alter dominant social practices, however. Thus, '"confounded" hardly 
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does justice to the contest surrounding elTorts to ,affect social relations and public policies 

through the creation of state-sanctioned gay marriage and legalized family formations. 

There seems to be general consensus that "the marriage issue turned out to be 

extremely volatile and created many dysfunctional dynamics within the queer movement" 

(Javors 295). This volatility, and the battle lines drawn thirty and more years ago, remain 

with us today, comprising what Weston identified as the LGBT community's prominent 

theoretical camps. In the following two sections I review these camps, demonstrating 

how the arguments supporting and opposing same-sex marriage both push against and 

capitulate with the dominant social order and discourse on sexuality. While doing so, I 

identify two critical weaknesses that limit the social change they enable; the appeal to 

sameness that privileges residual formations of love, and the failure to articulate how 

LGBT normalization will enable residual systemic formations that reach far beyond 

issues of sexuality proper. Additionally, 1 link each of these characteristics to the concept 

of incorporation, attempting to make room for the production of oppositional knowledge 

that will provide an alternative understanding of the social function of LGBT subjects, 

inclusion, and socio-political change. 

For clarification's sake, it is not that I agree with arguments asserting that the 

admission of lesbians and gays somehow diminishes marriage and forever alters concepts 

of love. In fact, when it comes to marriage and family, I think the opposite is true—and 

that is just the problem. 
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Storming the Altar With the Rhetoric of Sameness: Support for Same-Sex Marriage 

Those yahoos on that marry-a-bachelor show [The Bachelor, ABC] will get more respect 
from the U.S. government for their sham of a marriage than for any of our lifelong 
commitments. 

—Lisa Eisenbud, "Proof of Life, Proof of I .ove"' 

There are several dominant arguments in the discourse advocating the legalization 

of same-sex marriage: including LGBT persons in marriage is a matter of practical 

necessity and basic civil rights; gay and lesbian unions can transform the institution of 

marriage, thereby making it and larger social practices more equitable; and individual 

choices regarding whom to love are the purview of consenting adults, not the 

government. When prodded, however, they each have a tendency to fall back on a similar 

logic—LGBT persons and intimacies are just like the privileged heterosexual norm. 

Practical reasons for legitimizing same-sex relationships are often invisible within 

the larger cultural milieu where day-to-day existence assumes/privileges heterosexuality. 

Take, for instance, the seemingly harmless family discounts at zoos, mother-daughter 

days at workplaces, or spousal-benefits plans. Each of these examples tend to construct 

nuclear, hetero-family structures as the norm, thereby marginalizing and demeaning 

LGBT familial relationships. Respectively, they assume the reliable identification of 

"family" based largely on visual cues and traditional expectations; the presence of one 

female caregiver; and the legitimacy of marriage as the litmus test for defining the value 

of relationships and allocating benefits. Beyond these examples, values of 

heteronormative kinship determine who is allowed in a hospital room during health 

crises; who can make medical decisions for a child or partner; who can claim a body after 



death; who can/should take care of a loved one after a serious accideni; who is entitled to 

care for a partner's biological child(ren) after the parent dies; who can be sued for and 

lose child custody as a result of sodomy laws; and who can inherit property in the 

absence of a will. 

Lisa Eisenbud realizes the effects of heteronormative policies in "Proof of life, 

Proof of Love": "It is when we are at our most vulnerable, most hurt, most needing of 

support that the lack of a marriage license adds to our burden" and leaves LGBT families 

at the discretion of individual caregivers, health facilities, or judges who may harbor 

hostility for their families, and values, and rights (3). 

One of the most prominent examples of how such hostility can play out in the 

legal system unfolded after Sharon Kowalski was critically injured in a car accident in 

1983. Rendered unable to care for herself she was the subject of a custody case between 

her parents and her partner, Karen Thompson. Thompson spent seven years attempting to 

secure the legal right not only to care for Sharon, but just to see her—the woman with 

whom she had lived and owned a home prior to the accident, as they were isolated from 

one another by Kowalski "s parents who disapproved of the "lesbian lifestyle." This 

legally enforced and perpetuated disapproval resulted in repealed rulings against 

Thompson. Moreover, she was subject to attempts to publicly humiliate her, repeatedly 

accused of deviancy and perversion that likened her to an animal. Sharon's father 

eventually forfeited guardianship in 1991 due to his own poor health. But custody still 

was not granted to Thompson. Rather, a friendly third party assumed'guardianship and 

allowed Thompson to care for Kowalski. 
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The emotional appeal of examples such as the Kowalski case can be quite 

persuasive in conveying the depth and effects of heteronormative practices. 

Commentaries by Sullivan, Urvashi Vaid, Stephen Miller, and the Lambda Legal Defense 

and Education Fund (Lambda) organization take a different tack. Emphasizing the 

economics of heterosexual privilege, they iterate one of the primary rationales for 

supporting same-sex marriage. 

Lambda briefly explicates how Social Security policies detrimentally affect 

lesbian and gay couples as well as their children in "Denying Access to Marriage Harms 

Families." Upon eligibility, for instance, married parties can elect to split the monetary 

benefits due to one of the partners—this rule is based on an understanding of marriage 

whereby one person's domestic labor enables the other to focus on the generative labor 

that produces income. Further, upon the spouse's death, the surviving partner is entitled 

to the full Social Security benefit. Same-sex couples are denied both options. 

Consequently, an elderly gay or lesbian who has lived with a single partner for many 

years, perhaps functioning as a stay-at-home parent, is unable to access a partner's 

earning record and experiences a significant income loss. This translates to an inability to 

pay things such as rent, mortgages, and healthcare expenses. As an increasingly common 

scenario, it leads Jeremy Quittner to assert that "after years of building thriving 

communities in cities across the country, now gay and lesbian seniors can't afford to live 

in them" (22). These conditions may be particularly harmful to lesbians; women, 

"part[ly] due to sex discrimination, often have a lower lifetime earning than men, and 

reach retirement with smaller pensions and assets" (Lambda 2) J Additionally, women 



who become mothers experience additional economic disparities: "the gap between 

[ women who do not have children and] mothers under thirty-five is larger than the wage 

gap between young women and young men" (Roy 22). 

Children are also vulnerable to a range of potential economic hardships, as only 

biological or legally adopted children under the age of 16 are entitled to receive the 

benefits after the death of a parent. If surviving family members lose $1200 per month as 

the result of a partner/parent's death, it actually experiences a $14,400 per year income 

reduction. Some may assume that only a small number of children would be affected by 

such policies. But according to data compiled by the 2000 U.S. Census, 31 percent of 

lesbians and 23 percent of gay men have children under the age of 18 who also live at 

home (Lambda. "Facts'" 1). Certainly a percentage of these children are biological or 

adoptive descendents who would reccive benefits upon the death of a lesbian or gay 

parent, but what about the others? 

In light of such concerns. Miller urges lesbian and gay activists to engage in 

"fresh thinking.'" He suggests in "An Economic Agenda for Gay Couples"' that liberal 

allegiances and radical agendas for social change be abandoned in favor of conservative 

economic policies. If the left were willing to support plans generally regarded as 

"•"Republican" initiatives.'" such as the abolition of the death and gift taxes, he says, gays 

and lesbians could achieve economic benefits without having to battle what will be a 

long, arduous fight for legalized same-sex marriage.^ Miller's if-you-can't-beat-them-

join-them attitude might be laughable were it not for the Log Cabin Republicans, who 

advocate such policies and seek entitlements for tlie economically privileged while 



133 

largely ignoring the statistical average. Take, for example, their desire to eliminate the 

death tax in order to gain favor with the right. That plan would benefit the most wealthy 

persons, protecting their assets and property, but it would not help the majority of LGBT 

persons. Neither would the elimination of the gift tax, which is levied on a yearly basis 

and only on gifts exceeding $10,000. It is not the average LGBT person or family that 

would benefit from such policy changes. And it is doubtful that supporting such plans 

would lead members of the right to support a social policy such as same-sex marriage. 

Vaid also raises a caution flag, asserting that getting into bed politically with the 

reactionary conservative agenda would have serious ramifications. In "'Pro-marriage and 

Antigay." she explains that social reform under the Bush administration includes more 

than a plan to alter tax policies; at its core is the "'explicit promotion of two-parent, 

heterosexual families" (72). Among other things, the reforms offer financial incentives 

for marriage attempt to ""prevent unmarried people from adopting" or having children, 

and restrict monies given to single people and parents living in poverty (72). 

The Assistant Secretary for Children and Families at the Department of Health 

and Human Services, Dr. Horn, defends the ideological agenda of such conservative 

reforms, as well as the special allocation of $ 100 million to individual slates that agree to 

promote marriage. Lest we misunderstand the State's motives, he says that its "'overriding 

concern" is not to discipline relationships or to punish subjects who fail to act in 

accordance with dominant values, but to help children. It is easy to see how many of the 

children most in need of financial assistance will be harmed by these policies, however. 

More difficult to see is how the reforms misidentify the causes of social crisis. 



Divorce, single parenthood, and I GBT parenting are not crises that need to be 

alleviated through heteronormative, sexist, racist, reforms. Moreover, they do not cause 

social crises. Rather, single-parent families and poverty are the effects—not the 

causes—of socio-historieal conditions; they are symptomatic of systemic crises in the 

hegemonic order of social relations. The National Gay and Lesbian Task Force's Sean 

Cahill suggests this as well. He says, for instance, that "marriage is not the answer to 

poverty" ("G/L" 1)—^though reforms suggest such individual solutions to systemic 

problems. This solution is revelatory of how the State locates the cause of social unrest 

and change in individual behavior rather than systemic conditions. Rather than addressing 

the systemic sex-based disparity in wages that function to privilege men, for example, the 

policy urges impoverished women to act responsibly to better their economic 

conditions—responsibly, that is. by earning cash bonus awards for getting married. 

Furthermore, as lesbians and gays are not allowed to marry and as the administration has 

no plans (yet) to reverse that stand, they will be disproportionately affected by policies 

that restrict access to welfare and adoption to married persons. Vaid underscores this 

conclusion, reminding us that "in New York City alone, 68% of people with HIV and 

AIDS get their health care from Medicaid (a welfare program), and a majority of these 

are gay men" who would be left without coverage (72). 

Such economic, practical, and often emotionally intense reasons for supporting 

the legal recognition of same-sex relationships cannot and should not be underestimated. 

Given that approximately forty percent of an employee's compensation is provided in the 

form of benefits—benefits to which LGBT partners are largely denied access—legal 
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recognition could ease real financial and emotional pressures experienced by LGBT 

families (Dayton 22). This is one reason why domestic partner policies have been 

adopted; they provide some economic benefits associated with marriage to those lesbians 

and gays who participate in long-term relationships resembling marriage. But it is 

important to understand the assumptions and implications of economically based 

arguments for inclusion. That is, while they certainly deploy the dominant logic of 

capitalist humanism by providing evidence of economic hardship—perhaps the most 

convincing way to make sense in our culture—these arguments also rely on a larger 

rhetorical framework of sameness that suggests lesbians and gays and LGBT families are 

just like their heterosexual counterparts and should be awarded the same social privilege. 

One of the largest and most prolific LGBT advocacy organizations, the HRC, 

fully deploys this rhetoric in its "The State of the Family" review. It asserts that LGBT 

families will remain vulnerable to practical and economic restrictions "until the law-

catches up with the realities of the changing family"' (5); all advocates seek is "fair-

minded" actions that create "equality under the law" (5); and "GLBT families are ... 

inherently the same as their heterosexual neighbors" (9). 

Lambda also deploys this rhetoric. In "Talking About the Freedom to Marry," the 

organization asserts. 

Same-sex couples want to get married for the same variety of reasons as 

any other couple: they seek the security and protection that come from a 

legal union .. . ; they want the [socialj recognition ... that comes with a 



marriage; and they seek the structure and support for their emotional and 

economic bonds that marriage provides. (1) 

The appeal extends to the emerging discotirse of same-sex marriage in television media, 

as well, as it is reiterated in the Will & Grace gay-marriage episode, the Bravo channel's 

2002 reality series, Gay Weddings, and the Art and Entertainment channel's Married in 

America, a 2002 documentary featuring the ceremonies of nine lesbian and gay couples. 

The lesbian spokes-couple for Married says, for instance, that they just want to show how 

"their life is normal.. . and average" (Rohrer 104). 

Appeals to sameness are also evident in prominent articles by Paul Varnell, 

Jermifer Vanasco, Eric Marcus, and Jonathan Rauch, to name only a few. This is not to 

suggest that the appreciation of family does not also allow for a more critical stance 

toward the ahistorical and mythical constructions of the institution that prevail in rauch 

conserv ative discourse. Nevertheless, the rhetoric of sameness and the perpetuation of 

core institutional values creates an ideological link between LGBT and conservative 

movements—both "sides" want the similar things: to feel privileged; to produce stronger 

families; and to perpetuate the viability of marriage as an institution of social 

organization.^ 

Essentially, the appeal to sameness seeks to persuade the heterosexual majority 

that "LGBT" can be equated with "ordinary" needs, law and order, and the appreciation 

of families under stress rather than special rights, anti-family parasitic threats, or 

difference. Walters succinctly summarizes how the appeal works in regards to the issue 

of marriage: "mainstream and conservative gays assert the centrality of marriage and 
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pledge their commitment to maintaining its traditions. They respond to right-wing 

hysteria .. . by assurances of shared family values" ("Take" 343-44, my emphasis). The 

rhetoric of sameness, then, works to alter how society interprets LGBT persons and 

relationships, thereby persuading the majority that "gays be allowed to join in" the ideal 

relationship (Sullivan 2). 

Seeking more than tolerance, this is a politics of legitimation. As Vaid argues in 

Virtual Equality, legitimation is a form of social, political, and cultural mainstreaming 

through which LGBT persons ask to be recognized as normal subjects who are equally 

qualified to reproduce dominant social values, and consequently granted access to all 

social institutions. Whereas liberation seeks to transform social institutions, legitimation 

"seeks straight tolerance and . . . to change hearts and minds by educating the general 

public" of their similarities to LGBT persons (37). The effect of these politics is 

assimilationist reform—incorporation into residual formations based upon the ability of 

the Other to de-emphasize difference and to perform in accordance with dominant 

constructions of romance, monogamy, and family. But this is not to say that marriage 

would remain unchanged as a result of LGBT inclusion. 

Beyond the Practical: Supporting Same-Sex Marriage as a Force of Change. As 

Director of the Lambda Legal Defense's Marriage Project during the court battles in 

Hawaii, Evan Wolfson argued that same-sex inclusion could positively affect the 

institution by making it more responsive to ideological and social changes. This could 

have an important stabilizing influence, he suggests, especially given the rising average 

age of marriage and the actual instability of many marital relationships (as evidenced by 



rates of divorce, adultery, and spousal battery). Hence, LGBT inclusion would actually 

rcvitali/.e and strengthen the institution of marriage. 

The line of argument has developed further, leading some to assert that the 

inclusion of lesbians and gays in marriage could promote "a democratic, pluralistic 

expansion of the meaning, practice, and politics of family life in the United States. This 

could help supplant the destructive sanctity of the family with respect for diverse vibrant 

families" (original emphasis, Stacey 126). Furthermore, in In the Name of the Family: 

Rethinking Family Values in the Postmodern Age, Stacey explains that "it seems hard to 

overestimate the profound cultural implications for the struggle against pernicious effects 

of legally condoned homophobia that would ensue were lesbian and gay relationships to 

be admitted into the ranks of legitimate kinship" (126). As a result, the inequity of 

traditional familial relations and systemic homophobia would be forced to change, as 

would hegemonic patriarchy and patterns of gender- and sex-based injustice. 

Much of the discourse sun ounding same-sex marriage makes similar arguments, 

claiming that same-sex relations could potentially alter dominant gender bias. Cass 

Sunstein, for example, echoes second wave feminists, arguing that traditional marriage is 

an oppressive institution: it perpetuates a gendered division of labor, secures the barrier 

between private and public spheres, and produces compulsory heterosexuality, he says. 

Legalizing same-sex marriage could destabilize the ideology of gender and undercut the 

institutions and social practices secured by the concept, thus making room for greater 

equity in the division of labor. Both Richard Rohr and Nan Hunter assert that inclusion 

"could ... destabilize the cultural meaning of marriage. It would create for the first time 



the possibility of marriage as a relationship between members of the same social status 

categories"—between equals (Hunter 112). Conclusions drawn from ethnographic 

research lead Weston to suggest this to be true as well: "gay families exhibited some 

distinct advantages over ... nuclear families" and could become models for future social 

relationships (196). in addition to not being "stratified by age or gender," the lesbian and 

gay couples she observed often developed larger support networks and more enduring 

interpersonal connections due the ability of lesbians and gays to sustain kinship ties with 

persons with whom they are no longer erotically involved (196). Moreover, they "lack 

any prescribed division of labor between members of a couple" (149). 

Lawrence Kurdek confirms Weston's conclusions about gender roles, as well as 

observations and conclusions made by a variety of others, such as Kennedy and Davis, 

Blumstein and Schwartz, McWhirter and Mattison, and Peplau and Cochran. In "The 

Allocation of Household Labor in Gay, Lesbian, and Heterosexual Married Couples," 

Kurdek asserts "gay couples and lesbian couples were more likely to split tasks so that 

each partner performed an equal number of different tasks" (127). In this regard, gay and 

lesbian couples differ from their heterosexual counterparts in which "household labor 

was more likely to be performed by wives than husbands even in highly educated couples 

and couples without children" (128). Such studies lead William Eskridge to forecast 

social change along similar lines. In Equality Practice: Civil Unions and the Future of 

Gay Rights, he says, "If gender is the linchpin of compulsory heterosexuality, its 

destabilization over discursive time ought to contribute to the destabilization of antigay 

and perhaps also antiqueer attitudes and regulations" (216). 
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This narrative of progressive change toward equity is both appealing and 

unconvincing, however. Certainly the legalization of same-sex partnerships would result 

in social, emotional, and economic benefits for its participants. It may even alter 

interpretations of lesbian and gay persons. But it is less likely to make queer values any 

more desirable. Rather, bisexual and non-monogamous partners are likely to experience 

increased pressure to conform—to be normal. This is not to suggest that the institution of 

marriage is a rigid, stable formation or that relationships are experienced the same 

transhistorically. As products of history, they change; they can be pressured to change; 

they have been changed. But as an apparatus of hegemony, the larger social function of 

marriage remains the normalization of relationships and subjects, the perpetuation of 

property rights, and the elision of systemic crisis through the promotion of marriage and 

family. 

Opposing Arguments: The Normalizing Effects of Marital Inclusion 

We live with sexual norms that survive from the Stone Age, including prohibitions against 
autoeroticism, sodomy, extramarital sex, and (for those who still take the Church seriously) 
birth control. 

—Michael Warner, The Trouble With Normal 

Exploring the American family as a contested concept in Families We Choose: 

Lesbians, Gays, Kinship, Weston explains that families of choice are intended to alter the 

LGBT exclusion associated with traditional understandings of family and that they differ 

from biological or straight families in their vmderstanding of kinship. Rather than biology 

and marriage as determinants of kin, families of choice depend upon self-selection 

whereby LGBT persons create emotionally and often financially interwoven lives and 
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networks of support. Consequently, they are said to challenge the hegemony of 

heterosexuality and gender inequity as the basis for family—procreation and opposite-sex 

relationships need not establish interpersonal connection and responsibility. But as 

appealing as inclusion and its resultant possibilities for social change appear, it is critical 

that other potential ramifications of inclusion are understood, particularly when appeals 

to sameness are used to secure it. 

Many leftist, feminist, queer, and LGBT activists argue that marriage ought not be 

considered a tool to leverage equality or as a symbol of achieved material equity. Weston, 

Sullivan, and Stacey, for instance, demonstrate (though to different ends) that the rhetoric 

of sameness and the politics of assimilation depend largely upon the assumption that if 

lesbians and gays normalize themselves enough, society and State will no longer use 

sexuality to stigmatize them and their affiliations. What this really means, however, is 

that those who choose to practice monogamous relationships and to perform in traditional 

family roles will be accepted as normal—or as normal as you can get without being 

heterosexual. Warner clarifies this point; he asserts that inclusion would function to 

establish the benchmark for normalcy through assimilation and would provide a means 

for identifying "good gays—the kind who would not challenge the norms of straight 

culture, who would not flaunt sexuality, and who would not insist on living differently 

from ordinary folk" (113; cf. Ettelbrick; Hunter). This politics of sexuality reinforces 

bourgeois notions of acceptable intimate practices and further ostracizes the "bad" queers 

who critique the traditional ordering of relationships and sexual practices. 
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This good/bad binary creates a high price for inclusion. As Joan Nestle argues, it 

requires capitulation to the dominant values that order social relations, and secures the 

exclusion of other LGBT persons whose opposition to those dominant values are 

underscored as radical, unrealistic, and unacceptable {Restricted 123). To be extended an 

invitation to the status quo. gays and lesbians have to both play by the existing rules and 

ensure that an outside still exists. This results in what has been called 

a new, postcloset kind of normalization pattern ... [whereby] the 

acceptability of lesbian and gay families, and of lesbian and gay people 

into their birth families, is predicated on their [sameness, on] not 

exhibiting the 'selfish' sexuality of bisexuals or the 'freakish' gender of 

transgendered people. (Gamson 83) 

Inclusion thus defined suggests that representatives of sexual difference will come to 

further assist in the production of a two-tier system by which proper lesbian and gay 

subjects and family structures are defined as those that most closely resemble those of 

married, committed, healthy heterosexuals. The acceptance of some gays and lesbians in 

marriage is thus achieved at the cost of the rest, as the normal status of marriage, nuclear 

families, and monogamy are re-inscribed. Those who fall outside these confines are 

represented as immature or radical queers who would most likely benefit from state 

regulation and from whom normal, healthy structures need protection.'" Lesbian and gay 

versions of traditional families thus pose little threat to either dominant heterosexuality or 

the disciplining role of marriage, as neither is transformed. 
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While I agree with each of these arguments, and with the potential of 

normalization to entrench further the ideological privileging of nuclear familial 

structures, additional theorization of the relationship between same-sex marriage and 

systemic social conditions is required in order to understand not just what is at stake for 

LGBT persons in terms of heteronormative practices, but also what larger cultural 

practices and values are implicated and affected by incorporation. In particular, this 

requires exploration into how the extension of marital privileges to same-sex couples is 

more than an issue of civil equality, a sign of acceptance, or an offering of economic 

protection. It is also a means for extending systemic inequity. I believe, for instance, that 

lesbian and gay family structures will continue to gain legal protections, and that the 

legalization of same-sex marriage will, eventually, become a social reality. These social 

formations will slowly expand as material conditions (such as the economic ability of 

companies and states to extend things like health benefits) enable them to do so. 

However, the inclusion of Others into the mainstream will not alter the other ways in 

which marriage participates in the reproduction of hegemonic relations. 

Producing Oppositional Knowledge: Queering and Critiquing Marriage 

Family was a tenn invented by Romans to denote a new social organism whose head ruled 
over wife and children and a number of slaves. Famulus means domestic slave, and familia is 
the total number of slaves belonging to one man. 

—Frederick Engels, The Origin of the Family 

As 1 have argued in previous chapters, to queer something requires calling that 

institution into question, not just destabilizing it or expanding its reach such as through 

the inclusion of Others. Similarly, to critique something requires an exploration into an 
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object's assumptions, implications, and historical material effects. A queer critique of 

marriage and family, then, requires an interrogation of how LGBT subjectivities and 

social formations function in relation to capitalist relations. 

Michael Warner attempts to reinvigorate material-oriented LGBT politics in The 

Trouble with Normal: Sex, Politics, and the Ethics of Queer Life. Challenging the rhetoric 

of sameness, he urges readers to adopt a queer ethics based on the interrogation of, rather 

than assimilation into, dominant ideological regimes of sexuality and family. The bottom 

line of his argument is his belief that "As long as people marry, the state will continue to 

regulate the sexual lives of those who do not marry" (96). This regulation, of course, is 

tied to the economic, legal, and social privileging of marriage that is only one part of a 

much larger set of social relations. Yet his opposition to same-sex marriage is based 

largely on a queer ethics that he delimits to analysis of desire and the normalization of 

pleasure and sex practices." He does not extend his interrogation to ask how a queer 

subject or the queer family may function in late capitalism to secure systemic inequity on 

other levels.'" However, this extension is integral to challenging the rhetoric of 

incorporation. 

By way of example, a challenge to such incorporation is evident in Will & Grace. 

It is not the show's expanded definitions of family, destabilization of gender roles, or 

rendering strange of human reproduction that I have in mind here, though. Rather, 

Karen's most significant function on the show is how she opens a rhetorical space for the 

critique of social relations through her ideological reconfiguration of interpersonal 

relationships.' ̂  She does so, however, not to enable more subjects to enter marital unions. 
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but to call into question the very institution by stripping it of its bourgeois veil of love 

and defining it and other social relations in material terms of economic exchange. 

Karen's ethos, for example, is usefulness. She determines the value of all things 

as if they are commodities and they are all valued in the same manner—how they can be 

useful to her. Karen even makes clear her own status as a commodity in conversation 

with Beverly Lesley. In fact, in the episode discussed in the previous chapter, both 

characters mention how their roles in the world are mitigated through marriage as if they 

were purchased. While I would not disagree that Karen exists within an historically 

inequitable social formation based upon patriarchal logic, so does Lesley—only he, too, 

is dependent. This subject position is punctuated by stereotypical feminizations of his 

character: he is short, wears a wig, has a traditionally British name that U.S. culture has 

come to associate with the feminine, and talks in a high voice. But attempts to re-gender 

and -sex him as a woman cannot occlude the suggestion that socio-economic power is as 

important as sex in the marital inequity of late capitalism.'"' 

The figures of Beverly and Karen blur the image of bourgeois love and family by 

focusing the lens more squarely on the role of financial motives in familial relations. 

Hence, they underscore Engels' assertion that monogamous marriage "was not the fruit 

of individual sex love.... It was the first form of family to be based not on natural but on 

economic conditions" (128). It is through systemic critique that this function becomes 

visible. And it is also through critique that one can come to understand the legalization of 

same-sex marriage differently, considering it a pernicious form of discipline that works to 

undercut transformative activism and to perpetuate the dominant ideological order. When 
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it comes to emerging family forms, such as gay marriage, domestic partnerships, or civil 

unions, then, it is important to acknowledge the ways in which those new formations both 

depart from and reproduce values central to the reproduction of systemic inequity. 

A framework for such analysis is provided by Engels' The Origin of the Family, 

Private Property and the State. He argued that family structures and practices are 

intimately linked to larger processes of socio-economic development. This is a material 

and ideological linking whereby changes in the means of production, economic 

conditions, private property, and systemic social relations both require and enable the 

emergence of social formations. Hence, changes in those formations, such as the re-

articulation of marriage and family, can be traced to "much deeper change[s]" in material 

relations (112). 

It is not Engels" point to say that economic relations entirely determine family 

structures. Rather, the organization of society is based on both the means of production 

and the family. But these two structures develop on a relatively parallel course, as each 

enables the other. This concept is rather familiar within lesbian and gay studies, largely 

due to the prominence of John D'Emilio's "Capitalism and Gay Identity," a text that links 

the emergence of gay and lesbian community with economic development and modes of 

production. Given this linkage, studying how changes in technological and economic 

developments enable family structures to change is an established and important line of 

inquiry —one followed by Weston, for instance. But analysis of family structures can 

also attempt to determine what they disenable, as Warner did when arguing that the 

processes of normalization that inhere in same-sex marriage "affirm the same repertoire 
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of acts and identities for straights and gays" (133). But what I find particularly 

compelling is the question of how the inclusion of LGBT persons into dominant 

structures functions to protect those structures and the systemic values upon which they 

depend. Such analysis reveals that the normalization of subjects and sex practices is not 

the only implication of assimilation; protecting the hegemony of marriage and its related 

familial structures has a host of other effects that work to incorporate difference and 

contain oppositional knowledge. 

Certainly, conservatives may suggest that inclusion is a sign of a crisis in values 

brought on by feminists, radical queers, or others who disregard the best interests of the 

nation. But it is not the existence of more equitable values that enables family structures 

to change—it is the material conditions that enable the values to emerge and the 

structures to develop. Hence, it is possible that the inclusion of lesbian and gay couples in 

marriage could emerge as a practice intended to protect hegemonic values. Capitalism 

and LGBT subjectivity are not in direct opposition, for instance. In fact, capitalism does 

not at all require compulsory heterosexuality. 

In Profit and Pleasure, Rosemary Hennessy asserts that even though 

heteronormativity has been deployed as a strategy for controlling social practices, but it is 

not mandatory to social relations in the U.S. Its historical deployment functioned to 

create and reinforce the dominance of the nuclear family that was based on the 

public/private dichotomy whereby productive and domestic labor were separated. But 

this very dichotomy is breaking down. Simply put. capitalism requires ever expanding 

labor markets and ever more productive labor to generate the wealth, profit, and 
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consumers required for economic growth. Hence, women and adolescents enter the 

workforce. As they do, their dependence on others is reduced, just as it was when men 

and women left rural areas and gathered in the cities for work and produced gay 

communities (cf. D'Emilio). Structures of family then change accordingly. The 

traditional division of labor associated with the family structure becomes less 

commonsensical, just as divorce becomes a more viable option for women with the 

means to secure economic independence. With family structures in transition (in terms of 

labor as well as divorce), money in the pockets of individual laborers who no longer must 

depend on a husband/father for subsistence, and a liberal political ethic based on 

individual choice, it is little wonder that alternative families emerged. 

But Walters reminds us that this emergence and the LGBT families that exist as a 

result of it should not necessarily be considered harbingers of social transformation that 

will topple dominant patriarchal and exploitative regimes upon which families and 

capitalism depend. She asserts that 

It is not at all clear that. .. same-sex marriages will present a fundamental 

challenge to the institution of marriage or that gay parents will construct 

truly new ways of raising children. . . . [And] the argument that gay 

marriage, for example, will necessarily alter (sexist, heterosexist) marriage 

as we know it seems far-fetchcd. Have the Log Cabinites altered the GOP? 

If gays marry from within the dominant heterosexual 

frameworks—invoking dangerous ideologies of famiiialism, faith, and 

fidelity—the prospect of internal combustion fizzles out. ("Take" 353 ) 
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As do Warner, Ettelbrick and others who object to the normative effects of same-sex 

marriage. Warner feels that compulsory couple-hood will remain strong. Thus, while 

gays and lesbians may replicate nuclear family structures, the function of those structures 

remains. Hence, while heteronormativity may be slowly abandoned as an outdated 

custom, its privatized ideology continues to dominate social organization through the 

sustained power of the nuclear family and its monogamous foundation.. 

Seen in this light, the inclusion of LGBT families and marriages in cultural 

practices is a form of containment. Martha Fineman also suggests this in The Neutered 

Mother. The Sexual Family. She argues that marriage's role in securing the public sphere 

through the perpetuation of dominant ideology is so extensive that participation in it 

cannot be considered a realistic force of systemic change: 

To a large extent, the new visions of family merely reformulate basic 

assumptions about the nature of intimacy. They reflect the dyadic nature 

of old (sexual) family story, updating and modifying it to accommodate 

new family "alternatives" while retaining the centrality of sexual 

affiliation to the organization and understanding of intimacy. (147) 

Ruthann Robson further underscores this point: "the functional criteria used to determine 

whether or not relationships are within the rubric of family guarantee exclusion of the 

very relationships that might transform the functions" (Sappho 165). This domestication, 

containment, and assimilation of potential ideological challenges to systemic inequity 

ensures that "the heterosexually defined family .. . remains the norm, even in the 

redefinition" and expansion of family {Sappho 167). 
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Conclusions such as these seem all the more accurate as LGBT access to 

marriage, the marriage-like institutions of domestic partnership and civil union, and 

familial protections are premised upon a rhetoric of sameness that, at its heart, shares an 

ideological commitment to the historically conservative values upon which marriage is 

based. So, as "the forces that propelled men and women into families and kept them there 

have weakened" (D'Emilio, "Capitalism" 268-69), the inclusion of same-sex marriage is 

a means to reinforce both family and marriage as the ideal, proper, commonsensical 

social relations. Same-sex marriage thus functions to perpetuate regimes of intimacy and 

family, dressing them up in a garb of equal rights. Moreover, while equal access is 

framed as the right for which we ought to advocate, the social inequities resulting from 

the institution of marriage within an inherently inequitable socio-economic political 

system are largely ignored. 

Take, as an example of such elision, the economic arguments for same-sex 

marriage. They do not challenge the allocation of privilege to married couples; they 

challenge only the heteronormative values of State policy that limit those privileges and 

the social value of committed relationships to opposite-sex partners. State recognition of 

same-sex marriage will thus ensure a system of economic benefits applicable only to 

those who comply with State-privileged socio-sexual arrangements and have private 

property. 

This linking of marriage to economic rewards discriminates against all persons 

who remain unmarried. In this maimer, the inclusion of coupled gays and lesbians further 

privatizes systemic economic needs. It enables the State (and LGBT persons), for 
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instance, to continue ignoring the systemic need for access to health care by extending 

them to additional couples. And rather than challenging the larger social ideology by 

which this system operates, many LGBT persons want to more fully participate in it. 

Under the banner of equal rights and equality, this inclusion sustains the system in which 

un-coupled lesbians and gays are left to fend for themselves.'"'' Moreover, all non-gays, 

immigrants, and children without health coverage are also ignored. Same-sex marriage 

may appear to alter this situation by deeming additional persons family, but the 

inequitable system itself remains intact. Thus, same-sex marriage could protect the status 

quo in which access to health care, benefits, and sustenance are largely private concerns. 

On another level, same-sex marriage also privileges historical understandings of 

property exercised through the practice of monogamy. Engels argues that monogamy 

developed with "the express purpose being to produce children of undisputed paternity" 

so that ownership of property and inheritance was legitimate (125), a conclusion widely 

acknowledged by historians. Certainly, I am willing to admit that general family values 

and legal statutes have developed such that ownership and property are no longer 

expressed as the purpose of monogamous relations and that marital relations are, 

doctrinally speaking, equal. But as Alexandra Kollontai explains, '"bourgeois morality, 

with its introverted individualistic family based entirely on property, has carefully 

cultivated the idea that one partner should completely "possess' the other" (257). How 

these relations are framed and understood as equal may reflect updated ideas and values, 

but, she asserts, the notion of ownership is still the "most inevitable" aspect of the 

compulsory yet supposedly free union based on individual choice (258). Although 
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exclusive possession of a partner's body is an historical and contemporary act of 

ownership that has been couched in values of love for some time, it is actually based on 

economics, private properly, and the power to control others. 

In "Against Marriage and Motherhood," Claudia Card underscores the importance 

of avoiding such a dynamic of ownership, as it is a dominant theme in the discourses of 

domestic abuse, rape, and child-abuse. She further asserts that marriage "enlists state 

support for conditions conducive to murder and mayhem" while ideologically functioning 

as a shelter that protects persons from the harsh realities of capitalism (7). As the 

ideology of family and home has developed, it constructs family as the center of 

emotional support and security. Yet the ideal and the reality of social practices are in 

stark contrast. 

The family is actually one of the most dangerous social sites, and marriage often 

solidifies such control. Children are more likely to be kidnapped by a member of the 

family or a close family friend than a stranger. Children are more likely to be physically, 

sexually, and psychically assaulted by those within the family. And women, too. are more 

likely to be victimized by family members than strangers, whether by a child, husband, 

father, brother, or boyfriend. Rather than reading such conditions as symptoms of larger 

social crises, however, advocates for the expansion of marriage and family structures 

seem to treat such abuse as individual pathologies unrelated to the structure of family or 

systemic exploitation themselves. If one of the main purposes of the family has been to 

elide the brutality of the market by surrounding people with an imaginary cushion of 
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insulary love, stability, and care, then it seems to me that the breakdown of this cushion is 

not based on individual defects but systemic conditions. 

Battles that seek equal access to marriage and that see these battles as parts of a 

slow process of social change toward equality, then, may be invested in protecting these 

systemic conditions—gaining access to them and perpetuating them. When capitalist 

practices and values are destroying the foundations of its historically privileged social 

formation, same-sex marriage is a means to shore up the fissures. The nuclear family 

remains the privileged form of intimate relationships. And the State's power to discipline 

and reward on the basis of intimate relations is underscored. Thus, same-sex marriage 

should be understood as a conflicted—rather than entirely oppositional—force of social 

change that poses little threat to hegemony of dominant bourgeois relations. It protects 

the illusion of free choice and the privilege of monogamous love while ordering relations 

according to privatized ideology. As alternative methods of ordering social relations and 

understanding "intimacy" are contained, hegemonic ideology is being made to work 

through what appears as a progressive politics. 

This containment is similar to that which occurs in both composition studies and 

Will & Grace. While each site challenges the marginalization of LGBT subjects and 

relationships by making them visible in order to advocate on behalf of that social group, 

they also work to contain the production of oppositional knowledge. That is. they remain 

within the discourse of reform and work to incorporate difference into—and thus 

perpetuate—residual ideological formations. Hence, how scholars, activists, identity-

based organizations, and citizens understand and advocate for social change and how 
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they work to include LGBT issues in mainstream sites demands considerable 

(re)assessment. Re-configuring how the personal and the political make sense may enable 

the production of a different discourse on sexuality, one that works to promote equity on 

a broader scale. 
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^ Equality and equity are not interchangeable terms. Equality is often employed in 
relation to the rights of individuals to be treated the same under the law, as in attempts to 
secure equal rights through the repeal of legislation that identifies a suspect class and then 
functions to impose disparate treatment upon subjects within that class. I differentiate 
between the two terms in order to emphasize the economic connotations associated with 
"equity." This is not to say that securing equal protection under the law is of no concern 
to me. Rather, I am suggesting that the legal reform associated with equality can only go 
so far: seeking legal access to existing institutions, it often requires assimilation and 
leaves intact exploitative systemic practices and material conditions. Attempts to secure 
equitable relations are based on broader conceptions of justice—^they call into question 
dominant social relations and institutions (not just who is allowed to participate in them), 
and attempt to transform systemic conditions to achieve equitable material conditions. 
^ Cf. Derrick Sherwin Bailey's Homosexuality and the Western Tradition; Kenneth 
Dover's Greek Popular Morality; and Michael Goodich's ''Sodomy in Medieval Secular 
Law." Also instructive are Boswell's Same-Sex Unions in Premodern Europe and 
Bemadette Brooten's Love Between Women: Early Christian Reponses to Female 
Homoeroticism. 
^ For more extensive discussion of these cases and the differences between marriage, 
domestic partnerships, and civil unions, see the websites for HRC and Lambda, as well as 
Steve Wayne, Stephen Miller, Jonathan Rauch, and William Eskridge. 

If I had any doubts about this characterization, they were erased following the murder of 
Matthew Shepard on October 12, 1998. Religious groups protested peace rallies and 
vigils held in his honor. At his funeral procession, they chanted and carried placards that 
read, "Matt is burning in hell" and "God hates fags." Several of their websites continue to 
display an icon that, when selected, will play a sound referred to as "Matt screaming in 
hell." 
^ Well organized right-wing groups such as Operation Rescue, Oregon's Citizens 
Alliance, and the Family Rights Council were largely responsible for the anti-marriage 
efforts waged in Hawaii, not only before the landmark ruling but also afterward, when 
they applied pressure to secure an appeal. The right has also been integral to the creation, 
proposal, or repeal of public policy in other states. Anti-gay initiatives in Colorado, 
Oregon, Idaho, Ohio, Washington, and Georgia were largely bank rolled by national 
groups such as the Christian Coalition, Right to Life, and the Family Research Council 
rather than the local citizcnry. Additionally, however, but they were supported by non
profit organizations such as the Harry I.ynde Foundation. For more information on the 
right and its political efficacy, see People for the American Way. http://wvw.pfaw.org: 
Didi Hennan, The Antigay Agenda: Orthodox Vision and the Christian Right; Jean 
Hardisty, Mobilizing Resentment: Conservative Resurgence from the John Birch Society 
to the Promise Keepers. For more on the right wing activities in relation to DOMA, see 
Donald P. Haider-Markel's "Defense, Morality, Civil Rights, and Family: The Evolution 

http://wvw.pfaw.org
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of Lesbian and Gay Issues in the U.S. Congress"; Evan Wolfson and Michael Melcher's 
"Constitutional and Legal Defects in the 'Defense of Marriage Act.'" 
^ In May 2002, identical language was used in a House proposal to amend the U.S. 
Constitution. If passed, the provision will make constitutional the heteronormative policy 
of defining marriage as a union only between two persons of the opposite sex. 
^ As Lambda Legal suggests, those interested in exploring this aspect of the issue may 
find helpful the report compiled by the National Economic Council Interagency Working 
Group on Social Security: "Women and Retirement Security" (October 1998). 
^ Miller also suggests the possibility of winning over conservatives, gaining their support 
for initiatives favoring LGBT families. It seems unlikely that supporting conservative 
economic policies will have this effect, however. If economics were the bottom line, 
conservatives would support "equal access to marriage [because it] would increase 
federal government tax income between $300 million and $1.3 billion" per year 
(Lambda, "Facts," 1). 
^ Within LGBT advocacy, the rhetoric of sameness by no means began with the specific 
issue of same-sex marriage or even with family issues more generally. Efforts to secure 
tolerance often rely on portraying sexuality as a minor aspect one's subjectivity, only a 
small deviation from the norm that should not be used to dismiss all other likenesses. 

Conservative theorists such as Eskridge and Rauch welcome this reward system as a 
civilizing force in the taming of the gay subject and its illicit pleasures. But LGBT 
persons have not cornered the market on "uncivilized" sexual practices; one-night stands, 
prostitution, open relationships, public sex, sex clubs, and anonymous sex are not, for 
instance, exclusively gay. Further, the classification of such practices as immoral is an 
ideological designation—one that both queer theory and the "gay movement came into 
being" to challenge (Warner 113). I would also add that the colonial history of efforts to 
civilize persons designated different makes this rhetoric particularly disturbing. In 
addition to creating allusions of benevolent hetero-masters, the rhetoric suggests that 
adopting dominant values will render the Other moral. But this is not an issue of 
morality; it is an issue of crisis management through which oppositional practices are 
abandoned in order to render the Other less threatening to the existing value system. 

For analyses of queer studies in relation to materiality, cf. Donald Morton's The 
Material Queer: Teresa Ebert's Ludic Feminism and After, and Rosemary Hennessy's 
Profit and Pleasure. 

That is not to say that Warner ignores economic issues. For instance, he discusses river 
front development projects, for instance, that were designed to curb cruising areas; the 
elimination of zoning policies to reduce access to sex clubs; and the gentrification of 
areas that requires the purging of queers to establish respectability. His discussions are 
pertinent and his knowledge of policy broad. But his analysis tends to focus on what is 
being repressed and normalized in terms of desire and sex practices. 
1 It is important to note that much of Karen's ability to participate in the queering is 
secured through her wealth. She works by choice rather tlian necessity, and her 
workplace performance is of little relevance to her employment. In addition to a 
friendship with Grace, for instance, Karen has also financially supported the business. 
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rendering almost meaningless her inability to correctly fax documents, her failure to 
answer the phone, her drunkenness, and her rudeness to clients. 

I am not suggesting that patriarchy no longer functions to privilege men and exploit 
women. Rather, in this case, I am suggesting that the show hints at a process of social 
change in which social relations depend most on socio-economic power. 

Domestic partner benefits differ from benefits offered to married persons. While 
offering an option for health coverage, wage deductions to cover a partner's health 
insurance are considered taxable income. 



158 

5-
A RHETORIC OF INCORPORATION: 

CONCLUSIONS AND NEW DIRECTIONS 

The New Pol itics of Consensus [created as a response to September 11* 2001] force us to 
reconsider the role and purpose of the critical intellectual. The drive toward unanimity in 
mind and work as well as the material reality and language of capitalism have steadily eroded 
academia as a viable form of life. They have helped to dislodge possibilities for opposition, 
creativity, and alternative thinking in the university. Discourses of compulsory patriotism, 
liberal and conservative humanitarianism, and capitalist-scientific professionalism are 
monopolizing both higher education and research and suppressing the contestation and 
negotiation of how world events are made meaningful. In this context, we need to ask what 
we can do to reclaim our voices as agents of change and promoters of critique and dissent. 

—Call for Papers, 9th Annual Human Sciences Conference, George Washington University 

About seven years ago, a student in my Business Writing course knocked softly 

on my office door. Office hours were over and had been for quite some time. I was not 

even sure it was a knock; the Oregon wind was blustery, and tree branches pushing 

against the office window created tapping and scraping noises that often fooled me into 

believing someone was beckoning me from the hall. But this time I opened the door to a 

young woman who greeted me with a nervous smile. As she shook the water off her coat 

and wrapped up her umbrella, she asked if we could talk. This was the day my interest in 

issues of LGBT inclusion began in earnest. 

A third-year teacher at Oregon State, holding a one-year position as a full-time 

instructor, 1 was teaching four courses a quarter, mostly in Research. Technical, and 

Business Writing. I had struggled that year to integrate into my pedagogy both a critical 

approach to the production of knowledge and the technical content of the courses. The 

"Semester Project" was the assignment that offered the most potential for critical 

engagement by inviting students to interrogate "business practices." Broadly defined, this 



could include a range of issues, such as the university's rccent campus-wide computer 

migration from Macintosh to IBM, the hiring practices in a particular discipline or 

profession, or the rhetorical and ideological work effected through a collection of 

documents from an organization of their choice. The woman who came to see me that 

day wanted to do a project on LGBT issues at the university, something no one else in 

class had ever suggested—including me. 

She was anxious, not only worried about the peer-response activities and class 

presentations that would require sharing her work with other students, but also about 

approaching me with her ideas for the project. My class was, after all, just like all her 

others that quarter; issues of sexuality appeared beyond the pale, of little to no concern. 

While the fallout of Proposition Nine (an anti-gay-rights measure designed by the Oregon 

Citizen's Alliance) was still affecting many persons, she asserted that most of her 

professors sidelined the issue as if it did not exist. She was hoping I would make space 

for her to study LGBT concerns, that I would deem it a worthy topic of study. 

Through our discussion on that and subsequent days, and through her course 

project, I became keenly aware of how my course design elided issues of sexuality. 

Though I was and remain a firm believer in the political nature of education, the power of 

language, and the disciplining role of pedagogy, I was oblivious to my own 

heteronormative practices and their effects on student bodies and work. While sex. race, 

and class were presented as legitimate lines of inquiry, issues related to sexuality were 

never suggested as topics, never raised as ethical questions of the workplace—never 
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brought up at all. Like so many others, my class assumed heterosexuality as the norm and 

established course content accordingly. 

As I have learned during this project, however, exclusion is not the only way to 

perpetuate the hegemony of heterosexism. But perhaps 1 should be more precise. The 

notion that some forms of inclusion can be damaging is rather obvious. Mainstream 

media coverage suggesting that gay men are child molesters is a type of inclusion that 

clearly reproduces a marginalized subject position, for instance. Other forms of inclusion 

that appear progressive and that seem to create counter-hegemonic discourses also work 

in this manner, however—as the previous chapters have argued. 

Because the incorporation of LGBT identity into mainstream contexts does not 

perforce produce anti-racist, -sexist, and -hcterosexist values, it may be how difference is 

deployed that enables the construction of counter-hegemonic knowledge. It is to this 

contest over representation, power, knowledge, and material conditions that this project 

speaks. Specifically, by delineating the rhetorical parameters and ideological effects of 

the rhetoric of incorporation, I attempt to influence the cultural deployment and 

interpretation of inclusion affiliated with social sites ranging from academia to the media 

to legal discourse. 

A Rhetoric of Incorporation: What This Project Demonstrates 

This struggle between incorporation and opposition is not new to compositionists 

interested in critical work and/or rhetorics of difference. Patricia Bizzell, Shirley Wilson 

Logan, Stephen Parks, Nedra Reynolds, Harriet Malinowitz, .ludith Fetterly, James 
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Berlin, and Sarah Chinn, for instance, suggest that efforts to challenge the status quo 

often end up perpetuating the very ideas and conditions that pedagogues, scholars, and 

activists seek to oppose. Indeed, this fundamental contradiction is what 1 found when 

exploring queer pedagogies in composition, representations of lesbian and gay sexuality 

in Will & Grace, and the discourse surrounding same-sex marriage. After investigating 

the rhetorical and ideological work of these sites, and considering their material 

implications, they can each be understood in relation to the concept of incorporation—the 

process by which emerging knowledges are articulated through residual socio-ideological 

formations such that their oppositional potential is contained. 

As Williams predicts in his discussion of ideology, hegemony, and social change, 

it can be difficult to ascertain how residual formations inhere in artifacts often associated 

with the disruption of the status quo because they tend to suggest the acceptance of 

difference. That is to say that the integration of Others into once overtly hostile sites 

appears to oppose and to render archaic oppressive values. Each of the sites examined in 

this project are often discussed in these terms—as positive examples of LGBT inclusion 

that advocate on behalf of the Other by re-positioning her inside rather than outside the 

subjectivities and practices deemed normal according to dominant cultural standards of 

respectability and acceptability. But this re-positioning is a contradictory process. 

The rhetorical, ideological, and material work achieved through these sites 

advances democratic ideals of liberal inclusion and acknowledges the existence of LGBT 

persons while also perpetuating values necessary for the perpetuation of inequity. 

Further, as my previous analyses argue, when incorporation rather than opposition is the 
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overarching paradigm through which to articulate difference, exploitation and oppression 

remain intact as dominant social values. Radical challenges that would alter systemic 

relations are thus contained. 

By way of example, I argued in the third chapter that the inclusion of difference in 

Will & Grace works to contain systemic knowledge in several ways. Foremost, while 

witty queer quips and gayness assume center stage, thus challenging the industry's 

tendency to construct heterosexuality as the prime-time norm, the show's articulation of 

gayness is highly dependent on heteronormative, racist, sexist ideology. As the 

employed, educated, responsible attorney who has not been in a steady relationship for 

years, for instance, Will renders gayness safe by de-linking it from gay sexuality and by 

perpetuating a mythical gay male figure of affluence. Jack, on the other hand, renders 

both gayness and racism safe through caricature. While a different context and audience 

might enable one to read Jack as a representation of camp, his flamboyant nelly, 

screeching queen, inept fairy, and infant-like character serve instead to reassure a 

dominant!y heterosexual viewing public that stereotypes of the flaming faggot are 

accurate, funny, and acceptable. 

The perpetuation of oppressive ideology through this show is a rhetorical 

masterpiece. The discourse that relies on a hetcrosexist framework to make sense is 

delivered through the mouths of the Other so as to appear harmless. The program deploys 

the genre of humor to underscore the ideological meaninglessness of its jokes, and the 

humor further works to secure heterosexism as a residual knowledge while the visibility 

of gayness appears to be an example of progressive politics. Thus, the Other and LGBT 
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difference are articulated through rather than in opposition to the residual social 

formations: this is a rhetoric of incorporation whereby sexual difference and heterosexist 

ideology are made to co-exist as if they blend to yield acceptance. 

Although humor is not the dominant rhetorical strategy in the discourse 

surrounding the legalization of same-sex marriage, a similar set of contradictor}-

implications is created in this site. Including LGBT persons in marriage, a historic 

institution that has been made to exclude same-sex relationships by constructing love as a 

heteronormative emotion, is certainly a sign of social change. The delimited acceptance 

that such inclusion creates should make those of us interested in issues of normalization 

wary, however. Same-sex marriage acknowledges the legitimacy of same-sex love //'that 

love simulates the romantic hetero-coupling that dominates the American imagination 

and that accepts the State's regulator}' role in promoting and disciplining particular 

intimate relations. Moreover, as Will & Grace deploys gay men to ridicule gays and 

gayness, the marriage debate produces good gays who can then be used both to 

marginalize and to legitimate the marginalization of radical queers who refuse to behave 

properly. In this case, the inclusion of the Other depends largely on her willingness to 

accommodate rather than to question the rhetoric of sameness. Additionally, while the 

residual formation of family is altered through the formal inclusion of Others, the 

family's social function in the perpetuation of hegemony is secured. 

Finally, as I argued in the second chapter, articulations of LGBT subjectivity in 

composition are often contextualized as social constructions but not historicized as 

subject positions that may serve rather than oppose the needs of an exploitative capitalist 
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system. While each of the sites presented in this study exhibit particular generic features, 

then, they each can be understood as social artifacts that function according to a rhetoric 

of incorporation. Each site presented in this project secures a ''new phase of the dominant 

culture" by articulating the queer through—not in opposition to—residual ideological 

formations such that T.GBT subjectivities, activism, and queer politics are compatible 

with the perpetuation of systemic inequity (Williams 125). And this containment of 

opposition in the guise of inclusive acceptance is, in effect, the hegemonic upshot of the 

rhetoric of incorporation. That is, the rhetoric of incorporation encourages us to consent 

to the perpetuation of oppressive ideologies because they are made to appear as 

something else. As a framework that enables and contains the production of difference, 

then, incorporation serves three important historic functions. 

First, it alleviates the crisis of liberal politics created by the exclusion of otherwise 

mainstream, acceptable, productive subjects. Second, it re-secures the cultural 

significance of marriage and solidifies familial structures that replicate the hetero-norm. 

This solidification works to produce and maintain the legitimacy of governmental 

rhetoric concerning the family. The family is reproduced as the main structural unit, for 

instance, and social crises (poverty, violence, illiteracy, pregnancy rates) are framed as 

the effects of broken families and poor personal choices, rather than economic pressures 

that have all but forced the construction of dual-career couples, part-time parenting, and 

social disillusionment. Additionally, bisexuality, multiple-partnered couples, and sex 

outside of long-term relationships are disciplined. 
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Third, the rhetoric of incorporation works to define equity at the level of the 

cultural. Hence, to be accepted is to be rendered visible in myriad social locales in a 

manner that is inoffensive. To have equity is to have equal representation. Thus, equity is 

purported to be possible within an inherently inequitable social system. In this manner, 

equity is produced as a result of representation and inclusion rather than systemic change 

that creates a system of equitable labor and division of wealth. Articulating difference 

through the hegemonic ideology of inequity delimits the production of emerging 

oppositional knowledges and contains the means by which social change can be 

conceptualized and effected. Accordingly, the figure of the queer is acceptable as long as 

it complies with most dominant values and seeks incorporation rather than the 

fundamental restructuring of social relations. 

Securing a new phase of hegemonic relations in this way. the rhetoric of 

incorporation does not seek to thwart social change, but to direct, to manage, and contain 

the oppositional forces within that change. Thus, its articulation of the queer is one that 

deploys difference while both securing dominant inequitable values and eliding the 

historical materialist implications of LGBT subjectivity. 

Creatine Counter-Hegemonic Knowledges: Queer Critique. In The Prison 

Notebooks, Antonio Gramsci discusses hegemony as 1) a dominant social relation, and 2) 

a process by which this relation is secured through ideological as well as political appeals 

to the individual. Social conditions, in other words, are produced by the state (through 

structures of government, military actions, laws and procedures, for example) and 

through the lived experiences of the individual. This is not so much a theory of false 
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consciousness as the recognition that 1) individual choices appearing to be in one's own 

best interest may have the opposite political, personal, or social effects; and 2) the 

maintenance of hegemony is the effect of persuasion. Creating counter-hegemonic 

knowledges requires subjects to understand how the rhetorical, ideological, historical, 

and material are intertwined to producc social realities, personal experience, dominant 

practices, and social consent. 

Deploying queer critique in the previous chapters enabled me to analyze the 

persuasive appeals deployed to produce and persuade subjects as well as the effects of the 

overarching rhetoric of incorporation in which these appeals are persuasive. It is through 

linking the cultural and the discursive to the historical and material that analysts can more 

thoroughly account for the complexities and contradictions of social sites and 

relationships. Hence, queer critique becomes a powerful tool for enabling the production 

of oppositional knowledge. Moreover, given its ability to interpret the contradictions 

associated with the rhetoric of incorporation, queer critique could have profound 

implications for how scholar-teachers instruct students in composition, seek change 

within the profession, and position ourselves as social subjects. 

Implications for Future Work 

As Hennessy argues in Profit and Pleasure, the new phase of hegemonic relations 

is one that can make use of LGBT subjects and subjectivities to secure inequity. Better 

understanding how the incorporation of difference perpetuates the residual and stunts the 

emergent requires expanding the scope of cultural analysis and social practices, extending 



the sites and means of analysis. At the very least, this would require saturating the 

university with queer critique, working with LGBT activist organizations, community 

groups in low-income areas, and political action committees representing Others to 

further develop and to proliferate knowledge of the rhetoric of incorporation. This said, 

what could a politicized, queer intellectual in composition do? 

I suggest practicing queer critique everywhere—but particularly in three arenas: 

classrooms, administrations, and professional forums. First, to queer composition would 

entail more than a focus on the personal experience of the Other and her accompanying 

narratives, on more than giving voice to difference in order to valorize categories of 

gayness as equal to heterosexuality; it requires intervening in the social process by which 

those categories are produced and perpetuated. One way to do so, for instance, would be 

to create a course unit focusing on the socio-historica! construction and perpetuation of 

heterosexuality through the lens of queer critique. Another means for doing so would be 

to enhance teacher preparation and university policies. Assuming this critical stance 

means deploying a historical materialist perspective that links textual, social, rhetorical, 

cultural, ideological, and material analyses in an effort to understand systemic social 

relations and education's role in sustaining inequitable relations of power. This means 

that teachers, department heads, graduate students, and undergraduates be attentive to and 

oppose composition's reliance on exploited labor, tenure guidelines that privilege single 

authorship, calls for conference, journal, and book proposals that ignore sexuality as a 

viable field of rhetorical study, and publication procedures that erase issues of sexuality 

and marginalize radical knowledges. 
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Additionally, creating new frames of reference in which to understand the 

discipline and the university requires the trend toward the cultural be understood in 

relation to previous attempts to value difference—attempts that were subsumed in a 

rhetoric of incorporation. Moreover, it requires direct intervention into the broader hiring 

practices at the university, university policies on harassment and health benefits, and the 

culture of academia that enables potential employees to be evaluated on the basis of their 

queer looks and students to be harassed with few consequences. It would also entail re-

conceptualizing the work of the university not as a site of job preparation, but as site of 

knowledge production—particularly, knowledge that enables subjects to analyze 

relationships between the cultural and the material, and that re-articulates social justice 

according to different ethical standards so that opposition to the status quo is rendered a 

legitimate possibility. 

Beyond composition studies and universities proper, the rhetoric of incorporation 

and queer critique might invigorate the production of oppositional knowledge in activist 

groups that have come to rely on assimilationist tactics. Demonstrating the contradictory 

effects of incorporation and the dominance of this cultural rhetoric might also encourage 

alliances across lines of difference, alliances that yield far more promise to oppose and 

transform inequitable relations. 

The goal of social transformation, however, as the headnote to this chapter 

suggests, is not the most advantageous political stance that an academic, citizen, or 

activist might assume. The potential risks associated with oppositional work that seeks 

transformation are familiar to many scholars and activists. But pressures to conform are 
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especially heightened at this historical moment. In short, dominant cultural rhetorics 

encourage us to abandon our concern for social contradictions in order to unite under a 

mythical unity that elides the inequities and brutalities of our own system. The discourses 

of nationalism and defense are being deployed to condemn oppositional work in the name 

of freedom. Yet. the liberation that these discourses profess to seek and create is 

coterminous with heterosexism. among other things; take, for instance, a military 

response to 9-11 that entailed writing "Kill the fags'" on a bomb intended for Osama bin 

Laden. Pointing out such contradictions, questioning their ideological function, and 

opposing their dominance, however, is deemed illegitimate. 

As differences are incorporated to create a mythical whole, then, the ability and 

the civic duty of calling into question dominant relations are themselves being de-

legitimizcd. Countering this social relation of incorporation and its work to perpetuate 

hegemonic relations of inequity demands the interrogation and explanation of social 

contradictions—the production of oppositional knowledge. 
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