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Every day of every year, swarms of illegal immigrants and bogus
asylum seekers invade Britain by any means available to them . . .
Why? They are only seeking the easy comforts and free benefits in
Soft Touch Britain. All funded by YOU – The British Taxpayer!
(British National Front Poster)1

How does a nation come to be imagined as having a ‘soft touch’? How does
this ‘having’ become a form of ‘being’, or a national attribute? In The 
Cultural Politics of Emotion, I explore how emotions work to shape the ‘sur-
faces’ of individual and collective bodies. Bodies take the shape of the very
contact they have with objects and others. My analysis proceeds by reading
texts that circulate in the public domain, which work by aligning subjects with
collectives by attributing ‘others’ as the ‘source’ of our feelings. In this quote
from the British National Front, ‘the others’, who are named as illegal immi-
grants and bogus asylum seekers, threaten to overwhelm and swamp the
nation. This is, of course, a familiar narrative, and like all familiar narratives,
it deserves close and careful reading. The narrative works through othering;
the ‘illegal immigrants’ and ‘bogus asylum seekers’ are those who are ‘not us’,
and who in not being us, endanger what is ours. Such others threaten to take
away from what ‘you’ have, as the legitimate subject of the nation, as the one
who is the true recipient of national benefits. The narrative invites the reader
to adopt the ‘you’ through working on emotions: becoming this ‘you’ would
mean developing a certain rage against these illegitimate others, who are rep-
resented as ‘swarms’ in the nation. Indeed, to feel love for the nation, whereby
love is an investment that should be returned (you are ‘the taxpayer’), is also
to feel injured by these others, who are ‘taking’ what is yours.

It is not the case, however, that anybody within the nation could inhabit
this ‘you’. These short sentences depend on longer histories of articulation,
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which secure the white subject as sovereign in the nation, at the same time
as they generate effects in the alignment of ‘you’ with the national body. In
other words, the ‘you’ implicitly evokes a ‘we’, a group of subjects who can
identify themselves with the injured nation in this performance of personal
injury. Within the British National Front, the ‘we’ of the nation is only avail-
able to white Aryans: ‘We will reinstate the values of separatism to our racial
kindred. We will teach the youth that one’s country is the family, the past,
the sacred race itself . . . We live in a nation that is historically Aryan’.2 This
alignment of family, history and race is powerful, and works to transform
whiteness into a familial tie, into a form of racial kindred that recognises all
non-white others as strangers, as ‘bodies out of place’ (Ahmed 2000).3 The
narrative is addressed to white Aryans, and equates the vulnerability of the
white nation with the vulnerability of the white body. ‘YOU’ will not be soft!
Or will you?

What is so interesting in this narrative is how ‘soft touch’ becomes a
national character. This attribution is not specific to fascist discourses. In
broader public debates about asylum in the United Kingdom, one of the most
common narratives is that Britain is a ‘soft touch’: others try and ‘get into’
the nation because they can have a life with ‘easy comforts’.4 The British
Government has transformed the narrative of ‘the soft touch’ into an imper-
ative: it has justified the tightening of asylum policies on the grounds that
‘Britain will not be a soft touch’. Indeed, the metaphor of ‘soft touch’ sug-
gests that the nation’s borders and defences are like skin; they are soft, weak,
porous and easily shaped or even bruised by the proximity of others. It sug-
gests that the nation is made vulnerable to abuse by its very openness to
others. The soft nation is too emotional, too easily moved by the demands of
others, and too easily seduced into assuming that claims for asylum, as tes-
timonies of injury, are narratives of truth. To be a ‘soft touch nation’ is to
be taken in by the bogus: to ‘take in’ is to be ‘taken in’. The demand is that
the nation should seal itself from others, if it is to act on behalf of its citi-
zens, rather than react to the claims of immigrants and other others. The
implicit demand is for a nation that is less emotional, less open, less easily
moved, one that is ‘hard’, or ‘tough’. The use of metaphors of ‘softness’ and
‘hardness’ shows us how emotions become attributes of collectives, which get
constructed as ‘being’ through ‘feeling’. Such attributes are of course gen-
dered: the soft national body is a feminised body, which is ‘penetrated’ or
‘invaded’ by others.

It is significant that the word ‘passion’ and the word ‘passive’ share the
same root in the Latin word for ‘suffering’ (passio). To be passive is to be
enacted upon, as a negation that is already felt as suffering. The fear of pas-
sivity is tied to the fear of emotionality, in which weakness is defined in terms
of a tendency to be shaped by others. Softness is narrated as a proneness to
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injury. The association between passion and passivity is instructive. It works
as a reminder of how ‘emotion’ has been viewed as ‘beneath’ the faculties of
thought and reason. To be emotional is to have one’s judgement affected: it
is to be reactive rather than active, dependent rather than autonomous. Fem-
inist philosophers have shown us how the subordination of emotions also
works to subordinate the feminine and the body (Spelman 1989; Jaggar 1996).
Emotions are associated with women, who are represented as ‘closer’ to
nature, ruled by appetite, and less able to transcend the body through
thought, will and judgement.

We can see from this language that evolutionary thinking has been crucial
to how emotions are understood: emotions get narrated as a sign of ‘our’ pre-
history, and as a sign of how the primitive persists in the present. The Dar-
winian model of emotions suggests that emotions are not only ‘beneath’ but
‘behind’ the man/human, as a sign of an earlier and more primitive time. As
Darwin puts it:

With mankind some expressions, such as the bristling of the hair
under the influence of extreme terror, or the uncovering of the teeth
under that of furious rage, can hardly be understood, except on the
belief that man once existed in a much lower and animal-like
condition. (Darwin 1904: 13–14)

Such an evolutionary model allows us to return to the ‘risk’ of emotions
posited through the attribution of ‘soft touch’ as a national characteristic.
The risk of being a ‘soft touch’ for the nation, and for the national subject,
is not only the risk of becoming feminine, but also of becoming ‘less white’,
by allowing those who are recognised as racially other to penetrate the surface
of the body. Within such a narrative, becoming less white would involve
moving backwards in time, such that one would come to resemble a more
primitive form of social life, or a ‘lower and animal like condition’.

The hierarchy between emotion and thought/reason gets displaced, of
course, into a hierarchy between emotions: some emotions are ‘elevated’ as
signs of cultivation, whilst others remain ‘lower’ as signs of weakness. The
story of evolution is narrated not only as the story of the triumph of reason,
but of the ability to control emotions, and to experience the ‘appropriate’
emotions at different times and places (Elias 1978). Within contemporary
culture, emotions may even be represented as good or better than thought,
but only insofar as they are re-presented as a form of intelligence, as ‘tools’
that can be used by subjects in the project of life and career enhancement
(Goleman 1995). If good emotions are cultivated, and are worked on and
towards, then they remain defined against uncultivated or unruly emotions,
which frustrate the formation of the competent self. Those who are ‘other’
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to me or us, or those that threaten to make us other, remain the source of bad
feeling in this model of emotional intelligence. It is not difficult to see how
emotions are bound up with the securing of social hierarchy: emotions
become attributes of bodies as a way of transforming what is ‘lower’ or
‘higher’ into bodily traits.

So emotionality as a claim about a subject or a collective is clearly depen-
dent on relations of power, which endow ‘others’ with meaning and value.
In this book, I do not want to think about emotionality as a characteristic of
bodies, whether individual or collective. In fact, I want to reflect on the
processes whereby ‘being emotional’ comes to be seen as a characteristic of
some bodies and not others, in the first place. In order to do this, we need to
consider how emotions operate to ‘make’ and ‘shape’ bodies as forms of
action, which also involve orientations towards others. Emotions, for the
British National Front, may pose a danger to the national body of appearing
soft. But the narrative itself is an emotional one: the reading of others as
bogus is a reaction to the presence of others. Hardness is not the absence of
emotion, but a different emotional orientation towards others. The hard white
body is shaped by its reactions: the rage against others surfaces as a body that
stands apart or keeps its distance from others. We shouldn’t look for emo-
tions ‘in’ soft bodies.5 Emotions shape the very surfaces of bodies, which take
shape through the repetition of actions over time, as well as through orien-
tations towards and away from others. Indeed, attending to emotions might
show us how all actions are reactions, in the sense that what we do is shaped
by the contact we have with others. In Spinoza’s terms, emotions shape what
bodies can do, as ‘the modifications of the body by which the power of action
on the body is increased or diminished’ (Spinoza 1959: 85).

So rather than asking ‘What are emotions?’, I will ask, ‘What do emotions
do?’. In asking this question, I will not offer a singular theory of emotion, or
one account of the work that emotions do. Rather, I will track how emotions
circulate between bodies, examining how they ‘stick’ as well as move. In this
introduction, my task will be to situate my account of the ‘cultural politics’
of emotion within a very partial account of the history of thinking on emo-
tions. I will not offer a full review of this history, which would be an impos-
sible task.6 It is important to indicate here that even if emotions have been
subordinated to other faculties, they have still remained at the centre of intel-
lectual history. As a reader of this history, I have been overwhelmed by how
much ‘emotions’ have been a ‘sticking point’ for philosophers, cultural the-
orists, psychologists, sociologists, as well as scholars from a range of other
disciplines. This is not surprising: what is relegated to the margins is often,
as we know from deconstruction, right at the centre of thought itself. In the
face of this history, my task is a modest one: to show how my thinking has
been informed by my contact with some work on emotions.
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EMOTIONS AND OBJECTS

One way of reflecting on this history of thinking about emotion is to con-
sider the debate about the relation between emotion, bodily sensation and
cognition.7 One could characterise a significant ‘split’ in theories of emotion
in terms of whether emotions are tied primarily to bodily sensations or to
cognition. The former view is often ascribed to Descartes and David Hume.
It would also be well-represented by the work of William James, who has the
following formulation: ‘The bodily changes follow directly the perception of
the exciting fact . . . and that our feeling of the same changes as they occur
IS the emotion’ (James 1890: 449). Emotion is the feeling of bodily change.
The immediacy of the ‘is’ suggests that emotions do not involve processes
of thought, attribution or evaluation: we feel fear, for example, because our
heart is racing, our skin is sweating. A cognitivist view would be represented
by Aristotle, and by a number of thinkers who follow him (Nussbaum 2001:
10). Such theorists suggest that emotions involve appraisals, judgements, atti-
tudes or a ‘specific manner of apprehending the world’ (Sartre 1962: 9),
which are irreducible to bodily sensations. Some theorists have described
emotions as being judgements (Solomon 1995), whilst others might point to
how they involve judgements: the emotion of anger, for example, implies a
judgement that something is bad, although we can be wrong in our judge-
ment (Spelman 1989: 266). Of course, many theorists suggest that emotions
involve sensations or bodily feeling as well as forms of cognition. But as
Alison M. Jaggar has suggested, the shift towards a more cognitive approach
has often been at the expense of an attention to bodily sensations (Spelman
1989: 170). Or when emotions are theorised as being about cognition as well
as sensation, then these still tend to be presented as different aspects of
emotion (Jaggar 1996: 170).

To begin a rethinking of the relation between bodily sensation, emotion
and judgement we can turn to Descartes’ ‘The Passions of the Soul’. Whilst
this little book may be full of problematic distinctions between mind and
body, its observations on emotions are very suggestive. Descartes suggests
that objects do not excite diverse passions because they are diverse, but
because of the diverse ways in which they may harm or help us (Descartes
1985: 349). This is an intriguing formulation. Some commentators have sug-
gested that Descartes argues that emotions are reducible to sensations insofar
as they are caused by objects (Brentano 2003: 161; Greenspan 2003: 265). But
Descartes offers a critique of the idea that objects have causal properties, sug-
gesting that we don’t have feelings for objects because of the nature of
objects. Feelings instead take the ‘shape’ of the contact we have with objects
(see Chapter 1). As he argues, we do not love and hate because objects are
good or bad, but rather because they seem ‘beneficial’ or ‘harmful’ (Descartes
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1985: 350). Whether I perceive something as beneficial or harmful clearly
depends upon how I am affected by something. This dependence opens up
a gap in the determination of feeling: whether something is beneficial or
harmful involves thought and evaluation, at the same time that it is ‘felt’ by
the body. The process of attributing an object as being or not being benefi-
cial or harmful, which may become translated into good or bad, clearly
involves reading the contact we have with objects in a certain way. As I argue
in Chapter 1, whether something feels good or bad already involves a process
of reading, in the very attribution of significance. Contact involves the
subject, as well as histories that come before the subject. If emotions are
shaped by contact with objects, rather than being caused by objects, then
emotions are not simply ‘in’ the subject or the object. This does not mean
that emotions are not read as being ‘resident’ in subjects or objects: I will
show how objects are often read as the cause of emotions in the very process
of taking an orientation towards them.

If the contact with an object generates feeling, then emotion and sensa-
tion cannot be easily separated. A common way of describing the relation
between them is as a form of company: pleasure and pain become compan-
ions of love and hate, for example, in Aristotle’s formulation (2003: 6, see
also Spinoza 1959: 85). The idea of ‘companions’ does not do the trick pre-
cisely, given the implication that sensation and emotion can part company.
Instead, I want to suggest that the distinction between sensation and emotion
can only be analytic, and as such, is premised on the reification of a concept.
We can reflect on the word ‘impression’, used by David Hume in his work
on emotion (Hume 1964: 75). To form an impression might involve acts of
perception and cognition as well as an emotion. But forming an impression
also depends on how objects impress upon us. An impression can be an effect
on the subject’s feelings (‘she made an impression’). It can be a belief (‘to be
under an impression’). It can be an imitation or an image (‘to create an
impression’). Or it can be a mark on the surface (‘to leave an impression’).
We need to remember the ‘press’ in an impression. It allows us to associate the
experience of having an emotion with the very affect of one surface upon
another, an affect that leaves its mark or trace. So not only do I have an
impression of others, but they also leave me with an impression; they impress
me, and impress upon me. I will use the idea of ‘impression’ as it allows me
to avoid making analytical distinctions between bodily sensation, emotion 
and thought as if they could be ‘experienced’ as distinct realms of human
‘experience’.

So how do we form such impressions? Rethinking the place of the object
of feeling will allow us to reconsider the relation between sensation and
emotion. Within phenomenology, the turn away from what Elizabeth V.
Spelman calls the ‘Dumb View’ of emotions (Spelman 1989: 265), has
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involved an emphasis on intentionality. Emotions are intentional in the sense
that they are ‘about’ something: they involve a direction or orientation
towards an object (Parkinson 1995: 8). The ‘aboutness’ of emotions means
they involve a stance on the world, or a way of apprehending the world. Now,
I want to bring this model of the object as ‘about-ness’ into dialogue with
the model of contact implicit in Descartes.8 Emotions are both about objects,
which they hence shape, and are also shaped by contact with objects. Neither
of these ways of approaching an object presumes that the object has a mate-
rial existence; objects in which I am ‘involved’ can also be imagined (Heller
1979: 12). For example, I can have a memory of something, and that memory
might trigger a feeling (Pugmire 1998: 7). The memory can be the object of
my feeling in both senses: the feeling is shaped by contact with the memory,
and also involves an orientation towards what is remembered. So I might feel
pain when I remember this or that, and in remembering this or that, I might
attribute what is remembered as being painful.

Let’s use another example. The example that is often used in the psycho-
logical literature on emotions is a child and a bear.9 The child sees the bear
and is afraid. The child runs away. Now, the ‘Dumb View’ would be that the
bear makes the child afraid, and that the bodily symptoms of fear are auto-
matic (pulse rate, sweating, and so on). Functionalist models of emotion,
which draw on evolutionary theory, might say that the fear has a function: to
protect the child from danger, to allow survival. Fear in this situation could
be an instinctual reaction that has enhanced successful adaptation and thus
selection.10 Fear would also be an action; fear would even be ‘about’ what it
leads the child to do.11 But the story, even in its ‘bear bones’, is not so simple.
Why is the child afraid of the bear? The child must ‘already know’ the bear
is fearsome. This decision is not necessarily made by her, and it might not
even be dependent on past experiences. This could be a ‘first time’ encounter,
and the child still runs for it. But what is she running from? What does she
see when she sees the bear? We have an image of the bear as an animal to be
feared, as an image that is shaped by cultural histories and memories. When
we encounter the bear, we already have an impression of the risks of the
encounter, as an impression that is felt on the surface of the skin. This knowl-
edge is bodily, certainly: the child might not need time to think before she
runs for it. But the ‘immediacy’ of the reaction is not itself a sign of a lack
of mediation. It is not that the bear is fearsome, ‘on its own’, as it were. It is
fearsome to someone or somebody. So fear is not in the child, let alone in the
bear, but is a matter of how child and bear come into contact. This contact
is shaped by past histories of contact, unavailable in the present, which allow
the bear to be apprehended as fearsome. The story does not, despite this,
inevitably lead to the same ending. Another child, another bear, and we might
even have another story.
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It is not just that we might have an impression of bears, but ‘this bear’ also
makes an impression, and leaves an impression. Fear shapes the surfaces of
bodies in relation to objects. Emotions are relational: they involve (re)actions
or relations of ‘towardness’ or ‘awayness’ in relation to such objects. The bear
becomes the object in both senses: we have a contact with an object, and an
orientation towards that object. To be more specific, the ‘aboutness’ of fear
involves a reading of contact: the child reads the contact as dangerous, 
which involves apprehending the bear as fearsome. We can note also that 
the ‘reading’ then identifies the bear as the cause of the feeling. The child
becomes fearful, and the bear becomes fearsome: the attribution of feeling to
an object (I feel afraid because you are fearsome) is an effect of the encounter,
which moves the subject away from the object. Emotions involve such affec-
tive forms of reorientation.

Of course, if we change the bear to a horse, we might even get to the
father.12 If the object of feeling both shapes and is shaped by emotions, then
the object of feeling is never simply before the subject. How the object
impresses (upon) us may depend on histories that remain alive insofar as they
have already left their impressions. The object may stand in for other objects,
or may be proximate to other objects. Feelings may stick to some objects, and
slide over others.13 In this book, I offer an analysis of affective economies,
where feelings do not reside in subjects or objects, but are produced as effects
of circulation (see Chapter 2). The circulation of objects allows us to think
about the ‘sociality’ of emotion.

INSIDE OUT AND OUTSIDE IN

What do I mean by the sociality of emotion? Before I can answer this ques-
tion, we must firstly register what might seem too obvious: the everyday lan-
guage of emotion is based on the presumption of interiority. If I was thinking
about emotions, I would probably assume that I need to look inwards, asking
myself, ‘How do I feel?’ Such a model of emotion as interiority is crucial to
psychology. Indeed, the emergence of psychology as a discipline had signif-
icant consequences for theories of emotion: by becoming an ‘object lesson’
for psychology, emotions have been psychologised (White 1993: 29). In a 
psychological model, I have feelings, and they are mine. As K. T. Strongman
states, ‘Above all, emotion is centred internally, in subjective feelings’
(Strongman 2003: 3). I may express my feelings: I may laugh, cry, or shake
my head. Once what is inside has got out, when I have expressed my feelings
in this way, then my feelings also become yours, and you may respond to
them.14 If you sympathise, then we might have ‘fellow-feeling’ (Denzin 1984:
148). If you don’t understand, we might feel alienated from each other
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(Scheff 1994: 3).15 The logic here is that I have feelings, which then move
outwards towards objects and others, and which might even return to me. I
will call this the ‘inside out’ model of emotions.

In critiquing this model, I am joining sociologists and anthropologists who
have argued that emotions should not be regarded as psychological states, but
as social and cultural practices (Lutz and Abu-Lughod 1990; White 1993: 29;
Rosaldo 1984: 138, 141; Hochschild 1983: 5; Kemper 1978: 1; Katz 1999:2;
Williams 2001: 73; Collins 1990: 27). I want to offer a model of sociality of
emotion, which is distinct from this literature, as well as informed by it. Take
Durkheim’s classic account of emotions. He argues in The Rules of Sociolog-
ical Method that sociology is about recognising constraint: ‘Most of our ideas
and our tendencies are not developed by ourselves but come to us from
without. How can they become a part of us except by imposing themselves
upon us?’ (Durkheim 1966: 4). Here, the sociological realm is defined as the
imposition of ‘the without’ on the individual subject. This demarcation of
‘the sociological’ becomes a theory of emotion as a social form, rather than
individual self-expression. Durkheim considers the rise of emotion in
crowds, suggesting that such ‘great movements’ of feeling, ‘do not originate
in any one of the particular individual consciousnesses’ (Durkheim 1966: 4).
Here, the individual is no longer the origin of feeling; feeling itself comes
from without. Durkheim’s later work on religion suggests that such feelings
do not remain ‘without’. As he notes: ‘This force must also penetrate us and
organise itself within us; it thus becomes an integral part of our being and
by that very fact this is elevated and magnified’ (Durkheim 1976: 209). For
Durkheim, then, emotion is not what comes from the individual body, but is
what holds or binds the social body together (Collins 1990: 27).

This argument about the sociality of emotions takes a similar form to the
psychological one, though with an obvious change of direction. The ‘inside
out’ model has become an ‘outside in’ model. Both assume the objectivity of
the very distinction between inside and outside, the individual and the social,
and the ‘me’ and the ‘we’. Rather than emotions being understood as coming
from within and moving outwards, emotions are assumed to come from without
and move inward. An ‘outside in’ model is also evident in approaches to ‘crowd
psychology’, where it is assumed that the crowd has feelings, and that the
individual gets drawn into the crowd by feeling the crowd’s feelings as its
own. As Graham Little puts it: ‘Emotions run the other way, too: sometimes
starting “out there” – and Diana’s death is a prime example of this – but
linking up with something in us so that we feel drawn in and become per-
sonally involved’ (Little 1999: 4). The example of Diana’s death is useful. An
outside in model might suggest that feelings of grief existed in the crowd,
and only then got taken on by individuals, a reading which has led to accu-
sations that such grief was inauthentic, a sign of being ‘taken in’.16
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Indeed the ‘outside in’ model is problematic precisely because it assumes
that emotions are something that ‘we have’. The crowd becomes like the indi-
vidual, the one who ‘has feelings’. Feelings become a form of social presence
rather than self-presence. In my model of sociality of emotions, I suggest
that emotions create the very effect of the surfaces and boundaries that allow
us to distinguish an inside and an outside in the first place. So emotions are
not simply something ‘I’ or ‘we’ have. Rather, it is through emotions, or how
we respond to objects and others, that surfaces or boundaries are made: the
‘I’ and the ‘we’ are shaped by, and even take the shape of, contact with others.
To return to my argument in the previous section, the surfaces of bodies
‘surface’ as an effect of the impressions left by others. I will show how the
surfaces of collective as well as individual bodies take shape through such
impressions. In suggesting that emotions create the very effect of an inside
and an outside, I am not then simply claiming that emotions are psycholog-
ical and social, individual and collective. My model refuses the abbreviation
of the ‘and’. Rather, I suggest that emotions are crucial to the very constitu-
tion of the psychic and the social as objects, a process which suggests that
the ‘objectivity’ of the psychic and social is an effect rather than a cause.

In other words, emotions are not ‘in’ either the individual or the social, but
produce the very surfaces and boundaries that allow the individual and the
social to be delineated as if they are objects. My analysis will show how emo-
tions create the very surfaces and boundaries that allow all kinds of objects
to be delineated. The objects of emotion take shape as effects of circulation.
In suggesting emotions circulate, I am not offering a model of emotion as
contagion (see Izard 1977: 106). The model of emotional contagion, which
is often influenced by Silvan S. Tomkins’ work, is useful in its emphasis on
how emotions are not simply located in the individual, but move between
bodies.17 After all, the word ‘contagion’ derives from the Latin for ‘contact’.
In this model, it is the emotion itself that passes: I feel sad, because you feel
sad; I am ashamed by your shame, and so on. In suggesting that emotions
pass in this way, the model of ‘emotional contagion’ risks transforming
emotion into a property, as something that one has, and can then pass on, as
if what passes on is the same thing. We might note that the risk is not only
a theoretical one. I have experienced numerous social occasions where I
assumed other people were feeling what I was feeling, and that the feeling
was, as it were, ‘in the room’, only to find out that others had felt quite dif-
ferently. I would describe such spaces as ‘intense’. Shared feelings are at
stake, and seem to surround us, like a thickness in the air, or an atmosphere.
But these feelings not only heighten tension, they are also in tension. Emotions
in their very intensity involve miscommunication, such that even when we
feel we have the same feeling, we don’t necessarily have the same relation-
ship to the feeling. Given that shared feelings are not about feeling the same
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feeling, or feeling-in-common, I suggest that it is the objects of emotion that
circulate, rather than emotion as such. My argument still explores how
emotions can move through the movement or circulation of objects. Such
objects become sticky, or saturated with affect, as sites of personal and social
tension.

Emotions are after all moving, even if they do not simply move between
us. We should note that the word ‘emotion’ comes from the Latin, emovere,
referring to ‘to move, to move out’. Of course, emotions are not only about
movement, they are also about attachments or about what connects us to this
or that. The relationship between movement and attachment is instructive.
What moves us, what makes us feel, is also that which holds us in place, or
gives us a dwelling place. Hence movement does not cut the body off from
the ‘where’ of its inhabitance, but connects bodies to other bodies: attach-
ment takes place through movement, through being moved by the proximity
of others. Movement may affect different others differently: indeed, as I will
suggest throughout this book, emotions may involve ‘being moved’ for some
precisely by fixing others as ‘having’ certain characteristics. The circulation
of objects of emotion involves the transformation of others into objects of
feeling.

My argument about the circulation of objects draws on psychoanalysis and
Marxism (see Chapter 2). I consider, for example, that the subject does not
always know how she feels: the subject is not self-present and emotions are
an effect of this splitting of experience (Terada 2001: 30). From Freud
onwards, this lack of self-presence is articulated as ‘the unconscious’.
Working with Freudian psychoanalysis, I will show how objects get displaced,
and consider the role of repression in what makes objects ‘sticky’. But I also
suggest that the lack of presence does not always return to the subject, or to
the ‘scene’ of trauma (castration), upon which much psychoanalytic theory
rests. Drawing on Marx, I argue that emotions accumulate over time, as a
form of affective value (see Chapter 4). Objects only seem to have such value,
by an erasure of these histories, as histories of production and labour. But
whilst Marx suggests that emotions are erased by the value of things (the
suffering of the worker’s body is not visible in commodity form), I focus on
how emotions are produced.18 It is not so much emotions that are erased, as
if they were already there, but the processes of production or the ‘making’
of emotions. In other words, ‘feelings’ become ‘fetishes’, qualities that seem
to reside in objects, only through an erasure of the history of their produc-
tion and circulation.

Holding together these different theoretical traditions is a challenge.19

There is no glue, perhaps other than a concern for ‘what sticks’. Indeed, the
question, ‘What sticks?’, is one that is posed throughout this study. It is a
reposing of other, perhaps more familiar, questions: Why is social transfor-
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mation so difficult to achieve? Why are relations of power so intractable and
enduring, even in the face of collective forms of resistance? This book
attempts to answer such questions partially by offering an account of how
we become invested in social norms. The work to which I am most indebted
is the work of feminist and queer scholars who have attended to how emo-
tions can attach us to the very conditions of our subordination (Butler 1997b;
Berlant 1997; Brown 1995). Such scholars have shown us how social forms
(such as the family, heterosexuality, the nation, even civilisation itself ) are
effects of repetition. As Judith Butler suggests, it is through the repetition
of norms that worlds materialise, and that ‘boundary, fixity and surface’ are
produced (Butler 1993: 9). Such norms appear as forms of life only through
the concealment of the work of this repetition. Feminist and queer scholars
have shown us that emotions ‘matter’ for politics; emotions show us how
power shapes the very surface of bodies as well worlds. So in a way, we do
‘feel our way’.

This analysis of how we ‘feel our way’ approaches emotion as a form of
cultural politics or world making. My argument about the cultural politics of
emotions is developed not only as a critique of the psychologising and pri-
vatisation of emotions,20 but also as a critique of a model of social structure
that neglects the emotional intensities, which allow such structures to be
reified as forms of being. Attention to emotions allows us to address the ques-
tion of how subjects become invested in particular structures such that their
demise is felt as a kind of living death. We can see this investment at work
in my opening quote: the nation becomes the object of love precisely by asso-
ciating the proximity with others with loss, injury and theft (see also Chapter
6). The presence of non-white others is even associated by the British
National Front with death: ‘Britain is Dying: How long are you just going to
watch?’.21 To become the ‘you’ addressed by the narrative is to feel rage
against those who threaten not only to take the ‘benefits’ of the nation away,
but also to destroy ‘the nation’, which would signal the end of life itself. Emo-
tions provide a script, certainly: you become the ‘you’ if you accept the invi-
tation to align yourself with the nation, and against those others who threaten
to take the nation away.

THE EMOTIONALITY OF TEXTS

But there is still more. For a book on emotions, which argues that emotions
cannot be separated from bodily sensations, this book may seem very orien-
tated towards texts.22 I offer close readings of texts, with a concern in par-
ticular with metonymy and metaphor: my argument will suggest that ‘figures
of speech’ are crucial to the emotionality of texts. In particular, I examine
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how different ‘figures’ get stuck together, and how sticking is dependent on
past histories of association that often ‘work’ through concealment. The emo-
tionality of texts is one way of describing how texts are ‘moving’, or how
they generate effects.

I will also consider the emotionality of texts in terms of the way in which
texts name or perform different emotions. Naming emotions often involves
differentiating between the subject and object of feeling. When we name an
emotion we are not simply naming something that exists ‘in here’. So a text
may claim, ‘the nation mourns’. We would pause here, of course, and suggest
the ‘inside out/outside in’ model of emotion is at work: the nation becomes
‘like the individual’, a feeling subject, or a subject that ‘has feelings’. But we
would also need to ask: What does it do to say the nation ‘mourns’? This is a
claim both that the nation has a feeling (the nation is the subject of feeling),
but also that generates the nation as the object of ‘our feeling’ (we might
mourn on behalf of the nation). The feeling does simply exist before the
utterance, but becomes ‘real’ as an effect, shaping different kinds of actions
and orientations. To say, ‘the nation mourns’ is to generate the nation, as if
it were a mourning subject. The ‘nation’ becomes a shared ‘object of feeling’
through the ‘orientation’ that is taken towards it. As such, emotions are per-
formative (see Chapter 4) and they involve speech acts (Chapter 5), which
depend on past histories, at the same time as they generate effects.

When we talk about the displacement between objects of emotion, we also
need to consider the circulation of words for emotion. For example, the word
‘mourns’ might get attached to some subjects (some bodies more than others
represent the nation in mourning), and it might get attached to some objects
(some losses more than others may count as losses for this nation). The word
‘mourns’ might get linked to other emotion words: anger, hatred, love. The
replacement of one word for an emotion with another word produces a nar-
rative. Our love might create the condition for our grief, our loss could
become the condition for our hate, and so on (see Chapter 6). The emotion
does its work by ‘reading’ the object: for example, others might get read as
the ‘reason’ for the loss of the object of love, a reading which easily converts
feelings of grief into feelings of hate (see Chapter 7).

So I am not discussing emotion as being ‘in’ texts, but as effects of the
very naming of emotions,23 which often works through attributions of causal-
ity. The different words for emotion do different things precisely because
they involve specific orientations towards the objects that are identified as
their cause. As such, my archive is full of words. But the words are not simply
cut off from bodies, or other signs of life. I suggest that the work of emotion
involves the ‘sticking’ of signs to bodies: for example, when others become
‘hateful’, then actions of ‘hate’ are directed against them (see Chapter 2). My
archive is perhaps not ‘an archive of feelings’ to use Ann Cvetkovich’s beau-
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tiful formulation. Cvetkovich’s method involves ‘an exploration of cultural
texts as repositories of feelings and emotions’ (2003b: 7). Feelings are not ‘in’
my archive in the same way. Rather, I am tracking how words for feeling, and
objects of feeling, circulate and generate effects: how they move, stick, and
slide. We move, stick and slide with them.

The texts that I read circulate in the public domain, and include web sites,
government reports, political speeches and newspaper articles. Although the
book involves close readings of such texts, it is not ‘about’ those texts. They
do not simply appear as texts in my reading. Clearly, I have chosen these texts
and not others. The texts evoke what we could call ‘cases’. Three cases inform
my choices of texts: reconciliation in Australia (Chapters 1 and 5 on pain and
shame); responses to international terrorism (Chapters 3 and 4 on fear and
disgust), and asylum and immigration in the UK (Chapters 2 and 6 on hate
and love). Each of these cases shows us the very public nature of emotions,
and the emotive nature of publics.24 They are also cases in which I am
involved, which matter to me, in my contact with the world.

To name one’s archive is a perilous matter; it can suggest that these texts
‘belong’ together, and that the belonging is a mark of one’s own presence.
What I offer is a model of the archive not as the conversion of self into a
textual gathering, but as a ‘contact zone’. An archive is an effect of multiple
forms of contact, including institutional forms of contact (with libraries,
books, web sites), as well as everyday forms of contact (with friends, fami-
lies, others). Some forms of contact are presented and authorised through
writing (and listed in the references), whilst other forms of contact will be
missing, will be erased, even though they may leave their trace. Some every-
day forms of contact do appear in my writing: stories which might seem per-
sonal, and even about ‘my feelings’. As a ‘contact writing’, or a writing about
contact, I do not simply interweave the personal and the public, the individ-
ual and the social, but show the ways in which they take shape through each
other, or even how they shape each other. So it is not that ‘my feelings’ are
in the writing, even though my writing is littered with stories of how I am
shaped by my contact with others.25

The book has a shape of its own, of course. It does not take shape around
each of these cases, as if they could be transformed into objects, or moments
in the progression of a narrative. I have instead taken different emotions as
points of entry. Even though I am challenging the idea that there simply ‘are’
different emotions, ‘in here’, or ‘out there’, I also want to explore how naming
emotions involves different orientations towards the objects they construct.
In this sense, emotions may not have a referent, but naming an emotion has
effects that we can describe as referential. So each chapter takes a different
emotion as a starting point, or point of entry, and does not ‘end’ with the
emotion, but with the work that it does.
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The book begins with pain, which is usually described as a bodily sensa-
tion. I begin here in order to show how even feelings that are immediate, and
which may involve ‘damage’ on the skin surface, are not simply feelings that
one has, but feelings that open bodies to others. My analysis introduces the
concept of ‘intensification’ to show how pain creates the very impression of
a bodily surface. I also consider how pain can shape worlds as bodies, through
the ways in which stories of pain circulate in the public domain, with spe-
cific reference to the report on the stolen generation in Australia, Bringing
them Home. The second chapter turns to hate, exploring how feelings of
injury get converted into hatred for others, who become read as causing ‘our
injury’. In examining this conversion, I consider how hate circulates through
signs, introducing the concept of ‘affective economies’. I show how hate
works by sticking ‘figures of hate’ together, transforming them into a
common threat, within discourses on asylum and migration. My analysis
examines how hate crime works within law, and asks how the language of hate
affects those who are designated as objects of hate.

The following four chapters work to refine and develop these concepts
about emotions in embodiment and language, showing how fear, disgust,
shame and love work as different kinds of orientations towards objects and
others, which shape individual as well as collective bodies. In Chapter 3, I
show how fear is attributed to the bodies of others, and how fear is intensi-
fied by the possibility that the object of fear may pass us by. My analysis
examines the spatial politics of fear and the way fear restricts the mobility of
some and extends the mobility of others. Responses to terrorism work as ‘an
economy of fear’, in which the figure of the terrorist gets associated with
some bodies (and not others), at the same time as the terrorist ‘could be’
anyone or everywhere. In Chapter 4, I analyse how disgust works to produce
‘the disgusting’, as the bodies that must be ejected from the community.
Working with a model of disgust as stickiness, I suggest that disgust shapes
the bodies of a community of the disgusted through how it sticks objects
together. My analysis examines speech acts, which claim ‘that’s disgusting!’
in response to September 11, exploring how cohesion (sticking together)
demands adhesion (sticking to), but also how the object of disgust can get
unstuck.

In Chapters 5 and 6 on shame and love, I show how objects of emotion
not only circulate, but also get ‘taken on’ and ‘taken in’ as ‘mine’ or ‘ours’.
In Chapter 5, I examine how expressions of shame, in speech acts of ‘apol-
ogising’, can work as a form of nation building, in which what is shameful
about the past is covered over by the statement of shame itself. Shame hence
can construct a collective ideal even when it announces the failure of that
ideal to be translated into action. With reference to reconciliation in Aus-
tralia, and the demand that governments apologise for histories of slavery

INTRODUCTION: FEEL  YOUR  WAY 15

CPEIN  6/11/07  6:16 PM  Page 15

Them Home. The second chapter turns to hate, exploring how feelings of



and colonialism, I also show how shame is deeply ambivalent: the exposure
of past wounds can be a crucial part of what shame can do. In Chapter 6, I
examine how love can construct a national ideal, which others fail. By con-
sidering how multiculturalism can work as an imperative to love difference,
I show that love can work to elevate the national subject insofar as it posits
the other’s narcissism as the cause of injury and disturbance. Love is condi-
tional, and the conditions of love differentiate between those who can inhabit
the nation, from those who cause disturbance. In both these chapters, I
examine how the objects of emotions can be ‘ideals’, and the way in which
bodies, including bodies of nations, can take shape through how they approx-
imate such ideals.

The final two chapters ask how emotions can work within queer and fem-
inist politics, as a reorientation of our relation to social ideals, and the norms
they elevate into social aspirations. Different feelings seem to flow through
these chapters: discomfort, grief, pleasure, anger, wonder, and hope. The
focus on attachments as crucial to queer and feminist politics is itself a sign
that transformation is not about transcendence: emotions are ‘sticky’, and
even when we challenge our investments, we might get stuck. There is hope,
of course, as things can get unstuck.

This book focuses on emotions. But that does not make emotions the
centre of everything. Emotions don’t make the world go round. But they do
in some sense go round. Perhaps, unlike the saying, what goes round does
not always come round. Focusing on emotions is what will allow me to track
the uneven effects of this failure of return.

NOTES

1. The poster was downloaded from the following web site:
http://members.odinsrage.com/nfne/nf_bogus_asylum_nfne.a6.pdf The British
National Front web site can be found on: http://www.nf.co.uk Accessed 30 September
2003.

2. See http://www.nfne.co.uk/intro.html Accessed 21 February 2004.
3. In Strange Encounters (2000), I offer an approach to ‘othering’ by examining how others

are recognised as strangers, as ‘bodies out of place’, through economies of vision and
touch. I will be building on this argument in The Cultural Politics of Emotion, by
focusing on how relations of othering work through emotions; for example, othering
takes place through the attribution of feelings to others, or by transforming others into
objects of feeling. In making such claims, I am drawing on a long history of Black and
critical race scholarship, which contests the model of race as a bodily attribute, by
examining discourses of racialisation in terms of othering (hooks 1989; Lorde 1984;
Said 1978; Fanon 1986; Bhabha 1994).

4. We might assume that in government rhetoric in the UK, the nation is not imagined as
being white in the way that it is in the British National Front, especially given the
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official endorsement of a policy of multiculturalism. The differences between fascism
and neo-liberalism should be acknowledged, but we should not assume the difference is
absolute. As I will argue in Chapter 6, the nation is still constructed as ‘being white’ in
multiculturalism, precisely as whiteness is reimagined as the imperative to love
difference (‘hybrid whiteness’).

5. It also follows that we should not look for emotions only where the attribution of
‘being emotional’ is made. What is posited as ‘unemotional’ also involves emotions, as
ways of responding to objects and others. I will not be equating emotionality with
femininity. See Campbell (1994) for an important critique of how women are
‘dismissed’ through being seen or ‘judged’ as being emotional.

6. I can direct you to the following texts, which I found useful. For an interdisciplinary
collection on emotions see Lewis and Haviland (1993). For an interdisciplinary
approach to emotions see Lupton (1998). For a review of psychological approaches, see
Strongman (2003). For sociological collections on emotions, see Kemper (1990) and
Bendelow and Williams (1998). For an anthropological approach to emotions see Lutz
(1988). For a philosophical collection see Solomon (2003). And for a historical approach
to emotions, see Reddy (2001).

7. The analysis in this paragraph simplifies the debate for the purpose of argument. I
should acknowledge that the meaning of each of the crucial terms – sensation,
emotion, affect, cognition and perception – is disputed both between disciplines and
within disciplines.

8. Solomon argues that emotions are caused (as reactions), but that objects of emotion
must be distinguished from the cause (Solomon 2003: 228). I am making a different
claim, which is made possible by my distinction of ‘contact’ from the attribution of
causality: the object with which I have contact is the object that I have a feeling ‘about’.
The ‘aboutness’ involves a reading of the contact.

9. This is a ‘primal scene’ in the psychology of emotions (for a recent review of this
literature see Strongman 2003). The fact that the subject of the story is a child is
crucial; the figure of the child does important work. ‘The child’ occupies the place of
the ‘not-yet subject’, as the one whose emotions might allow us to differentiate between
what is learnt and what is innate. The investment in the child’s ‘innocence’ is vital to
this primal scene. See Castañeda (2002) for an excellent reading of how the figure of
‘the child’ is produced within theory.

10. My critique of the ‘Dumb View’ of emotions, which follows from the work of Alison
Jaggar (1996) and Elizabeth V. Spelman (1989) is also a critique of the assumption that
emotions are innate or biological. I have avoided positioning myself in the debate
between biological determinism and cultural or social constructionism, as the posing of
the debate along these terms had delimited the field by creating false oppositions
(aligning the biological with what is fixed, universal and given, and the cultural with
what is temporary, relative and constructed). I would argue that emotions involve the
materialisation of bodies, and hence show the instability of ‘the biological’ and ‘the
cultural’ as ways of understanding the body. See Wilson (1999) for an interesting
account of the importance of the biological to understanding emotions. Whilst I offer a
different approach, which does not identify ‘the biological’ or ‘the cultural’ as separate
spheres, I support her emphasis on the importance of the bodily dimensions of
emotions, which she elaborates through a careful reading of Freud’s model of the role
of somatic compliance in hysteria.

11. To this extent, functionalist approaches would share my preference for the question,
‘What do emotions do?’, rather than ‘What are emotions?’ (Strongman 2003: 21–37). In
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such approaches, which consider emotions in terms of their physiological effects, the
function of fear may be flight, and with it, the survival of the individual organism, and
the survival of the species. In my account, however, the ‘doing’ of emotions is not
reducible to individual actions (though it involves action) and is not governed by the
logic of reproduction of the human.

12. In Freud’s reading of the little Hans case, the fear of the horse is read as a
displacement of the fear of the father (see Chapter 3).

13. It may be useful to compare my approach on the relation between emotions and objects
to Tomkins’ (1963) theory of affect. As others have commented, Tomkins’ attention to
affect as opposed to drive emphasises the ‘freedom’ of emotion from specific objects
(Izard 1977: 52; Sedgwick 2003: 19). I am also suggesting that emotions are ‘free’ to the
extent that they do not reside within an object, nor are they caused by an object. But
the language of ‘freedom’ is not one I will use in this book. I will argue instead that the
association between objects and emotions is contingent (it involves contact), but that
these associations are ‘sticky’. Emotions are shaped by contact with objects. The
circulation of objects is not described as freedom, but in terms of sticking, blockages
and constraints.

14. My critique of the ‘inside out’ model is also an implicit critique of the expressive
model of emotions, which assumes that emotional expressions comprise the
externalisation of an internal feeling state, which is distinct and given (see Zajonc 1994:
4–5).

15. Both Denzin and Scheff are writing about emotions as social and not psychological
forms. Despite this, both use an ‘inside out’ model. The former suggests emotions are
‘self-feelings’ (Denzin 1984: 50–1), even though others are required to experience the
feeling. Scheff has a very problematic account of the sociality of emotions. He
describes emotions in terms of the social bond, and suggests pride involves a ‘secure
bond’ and shame a ‘damaged bond’. He uses war and divorce as examples of alienation
(see Chapter 5, and the conclusion to this book, which critique this idealisation of the
social bond). Scheff ’s model not only idealises the social bond, but also creates a model
of ‘the social’ premised on a liberal model of the self, as ‘being whole’, or ‘at one with
itself ’.

16. The critique of the inauthenticity of grief for Diana was clear in public commentary
around her death as Graham Little (1996) shows in his analysis of public emotions. As
he argues, such critiques are also by implication critiques of femininity and hysteria, in
which women in particular are seen as having been ‘taken in’. It is important to note
here that ‘the crowd’ is itself an unstable object: early work on crowds considers the
crowd as a mob, which is physically co-present ‘on the street’. More recent work
considers ‘the crowd’ not necessarily as a physical mass, but as the perception of a
mass, which is affected by the media, and other technologies of connection, which
allow ‘feelings with’, without physical proximity. For a summary of debates in crowd
psychology, see Blackburn and Walkerdine 2002.

17. See Gibbs (2001) for an excellent example of the use of ‘emotional contagion’ to
understand political affect.

18. In his early writings, Marx describes ‘man’s feeling’ as ‘truly ontological affirmations of
his essence’ (Marx 1975: 375). In this view, alienation is a form of estrangement: the
transformation of labour into an object (the objectification of labour) hence effects an
estrangement from the material realm of feelings. See Cvetkovich (1992) for a reading
of Marx and emotion.

19. The challenge is also to work across or between disciplines, many of which now claim
emotions as a sub-discipline. It is a rather frightening task. Doing interdisciplinary
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work on emotions means accepting that we will fail to do justice to all of the
intellectual histories drawn upon by the texts we read. It means accepting the
possibility of error, or simply getting some things wrong. For me, this is a necessary
risk; emotions do not correspond to disciplinary objects (the social, cultural, historical
and so on), and tracking the work of emotions means crossing disciplinary boundaries.

20. Emotions are also relegated to the private sphere, which conceals their public
dimension and their role in ordering social life. For an excellent analysis of the
publicness of emotions see Berlant (1997).

21. ‘Britain Suffers from Alien-Made Laws – the Flame’,
http//:www.nfne.co.uk/aleinlaws.html accessed 12 January 2004.

22. It might be tempting to contrast this model of ‘the emotionality of texts’ with
sociological, anthropological or psychological research, which involves interviewing
people about their emotional lives. A good example of such work is Katz (1999). The
difference between my research and interview based work is not that I am reading texts.
It is important to state that interviewing people about emotions still involves texts:
here, interviewees are prompted to talk before an interviewer (‘the interview’), as a
form of speech that is translated or ‘transcribed’ into a written text; the researcher then
becomes the reader of the text, and the writer of another text about the text. The
distinction between my research and interview based research on emotions is in the
different nature of the texts generated; the texts I read are ones that already exist ‘out
there’ in the public, rather than being generated by the research itself. My own view is
that research on emotions should embrace the multiple ways emotions work, whether
in public culture or everyday life, and this means working with a range of different
materials, which we can describe in different ways (as texts, data, information). We
need to avoid assuming that emotions are ‘in’ the materials we assemble (which would
transform emotion into a property), but think more about what the materials are
‘doing’, how they work through emotions to generate effects.

23. Importantly, words that name a specific emotion do not have to be used for texts to be
readable in terms of that emotion. The ‘publicness’ of emotions means that we learn to
recognise their signs, which can include actions, gestures, intonation. So my opening
quote did not have to name its rage: the physicality of how the statement ‘rejects’ the
presence of others, and names that presence as injury, is a performance of rage. In
particular, Chapter 4 on disgust explores how words can involve forms of action, by
showing how statements of disgust are physical acts of recoiling from alien bodies.

24. But just as I argue that we shouldn’t look for emotions in soft bodies, I would also
suggest we shouldn’t assume emotional publics are a particular kind of public;
emotional publics are not only publics that display emotions in ways that we recognise
as emotional. So, for instance, it is not that publics become emotional when politicians
cry or ‘express their feelings’. Publics organised around the values of thought or
reason, or indeed of ‘hardness’ or detachment, also involve emotional orientations
towards objects and others.

25. Thanks to Mimi Sheller for encouraging me to think again about the personal nature of
archive.
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CHAPTER 7

Queer Feelings

As the immigrant makes visible the processes of production, she also
exemplifies the idea that the family is in need of protection because 
it is losing its viability, increasingly posed in the horrors of the
imaginary as needing ever more fierce strategies of security to ensure
its ideal of reproducing itself. It is this connection that is hidden – a
relation between the production of life (both discursive and
reproductive) and global production. (Goodman 2001: 194)

As I argued in the previous two chapters, the reproduction of life itself, where
life is conflated with a social ideal (‘life as we know it’) is often represented
as threatened by the existence of others: immigrants, queers, other others.
These others become sources of fascination that allow the ideal to be posited
as ideal through their embodiment of the failure of the ideal to be translated
into being or action. We might note that ‘reproduction’ itself comes under
question. The reproduction of life – in the form of the future generation –
becomes bound up with the reproduction of culture, through the stabilisa-
tion of specific arrangements for living (‘the family’). The family is idealis-
able through the narrative of threat and insecurity; the family is presented
as vulnerable, and as needing to be defended against others who violate the
conditions of its reproduction. As Goodman shows us, the moral defence of
the family as a way of life becomes a matter of ‘global politics’. I have already
considered how the defence of the war against terrorism has evoked ‘the
family’ as the origin of love, community and support (see Chapter 3). What
needs closer examination is how heterosexuality becomes a script that binds
the familial with the global: the coupling of man and woman becomes a 
kind of ‘birthing’, a giving birth not only to new life, but to ways of living
that are already recognisable as forms of civilisation. It is this narrative of
coupling as a condition for the reproduction of life, culture and value 
that explains the slide in racist narratives between the fear of strangers and

CPE7  6/11/07  6:21 PM  Page 144



immigrants (xenophobia), the fear of queers (homophobia) and the fear of
miscegenation (as well as other illegitimate couplings).

These narratives or scripts do not, of course, simply exist ‘out there’ to
legislate the political actions of states. They also shape bodies and lives,
including those that follow and depart from such narratives in the ways in
which they love and live, in the decisions that they make and take within the
intimate spheres of home and work. It is important to consider how com-
pulsory heterosexuality – defined as the accumulative effect of the repetition
of the narrative of heterosexuality as an ideal coupling – shapes what it is
possible for bodies to do,1 even if it does not contain what it is possible to be.
Bodies take the shape of norms that are repeated over time and with force.
The work of repetition involves the concealment of labour under the sign of
nature. In this chapter, I want to argue that norms surface as the surfaces of
bodies; norms are a matter of impressions, of how bodies are ‘impressed
upon’ by the world, as a world made up of others. In other words, such
impressions are effects of labour; how bodies work and are worked upon
shapes the surfaces of bodies. Regulative norms function in a way as ‘repet-
itive strain injuries’ (RSIs). Through repeating some gestures and not others,
or through being orientated in some directions and not others, bodies become
contorted; they get twisted into shapes that enable some action only insofar
as they restrict capacity for other kinds of action.

I would suggest that heteronormativity also affects the surfaces of bodies,
which surface through impressions made by others. Compulsory heterosex-
uality shapes bodies by the assumption that a body ‘must’ orient itself
towards some objects and not others, objects that are secured as ideal through
the fantasy of difference (see Chapter 6). Hence compulsory heterosexuality
shapes which bodies one ‘can’ legitimately approach as would-be lovers and
which one cannot. In shaping one’s approach to others, compulsory hetero-
sexuality also shapes one’s own body, as a congealed history of past approaches.
Sexual orientation is not then simply about the direction one takes towards
an object of desire, as if this direction does not affect other things that 
we do. Sexual orientation involves bodies that leak into worlds; it involves a
way of orientating the body towards and away from others, which affects 
how one can enter different kinds of social spaces (which presumes certain
bodies, certain directions, certain ways of loving and living), even if it does
not lead bodies to the same places. To make a simple but important point:
orientations affect what it is that bodies can do.2 Hence, the failure to orient
oneself ‘towards’ the ideal sexual object affects how we live in the world, an
affect that is readable as the failure to reproduce, and as a threat to the social
ordering of life itself.

Of course, one does not have to do what one is compelled to do: for 
something to be compulsory shows that it is not necessary. But to refuse to
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be compelled by the narratives of ideal heterosexuality in one’s orientation
to others is still to be affected by those narratives; they work to script one’s
orientation as a form of disobedience. The affects of ‘not following’ the
scripts can be multiple. We can consider, for example, the psychic as well as
social costs of loving a body that is supposed to be unloveable for the subject
I am, or loving a body that I was ‘supposed to’ repudiate, which may include
shame and melancholia (Butler 1997b; Braidotti 2002: 53; see Chapter 5).
The negative affects of ‘not quite’ living in the norms show us how loving
loves that are not ‘normative’ involves being subject to such norms precisely
in the costs and damage that are incurred when not following them. Do queer
moments happen when this failure to reproduce norms as forms of life is
embraced or affirmed as a political and ethical alternative? Such affirmation
would not be about the conversion of shame into pride, but the enjoyment
of the negativity of shame, an enjoyment of that which has been designated
shameful by normative culture (see Barber and Clark 2002: 22–9).

In this chapter, I could ask the question: How does it feel to inhabit a 
body that fails to reproduce an ideal? But this is not my question. Instead, I
wish to explore ‘queer feelings’ without translating such an exploration into
a matter of ‘feeling queer’. Such a translation would assume ‘queerness’
involves a particular emotional life, or that there are feelings that bodies ‘have’
given their failure to inhabit or follow a heterosexual ideal. Of course, one
can feel queer. There are feelings involved in the self-perception of ‘queer-
ness’, a self-perception that is bodily, as well as bound up with ‘taking on’ a
name. But these feelings are mediated and they are attached to the category
‘queer’ in ways that are complex and contingent, precisely because the cate-
gory is produced in relation to histories that render it a sign of failed being
or ‘non-being’.3 In examining the affective potential of queer, I will firstly
consider the relationship between norms and affects in debates on queer 
families. I will then discuss the role of grief in queer politics with specific
reference to queer responses to September 11. And finally, I will reflect on
the role of pleasure in queer lifestyles or countercultures, and will ask 
how the enjoyment of social and sexual relations that are designated as 
‘non-(re)productive’ can function as forms of political disturbance in an
affective economy organised around the principle that pleasure is only ethical
as an incentive or reward for good conduct.

(DIS )COMFORT AND NORMS

It is important to consider how heterosexuality functions powerfully not only
as a series of norms and ideals, but also through emotions that shape bodies
as well as worlds: (hetero)norms are investments, which are ‘taken on’ and
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‘taken in’ by subjects. To practise heterosexuality by following its scripts in
one’s choice of some love objects – and refusal of others – is also to become
invested in the reproduction of heterosexuality. Of course, one does not ‘do’
heterosexuality simply through who one does and does not have sex with.
Heterosexuality as a script for an ideal life makes much stronger claims. It is
assumed that all arrangements will follow from the arrangement of the
couple: man/woman. It is no accident that compulsory heterosexuality works
powerfully in the most casual modes of conversation. One asks: ‘Do you have
a boyfriend?’ (to a girl), or one asks: ‘Do you have a girlfriend?’ (to a boy).
Queer subjects feel the tiredness of making corrections and departures; the
pressure of this insistence, this presumption, this demand that asks either for
a ‘passing over’ (a moment of passing, which is not always available) or for
direct or indirect forms of self-revelation (‘but actually, he’s a she’ or ‘she’s
a he’, or just saying ‘she’ instead of ‘he’ or ‘he’ instead of ‘she’ at the ‘obvious’
moment). No matter how ‘out’ you may be, how (un)comfortably queer you
may feel, those moments of interpellation get repeated over time, and can be
experienced as a bodily injury; moments which position queer subjects as
failed in their failure to live up to the ‘hey you too’ of heterosexual self-
narration. The everydayness of compulsory heterosexuality is also its affec-
tiveness, wrapped up as it is with moments of ceremony (birth, marriage,
death), which bind families together, and with the ongoing investment in the
sentimentality of friendship and romance. Of course, such sentimentality is
deeply embedded with public as well as private culture; stories of hetero-
sexual romance proliferate as a matter of human interest. As Lauren Berlant
and Michael Warner argue: ‘National heterosexuality is the mechanism by
which a core national culture can be imagined as a sanitised space of
sentimental feeling’ (Berlant and Warner 2000: 313).

We can consider the sanitised space as a comfort zone. Normativity is 
comfortable for those who can inhabit it. The word ‘comfort’ suggests well-
being and satisfaction, but it also suggests an ease and easiness. To follow the
rules of heterosexuality is to be at ease in a world that reflects back the couple
form one inhabits as an ideal.4 Of course, one can be made to feel uneasy by
one’s inhabitance of an ideal. One can be made uncomfortable by one’s own
comforts. To see heterosexuality as an ideal that one might or might not
follow – or to be uncomfortable by the privileges one is given by inhabiting
a heterosexual world – is a less comforting form of comfort. But comfort it
remains and comfort is very hard to notice when one experiences it. Having
uncomfortably inhabited the comforts of heterosexuality for many years, I
know this too well. Now, living a queer life, I can reflect on many comforts
that I did not even begin to notice despite my ‘felt’ discomforts. We don’t
tend to notice what is comfortable, even when we think we do.

Thinking about comfort is hence always a useful starting place for 
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thinking. So let’s think about how it feels to be comfortable. Say you are
sinking into a comfortable chair. Note I already have transferred the affect to
an object (‘it is comfortable’). But comfort is about the fit between body and
object: my comfortable chair may be awkward for you, with your differently-
shaped body. Comfort is about an encounter between more than one body,
which is the promise of a ‘sinking’ feeling. It is, after all, pain or discomfort
that return one’s attention to the surfaces of the body as body (see Chapter
1). To be comfortable is to be so at ease with one’s environment that it is hard
to distinguish where one’s body ends and the world begins. One fits, and by
fitting, the surfaces of bodies disappear from view. The disappearance of the
surface is instructive: in feelings of comfort, bodies extend into spaces, and
spaces extend into bodies. The sinking feeling involves a seamless space, or
a space where you can’t see the ‘stitches’ between bodies.

Heteronormativity functions as a form of public comfort by allowing
bodies to extend into spaces that have already taken their shape. Those spaces
are lived as comfortable as they allow bodies to fit in; the surfaces of social
space are already impressed upon by the shape of such bodies (like a chair
that acquires its shape by the repetition of some bodies inhabiting it: we can
almost see the shape of bodies as ‘impressions’ on the surface). The impres-
sions acquired by surfaces function as traces of bodies. We can even see this
process in social spaces. As Gill Valentine has argued, the ‘heterosexualisa-
tion’ of public spaces such as streets is naturalised by the repetition of
different forms of heterosexual conduct (images on billboards, music played,
displays of heterosexual intimacy and so on), a process which goes unnoticed
by heterosexual subjects (Valentine 1996: 149). The surfaces of social as well
as bodily space ‘record’ the repetition of acts, and the passing by of some
bodies and not others.

Heteronormativity also becomes a form of comforting: one feels better by
the warmth of being faced by a world one has already taken in. One does not
notice this as a world when one has been shaped by that world, and even
acquired its shape. Norms may not only have a way of disappearing from
view, but may also be that which we do not consciously feel.5 Queer subjects,
when faced by the ‘comforts’ of heterosexuality may feel uncomfortable (the
body does not ‘sink into’ a space that has already taken its shape). Discom-
fort is a feeling of disorientation: one’s body feels out of place, awkward,
unsettled. I know that feeling too well, the sense of out-of-place-ness and
estrangement involves an acute awareness of the surface of one’s body, which
appears as surface, when one cannot inhabit the social skin, which is shaped
by some bodies, and not others. Furthermore, queer subjects may also be
‘asked’ not to make heterosexuals feel uncomfortable by avoiding the display
of signs of queer intimacy, which is itself an uncomfortable feeling, a restric-
tion on what one can do with one’s body, and another’s body, in social space.6
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The availability of comfort for some bodies may depend on the labour of
others, and the burden of concealment. Comfort may operate as a form of
‘feeling fetishism’: some bodies can ‘have’ comfort, only as an effect of the
work of others, where the work itself is concealed from view.7

It is hence for very good reasons that queer theory has been defined not
only as anti-heteronormative, but as anti-normative. As Tim Dean and
Christopher Lane argue, queer theory ‘advocates a politics based on resistance
to all norms’ (Dear and Lane 2001: 7). Importantly, heteronormativity refers
to more than simply the presumption that it is normal to be heterosexual. The
‘norm’ is regulative, and is supported by an ‘ideal’ that associates sexual
conduct with other forms of conduct. We can consider, for example, how the
restriction of the love object is not simply about the desirability of any
heterosexual coupling. The couple should be ‘a good match’ (a judgement that
often exercises conventional class and racial assumptions about the impor-
tance of ‘matching’ the backgrounds of partners) and they should exclude
others from the realm of sexual intimacy (an idealisation of monogamy, that
often equates intimacy with property rights or rights to the intimate other as
property). Furthermore, a heterosexual coupling may only approximate an
ideal through being sanctioned by marriage, by participating in the ritual of
reproduction and good parenting, by being good neighbours as well as lovers
and parents, and by being even better citizens. In this way, normative culture
involves the differentiation between legitimate and illegitimate ways of living
whereby the preservation of what is legitimate (‘life as we know it’) is assumed
to be necessary for the well-being of the next generation. Heteronormativity
involves the reproduction or transmission of culture through how one lives
one’s life in relation to others.

For queer theorists, it is hence important that queer lives do not follow the
scripts of heteronormative culture: they do not become, in Judith Halber-
stam’s provocative and compelling term, ‘homonormative’ lives (Halberstam
2003: 331). Such lives would not desire access to comfort; they would main-
tain their discomfort with all aspects of normative culture in how they live.
Ideally, they would not have families, get married, settle down into unthink-
ing coupledom, give birth to and raise children, join neighbourhood watch,
or pray for the nation in times of war. Each of these acts would ‘support’ 
the ideals that script such lives as queer, failed and unliveable in the 
first place. The aspiration to ideals of conduct that is central to the repro-
duction of heteronormativity has been called, quite understandably, a form
of assimilation.

Take, for instance, the work of Andrew Sullivan. In his Virtually Normal
he argues that most gay people want to be normal; and that being gay does
not mean being not normal, even if one is not quite as normal as a straight
person (to paraphrase Homi Bhabha, ‘almost normal, but not quite’). So he

QUEER  FEELINGS 149

CPE7  6/11/07  6:21 PM  Page 149

to all norms’ (Dean and Lane 2001: 7). Importantly, heteronormativity refers



suggests that one can aspire to have a heterosexual life without being hetero-
sexual: the only difference would be the choice of one’s love object. As he
puts it:

It’s perfectly possible to combine a celebration of the traditional
family with the celebration of a stable homosexual relationship. The
one, after all, is modelled on the other. If constructed carefully as a
conservative social ideology, the notion of stable gay relationships
might even serve to buttress the ethic of heterosexual marriage, by
showing how even those excluded from it can wish to model
themselves on its shape and structure. (Sullivan 1996: 112)

Here, gay relationships are valued and celebrated insofar as they are ‘mod-
elled’ on the traditional model of the heterosexual family. Indeed, Sullivan
explicitly defines his project as a way of supporting and extending the ideal
of the family by showing how those who are ‘not it’ seek to ‘become it’. Gay
relationships, by miming the forms of heterosexual coupling, hence pledge
their allegiance to the very forms they cannot inhabit. This mimicry is, as
Douglas Crimp (2002) has argued, a way of sustaining the psychic conditions
of melancholia insofar as Sullivan identifies with that which he cannot be,
and indeed with what has already rejected him. As Crimp remarks, Sullivan
is ‘incapable of recognising the intractability of homophobia because his
melancholia consists precisely in his identification with the homophobe’s
repudiation of him’ (Crimp 2002: 6). Assimilation involves a desire to
approximate an ideal that one has already failed; an identification with one’s
designation as a failed subject. The choice of assimilation – queer skin,
straight masks – is clearly about supporting the violence of heteronormative
distinctions between legitimate and illegitimate lives.8

As Judith Butler has argued, one of the biggest problems in campaigns for
gay marriage is precisely the way that they may strengthen the hierarchy
between legitimate and illegitimate lives. Rather than the hierarchy resting
on a distinction between gay and straight, it becomes displaced onto a new
distinction between more and less legitimate queer relationships (Butler
2002a: 18). As she asks, does gay marriage ‘only become an “option” by
extending itself as a norm (and thus foreclosing options), one which also
extends property relations and renders the social forms for sexuality more
conservative’? (Butler 2002a: 21). In other words, if some of the rights of
heterosexuality are extended to queers, what happens to queers who don’t
take up those rights; whose life choices and sexual desires cannot be trans-
lated into the form of marriage, even when emptied of its predication on 
heterosexual coupling? Do these (non-married) queers become the illegiti-
mate others against which the ideal of marriage is supported?
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Of course, the question of gay marriage remains a political dilemma. For
not to support the extension of the right of marriage to gay relationships
could give support to the status quo, which maintains the distinction between
legitimate and illegitimate lives on the grounds of sexual orientation. As
Judith Butler (2002a) argues, the social and psychic costs of not having one’s
relationship recognised by others (whether or not the recognition is deter-
mined by law) are enormous especially in situations of loss and bereavement
(see the following section). I want to enter this debate by considering how
the political choice of being queer or straight (or an assimilated queer) can
be contested. Butler herself contests the choice through adopting a position
of ambivalence. Whilst I recognise the value of such ambivalence, I want to
suggest that more reflection on queer attachments might allow us to avoid
positing assimilation or transgression as choices.

To begin with, we can return to my description of what we might call a
queer life. I suggested that ‘ideally’ such lives will maintain a discomfort with
the scripts of heteronormative existence. The reliance on this word is telling.
For already in describing what may be queer, I am also defining grounds of
an ideality, in which to have an ideal queer life, or even to be legitimately
queer, people must act in some ways rather than others. We need to ask: How
does defining a queer ideal rely on the existence of others who fail the ideal?
Who can and cannot embody the queer ideal? Such an ideal is not equally
accessible to all, even all those who identify with the sign ‘queer’ or other
‘signs’ of non-normative sexuality. Gayatri Gopinath (2003), for example,
reflects on how public and visible forms of ‘queerness’ may not be available
to lesbians from South Asia, where it may be in the private spaces of home
that bodies can explore homo-erotic pleasures. Her argument shows how
queer bodies have different access to public forms of culture, which affect
how they can inhabit those publics. Indeed, whilst being queer may feel
uncomfortable within heterosexual space, it does not then follow that queers
always feel comfortable in queer spaces. I have felt discomfort in some queer
spaces, again, as a feeling of being out of place. This is not to say that I have
been made to feel uncomfortable; the discomfort is itself a sign that queer
spaces may extend some bodies more than others (for example, some queer
spaces might extend the mobility of white, middle-class bodies). At times, I
feel uncomfortable about inhabiting the word ‘queer’, worrying that I am not
queer enough, or have not been queer for long enough, or am just not the
right kind of queer. We can feel uncomfortable in the categories we inhabit,
even categories that are shaped by their refusal of public comfort.

Furthermore, the positing of an ideal of being free from scripts that define
what counts as a legitimate life seems to presume a negative model of
freedom; defined here as freedom from norms. Such a negative model 
of freedom idealises movement and detachment, constructing a mobile form
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of subjectivity that could escape from the norms that constrain what it is 
that bodies can do. Others have criticised queer theory for its idealisation of
movement (Epps 2001: 412; Fortier 2003). As Epps puts it: ‘Queer theory
tends to place great stock in movement, especially when it is movement
against, beyond, or away from rules and regulations, norms and conventions,
borders and limits . . . it makes fluidity a fetish’ (Epps 2001: 413). The 
idealisation of movement, or transformation of movement into a fetish,
depends upon the exclusion of others who are already positioned as not free
in the same way. Bodies that can move with more ease may also more easily
shape and be shaped by the sign ‘queer’. It is for this reason that Biddy
Martin suggests that we need to ‘stop defining queerness as mobile and fluid
in relation to what then gets construed as stagnant and ensnaring’ (Martin
1996: 46). Indeed, the idealisation of movement depends upon a prior model
of what counts as a queer life, which may exclude others, those who have
attachments that are not readable as queer, or indeed those who may lack the
(cultural as well as economic) capital to support the ‘risk’ of maintaining anti-
normativity as a permanent orientation.

Queer lives do not suspend the attachments that are crucial to the repro-
duction of heteronormativity, and this does not diminish ‘queerness’, but
intensifies the work that it can do. Queer lives remain shaped by that which
they fail to reproduce. To turn this around, queer lives shape what gets repro-
duced: in the very failure to reproduce the norms through how they inhabit
them, queer lives produce different effects. For example, the care work of
lesbian parents may involve ‘having’ to live in close proximity to heterosex-
ual cultures (in the negotiation with schools, other mothers, local communi-
ties), whilst not being able to inhabit the heterosexual ideal. The gap between
the script and the body, including the bodily form of ‘the family’, may involve
discomfort and hence may ‘rework’ the script. The reworking is not
inevitable, as it is dependent or contingent on other social factors (especially
class) and it does not necessarily involve conscious political acts.

We can return to my point about comfort: comfort is the effect of bodies
being able to ‘sink’ into spaces that have already taken their shape. Discom-
fort is not simply a choice or decision – ‘I feel uncomfortable about this or
that’ – but an effect of bodies inhabiting spaces that do not take or ‘extend’
their shape. So the closer that queer subjects get to the spaces defined by 
heteronormativity the more potential there is for a reworking of the hetero-
normative,9 partly as the proximity ‘shows’ how the spaces extend some
bodies rather than others. Such extensions are usually concealed by what they
produce: public comfort. What happens when bodies fail to ‘sink into’ spaces,
a failure that we can describe as a ‘queering’ of space?10 When does this
potential for ‘queering’ get translated into a transformation of the scripts of
compulsory heterosexuality?
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It is important, when considering how this potential is translated into
transformation, that we do not create a political imperative; for example, by
arguing that all lesbian parents should actively work to interrupt the scripts
of compulsory heterosexuality. As Jacqui Gabb shows, some lesbian parents
may perceive their families to be ‘just like other families’ (Gabb 2002: 6; see
also Lewin 1993). Now, is this a sign of their assimilation and their political
failure? Of course, such data could be read in this way. But it also shows the
lack of any direct translation between political struggle and the contours of
everyday life given the ways in which queer subjects occupy very different
places within the social order. Maintaining an active positive of ‘transgres-
sion’ not only takes time, but may not be psychically, socially or materially
possible for some individuals and groups given their ongoing and unfinished
commitments and histories. Some working-class lesbian parents, for example,
might not be able to afford being placed outside the kinship networks within
local neighbourhoods: being recognised as ‘like any other family’ might not
simply be strategic, but necessary for survival. Other working-class lesbian
parents might not wish to be ‘like other families’: what might feel necessary
for some, could be impossible for others. Assimilation and transgression are
not choices that are available to individuals, but are effects of how subjects
can and cannot inhabit social norms and ideals.11 Even when queer families
may wish to be recognised as ‘families like other families’, their difference
from the ideal script produces disturbances – moments of ‘non-sinking’ –
that will require active forms of negotiation in different times and places.

To define a family as queer is already to interrupt one ideal image of the
family, based on the heterosexual union, procreation and the biological tie.
Rather than thinking of queer families as an extension of an ideal (and hence
as a form of assimilation that supports the ideal), we can begin to reflect 
on the exposure of the failure of the ideal as part of the work that queer 
families are doing. As Weeks, Heaphy and Donovan suggest, we can consider
families as social practices, and ‘more as an adjective or, possibly, a verb’
(Week, Heaphy and Donovan 2001: 37). Families are a doing word and a word
for doing. Indeed, thinking of families as what people do in their intimate
lives allows us to avoid positing queer families as an alternative ideal, for
example, in the assumption that queer families are necessarily more egali-
tarian (Carrington 1999: 13). Queer lives involve issues of power, responsi-
bility, work and inequalities and, importantly, do not and cannot transcend
the social relations of global capitalism (Carrington 1999: 218). Reflecting on
the work that is done in queer families, as well as what queer families do,
allow us to disrupt the idealisation of the family form.

This argument seems to suggest that queer families may be just like 
other families in their shared failure to inhabit an ideal. But of course such
an argument would neutralise the differences between queer and non-queer
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families, as well as the differences between queer families. Families may not
‘be’ the ideal, which is itself an impossible fantasy, but they have a different
relation of proximity to that ideal. For some families the ideal takes the shape
of their form (as being heterosexual, white, middle-class, and so on). The
‘failure’ to inhabit an ideal may or may not be visible to others, and this 
visibility has effects on the contours of everyday existence. Learning to live
with the effects and affects of heterosexism and homophobia may be crucial
to what makes queer families different from non-queer families. Such forms
of discrimination can have negative effects, involving pain, anxiety, fear,
depression and shame, all of which can restrict bodily and social mobility.
However, the effects of this failure to embody an ideal are not simply nega-
tive. As Kath Weston has argued, queer families often narrate the excitement
of creating intimacies that are not based on biological ties, or on established
gender relations: ‘Far from viewing families we choose as imitations or deriv-
atives of family ties created elsewhere in their society, many lesbians and gay
men alluded to the difficulty and excitement of constructing kinship in the
absence of what they called “models” ’ (Weston 1991: 116, see also Weston
1995: 93). The absence of models that are appropriate does not mean an
absence of models. In fact, it is in ‘not fitting’ the model of the nuclear family
that queer families can work to transform what it is that families can do. 
The ‘non-fitting’ or discomfort opens up possibilities, an opening up which
can be difficult and exciting.

There remains a risk that ‘queer families’ could be posited as an ideal
within the queer community. If queer families were idealised within the queer
community, then fleeting queer encounters, or more casual forms of friend-
ship and alliance, could become seen as failures, or less significant forms of
attachment. Queer politics needs to stay open to different ways of doing
queer in order to maintain the possibility that differences are not converted
into failure. Queer subjects do use different names for what they find signif-
icant in their lives and they find significance in different places, including
those that are deemed illegitimate in heteronormative cultures. The word
‘families’ may allow some queers to differentiate between their more and less
significant bonds, where significance is not assumed to follow a form that is
already given in advance. For others, the word ‘families’ may be too saturated
with affects to be usable in this way. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s vision of
the family, for instance, is ‘elastic enough to do justice to the depth and 
sometimes durability of nonmarital and/or nonprocreative bonds, same-sex
bonds, nondyadic bonds, bonds not defined by genitality, “step”-bonds, adult
sibling bonds, nonbiological bonds across generations, etc’ (Sedgwick 1994:
71). But hope cannot be placed simply in the elasticity of the word ‘family’:
that elasticity should not become a fetish, and held in place as an object in
which we must all be invested. The hope of ‘the family’ for queer subjects
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may exist only insofar as it is not the only object of hope (see Chapter 8, for
an analysis of hope). If we do not legislate what forms queer bonds take –
and presume the ontological difference between legitimate and illegitimate
bonds – then it is possible for queer bonds to be named as bonds without 
the demand that other queers ‘return’ those bonds in the form of shared
investment.

It is, after all, the bonds between queers that ‘stop’ queer bodies from
feeling comfortable in spaces that extend the form of the heterosexual couple.
We can posit the effects of ‘not fitting’ as a form of queer discomfort, but a
discomfort which is generative, rather than simply constraining or negative.
To feel uncomfortable is precisely to be affected by that which persists in the
shaping of bodies and lives. Discomfort is hence not about assimilation or
resistance, but about inhabiting norms differently. The inhabitance is genera-
tive or productive insofar as it does not end with the failure of norms to be
secured, but with possibilities of living that do not ‘follow’ those norms
through. Queer is not, then, about transcendence or freedom from the
(hetero)normative. Queer feelings are ‘affected’ by the repetition of the
scripts that they fail to reproduce, and this ‘affect’ is also a sign of what queer
can do, of how it can work by working on the (hetero)normative. The failure
to be non-normative is then not the failure of queer to be queer, but a sign
of attachments that are the condition of possibility for queer. Queer feelings
may embrace a sense of discomfort, a lack of ease with the available scripts
for living and loving, along with an excitement in the face of the uncertainty
of where the discomfort may take us.

QUEER GRIEF

The debate about whether queer relationships should be recognised by law
acquires a crucial significance at times of loss. Queer histories tell us of
inescapable injustices, for example, when gay or lesbian mourners are not
recognised as mourners in hospitals, by families, in law courts. In this section,
I want to clarify how the recognition of queer lives might work in a way that
avoids assimilation by examining the role of grief within queer politics.
There has already been a strong case made for how grief supports, or even
forms, the heterosexuality of the normative subject. For example, Judith
Butler argues that the heterosexual subject must ‘give up’ the potential of
queer love, but this loss cannot be grieved, and is foreclosed or barred 
permanently from the subject (Butler 1997b: 135). As such, homosexuality
becomes an ‘ungrievable loss’, which returns to haunt the heterosexual
subject through its melancholic identification with that which has been 
permanently cast out. For Butler, this ungrievable loss gets displaced: 
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heterosexual culture, having given up its capacity to grieve its own lost queer-
ness, cannot grieve the loss of queer lives; it cannot admit that queer lives
are lives that could be lost.

Simply put, queer lives have to be recognised as lives in order to be grieved.
In a way, it is not that queer lives exist as ‘ungrievable loss’, but that queer
losses cannot ‘be admitted’ as forms of loss in the first place, as queer lives
are not recognised as lives ‘to be lost’. One has to recognise oneself as having
something before one can recognise oneself as losing something. Of course,
loss does not simply imply having something that has been taken away. The
meanings of loss slide from ‘ceasing to have’, to suffering, and being
deprived. Loss implies the acknowledgement of the desirability of what was
once had: one may have to love in order to lose. As such, the failure to recog-
nise queer loss as loss is also a failure to recognise queer relationships as sig-
nificant bonds, or that queer lives are lives worth living, or that queers are
more than failed heterosexuals, heterosexuals who have failed ‘to be’. Given
that queer becomes read as a form of ‘non-life’ – with the death implied by
being seen as non-reproductive – then queers are perhaps even already dead
and cannot die. As Jeff Nunokawa suggests, heteronormative culture implies
queer death, ‘from the start’ (Nunokawa 1991: 319). Queer loss may not
count because it precedes a relation of having.

Queer activism has consequently been bound up with the politics of grief,
with the question of what losses are counted as grievable. This politicisation
of grief was crucial to the activism around AIDS and the transformation of
mourning into militancy (see Crimp 2002). As Ann Cvetkovich puts it: ‘The
AIDS crisis, like other traumatic encounters with death, has challenged our
strategies for remembering the dead, forcing the invention of new forms 
of mourning and commemoration’ (Cretkovich 2003a: 427). The activism
around AIDS produced works of collective mourning, which sought to make
present the loss of queer lives within public culture: for example, with the
Names Project Quilt, in which each quilt signifies a loss that is joined to
others, in a potentially limitless display of collective loss. But what are the
political effects of contesting the failure to recognise queer loss by display-
ing that loss?

In order to address this question, I want to examine public forms of grief
displayed in response to September 11 2001. As Marita Stukern has argued,
the rush to memorialise in response to the event not only sought to replace
an absence with a presence, but also served to represent the absence through
some losses and not others. On the one hand, individual losses of loved others
were grieved, and surfaced as threads in the fabric of collective grief. The
individual portraits of grief in the New York Times, and the memorials to
individual losses posted around the city, work as a form of testimony; a way
of making individual loss present to others. Each life is painted in order to
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transform a number into a being, one who has been lost to someone; so the
person who is lost is not only missing, but also missed. But at the same time,
some losses more than others came to embody the collective loss. Sturken
suggests that a ‘hierarchy of the dead’ was constructed: ‘The media cover-
age of September 11 establishes a hierarchy of the dead, with, for instance,
the privileging of the stories of public servants, such as firefighters over office
workers, of policemen over security guards, and the stories of those with eco-
nomic capital over those without, of traders over janitors’ (Sturken 2002:
383–4). Whilst some losses are privileged over others, some don’t appear as
losses at all. Some losses get taken in (as ‘ours’), thereby excluding other
losses from counting as losses in the first place.12

Queer losses were among the losses excluded from the public cultures of
grief. As David L. Eng has argued, the public scripts of grief after September
11 were full of signs of heteronormativity: ‘The rhetoric of the loss of
“fathers and mothers”, “sons and daughters”, and “brothers and sisters”
attempts to trace the smooth alignment between the nation-state and the
nuclear family, the symbolics of blood relations and nationalist domesticity’
(Eng 2002: 90). It is because of this erasure that some queer groups have
intervened, by naming queer losses. The president of the National Lesbian
and Gay Journalists Association,13 for example, names queer loss both by
naming individual queers who were lost in September 11, and by describing
that event as a loss for the queer community. What is interesting about this
response is how it addresses two communities: the nation and the queer com-
munity, using inclusive pronouns to describe both. The first community is
that of all Americans: ‘This unimaginable loss has struck at the very core of
our sense of safety and order.’ Here, September 11 is viewed as striking ‘us’
in the same place. But even in this use of inclusive language, the difference
of GLBT Americans is affirmed: ‘Even on a good day, many GLBT 
Americans felt unsafe or at least vulnerable in ways large and small. Now,
that feeling has grown even more acute and has blanketed the nation.’ The
feelings of vulnerability that are specific to queer communities are first
named, and then get extended into a feeling that blankets the nation, cover-
ing over the differences. The extension relies on an analogy between queer
feelings (unsafety, vulnerability) and the feelings of citizens living with the
threat of terrorism (see Chapter 3). The narrative implies that the nation is
almost made queer by terrorism: heterosexuals ‘join’ queers in feeling 
vulnerable and fearful of attack. Of course, in ‘becoming’ queer, the nation
remains differentiated from those who ‘are’ already queer.

This tension between the ‘we’ of the nation and the ‘we’ of the queer 
community is also expressed through the evocation of ‘hate’: ‘Like others,
our community knows all too well the devastating effects of hate.’ This is a
complicated utterance. On the one hand, this statement draws attention to
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experiences of being hated that trouble the national imaginary, which
assumes a distinction between tolerant multicultural subjects who ‘love’ and
fundamentalists and racists who ‘hate’ (see Chapter 6). By showing how
queers are a community ‘that is hated’ by the imagined nation, the statement
breaches the ideal image the nation has of itself (‘America can hate others
(queers), as well as be hated by others’). But at the same time, this narrative
repeats the dominant one: the tragedy of the event is the consequence of
‘their hate’ for ‘us’ (‘Why do they hate us?’). The construction of the queer
community as a hated community, which splits the nation, slides into a con-
struction of the nation as ‘being’ hated by others. The nation is reinstalled
as a coherent subject within the utterance: together, we are hated, and in
being hated, we are together.

Within this queer response, mourning responds to the loss of ‘every life’,
which includes ‘members of our own community’. Individual names are
given, and the losses are named as queer losses: ‘They include an American
Airlines co-pilot on the flight that crashed into the Pentagon; a nurse from
New Hampshire; a couple travelling with their 3-year old son.’ Furthermore,
the losses are evoked through the language of heroism and courage: ‘Father
Mychal Judge, the New York Fire Department chaplain, who died whilst
administering last rites to a fallen fire fighter, and Mark Bingham, a San 
Francisco public relations executive, who helped thwart the hijackers’. 
Certainly, the call for a recognition of queer courage and queer loss works to
‘mark’ the others already named as losses. That is, the very necessity of iden-
tifying some losses as queer losses reveals how most losses were narrated as
heterosexual losses in the first place. The apparently unmarked individual
losses privileged in the media are here marked by naming these other losses
as queer losses. The risk of the ‘marking’ is that queer loss is then named as
loss alongside those other losses; the use of humanist language of individual
courage and bravery makes these losses like the others. Hence, queer loss
becomes incorporated into the loss of the nation, in which the ‘we’ is always
a ‘we too’. The utterance, ‘we too’, implies both a recognition of a past exclu-
sion (the ‘too’ shows how the ‘we’ must be supplemented), and a claim for
inclusion (we are like you in having lost). Although such grief challenges the
established ‘hierarchy between the dead’ (Sturken 2002: 384), it also works
as a form of covering; the expression of grief ‘blankets’ the nation. Queer
lives are grieved as queer lives only to support the grief of the nation, which
perpetuates the concealment of other losses (such as, for example, the losses
in Afghanistan, Iraq, Palestine).

So whilst the NLGJA response to September 11 challenges the way in
which the nation is secured by making visible some losses more than others,
it allows the naming of queer losses to support the narrative it implicitly 
critiques. But our response cannot be to suspend the demand for the recog-
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nition of queer grief. We have already registered the psychic and social costs
of unrecognised loss. The challenge for queer politics becomes finding a 
different way of grieving, and responding to the grief of others. In order to
think differently about the ethics and politics of queer grief, I want to recon-
sider the complexity of grief as a psycho-social process of coming to terms
with loss.

Freud’s distinction between mourning and melancholia might help us
here. For Freud, mourning is a healthy response to loss, as it is about 
‘letting go’ of the lost object, which may include a loved person or an abstrac-
tion which has taken the place of one (Freud 1934b: 153). Melancholia is
pathological: the ego refuses to let go of the object, and preserves the object
‘inside itself ’ (Freud 1934b: 153). In the former ‘the world becomes poor 
and empty’, whilst in the latter, ‘it is the ego itself ’ (Freud 1934b: 155).
Melancholia involves assimilation: the object persists, but only insofar as it
is taken within the subject, as a kind of ghostly death. The central assump-
tion behind Freud’s distinction is that it is good or healthy to ‘let go’ of the
lost object (to ‘let go’ of that which is already ‘gone’). Letting go of the lost
object may seem an ethical as well as ‘healthy’ response to the alterity of the
other.

But the idea that ‘letting go’ is ‘better’ has been challenged. For example,
the collection Continuing Bonds, ‘reexamines the idea that the purpose of grief
is to sever the bonds with the deceased in order to free the survivor to make
new attachments’ (Silverman and Klass 1996: 3). Silverman and Klass
suggest that the purpose of grief is not to let go, but lies in ‘negotiating and
renegotiating the meaning of the loss over time’ (Silverman and Klass 1996:
19). In other words, melancholia should not be seen as pathological; the desire
to maintain attachments with the lost other is enabling, rather than blocking
new forms of attachment. Indeed, some have argued that the refusal to let
go is an ethical response to loss. Eng and Kazanjian, for example, accept
Freud’s distinction between mourning and melancholia, but argue that
melancholia is preferable as a way of responding to loss. Mourning enables
gradual withdrawal from the object and hence denies the other through for-
getting its trace. In contrast, melancholia is ‘an enduring devotion on the part
of the ego to the lost object’, and as such is a way of keeping the other, and
with it the past, alive in the present (Eng and Kazanjian 2003: 3). In this
model, keeping the past alive, even as that which has been lost, is ethical: the
object is not severed from history, or encrypted, but can acquire new mean-
ings and possibilities in the present. To let go might even be to kill again (see
Eng and Han 2003: 365).

Eng and Han’s work points to an ethical duty to keep the dead other alive.
The question of how to respond to loss requires us to rethink what it means
to live with death. In Freud’s critique of melancholia, the emphasis is on a
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lost external object, that which is other to me, being preserved by becoming
internal to the ego. As Judith Butler puts it, the object is not abandoned, but
transferred from the external to the internal (Butler 1997b: 134). However,
the passage in grief is not simply about what is ‘outside’ being ‘taken in’. For
the object to be lost, it must already have existed within the subject. It would
be too narrow to see this ‘insideness’ only in terms of a history of past assim-
ilation (‘taking in’ as ‘the making of likeness’), although assimilation remains
crucial to love as well as grief, as I have already suggested. We can also think
of this ‘insideness’ as an effect of the ‘withness’ of intimacy, which involves
the process of being affected by others. As feminist critics in particular 
have argued, we are ‘with others’ before we are defined as ‘apart from’ others
(Benjamin 1995). Each of us, in being shaped by others, carries with us
‘impressions’ of those others. Such impressions are certainly memories of
this or that other, to which we return in the sticky metonymy of our thoughts
and dreams, and through prompting either by conversations with others or
through the visual form of photographs. Such ‘withness’ also shapes our
bodies, our gestures, our turns of phrase: we pick up bits and pieces of each
other as the effect of nearness or proximity (see Diprose 2002). Of course,
to some extent this proximity involves the making of likeness. But the hybrid
work of identity-making is never about pure resemblance of one to another.
It involves a dynamic process of perpetual resurfacing: the parts of me that
involve ‘impressions’ of you can never be reduced to the ‘you-ness’ of ‘you’,
but they are ‘more’ than just me. The creation of the subject hence depends
upon the impressions of others, and these ‘impressions’ cannot be conflated
with the character of ‘others’. The others exist within me and apart from me
at the same time. Taking you in will not necessarily be ‘becoming like you’,
or ‘making you like me’, as other others have also impressed upon me,
shaping my surfaces in this way and that.

So to lose another is not to lose one’s impressions, not all of which are
even conscious. To preserve an attachment is not to make an external other
internal, but to keep one’s impressions alive, as aspects of one’s self that are
both oneself and more than oneself, as a sign of one’s debt to others. One
can let go of another as an outsider, but maintain one’s attachments, by
keeping alive one’s impressions of the lost other. This does not mean that
the ‘impressions’ stand in for the other, as a false and deadly substitute. And
nor do such ‘impressions’ have to stay the same. Although the other may not
be alive to create new impressions, the impressions move as I move: the new
slant provided by a conversation, when I hear something I did not know; the
flickering of an image through the passage of time, as an image that is both
your image, and my image of you. To grieve for others is to keep their impres-
sions alive in the midst of their death.

The ethical and political question for queer subjects might, then, not be

160 THE CULTURAL  POLITICS  OF EMOTION

CPE7  6/11/07  6:21 PM  Page 160



whether to grieve but how to grieve. In some queer responses to September
11, the public display of grief installs queer loss as an object, alongside other
losses, and in this way constructs the nation as the true subject of grief. But
queer subjects can also share their impressions of those they have lost without
transforming those impressions into objects that can be appropriated or taken
in by the nation. For some, this was precisely the work of the Names Project
Quilt, despite the reservations theorists such as Crimp have expressed about
the way it sanitised loss for the mainstream audience (Crimp 2002: 196). As
Ken Plummer has argued, the Project might matter not because of how it
addresses the nation, as an imagined subject who might yet take this grief on
as its own, but because of the process of working through loss with others.
He suggests that ‘stories help organise the flow of interaction, binding
together or disrupting the relation of self to other and community’ (Plummer
1995: 174). Perhaps queer forms of grief sustain the impressions of those
who have been lost by sharing impressions with others. Sharing impressions
may only be possible if the loss is not transformed into ‘our loss’, or con-
verted into an object: when the loss becomes ‘ours’, it is taken away from
others. Not to name ‘my’ or ‘your’ loss as ‘our loss’ does not mean the pri-
vatisation of loss, but the generation of a public in which sharing is not based
on the presumption of shared ownership. A queer politics of grief needs to
allow others, those whose losses are not recognised by the nation, to have the
space and time to grieve, rather than grieving for those others, or even asking
‘the nation’ to grieve for them. In such a politics, recognition does still matter,
not of the other’s grief, but of the other as a griever, as the subject rather
than the object of grief, a subject that is not alone in its grief, since grief is
both about and directed to others.14

It is because of the refusal to recognise queer loss (let alone queer grief),
that it is important to find ways of sharing queer grief with others. As Nancy
A. Naples shows us in her intimate and moving ethnography of her father’s
death, feeling pushed out by her family during her father’s funeral made
support from her queer family of carers even more important (Naples 2001:
31). To support others as grievers – not by grieving for them but allowing
them the space and time to grieve – becomes even more important when those
others are excluded from the everyday networks of legitimation and support.
The ongoing work of grief helps to keep alive the memories of those who
have gone, provide care for those who are grieving, and allow the impressions
of others to touch the surface of queer communities. This queer community
resists becoming one, and aligned with the patriotic ‘we’ of the nation, only
when loss is recognised as that which cannot simply be converted into an
object, and yet is with and for others. Here, your loss would not be translated
into ‘our loss’, but would prompt me to turn towards you, and allow you to
impress upon me, again.
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QUEER PLEASURES

Of course, queer feelings are not simply about the space of negativity, even
when that negativity gets translated into the work of care for others. Queer
politics are also about enjoyment, where the ‘non’ offers hope and possibil-
ity for other ways of inhabiting bodies. How do the pleasures of queer inti-
macies challenge the designation of queer as abject, as that which is ‘cast out
from the domain of the liveable’ (Butler 1993: 9), or even as the ‘death’ made
inevitable by the failure to reproduce life itself? This is a risky question.
Whilst queers have been constructed as abject beings, they are also sources
of desire and fascination. Michael Bronski explores the tension between ‘het-
erosexual fear of homosexuality and gay culture (and the pleasure they rep-
resent) and the equally strong envy of and desire to enjoy that freedom 
and pleasure’ (Bronski 1998: 2). Žižek also examines the ambivalence of the
investment in ‘the other’ as the one ‘who enjoys’, and whose enjoyment
exceeds the economies of investment and return (Žižek 1991: 2). The racist
or homophobe tries to steal this enjoyment, which he assumes was taken from
him, through the aggression of his hatred (see also Chapters 2 and 6). To
speak of queer pleasure as potentially a site for political transformation 
risks confirming constructions of queerness that sustain the place of the
(hetero)normative subject.

Equally though, others can be envied for their lack of enjoyment, for the
authenticity of their suffering, their vulnerability, and their pain. I have
examined, for example, how the investment in the figure of the suffering
other gives the Western subject the pleasures of being charitable (see Chapter
1). Within the Leninist theory of the vanguard party, or the work of the 
Subaltern Studies group, there also seems to be an investment in the pain
and struggle of the proletariat or peasant. Here the investment allows the
project of speaking for the other, whose silence is read as an injury (Spivak
1988). In other words, the other becomes an investment by providing the nor-
mative subject with a vision of what is lacking, whether that lack is a form
of suffering or deprivation (poverty, pain), or excess (pleasure, enjoyment).
The other is attributed with affect (as being in pain, or having pleasure) as a
means of subject constitution. I will not suggest that what makes queers
‘queer’ is their pleasure (from which straight subjects are barred), but will
examine how the bodily and social practices of queer pleasure might 
challenge the economies that distribute pleasure as a form of property – as
a feeling we have – in the first place.

In mainstream culture, it is certainly not the case that pleasure is excluded
or taboo (there are official events and places where the public is required to
display pleasure – where pleasure is a matter of being ‘a good sport’). Indeed
within global capitalism the imperative is to have more pleasure (through the
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consumption of products designed to tantalise the senses). And yet along-
side this imperative to enjoy, there is a warning: pleasures can distract you,
and turn you away from obligations, duties and responsibilities. Hedonism
does not get a good press, certainly. Pleasure becomes an imperative only as
an incentive and reward for good conduct, or as an ‘appropriate outlet’ for
bodies that are busy being productive (‘work hard play hard’). This impera-
tive is not only about having pleasure as a reward, but also about having the
right kind of pleasure, in which rightness is determined as an orientation
towards an object. Pleasure is ‘good’ only if it is orientated towards some
objects, not others. The ‘orientation’ of the pleasure economy is bound up
with heterosexuality: women and men ‘should’ experience a surplus of plea-
sure, but only when exploring each other’s bodies under the phallic sign of
difference (pleasure as the enjoyment of sexual difference). Whilst sexual
pleasure within the West may now be separated from the task or duty of
reproduction, it remains tied in some way to the fantasy of being reproductive:
one can enjoy sex with a body that it is imagined one could be reproductive
with. Queer pleasures might be legitimate here, as long as ‘the queer’ is only
a passing moment in the story of heterosexual coupling (‘queer as an enjoy-
able distraction’). The promise of this pleasure resides in its convertability
to reproduction and the accumulation of value.

We might assume that queer pleasures, because they are ‘orientated’
towards an illegitimate object, will not return an investment. But this is not
always or only the case. As Rosemary Hennessy has argued, ‘queer’ can be
commodified, which means that queer pleasures can be profitable within
global capitalism: the pink pound, after all, does accumulate value (Hennessy
1995: 143). Hennessy argues that money and not liberation is crucial to recent
gay visibility. As she puts it: ‘The freeing up of sensory-affective capacities
from family alliances was simultaneously rebinding desire into new com-
modified forms’ (Hennessy 2000: 104). The opening up of non-familial
desires allows new forms of commodification; the ‘non’ of the ‘non-norma-
tive’ is not outside existing circuits of exchange, but may even intensify the
movement of commodities, which converts into capital (see Chapter 2).
Global capitalism involves the relentless search for new markets, and queer
consumers provide such a market. The production of surplus value relies, as
Marx argued, on the exploitation of the labour of others. The commodifica-
tion of queer involves histories of exploitation: the leisure industries that
support queer leisure styles, as with other industries, depend upon class and
racial hierarchies. So it is important not to identify queer as outside the global
economy, which transforms ‘pleasures’ into ‘profit’ by exploiting the labour
of others.

Such an argument challenges the way in which sexual pleasure is idealised
– as almost revolutionary in and of itself – within some versions of queer
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theory. For example, Douglas Crimp offers a vision of gay male promiscuity
as ‘a positive model of how sexual pleasures might be pursued’ (Crimp 2002:
65), while Michael Warner defines sexual autonomy as ‘access to pleasures’
(Warner 1999: 7). Michael Bronski sees the ‘pleasure principle’ as the reason
for the fear of homosexuality and also for its power: ‘Homosexuality offers a
vision of sexual pleasure completely divorced from the burden of reproduc-
tion: sex for its own sake, a distillation of the pleasure principle’ (Bronski
1998: 8). This idealisation of pleasure supports a version of sexual freedom
that is not equally available to all: such an idealisation may even extend rather
than challenge the ‘freedoms’ of masculinity. A negative model of freedom
is offered in such work, according to which queers are free to have pleasure
as they are assumed to be free from the scripts of (hetero)normative existence:
‘Because gay social life is not as ritualised and institutionalised as straight
life, each relation is an adventure in nearly uncharted territory’ (Warner 1999:
115; see also Bell and Binnie 2000: 133). Ironically, such a reading turns queer
pleasure into a discovery narrative that is not far off genres that narrated the
pleasures of colonialism: as a journey into uncharted territory. Who is the
explorer here? And who provides the territory?

And yet, despite the way in which queer pleasures can circulate as com-
modities within global capitalism, I want to suggest that they can also work
to challenge social norms, as forms of investment. To make this argument,
we need to reconsider how bodies are shaped by pleasure and take the shape
of pleasures. I have already addressed the phenomenology of pain (see
Chapter 1), arguing that pain reshapes the surfaces of the body through the
way in which the body turns in on itself. Pleasure also brings attention to
surfaces, which surface as impressions through encounters with others. But
the intensification of the surface has a very different effect in experiences of
pleasure: the enjoyment of the other’s touch opens my body up, opens me
up. As Drew Leder has argued, pleasure is experienced in and from the
world, not merely in relation to one’s own body. Pleasure is expansive: ‘We
fill our bodies with what they lack, open up to the stream of the world, reach
out to others’ (Leder 1990: 75).

Pleasures open bodies to worlds through an opening up of the body to
others. As such, pleasures can allow bodies to take up more space. It is inter-
esting to consider, for example, how the display of enjoyment and pleasure
by football fans can take over a city, excluding others who do not ‘share’ their
joy, or return that joy through the performance of pleasure. Indeed, the pub-
licness of pleasure can function as a form of aggression; as a declaration of
‘We are here.’ Beverley Skeggs (1999) shows how the display of pleasure by
heterosexuals in queer space can also work as a form of colonisation; a ‘taking
over’ of queer space, which leaves queer subjects, especially lesbians, feeling
unsettled, displaced and exposed. These examples demonstrate an important
spatial relation between pleasure and power. Pleasure involves not only the
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capacity to enter into, or inhabit with ease, social space, but also functions as
a form of entitlement and belonging. Spaces are claimed through enjoyment,
an enjoyment that is returned by being witnessed by others. Recalling my
argument in the first section of this chapter, the display of queer pleasure
may generate discomfort in spaces that remain premised on the ‘pleasures’
of heterosexuality. For queers, to display pleasure through what we do with
our bodies is to make the comforts of heterosexuality less comfortable.

Further, pleasure involves an opening towards others; pleasure orientates
bodies towards other bodies in a way that impresses on the surface, and
creates surface tensions. But pleasure is not simply about any body opening
up to any body. The contact is itself dependent on differences that already
impress upon the surfaces of bodies. Pleasures are about the contact between
bodies that are already shaped by past histories of contact. Some forms of
contact don’t have the same effects as others. Queer pleasures put bodies into
contact that have been kept apart by the scripts of compulsory heterosexu-
ality. I am not sure that this makes the genitals ‘weapons of pleasure against
their own oppression’ (Berlant and Freeman 1997: 158). However queer 
pleasures in the enjoyment of forbidden or barred contact engender the pos-
sibility of different kinds of impressions. When bodies touch and give plea-
sure to bodies that have been barred from contact, then those bodies are
reshaped. The hope of queer is that the reshaping of bodies through the
enjoyment of what or who has been barred can ‘impress’ differently upon
the surfaces of social space, creating the possibility of social forms that are
not constrained by the form of the heterosexual couple.

Queer pleasures are not just about the coming together of bodies in sexual
intimacy. Queer bodies ‘gather’ in spaces, through the pleasure of opening
up to other bodies. These queer gatherings involve forms of activism; ways
of claiming back the street, as well as the spaces of clubs, bars, parks and
homes. The hope of queer politics is that bringing us closer to others, from
whom we have been barred, might also bring us to different ways of living
with others. Such possibilities are not about being free from norms, or being
outside the circuits of exchange within global capitalism. It is the non-
transcendence of queer that allows queer to do its work. A queer hope is not,
then, sentimental. It is affective precisely in the face of the persistence of
forms of life that endure in the negative attachment of ‘the not’. Queer main-
tains its hope for ‘non-repetition’ only insofar as it announces the persistence
of the norms and values that make queer feelings queer in the first place.

NOTES

1. I borrow this phrase, of course, from Adrienne Rich. I am indebted to her work, which
demonstrates the structural and institutional nature of heterosexuality.
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2. A queer phenomenology might offer an approach to ‘sexual orientation’ by rethinking
the place of the object in sexual desire, attending to how bodily directions ‘towards’
some objects and not others affects how bodies inhabit spaces, and how spaces inhabit
bodies.

3. To reflect on queer feelings is also to reflect on ‘queer’ as a sticky sign. As Butler 
points put, the word ‘queer’ is performative: through repetition, it has acquired new
meanings (Butler 1997c). Queer, once a term of abuse (where to be queer was to be not
us, not straight, not normal, not human) has become a name for an alternative political
orientation. Importantly, as a sticky sign, ‘queer’ acquires new meanings not by being
cut off from its previous contexts of utterance, but by preserving them. In queer
politics, the force of insult is retained; ‘the not’ is not negated (‘we are positive’), but
embraced, and is taken on as a name. The possibility of generating new meanings, or
new orientations to ‘old’ meanings, depends on collective activism, on the process of
gathering together to clear spaces or ground for action. In other words, it takes more
than one body to open up semantic as well as political possibilities. Furthermore, 
we should remember that queer still remains a term of abuse, and that not all those
whose orientations we might regard as queer, can or would identify with this name, or
even be able to ‘hear’ the name without hearing the history of its use as an injurious
term: ‘Now, the word queer emerges. But other than referring to it in quotations, I 
will never use the term queer to identify myself or any other homosexual. It’s a 
word that my generation – and my companion, who’s twenty-five years younger than 
I am, feels the same way – will never hear without evoked connotations – of violence,
gay-bashings, arrest, murder’ (Rechy 2000: 319). What we hear when we hear words
such as ‘queer’ depends on complex psycho-biographical as well as institutional
histories.

4. See Chapter 5 on shame, where I discuss the way in which normative bodies have a
‘tautological’ relation to social ideals: they feel pride at approximating an ideal that has
already taken their shape.

5. My analysis in Chapter 8, section 2, of the relation between wonder and the departure
from what is ordinary takes this argument forward.

6. Of course, heterosexual subjects may experience discomfort when faced by queers, 
and queer forms of coupling, in the event of the failure to conceal signs of queerness.
A queer politics might embrace this discomfort: it might seek to make people feel
uncomfortable through making queer bodies more visible. Not all queers will be
comfortable with the imperative to make others uncomfortable. Especially given that
‘families of origin’ are crucial spaces for queer experiences of discomfort, it may be 
in the name of love, or care, that signs of queerness are concealed. Thanks to Nicole
Vittelone who helped me to clarify this argument. See also Chapter 5 on shame for a
related discussion of queer shame within families.

7. Global capitalism relies on the ‘feeling fetish’ of comfort: for consumers to be
comfortable, others must work hard, including cleaners as well as other manual
workers. This division of labour and leisure (as well as between mental and manual
labour) functions as an instrument of power between and within nation states. But the
‘work’ relation is concealed by the transformation of comfort into property and
entitlement. We can especially see this in the tourism industry: the signs of work are
removed from the commodity itself, such as the tourist package, as a way of increasing
its value. See McClintock (1995) for an analysis of commodification and fetishism and
Hochschild (1983: 7) for an analysis of the emotional labour that is required for the
well-being of consumers.
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8. I am, of course, paraphrasing Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks. The analogy
has its limits: assimilation into whiteness and assimilation into straightness cannot be
assumed to be equivalent, partly given the different relation of race and sexuality to
signs of visibility. See Lorde 1984.

9. Thanks to Jackie Stacey whose astute comments during a conversation helped me to
formulate this argument.

10. Of course, some queer bodies can pass, which means passing into straight space.
Passing as a technology entails the work of concealment: to pass might produce an
effect of comfort (we can’t see the difference), but not for the subject who passes, who
may be feeling a sense of discomfort, or not being at ease, given the constant threat of
‘being seen’ or caught out. See Ahmed (1999).

11. The debate about queer families has also been defined in terms of the opposition
between assimilation and resistance (Goss 1997; Sandell 1994; Phelan 1997: 1; Weston
1991: 2; Weston 1998).

12. Of course, a question remains as to whether ‘others’ would want collective grief to be
extended to them. What would it mean for the ungrieved to be grieved? The other
might not want my grief precisely because such a grief might ‘take in’ what was not, in
the first place, ‘allowed near’. Would Iraqis, Afghanistanis want the force of Western
grief to transform them into losses? Would this not risk another violent form of
appropriation, one which claims their losses as ‘ours’, a claim that conceals rather than
reveals our responsibility for loss? Expressions of nostalgia and regret by colonisers for
that which has been lost as an effect of colonisation are of course mainstream (see
hooks 1992). Recognising the other as grieving, as having experienced losses (for which
we might have responsibility) might be more ethically and politically viable than
grieving for the other, or claiming their grief as our own. See my conclusion, ‘Just
Emotions’, for an analysis of the injustice that can follow when the ungrievable is
transformed into the grieved.

13. The National Lesbian and Gay Journalists Association ‘is an organization of
journalists, online media professionals, and students that works from within the
journalism industry to foster fair and accurate coverage of lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgender issues. NLGJA opposes workplace bias against all minorities and provides
professional development for its members.’ Their web site is available on:
http://www.nlgja.org/ Accessed 22 December 2003.

14. The political and legal battle for the recognition of queer partners in claims for
compensation post September 11 is crucial. However, so far no such recognition has
been offered. Recognising queer losses, and queers as the subjects of grief would mean
recognising the significance of queer attachments. Bill Berkowitz interprets the 9/11
Victim Compensation Fund, which leaves the determination of eligibility for
compensation to states, as follows: ‘In essence, in a rather complicated and convoluted
decision, families of gays and lesbians will not be given federal compensation unless
they have wills, or the states they live in have laws recognizing domestic partnerships,
which of course most states do not.’ ‘Victims of 9/11 and Discrimination’,
http://www.workingforchange.com/article.cfm?ItemId=13001 Accessed 6 January
2004.
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