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Abstract: From an apparent impasse and crisis in the 1970s and 1980s — politically and intel-
lectually — Marxism has recovered to offer critical insights into contemporary changes and de-
velopments in late capitalist societies. Sexuality has been one area where Marxist critiques of
commodification and consumption, reification, cultural production and its hegemonic effects
and the structures of feeling and meaning-making that compose contemporary subjectivities
have been of significant value in decoding legal, political and cultural changes in the regulation,
prohibition and propagation of forms of sex and sexuality. This discussion will draw from some
of the most important contributions to Marxist critiques of sexuality, contemporary and histori-
cal, to outline the contours of a critique of contemporary sexuality in society, notably Peter
Drucker, Holly Lewis, Rosemary Hennessy, David Evans, and Keith Floyd. The Marxist critique
of contemporary sexual politics and rights claims both recognises the importance of these
struggles and provides a materialist critique that demonstrates both the contemporary power
of Marxist analysis and a critical engagement with queer and constructionist “orthodoxies”.
Marxism has become a central and important ground for exploring the vagaries of sexuality
under capitalism in all its objectifying, commodifying, alienating and exploitative forms.
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1. Introduction

Critical studies that focus on exploring sex and sexuality in contemporary societies are
the site of a curious contradiction. Contemporary engagements with the history, politics
and culture of sex and sexuality as socially constructed phenomena — which constitute
what is now regarded as the “new sexuality studies” (Fischer and Seidman 2016) —
have emerged from avowedly post-Marxist, anti-Marxist or non-Marxist positions. Yet
the key themes and issues that they raise are complementary to and extended by
Marxist analyses. Despite this, Marxist analyses are very much marginalised, and a
reader exploring the mainstream of critical literature on new sexuality studies might be
forgiven for thinking Marxists have nothing to contribute. This might in part be a product
of the failure, until recently, of Marxist and left parties and movements to prioritise sex-
uality as a focus for critical work and political engagement. For many of those who
have fought for lesbian and gay legal recognition, equal treatment, rights, justice and
policy change, the words of Edge (1995, 3-4) might still have resonance’:

[...] the Marxist tradition has no more influence on the modern lesbian and gay
movement than it deserves. Gay Marxists who are encouraged by their straight
comrades and leaders to shun the very real gains won since the GLF by an
autonomous lesbian and gay movement are being seduced into an essentially
heterosexist project where gay issues are sidelined.

' But see Wolf (2009) on the myth of Marxist homophobia.
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More, left parties and movements influenced by Marxist theory and politics have been
slow, until relatively recently, to take on the implications of a politics of sexuality and
difference (the “Comrade Delta” crisis of the Socialist Workers Party being the most
pronounced but by no means first example of the consequences of this neglect).? This
does not, however, imply that Marxism has limited relevance in deconstructing con-
temporary sexual capitalism, particularly in the context of contemporary sexual politics
in North America and Europe, where the slow rolling out of legal recognitions and for-
mal equalities seem to have brought about a sense of impasse or exhaustion to radical
agendas.® For example, contemporary characterisations of homonormativity signify a
particular legitimacy of non-heterosexual sexualities that might be better seen as an
expression of a changing hegemonic regime to incorporate difference and subdue op-
position (see Duggan 2002; 2004). Duggan (2002, 179) identifies homonormativity as:

[...] a politics that does not contest dominant heteronormative assumptions and
institutions, but upholds and sustains them, while promising the possibility of a
demobilized gay constituency and a privatized, depoliticized gay culture an-
chored in domesticity and consumption.

As Pilkey et al. (2017, 152) observe of Lisa Duggan's critique: “homonormativity is not
simply read as the neo-liberal and assimilative dimension of lesbian and gay rights
claims but is an apolitical outcome firmly situated — ‘anchored’, as Duggan puts it — in
the domestic sphere”.

The celebration of the 200th anniversary of Marx’s birth is a suitable point not only
to reflect on the areas where Marx’s political economy has so clearly influenced world
affairs and intellectual understandings of social life; it is also important to explore where
Marxism has made a less visible but nevertheless critical contribution. This brief dis-
cussion seeks to locate the importance of Marxist insights based upon a materialist
political economy and an appreciation of the class nature of social division and conflict
in understanding and theorising contemporary sexual politics.

The second section will briefly digest the contribution of Marxism to understanding
sexuality and sexual politics. The third section will outline key contemporary analyses
and their thematic critiques of commodification, identity recognition, reification and the
cultural production of sexual hegemony in deconstructing sexual politics.

2. Locating Marxism within Sexual Critiques

The emergence of sexuality studies since the 1980s has been driven by social con-
structionist, Foucauldian, queer and feminist studies.* These approaches emerged
from post-structuralist and identarian conceptual roots, and focused on the theory and
politics of the constitution of identities and subjects. Constructionist approaches fo-
cused on the constitution of normativities and discursive practices — constituting sexual

2 There is considerable material on this case on the web — see selectively:
https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2014/05/comrades-war-decline-and-fall-socialist-
workers-party; http://socialistunity.com/swp-party-members-write-full-narrative-comrade-
delta-rape-case/; https://www.theguardian.com/society/2013/mar/09/socialist-workers-party-
rape-kangaroo-court

% Indicatively: Claes and Reynolds (2013); Duggan (2002); Conrad and Nair (2014).

* Selectively across these approaches, see Beasley (2005); Fuss (1991); Jackson and Scott
(2010).
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identities, relations, orientations and practices — through institutional pedagogies.’ A
key concern is the way regimes of power/knowledge propagate pathologies, prejudices
and oppressions, and their naturalisation and normalisation circulate discursively
within the social milieu (Seidman 2010). Foucault’s (1976; 1984a; 1984b) historical
survey of the construction of sexual subjectivities and normativities and their institu-
tional and political contexts in ancient and Victorian societies is the paradigm study for
social constructionist analyses. Mort (2000) extended this analysis to emphasise the
centrality of medico-moral discourses in the framing of legal and political regulation in
the British case since Victorian times.

Feminist perspectives focused more on the gendered construction of sexuality,
where women’s subjection and oppression are determinant features of sexual oppres-
sion (Jeffreys 1990; 2003; Marinucci 2010). Queer perspectives emphasise the fluidity
of the constitution of sexual subjects within the context of a foundational and decon-
structive understandings of sexual identity and relations, the performative nature of the
reinforcement of gendered and sexual roles and their rupturing by transgression (Butler
1999; Hall et al. 2013; Lovaas, Elia and Yep 2013; Sullivan 2003).

With the exception of feminism, which dates back to Mary Wollstonecraft's
(2015/1792) A Vindication of the Rights of Women, these radical approaches date back
to the 1960s and the emergence of a visible sexual politics, catalysed by the science
of modern sexology in the 1940s and 1950s and the political consequences of the
social change after the Second World War.

Much overlooked, socialist and particularly Marxist analyses date back to the late
19th century, with Magnus Hirschfeld’s Scientific Humanitarian Committee advocating
homosexual and transgender rights (see Weeks 1985) and Eduard Bernstein’s de-
fence of same-sex sexuality in commenting on the Oscar Wilde case (Bernstein 1895a;
1895b). The early years of the Bolshevik revolution saw the initial steps towards an
enlightened approach to sexuality, spearheaded by Alexandra Kollontai (Healey 2001;
Kollontai 1972; Porter 1980).° Kollontai's thinking prefigured feminist concerns about
women’s exploitation in social institutions such as marriage and prostitution, but em-
phasised private property and class inequality and its resulting poverty and immisera-
tion as casual factors in reinforcing gendered inequality and sexual oppression. These
early recognitions of sexual politics, whilst underdeveloped, nevertheless show a con-
cern amongst left leaders and intellectuals for sexual issues.

Reynolds (2003) provides an outline of the development of thinking about sexuality
within Marxist thought and also seeks to show how Marxist political economy and cri-
tiques of hegemony and alienation have been and continue to be effective in challeng-
ing the pathology and later recognition and incorporation of sexual politics. In a more
personal framing, Fernbach (1981) weaves the narrative of Marxism and homosexual-
ity from Engels (1884) through to the 1980s. The main two strands of interconnection
between Marxism and sexual studies between the Bolshevik revolution and the end of
the 20th century were in the Freudo-Marxist concerns of the relationship between psy-
che, sexuality and politics (Robinson 1969) and the focus on family, gender and per-
sonal life (Brown 2012; Zaretsky 1976). Both of these are contributory, if sometimes
tangential to a critical focus on sexuality within Marxist critiques, with the exception of
the marriage of Freud and Marx in Wilhelm Reich and Herbert Marcuse.

® The most cogent articulations of this approach are Seidman (2010) (one of the few introduc-
tory texts that explicitly addresses Marxism) and Weeks (2016).

® For a critical account of the subsequent homophobia in Russia from Stalin to the present day
see Healey (2017).
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Though Marxist analyses have become more prominent at the beginning of the 21st
century, sexual radicalism has had affinities with political radicalism. Rowbotham and
Weeks (1977) look back at the classical sexologists and rehabilitate Edward Carpenter
and Havelock Ellis as socialists who move forward, however incrementally, critiques of
bourgeois prejudice against non-heterosexual normality at the end of the 19th and be-
ginning of the 20th century. Whilst still within a sexological paradigm, their political
momentum significantly contributed to a movement through classic and modern sex-
ology (Alfred Kinsey, William H. Masters, Virginia E. Johnson) to social and cultural
critiques of the politics of sexuality.”

Likewise, the explosion of sexual politics in the late-1960s and 1970s involved left
political movements, influenced by Marxist politics. Robinson (2007) provides a narra-
tive that focuses on the influence of the left on Gay politics in post-war Britain, notably
through participation in the Gay Left Collective in the 1960s and early 1970s. The left’s
participation in sexual politics is a feature of sexual liberation movements across the
US and Western Europe, such as the Red Faggots in the Netherlands (indicatively
Hekma and Duyvendak 2016; Hekma 2004; Hekma and Giami 2014; Cant and Hem-
mings 1988; Duberman 2002; Allyn 2001).

Equally, as well as the inspirational politics of Herbert Marcuse (outlined below),
Marxist and Marxist-influenced intellectuals developed potent critiques of both the pa-
thologies and prejudices of what Rich (1981) described, from a lesbian-feminist posi-
tion, as “compulsory heterosexuality”. Hocquenghem (1993), for example, provided a
potent Freudian influenced Marxist analysis of homophobia and the constitution of ho-
mosexuality as a pathologised yet captivating constitutive subject.® This is not the place
for a more comprehensive survey of Marxist contributions to the study of sexuality and
the trajectories of sexual politics, but this brief sketch underlines the rich contribution,
often either diminished or unrecognised, that Marxists have made to the critique of
sexual capitalism.

Contemporary Marxist interventions in the theory and politics of sexuality are per-
haps less prominently visible as being “Marxist” in character because they seek to
develop a critical synergy with feminism, anti-racism, and other critical perspectives.
The relationship between feminism and Marxism as “unhappy marriage” (Hartmann
1979) and analysis conjoining sex and class (German 1989) is a long one. More re-
cently, critical engagements with social reproduction theory (Bhattacharya 2017) and
intersectionality (Smith 2015; for a general survey, see Taylor, Hines and Casey 2011)
underline a desire for an integrated and plurality of left critique within a materialist con-
ception of social life. At the same time, the analysis of sexual capitalism is still one that
benefits from a critical political economy of the material instantiation of sexual lives.

3. A Marxist Analysis of Sexual Capitalism

A Marxist analysis of sexuality in contemporary societies is based upon a political econ-
omy that recognises the crucial — if not singular — drivers of capitalism and class in
shaping social relationships and their cultural contexts. It posits a relationship between
the development of sexual identities, regimes of legal and political recognition and sex-
ual cultures and normativities, and the development of capitalist markets and hege-
monic formations of class domination.

D’Emilio (1992) directly links the emergence of homosexuality as a recognisable
sexual identity — apart from a labelling based on particular same-sex practices — with

’ For the best overview of sexology see Bland and Doan (1998a; 1998b).
® See also Marshall (1996).
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the development of wage labour, the sophistication of which challenges and diversifies
the family form. This approach ties identity to the labour process. The way in which
capitalism produces identities and identity diversification as the labour process be-
comes more complex. Mirroring the constructionist deconstruction of sexual identities
and pathologies, Red Collective (1978, 8) observe the way in which:

[...] perceptions and feelings we have feel natural, human, even eternal, as all
capitalist relations do [...] The oppressing structures of monogamy and the var-
ious forms of permissiveness within which these personal feelings are felt, make
it impossible to become conscious of their specificity (their particularity to this
social structure).

Red Collective, developing their critique post-1960s, see the problems with traditional
structures of monogamy and permissiveness, as well as sexual identity and its diver-
sification, and tie the constitution of both perceptions and dominant naturalising dis-
courses to the way in which capitalism develops both in commodification and the cul-
tural construction of everyday hegemony. Here, as always, Williams (1977, 112-113)
is instructive:

A lived hegemony is always a process. It is not, except analytically, a system or
a structure. It is a realised complex of experiences, relationships, and activities,
with specific and changing pressures and limits. In practice, that is, hegemony
can never be singular. Its internal structures are highly complex, as can readily
be seen in any concrete analysis. Moreover (and this is crucial, reminding us of
the necessary thrust of the concept), it does not just passively exist as a form of
dominance. It has continually to be renewed, recreated, defended and modified.
It is also continually resisted, limited, altered, challenged by pressures not at all
its own.

A Marxist approach to understanding the operation of the structures and discourses
that characterise and constrain sexuality and sexual politics does not see disparate
institutional pedagogies and the power/knowledge nexus as key drivers, but as the
hegemonising strategies by which class power is retained, consent is manufactured
and new opportunities for capitalist markets are produced. This reflects Evans (1993),
who focuses on the emergent discourses and legal and political shifts towards sexual
citizenship as recognition of particularly lesbian and gay identities. In doing so, he em-
phasises what becomes a key theme for 21st-century analyses — the hollowness of a
sexual politics characterised by the driving force of commodification, where sexual
recognition is hand in hand with the emergence of new market opportunities and inclu-
sion is on the basis of consumption. Evans recognises that the commodification of
sexual life is prefigurative of a depoliticised and commodified lifestyle that divides sex-
ual identities along class and material lines, leading to an absence of economic rights
and weakness and limits to legal, political and social rights within the construction of
sexual citizenship. Binnie (1995) and the essays in Gluckman and Reed (1997) extend
this analysis of how consumption and commodification defines and characterises the
public and cultural space occupied by people of diverse sexualities, diluting the poten-
tiality of the critical extension of a politics rejecting the privatised and personalised
politics of sexuality to produce political insights.

This ties in with Herbert Marcuse’s (1969; 1998) explicit connection of the personal
and the political in constructing a radical politics. He rejects Freud’s (1957) arguments
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for the need for conformity and repression to civilisation. For Marcuse, the objectifica-
tion and repressive de-sublimation of the human subject constituted their alienation,
and extended to both their valorisation under capitalism as a commodity and their re-
pression from a sense of their sensual lives through technology and the everyday pro-
cess by which lives were lived as objects and through objects. This limits the sense in
which sexual freedom necessarily produces a sensual exploration of self and other,
and so dilutes the sense of connecting with others that could constitute a counter-
hegemonic politics. Marcuse, as with feminists, sees the personal and political as cen-
trally important, but for Marcuse the material determinants of capitalism are central to
how both sexual freedom and political freedom are dissipated.®

This broad critique of the politics of sexuality under capitalism is reflected in recent
Marxist contributions. Lewis (2016) argues for an intersectional radicalism that focuses
on the vagaries of capitalism as a central contextualising force. Wolf (2009) reflects a
more strident Trotskyist-oriented politics that takes in a range of identity struggles un-
der a Marxist critique of the constitution of post-modern radicalism and its dissolution
of class power. Alderson (2016) argues that the constitution of queer politics and con-
temporary shifts in a more ‘tolerant’ capitalism mutates radicalism into a politics that
sits subversively within parameters that dissipate, and draws from rather than builds
opposition to capitalism.

Emphasising the critical importance of materialist political economy, Drucker (2011;
2015) provides a seminal mapping of the relationship between phases of develop-
ments in capitalist economies and regimes of accumulation with the social organisation
of sexualities in society. With a focus on same-sex identities and relationships, he de-
lineates three regimes of what he describes as “same sex formations”, which reflect
the cultural and social dominance of particular articulations of same-sex identities in
society. He maps these phases as follows: the “invert-dominant” regime existed in the
classical imperialist phase of capitalism from the 1870s to the start of the Second World
War; the “gay-dominant” regime was part of the Fordist phase of capitalism up until the
1980s; and the “homonormative-dominant” regime started in the neo-liberal phase of
capitalism and continues to the present day. The importance of this mapping, which to
some extent reflects constructionist characterisations of the emergence of same-sex
identity (and other sexual identities such as transgender), from pathology to political
contestation through to recognition, is that it attributes strong relationships between
how capitalism and class relations develop and how sexual identities and relations
develop. There is no easy causal attribution, and there is the question of how mediating
variables might delay, defer, suspend or radically change the nature of this relation-
ship.

Drucker recognises that causal attributions theoretically in such a periodisation
have to be subordinated to the particular conditions of capitalist development in differ-
ent regional and national contexts, thus eliding with a materialist analysis that demands
that there is a critical analysis focused on the concrete level of class formation, struggle
and conflict. Hence there are different forms of both regimes of accumulation and
same-sex formations in Europe and North America, Russia and China, Africa, South
America and Asia. As Drucker (2015, 60) observes:

® For an interesting contrast of Marcuse with alternative radicals — Foucault and Rubin — see
Drucker (2014).
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[...] the correspondence between regimes of accumulation and same-sex for-
mations provides evidence for a basic historical materialist assertion: the mate-
rial relations of production and reproduction constitute the fundamental matrix
underlying all of social reality.

One of the strengths of Drucker's framework is to provide a basis for thinking about the
forms of same-sex or non-heterosexual identities and relationships that have been le-
gitimated by Fordist and neo-liberal regimes. Here, Drucker distinguishes between
“‘Gay Normality” and “Queer Anti-Capitalism” in reflecting assimilationist positions
where sexual identity formation conforms to changing patterns of markets and accu-
mulation regimes, and resistant positions that see in conformity the dissolution of the
possibilities of freedom, agency, equality and justice that are central to a sexually free
political project. This reflects contemporary critiques of homonormativity and sexual
politics. It elides with critical work within sexuality studies, which distinguishes between
assimilationist positions (typically reflected in Sullivan 1996) and positions that link sex-
ual recognition with radical politics (such as Conrad and Nair 2014; Gilreath 2011; Syc-
amore 2008; Warner 1999).

This political critique is important, because it contrasts with a queer politics that is
focused on subjective freedom and oriented towards individual and subjective action
through a cultural politics.” Klein (2000) advances a cogent materialist critique of
queer theory that extends this debate and argues that queer theory offers terms of
change that are contingent in their possibilities for social change. The individuation of
the queer subject potentially leaves queer politics open to the opportunities offered by
neo-liberal capitalism on class grounds and subverts social change through a con-
servative agenda. In a different vein, Floyd (2009) seeks to find synergies between
Marxism and queer politics through a critique that sees their common ground in framing
and characterising totality and reification within a dialectic between queer theory and
Marxism. The question of how far the conceptual critiques of sexuality are conflicting
or potentially in creative tension is still a matter for debate.

This focus on the necessity of a politics of sexuality that has at its core radical social
and cultural change has historical resonance in Marxist critiques. Dee (2010), in her
analysis of the historical emergence and contemporary politics of LGBT liberation, em-
phasises the fertile ground of Bolshevik and past socialist engagements with sexual
politics, particularly at a global level, as well as the crucial role of the left in connecting
identity struggles with class politics and the vagaries of capitalist impoverishment.

Field (1995, 167; 172) is particularly eloquent in characterising the weakness of
identity politics against the importance of a class critique and is worth quoting at length:

The factor which holds all reformist strategies back is the way that they define
and ringfence supposedly ‘lesbian and gay issues’ as though lesbian and gay
oppression simply effects those who have same-sex relationships. The reality
is that gay oppression is a weapon of social control. We cannot hope to bring
about real change for gay people whilst the system which causes gay oppres-
sion remains in place. [...] All ‘lesbian and gay issues’ are rooted in the politics
of class struggle. When ambitious, bourgeois ‘community leaders’ seek to di-
vorce these issues from wider social and political concerns the lesbian and gay
movement becomes atrophied. Being able to rework and reassess the reformist
gay rights programme in the context of defending working class interests is a
vital step in breaking away from the frustrations and divisions of identity politics.

'% See Butler (1998) and Fraser (1998) for the seminal debate on queer as cultural.
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It enables us to see how the issues which are so close to gay people are of
equal importance to the rest of society. Far from losing our identity in this pro-
cess, we can begin to recognise actual and potential allies all around us. Do we
just want the same poverty traps and institutions? Seeking assimilation into what
is perceived as ‘straight privilege’ has led many gay activists to confuse equal
rights with equal oppression.

In this short survey, there is not adequate time to do justice to the richness of both
historical and contemporary Marxist critiques. It should be apparent, however, that
Marxism has become a central and important ground for exploring the vagaries of sex-
uality under capitalism in all its objectifying, commodifying, alienating and exploitative
forms. It is evident that much has changed in the last 60 years with respect to sexual
lives. Weeks (2007, 5-6), in his personal as well as political and cultural reflections on
that change, warns of traps in assessing that change":

The first is a mindless progressivism that assumes that all is for the best in all
possible worlds. The second is a declinist approach, which assumes that all
change is for the worst and that the quality of our morality — for which we can
read sexual behaviour and values — is in hopeless decline. The third approach
assumes continuity: yes, superficial things have changed, but in essence power
structures have remained resilient.

Weeks’ second and third traps might be attributed to Marxist positions, emphasising
the limits to change and emphasising the negative features of this change. It is always
important to recognise the changing experience of people under sexual capitalism who
have suffered degrees of pathology they might regard as absent or less pronounced.
The value of Marxist critiques, however, is their diagnostic power as to how we got to
where we are, the continuing limits and problems with where we are, and the real pos-
sibilities of emancipation moving forward, where sexual capitalism is challenged by a
progressive Marxist (but not simply Marxist) politics.
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