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and became more organized, especially thror.rgh the

misleading opposition between self-consciously Iiter-

ary texts and feminized didactic works. Realist writers,

for instance, incorporated many elements of the senti-

mental, even as they de{rned their movement against

it (W. Morgan 2OO4);later, modernists were sti l l  mclre

dismissive. In l i terary history during the twentieth

century, the sentimental tradition was more and more

thoroughly erased-until feminist scholars insisted

that  i t  was worthy of  at tent ion.  Since that  t i rne both

literary and cultural history have been rewritten. But

American ctrltural studies continues to oscil late be-

tween affinning the sentimental as an expression of

women's values and denouncing it as oppressive. Both

of these perspectives have lnerit, and ctrrrent scholar-

ship is  in tegrat ing them in a r lore fu l ly  l t is tor ic ized

and cr i t ica l  v iew.  But  the term wi l l  remain charged

and complex so long as our maps of the self ancl the

world are divicled between public and private, reason

and emot iorr .  l 'he sent imenta l  is  a h inge that  swings

between the social and the subjective-reminding us,

i f  we are wi l l ing to l is ten,  that  they are a lways con-

nected.

J /

Sex

Bruce Burgett

In common usage, the keltvsotal "sex" nantes sorne-

thing an individual either is or has. lt refers to both

the material foundation (rnale or female) of binary

gender difference (masculine or ferninine), and the

real  and imagined acts that  ground var ious sexual

ident i t ies (homosexual ,  heterosexual ,  fe t ish is t ,  sado-

masochist, ancl so on). 
' l 'he 

Oxfbrd English l)it-t iottorl '

(OfD) <1ates the {rrst sense of "sex" as male or female

from the fourteenth century, though it alscl notcs a

more pluralized usage frorn the sixteenth century ("so

are a l l  sexes and sor ts  of  people cal led uporr" ) ,  a  s ingu-

lar  usage f rorn t l . rc  same per iod ("1 am cal led ' l 'he

Squire of l)amcs, or the Servant of the Sex"), and a fur-

ther  re ' " , is ion in  the car ly  n ineteel t th  ccntury ( " the

third sex"). [n cclntrast, the OCD clates thc' secclnd

sense of  the ternr  f rc lm the mid-  to la te-n inctee 'nth

century,  when "scxual"  ( " l ler l in  is  ot r tb ic lc l ing l 'ar is  i r r

i ts  sexual  immoral i ty" )  and "sr .xual i ty"  ( " I ) rect ic ious

sexuality . . . intcrfere-s with normal rnc'ntal growth")

began to reference a discrete clornain of physical anil

rlental acts isolatecl frorn other corporeal al)l)etites,

imaginative practices, ancl fonns of social relation. (lo-

incident with these clevelopmentsl/as the emergc-nce

of  ternrs such as "ht teroscxual"  and "homosexual"

That  nan,e and pol icc sptc i f ica l ly  "sexual"  or ientat ions

and preferences, as well as the largely rneclical or sci-

entif ic usage <lf the verb "to sex," nreaning to iclentif l,
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_a plant or animal as male or female ("' l 'he . . bar-

barous phrase 'collecting a specimen' and then of 'sex-

i n g ' i t " ) .
' fhe 

last of these mutations in the term's etyrnology

reveals the growing belief in the late nineteenth cen-

tury that sex ancl sexual iclentit ies were discrete and

-deadly 
serious matters best overseen by scientif ic, cler-

ical, and juridical authorit ies, including well-known

"sexologists" ranging from Sigmund F'reud to Alfrt 'cl

Kinsey (lrvine 1990; 
'ferry 

1999). Yet the specifrc usage

chosert by the OED editors also docurnents a crit ical

response to those new forms of power, one that sati-

r ized the label ing pract ices of  c iv i l  auth<l r i t ies as "bar-

bar ic . "  As Raynrond Wi l l ianrs pointcd out  when he

addecl "sex" to his revised t-clition o'i Kcylvords in l9ti.l,

the early twentieth century rnarked a continuecl boom

in the procluct ion of  terrns and terrn inology,  near ly  a l l

of which carried both positive and negative valences:
/ /sexy"  and "sex appeal , "  "scx repression"  and "sex ex-

pressinn,"  "undcrsexed" and "oversexed."  l t  is

s igni f icant  that  Wi t l iarns 's  rev is ion i tsc l f  co inc idecl

wi th the entry  of  feminis t  pol i t ics and methoclo logies

into thc inst i tu t ion that  rnanv regard as the c l r ig in of

cultural stutl ies as a field-the Clcntrc for Oontertrpo-

rary Oul tura l  Studies at  the Unir , ,ers i ty  t i f  B i rmingham.

Will iams's sht>rt entry conchlded with phrases coinerl

wi th in the Anglo-Anrer ican fcminisms of  the 1960s

and 70s:  "sexisrn"  and "sexis t "  ( terms hc saw as de-

r ived f ronr  " rac ism" ancl  " rac is t " ) ,  "sex-objects"  anr l

"gencler . "  I lu t  h is  focus on the f i rs t  meaning of  "scx"

(nra le or  fernale)  led h im to neglect  the rnore pronr is-

cuous pol i t ics of  t l . re  contemporary "sexual  revolu-
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t ion." Centre director Stuart Hall (199 l, 282) com-

mented in a retrospective history that ferninism had,

in the late 1970s, "interrupted, made an unseemly

noise, seizecl the time, crapped on the table of cultural

studies." Had he been writ ing a few years later, he

might (or might not) have added that lesbian-gay and

queer activism had dr>ne the same.

As indicatecl by this lacuna, the keyword "sex" con-

tinues to draw rnuch of its forcc from its dual referent.

In academic research, nearly as frequently as in popu-

Iar  d iscourse.  mainstream scholars s t i l l  wed "sex"
(male or fernale) to "sexuality" ihorno- or hetero-1, ap-

p ly ing what  fenr in is t  phi losopher. luct i th  But ler  (1990)

famotrsly called a "heterosexual matrix" across a wide

array of  c l isc ip l inary and intcrd isc ip l inary research

fields, often try relying implicit ly on the concept of bi--

-o logical  reprocluct iorr .  A nrore cr i t ica l  apprrach a lso

assunres that "sex" is the real-l i fe refercnt for stuclics of

both gc.ndcr ancl sexuality, but then sl-rifts its attention

away frclrn questirins conccrning tlre physical founda-

t ior . rs  of  sex ancl  towarc l  a focus c ln the re lat ions of

power that  have'  organized h is tor ica l ly  var iablc  con-

structior.rs of gencler and scxualitV -l_!i. .social-con-

s-tructivist lbrrn of analysis clraws its force in large prart

f rom thc fenr in is t  ins is tence that  "gender,"  under-

i toocl  as a cul tura l  or  socia l  systcnr ,  can bt 'ne i ther  re-
'clucccl 

to nor cleducc'tl from "sex," unclerstood as a

bio logical  dest i r ry  that ,  wi th rare except ions,  makes

rnen "mascul inc"  and worncn " fcnr in ine ' . "  l t  a lso

prolits fronr the rclatcd m<;vc withir.r "sc.x-positive"

st ra ins of  fe 'min is ln ancl ,  more rccent ly ,  c lueer  theory

to sug.r lcst  that  the cr i t ica l  s t t rc lv  of  sex and sexual i ty

has
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has no more intimate relation to the study of gender

than it to cloes to that of any other system of cultural

or social classif,cation (Rubin 19t3,4; Seclgwick 1990).

fhe result has been the development of a new and par-

adoxical cornmon sense: Sex tencls to be treated todav

as a stable category of analysis, even as it is said to re-

quire scrutiny for the ways in which it intersects with

other axes of social recognition and power, including

gender, Lace, class, religion, region, and abil ity, among

many others (Harper et a|.7997).

Take as a representative cxanrple of t lt is paradox a

passage f rom one of  the most  canonical  (and uscfu l )

surveys of the history of sexuality writtcn about the

Uni ted States:  John t ) 'Emi l io  and F.ste l lc  [ i reedman's

lntinrstt'Nlotters: A Hi.story of'Scxuolity in tlrrrcrit'a 11988,
1997).  Appear ing in  the context  of  a c l iscussion of

n ineteenth-century samc-sex romant ic  f r iendshi l ls ,

thc passage begins wi th the asser t ion t l . ra l  " thc over lap

of  the romant ic ,  erot ic ,  ancl  physical  has macle i t

c l i f f icu l t  to  dcf ine the 'se re lat ionships,  especia l ly  in

l ight  of  t l . re  way st 'xual  nrcar . r ings have changed in the

twent ieth ce.ntury,"  ancl  inc ludes a cr i t ic ism of  nrorc

convcnt ional  h is t r t r ians who have res l toncled to th is

d i fhcul ty  by assunr ing that  such re lat i t>nships were dc-

void of  "s t 'x"  ( .721) .  l ) ' l imi l io  and Freednran then ra isc

the relatecl ancl apparently mclre vcxing question of

what  coul r ts  as "sex,"  opcnlng a ncw paragraph wi th

the fcll lowing asserticln: "l{owevcr cliff icult it may be

to know whcther  sc.xual - that  is ,  gcni ta l - rc lat ions

charactcr ized par t ic t r lar  sanre-s( 'x  f r ient lsh ips,  i t  is

c lear  that  the r .neaning of  sa lne-sex love gradual ly

changccl  over  the course of  th t  n inetccnth centur \ . "

Sex Bruce Burgett

(722). Typical of much social-constructivist historiog-

rapl-ty, this epistemological comprornise is notable in

two ways: It draws on and confirms the key insight of

constructivist research on the history of sexuality by

insisting that the social and cultural rneanings of "sex"

vary over tir.ne and place; however, it fails to apply

that insight to a crit ical analysis of the fourrdational

categories of "sex" and "sexual," both of which are

equated in the passage wi th the "geni ta l . "  What  is  the

difference, a skeptical reader might ask, between a his-

tory of  sexual i tv  and a h is tory of  geni ta l i ty ,  e i ther  in

"Arrerica" or elsewhere i

One answer to this cluestion comes from a strand of

research in f . luenced by the wr i t ings of  the French

philosopher and historian Michel Foucault. In the first

vcrlume <tf ' l-hc History of St'xualit,v (1976, 1978) and

later  in terv iews (2(X)6) , . l .oucaul t  ext tnded the togic  of

the construct iv is t  cr i t ique by h is tor ic iz ing not  just  the

divcrse tnt'aning,s of sex ancl sexuality, but also the caf-

r,.grrrir 's ttrernsclves. His history concerned not real-l i fc

th i l rgs cal ler l  "sex"  ancl  "scxual i ty , "  but  the ways those

"c'oncepts 
have comc to structure contemporary think-

ing alrout polit ical relaticlr.rs among bodies, scnsations,

ap1let i tes,  arrd p leasures.  l 'h is  approach broke dcci -

s ivc ly  wi th acaclemic research in  h is tor ica l  and socio-

logical  f ie lds bui l t  on the empir ic is t  assumpt ic ln that

"sex"  and i ts  re lated terms named th int {s  in  the wor lc l

that  could be counted,  quant i f red,  and archived.  I t

also brcke with the tendency in psvchology and polit-

ical the-ory t() trL'at sex as a physical drive that encoun-

ters power pr imar i ly  through mechanisms of

repression or  l ibcrat ion.  Some of  the resul t ing work
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produced by Foucault and his many followers dis-

played a penchant for periodization, quibbling over

the precise historical moment when a given term

("sex," "sexual," "sexuality," "homosexuality," "het-

erosexuality") came into common usage. But more im-

portant was the shift in the way research questions

and conversations about sex were formulated and

shaped. No longer concerned primarily with mapping

thc many varieties of human sexual expression or con-

tributing to the related debates about how sex could

be best l iberated or repressed, this newer research

asked a more fundamental  quest ion: INhen,  where,

and in what specil ic contexts has sex been abstracted

frorn the relations of power within which some corpo-

real  pract ices,  socia l  format ions,  and pol i t ica l  ideolo-

git.s become "sexualized" and others do not?
'l 'he novelty of this crit ical turn in the study of sex

ancl scxuality has oftcn been overstated, as Gayle Ru-

bin (2002) has pointcd out in a careful reconstruction

of  thc ear l ier  groundbreaking work t t f  scholars in  thc

fields clf intcractionist sociology, cultural anthropol-

ogy, social history, and cven rninority forms clf se'xol-

ogy. l lut it is undcniable tl-rat the rapid and wide

cl isseminat ion of  l roucaul t 's  wr i t ings both ins ide and

outsicle of academic circlcs galvanizecl a new crit ical

consensus that  beqan to coalesce i r . r  thc 1990s under

thc rubr ics of  queer thet t ry  and,  in  i ts  r .n t l rc  inst i tu-

t ional ized form, c lueer  s tudies.  Across the l ie lds of

Arner ican studies and cul tura l  s tudies,  th is  research

has producecl work on a broad range of historical sites,

social movements, policy init iatives, Iegal clebates, and

ae'sthet ic  forms:  Oral  h is tor ians and e ' thnographers

22Q

have traced the ways in which the question of what

did and did not count as a sexual practice or identity

shaped the l ives of men in the rural south and across

the F'ilipino diaspora (John Howard2OOl; Manalansan

200.J); social and cultural historians have detailed the

intersections of emergent constructions of sex as an

isolable danger, the racialization of underclass and mi-

grant labor populations, and the promotion of top-

down health and welfare policies (Patton 1996; Shah

2OOl); historians of science have excavated the con-

tested origins of sex as a core concept in the biological

and natural sciences (Schiebinger 1989; Laqueur l99O;

Fausto-Sterling 2000); cultural and social crit ics have

discussed the cleployment clf the concept of sex as a

strategic means of undermining egalitarian urban

planning and democratic public space (Mumford

1997; l lerlant and Warner 199tt; Delany 2001); legal

and literary theorists have archived and crit iqued the

ways in which sex figures into immigration policy,

military rccruitment, and cultural canon formation

(Halley 1999; Luibh6id2OO2; Ferguson 2OO4).

Given the scope clf this new research, one danger

today may be that scx is being askcd to do too much

crit ical and conceptual work (tr)ng, I{albcrstam, and

Mufloz 2005). Such a w()rry opens onto a more polit i-

cal version of the question that has restructurecl mucl.l

of thc recent historiography: [ ' low, to what ends, and

in what specifrc contexts have scholars and activists

generated the intellectual abstractions and discipli-

nary frameworks that allow for the treatment of sex as

an ent i ty  that  s tands on i ts  own? An answer to th is

qucstion would necd to take into account several het-
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erogeneous developmelrts in the later half of the

twentieth century: the mid-century naturalization of

"sex" as the core of identity formation and psycholog-

ical development; the late-century move to isolate

"sex" as a category of analvsis located at the center of

lesbian-gay ancl queer studies; the more recent rise of

a gav neoconservatism that insists on bracketing the

polit ics of sexuality from a wider social justice agencla;

the many vernacular  d iscourses and d iss ident  prac-

tices that have clusterecl around sex and sexuality

throughout the period (Duggan 2OO4b; Burgett 2005).

These cliverse intellectual, polit ical, ancl sclcial forma-

tions are neither reclucible to a core ideoklgy nor ele-

ments of a l inear history. But they do suggest that one

challenge for future work orgarrized around the kev-

word "sex" may be to produce research that is more

cpisodic than sequent ia l ,  r .nore local  (and t rans- local )

than nat ional .  Such scholarship needs to focus both

on those moments ancl places where' "sex" Llecrtmes

avai lable '  as an iso lable 'way of  th ink ing about  anc ' l  cx-

per iencing oncsel f  and one's  re lat ions to others,  and

on those nron)ents and p laces whcre " i t "  c loes not .
' l 'he 

corresponding task,  which nray cal l  for  cven

greater  invcnt iveness and creat iv i ty ,  involves the

arc l . r iv ing and cul t ivat ion of  a l tcrnat ive vocabular ies

for  th ink ing ancl  ta lk ing a l rout  L loc l ies,  p lcasures,  and

t l te  pol i t ica l  re lat ions betwecn and among thern.
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Slavery

Walter Johnson

"Slavery has never been represented, slavery never can

be representecl," said the novelist, antislavery lecturer,

ancl former slave Will iam Wells Brown in 1tt47 (1u).

Brown referred, in the hrst instance, to the world-

making violence of the systern of kidnapping, dispos-

session,  and labor  ext ract ion that  ernerged in the

fifteenth century ancl persisted almost to the dawn of

ttre twentieth. But he refcrred in the second instance

to a sort <lf epistemological vicllerrce, a rnurderous,

forcible forgetting of the history of slavery. Only slav-

ery 's  v ic t ims- i f  i t  is  possib le tc l  use the word "onlv"

i r r  the context  of  so rnany mi l l ions of  s t< l lcn l ives-

nr ight  have t ru ly  to lc l  the story he wanted tc t  te l l .

Brown reminds us that  we approach the h is torv of

slavery try way of whispers and shadows, whcre trutl.r

has c l f ten bcen h idden in hal f  t ruth in  order  to be

savecl away for the futurc. We approach it, that is tcr

say, across a field of argument in which the history of

s lavery has of ten been conscr ipted to the econonr ic ,

pol i t ica l ,  ancl  imper ia l  purposes that  have h idden in-

sicie the word "freedorn."

Ovc.r the four centuries of Atlantic slavery, mil-

l ions of Africans and their c' lescendants were turned

into profits, fancies, sensations, arrd possessions of

New World whites. ' l 'he 
vast majority clf the enslavecl

werc agricultural workers whose lives were devoted to

the production of staple crops (sugar, tobaccct, indigo,
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