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QUEERPOLITICSIN
NEOLIBERALTIMES
(1970-2010s)
Margot Weiss

Neoliberalism-as both economic theory and social or cultural fonnation-has had a profound
effect on LGBT /queer cultures and politics. David Harvey defines neoliberalism as an economic
theory that "proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual
entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong
private property rights, free markets, and free trade." 1 Neoliberalism is afao a cultural formation
that produces and validates marketized understandings of the social world. As Wendy Brown
argues, drawing on Michel Foucault's work on biopolitics and governmentality, neoliberalism
is aimed at "extending and disseminating market values to all institutions and social action." 2
Neoliberalism offers "freedom" as the core political goal, and the market as the site where that
freedom might be realized.
This vision has reshaped LGBT cmmnunities, debates, and social movements in the era
after gay liberation. As neoliberal policies sought to privatize social services, foster consumer
citizenship, and promote corporate welfare and urban redevelopment, LGBT sexual politics
increasingly pitted "deserving" gay and lesbian people against "undeserving" others. Three
constellations exemplify this trend: (1) the same-sex married couple vs. the "welfare queen,"
(2) the gay/lesbian consumer-citizen vs. the poor queer, and (3) the gay gentrifier vs. the
"dangerous" other. Historicizing these oppositions reveals the intersections of sexuality, class,
gender, race, and social policy that remain central to queer politics today in the aftermath
of--if not after--neoliberalism.

Neoliberalism: Economics, Politics, Culture
Scholars have traced a pre-history of neoliberalism to the 1940s or even the 1920s, finding
important intellectual precursors to neoliberalism proper in the attacks on Roosevelt's New
Deal, the Public Works Administration, and the 1935 Social Security Act in the US; universal
pensions, unemployment insurance, and the National Health Service in the UK; and on stock
market and financial regulations in the name of property rights, economic rationality, and
competition. Members of the Mount Pelerin Society, a neoliberal think tank founded by
Friedrich August von Hayek in 1947, and the "Chicago Boys," especially Milton Friedman,
106
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formulated the core of the theory. These economists advanced a theory of the self-interested
homoeconomicus(economic man) operating in a market "freed" from state control and regulation.
Neoliberal economic policy rose to dominance following the 1970s global economic crisis,
characterized by rising unemployment, declining rates of profits, and inflation. Augusto
Pinochet's 1973 coup in Chile, the 1979 election of Margaret Thatcher in the UK, and the
1980 election of Ronald Reagan in the US were also turns away from Keynesian state protections and market regulations. By the 1980s, with Latin American "structural adjustment,"
Thatcherism, and Reganomics in full swing, neoliberalism solidified its hold, resulting in policy
reforms and austerity programs. In the US and UK, this led to the privatization and deregulation of public spaces and institutions (education, healthcare, social services); in the global South,
neoliberalism took the form of programs that sought to "open up" markets for the free flow of
capital. Recent anthropological studies of the global impact of neoliberalism ha:e shown ~hat
"inequalities have risen sharply; most people are marginalized, dispossessed, and disenfranchised
as public resources have been privatized, cities increasingly gentrified, social welfare programs
3
reduced or slashed, and the rural and urban poor incorporated into market economies. "
Neoliberalism is a rapacious form of "accumulation by dispossession" characterized by the
"corporatization, commodification, and privatization of hitherto public assets," predatory
speculation and financialization, "crisis creation, management, and manipul~tion," a~d "s~te
redistribution" of wealth upward, by privatizing social services and encouragmg gentnfication
through tax codes and corporate welfare. 4 The growth of speculative, consumer-based, deindustrial markets in the global North is directly connected to global crises, precarity, and poverty
in the global South, just as the rise of profiteering multinational corporations and service sector
and low-paying just-in-time work has fostered a rising gap between rich and poor, owners
and workers, in the United States.
Neoliberalism is an economic argument that the market should be freed from state regulation,
resulting in social policies such as privatization and cuts in welfare, education, and healthcare.
It is a political discourse that helps justify the resulting debt, fiscal crises, and the upward redistribution of wealth. And finally, neoliberalism is a hegemonic discourse--"the common5
sense way many of us interpret, live in, and understand the world." As such, it makes the
ethical claim that individuals should be responsible, rational, "competitive," and "possessive"
actors who make claims based on "consumer sovereignty." 6 For these reasons, neoliberalism
as an organizing logic has had a profound impact on how everyone, including LGBT and queer
people, understand and live out their political lives.

Neoliberalism and Queer Culture and Politics
Neoliberalism creates and relies on racial, gendered, and sexual inequality, but justifies this
social inequality as a logical outcome of free choice, personal responsibility, and individualism.
By redefining citizenship as ownership and freedom as freedom to consu1~1e,neoli~eral economic policies have dismantled social welfare, enshrined a property-based nght to pnvacy, _a~d
destroyed public sexual cultures accessible to poor, young, queer, and transgender commumues
of color. Building on the groundbreaking work of historians such asJohn D'Emilio, who linked
gay identity to the rise of industrial capitalism, I focus on the ways that neoliberalism, in its
relation to the culture of what Fredric Jameson has termed late capitalism, celebrates, endorses,
and supports some aspects of sexuality, while at the same time limiting, policing, and punishing
others.
.
As a rationality, neoliberalism has narrowed the vision of much LGBT political organizing
to what Lisa Duggan calls "homonormativity": "a politics that does not contest dominant
108

heteron~~ative
assumptio_n_sand institutions but upholds and sustains them, while promising
the poss1b_ilityof a _d~mobilized gay constituency and a privatized, depoliticized gay culture
anch~re~ 1~ domest1C1ty_andconsu~ption." 7 Mainstream gay advocacy organizations have pursued md1v1dual and family-based nghts and turned away from liberationist or radical demands
for dismantling oppressive systems or promoting sexual freedom or pleasure. We can see this
vision reflected in the primary goals of the national movement through the 2010s: same-sex
1n:irriage and fa~y ~ecognition rights, market/ cultural visibility, access to the military, and hate
cnme/safety legislation. The following three cases show how homonormativity has guided the
mainstream LGBT rights movement for the past three decades.

Privatization of Social Services: Gay Marriage/The Welfare Queen
A February 15, 1976 New York Times article entitled" 'Welfare Queen' Becomes Issue in Reagan
Ca~~aign," began: "Few people realize it, but Linda Taylor, a 47-year-old Chicago welfare
rec1p1ent, has become a major campaign issue in the New Hampshire Republican Presidential
primary." The term "Welfare Queen" was popularized by Ronald Reagan in his 1976 stump
:!'eech_es, where he u~'ed it to describe a poor black woman on welfare who was purportedly
cheatmg the system. The figure helped to rally support and justification for the massive cuts
to welfare and social services that Reagan pursued. The "welfare queen" trafficked in older
icono~aphies of poor black women's deviant sexuality that were reinvigorated after the 1965
Mo!mhan Rep~rt on the gendered and sexual "pathologies" of the black family. The Report
dep1ct~d black smgle mothers as sites of"unrestrained sexual behavior"-and
thus responsible
for their own poverty. Relying on and reviving these imaginative links between race, poverty,
and (sexual) pathology, the image of the "Welfare Queen" played a central role in portraying
the poor as greedy, ~ot needy. Harnessing sexual deviance to racialized poverty, the image
helped shore up public support for the privatization and elimination of social services (in spite
of the _fa~t that mos_twho needed welfare and child assistance were and are white).
. -~his image contmued to ~o its work in the post-Reagan era. The 1996 Personal Respons1b~ty and Work Opportumty Reconciliation Act, for example, dramatically cut funding to
basic_safety net programs and ended "welfare as we know it," as Bill Clinton pledged. After
public ~ebate about welfare "abusers," the act replaced Aid to Families with Dependent Children w1~h ~emporary Assistance to Needy Families and required welfare recipients to take
low-paymgJobs .to qualify for benefits (workfare). It also aimed to limit the number of children
women on welfare could have, adding "family caps" to benefits and giving extra money to
US states that reduced the number of "out-of-wedlock" births without increasing abortions.
The Act also supported state abstinence-only education programs (that have roots in much
longer euge~c histories of the sterilization and reproductive control of poor women of
color). As Pnya Kandaswamy argues, "Although the law had negative impacts on a wide array
of w~men, support for the law was framed specifically as a means of disciplining sexually
pronuscuous, l~zy black (~nd more recently Latina) 'welfare queens' who supposedly used
government assistance to live outside the confmes of both the labor market and the heteropatriarchal family. " 8 This history shows the connection between disciplining the racialized poor
as _sexually deviant and marshaling public consent for the neoliberal decimation of public
assistance.
The pathologization .of non-(hetero)normative
racialized sexualities justifies a central
~omponent of neoliberal policy: limiting and privatizing welfare benefits. By propagating an
Image ?f the un_derserving (and hypersexual) welfare mother, and linking social support to
normative sexuality, these acts endorsed anti-queer (and anti-feminist) policies such as abstinence
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until marriage, heteronormative marriage and family forms, and control over the reproductive
futures of "undesirable" populations (poor people, indigenous people, people of color, queer
people). As Cathy Cohen argues, "many of the roots of heteronormativity are in white supremacist ideologies which sought (and continue) to use the state and its regulation of sexuality,
in particular through the institution of heterosexual marriage, to designate which individuals
were truly 'fit' for full rights and privileges of citizenship. " 9 Such arguments are ongoing: between
2005 and 2015, federal programs privatizing carework (within the family) and cutting state
support for poor mothers and children provided $150 million a year to promote "healthy
marriages" and "responsible fathers."
For many queer critics, because marriage promotion is one way that non-normative gender
and sexuality-particularly
the sexualities of black and poor women-is
disciplined by the
neoliberal state, the mainstream LGBT movement's emphasis on same-sex marriage was
disappointing. Critics such as Michael Warner have long argued against state regulation in the
form of marriage. In this most recent instantiation, the neoliberal withdrawal of public social
support serves as an incentive to seek marriage as the source of care, support, and resource
protection. As Cohen writes, "Same-sex marriage, far from ending 'marriage as we know it,'
preserves a narrow system for the distribution of benefits that is tied to heteronormative
understandings of the family. It allows the state to continue to shift its responsibility for the
10
well being of its citizens to some private form we label the family." In this context, the LGBT
movement's emphasis on same-sex marriage must be viewed as the success ofneoliberal policies
that offer marriage as a privatized solution to peoples' needs for childcare, healthcare, economic
stability, and social recognition.
In the 2015 US Supreme Court case granting same-sex couples the right to marry, the Court
argued that the right to marry is foundational to individual autonomy, liberty, and personal
choice; that marriage "fulfils yearnings for security, safe haven, and connection that express
our conunon humanity"; and that marital status is the legitimate basis for both social recognition
and material and state benefits, including inheritance and property rights, spousal privileges,
medical decision-making, adoption rights, workers' compensation benefits, health insurance,
and child custody and support benefits. 11 Justice Anthony Kennedy concludes the opinion:
"No union is more profound than marriage, for it embodies the highest ideals oflove, fidelity,
devotion, sacrifice, and family ... [The petitioners'] hope is not to be condemned to live in
loneliness, excluded from one of civilization's oldest institutions. They ask for equal dignity
in the eyes of the law." 12 Like other LGBT fainily-making strategies such as transracial and
transnational adoption, new LGBT family rights are historically dependent on neoliberal
transfonnations: the dismantling of social services, a shrinking social safety net, US migration
13
and labor flows, and the racialized criminalization of poverty. The call for the "dignity" of
gay and lesbian marriage, like other pleas based on sexual respectability, depends on the regulation
and policing of others-often the reproductive futurity of poor, queer, people of color. Such
neoliberal family politics affrrm the health and humanity of some, while helping to justify
14

surveillance, exclusion, and poverty for others.

The Pink Market: Queer Consumer Citizens/Queer Poverty
In May 1982, the New York Times Magazine ran an essay called "Tapping the Homosexual
Market," in which Karen Stabiner reported that advertisers were now "wooing ... the white,
single, well-educated, well-paid man who happens to be homosexual." As Katherine Sender
details, this new "pink market" was prompted by market research that seemed to point to the
wealth of gay men and lesbians; in the early 1990s, Overlooked Opinions, a gay-marketing
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3. Safe Spaces: Gay Gentrifiers/Dangerous Queers
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strip clubs and erotic video stores and theaters to isolated nonresidential neighborhoods,
prohibiting their proximity to schools, houses of worship, and other similar cornniercial
establishments. By the end of the decade, Michael Warner warned, "a pall hangs over the public
life of queers .... As in other US cities, sex publics in New York that have been built up over
several decades-by the gay movement, by AIDS activism, and by countercultures of many
different kinds-are now endangered by a new politics of privatization. " 24
The cornniodification of urban space meant that sexual cultures-including
gay spaceshave been increasingly reduced to privatized spaces of consumption. Gay neighborhoods
such as New York City's Village or San Francisco's Castro became tourist attractions and
shopping/ entertainment enclaves, capitalizing on the image of gay and lesbians as affiuent, stylish
consumers and taste-makers. Rather than representing vice or perversity as they had for most
of the twentieth century, gays at the tum of the new millennium, David Bell and Jon Binnie
argue, were increasingly "cast as model citizens of the urban renaissance, contributing towards
the gentrification of cornniodifiable cosmopolitan residential and cornniercial areas." 25At the
same time, spaces for queers of color, queer youth, or poor queers-such as New York City's
Chelsea piers-were razed and replaced with locked and gated parks and new condominium
complexes. Redevelopment "is about fencing off unwanted colored [and queer] bodies,"
Manalansan writes, yet, rather than a target for intervention, it is celebrated by much of the
LGBT press as "positive outcomes and developments for all queers. " 26
Like the rise of the same-sex marriage movement and the gay consumer-citizen, the
reorientation of cities toward the wealthy obscures the queer poor people, street youth, people
of color, people with disabilities, and trans people shut out from acceptable neoliberal citizenship. In cities across the US, LGBT activism since the 1980s has pitted the interests of white
gay (and lesbian) middle-class residents/property-owners against young, queer and trans people
of color, using "safety" as the language of power. In her history of gay and lesbian anti-violence
activism, Christina Hanhardt shows how gay visibility and cornniunity has been used to justify
the policing, targeting, and profiling of those assumed to be dangerous. In these imaginaries,
wealthy gay consumers are good investors, cruising spaces and sexual zones should be privatized,
and poor queer people, people of color, youth, trans people, and people with disabilities are
rendered "risky," detrimental to "quality of life" and a potential threat to capital.
We therefore cannot look only at gains in "cultural visibility" for LGBT people to measure
political and social progress. Historically, increased media visibility has been "directly connected
to the criminalization of black people, trans people, people of color, and people doing sex
work," Reina Gossett argues, because visibility projects tend to reinforce existing modes
of sexual respectability. 27 This same dynamic exists today: the rise of media representations of
trans women of color in 2014 and 2015, Gossett argues, corresponds to the highest recorded
murder rates of those same women. LGBT campaigns for visibility-in the form of media
visibility, marketing recognition, new gay-orientated business developments, or social
recognition-have depended on the invisibility, criminalization, and abjection of queered others.
As such, they have benefited from and reinforced neoliberal capitalist restructuring: the massive
cuts in social programs (and their incomplete replacement by non-profit organizations shored
up by corporate and major donor philanthropy), the privatization of public institutions and
spaces, and the coercive policing of immigrant, racialized, and criminalized bodies that have
occurred alongside the development of gay and lesbian commercial marketplaces and
neighborhoods.
As with marriage rights and consumer citizenship, gay gentrification marks the triumph of
the neoliberal distortion of gay liberation and social justice movements from the 1960s. As
Duggan argues, in the era ofNew Homononnativity, "'equality' becomes narrow, formal access
113
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to a few conservatizing institutions, 'freedom' becomes impunity for bigotry and vast inequalities
in commercial life and civil society, the 'right to privacy' becomes domestic confinement, and
democratic politics itself becomes something to be escaped ... Welcome to the New World
Order! " 28 Welcome to neoliberalism.

The Ends of Neoliberalism?
After the Great Recession of 2008, some scholars suggested that neoliberalism was over-that
the deregulation, speculation, and free market policies that brought about this most recent crisis
had been delegitimized. Most now agree that reports of its death were premature. Since
neoliberalism has, for decades, transformed the way that the state creates and sustains new subjects
and social relations best suited to new markets, the historical transformations that I detail in
this essay-especially perhaps movement goals and visions-are not easily displaced.
Other scholars have argued that the language of freedom and choice so central to neoliberal
ideology might be in retreat, or at least overwhelmed by a new emphasis on safety, security,
and policing, especially after the events of 9/11. Susan Hyatt, for example, argues that "the
idealized subject of neoliberal policy was the citizen-consumer who was 'responsibled' to make
wise and prudent choices in the 'free market' of utilities and services, ranging from healthcare
to schooling. In contrast, the idealized subject of the law-and-order state is now the citizen
who both policies and agrees to be policed. " 29 Still others argue that the carceral state--the
explosive growth of the prison-industrial complex and new state security and surveillance
apparatuses-is a continuation of, rather than a departure from, neoliberal policies.
In LGBT politics, the post 9/11 era marks a transition from homonormativity to whatJasbir
Puar has called "homonationalism": the alignment of respectable LGBT citizen-subjects with
the state and against other queered subjects, such as the terrorist, the criminal, the poor, and
the undocumented, who face the harshest legal and extralegal techniques of the state and its
related corporate interests. 30As Karma Chavez argues, homonational logics that accept US state
militarism as a prerequisite for national belonging are at work not only in campaigns such as
the fight to repeal "Don't Ask, Don't Tell," but also in mainstream LGBT immigration politics.
By prioritizing family reunification, such campaigns emphasized respectable, "deserving" samesex bi-national families with higher income levels, allowing others to languish in militarized
detention facilities; by supporting the DREAM_ Act, organizations accepted that conditional
permanent residency would only extend to those youth who, among other criteria, possess "a
clean criminal record and thus good moral standing" and attend either two years of college or
serve at least two years in the military. 31 Another way homonationalism is pressed into the
service of the state is through "pinkwashing," the use of gay-friendly images (such as tourist
attractions or state support of same-sex marriage) to portray the state as tolerant and modem.
In Israel and the US, even while hyper-securitized borders and an increasing surveillanceorientated state targets queered people for social death, pinkwashing perpetuates a civilizing
narrative that justifies ongoing settler colonialism, occupation, and militarization in the name
of anti-homophobia. These developments make use of and build upon neoliberal modes of
extraction, securitization, and citizenship.
A final critique of neoliberalism concerns its utility as a concept. Some scholars, such as
Catherine Kingfisher and Jeff Maskovsky, and John Clarke, have argued that "neoliberalism"
has become a cant word, overused in scholarship that treats it as an abstract concept or actor
in the world, rather than as a partial and unstable process. Others argue that "particularities
and local categories and meanings" can be "erased when everything is subsumed under the
framework of neoliberalism. " 32 Still, there is a need for studies that take up neoliberalism not
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