The system of productive and reproductive labor as capital views queerness as an abject phenomena that destabilizes the idealized image of the productive workplace and household – this perpetual demarcation and expulsion of the non-normative body from normative economic frameworks is an essential function in the production of the marketplace. In other words, heteronormativity enables capital surplus accumulation while being perpetuated itself through capitalist relations of production and social reproduction. 
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Unlike the exploited workers and the misrecognized homosexuals, women as a collectivity is situated in the middle of the spectrum, combining features of both exploited class and despised sexuality. Gender injustice consists of both the gendered division of labors (within wage work, and between wage labor and unpaid domestic labor)8 and “androcentrism,” or the authoritative construction of norms that privilege masculinity and devalue femininity (Fraser 1997b, 20). As a group, women face a vicious cycle of economic and cultural subordination, which dialectically reinforce one another. Sexist and patriarchal norms are institutionalized in production relations, preventing women from full and equal participation in the economy. Simultaneously, unequal economic opportunities and distribution of resources generate dependency and oppression, which are then used to further perpetuate misogyny and male domination. Redressing gender injustices therefore requires both altering the unequal distribution of resources and changing the patriarchal signification of women and femininity.9 Writing in the post-1989 period under the “postsocialist” condition,10 Fraser sees her redistribution–recognition schema as an attempt to recenter class as a relevant social collective and economic redistribution as an indispensable half of the struggle for justice for all. While sympathetic to Fraser’s project, Butler takes her to task over her conception of sexuality as wholly rooted in cultural-valuational structure and homophobia as ultimately a matter of cultural recognition. In an essay titled “Merely Cultural,” Butler argues that the regulation of sexuality is not merely a matter of culture, but a matter central to the functioning of political economy. Conceptual models that fail to articulate the systematic ties between the regulation of sexuality and the mode of production will risk reproducing the division that locates certain struggles as part of political economy and others, such as queer struggle, as exclusively cultural and inessential (Butler 1997: 270).11 Contending that the oppression of non-normative sexualities is not merely a matter of cultural recognition, Butler writes: Is it possible to distinguish, even analytically, between a lack of cultural recognition and material oppression... ? [L]esbians and gays are rigorously excluded from state-sanctioned notions of the family. ..; are stopped at the border; are deemed inadmissible to citizenship; are selectively denied the status of freedom of speech and freedom of assembly; are denied the right, as members of the military, to speak their desires; or are deauthorized by the law to make emergency medical decisions about dying lovers, or to receive the property of dead lovers, or to receive from the hospital the bodies of dead lovers.... Is this simply the circulation of vilifying cultural attitudes or do such disenfranchisements mark a specific operation of the sexual and gendered distribution of legal and economic entitlement? (Butler 1997: 273) At one level, Butler simply points out the obvious, namely that symbolic representation of homosexuality, which excludes gays and lesbian from many aspects of legal personhood, also produces material disenfranchisement that is indissociable from cultural vilification. As such, redressing queer oppression requires both recognition and redistribution. This is not incompatible with Fraser’s analysis, however. In her original analysis, Fraser does not deny that queer people can face maldistribution so entrenched to the point where any prospect of recognition is completely impeded. She even concludes that “a politic of sexual redistribution may be needed both in itself and to help get a politics of recognition off the ground” (Fraser 1997b: 25). At a deeper level, however, Butler wants to deconstruct the cultural/economic and recognition/ redistribution binaries themselves. Consider, for instance, the co-production of the heterosexual-cisgender subjects as the normative and the homosexual, bisexual, transgender, and other queer subjects as the abject others. Butler argues that this is not simply a matter of symbolic representation, but a process of producing human beings themselves, their interrelations, and the material conditions of their life (Butler 1997: 271–72). This co-production of the sexually normative subjects and the sexually queer subjects (which I refer to as heteronormativity) serves an important economic function in capitalist production. The heteronormative logic is not arbitrary, and deeply implicated in the arrangement of productive and reproductive labor under capitalism: Is there any way to analyze how normative heterosexuality and its “genders” are produced within the sphere of reproduction without noting the compulsory ways in which homosexuality and bisexuality, as well as transgender, are produced as the sexually “abject,” and without extending the mode of production to account precisely for this social mechanism of regulation? It would be a mistake to understand such productions as “merely cultural” if they are essential to the functioning of the sexual order of political economy—that is, if they constitute a fundamental threat to its very workability. The economic, tied to the reproductive, is necessarily linked to the reproduction of heterosexuality. (Butler 1997: 274) This passage contains two radical claims. First, economic production and reproduction are necessarily linked to the reproduction of heteronormativity. This implies that any structural transformation of economic production and social reproduction (be it redistribution or revolution) will alter the production and reproduction of what qualifies as a person and a sex (Butler 1997: 276). Second, disrupting heteronormativity could potentially throw a wrench into the working engine of capitalism, undermining its workability. As such, representing the queer struggle as one for positive recognition without acknowledging its fundamentally subversive political economic implication is a mistake, both analytically and strategically when it comes to building revolutionary alliance. This also suggests that a diverse and equally flourishing social field of sexuality cannot be realized unless sexuality is understood as an integral component of an expansive economic sphere, which includes both the reproduction of goods and the social reproduction of persons (Butler 1997: 272). Contra Butler, Fraser sees sexuality as belonging “to a status order that is differentiated from, and complexly related [to] the economic structure.” This status order exists in a space of personal life, which is “disconnected from the imperatives of production and reproduction” (Fraser 1997a: 283–84). According to Fraser, there is no necessary link between heteronormativity, queer recognition, and capitalist production. And as I summarized earlier, confounding redistribution and recognition à la Butler risks masking the possible contradictions that arise when claims for recognition and redistribution are pursued simultaneously (Fraser 1997b: 34 esp. note 14). Claims to recognize the dignity and positive worth of queer sexuality could mark them off as a distinct social group and undermine claims for egalitarian distribution of socioeconomic resources and entitlements.12 In revisiting this exchange between Fraser and Butler, it is fascinating to note the affinity between Butler’s perspective and social reproduction theory, even if Butler uses the term reproduction only in a narrow sense.13 For scholars who are familiar with the works of Butler and Fraser, my suggestion here is likely a surprising reversal. Butler has never self-identified as a social reproduction theorist, nor is she recognized within the canon as one, whereas Fraser has been a key figure in the social reproduction literature, especially in her more recent writings (e.g., Fraser 2017b; Arruzza, Bhattacharya, and Fraser 2019). On the other hand, Butler’s writings, especially on gender performativity and the materiality of sex, are considered among the founding texts of queer theory. The overlooking of her insight that the regulation of sexuality is a constitutive feature of political economy is perhaps symptomatic of a broader omission of sex from radical political economic theorizing. Following Butler, I want to stage an intervention by elaborating on how social reproduction could be the missing tie that binds sexuality to production. This also serves as a rudimentary schema demonstrating the relationship between heteronormativity and capitalism, and the analytical gains we can have from a political economic interrogation of sexuality. At the core of Butler’s 1997 critique is the notion that sexuality is a fundamental part of the mode of production, and that queer struggle can pose a threat to capitalism’s workability. In particular, she highlights three areas where heteronormativity plays a critical role: in the sexual division of labor, in the normative heterosexual family, and in the production of a particular kind of sexgender persons as proper subjects for capitalism. Taking cue from her argument, in this section I sketch out the ways in which capitalism has benefited from the construction of workers whose production, reproduction, and personhood are articulated through and along heteronormative sex-gender categories. This is not to argue that heteronormativity is necessary for capitalist accumulation, or that a successful struggle against the heteronormative regulation of sexuality will spell the end of capitalism. Rather, I am suggesting that heteronormativity enables capital surplus accumulation while being perpetuated itself through capitalist relations of production and social reproduction. As such, queer struggle is always a political economic struggle: genuine queer emancipation cannot be achieved without an overhaul of the productive and reproductive structure. This dialectic is at the heart of a queer Marxist theory. First, let us consider the division of labor between men and women. Capitalists benefit from the gendered division of labor in production and reproduction, under which women’s labor is unrecognized, unremunerated, and devalued (Folbre 2021; Moos 2021). Empirical evidence points to the continuing existence of gender wage gap, glass ceiling, care penalty, motherhood penalty, and widespread implicit and explicit cultural biases against women in the labor market (Blau and Kahn 2017). At home, women perform three-quarters of all unpaid household work, totaling 4.5 trillion hours a year or the equivalence of 2.1 billion full-time jobs (Heintz 2019). This is unequivocally a material oppression of women, justified by discourses of femininity and womanhood in which housework and carework are presented not as work. Instead, they are represented as a natural attribute of women, an internal need coming from the depth of the female psyche that finds fulfillment in being housewives, mothers, caregivers, and nurturers (Federici 2012c; Brewer 1997). This identification is both a patriarchal restriction of the opportunities available to women in society and a concealment of the fact that these reproductive activities are essential to the reproduction of labor and capital. Notice, furthermore, that the gender division of labor and its concomitant discourses of femininity predicate on a prior conception of heterosexuality, one that presupposes an opposition between men and women: “Woman’s position as subordinate other, as (sexual) property, and as exploited laborer depends on a heterosexual matrix in which woman is taken to be man’s opposite” (Hennessy 2018: 25). At its core, heteronormativity is the unification of sex, gender, and desire in binaries where male is differentiated from/elevated above female, masculinity is differentiated from/elevated above femininity, and heterosexuality is differentiated from/elevated above homosexuality. Heteronormativity makes possible the constructions of gendered persons as “women” and “men.” As same-sex desire, trans-gender, and anatomically sexually ambiguous bodies threaten to expose this artificial engendering, heteronormativity works to counter those threats. Practices such as the determination of a newborn’s sex/gender based on bodily sex organs, the depiction of same-sex desire as gender inversion or as a rebellious phase that can be “cured” through conversion therapy, and the perversion and criminalization of transgender people into sexual predators are all part of the heteronormative regulation of sexuality which makes categories of men and women appear as “natural” and the social division of labor between them “normal.” This is what Butler alludes to when she argues that “it is not that nonheterosexual forms of sexuality are simply left out, but that their suppression is essential to the operation of that prior normativity” (Butler 1997: 274). This suppression is not a onetime event but an ongoing process that maintains the gender division of labor and foregrounds the gender oppression of women. To illustrate, consider Sylvia Federici’s argument that sex is sold to the working class as the “other” of work, as compensation for work and an escape from the alienating discipline of capitalist production. In reality, however, for women “sex is work. .. it is a duty. The duty to please is so built into our sexuality” (Federici 2012d: 24). Federici’s analysis captures vividly how women’s sexuality and their reproductive labor are exploited. My analysis here complements hers by identifying the heteronormative logic as what enables this exploitation. Heteronormativity naturalizes the category of women, builds the duty to please into their sexuality, and orients that sexuality toward a man (their husband) to the point where “giving pleasure to man is an essential part of what is expected of every woman” (Federici 2012d: 25). A queer challenge to heteronormativity, in this context, means interrogating “what is a woman?” and deconstructing the gender binary, thereby contesting the social assignment of labor and care along gendered lines. The queer challenge also means casting a critical look at the sites where the suppression of queerness and reproduction of normative heterosexuality take place. This occurs, first and foremost, in the family. As Butler notes, “the reproduction of gendered persons, of ‘men’ and ‘women,’ depended on the social regulation of the family and, indeed, on the reproduction of the heterosexual family” (Butler 1997: 272). At one level, she gestures toward the fact that it is at home where children first acquire their heterosexuality. It is often from parental choices over clothing (blue shirt or pink dress?), appearance (short hair or long hair?), toys (Barbie or Superman?), hobbies (ballet or soccer?), and so forth that the abstract heteronormative script containing what it means to be a girl/woman and a boy/man first crystallizes into concrete materiality. The reproduction of heterosexuality, therefore, relies on the reproduction of a heteronormative ideal of the family, one that is built around the axes of monogamous husband-wife and parent-children (Federici 2012a; Fraser 2017a). Embedded in this normative ideal is the representation of heterosexuality as the pinnacle of human sexuality, monogamous heterosexual marriage as the condition of “happily ever after,” and childbirth as natural and desirable (especially for women). At a second level, Butler’s statement also reflects the material reality that family is the privileged, taken-for-granted site of social reproduction under capitalism. Ideologically construed as a private domain, the family appears to be separated from and opposite to the market and the factory (or the office) (Fraser 2017a). But, as the physical space where labor power, social relations, kinships, customs, norms, and tradition are reproduced, the family is indispensable for the functioning of capitalism as such (Hewitson 2014; Naidu and Ossome 2018). As a site of nonmarket production, income pooling, mutual aids, and a source of genuine affection and reciprocity, the family is critical to the survival of the working class (Laslett and Brenner 1989). Through its social reproductive functioning, the family is a fundamental feature of the mode of production. At the same time, it can be a site of conflict and oppression. As a private, self-sufficient unit dedicated to aggrandizing its own consumption ends, family can be a source of dependency that ties workers and their dependents to continuing waged employment and exploitation (Nash 1993). It is within the family that the transmission of compulsory heterosexuality, the gendered division of labor, and the identification of femininity with unpaid reproductive labor take place. Queer struggle against heteronormativity, then, implies the question of how to survive without a (heterosexual) family when the precarity of surviving alone can become unbearable. Among minority communities, especially queer people of color, there is a rich tradition of “chosen family,” formed by persons unrelated by kinship but connected through a mutual desire for belonging. These flexible family formations certainly exceed the heteronormative mold, but can they be a bastion against capitalism’s alienation, or will they unwittingly replicate the dependency, exclusion, and exploitation endemic to the conventional family? A priori, both are possible. I take this unresolved (and perhaps unresolvable) ambiguity as a further reminder that the family is a fundamental part of the mode of production and reproduction, and therefore contains within it all of capitalism’s contradictions. Last but not least, let us turn to Butler’s argument that heteronormativity is “a mode of producing the subject” (Butler 1997: 276). Compulsory normative heterosexuality is not merely about recognizing some subjects as normal and vilifying other subjects as abnormal and unworthy. It is about the process of subject formation itself, the attempt to constitute legible personhood on the basis of heteronormative sex-gender. In this process, the sexually abjects are produced as something other than human, a non-subject Other. This foregrounds and naturalizes the cultural denigration and economic discrimination to which they are subjected. Rosemary Hennessy makes a similar observation that queers are the bottom rung “upon which socially favored categories and identities rest” (Hennessy 2018: xv–xviii; see also Rubin 1984). In a capitalist society built upon the myth of free exchange among equals, the consequence of being constitutively less-than-equal is that queers are always already worth-less, their labor power cheapened. This manifests in labor market discrimination and economic marginalization of queer workers. Empirical evidence shows that lesbian, gay, transgender, and gender-nonconforming workers face persistent discrimination and harassment in the workplace (Weichsalbaumer 2003; Tilcsik 2011, Schneebaum and Badgett 2019; Martell 2018; Baumle, Badgett, and Boutcher 2019). A disproportionately larger number of queer people live in conditions of abject poverty, surviving precariously in the margins by doing sex work, trafficking drugs, and performing other illicit and often dangerous work. Queer youths have one of the highest rates of mental illness, suicide, and homelessness. Under heteronormative capitalism, queer lives are marked by transphobia, homophobia, “compounded by the preoccupation with survival, the insecurity of work, and paralysis bred of fear and need” (Hennessy 2006: 394). In short, heteronormativity functions as a mode of exploitation that contributes to the accumulation of surplus value, not unlike how patriarchy enables the exploitation of women at home and in the workplace (Folbre 2021). The heteronormative production of the subject also fulfills capital’s critical “need to maintain political and ideological hegemony over a divided working class” (Vogel 2013: 168). Every time the homo/hetero, trans/cis, masculine/feminine binaries14 are reproduced as normatively opposite, the proletariat’s class consciousness gets displaced by internal hierarchies and division. Rosemary Hennessy’s studies of gay and lesbian operators in Mexican maquiladoras document how managers deploy homophobic discourses to brew tensions, distrust, and hostility between queer and non-queer workers (Hennessy 2006). Moreover, these hierarchies dialectically (re) produce one another. For instance, white supremacy is constructed not just through slavery and anti-Black racism, but also through discourse equating queer desires as sexually disabled and diseased (Ferguson 2003). Universalization of whiteness in America is accomplished not only by designating Blacks as a eugenic threat but also by promoting reproductive heterosexual marriage among whites as the cure (Carter 2007). Heteronormativity underlies the uneven development of heterogeneous subjects along categories of differences, a process fundamental to capital’s ongoing exploitation and domination. To sum up, heteronormativity, through its production of normative gender/sexual subjects, plays important roles in capitalist production. Combining insights from social reproduction theory and from Butler’s 1997 critique, I have clarified how heteronormativity functions to stabilize the gender division of labor, reproduce the normative reproductive family, constitute queer subjects as devalued and exploitable, and contribute to the internal stratification within the working class. The implication is that homophobia and transphobia are not simply problems of individuals acting in hateful and oppressive ways, nor could they be “competed-away” under market forces. They are hardwired into the structure of capitalist mode of production and reproduction. Queer struggle, therefore, cannot be dismissed as merely cultural and irrelevant to political economy. Instead, it must be situated as part of the broader struggle against capitalism, and alongside rather than displacing or being displaced by other revolutionary movements against racism, sexism, patriarchy, fascism and settler colonialism. Part of that struggle is in developing a queer Marxist theory capable of articulating how sex dialectically interrelates with other social relations of power to provide the condition of possibility for capitalist accumulation and reproduction.
Source: Aff - Go To Werk - Michigan 7 2023 KLAB · Michigan · 2023




