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INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 

Not quite a decade into the 21st century, we find ourselves asking new 
questions and contemplating, again, some of the recurrent issues regarding 
gay culture, counterculture, inclusion, assimilation, and cofunctionality. 
Far from being redundant, revisiting important concerns is a sign of 
growth, the demonstration of a thriving community that continues to 
define itself as our position in and relationship to mainstream culture 
changes. As David L. Eng advances in the Introduction to the 2005 special 
issue of Social Text, , “it is crucial to insist yet again on the capacity of 
queer studies to mobilize a broad social critique of race, gender, class, 
nationality, and religion, as well as sexuality.”1 The essays, by authors 
writing from and about various geographical and cultural locales, 
including in/out of the academy, gathered in 21st-Century Gay Culture 
take a fresh look at some of the important components of gay culture and 
how we incorporate these elements into our daily, social, political—in 
short, our cultural lives. Each of the contributors has a history of reflection 
and publication on queer topics; they bring to bear a diverse range of 
intellectual experience which converges on several planes, yielding a 
group of readings at once wide-ranging and coherent. Our hope is to shed 
some light on the elusive and diverse nature of contemporary gay culture. 

The end of the 20th century brought significant changes to the gay or 
LGBT or queer community in the USA—I use “gay,” “LGBT,” or “queer” 
not interchangeably but as a kind of shorthand, leaving the arguments for 
and against “community” for the texts you are about to read—for example 
Clinton’s founding of the “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell (DADT)” policy 
(arguably momentous at the time) and the thirtieth anniversary of the 
Stonewall riots. Likewise the opening years of the 21st century have 
already seen important strides, such as the Lawrence v. Texas (2003) 
overruling of the Bowers v. Hardwick (1986) decision upholding the 
Georgia sodomy decision; statements by former Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff Gen. John Shalikashvili and former Senator and Secretary 
of Defense William Cohen against DADT. And after the euphoria over the 
Vermont legislators’ passing of civil unions in 2000, no one forgets the 
predominant role, for better or for ill, that Same-Sex Marriage (SSM) 
played in the 2004 presidential campaigns. As such changes occur, so too 
does the landscape of gay culture. These components of our past and 
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present culture, along with the adjustments as well as the frustrations that 
affect our lives in a real and daily way, shape the focus of the essays which 
follow. 

Culture in its various manifestations can be said to mirror daily life. 
When culture becomes the subject of dialogue, the ambiguity of the term 
typically opens up discussion. But this debate always introduces just as 
many variants as clarifications. Over the past fifteen years cultural studies 
have revealed not only the difficulty of defining “culture” but also the 
delight on the part of many scholars in the plurality of definitions that have 
surfaced. Culture has been described as “a set of cultural objects,” which 
might be physical, mental, metaphoric, symbolic reifications—objects 
created by the act of symbolization, in the words of the anthropologist 
Leslie White.2 Pierre Bourdieu has called culture “the universal human 
capacity to classify, codify and communicate experiences symbolically.”3 
Bourdieu posits that  

 
[c]ulture is that sort of freely available and all-purpose knowledge that you 
acquire in general at an age when you don’t yet have any questions to ask. 
You can spend your life increasing it, cultivating it for its own sake. Or 
else, you can use it as a sort of more or less inexhaustible toolbox.4  

 
 “Gay” culture in most instances, however, must be considered 

something rather different from mainstream culture. Gay culture 
represents a subculture, a set of people with a set of behaviors and beliefs 
that could be distinct or hidden, which differentiates them from the larger 
culture which surrounds them. Even considering the very public 
expression of gay culture that is becoming prevalent in the beginning of 
the 21st century, there are still important peculiarities that distinguish gay 
culture from the mainstream culture that Bourdieu addresses.  

Separating gay culture from mainstream culture is arguably an 
obvious step; but what of the many cultures that compose gay life? Do we 
all share the same cultural experiences? Much like the indistinct and 
somewhat troubling term “community,” “gay culture” begs clarification as 
to the problematic assumption of a common identity. The concept of a 
community, while perhaps useful for the purposes of unified work toward 
a common goal, collapses into one collective noun the many different 
types of gay people that make up the so-called gay community. This is, in 
fact, one of the most conspicuous problems in the rhetoric of presidential 
candidates who are currently trying to garner the “gay vote”—a frustration 
we share with other minorities with whom the contenders also try to curry 
favor.  
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We can attempt to distinguish gay culture from mainstream culture, as 
well as from the culture of other groups, by reading Bourdieu’s facile 
definition critically. When he states that, “at an age when you don’t yet 
have any questions to ask,” something at once familiar and foreign 
emerges for us: while we who feel different often do have questions at a 
young age, we don’t always feel we should or even that we can ask 
them—“can” meaning just as much permission as facility. Our culture and 
our sensibility stem largely from this very (often self-imposed) interdiction 
and obstruction. Rather than an imitation of the heterosexual norm, 
though—to co-opt Judith Butler’s objection to claims that homosexuality 
is a copy of heterosexuality5—our mode of questioning revolves around 
self-doubt, second guessing, and the conflicting tendencies of courageous 
trial and insecure retreat. Whence originate our difference, our originality, 
and our culture. Not insignificantly, this is also the source of our 
seemingly incongruous anxiety and, not disassociated, our camp 
sensibility. 

Another aspect of culture that Bourdieu puts forward, which has 
particular implications for gay culture, becomes instructive as a way of 
introducing the specific components of gay culture that we present and 
consider in these essays:  

 
[A]nachronism is written into the traditional attitude towards culture; the 
traditionally literate person experiences his or her culture as living, and 
sees himself or herself as contemporary with all his or her predecessors. 
Culture and language change because they survive in a changing world; 
[…] this universe can be called the space of ‘co-possibles’. Anachronism 
detemporalizes the work, tears it out of time […] at the same time that it 
temporalizes it by ‘reactivating it’ ceaselessly, by permanent 
reinterpretation.6 

 
Bourdieu’s emphasis on the temporal element of culture has specific 

and unique consequences for a gay context, and even more consequences 
for its critics. Our past is peppered with fear and anxiety from a variety of 
sources both internal and external. Only since the 1950s, and in a more 
focused way since the end of the 1960s, have we seen significant change. 
But change is difficult, and it is particularly difficult when community 
members do not share the same degree of confidence and commitment 
coupled with a similar degree of security and support. While many of us 
feel positively about the strides that have been made in the last several 
decades, others feel we are not changing fast enough. At the same time, 
we still face stubborn and distressing quandaries concerning religion, 
marriage (note that I separate these two issues), child-rearing, health 
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benefits—and the list goes on. Even so, our culture adjusts and adapts to 
new vistas and hopes. And for many of us, the very prospect of diverse 
manifestations of our culture offers the most optimistic view of our future. 

Judith Butler’s sense of performativity, as she discusses it in Gender 
Trouble, offers a useful context in which to discuss gay culture. She 
explains the reenactment or performance of gender “in ways that work 
against the heterosexual grain, and subversive performances such as parody 
and drag reveal ontological inner depths and gender cores as regulatory 
fictions.”7 Parody without an original, Butler’s “performance” is in fact a 
parody of an original itself. Thus the notion of the construction of gender, 
especially significant for LGBT people, clearly displays not only the 
anxiety of gender performance but the obvious way in which gay culture 
diverges from heterosexual culture. 

Butler’s guide provides clear and sometimes uneasy direction for the 
examination of gay culture. The same is not necessarily true of the 
exploration of gay identity. From an interview with Butler by Gary A. 
Olson and Lynn Worsham we read:  

 
This term [“sexual minorities,” a notion that Gayle Rubin introduced many 
years ago] is not identity-based: it isn’t that we’re struggling for people 
who are gay or lesbian or transgendered; we’re struggling for all kinds of 
people who for whatever reason are not immediately captured or 
legitimated by the available norms and who live with the threat of violence 
or the threat of unemployment or the threat of dispossession of some kind 
by virtue of their aberrant relation to the norm. What worries me is that 
many mainstream gay organizations have become very identity-based. […] 
[T]here are a lot of folks who aren’t going to be able to stand up and say 
they are X or Y, or who might even say they are X or Y and their assertion 
would be disputed. […] So, one important question here is: “What happens 
when identity politics get instituted in the law and becomes a very rigid 
structure so that the capacity for making a claim or seeking redress 
becomes effectively dictated by very narrow identity terms?” (347-48) 8 

 
Applying Butler’s words to a consideration of gay culture, then, would 

beg the question of an identity-based culture—not just the problematic 
concept of a single culture originating in a narrowly defined community, 
but the awkward notion of a single culture originating in a group defined 
by its identity. Can we consider there to be a gay culture or cultures that 
derive from groups of people with similar cultural expression? Can we 
conceive of “gay culture” or “queer culture” as an umbrella term that 
would encompass cultural expressions of various types, from various time 
periods, embedded in diverse “majority” cultures? Race, class, and 
ethnicity have begun to claim space in queer theory, but this relatively new 
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development further complicates the notion of a single gay culture.9 This is 
exactly why the multiplicity of questions and cultural responses to often 
unspoken uncertainties can be viewed as justifiable and reasonable, not to 
say legitimate. 

The essays in this collection offer insights that address the notion of 
gay culture. Carolyn Dinshaw delves into the dilemma of our relationship 
to our past in her exploration of an example of lesbian life in mid-19th-
century upstate New York. The links between the past and the present lead 
her to some startling realizations about the way we think about our position 
in the 21st century and our concept of “progress” and its function in matters 
of concern to the queer community. Jonathan D. Katz takes the opportunity 
of the fiftieth anniversary of Howl to reexamine Allen Ginsberg’s 
statements about homosexuality. By means of another look at this 
(in)famous piece, Katz challenges Ginsberg’s assertions as well as the 
standard interpretation of his position in the matter of gay culture. Robert 
Schwartzwald next takes us to France to consider Daniel Guérin’s often 
contradictory statements on homosexuality and French notions of 
universality as expressed in his autobiographical writings. Steven D. Smith 
delves into Antiquity’s attempts to define queer identity and thus reminds 
us of the Greek roots of homosexual sensibility and its expression in two 
texts, the Symposium and Achilles Tatius’ prose narrative on Leucippe and 
Clitophon. Luciano Martínez invites us to take another look at the gay 
liberation movement of the 1970s in Latin America. Far from the promise 
of a new society, first the Cuban “solution” and then the political 
movements of other Latin American regimes had an undeniable impact on 
efforts to define and confine homosexuality, its nature and its expression. 

The collection concludes with four essays that focus more specifically 
on present-day gay culture. Gema Pérez-Sánchez takes a look at the 
portrayal of immigrant and gay characters in contemporary Spanish film. 
In particular she is troubled by the apparently common identity of gays 
with immigrants in Spain at a historical moment when immigrants, and 
thus gays, are seen as pariahs.  Through the lens of the ideology of the 
Paris Commune, David A. Gerstner asks us to reexamine our notion of 
(gay) culture today. He dares contemporary queer theorists to incorporate 
non-American (con)texts into our studies of gay culture rather than 
reverting to what Butler called the “intensely bourgeois politics that have 
taken over the gay movement.” In a similar vein, Tavia Nyong’o takes us 
to the heart of the race issue in contemporary gay America. He challenges 
us to contemplate the occulting of terms like “queer” and “black” in 
contexts where to speak these concepts is not only un-PC but actually 
confrontational; but not to speak them is, conversely, dishonest and 
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existentially insincere. Finally, Guillermo G. Caliendo takes a firm look at 
the same-sex marriage issue in terms of how the rhetoric has taken over the 
discourse of gay culture and the impact this very discourse risks effecting. 

The essays included in 21st-Century Gay Culture provide a wide array 
of perspectives from which to reexamine the concept of gay culture, its 
ontology and its future. What we hope to inspire is an open dialogue on the 
cultural expression that defines us and that we define. If the semiotic value 
of culture is, to reference Barthes, an attitude arising from the analysis of 
the process of meaning by which a group signals its values, these 
contributions to that inquiry offer considerable material for thought and 
further scrutiny. In Publics and Counterpublics, Michael Warner disputes 
the notion of an easily-defined public, which, to my way of thinking, is an 
outgrowth of the problematic concepts of community and culture. In order 
for there to be a gay culture, there must be a public that buys and consumes 
that culture. But can the discussion on gay culture be reduced to a simple 
matter of commodity and exchange? The essays that make up 21st-Century 
Gay Culture speak to such a rich variety of manifestations and origins of 
culture so as to render it impossible to revert to a purely economic 
explanation. Culture in general, and gay culture in particular, must be 
allowed the intensity of its diverse expression, equally for primary 
instances of culture and for their critical examination. 

I would like to take this opportunity to thank the contributors for their 
work and their attention to detail. I also thank Dean Bernard J. Firestone 
and Provost Herman A. Berliner of Hofstra University for their support of 
the LGBT Studies Program and the symposium that prompted these essays. 
Finally, I extend my most sincere gratitude to my partner, Thomas R. 
Pileggi, for his unflagging encouragement in these endeavors. 

 
David A. Powell, New York 
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Masculinity,” and Hiram Pérez, “You Can Have My Brown Body and Eat It Too!” 
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BORN TOO SOON, BORN TOO LATE:  
THE FEMALE HUNTER OF LONG EDDY,  

CIRCA 1855 

CAROLYN DINSHAW 
 
 
 
I spent much of my recent sabbatical year in upstate New York, in a 

house I share with my girlfriend. Our land lies in the remote southwest 
corner of the Catskill mountain range, home of trout fishermen and deer 
hunters. In late June of that year I lived through the tragic flooding of the 
area, an experience that has fundamentally altered my sense of nature’s 
contingencies, the passage of time and my place in the landscape. All this 
has inevitably seeped into my intellectual work on temporality; the flood 
has given me a fresh understanding of the concept of “the stream of 
Time.” Anthropologist Johannes Fabian uses that phrase in his critique of 
evolutionary anthropologists in Time and the Other; the metaphor presents 
time as smoothly progressive, one moment coming after the last in a 
steady flow.1 But—as is implicit in Fabian’s deployment of the image, and 
as I am here to witness—streams do not always behave in this way. The 
stream that forms the border of our property rose, raged, and tore up its 
banks in the flood. Shifting and withdrawing, it cut new channels and 
created eddies, pools, and branches. From the small family cemetery 
upstream a headstone washed up on our banks, a part of the nineteenth 
century that only now, in the twenty-first century, made its way 
downstream [see fig. 1]. The rest of that family plot is still upstream. That 
moving headstone haunts my remarks here, as I meditate on the 
possibilities of a queer history—a history in which past and present and 
future mingle; in which there is thus a multitude of times in the Now; in 
which time moves in non-linear ways; in which ghosts and spirits act up. 
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Fig. 1: The headstone of David LeValley, 1820–1893 

(Photo: Carolyn Dinshaw) 
 
The strange temporalities of the Catskills are indeed legendary. If you 

believe the story by Washington Irving, first published in 1819 and 
immediately taken seriously in the region, Rip van Winkle slept for twenty 
years one night in those hills, enchanted by old Dutch spirits.2 Rip’s story 
reminds us that lives do not always form linear narratives. His life, rather, 
is ruptured (thus his name), and it is at the same time continuous: Rip slept 
for twenty years, but he experienced the passage of only one night. As 
young as he knows himself to be, Rip’s body is creaky and his beard is 
grizzled: he is, in fact, the very incarnation of what we might call temporal 
heterogeneity. Rip is a walking anachronism, having slept through the 
American Revolution while his family and friends are very decidedly post-
revolutionary creatures: not only is time not a smooth stream, but it is also 
not the same for everyone, as different people can experience totally 
different temporalities in the same present moment.  

“Rip van Winkle” can thus help us imagine a history that is non-linear 
and responsive to multiple times in the Now. It also challenges us to take 
the supernatural seriously. The supernatural—ancient Dutch spirits in their 
“quaint” dress; ghosts; the divine—can emerge into view at any moment 
and inform one’s sense of causality, history, and time. The moving 
headstone I mentioned above images the uneven passage of time, but as 
my phrasing intends, I want to implicate the supernatural in this as well. 
Modern historical consciousness, founded on imperatives of rationality, 
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compels a vision of time inevitably rushing forward, with a present, a 
Now, that is singular and fleeting. But there are other “attitudes to time,” 
medievalist Aron Gurevich observes, other ways of “worlding” the earth, 
as postcolonial theorist Dipesh Chakrabarty puts it, beginning with the 
quite ordinary aperçu that the past inheres in the present.3 Such 
“disjunctures in the present”—“the noncontemporaneity of the present 
with itself”—“allow us to be with” ghosts and spirits, as Chakrabarty 
writes.4 And since we cannot master the past or the present, we have a 
responsibility to ghosts who figure that inability, as both Wendy Brown 
and Carla Freccero have seen.5 Jacques Derrida in Specters of Marx asks, 
“Without this non-contemporaneity with itself of the living present, 
without that which secretly unhinges it, without this responsibility and this 
respect for justice concerning those who are not there, of those who are no 
longer or who are not yet present and living, what sense would there be to 
ask the question ‘where?’ ‘where tomorrow?’ ‘whither?’” Carla Freccero 
works with Derrida’s notion of spectrality, maintaining that the 
“willingness to be haunted is an ethical relation to the world, motivated by 
a concern not only for the past but also for the future.”6 Attention to 
chronic multiplicity offers queer history a vast and variegated field of 
ethical resources and opens up a future in which we can address past 
injustices. 

The Catskill mountain range was the home not only of the legendary 
Rip van Winkle, but also, a century and a half ago, of Lucy Ann Lobdell, 
known as “The Female Hunter of Long Eddy.” I have become fascinated 
with the story of this extraordinary person who once lived within a quarter 
mile of our doorstep up there, and I want to think further about her life and 
times, by which I mean her being in time, her relationship to her own time 
and to ours, however these might be defined. That moving headstone on 
our banks came from the family plot of a close friend of Lucy’s: David 
LeValley was the husband of Lucy’s friend Hetty.7 Lucy roamed those 
hills, she touched those very trees. How does her history continue to 
develop, how does her presence persist? 

Lucy’s is an astonishing story, causing a sensation in her own day and 
stirring readers ever since.8 Born in 1829, according to her own account, 
she moved with her family from Albany County to the area bordering 
Sullivan and Delaware Counties in New York. She spent her early 
adulthood hunting those densely wooded acres; some say she may have 
been influenced by stories of the original Female Hunter, Gelerama, one of 
the last Indian women in those woods [see fig. 2].9  
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Fig. 2: Lucy Ann Lobdell in Indian garb 

(Photo: Wayne [PA] County Historical Society ) 
 
 According to one widely circulated account, Lucy “killed 168 deer, 77 

bears, 1 panther, and numberless wild-cats and foxes.”10 She married—
disastrously, as it quickly turned out—and was soon deserted, along with 
her infant daughter, by her no-good husband, George Washington Slater. 
Desperate as she looked at a future of domestic drudgery from dawn until 
midnight as well as low wage labor outside the house, as she explained it 
in her autobiography, she donned men’s clothes and set out to make a 
living as a man. Her adventures in the late 1850s—in nearby Pennsylvania 
as “professor of the dance,” adopting the name Joseph Israel Lobdell, as 
well as out west in Minnesota doing odd jobs as La-Roi Lobdell—
attracted the attention of protective community members and the police, 
and she eventually ended up in the almshouse back in New York. There—
in the late 1860s—she met another destitute abandoned wife, Marie Louisa 
Wilson, nee Perry, with whom she sparked a close relationship. They left 
the poorhouse together; according to several later accounts Lucy said she 
was a Methodist minister and was married to Marie, living as the 
Reverend Joseph Israel Lobdell (“Joe”). They lived together as man and 
wife for over a decade, indigent and subsisting on charity (according to 
some reports) and whatever could be garnered from the land. 

But Lucy/Joe seems to have succumbed to the pressures of the life of 
an outsider, as Jonathan Ned Katz has recently suggested.11 S/he was 
declared insane—some of the evidence adduced in the depositions of 
her/his insanity, besides erratic behavior, was wearing men’s clothing—


























