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Is the Rectum a Grave?

Leo Bersani

I want to propose, instead of a denial of what I take to be important (if
politically unpleasant) truths about male homosexual desire, an arduous
representational discipline. The sexist power that defines maleness in most
human cultures can easily survive social revolutions; what it perhaps cannot
survive is a certain way of assuming, or taking on, that power. If, as
Jeffrey Weeks puts it, gay men “gnaw at the roots of a male heterosexual
identity,” it is not because of the parodistic distance that they take from
that identity, but rather because, from within their nearly mad identification
with it, they never cease to feel the appeal of its being violated.

To understand this, it is perhaps necessary to accept the pain of embrac-
ing, at least provisionally, a homophobic representation of homosexuality.
Let’s turn for a moment to the disturbed harmonies of Arcadia, Florida,
and try to imagine what its citizens—especially those who set fire to the
Rays’ home—actually saw when they thought about or looked at the Rays’
three boys. The persecuting of children or of heterosexuals with AIDS (or
who have tested positive for HIV) is particularly striking in view of the
popular description of such people as “innocent victims.” It is as if gay
men’s “guilt” were the real agent of infection, And what is it, exactly,
that they are guilty of? Everyone agrees that the crime is sexual, and
Watney,' along with others, defines it as the imagined or real promiscuity
for which gay men are so famous. He analyzes a story about AIDS by the
science correspondent of the Observer in which the “major argument,
supported by ‘AIDS experts in America,’ [is] against ‘casual sexual encoun-
ters.”” A London doctor does, in the course of the article, urge the use
of condoms in such encounters, but “the main problem . . . is evidently
‘promiscuity’, with issues about the kinds of sex one has pushed firmly
into the background” (p. 35). But the kinds of sex involved, in quite a
different sense, may in fact be crucial to the argument. Since the promiscuity
here is homosexual promiscuity, we may, I think, legitimately wonder if
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