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Foreword
‘I Keep My Treasure in My Arse’

Tim Dean

Rereading Mario Mieli today, I am catapulted back to the time when I first encountered his manifesto, published then in an abridged version under the title Homosexuality and Liberation by London’s Gay Men’s Press in 1980. I read Mieli alongside other works of gay liberation, psychoanalytic theory, and feminism during those heady days of university in the late eighties. AIDS cast a shadow, but not dark enough to obscure the radical ideas that were expanding the consciousness – if not completely blowing the mind – of this first-generation college student from the provinces. Mieli’s book wasn’t part of any syllabus; there were no gay studies or queer theory courses at universities in those days – though there would be soon. We were gearing up to invent queer theory, and Mieli offered a template for how it might be done. Yet because queer theory turned out to be ‘Made in America,’ its European history was largely erased. Reconsidering Towards a Gay Communism now, in this unabridged English translation, provides an opportunity to rewrite the origin myth of queer theory and politics in a more international frame.

Although I was unaware of it then, the world from which Mieli’s book emerged had vanished almost completely by the time I came upon it – and Mieli himself had committed suicide in 1983. The 1980 English edition gave no hint of these changes. Nothing dates Towards a Gay Communism more than its unavoidable ignorance of AIDS, which initially gained medical notice in 1981 but was not named as such until a year later. The onslaught of the epidemic and the reactionary political climate of the eighties altered gay liberation’s trajectory in ways Mieli couldn’t have predicted or foreseen. In hindsight, the divide between pre- and post-liberation eras of gay existence (conventionally denoted by the date June 1969, when drag queens and others fought back against police persecution at New York’s Stonewall Inn) was matched barely more than a decade later by the chasm that opened between pre- and post-AIDS epochs of gay life. Mieli wrote during that glorious decade of gay liberation, when so much seemed newly possible. His book is a testament to an era that already felt a lifetime away for gay men of my generation, who came of age during the eighties and thus never knew sex without the attendant pressure of mortality. Having no direct memory of sex in the seventies, I remain fascinated by accounts such as Mieli’s that capture those years so ebulliently. Towards a Gay Communism documents a crucial historical moment, at the same time as it offers fresh inspiration for us today.

Mieli articulated something that has mostly got lost in contemporary queer theory: the foundational significance of sex. He put his finger on the cultural antipathy towards anal sex – an antipathy that the AIDS epidemic intensified, that Leo Bersani1 analysed ten years after Mieli, and that paradoxically, queer theory’s newfound respectability has compounded:


What in homosexuality particularly horrifies homo normalis, the policeman of the hetero-capitalist system, is being fucked in the arse; and this can only mean that one of the most delicious bodily pleasures, anal intercourse, is itself a significant revolutionary force. The thing that we queens are so greatly put down for contains a large part of our subversive gay potential. I keep my treasure in my arse, but then my arse is open to everyone . . .



The most marvelous thing about Mieli is that he really seems to mean open to everyone. Although the HIV/AIDS epidemic cast a pall over the original joie de vivre of such sentences, Mieli’s stance embraces risk even without the spectre of viral transmission. The risks of bodily porousness and radical openness to the other remain, both before and after AIDS.2 Appreciating the ethics of Mieli’s stance, we should not miss how playfully flirtatious his punctuation is here. The ellipsis that ends the last sentence quoted above – and, in fact, closes the chapter in which this passage appears – issues a provocative invitation: my arse is open to you too, if you’re interested. He leaves the sentence open-ended to signal that his own rear end stays open. His butt offers a welcoming smile to the reader.

This gesture of openness to all comers betokens Mieli’s radically democratic ethos. The socio-erotic economy he envisions under gay communism is about not sexual identity but erotic abundance, a world in which artificial sexual scarcity would be unknown. Based on a liberationist model of queer sexuality, Mieli drastically redefines communism as ‘the rediscovery of bodies and their fundamental communicative function, their polymorphous potential for love’. In this almost Bataillelike communication of material forms, human corporeality enters into egalitarian relations with all worldly beings, including ‘children and new arrivals of every kind, dead bodies, animals, plants, things, flowers, turds . . .’ Again the sentence ends with ellipses, this time to indicate that the list could continue. And again the beautiful (flowers) is juxtaposed with the ugly (turds), anticipating the transvaluation that crystallises in Mieli’s announcement, ‘I keep my treasure in my arse.’

Turds may be regarded as treasure rather than waste because embracing queer sexuality (instead of merely tolerating it) upends the entire hierarchy of value and propriety upon which social convention rests. According to Mieli, once the full significance of homosexuality is grasped, the meaning of everything changes. He could not have anticipated how normalised gay identity would become in the twenty-first century. Mieli’s vision aims to restore to adult life the ‘polymorphous potential for love’ that characterises childhood, before categories of identity assume their disciplinary weight. In the polymorphous pleasures of gay sex, particularly its desublimation of anal play, Mieli glimpsed the possibility that we all could return to a prelapsarian state of erotic grace, forging a utopia in which not only our arses but our most intimate beings would be open to otherness. His commitment to this vision anticipates recent queer utopianism – with the difference that he does not shy away from sex.3

Mieli’s conviction about the potential of Eros goes further than most queer critiques, since he includes pedophilia, necrophilia, and coprophagy in his catalogue of experiences ripe for redemption. Needless to say, this is explosively controversial, more so now than in the 1970s. I find his commitment to thinking beyond the limits of revulsion particularly refreshing today, at a moment when the gay movement has become so domesticated and respectable. For me, Mieli’s courage in pursuing his thesis way beyond socially acceptable parameters recalls Freud’s moral and intellectual bravery on erotic matters. The excitement I feel reading Towards a Gay Communism recalls how I felt when I first read Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, especially in its original, 1905 edition. Mieli’s was one of the earliest radical interpretations of that indispensable Freudian text, and many of his claims anticipate subsequent readings of Freud by Italian queer theorist Teresa de Lauretis and thinkers such as Leo Bersani. It takes a fundamentally non-American perspective to see what a valuable resource – treasure, even – Freud can be for queer politics.

Regarding psychoanalysis, Mieli saw that its institutional avatars could not legitimately lay claim to Freud’s most important insights. Instead, it was up to the women’s and gay liberation movements to elaborate the implications of Three Essays, paradoxically in opposition to the mental health establishment. This project continues on many fronts today, in the work of feminists and queer theorists who read psychoanalysis against itself, often from a position outside psychoanalytic institutions.4 Given Mieli’s own experiences at the hands of the ‘psychonazis’, it is all the more to his credit that he was able to distinguish the radical potential of psychoanalytic concepts from the repressive practices of those who routinely invoke Freudian authority to bolster their homophobic and normalising agendas. As a queer psychoanalytic thinker, I appreciate his acknowledging how psychoanalysis ‘flinches from the logic of its own insights, from drawing “extreme” theoretical conclusions’. Mieli grasped that psychoanalytic thinking represents an unfinished – perhaps an interminable – enterprise and, indeed, that too many analysts remain inhibited by professional decorum from pursuing the unsettling implications of Freud’s ideas about sexuality. Freud’s observation that ‘all human beings are capable of making a homosexual object-choice and have in fact made one in their unconscious’ tends to be hastily cordoned off from serious investigation by clinicians.5 Whereas institutionalised psychoanalysis domesticates the conceptual wildness of the Freudian text, Mieli labours to queer it, drawing out the productively incoherent logics of psychoanalysis.

Redefining from a radically gay perspective the established meanings of both psychoanalysis and communism, Mieli’s book belongs to the Freudo-Marxist tradition of political thinking that includes such various figures as Herbert Marcuse, Guy Hocquenghem, and Slavoj Žižek (whose writing manifests a camp sensibility congruent with Mieli’s queeny wit). Unlike some thinkers in the Freudo-Marxist tradition, however, Mieli has no patience for Lacan, preferring instead Deleuze and Guattari’s anti-Oedipal critique of orthodox Lacanianism.6 But what really distinguishes Towards a Gay Communism methodologically from queer theory – even as the book continues to provide inspiration today – is its omission of the work of Michel Foucault. The introductory volume of Foucault’s History of Sexuality appeared in France in 1976, too late for Mieli to take stock of it in a book that reached print just a few months afterward.7

Foucault’s introductory volume ended up functioning as a primary source for what became Anglo-American queer theory in the nineties. It was the basic idea of sexual repression – a linchpin of Mieli’s thesis – that Foucault sought to challenge in that polemic. If society does not repress desire but instead provokes it by means of proliferating discourses on sexuality, then the whole project of liberation is thrown into doubt. While Mieli wasn’t a specific target of Foucault’s critique, Towards a Gay Communism got swept up in its dragnet. His account of how heterosexuals repress their inner homosexuality can sound naïve in the wake of Foucault’s argument. Since Foucault aimed to wrest discussion of sexual politics away from the terms of the Freudo-Marxist tradition, the success of his book inadvertently cast Mieli’s into shadow, obscuring its significance for early practitioners of queer theory and politics.

This accident of publication history also has obscured all the ways that Towards a Gay Communism nevertheless anticipates queer theory. In his thoroughgoing critique of the heterosexual norm, Mieli is closer to Foucault and to many contemporary queer theorists than initially he appears. As a result of his commitment to revolutionary rather than reformist politics, Mieli develops a view of society that prompts him to argue not simply against heterosexism but, more broadly, against the institutions of normality as such. He sees that gay identity itself can serve the forces of normalisation and that something more radical is necessary. Like Foucault, Mieli recognises that sexual behavior is regulated as much by social norms as by laws; the repeal of anti-sodomy legislation can actually intensify the social normalisation of sexuality, as is arguably the case in the United States after the Supreme Court, in Lawrence v. Texas (2003), invalidated sodomy statutes. That was a great victory, but it didn’t solve everything for queers. Late in his manifesto, Mieli assures straight readers that ‘we are not struggling against you, but only against your “normality”.’Today we would say that the problem is not heterosexuality but heteronormativity. Mieli lacks the term, but he intuits the concept.

Likewise he takes the term gay beyond the coordinates of identity. Too often today, as queer is used merely as a hipper synonym for gay, queerness gets reduced to an identity marker. Mieli’s logic works in the opposite direction, by loosening gayness from an exclusively sexual orientation to something more capacious. Sexual orientation is itself a normalising idea whose temporary benefits he could see past even in the seventies. In this respect, Mieli was considerably ahead of his time. He understood that shoring up lesbian or gay identities in opposition to heterosexuality misapprehends how identity categories themselves constrain subjectivity, desire, and relationality. It is not the particular content of any identity category but identity as a form of intelligibility – a framework governing our understanding – that limits us in so many ways. We need a revolutionary perspective now, no less so than in the seventies, to break apart the comfortable boundaries of identitarianism. We don’t need a proliferation of gender and sexual identities, as many contemporary queers seem to believe, but instead to obliterate the mindset of identity altogether.

Mieli adopts from Wilhelm Reich the derisive term homo normalis to designate those who – whatever their gender or sexuality – remain committed to the status quo. Today the term applies to all those homos who want nothing more than to get married and ‘be normal’. It would have been interesting to hear Mieli’s view on the campaign for same-sex marriage and its impact on those of us who eschew the white picket fence. When assimilationist gays pass as normal, presenting themselves as ‘just like everyone else’, the social pressure to comply with normative models intensifies against anyone who still counts as queer or somehow beyond the pale. In other words, the social opprobrium that gay conformists manage to evade does not simply disappear. It falls with greater weight on the transgendered, sex workers, leatherfolk, SM enthusiasts, HIV-positive people, fetishists – all those who still are stigmatised by sex/gender norms. Mieli, like queer theorist Michael Warner, perceives acutely ‘the trouble with normal’.8

If he were writing today, Mieli doubtless would present himself and his perspective as queer. No small part of the force of Towards a Gay Communism stems from its author’s explicit desire not to be normal, his delight in being a ‘crazy queen’, flamboyant and outrageous. Much of the book’s pungency comes from Mieli’s capacity for being intellectually serious and very funny at once – as in his line about keeping his treasure in his arse. His book is psychoanalytic not only in its conceptual formulations but also in its understanding that comedy offers a unique form of insight. Mieli’s humour frequently targets gender norms, especially those of machismo. In his time and place, a primary way not to be normal was through cross-dressing, or what today we might call genderfuck, a stylistic means of disrupting the categories of gender normativity to unsettling and often humorous effect. The point is not to conform to – or make fun of – the ‘opposite’ gender, but to highlight the absurdity of every attempt at gender conformity.

Given transgender politics today, we need to think about how Mieli uses the term transsexuality. Borrowing from Luciano Parinetto, he develops this term quite differently from contemporary usage. Whereas today transgender concerns above all questions of gender identity, for Mieli transsexuality has more to do with erotic desire than with gender presentation or performance. He may talk, in Towards a Gay Communism, about the mischief that cross-dressing gay men can do to the normative social order, but that is not what Mieli means by transsexuality. It is necessary to clarify this distinction since the term he uses affirmatively now connotes pathology – or at least is understood by most transgendered people as pejorative. I’ve suggested that today Mieli would present himself as queer; but I believe he also would be involved with trans activism. He’d grasp the connections between queer and trans, while also acknowledging the strong political tensions between them. I cannot imagine what pronoun Mieli would choose for himself, though I’m confident he’d be alive to the issues involved in pronoun usage, and I’m hopeful that trans readers will draw inspiration from his thinking, as queer readers continue to do.

Mieli’s vision of ‘transsexuality’ entailed breaking down the barriers that separate us from each other. It was the opposite of shoring up an identity. David Fernbach suggests, in his introduction to the 1980 edition, that for Mieli, ‘“transsexuality” and communism are one and the same’9 – a claim that already indicates just how differently he is deploying these terms in Towards a Gay Communism. The prefix transmeans across; by transsexuality Mieli refers to crossing the borders of sexual difference without normative heterosexuality. What motivates that crossing is desire, understood as Eros in the Freudian sense. He speaks of ‘gay communism’ because, in his political vision, the borders that separate socioeconomic classes also are traversed by ‘transsexual’ desire. In crossing these borders, Mieli’s ‘transsexuality’ dissolves hierarchies too. He regards this prospect not as a terrifying loss of boundaries but as a multiplication of pleasures, a radical expansion of access to what we all really want.

It may be worth noting that the word queer also shares an etymological root meaning ‘across’. Queer and trans, though far from identical, share an affinity that sometimes gets lost when the differences between them degenerate into identity politics, or when trans is consistently subordinated to queer. Local differences are important, as are the differences among Italian, British, North American, and other national traditions of sex/gender politics. A complete map of the criss-crossing influences remains to be drawn. But, following Mieli, I would suggest that the connections and affinities are ultimately more significant than the differences. Queer politics emerged in North America via recognition of a commonality between those who do not adhere to social norms based on their sexuality and those who do not fit a universalising idea of social subjectivity based on racial or class status. It is not that everyone excluded from heternormativity and its privileges is the same; but they share something politically precious in common. Like Mieli’s sweeping critique of society as we know it, queer politics aspires to connect sexual oppression with gender discrimination, racism, ethnic chauvinism, immigration status, and many other vectors of social exclusion. The capaciousness of queer as a rubric for political mobilising – its commitment to forging alliances between otherwise quite disparate constituencies – effectively countermands the boundedness of identity categories. And that is what Mieli meant by transsexual desire.

Where Mieli differs from many contemporary queer thinkers and activists is in his never forgetting the motive force of Eros. Foucault cautioned that ‘we must not think that by saying yes to sex, one says no to power,’ since the two are interwoven rather than opposed.10 Yet, if it is facile to resort to simple-minded formulations about the revolutionary power of sex, nevertheless it has seemed a little too convenient, in the academic precincts of queer theory, to lose sight of the erotic altogether. Sometimes one gets the impression that she is dealing with nuns. At North American academic conferences in queer studies, the piety is so overwhelming that it feels like being in church. In that context, Mieli offers a breath of fresh air.

Extrapolating from Freud’s universalisation of homosexual desire, Mieli claims that even straight men long to be queens: their machismo forms a closet concealing their true desire. Certainly there are heterosexual men who love to get fucked in the arse. But Mieli pushes the psychoanalytic theory of repression to implausible conclusions, and it is symptomatic that in reasoning thus he has recourse to Jungian archetypes involving the soul’s essential bisexuality. In the end, however, it is unimportant whether contemporary readers agree with the details of Mieli’s conceptual formulations. What matters is whether we still can be inspired by him. Towards a Gay Communism belongs to a visionary tradition of ecstatic utopianism. Showing familiarity with English literary history, Mieli manifests the revolutionary enthusiasm characteristic of bardic Anglophone poets from William Blake through Walt Whitman and Allen Ginsberg, all of whom articulated connections among non-normative sexuality, madness, and social critique. For Whitman and Ginsberg, as for Mieli, revolution begins with sex between men, preferably more than a couple. These poets’ Dionysian visions of radical democracy don’t provide a blueprint for social reorganisation; instead they offer avant-garde inspiration for it. In a similar vein, Towards a Gay Communism engages our attention not only as a fascinating document of its departed moment, but also as renewable inspiration for our contemporary desire to envision a future that is foreign to today.
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Introduction

Massimo Prearo

I

In one of the rare pieces of footage1 in which Mario Mieli talks about the publication of this book, from 1977, the author is presented as a leader of the Italian gay movement and appears en travesti, as a way to strategically perform homosexual femininity. Mieli introduces the core of his theoretical and political views, that is, the erotic multitude of desire. The latter, described as transsexual desire, is a polymorphic drive that displaces the boundaries between the feminine and the masculine, and undoes, at the same time, all categories of sexual orientation. The erotic multitude of desire is, according to Mieli, a revolutionary tool against heterosexual patriarchy and its political regime.

Mieli’s choice of cross-dressing in public can be seen as strategic, not in the sense that it helps him to hide his personal life beneath the mask of fabulousness, but because it unravels the absurdity of the heterosexual norm which imposes gender and sexual roles that are generated by capital. People who knew him before he became an activist could testify to his passion for makeup, for his relentless enthusiasm, and for his eagerness to provoke. All of this resulted, for him, in a confrontation between everyday normality and the figure of the deviant that he himself embodied, thereby denouncing the hyper-dressed rigidity of femininity and masculinity. Later, the encounter between Mieli and the Gay Liberation Front in London (1970–71) marked the beginning of a quest that was not just personal, for it was experienced by him as a collective debate, if not as a political struggle. In London, Mieli participated in the assemblies of the movement, and discovered revolutionary forms of homosexual activism and socialisation that were grounded both in one’s own life and in the life of the self within the collective. To build a united front meant to reject the condition of marginality, in order not so much to assume a majoritarian, comfortable position, as to assert the refusal of the majority’s normalised point of view. This translated, for Mieli, into the full and radical embodiment of the marginalised position, for the sake of contaminating the realm of heterosexuality through a homosexual standpoint.

The homosexual revolutionary moment, which started with the Stonewall riots of 1969, was in fact one of consciousness raising and it aimed to challenge everything – the heteronormative structure of society as well as all assimilationist projects promoted by pre-Stonewall movements, such as Mattachine Society or the French homophile movement Arcadie. These movements wanted to normalise ‘homosexuality’. To do so, they invited homosexuals to strive for more self-control and less craziness, faggotry, fairy, queen – and queer. The homosexual revolutionary project promoted by the post-’68 generation aimed, on the contrary, at breaking what Monique Wittig would call the straight contract, in order to rewrite the entire social vocabulary starting from the experience of homosexuals themselves.

In those same years, the Fronte Unitario Omosessuale Rivoluzionario Italiano (Unitarian Revolutionary Homosexual Front) emerged in Italy – more precisely, it was founded in 1971 in Milan, at writer Fernanda Pivano’s home. The shortened name and acronym of the movement was Fuori!, which means ‘out’ (as in ‘come out’), and it was crucial to Mieli’s activist formation. Their first public event in 1972 was organised to counter the first International Conference of Sexology in the city of Sanremo. Activists of the homosexual revolutionary French movement (FHAR) were also demonstrating alongside their Italian comrades. Archival pictures show Mieli and other members of Fuori! holding banners in front of the conference venue, with slogans such as ‘Homosexuals proudly come out’, ‘Put the electrodes in your brain’, and ‘This is the first and last conference on sexophobia’. As this is his first public appearance, Mieli is wearing a queer battledress with high-heel shoes, lipstick, a turban and glamorous sunglasses – words alone cannot bring about a revolution in the same way that a publicly and dangerously exposed body does.

Such a disturbing, intransigent and uncomfortable position is the one Mieli will assume all along. In his first article, titled ‘For a critique of the homosexual question’, published in the Fuori! magazine, Mieli underscores the continuities between the project of political emancipation pursued by the homosexual movement and the co-optative force of capitalist democracies:


In most capitalist countries, the freedom to be homosexual is recognized as a right. […] In fact, such legal freedom means freedom to be excluded, oppressed, repressed, ridiculed, become victims of moral and physical violence, and be isolated into ghettoes, which additionally are so dangerous and shabby in Italy.



And he goes on: ‘Thus, the homosexual is legally free in most advanced capitalist countries with a more or less democratic constitution, yet he still suffers as a member of the ghetto.’ Mieli understood the logics of capitalism as not limited to a repressive power that denies homosexual desire, but as a machine capable of metabolising all experiences that exceed the heterosexual norm and to recast them into the market, thanks to ‘leftist parties in Parliament [which] specialise in channeling all revolutionary initiatives towards the bourgeoisie’. According to him, formal and legal emancipation, i.e., political emancipation, ‘is a strange thing: the more you get of it, the more your hands are empty. In reality, it vanishes, but it remains codified in abstract laws, appeasing the conscience of bourgeois oppressors and giving legal recognition to the sad life (and shabby death) of hysterical fags’.2

The tone of his writings, which will later become a stylistic mark, was so merciless that many of his articles published in the Fuori! magazine were preceded by a note from the editorial staff taking distance from him. According to Mieli, the desire for emancipation is an illusion, an oasis in the desert, a fake reward for homosexuals, the siren song of capital. Yet, his theoretical and political reflections do not just review or rephrase in homosexual terms the communist project for revolution, but call for a mutation in homosexuals themselves, or, as Mieli puts it, for ‘a critical process’.

II

For Mieli, writing is a way of positioning himself within the space of homosexual revolutionary activism, which allows him to put into political practice his theoretical reflection, and, at the same time, to translate his political experience into theoretical research. In the meanwhile, Mieli starts studying philosophy at the University of Milan, broadening the activist experience to every sphere of his existence. Still, Mieli is not interested in covering the role of intellectuals within the movement, but rather in promoting a public and collective experience of the movement and his being in movement. Taking his own experience as a starting point, he steadily works to disseminate critical reflections suggesting both a critique based on the homosexual perspective, along with a critique of the homosexual perspective – in the same way as the collectives did during their meetings, where the specificities of the everyday life were analysed and collectively discussed to produce a transformative self-consciousness. In this sense, the publication of this book – a revised version of his MA dissertation – constitutes the culmination of this homosexual trajectory. Made of and producing a whole set of discourses, practices, and theories that have been thought and experienced within the movement, the homosexual revolutionary project acted in order to break through the boundaries of the revolutionary imaginary itself and eventually contaminate the left, the class struggle, the homosexual ghetto, and knowledge.

Towards a Gay Communism, more than being an essay or a political manifesto, is an experimental roadmap of sexual politics that alternates theoretical arguments and intuitions with virtually ethnographic observations about homosexual activism in the 1970s, along with experiential narratives, at the crossroads of autobiography and auto-fiction. From its first publication, the book’s polymorphic character has certainly contributed to propel the content and the author, already a leading figure of the Italian homosexual revolutionary movement at the time, into the legacy of gay and queer studies. The Spanish and the Dutch translations of Elementi di critica omosessuale (the original Italian title), in 1979 and 1981 respectively, and the first publication in English in 1980, in an edited version, are part of a prolific body of homosexual knowledge, and theoretical insights about homosexuality. In this liminal context of wanting theories and yet not studies, Mieli’s book is, however, paradoxically late and yet remarkably ahead of its time.

Despite being considered and celebrated as a common good by the homosexual movement, the philosophical and experiential nature of the book has largely prevented it from breaking through to academic circles. Indeed, already in 1968 and before Foucault’s History of sexuality (1976), Mary McIntosh, amongst other authors in the field of sociology, published her foregrounding essay ‘The Homosexual Role’, arguing for a social constructionist approach to sexuality that would soon become a source of inspiration for future works, such as the pioneering Coming Out: Homosexual Politics in Britain from the Nineteenth Century to the Present (Quartet Books, 1977) by Jeffrey Weeks. Although these works preserved an activist dimension, their academic-scientific-disciplinary nature inevitably introduced an objectifying methodology of analysis. In fact, they came to define ‘homosexuality’ (and all its declinations: practices, movements, communities, identities, etc.) through a scientific paradigm and, together with it, a system of concepts, theories, and models – while reforming and renewing the existing ones. Without denying its revolutionary impact at the epistemological level, the foucauldian method (as discussed in the foreword by Tim Dean) followed the same proceeding. Foucault studied the processes through which homosexuality is objectified to understand how the social, historical and political construction of homosexuality could bring about the existence of a homosexual subjectivity, not only by repressing or denying it, but rather producing it. It is precisely in this logic that lies his most original contribution.

From this point of view, Mieli’s book follows a different direction. Starting from a historical, philosophical and psychoanalytical analysis shedding light on the repression phenomenon of homosexuality, Towards a Gay Communism proposes an exploration of the experiential dimension of homosexuality in the historical context of the revolution and the ongoing capitalistic counter-revolution. While Mieli keeps trying, he does not aim for theoretical coherence, scientific ambition, or the willingness to turn his book into a critical step of an academic career. The knowledge from which Mieli is driven and which puts his reflection in motion is not made of concepts, but rather of experiences that the author elaborates, discusses, reformulates and disseminates:


In women as subjected to male ‘power’, in the proletariat subjected to capitalist exploitation, in the subjection of homosexuals to the Norm and in that of black people to white racism, we can recognise the concrete historical subjects in a position to overthrow the entire present social, sexual and racial dialectic.3



Probably, this is the reason why, in the late 1970s, the book is referenced in the emerging literature on homosexuality as an example of homosexual revolutionary knowledge, together with the texts of other authors, such as Guy Hocquenghem. Still, the experiential material on which Mieli builds a proposal of gay communism remains silenced in the academic debate. Not only because his erotic-political extremism could be considered inappropriate for the gentle writing of scientific knowledge, but also because the content of his critical thought does not aim at cultivating discussions within the academic environment. Rather, Mieli favours cross-fertilisation with the knowledge that already exists and circulates across the spaces of homosexuality: saunas, discos, cruising spots, factory or highway lavatories, as well as meetings, assemblies, streets and movements.

However, this is probably also the reason why Mieli’s book anticipates the recent developments of gay and lesbian studies, finding in the archipelago of queer theories, and especially in the philosophically and politically anti-social versions proposed by Leo Bersani or Lee Edelman,4 a new opportunity for discussion. On this library shelf, we find the major issues introduced by Mieli in the wake of the already quoted Guy Hochquengem’s Homosexual Desire (published in 1972): the central role of desire, anality as symbolic and as a practice of anti-sociality, along with homosexuality as a principle of anti-heteronormative negativity. The renewed interest for Mieli’s book, which is also brought about in this new full translation, does not represent the author’s public consecration in the realm of queer studies, but, once again, goes beyond the boundaries of academic and legitimate knowledge (while being often hampered and contested).5 It meets the theoretical, experimental practices of queer politics in the space of activists’ self-experimentation, in the workshops of drag king and drag queen, in the gender bender6 performances of contemporary artistic studios where Mieli’s transqueerfeminist thought achieves a powerful appeal.

Precisely because Mieli’s reflection is fuelled by homosexual activists’ everyday experience and collective work of self-consciousness, through the book – although to a lesser extent with respect to the forthcoming poetical, theatrical and narrative productions – Mieli irrigates the practices of homosexual activism with a critical and radical thought permanently matched by experimental turns, within the interstices and the orifices of his intuitions, and of his own body. The liberation of Eros, as he states in Reichian and Marcusian Freudo-marxist terms, aiming at the revolutionary destruction of the heterosexual and heterosexist geography and economics of the social body, applies to current queer critiques of the neoliberal neoliberation of sexuality, and democratic promotion of gay and lesbian rights. An unexpected alliance and, I would say, an unexpected genealogy. Indeed, if we assume that without Michel Foucault, Judith Butler, Teresa de Lauretis and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, queer theories would not have existed in their present form, currently at the basis of numerous PhD dissertations, then without Mario Mieli, we could delight ourselves for hours and hours quibbling about a theoretical queer, granting ourselves the luxury not to confront the obscure material of a denied, repressed or even scared desire at which the queer marginality always stares.

III

After the publication of the book, Mieli acquires public visibility, within the movement and within the Italian intellectual environment. He participates in TV shows and releases interviews to the media. Nevertheless, his work is not limited to this book and spreads across a wide range of initiatives. Together with other comrades, Mieli founds a theatrical collective, writes and creates a pièce, which is played in several Italian cities: La traviata Norma: ovvero vaffanculo… ebbene sì! [The deviated Norma: or fuck you … well, let’s do it!]. Between 1976 and 1977, many queer theatrical collectives were born, giving life to a homosexual theatre season, whose themes reflects Mario Mieli’s book contents: critique of heterosexuality and public exhibition of the erotic perversion of homosexual desire, of which some aspects nowadays would be considered unacceptable, such as pederasty – intended as the liberation from what Mieli calls the ‘educastration’ of children, and not as a praise for pedophilia. However, this clamour of revolutionary flavour does not seem to involve the larger movement. As had already happened in France after 1974 with the disappearance of FHAR, clearing the way for alternative groups of homosexual liberation – whose project was far less oriented towards revolution and much more towards building a large, organised and structured movement – between 1974 and 1978, the leaders of the Italian Fuori! decide to turn to parliamentary politics and to federate with the Radical Party. In 1978, they organised a Congress focussed on homosexual liberation and civil rights. This turn generates a deep fracture between the movement’s reformist and revolutionary factions, which will progressively lead to the integral rewriting of Fuori’s political program. A core issue revolves around formal and political emancipation within the fields of law and rights. The revolutionary collectives, reduced to a minority and demobilised, will disappear to be replaced by other collectives that saw the revolutionary horizon no longer as a historical rupture with the past, but rather as a motivational discourse allowing the foundation of a new homosexual movement in the present.

To the extent that in 1979, during an interview for the journal Lambda, Mieli asserts that ‘he is no longer part of the gay movement’, a movement that is going in the direction of institutionalisation and normalisation. Moreover, these years mark the commercial remodelling of the ‘ghetto’, involving the consecration of gay virility and the refusal of gender crossing. In 1981, after a night out in a gay club in Milan, Mieli writes an article in which, in the guise of queer ethnographer, he accounts the failing hegemony of homosexual masculinity:


Some of them are dancing with open pants exposing their butt, some of them are half naked, others dressed in Indian clothes, others as cowboys. Not the stuff of a saloon girl. The cocks that I’m sucking taste all the same. I don’t know who’s fucking me, if he’s young or old, cute or ugly: I’m still looking ahead, with legs and cocks under my nose. Me, the sissy boy they didn’t want to let in because I wasn’t soldierlike enough, I’m animating the place. I despise all of them. They expose their own goods following the competitive market rules. No one looks at you in the eyes, or hardly. They just give a look-over. There’s a big sense of guilt. It’s impressive how in this virile acting, cocks fail.



And he tersely concludes:


Damned men, they accept the ghetto rule and they can’t even enjoy it. They have never heard of the metaphysics of sex. Tell them that if they can benefit from ghettoes like this one, they owe it to our courage. Firstly, we act to let homosexuality come out of the closet! Those idiots let capital make a craze of this.7



While he continued to be politically engaged, in such matters as ecology and the dangers of nuclear war, Mieli is disappointed and enraged by what he sees as a movement’s involution, and more generally, by what the public experience of homosexuality has become. His research of homosexual critique is turning into a poetical activity rather than a theoretical or political one. While he continues writing poems, he works on a novel, participates in a TV screenplay and performs some of his theatrical texts in several experimental theatre festivals in Milan.

In the early 1980s, Mieli is shifting in a kind of ascetic and esthetic mysticism, aiming at staying politically connected with the Italian intellectual scene while following a more spiritual route and research. He is looking for the solution to the hermetical and alchemical equation of himself being part of the real world. This search leads him to a journey in India, where he appears to be working on a second book, which unfortunately was lost. Perhaps, such loss is a sign of Mieli’s own loss of sense during these years. In the poems written during the last months of life, his style becomes disconnected, uncertain, and unstable. The fragile queer marginality that Mieli could translate in political theories and practices seems now to generate a black hole, swallowing his gay genius, even going so far as to erode his body of existence from any possible foothold. It is no longer possible to love, fight or resist, to enjoy, write or maybe simply to think. The desire to build alternative realities, still radically queer, vanishes too.

On 12 March 1983, Mieli commits suicide in his flat, after having already performed his death in a tragically anticipatory text: Ciò detto, passo oltre [That said, I’m moving on]. The book is only a small part of the author’s masterpiece, which contributed to design the matrix of queer theories and politics, even if the random architecture of this queer anticipation of the queer is revealed only après-coup. Reading Towards a Gay Communism in times of equal rights is without any doubt an invitation to think about how to resist the tautological symbolic of #LoveIsLove or the promotional rhetoric of #LoveWins. Reading Mieli today perhaps also means to rediscover the path that leads to those forms of political enjoyment, which do not feed victories – easy or difficult as they might be – but rather the failing positioning of critique and minority subjectivities, never completely coherent, never completely satisfactory and always deeply frustrating. Reading again Mieli’s work, from a queer perspective, is somehow a renewed occasion to resist the discreet appeal of gay normativity, this feeling of existential power that comes from the formal and institutional recognition of a certain kind of homosexuality made of nuptial celebrations, familiar constrictions, natalist injunctions and nationalist pride. Perhaps, this is Mieli’s queer legacy, a fucking invitation to think against, and first and foremost, against ourselves.

Massimo Prearo



 

__________

1. Interview with Mario Mieli, ‘Come mai?’, 1977. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5i2xnoKaB8Q

2. Mario Mieli, ‘Per la critica della questione omosessuale’, Fuori!, n. 3, September 1972, p. 1–2.

3. See page 251 of the current edition.

4. See the connection that Lorenzo Bernini proposes in his book, Queer Apocalypses. Elements of Antisocial Theory, Palgrave Macmillan, 2017.

5. As David Halperin lucidly relates in the introduction of How to Be Gay, Belknap Press, 2014.

6. This is the name of an International Queer Festival held every year in Europe.

7. Mario Mieli, ‘La sagra dell’impotenza. Una serata al One Way’, Grattacielo, March 1981, p. 36.


Translator’s Preface

Evan Calder Williams

Like any translation, this one is a product of several minds trying to find a language in common or, perhaps more importantly, the generative friction that comes from what always seems to elude the right combination of words. More often than not, that sort of messy confluence takes shape most explicitly between the author and the translator, even as they are shadowed by, and hopefully attuned to, all the echoes and traces of those whose dialogue, critiques, friendship, and influence irrevocably mark a text but too often go unnamed. In the case of this specific translation, there’s another layer, as my work was to return to David Fernbach’s excellent first rendering of the book into English. What I did was to translate chapters and chunks that had not been included in the version he published with Gay Men’s Press in 1980; to thoroughly annotate the text as a whole, attending to Mieli’s slippery puns and wordplay and especially to those newly added parts whose Italian cultural and political references might be otherwise obscure; and to cast fresh eyes over it, some 37 years later. In this way, what you’ll read represents a fusion of David’s and my approaches not only to trying to translate this incendiary and brilliant text, but also more generally to the questions and concerns given such unmistakable force, lucidity, and humour throughout it.

One consequence of this joint translation, with its main efforts separated by three and a half decades, is that it might let us read Mieli anew, as each of our efforts are surely marked by the relevant currents of those moments and what feels urgent to us. By reading anew, however, I don’t mean from scratch, and certainly not according to a model of disinterested interpretation or some purportedly neutral ‘objective’ approach. That would fly straight in the face of so much of what this book does, in its genre-blurring prose that joins rigor to jokes, bilious and snarky anger to careful close reading, and especially in its insistence that all critique is corporally embodied, suffused with desire and loss in historically and personally precise ways, even if too few of us admit this fully. Rather, through the interval formed by the years between the book’s appearance in 1977 (as well as the preceding years in which it took shape and David’s translation three years later) and the appearance of this new edition in 2018, a parallax takes shape, and it is this span that might cast different light on Mieli’s project. I won’t remotely try to offer a full litany of the shifts and eddies of social history in those intervening decades, and perhaps it is enough to note with horror how relevant and timely much of the book still feels, given that this signifies how much has remained the same that deserved to be abolished forever. There have been four more decades of capital’s persistence, four decades of ravages, crises, and mutations that, at the end of the day, leave its fundamental social relations intact and continually retrenched by mechanisms of racial policing, debt, social shaming, surveillance, border security, politics as usual, neofascist yearning, and all the rest of the manifold, lethal, and contradictory apparatus that constitutes the general defense system of a catastrophic status quo. Moreover, for all the gains made against the sanctioned tyranny of gendered, homophobic, and transphobic violence and control, it is all too clear both how prevalent it still is and how unevenly it is applied, particularly as an operation and logic never distinct from race and class but rather embedded within the ongoing threat and application of force aimed to bolster social order, the accumulation of capital, and the perpetuity of nations.

Towards a more modest end, then, I want to note shifts in two specific fields of inquiry within which this book seems likely to be situated and read. First, especially in the past decade, there has been a marked surge in interest amongst American and British left orbits in histories of Italian radicalism, especially of the years in which Mieli and Fuori! were active. We have seen extensive new investigations into Italian extraparliamentary formations, operaismo and autonomist Marxism, ultra-left critiques, ‘worker’s inquiries,’ and, perhaps most crucially, the Marxist feminism of the 1970s associated with Lotta Femminista and Wages for Housework as well as individual figures such as Leopoldina Fortunati, Silvia Federici, and Mariarosa Dalla Costa. Especially in the portions of the text not included in the previous translation (in part because they are indeed highly particular to an Italian situation and resist transposition beyond that), Mieli’s proximity to, and distance from, far-left currents of these years become more evident, revealing him to be a razor-sharp and engaged critic of his own moment. This can be seen, for instance, in the equally furious and mournful chapter on the murder of Pier Paolo Pasolini and in his extended theoretical devastation of the dangerous pablum of Franco Fornari, an influential Italian psychiatrist who was head of the Italian Psychoanalytic Society during the very years when Mieli was writing. Perhaps most compelling of these highly specific engagements, however, is the attempt to reckon with extraparliamentary and far-left formations at the time, as he blasts the preservation of patriarchal and homophobic structures reinforced within them, as well as the complicity with those of many who called themselves comrades.

Second, reading Mieli now necessarily means reading him not only in the history of gay liberation but also within contemporary constellations of queer theory and transgender studies more widely, fields whose development may be partially presaged by his book but were in no way as robust (and often institutionally sanctioned) as they are now. Bringing Mieli into contact with these strands is not a new endeavor, as his work has been a key touchpoint for many since the book was first published, but the timing of this edition brings it into a field that has seen not only crucial work on gender performativity and the lived histories of the AIDS epidemic (that temporal matrix of survival and mourning that makes the present haunted, ‘the future of our past’ in Didier Eribon’s words). It also involves more recent tendencies of queer and trans theory centred around race and indigeneity, the hormonal and biochemical, animal studies, the impasses of heteronormative futurity, decolonisation, and posthumanism. In such a context, there are undoubtedly certain elements of Mieli’s work that will feel too much of another time: the continual engagement with Freudian schematics; his particular version of thinking ‘transsexuality’; the potential limits of its largely binary gender schema (i.e. the focus on bisexual being), even if it opens out towards a more fluid and ‘polymorphous’ plane; the degree to which the category of homosexuality is transposed across history, geography, and species; and its sometimes questionable analogies (such as that between colonial uprisings and gay liberation). But despite this, Towards a Gay Communism feels nothing like a mere historical curiosity to me, neither politically nor theoretically. It is now, as it was then, a bracing gust of laughter, acrimony, innovation, and expansive commitment to the communist prospect of going beyond what have come to be the assumed limits of human possibility. So our hope, in this new edition, is that its potential diversions from, and frictions with, more contemporary approaches to some of its burning questions are generative and unexpected, rather than seeming dead ends. After all, as familiar and potentially dated as its more familiar hybridisation of Marx and Freud might appear, certain of its key elements have started to feel uncannily present once again, like its obstinate insistence on the revolutionary necessity of gender abolition, its advocacy for a dramatically re-configured libidinal economy, its attention to traps of pleasure and complicity that bind us to calcified subject formations, or the transsexual future it sketches. Consider, for instance, the ‘Letter from a Trans Man to the Old Sexual Regime’, published by Paul B. Preciado, author of Testo Junkie, in Le Monde, some of whose lines could come straight from the pages of Towards a Gay Communism without missing a beat:


This will be a 1000-year war – the longest of all wars, given that it will affect the politics of reproduction and processes through which a human body is socially constituted as a sovereign subject. It will actually be the most important of all wars, because what is at stake is neither territory nor city, but the body, pleasure, and life.1



Indeed, insofar as there is a substantive difference between this and Mieli’s claim that ‘we must either decide openly for life, for pleasure, or else accept the tragic scenario that capital has in store’, it may lie above all in what has not vanished or become outmoded but rather so omnipresent as to vanish into plain sight. As Preciado’s necessary work in recent years has shown, many of the mechanisms we must contest in this ‘1000-year war’ are rarely as obvious as direct political antagonism or social exclusion. Rather, they are constituted at biological, technological, and libidinal levels that structure and rewire the very categories of visibility, engagement, and attention that they use to cloak themselves and their continued confining force.

The last element that I want to address here, one that I think our new translation draws out more fully due to materials not included previously, concerns precisely this point about how social control functions without being seen to do so. Specifically, it is about Mieli’s relation to Marxism and to the gay communism that we’ve chosen to use as the overall title (rather than a literal translation of the original Italian title, Elements of Homosexual Critique). There’s no doubt that Towards a Gay Communism is no work of ‘orthodox’ Marxism, even if I’d argue that designation is far less meaningful than its frequent deployment would indicate. The book is decidedly scornful, albeit often in an acidly playful way, of many of the predominant tendencies amongst the Italian and European left, from Maoism to centrist socialism, even as it remains undeniably committed to revolutionary political movements – provided that they are willing to deeply consider and unmake their own complicity with capital’s reliance upon gender and heteronormativity, and, in so doing, to go beyond the affirmed limits of politics itself. Especially in its critique of persistent machismo in radical formations, Mieli shares much with the aforementioned variants of Italian Marxist feminism active in these same years, which also posed crucial challenges to the orthodoxy of what was allowed to count as political, let alone militant, even as those challenges were taken to heart far less than they deserved to be, and seemingly in inverse proportion to just how much they pointed out something deeply embedded and wholly worth tearing out.

So if Towards a Gay Communism is a book engaged with Marxism, just how so? It is, first of all, of an unmistakably Freudo-Marxist bent. Despite Mieli’s relentless criticism of Freud, it is that criticism, and the general architecture of Freudian thought, in addition to its pathologisation of homosexuality, that drives much of the text. Indeed, one of the elements of this book that only became clearer to me during the process of translation was just how much of it is structured around a series of engagements with texts that Mieli doesn’t merely disagree with but openly loathes, and for good reason: for the homophobic violence they excuse and naturalise, for their denigration of any subjectivity other than the norm, for their deadening of pleasure’s convoluted and inconstant pathways, and for their unmistakable complicity with the order of capital as such. One result of this is that the book is studded with bilious and incisive takedowns, such as that of Fornari, although many of its most compelling and joyous – gay, Mieli would insist – moments come when he leaves behind both the Freudian hobbyhorse and the model of textual critique more generally to trace his speculative and desirous communism of recombinatory transindividuality.

All that said, the book is not only engaged with an expanded Marxist critique of capital but also deeply involved in its stakes. This is evident in the repetition of a single pair of terms – formal domination and real domination – that recur throughout the book and without which I don’t think its force can be fully grasped. An attention to these terms isn’t just my own preference or interpretation, however: they appear in the first sentences of the first full chapter, as a way to situate the historical ground on which his whole project takes hold:


Contemporary gay movements have developed in countries where capital has reached the stage of real domination.

However, while still under the formal domination of capital, and for the first time in history, homosexuals had organised themselves into a movement.



These terms, which Mieli partially unpacks in a footnote so long we have included it as an appendix, come specifically to him from Jacques Camatte, a French left communist thinker with whom Mieli carried on a correspondence and who wrote a long critical appraisal of Towards a Gay Communism in 1978. Camatte was associated with a heterodox group of theorists often deemed ‘ultra-left’ and, more specifically, with the journal Invariance.2 The terms themselves are extensions of key concepts in Marx’s own work, the ‘formal subsumption of labour to capital’ and the ‘real subsumption of labour to capital’. Often statically interpreted as designating successive periods or stages, especially concerning the pivot to mass industrialisation, these terms are better understood as processes of articulation by which capital incorporates labouring activities into productive enterprises and the generation of surplus value. Formal subsumption specifies a relation in which those activities themselves are not constitutively altered but whose results are commodified, like agricultural production after the enclosure that continues to function much as it had for centuries but whose crops are now exchanged on the market, rather than consumed by its growers or forfeited to feudal lords. As Marx puts it plainly, ‘There is no change as yet in the mode of production itself. Technologically speaking, the labour process goes on as before, with the proviso that it is now subordinated to capital.’3 With formal subsumption, the only way to substantively increase surplus-value is to make people work longer, harder, and faster, and in this way, it suggests a mode of capitalism predicated on ‘variable capital’ (i.e. human labour) and reliant upon direct political control and coercion in order to enforce discipline and productivity. Real subsumption, conversely, designates how labouring activities are themselves transformed in accordance with the appropriation of surplus value, shaped into a concrete image of the social abstraction that impels their continuity.4 It involves a major shift towards the importance of fixed capital, such as machinery, as is made plain in the most notorious figure of real subsumption, the factory, that inhuman assemblage of machinery, material, and workers that is increasingly organised, down to the smallest gestures, around the most efficient production of commodities possible. Crucially, with the real subsumption of labour to capital forms of direct external control and discipline become less effective, as the control schemas become embedded in the very material and social arrangement of production itself.

What, one might fairly ask, does this long detour have to do with a theory of transsexuality and gay communism, let alone with Mieli’s analyses of pop stars and cruising? The key turn, for his central incorporation of the idea lies in how Camatte as well as Gianni Collu, another thinker in the Invariance orbit, shift from subsumption to domination. In the simplest sense, that shift involves raising formal and real subsumption from specific historical processes to historical periods. As Camatte and Collu put it, ‘The starting point for the critique of the existing society of capital must be the reaffirmation of the concepts of formal and real domination as historical phases of capitalist development’.5 Yet this is a restricted sense, a starting point indeed, because what is ultimately crucial in their work on this question is a way to understand what happens when that process of restructuring activities in accordance with an abstraction – i.e. subsuming discrete processes and practices to the form of value – spills far beyond just waged production or the factory floor. As the translators of Camatte’s major work on this question into Italian (the volume that Mieli himself cites), formal and real domination are ‘the extensions to all of society of the periodization of the development of capital that one finds at the center of the analysis in Chapter 6’, Marx’s unfinished draft for a chapter in Capital which forms the core of Camatte’s extensive theory.6 So if, as Camatte argues, the foundation of capital required both expropriation (such as the enclosure of common land and the restriction of access to modes of reproducing and caring for a community) and autonomisation7 (the decoupling of exchange value from the limited sphere of market exchanges, so as to become a general social form), the expanding real domination of capital means that this autonomisation bleeds outwards. Real domination involves, in short, a creeping substitution: the ‘human community’ and its processes of interchange and political decision-making – vicious and exploitative as its results historically could be, and certainly deserving of no nostalgic sighs – is gradually supplanted and remade by what Camatte calls the ‘material community’ of capital itself, a tautological network of accumulation and reproduction. This network, which has increasingly little need for those more conventional forms of political control (and hence reduces representational politics to a baleful game of lesser evils), slowly absorbs all forms of life and activities and leaves nothing but a variegated surface of capital, its sanctioned relations, and its support structures.8 This material community both becomes increasingly dematerialised, in the sense of financialisation and in that of its diffuse cultural logic, and, if we push out from Camatte’s reading, materially instantiated in the physical networks that facilitate the circulation of value, information, image, and human movement.

One of the major consequences of this is what it does to the possibility of critique and revolt, for ‘if capital dominates everything to the point of being able to identify itself with the social being, it appears, on this basis, to disappear’.9 In short, it poses a genuinely fundamental problem: how do we even discern what is to be challenged, what provides opportunities for antagonistic expansion, what is newly emerging, and what is merely the persistence of the accumulated detritus of the past? Faced with what Mieli calls ‘the chameleon-like flatness that marks the real domination of capital’, we stare at this camouflage of putative difference and supposed free choice, gazing at what seems at once constantly in flux and obstinately the same, and we search for some crack able to be pried open.

This, I would suggest, is the grounding understanding of the relation between capitalism and social forms that underwrite Towards a Gay Communism, and this is why Mieli introduces it at the very outset of his argument. What he does in the book that follows, then, is to demonstrate the utter centrality of homosexuality in both understanding and challenging this order. His approach to this is dual, involving both a history of homophobia (and its accompanying violence) and a speculative but wholly corporal horizon of generalised transsexuality and the liberation of Eros, a queer revolt in the name of pleasure against deadly and stultifying dominion. But it’s worth insisting that he does not simply overlay Camatte’s schematic onto a lived research into homosexuality or vice versa. Rather, this inquiry proceeds along two interrelated paths. First, he claims, we can only understand not just the structure of society in general but also the specific violence, marginalisation, and panic directed at queer populations if we adopt a framework able to detect how capital disappears by means of this autonomisation and saturation into all corners of life, especially including into those realms of pleasure and apparent transgression, unincorporability, and brief freedom. Second, however, he insists that the history of homosexuality and homophobia alike cannot be entirely explained within this framework. Not least of all, this is because, as he demonstrates at length, homophobia is hardly a novel invention that might be easily correlated to the enclosure of common lands and all else that follows. One would have to discount the reams of evidence that Mieli compiles of millennia of attacks on homosexual behavior in order to imagine that the horror of gay desire is simply one amongst many torqued expressions of the community of capital. Yet for Mieli, the fact that homosexuality cannot be contained wholly within this theoretical model and historical period doesn’t mean that the model needs to be scrapped. Rather, it does not fit cleanly because homosexuality is in excess of real domination, both in its revolutionary potential and in the continual panic and retribution it engenders. So over the wandering path of the text, he insists that the prospect and practice of gay liberation bears a unique insight into the structures of capital’s real domination, and that this insight – never in theory alone, always constituted by the bravery of those who desire something other – detects and widens several of those elusive cracks. What is that insight and force? It is capacity to disrupt what he calls the ‘absurd absolutisation of contingent historical values and the hypostasis of opinions (scientific, ethico-moral, socio-political, psychological) that are in reality relative and transitory’. It is a refusal of the idea that heterosexuality is ‘eternosexuality’, as he puts, and that this arrangement of corporal pleasure, access, and judgment is transhistorical. It is, above all, a challenge to the calcification of a certain vision of the human, one that has been gradually molded to double and mimic the contours of the material community of capital. To call for a gay communism, as he does, isn’t just to add a qualifier. It is to assert that the process of the abolition of a present cursed equally by its past and prescribed future will require a total remapping of the values of productivity, civility, usefulness, and decency that have been congealed into the model of heterosexuality and literally beaten into those who contest it.

Two final comments, on the occasion of the release of this book.

First, I undertook this project in memory and honour of our comrade Chris Chitty, whose remarkable work on the history of homosexuality Mieli would surely have loved and from which I learned deeply. I can only hope that new readership of Mieli’s text will have the same vivifying, challenging, and radicalising effect on readers that Chris’ work and life did on all of us.

Second, this edition will be released into a cultural and political landscape where an assemblage of neofascists, men’s rights advocates, white supremacists, rape apologists, old-fashioned conservatives, and blowhard fools join together in arguing that capitalism, white supremacy, and Western civilisation itself are under assault from a subversive program of ‘cultural Marxism’ and postmodernism that seeks to erode cherished values and bring about the perverse reign of a queer communist abolitionary mob. I’m reminded once again of Guy Hocquenghem’s precise diagnosis: ‘society’ is, in this respect, paranoiac: it suffers from an interpretative delusion which leads it to discover all around it the signs of a homosexual conspiracy that prevents it from functioning properly.’10 (Some things never change, it seems.) So in this context, I can’t help but feel a small degree of satisfaction that my efforts towards bringing about the new release of this book will contribute to offering a text that argues stridently for exactly what those joyless bores are so terrified of. As Mieli puts it in the very pages that follow: Oh my gay God!



 

__________

1. An English translation of the letter was published at ‘Letter from a Trans Man to the Old Sexual Regime’, Texte zur Kunst Online at: www.textezurkunst.de/articles/letter-trans-man-old-sexual-regime-paul-b-preciado/

2. Both Camatte and Invariance more generally drew especially on the work of Amadeo Bordiga, a communist and engineer who was involved in the initial formation of the Italian Communist Party but whose work after the fascist period grappled with a fascinating range of topics, from peasant communes to urban planning, ‘natural’ disasters and capitalist temporality.

3. Karl Marx, ‘Results of the Immediate Process of Production’, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Vol. 1 (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1976), p. 1026.

4. The key point, in Camatte’s gloss of this, is that the ‘labour process’ and ‘valorization process’ become unified in the ‘immediate process of the production of capital’. And as he says, ‘The transition from formal to real domination is linked to this transformation.’ Il capitale totale: il capitolo VI inedito de «Il capitale» e la critica dell’economia politica (Bari: Dedalo, 1976), p. 89. All translations from this text are my own.

5. ‘Transition’, Invariance, Series I, n. 8, (1969). Available online at: http://revuein-variance.
OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml
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