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Introduction:

Desiring History and Historicizing Desire

ari friedlander

This volume emerges out of a conference held at the Huntington Library in 

September 2014 that explored recent controversies in the study of sexuality 

in the early modern period, staging a conversation between historicist and queer 

critical methodologies. For a long time, Foucauldian historicism has predomi-

nated the study of early modern sexuality, producing works like Alan Bray’s 

path- breaking Homosexuality in Renaissance England (1982), Bruce R. Smith’s 

Homosexual Desire in Shakespeare’s England (1991), Jonathan Goldberg’s Sodome-

tries (1992), and Valerie Traub’s The Renaissance of Lesbianism in Early Modern 

England (2002). These studies, as well as those published in their wake, tend to 

historicize sexual desire either by demonstrating the genealogy of modern sexual 

formations in the Renaissance or by emphasizing early modern sexuality’s his-

torical difference from the modern.1 In one sense, this work tends to emphasize 

the distance between past and present. Yet, at the same time, much of it was also 

marked by a productive tension between historicist method and presentist con-

cerns, concerns that echoed in other influential studies— including L. O. Aranye 

Fradenburg and Carla Freccero’s collection, Premodern Sexualities (1996), Rick 

Rambuss’s Closet Devotions (1998), and Carolyn Dinshaw’s Getting Medieval 

(1999). These studies more explicitly theorized a dialectic intimately connecting 

past and present.2 Recent years have witnessed a rise in self- identified queer crit-

ical approaches that embrace the challenge to the historiographical project com-

municated by these works’ presentist concerns, by focusing on the psychoanalytic 

and deconstructive instabilities that inevitably shape our attempts to produce 

narratives about the past. Viewing the historicist project itself as involving a pro-

jection of affect, or a desire for history, several scholars, including Freccero, Gold-
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berg, and Madhavi Menon, stress the value of anachronism and the continuity of 

past and present— a method that Menon calls “unhistoricism.”3 

The question of the relationship between queer and historicist methods in 

early modern studies has recently engendered a number of published debates, 

but this is the first printed volume to gather responses to this question from 

different theoretical, methodological, and disciplinary perspectives.4 This spe-

cial issue addresses these debates in two ways: its introduction, afterword, and 

forum explore what could be learned from these critics’ differences and what 

common ground they share; the essays collected here consider where the field 

might go in this debate’s wake. The volume’s titular chiasmus thus is intended 

not only to demarcate different methodological schools, but also to indicate 

our belief that most scholars of early modern sexuality are directly concerned 

with the questions of how to access and construct bodies and desires long gone, 

and what role our own bodies and desires play in this endeavor. Such questions 

can form the basis of a collective inquiry when viewed as a common rather than 

adversarial enterprise. This is not to say that we must always agree on the an-

swers, but it is to suggest that at this point in the debate recognition of our 

communal investments could help move the field forward. In that spirit, this 

introduction will argue that while there are significant intellectual and meth-

odological differences between the two groups, there are also important ways 

in which these differences complement rather than detract from each other. 

For it seems to me that as helpful as the debate has been in reminding us that 

historicism and queer theory remain in tension, the conversation thus far has 

not fully addressed some important similarities between queer and historicist 

critics and simultaneously has deflected attention from some of their key 

differences.

The Historicist Settlement and Its Discontents

Although there have been and continue to be debates among early modern 

scholars about what it means to historicize sexuality, early modern historicism 

as a practice shares a number of important features. Historicist studies, for 

example, tend to focus on particular sexual practices or desires and their repre-

sentation in a range of early modern archives and discourses, including litera-

ture, art, law, religion, science, and mercantile and colonial writings (this list is 

hardly exhaustive).5 While it is not possible to delineate all the shared method-

ological and political investments of these studies here, let alone all of their 

differences, one thread running through almost all of this work is a shared af-
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firmation that, as Goldberg concisely put it, early modern culture did “not op-

erate under the aegis of the homo/hetero divide” (Intro. 2). Drawing on 

influential work by Foucault, much of this scholarship begins with the meth-

odological assumption that, to borrow Eve Sedgwick’s well- known formula-

tion regarding the purview of sexuality studies more broadly, we “can’t know in 

advance” the nature of early modern sexuality (Epistemology 12, 27–35). The 

first wave of early modern sexuality studies interpreted this maxim by arguing 

that it would be anachronistic to locate an identitarian organization of sexual-

ity in early modernity, since sexual identities are modern phenomena.6 Later 

work, however, broke with this altericist view, arguing instead that Foucault’s 

work more likely demonstrated that early modern sexuality had no necessary 

relationship to modern discursive formations. That is, it could be expected to 

share some combination of similarity and difference.7 Historicist work since 

then has acknowledged both historical difference and sameness, and, in the 

words of Traub, “assum[ed] neither that we will find in the past a mirror image 

of ourselves nor that the past is so utterly alien that we will find nothing use-

able in its fragmentary traces” (Renaissance of Lesbianism 32). This delicate bal-

ancing act has become what we might call a “historicist settlement,” in which 

scholars continue to ask pressing questions about the historical dimension of 

sexual experience even though the exact relationship between historical same-

ness and difference remains uncertain.8 

Scholars more heavily influenced by deconstruction, psychoanalysis, and 

presentism have been hesitant to accept this historicist settlement.9 Like many 

historicists, these scholars’ methodological and political investments overlap 

and differ in too many ways to list all of them here. They share, however, a be-

lief that historicism as it is commonly practiced stabilizes unstable identities, 

smooths uneven differences, and hardens soft definitions. This kind of criti-

cism is not limited to very recent work in sexuality studies. Indeed, a broad 

swath of scholars has embraced post- structuralist and deconstructive theory in 

order to bring attention to desire, fantasy, language, anachronism, and non- 

identitarian sexualities. I am thinking here of studies like Dinshaw’s work on 

the affective relationship between contemporary scholars and their archival 

subjects; Stephen Guy- Bray’s study of metaphor and the poetics of non- 

reproductive sexuality; Graham Hammill’s exploration of sexuality, violence, 

and form; Melissa E. Sanchez’s examination of the psycho- sexual dynamics of 

early modern political thought; and Will Stockton’s analysis of the anal erotics 

animating early modern culture.10 While such critics are not primarily focused 
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on critiquing historicism, they often have to address what they see as the limits 

that historicism imposes in order to defend contemporary critical methodolo-

gies against claims of “bad” universalism and anachronism. These scholars 

have taught us that analyzing early modernity in ways not comprehended by 

Foucauldian and historicist frameworks helps us theorize the affective dynam-

ics of scholarly work on the past, describe the relationship between form and 

sexuality, and uncover the constructedness of literary and historical 

periodization. 

Critics of historicism use a variety of strategies to counter what they see as 

historicism’s deficiencies. In addition to employing deconstructive and Laca-

nian interpretive techniques in order to avoid stabilizing the terms of their 

analyses, these critics use the term “queer” to reject gender- oriented analyses of 

Renaissance sexuality and to read early modern and modern texts synchronic-

ally so as to displace narratives of historical difference. To the extent that these 

strategies are motivated by a desire to return to deconstructive and psychoana-

lytic queer theory, they are also often animated by the belief that pleasure is an 

important dimension of queer scholarship, a belief deeply informed by Sedg-

wick’s practice of “reparative reading” (Touching Feeling 144). Thus, while for 

Dinshaw pleasure becomes part of the affective scaffolding out of which a com-

munity between contemporary scholar and historical archive is built, for Fre-

ccero it is imperative that scholars “recogni[ze] the intimacy” that exists between 

pleasure and truth (Dinshaw 22; Fradenburg and Freccero xix). Such a turn to 

affect contributes to disenchantment with historicism because queer commu-

nity and queer critical desire aim to collapse the very boundaries between past 

and present that Foucauldianism and historicism often delineate. Embracing a 

range of affects, Freccero coins the phrase “queer spectrality” in order to cap-

ture her sense that doing the history of sexuality means bringing past and pres-

ent together while remaining open to the pleasures and pains “of being haunted, 

even inhabited, by ghosts” (Queer/Early/Modern 80).11

Cultivating the critic’s pleasure in history can seem deeply at odds with 

(what is often taken to be) the historicist imperative to dispassionately uncover 

the archive’s secrets. By calling this special issue of JEMCS “Desiring History 

and Historicizing Desire,” we aim to show that desiring and historicizing are 

two sides of the same coin. Both queer theorists (many of whom are also his-

toricists) and queer historicists (many of whom are also theorists) are deeply 

invested in history and desire. Indeed, queer and historicist scholars have long 

worked across these borders even as and despite the fact that during the same 
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time period some scholars have been more forceful about their differences. 

Early modern critics have considered historical similarities to modernity in ad-

dition to differences;12 they have examined non- normative sexual practices not 

oriented around the homo- hetero divide;13 and they have incorporated psycho-

analytic methodologies and affect studies into their historicist practice.14 

Other scholars have reconsidered the role of historicist studies in providing 

material for their work;15 they have modified their positions in response to his-

toricist attempts to take similarity into consideration;16 and they have clarified 

that their objections are not to historicism itself, but to historicist studies that 

are insufficiently anti- teleological.17 These overlaps suggest that many early 

modern scholars are promiscuous in their methods, and that their work is not 

so easily divided along (sub)disciplinary lines.

And yet, despite these overlaps, significant methodological tensions re-

main between the field’s understandings of historicism and queer theory. In a 

recent PMLA Forum, Traub describes these differences as including nothing 

less than “the purposes, politics, and intended outcomes of queering” (“Histor-

icism and Unhistoricism” 785). In the same Forum, Menon remarks: “that his-

toricist methodology might resemble the very thing it seeks to critique, that its 

emphasis on difference might elide the question of sameness, that its insistence 

on sequence might make short work of inconsequence: such are the challenges 

of unhistoricism” (783). Like Traub, Menon sees profound differences between 

historicism and its critics. This PMLA Forum was published in response to 

Traub’s essay, “The New Unhistoricism in Queer Studies,” which itself was a 

response to the recent work by Freccero, Goldberg, and Menon referenced 

above. The next section of this introduction will take Traub’s essay, and the 

recent scholarship to which it responds, as an opportunity to re- examine what 

is at stake in the debate between historicist scholars and their critics. What has 

this disagreement actually been about? Where do their methodological and 

theoretical differences leave the field of early modern sexuality studies? And 

how might we use the debate between these camps to move toward an enriched 

conversation about early modern sexuality, culture, and history? 

What We Talk about When We Talk about (Un)Historicism

While scholars of early modern sexuality have debated the relative merits of 

historicism for many years, their conversations arguably reached a greater de-

gree of intensity with the 2008 publication of Menon’s Unhistorical Shake-

speare: Queer Theory in Literature and Film. Menon’s book was notable for the 
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way it collected and crystalized a number of challenges to historicism, as well 

as for the force of its condemnation of historicist method. The book rejects as 

specious and damaging the notion that there can be identifiable historical defi-

nitions of and distinctions between modern and early modern sexualities. Its 

argument proceeds on three fronts that can be loosely categorized as theoreti-

cal, methodological, and political (though these categories bleed into one an-

other). From a theoretical perspective, Menon claims that in order to advocate 

for temporally distinct sexualities, historicists imply that “modern” and “early 

modern” sexualities can be stably defined, whereas Derridean and Lacanian 

understandings of the instability of desire make such definitional distinctions 

impossible, both in the present and the past. With regards to methodology, 

historicists are charged with focusing on the etiology of contemporary catego-

ries of homo-  and heterosexuality in a way that obscures a more variegated 

picture of early modern sexual desires and practices. Finally, from a political 

standpoint, historicism’s emphasis on chronological change is viewed as creat-

ing a “supercessionist” or “teleological” view of history, in which the present 

conquers and displaces the past. According to Menon, such a narrative privi-

leges rather than challenges the heteronormative orthodoxies of our contem-

porary political and epistemological moment (despite the anti- normative 

intentions of most historicist critics). 

Traub responded to Menon’s work in 2013 with her PMLA essay “The New 

Unhistoricism in Queer Studies,” which connects Menon’s book with decon-

structive and psychoanalytic work by Goldberg and Freccero, uniting them all 

under Menon’s term “unhistoricism.” Her essay focuses on what she sees as 

their shared condemnation of historicism as teleological. While I have classi-

fied this as a “political” objection, Traub clearly also sees it as a methodological 

and theoretical argument. I will not attempt to replicate the detail and subtlety 

of Traub’s response here, but her argument seems to me to rest on three main 

pillars. First, she argues that unhistoricists’ case for historicist teleology relies 

on an undertheorized analogical logic, in which the binaries of historical “dif-

ference and sameness” are conflated with “not only hetero and homo but also 

difference and similitude, distance and proximity, multiplicity and self- 

identity, change and stasis, disidentification and mimesis” (30). Second, Traub 

claims that the “queer insurgency” they offer in historicism’s place “overesti-

mates the analytic capacity and explanatory power” of deconstruction and psy-

choanalysis to supply “a full- scale historiographic method” (29–30). Third, 

Traub contends that “rejecting” historicism may hinder interdisciplinary work 
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by privileging literary critical protocols above other approaches toward sexual-

ity studies (34–35). I have a great deal of sympathy for Traub’s careful examina-

tion of the unhistoricist account of historicist methodology, and I strongly 

concur that historicism is not inevitably a form of heteronormativity, much less 

homophobia.18 

Nevertheless, there is more to be said for unhistoricism’s “queer insur-

gency” than Traub’s essay allows, despite the essay’s effort to be evenhanded. 

The essay faults historicism’s critics for not delivering an alternative “full- scale 

historiographic method,” but it is not clear that the critics in question ever 

promise such a thing (30). Rather, they use deconstructive method, psychoan-

alytic theory, and rhetorical reading strategies to contest historicist practices, 

not to rebuild or reform them. What, then, might this contestation offer to 

scholars of sexuality studies who are interested in history, historicism, and the 

relationship between past and present? To begin to answer this question, I 

argue, it is crucial to distinguish between two different forms of historicism, 

diachronic and synchronic, and to recognize that the queer critique of histori-

cism has very different implications for each. On the one hand, its quarrel with 

diachronic historicism is theoretical, springing from the incommensurability 

of deconstruction and narratives of distinct historical periodization based on 

stable notions of identity and difference. On the other hand, its quarrel with 

synchronic historicism is methodological, deriving from a disagreement over 

what kinds of historical reading practices are best suited to analyzing the his-

tory of sexuality. This debate thus offers us an opportunity to reevaluate the 

stakes of both of these historicist modes and their respective methodologies. 

To understand the significance of attending to the synchronic and dia-

chronic, it is necessary to consider in greater detail the theoretical and method-

ological aspects of non- historicists’ arguments. The theoretical objection to 

historicism’s insistence on “difference” is based on the deconstructive instabil-

ity of language and its consequences for the production of knowledge. Menon 

writes that unhistoricism challenges historicism “less to overthrow difference— as 

if this were ever possible— and more to point to an incoherence that resists 

final legibility” (Unhistorical Shakespeare 4). Freccero writes that she employs a 

“queer” analytic because its “relative undefinability” enables “a critique of liter-

ary critical and historical assumptions” (Queer/Early/Modern 5). Both critics, 

then, argue that the insights of deconstruction and deconstructively inflected 

psychoanalysis have not been fully incorporated into most historicist practice. 

According to them, this results in the usually unspoken historicist assumption 
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that the present is a stable epistemological point from which to view and diag-

nose the past’s unstable sexualities. Moreover, non- historicists claim that in 

basing historicist analysis on the instability and stability of past and present, 

respectively, historicism engages in a presentist projection at the very moment 

it seeks to avoid it. This theoretical position is not particularly novel, as Menon 

and Freccero know well (and as their own citations of scholars like Hayden 

White demonstrate). In queer studies, in particular, Sedgwick and Jack 

Halberstam have argued that since queer theory teaches us that we cannot 

obtain stable knowledge about present sexuality— or that the only stable 

knowledge we possess is precisely that contemporary sexuality is unstable— it 

is difficult to stabilize the ways in which past sexualities were different from 

sexualities of the present.19 To queer critics of historicism, this line of argu-

ment is utterly uncontroversial, rooted in a type of theory that has been broadly 

accepted in queer studies for decades. To queer historicists, however, the argu-

ment that past sexualities as past are irrecoverable may suggest a kind of episte-

mological hyper- skepticism, whereby critics of historicism begin to look 

anti- historical, as if they reject the conceptual utility of history itself.20 

Yet, I would argue, this is not how queer critics of historicism see their en-

gagement with history. In fact, despite their radical critiques of historicism, 

they explicitly reject the idea that their writings are anti- historical. Freccero 

cites Goldberg’s claim that “[t]he logic of textuality [is] the logic of historicity” 

in order to point out that a linguistically inflected analysis is itself a kind of 

history (qtd. in Queer/Early/Modern 4). Here Freccero refers to Goldberg’s ar-

gument that, since deconstruction relies on historical knowledge to decide 

what kind of textual instabilities are available in a given text or moment, “the 

virtually unbounded possibilities of difference are relatively bound within any 

textual/historic instance” (Goldberg, Sodometries 31). In this way, queer decon-

structive reading does not reject history but rather depends upon a particular 

kind of history, a synchronic history, or a deep historical knowledge of the so-

cial, linguistic, and cultural contexts in which the texts it analyzes are 

embedded. 

These queer unhistoricists thus advance a history in which contemporary 

post- structural insights about the instability of language are taken seriously as 

absolute limits to the conditions of all knowledge— past or present— rather 

than viewed as anachronistic applications of theory to history. As Menon ar-

gues in her first book, Wanton Words (2004), her method is historical in its 

analysis of the rhetorical construction of desire in early modern texts: “What 
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this book seeks to do therefore, is not to shut down history or elevate ‘theory,’ 

but rather, at every turn, to expand our sense of both history and theory to in-

clude also a sense of superfluous and excessive sexuality” (34, emphasis in orig-

inal).21 Her aim here, which all her work shares, is to use theory to think more 

accurately about early modern desire. This interest in the precise interpreta-

tion of early modern culture is a recognizably historicist goal.22 Indeed, many 

historicist studies of early modern sexual figures and practices, even those bor-

rowing a Foucauldian diachronic framework, primarily operate in synchronic 

rather than diachronic mode, uncovering a range of early modern variations on 

a sexual theme rather than focusing on charting change over time.23 In this 

sense, at least, historicist and non- historicist critics’ aims are closely allied. 

When it comes to synchronic history, then, these scholars differ not so 

much over a conception of history as over a conception of reading, particularly 

what it means to read queerly. Does reading queerly mean attending to repre-

sentations of bodies and desires that fall outside of (usually heterosexual) cul-

tural norms? Or does it mean to read perversely, to look at the “straight” archive 

and to find the queer within? Although they do not necessarily reject the latter 

definition, historicists more frequently employ the former, looking to repre-

sentations of same- sex desire or non- normative sexual practices in order to 

“queer the Renaissance.”24 Such reading practices are common among scholars 

who see themselves as “cultural historians,” to borrow the term Mario DiGangi 

applies to his own practice in this issue’s forum. Following Foucault’s practice 

of creating genealogies of marginal figures— the masturbating child, the sod-

omite, the lunatic— and the practices that surround them— incarceration, 

confession, sterilization— in order to show their essential relation to struc-

tures of power, this mode of reading opens the archive’s closet.

Synchronic deconstructive critics, on the other hand, are more likely to 

embrace the second definition, which does not so much open the closet as 

question the barrier between the closet and everything else. Freccero describes 

her queer analytic as a “willful perversion” providing an “odd, strange, aslant” 

view of the early modern archive (Queer/Early/Modern 2, 5). This kind of “will-

ful” reading is not in and of itself opposed to cultural history; many historicists 

have adopted some form it in their work.25 For Menon, however, queer reading 

entails an explicit rejection of cultural history in favor of a focus on rhetoric 

and the instability of desire: “I am less interested in the ‘representations’ of 

sodomitical, or homoerotic, or nonprocreative sexualities . . . [than] the contex-

tual imbrication of ways of reading texts with ways of reading bodily and tex-
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tual desire” (Wanton Words 31–32). Instead of reading texts for what they say 

about sexuality and how they say it, Menon’s method involves a DeManian 

reading that uncovers what texts are saying about how they are saying what 

they are saying. Even though this second- order reading strategy is somewhat 

removed from the work of most cultural historians, the rhetorical sophistica-

tion it offers is arguably a crucial part of any responsible interpretive practice, 

including historicism. The argument over whether or not one should embrace 

this kind of interpretive method is more of a disagreement over ways of reading 

than ways of historicizing: what kinds of reading practices best queer the ar-

chive, and which are most likely to enable us to, in Alan Sinfield’s phrase, “ex-

pose the conditions of reading” history (20)?

To the extent that there is a disagreement over history here, it can be more 

precisely understood as an argument over diachronic history, the study of 

change over time. The latter rankles non- historicists because in order to insist 

upon change, the non- identity of two phenomena in time, one must insist upon 

some kind of fixity upon which to base these distinctions. In this sense, dia-

chronic history can only with difficulty, if ever, be brought into accord with a 

deconstructive insistence on instability. One can argue that it need not be— 

that the value one gains from diachronic analysis is worth bucking post- 

structural orthodoxy, but it is futile to judge non- historicist work, with its 

commitment to deconstruction, by whether it can produce historical accounts 

of change over time. It might seem more productive to agree that different 

methods serve different disciplinary agendas, and that the academic world is 

large enough to support all different kinds of work. This would have the virtue 

of allowing space for both synchronic and diachronic histories of sexuality in 

early modern studies. But it would also make it too easy to foreclose the possi-

bility of transgressing methodological boundaries. If this debate has done any-

thing, it has shown us that our field is more vibrant to the degree that it is 

self- reflexive about its methods. Agreeing to disagree would help to discourage 

that self- reflexivity rather than encourage it. 

Instead, practitioners of deconstructive synchronic history and Foucauld-

ian historicists might recognize that their theoretical differences can help 

sharpen one another’s methodological practices. The former reminds the latter 

of the potential theoretical, methodological, and political costs of “strategi-

cally” granting fixity in order to plot change, helping to spur the latter to con-

tinue to produce ever more theoretically rigorous approaches to difference that 

can minimize, or perhaps even forestall those costs. In their focus on the role of 
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affect and fantasy in the historicist project, they also prompt historicists to re-

call that criticism can be motivated by goals other than a disinterested meth-

odological rigor, including pleasure (or indeed that the pursuit of rigor can 

itself be the pursuit of pleasure).26 At the same time, diachronic historicists can 

remind practitioners of deconstructive synchronic history that there is no syn-

chronic history that does not itself draw distinctions between elements of cul-

ture, society, and language over some span of time (however small), and 

therefore that is not itself diachronic to a certain degree. In other words, the 

history in synchronic history, that which makes it historical as opposed to anti- 

historical, comes from some kind of temporal distinction. And that distinction 

is likely the same kind of distinction from whence the history in diachronic his-

tory comes. Just as there is no outside- text, there is no outside- time. This is not 

to say that text and time are the same, but that they are similar in that each 

implies certain interpretive limits. Text is subject to the instability of any chain 

of signification, and time, because of its constant passing, necessitates some 

kind of diachronic perspective. We are all caught in time’s web, living and 

thinking from one moment to the next, making and ignoring foundational- 

fictional distinctions in order to make anything at all. 

Historicists and their critics, then, share both a politics and a praxis: they 

generally evince anti- heteronormative commitments, and they see analyzing 

the past as an important tactic in that pursuit. As DiGangi notes in this issue’s 

forum, it would be worthwhile to take “greater account of the ethical, theoreti-

cal, and political agendas [they have] in common.” At the same time, I have ar-

gued that real differences exist in their theoretical and methodological 

approaches to reading and to history. Can this intense debate bring early mod-

ern studies to new critical terrain? This volume attempts to answer that ques-

tion in the affirmative. Its editors hope that it will play a modest role in spurring 

early modern studies to engage more intimately with queer theory and the his-

tory of sexuality as a broader field. Before the Huntington conference con-

cluded, Menon posed a question to its participants: “If you are a queer theorist, 

why should the early modern period be your archive?” If the essays gathered in 

this issue leave open the question of whether the early modern period is a “bet-

ter” queer archive than others, it insists that early modernity urgently speaks 

to the political and theoretical questions animating queer studies today.27 
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Early Modern as Queerly Modern

This special issue contains three essays, an afterward, and a forum on histori-

cist and queer methodology from scholars with diverse intellectual and insti-

tutional investments. These scholars engage with a variety of disciplines and 

theoretical sub- fields (history, literature, queer theory, historicism, disability 

theory, trans theory, public- sphere theory, affect theory, and the new material-

ism), historical periods (classical, medieval, Renaissance, eighteenth century 

and modernity), national and imperial geographies (Roman Empire, England, 

France, Italy, and America), and an array of cultural artifacts (film, drama, po-

etry, theory, criticism, narrative fiction, anatomy tracts, and private correspon-

dence). Taken together, their essays and comments suggest that we should not 

allow the vigor of the methodological debate in early modern sexuality studies 

to deflect our attention from the breadth and vitality of the field, which contin-

ues to probe new theoretical horizons and construct new narratives about early 

modern literatures and cultures. More specifically, these contributions show 

us that any contemporary discussion of politics— from gay marriage to trans* 

rights— and academia— from queer tactility to the organization of the mod-

ern university— would benefit from an early modern perspective.

The first essay, James M. Bromley’s “Cruisy Historicism: Sartorial Extrav-

agance and Public Sexual Culture in Ben Jonson’s Every Man Out of His Hu-

mour,” offers a new analytic for queer historicism, called “cruisy historicism,” 

that aims to “create forms of cultural memory” from early modern texts that 

contemporary actors “can draw [upon] for queer world making.” Bromley in-

tertwines discussion of this method and its relation to various other strands of 

queer and presentist criticism, including work by Lauren Berlant, Michael 

Warner, Leo Bersani, and Rita Felski, with discussion of the way sartorial ex-

travagance creates a kind of queer sexual counter- public in Ben Jonson’s Every 

Man Out. More specifically, Bromley urges us to recognize that Jonson’s repre-

sentation of the erotic power of masculine “sartorial extravagance” creates a 

space for queer public life of the kind that is increasingly being foreclosed in 

our time, despite— or perhaps because of— the recent emphasis on marital 

rights in Western, especially United States, culture.

The reading of Jonson’s play serves as a model for how cruisy historicism 

can enable contemporary queer world- making, while the play’s depiction of 

sartorial extravagance in St. Paul’s Walk indicates that cruisy historicism is 

firmly rooted in history. Like queer critics of historicism, Bromley wishes to 

invest early modern criticism with the pleasures of queer life. At the same time, 
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his work shares the historicist impulse to specify the cultural parameters that 

make the queer world of early modern England different from our own. Fi-

nally, the essay not only provides a compelling argument for employing early 

modernity to intervene in contemporary politics, but also reconfigures the 

function and affect of Jonsonian satire by suggesting that the genre’s sympa-

thies are as likely to rest with satire’s apparent victims as with its 

practitioners.

Like Bromley’s essay, Katherine Crawford’s “Desiring Castrates, or How 

to Create Disabled Social Subjects” traces the representation of a particular 

early modern sexual type not just for the sake of historical recovery, but also for 

presentist political purposes. Crawford provides a masterful overview of the 

current scholarly work on early modern French and Italian castrates, men 

whose genitals were surgically altered or removed to enhance their vocal abili-

ties, which she uses to point out a simple, yet overlooked and generative, fact: 

nearly everything we know about castrates comes from non- castrates. The 

essay argues that this discursive imbalance frames castrates as a kind of blank 

canvas upon which the fear of sexual and gender indeterminacy could be pro-

jected, in a way that anticipates modern attempts to silence trans* figures 

whose sexual and gender indeterminacy causes gender trouble today. Craw-

ford’s essay argues that as a result of a number of unrationalized coexistent 

cultural discourses, the castrate is cast as a “disabled” social subject, one that is 

feminine yet degendered, impotent yet hyper- sexualized, and human yet sub- 

human. By linking castrates to gender indeterminacy and cultural disability, 

the article demonstrates how contemporary critical interests like trans* theory 

and disability studies can inform historicist scholarship on early modernity. 

Indeed, this essay’s association of contemporary transphobia and early modern 

anti- castrate discourses is a testament to the way theory can help early modern 

scholars think through the relationship between historicist and presentist 

concerns.

While Bromley and Crawford employ historicism to argue for the political 

utility of the past to queer the present, Carla Freccero employs deconstruction 

to argue for the ability of the literary archive to queer the history of desire. Her 

essay, “Tangents of Desire,” re- examines the queer affective critical practice 

around “touching” feelings, an approach inaugurated by Sedgwick and ex-

tended to touching the past by the influential work of Dinshaw.28 Freccero’s 

essay argues that there is a violence involved in the “tactile turn” that queer 

scholarship has yet to acknowledge. This violence is multivalent, related to the 
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violence of all desire, to that of masculine supremacy, and to that of figuration, 

which erases that which it figures. Rather than use this critique to dispense 

with queer tactility, Freccero uses a deconstructive method to trace a path 

through early modern French and English literary archives that reconstructs a 

history of queer touching focused on women’s touch, supplying “scripts for 

navigating that dangerous territory.” Freccero offers a beautifully controlled 

meditation on desire’s fictional archives, one that embodies the promise of 

queer reading as a reparative device. Indeed, by critiquing queer criticism, then 

providing a literary- theoretical meditation that helps us out of the critique, her 

essay deconstructs the binary of theory and criticism, demonstrating that, 

rather than being in tension, the two are in productive, dialectical relation. In 

the process, Freccero demonstrates how early modernity remains a powerful 

resource for queer theorizing, and a profound source of queer pleasures.

The conversation between history, historicism, and queer theory that these 

essays launch is continued and amplified in the “Disciplines, Institutions— and 

Desires” forum to which Mario DiGangi, Ruth Mazo Karras, Melissa E. San-

chez, and Will Stockton contribute. Structured around four questions raised by 

Stockton, the forum addresses the relationship between historicist and queer 

methodologies, disciplinary investments and the question of interdisciplinarity, 

the university’s institutional footprint on sexuality studies, and the future of 

early modern sexuality studies. The forum contains a rich store of provocations, 

including Karras’s suggestion that “it is a good thing we no longer ‘desire’ history 

as we once did,” DiGangi’s argument that the combination of boundless desire 

and particular historical context is “a necessary and productive monstrosity,” 

Sanchez’s claim that “to historicize either the concept of desire or of history is to 

reveal the overlap between the terms,” and Stockton’s discussion of the chal-

lenges of “being a literary scholar who traffics in presentism and a teacher of 

literature who spends most of his time teaching students to think historically.” 

Taken together, the forum suggests that even among scholars with different in-

stitutional backgrounds or disciplinary investments, early modern sexuality 

studies’ methodological debates offer a compelling model for confronting the 

challenge of interdisciplinarity in today’s academy. 

The issue concludes with an afterword by Sanchez, “This Field That Is Not 

One,” which traces how the contributions to this volume examine connections 

between early modern sexuality and questions of evidence, presentism, gender, 

violence, heteronormativity, and desire itself. As her title implies, Sanchez ar-

gues that this issue, like the recent debates that inspired it, is best understood 
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as evidence of the field’s healthy methodological diversity. Appreciating the 

breadth of critical approaches to the field might itself yield methodological in-

sights, and Sanchez suggests that “many of the conceptual rubrics, intellectual 

attachments, and sexual identifications we rely on are temporary— even 

random— points of contact rather than stable indications of truths about ei-

ther the present or the past.” Her afterword concludes by maintaining that 

historicist and non- historicist approaches both have value and that it might be 

more productive to consider ourselves as participating in collaborative conver-

sation rather than (or as well as) argument or debate. 

Sanchez is no doubt correct to argue that queer historicism and theory 

need not be— and have not always been— organized into mutually exclusive 

schools; although, as I argue above, it is possible certain methodological differ-

ences will always remain between historicists and their critics. Nevertheless, 

after a period in which early modern sexuality scholars have focused on their 

differences, it may be more productive at this moment to return to a consider-

ation of their shared investments. For what unites these two groups of scholars 

is an engagement with the problem of history, theory, and historicist method, a 

skepticism about any unmediated access to the past. By presenting work by 

historicist, theoretical, and historical- theoretical scholars, this volume seeks to 

demonstrate how queer theoretical approaches produce a more agile and so-

phisticated historiography, and how early modern historicist work contributes 

to the intellectual and political efforts of queer theory. 
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1. See Goldberg’s edited volume, Queering the Renaissance, for a number of influential 
articles that take a Foucauldian approach to the history of sexuality.

2. See Dinshaw; Fradenburg and Freccero, Premodern Sexualities; Rambuss.
3. See Freccero; Goldberg and Menon; Menon, Unhistorical Shakespeare.
4. See for example DiGangi, “Queer Theory”; Freccero, Menon, and Traub; Goldberg 

and Menon; Dinshaw and Lochrie; Menon, reply to Dinshaw and Lochrie; Radel; Stock-
ton, “Shakespeare and Queer Theory”; Traub, “Present Future,” “New Unhistoricism.” 
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5. Beyond the Foucauldian works listed in the first paragraph, for historicist studies of 
early modern sexuality, see also Andreadis; Bach; Bly; DiGangi, Homoerotics and Sexual 
Types; Masten, Textual Intercourse; Orgel. 

6. Bray’s The Friend (2003) is the locus classicus for this way of thinking of early modern 
homoeroticism, but this impetus characterized many studies of the 1990s and early 2000s. 
At the same time, it is important to note that a small but still influential group of historicist 
scholars, including Boswell, Cady, and Bredbeck, disputed this maxim and argued on be-
half of a transhistorical gay identity.

7. This shift was largely due to Sedgwick’s Epistemology and Halperin’s 2002 response 
to that work in How to Do the History of Homosexuality (see esp. 24–47).

8. See Bromley; K. Crawford; Garrison; Masten, Queer Philologies; Traub, Thinking Sex.
9. This paragraph examines various critics who have used psychonalaysis and decon-

struction to critique historicist practices, but, as I argue later in this introduction, many 
of those I have called “historicists,” including Masten, Sanchez, and Traub, employ psy-
choanalytic and decontructive methodologies, while many of the critics of historicism I 
name below, including Goldberg, Freccero, and Menon, also theorize their own forms of 
historicism.

10. See Dinshaw; Guy- Bray; Hammill; Sanchez, Erotic Subjects; Stockton, Playing 
Dirty. There are many other critics who have influenced or been influenced by this move-
ment; see for example J. Crawford; Dolan, True Relations and Marriage and Violence; Dol-
limore, Sexual Dissidence; Rose; Nardizzi, Guy- Bray, and Stockton; Gajowski. Of course, 
many early modernists not working in sexuality studies have expressed dissatisfaction with 
the constraints of historicism. Such scholars are too numerous to list, but those who have 
influenced debates within early modern sexuality studies include Lupton, Marshall, and 
Grady and Hawkes. 

11. This turn to affect has also lent support to the queer encounter with history called 
“queer temporality.” The multi- period and multi- disciplinary exploration of queer tempo-
rality is too large a subject for this introduction. Beyond Dinshaw and Freccero, influen-
tial work includes Coviello, Freeman, Love, and Luciano. Also see Stein’s excellent review 
essay, “American Literary History and Queer Temporalities.”

12. See Little; Traub, Thinking Sex; Sanchez, “Use Me But as Your Spaniel.” 
13. See Bromley; Bromley and Stockton; Fisher. 
14. See Gil; Sanchez, Erotic Subjects; Saunders; DiGangi, “Civic Affect.” 
15. See Stockton, “Shakespeare and Queer Theory.”
16. See Goldberg and Menon and Menon, Unhistorical Shakespeare.
17. See Freccero, “Historicism and Unhistoricism.”
18. In Unhistorical Shakespeare, Menon claims that Halperin’s historicism exhibits “in-

grained homophobia” (16).
19. See Halberstam 50–54 and Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet. Lochrie makes a 

similar point in Heterosyncrasies.
20. Halperin charges deconstructive psychoanalytic critics not just with an impov-

erished view of cultural history, but also with an “ineluctable” heterosexual universalism 
(How to Be Gay 476n3, 89).

21. Although Wanton Words was published before Menon formulated the concept of 
“unhistoricism,” it seems to me to speak to a continued interest in the critique of historicist 
methodology more readily apparent in her subsequent scholarship. 

22. To the extent that this critical practice insists on the necessity of using theory to do 
history, it may be more properly a goal of “The New Historicism” rather than historicism. 
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But my larger point is that unhistoricist interest in an expanded sense of sexuality and 
desire is also an interest in a more accurate interpretation of early modern culture. This 
critical pursuit can be understood as an act of cultural reconstruction not fundamentally 
different from that practiced by historicists. 

23. See DiGangi, Sexual Types; Schwarz; Shannon; Smith.
24. See Goldberg, Introd. 14.
25. See Blank for a brilliant analysis of the fictionality of the widespread reliance on 

philology and etymology as a historicist tool. In this regard, see also Masten, Queer Phi-
lologies. Traub’s Renaissance of Lesbianism partakes of this queer critical tendency in its 
embrace of what she calls a “lesbian affirmative analytic” entailing “the assumption of the 
worth and variety of [early modern] female emotional and physical ties” (13).

26. While not arguing that historicism and pleasure are opposed, Traub does note that 
the queer critical embrace of pleasure can be disciplinary when it becomes an academic 
injunction: “[T]he supposition of an affective response during the labor of research strikes 
me as too quick to presume on the affects of others and too prone to translate into an im-
plicit injunction that scholars feel something” (Thinking Sex 134, emphasis in original). My 
analysis of the relation between queer and historicist critics of sexuality is related to Fer-
nie’s analysis of the relationship between presentist and historicist criticism of Shakespeare. 
Fernie argues that presentism offers historicism two methodological reminders: first, that 
presentism is also a kind of historicism of the contemporary critical moment, and second, 
that presentism represents the “freedom and energy of the critical act” (171).

27. This is not to say that we must rank periods or archives in terms of their utility 
to queer theory and criticism. It is to insist, however, that early modern studies is just as 
useful to contemporary queer critical discussions as more modern fields, despite the lat-
ter’s greater representation in queer critical debates, even when such debates would be 
well- served by broader historical context. It would have been illuminating, for example, to 
see an essay working with an early modern or medieval archive in the recent special issue 
of differences edited by Wiegman and Wilson on the provocative topic of “Queer Theory 
Without Antinormativity.”

28. Sedgwick, Touching Feeling and Dinshaw.
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