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FORUM

This forum has come about through a series of conversations and discussions over a period of time 
in 2021-2022. Our ambition was to bring together scholars from different disciplines and perspec-
tives, hoping for mutual curiosity and dialogue. We invited the participants to the forum to consider 
the following question:  

“How can we understand the complex and often contradictory ways through which sexualities and 
capital are related to, shaped by, and constitutive of each other?”

Due to restrictions and exigencies of the corona situation together with time zone obstacles, the 
conversation had different modes. The fi rst part of the forum consisted of an online video-recorded 
conversation between M.E. O’Brien, Nat Raha and Grietje Baars. The conversation was moderated by 
Liu Xin and Mathias Klitgård. Laura Horn provided editorial support. Jin Haritaworn and Lisa Adkins 
then kindly sent their contributions to this conversation in writing. What you will read in the follow-
ing is hence a conversation across three continents, which mixes synchronous and asynchronous 
elements, and which aims to show the strengths but also divergences and open questions in these 
different engagements. 

Transversing Sexualities

and Critiques of  Capital

Participants: M.E. O’Brien, Nat Raha, Grietje Baars, 
Liu Xin and Mathias Klitgård
M.E. O’Brien, PhD, LMSW, City University of New York
Nat Raha, PhD, poet and activist-scholar based in Edinburgh
Grietje Baars, Reader in Law and Social Change, The City Law School, City University of London
Liu Xin, Senior Lecturer, Centre for Gender Studies, Karlstad University
Mathias Klitgård, PhD Fellow, Centre for Gender Studies, University of Stavanger
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Video-recorded conversation, 
29 June 2021

O’Brien: I’m focusing on theories that explain the 
transformation of patterns of sexuality in soci-
ety according to the long arc of capitalist devel-
opment and capitalist transformation of society. 
Broadly, I would identify two distinct theoretical 
projects, both Marxist, that have located sexuality 
as changing under conditions of capitalist devel-
opment. And strangely these two projects have 
very few overlaps. 

First, there’s a great deal of excellent mate-
rial often under the term queer Marxism, or gay 
Marxism. These are theories of sexuality and cap-
italism that try to understand how capitalism’s 
new relationships to the commodity form, the 
production and objectifi cation of the self, new mo-
dalities of social life and, broadly, proletarianiza-
tion and urbanisation produce the conditions for 
consolidated, reifi ed and coherent claims to sex-
ual minority identity. Scholars have explained the 
specifi c emergence of gay identity in the twentieth 
century. They’ve tried to explain concerns about 
sexuality in the Victorian era, by considering the 
ways in which capitalism transforms the social, 
psychic and material conditions for life, for both 
proletarian and bourgeois subjects (see for exam-
ple Chitty 2020; Floyd 2009; D’Emilio 1983, 1998; 
Drucker 2015; Foucault 1978; Heaney 2017; and 
Valocchi 1999). 

Second, sexuality has been considered as 
part of the research into the family and its role in 
the social reproduction of capitalist society. His-
torically, the best example of this would be Engels. 
Currently, we point to social reproduction theory. 
In the Seventies, we had the housework debates 
and Marxist-Feminist theoretical debates broadly. 
These are grappling with how capitalist transfor-
mation broke up the peasant family, constituted 
the conditions for the new bourgeois nuclear fam-
ily, then expanded access to that family. You could 
look at mainstream theories of fertility decline in 
the twentieth century. There’s all sorts of excel-
lent work that tries to think about the family and 
the history of capitalism. So for some this is the 

family as a privatized mode of social reproduction: 
the unwaged raising of the children, care for the 
elderly, children who will later constitute society’s 
workforce. But others have considered the fami-
ly as a site of ideological reproduction. They de-
scribed the production of particular kinds of gen-
dered and sexualised subjects (see for example 
Bhattacharya 2018; Chicago Women’s Liberation 
Union 1972; Davis 1981; Dalla Costa 1972; Del-
phy 1980; Endnotes 2013; Engels 1884; Firestone 
1970; Hartmann 1979; James 1975; Jones 1949; 
Kollontai 1977[1920]; Jaffe 2020; Vogel 1983; Zet-
kin 1920[1996]).

We need more research that effectively in-
corporates and bridges these two theories. The 
family, on one hand, and sexual deviancy, sexual 
minority identities, sexual rebellion, on the other, 
are necessary counterparts to each other in the 
history of capitalist society. The heterosexual fam-
ily has always been a counterpart to sexual devi-
ancy since the rise of capitalist proletarianization. 
It is in the dynamic tension between these two 
processes that we can understand the particular 
sexual logics of capitalism, as they have evolved 
over time. I think there is often a missing piece in 
queer Marxism in thinking effectively about the 
family. And a missing piece in social reproduction 
theory of really thinking about the dynamics of 
proletarian sexual rebellion and sexual deviancy.

In my own research, as one example of this, 
I’ve grappled with this link through the question of 
family abolition. In each era of proletarian rebel-
lion, over the last two centuries, revolutionaries 
have challenged and attacked the family as a way 
of evoking and pursuing ideas of gender and sex-
ual freedom. But interestingly, what they meant 
by the family has transformed repeatedly as the 
role of the family has changed in capitalist repro-
duction. And as the meanings of the family have 
changed the roles of sexual deviancy, the dynam-
ics of sexual rebellion have also transformed.

So what they meant, what they imagined, by 
the critical demands to abolish the family, or chal-
lenge the family, continued to transform as the role 
of the family in capitalist society changed. In one 
era, as we see in Marx and Engels, the family spe-
cifi cally refers to the bourgeois, property owning, 
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inheritance based family. Family abolition meant 
destroying bourgeois society. Meanwhile, the con-
ditions of early industrialization were undermining 
the ability of proletarian people to form any sort of 
stable families. In the Americas, we see the condi-
tions of slavery similarly attacking the kinship re-
lations between enslaved people (see for example 
Davis 1972; Hartman 1997; and Spillers 1987).

Later in the nineteenth century, we see the 
rise of a workers movement that is able to win ma-
terial gains to enable an expansion of the single 
wage-earner household to a broader section of 
the working class in the United States, in England 
and in Germany. The family becomes the prima-
ry site of this social conservatism of the workers 
movement that distinguishes legitimate working 
people from the rabble, the lumpenproletariat, the 
criminal element and sexual deviancy of sex work-
ers. Where previously many working class women 
would move in and out of sex work prior to mar-
riage, this turn towards respectability separates 
sex workers from legitimated working-class wom-
en.  This corresponds to a distinction between the 
queer proletarians and legitimate, working-class 
family life. The legitimacy gained through this 
family form aided in pursuing franchise, in as-
serting that the worker’s movement could legiti-
mately rule society. Some socialists used the turn 
towards normative family forms as an argument 
to elites that the representatives of the working 
class should be welcomed into legislatures. Oth-
ers used to assert the viability of a workers’ state, 
and future revolutionary society. 

Later, through the twentieth century a grow-
ing number of white women entered the workforce. 
Women of color already worked in large numbers 
throughout the United States. In the 1960s, there 
is a rebellion against a particular vision of the fam-
ily: the family as a form of social atomisation, al-
ienation, and social isolation. These struggles of 
the 1960s and 1970s targeted the houselife. Black 
women challenged white family norms through 
the national welfare rights movement. Black fem-
inist organising, challenging the family as a het-
erosexual, white normative institution (Beal 1976; 
King 2018; Sherwin 2019; Spillers 1987; The Com-
bahee River Collective 1977). Throughout all these 

periods, the horizon of sexual freedom is consti-
tuted by the proletarian struggle up against the 
family. What they mean by family is shaped by 
class struggle, capitalist development and racial-
ized inequalities.  

We need to grasp the dynamic and particu-
lar contradictions of the role of the family in our 
current era. What is the family today? We’ve seen 
such a fragmentation of the single wage earner 
family. We’ve seen the massive expansion of com-
modity products available to people that enable a 
form of market-based household reproduction. A 
household now can get by on fast food take out, 
drop-off laundry services, delivered groceries, 
childcare care centers, senior citizen residences, 
and many other commercial services not long ago 
restricted to the home.

But we’ve also seen a reinscription and in-
tensifi cation of the family as welfare services and 
social support services are stripped away. The la-
bor of reproduction has become more atomized 
and privatized inside of family structures. We’ve 
also seen an expansion and intensifi cation of the 
family as an ideological rubric for the right in re-
ally fi ghting against sexual and gender freedom 
and the centrality of the family for various kinds 
of ethno-nationalisms and fascisms around the 
world. All of these dynamics have transformed the 
role of families, chosen kinship, obligatory kinship, 
couple forms, all the many forms that the family 
takes. To understand the dynamics of sexual and 
gender rebellions in our current moment, what 
that means for people materially in their lives, we 
have to situate this in trying to make sense of the 
dynamics of the family in the current era. 

Raha: I would like to outline the theoretical strands 
of my work, which I think speak to the need that 
M.E. O’Brien just addressed, to bridge the discus-
sion about queer Marxism that considers how 
capitalism has produced the conditions for co-
herent minoritisation in terms of gay and queer 
sexual identities, and the discussion about the re-
lationship between social reproduction and queer-
ness. My doctoral thesis, completed in 2018-19, 
was primarily trying to bring together strands of 
queer theory, how they had addressed Marxism, 
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and how Marxism has been picked up within queer 
theory. Initially, queer Marxism responded to queer 
theory’s turn away from materialism in the 1990s. 
The work of Kevin Floyd (2009) and in particular 
Rosemary Hennessy (2000) was really important 
to my thinking, for my understanding of racial and 
gendered divisions of labor under capitalism, and 
the devaluation of certain kinds of bodies and 
identities, lives and people. In her last two books 
(2000; 2013), Hennessy talks about the interphase 
between the cultural and the economic and how 
that coheres into the division of labor in the work-
force. I was interested in how the dynamics of the 
neoliberal cultural assimilation of queer life was 
playing out, how it was transforming material 
grounds and how that was creating cultural trans-
formations within LGBT culture. I was also inter-
ested in how Marx could be returned to in a way 
that could retool queer Marxist theory to reground 
it in a critique of political economy. 

I was thinking about the dialectic between 
the qualitative and the quantitative that manifests 
in the famous example in the fi rst chapter of Cap-
ital volume 1: how 20 yards of linen equals one 
coat leading to the theory of commodity fetishism. 
Capitalism invents new forms of abstraction that 
absorb queer life, absorb queer bodies in certain 
ways, whilst also spitting us, our bodies and lives 
out at the same time. Use value is transformed in 
terms of the kind of objects that capital gets be-
hind and wants to produce in service of profi t. I 
was thinking about the quantities and objective 
forms of how LGBTQ cultural life is playing out in 
the pride month – rainbow fl ags on everything, gay 
ATMs, LGBT sandwiches etc. 

I was also interested in thinking through a 
queer historical materialist methodology – looking 
at scenes and examples of history, either political 
or rooted in labor organising, or in political resist-
ances that represent the gendered and racialised 
division of labor, to examine how forms of queer 
life have emerged. For example, Allan Bérubé’s 
(1991) work on queer work and labor, especially 
the historical accounts of men working on cruise 
ships in the 1930s on the West coast of the Unit-
ed States, raises important questions concerning 
what creates social reproduction and what trans 

social reproduction entails and looks like. Why 
have those histories been marginalised with-
in the canon of Marxist feminism, particularly in 
the 1980s onwards, and even being marginalised 
now in the revival of social reproduction theory? I 
am interested in a trans archive history of people 
thinking directly about queer forms of housework, 
or lesbian forms of housework in terms of Wag-
es Due Lesbians (1991). I’m also thinking about 
more popular ideas of trans and queer liberation 
and activity that have enabled our lives, that are 
rooted in the politics of liberation that comes from 
the gay liberation movement, as tools by black and 
brown and third world liberation movements in the 
1970’s. In a recent essay (Raha 2021), I focus on 
the devaluation of queer and trans lives within in 
the racial and gender division of labor, and with-
in institutions such as the family, as well as how 
these forms of devaluation compound the possi-
bility of our lives and what forms of life we need 
to create for each other. This comes back to some 
of what M.E. O’Brien was talking about regarding 
the inaccessibility of single-family units and how 
those forms of survival become really impossi-
ble through the arbitrary distribution of wealth, 
which links to issues of property ownership and 
gentrifi cation.

I am also a poet so I am really interested 
in the question of affect; thinking about how the 
material can really smash the possibilities of life 
and thinking about the forms of life that we can 
create in resistance. That was one of the central 
points that I was trying to bring together under this 
banner of what queer Marxism could actually be, 
especially if we are approaching it from a Marx-
ist-feminist and transfeminist standpoint. And 
I should say that I am really interested in these 
questions as experiential, lived, embodied ques-
tions. The social demarcations of identity and 
subjectivity are less interesting for me. Capitalism 
is ultimately interested in undercutting the ground 
on which we might even build identity. It defi nitely 
comes back to embodied forms of life and what 
emerges from that. 

Baars: My work is on the material and ideolog-
ical structures of capitalism that produce the 
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particular hyper-exploitative, racialised, gendered 
and disabling reality that we live in today. The 
two main questions throughout my work are very 
simple: Firstly: “Why do we put up with it all?” And 
the second one is, as of course you might guess: 
“What is to be done?” I’m a legal scholar and my 
recent book is on the relation between law and 
capitalism in the global economy, using the legal 
form of the corporation and how it sits within (or 
without) international law as a case study to illus-
trate this relationship (Baars 2019). I use Marxist 
theory of law, specifi cally Pashukanis’ commodi-
ty form theory of law (Pashukanis 1978; Miéville 
2006; Knox 2012), and historical materialist meth-
od, to see where law, law as we know it, where the 
universalised legal system we know today comes 
from and where the corporation, and the corporate 
legal form, corporate legal subjectivity come from 
and what function they both have in structuring 
the global economy – global corporate capitalism. 

The corporate legal form has been capital-
ism’s main motor from the very beginning. This is 
my starting point, that the corporate legal form is 
the main vehicle through which capitalist accu-
mulation occurs, capitalism operates, imperial-
ism manifests. In the transition to capitalism, the 
Dutch and British East India Companies (then nov-
el legal-organisational forms) and several dozens 
other such companies, violently exported and im-
posed global corporate capitalism and capitalist 
law around the world. I call this law’s capitalising 
mission, a notion that’s recently been further elab-
orated upon by Tzouvala (2020). The exploitative 
nature of capitalist relations of production fi nds its 
nadir in the corporation, on the one hand through 
the wage relation and on the other the peculiar le-
gal characteristics of the corporate form. These 
include the unique legal personality (subjectivity) 
of the company itself, separate from and shield-
ing its directors (and also, shielding the company’s 
assets from the directors), the limited liability of 
shareholder-owners and the directors’ legal obli-
gation to operate the company so as to to max-
imise shareholder return as its primary objective. 
These key characteristics are now part of compa-
ny law around the world, giving companies world-
wide a common basic structure and purpose. The 

clever thing is that through law corporate capital-
ism manages to conceal, normalise, even legit-
imise its exploitative characteristics. Partly this 
is because we tend to ascribe to law a neutral, 
regulatory function at least, but more commonly 
we equate law with order, rule of law, and ‘justice’ 
as positive values. It is also because in ‘liberal de-
mocracy’ we conceive of ourselves as citizens, le-
gal subjects within a system of relations governed 
by law. If we look at law materially however we 
can observe its part in shaping (changing!) social 
relations so as to create ‘market society’. The cap-
italist fi rm emerged in the transition to capitalism 
when what Weber called ‘calculable law’ (Weber 
1982) enabled literal accountability of risk within 
the now legalised relations between members run-
ning what once was a family engaged in domestic 
production. This is also the moment ME describes 
above, where the bourgeois family is created with 
its particular heteronormative roles/subjectivities. 
While manufacturing is moved out of the home, 
and novel fi nancial schemes are invented to 
‘crowdfund’ global treasure hunts (Petram 2014), 
the corporate legal form enables capitalists to 
quantify and minimise (externalise) risk exposure 
while maximising surplus value extraction. Risk 
of course is viewed by the corporation as purely 
fi nancial, but we should understand it as the fi nan-
cialised relation between the corporation as a sub-
ject/entity in itself and the rest of the world. Risk 
includes debtor default but also ‘market risk’, the 
risk of an ‘exploratory’ or colonial trading mission 
returning empty-handed, a ship carrying enslaved 
captives sinking (or being sunk – such risk can be 
lucrative (Balai 2013) workers and captives falling 
ill, dying or revolting, extraction polluting or deplet-
ing ecology, and what insurers now call ‘political 
risk’ (war/confl ict). In other words, the corporation 
is constructed as a profi t maximising, risk exter-
nalising machine: a structure of irresponsibility 
(Glasbeek 2010) and an amoral calculator (Neo-
cleous 2003). The corporation limits the liability of 
those who pocket the profi ts, the shareholders, but 
externalises as much as possible the cost of harm 
associated with surplus value extraction to broad-
er society and the environment. The corporation is 
imperialist by nature: it is driven by its mandate to 
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forever scour the world hungry for more resources 
and new markets. At the time of the Berlin Confer-
ence, what I call the ‘corporate scramble for Africa’ 
two thirds of the globe was colonised and ruled by 
companies – and it is interesting –  if we think of 
the span and reach of today’s mega-multination-
als – to imagine how that picture might look today 
(see e.g. Manahan and Kumar 2022).

The main theme I started with in the book is 
this idea of corporate complicity in confl ict and the 
various human rights and international humanitar-
ian law violations that appear there: a big theme 
in the early 2000s when the International Criminal 
Court was just starting its work. There was and 
still is a loud and widespread call for companies to 
be held to account in international law, but also a 
clear failure of that actually happening. Why do we 
continue to call for this accountability, and why is 
it not working? My conclusion is that it is precisely 
because of laws’ relationship to capital that law 
cannot categorically be successfully employed to 
prevent, or remedy, the many negative effects of 
corporate capitalism around the world. Capitalism 
produces those effects and it is law that makes 
that possible, and profi table (Baars 2016). 

What does that have to do with gender and 
sexuality? On the one hand, corporate capitalism 
determines the often dire material circumstances 
of queer and trans people and particularly of racial-
ised queer and trans people. On the other hand, as 
we know for example from the work of M.E. O’Brien 
(2020) and others such as Chris Chitty (2020) and 
of course Hortense Spillers (e.g. 1987), the mate-
rial and ideological structures of corporate capi-
talism also produce those relations, values, and 
categories of identity that we understand to exist 
today and according to which resources are dis-
tributed. And yet, law is often considered as one of 
the main vehicles for emancipation; the notion of 
the rule of law is one factor in why we put up with 
it all. My work seeks to shatter this illusion. I ar-
gue that law and capitalist legal systems are part 
of the structure of capitalism that is rotten at its 
core and inherently destructive of freedom, com-
munity, ecology. The law and the legal form enable 
(even force) modes of relating that hyper-exploit 
especially black and brown working class, queer 

and trans bodies. I show that queer and trans lib-
eration is by necessity anti-capitalist, and to use 
a currently very hot term, abolitionist (e.g. Wilson 
Gilmore (2006), Purnell (2021), Olufemi (2020), 
Lewis (2019), and also Baars (2019)). Abolitionist 
of the police, prisons, the state, capitalism, and all 
that comes with it – including the heteropatriar-
chal concept of the family, and binary gender – 
and of course corporations – and indeed law.

But let’s pause here for a moment and not 
get ahead of ourselves just yet. As Dean Spade 
suggests (2011), in today’s ‘in-capitalism’ life, law 
is essential, and asserting one’s rights and claim-
ing one’s legal space in it are crucial for many for 
our survival on an everyday level. We do need law 
for – as the Black Panthers put it – “Survival pend-
ing revolution” (see e.g. Narayan 2020). There are 
limited possibilities for non-reformist and disrup-
tive litigation and there will always be a need for 
movement lawyering (e.g. arrestee support) (e.g. 
Cerić 2020, Brabazon 2022). However, beyond 
that, capitalist law cannot bring us liberation and 
it’s that revolution that we need to set in motion. 

The explicit connection between the vio-
lence enacted on queer and trans bodies and lived 
experience within capitalism we can see vividly 
described and analysed in the exciting fl ourish 
of new queer and trans marxist work at the mo-
ment. Transgender Marxism for instance is a real-
ly exciting collection of essays collected by Jules 
Gleeson and Elle O’Rourke (2021). The urgency of, 
and desire of/for our liberation is palpable in those 
essays. In tandem with this work we also see a 
new turn to the archive in search of tools for to-
day and beyond, this includes M.E. O’Brien’s work, 
C. Riley Snorton’s Black on Both Sides: A Racial 
History of Trans Identity (2017) and Chris Chitty’s 
posthumously published Sexual Hegemony (2020) 
– which could be read alongside Silvia Federici’s 
Caliban and The Witch (2004). These important 
works investigate the creation of racialised, gen-
dered and sexualised subject categories within 
(and for) capitalism, with a view to their undoing. 
A massive gap in academic scholarship still is 
how such understandings, behaviours or subjects 
were and are created or imposed and understood 
historically and presently elsewhere in the world 
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– outside of Europe and the Americas. What we 
do have is a growing collection of critical, decolo-
nial scholarship that examines law’s constitutive 
role in racial capitalism: colonialism and the trade 
in enslaved people upon which our present system 
of international trade, fi nance and global govern-
ance is built (Anghie 2007, Mutua 1995, Gathii 
1999, Bishara 2017, Mawani 2018, Bhandar 2018, 
Park 2019, Yahaya 2020). 

Altogether these works build a picture of the 
legally racialised, gendered, sexualised, corporate 
capitalism that produces the long-term crises we 
are in today. 

So where are we going and what is to be 
done? 

A really fantastic array of poetic works in-
cluding Marquis Bey’s Black Trans Feminism 
(2022), Lola Olufemi’s Experiments in Imagining 
Otherwise (2022), Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s Change 
Everything (2022), help us imagine what the 
world beyond the current horizon might look like 
and realise that this world is actually within our 
reach. ME’s and Abdelhadi’s science fi ction novel 
Everything for Everyone: An Oral History of the New 
York Commune (2022) will be an exciting addition 
to this.

Moreover, out in the streets there is an up-
surge of queer and trans people organising within 
broader anti-capitalist and anti-imperialist strug-
gles – queers at the helm of Black Lives Matter, 
Trans people leading Black Trans Lives Matter 
marches in various countries, Queers for a Free 
Palestine at the New York pride march, Arab 
Queers for Gaza at London demos. For some 
time now, queer and trans people have been at 
the forefront of political mobilizing, the type of ac-
tivism aimed at transforming economic relations, 
workplace organising, the ‘great resignation’ and 
degrowth/alternatives (see e.g. M.E’s broader 
work). For most the connection of our struggles 
is obvious (Raha and Baars 2020), for others, the 
readings cited here will help them on their way. 
In sum, good queer and trans scholarship is an-
ti-capitalist. And all good anti-capitalist work, in 
the academy and on the street, is necessarily 
queer, trans and anti-racist. 

Liu: I am interested in the relation between bod-
ies, affects, materialities and abstraction that Nat 
Raha mentioned. For example, Nat, you made 
the observation that the claim that the fi gure of 
the human in Marx as a social relation is already 
queered, for it is ‘an effect of emancipated and 
intimate desire and connectedness in the world’ 
which universalises and abstracts the queer Marx-
ist abject fi gures in removing the embodied labors 
and lives. From a slightly different perspective, 
Jin Haritaworn also cautions against the ways in 
which queer- and trans organising have become 
institutionalised and therefore risk losing their 
radical transformative potentials. M.E. O’Brien 
also observes the ‘structural dependency, that is 
distinguished from direct capture and control, ex-
pressed in the ways in which the funding coming 
from certain privileged white gay men infl uenced 
a social movement. Could you elaborate on what 
you see as good strategies, or different method-
ological approaches, that could be used to resist 
this displacing, dispossessing and abstracting 
tendencies in both theorising and in organising.

O’Brien: I was interested in a comment Nat made 
a moment ago, that you are more interested in 
trying to think about affects and material embod-
iment than identities, in part because capitalism 
undermines our abilities to produce identities. One 
of the things that Marxism contributes to queer 
theory, and trans studies, is recognising that ab-
straction is a material process. Abstraction is a 
production of capitalist society. Capitalism as a 
mode of production is historically relatively unique 
in producing concrete abstractions that rule over 
social life. While various concepts, obviously, are 
integral to feudalism and other class societies, 
they operate through a system of belief, such as 
people believing in the legitimacy of the king or the 
church. 

In capitalism the rule of value as a system of 
abstraction does not depend on belief. It is materi-
ally substantiated through the force of the market 
and market dependency. And that is a phenome-
non that various Marxists, particularly in this value 
form theory school, have spent a lot of time talking 
about. Queer Marxism, I think, has done a pretty 
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good job in thinking about the implications of that 
for queer theory. Kevin Floyd (2009) will probably 
be the best and a really rich example of it. A lot 
of gay Marxism, queer Marxism, like John d’Emilio 
(1983, 1998) and Peter Drucker (2015), treat the 
sort of emergence of sexual minority identities as 
a historical product of the dynamics of capitalism. 

There are signifi cant implications of that for 
how we think about what it means to organise and 
struggle. We are trying to make sense of the dy-
namic of abstraction through this production of 
identity categories and its ramifi cations for the 
people who are organising. But there is another 
subtle thread there: how the reproduction of ab-
straction is a generalised phenomena of capitalist 
society. The move to refuse to fully embrace iden-
tity, in favor of bodies or subjects of struggle or 
material realities of reproduction, is really interest-
ing given the decades of engagement with identity 
in queer theory. It is compelling to sidestep iden-
tity as a sole form of struggle, even as it comes 
up over and over again despite our attempts at 
eluding it.

Baars: I think it is also interesting how we are en-
ticed into making identity, the self, the center of 
our life, to strive for authentic self-actualisation 
above all else. I have an article in which I talk about 
the constitution of the legal subject – specifi cally 
about the role of law in constructing, defi ning, and 
limiting the legal subject as the gendered legal 
subject and also by consequence delineating the 
nature and shape of our bodies, lives, the family 
and ultimately society (Baars 2019). Research has 
shown that in the UK the current impossibility for 
trans men to be legally recognized as the father 
of the child they give birth to stops many trans 
men from having children. You might say this is 
the objective of the legal rule in the fi rst place: it 
delineates permitted lives, relationships and expe-
riences. It shapes society in a certain way, and de-
termines the immediate objectives of our struggle. 

This reminds me of Cruel Optimism by Lau-
ren Berlant (2011), who sadly passed yesterday. 
She said, ‘a relation of cruel optimism exists when 
something you desire is actually an obstacle to 
your fl ourishing’. In the book she so crushingly yet 

generatively explored how we are made to want 
what isn’t good for us, what is not liberating for us, 
how we are made to want the next best option to 
freedom.

This connects with what we have seen in the 
last fi ve years or so in the UK (and much longer 
in north America), namely, that the discomfort 
with the gender binary has been channelled into 
the desire for legal recognition – non-binary legal 
recognition – that’s now a campaign that has led 
to court cases that have so far not been sucess-
ful (e.g. R (Christie Elan-Cane) v Secretary of State 
for the Home Department [2021]). Legal recogni-
tion might aid our survival (for instance through 
availability to non-binary people of medical tran-
sition through the National Health Service, which 
currently is patchy at best). And yet, do we really 
want to be ‘recognised’ by the system that so ex-
ploits us? Marx (1844) discussed a similar confl ict 
in On the Jewish Question, where he argued that 
legal emancipation was not the same as human 
emancipation. By human emancipation, he meant, 
emancipation not within but from the system, 
from the state, law and capitalism. Human eman-
cipation is revolution, and real human fl ourishing.

At the same time as non-binary legal recog-
nition is sought through the courts and through 
Parliament, we are disrupting and destroying the 
binary as a political act with our bodies rather than 
as identities, in everyday gender (or no-gender!) 
performance and in living and in creating life and 
community outside the cis-heteronormative bina-
ry. When we seek to destroy or disrupt at least a 
key structuring logic of the system, the system 
will seek to ensure it is captured or channelled 
into something very narrow that actually is not 
what we want. It will seek to assimilate us into a 
legal system, which is the thing that is holding us 
down – not the only thing of course – but as part 
of global corporate capitalism it is holding us cap-
tive as it were. Our fi ght for liberation and against 
(or beyond) co-optation is, as Angela Davis said, a 
constant struggle (Davis 2015).

Raha: For me it always comes back to this dialec-
tic between the qualitative and the quantitative in 
terms of this question of what strategies are useful 
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and helpful both in terms of theoretical and prac-
tical approaches. It is really interesting to com-
pare these approaches in light of certain reformist 
modes of law, specifi cally in trans rights organis-
ing in the UK context but not alone, as Griet je has 
just described. They become the means to try and 
leverage some type of social change which feeds 
into the reproduction of trans normativity. I am 
interested in approaching histories as examples 
of means to organise. Whilst identity might be a 
means to organise something around, quite often 
it is practices and material conditions, such as 
S&M sexual practices or being queer and home-
less youth, that drive the desire to organise or pro-
duce some sort of social change or subcultural 
space. I think we need to create spaces of libera-
tion even without, well not without, but before cap-
italism has been abolished maybe. Because you 
still need to be able to dream, you still need culture 
to make the worlds we want to exist in.

We cannot escape the overarching expan-
sion of capital as a mode of abstraction. Capital is 
always going to try and expand. Even in its mode 
of contraction and crisis, it is still going to try and 
fi nd new ways, new markets. It is going to build its 
new markets where it can. I think since the 1990’s 
there has been LGBTQ cultural politics that capi-
talism is interested in and wants to draw into its 
aura and its glow.

There are modes of abstraction which our 
bodies and our lives, the things we do with our 
lives and our bodies, and the things that we need 
and the resources that we need to survive get 
found within and sucked into. Social assimilation 
is part of that process. The site of resistance is al-
ways some form of embodied life or some form of 
relation and material relation. This embodied form 
becomes abstracted or is existing within some 
form of abstraction that is unlivable, impossible, 
diffi  cult, oppressive, repressive or alienating. The 
site of resistance is always concrete and material. 
That is what for me queer Marxism helps us think 
through. That does not necessarily give us an an-
swer but it does give us a theoretical framework 
for understanding what is happening. Historical 
materialism allows for the rewriting and reinter-
pretation of history, in which we might fi nd some 

inspiration for practices in cultural politics, organ-
ised workers resistance, in ways that collectivise 
the domestic or turn social reproduction of labor 
towards the care and support of our own bodies 
rather than the reproduction of our labor power for 
capital’s sake.

Baars: Building on what Nat said, it is interesting 
to see how queer and trans people are already cre-
ating new and different worlds in so many ways 
as a means of survival. Instead of the traditional 
family, we have queer families. Instead of perhaps 
traditional ways of living, we have collective ways 
of surviving – by necessity. Having to engage in 
creative types of “world making” also forces us 
to think more practically and also to dream more, 
envision more. To reach beyond the present con-
ditions to what is possible and realisable. In that 
sense it is also a very hopeful practice.

Liu: I am thinking of a sentence you wrote, Grietje: 
‘Proposing a radically new approach requires go-
ing to the root of the problem’ (2019, 10). It seems 
to me that much of what we have been discuss-
ing today concerns the question of the root of the 
problem. I think this is made very explicit in Gri-
etje’s work on corporate capitalism, in Lisa’s work 
on the asset economy and the logic of assets, as 
well as Jin Haritaworn’s critique of the fi gure of 
(hu)Man. I don’t mean to suggest a ‘simple cut’ 
between the human and the post-human – as Spi-
vak would say the human is not something we can 
simply abandon but must be continuously negoti-
ated with (see for example Spivak 2009). I would 
like to steer the conversation towards questions of 
decoloniality and anti-eurocentric epistemologies, 
that challenge the logic of whiteness as property. 
In so far as the logic of property structures cor-
porate capitalism, and the asset economy as well 
as issues such as sexual contract, the family unit 
and kinship, how might the rethinking of the fi gure 
of (hu)Man and the logic of property afford new 
insights into the question of sexuality and capital?

Raha: I mostly approach these questions through 
a queer of colour critique. There is critique of both 
property and the concept of the human as part of 
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the production of racial capitalism. The critique of 
racial capitalism ties into some of the anti-coloni-
al/decolonial responses to the anthropocene. I am 
thinking of for example Françoise Vergès’ (2017) 
and Kathrin Yusoff’s (2018) work on the issue of 
racial capitalocene. Afropessimism has also pro-
duced important critiques of the processes of de-
humanisation and objectifi cation that have taken 
place through slavery. 

To answer your question, I suggest think-
ing through forms of commoning, commons and 
communising as forms of abolition. I do not want 
to say communisation but I am thinking of com-
mune, as in the Paris 1871 Commune. How do we 
practice the abolition of property, the abolition of 
legal relations or the abolition of the state, the ab-
olition of capitalism, in a way that might begin to 
operate reparatively? That is, operate in reparation 
towards the historical violences that have been en-
acted on black and indigenous people in particular 
and people of color more broadly, as well as the 
ecological harm that has been enacted into the 
planet. I think the concept of racial capitalocene 
might allow for an analysis of these interrelated 
dynamics.

In terms of sexuality, whilst I do not want 
to return to ancient forms of sexuality, I think it 
is about how forms of sexuality that exist now, 
that have existed, infl uence or inform the kinds 
of dreaming and world-making and world trans-
formation that we need, and need to see. I think 
that is where theory is not so helpful, although I 
do think theory can also do certain kinds of im-
aginative work. In the past 24 hours after Lauren 
Berlant’s passing, people are saying: ‘Berlant’s 
work is so important for me to believe life is pos-
sible, believe some kind of theory is possible’. So 
maybe there is something in theory that can help 
us do that. Imaginative work of the imaginary that 
comes with the commons. Kristin Ross’ work on 
the commune is really important for my thinking of 
this, about how we continue to practice common-
ing, how we dream of practices like that, how we 
maybe enact them (Ross 1988). 

O’Brien: The human and its relationship to proper-
ty can refer to multiple registers. In this discussion 

we are moving rapidly back and forward between 
different levels of abstraction, different modali-
ties of discourse, different ways of thinking about 
these terms. 

I fi nd it helpful, occasionally, to go back to 
Marx. In his critique of Proudhon, Marx is quite 
clear that it is a mistake to locate private property 
as the locus of the problems of capitalist society. 
Private property is the product of the alienated la-
bor and the social relations of capitalist labor. This 
can refer to the exploitation of labor and the ex-
traction of surplus value, but also the disposses-
sion of people and the production of surplus pop-
ulations.  Private property is the product of these 
material dynamics of massive, racial, global vio-
lence of colonialism, of capitalist domination that 
is then reproduced continuously both in the labor 
relation and in the exclusion from the wage form. 

This gets into some of our discussion of le-
gal categories. These categories are the product 
of material dynamics that are immensely violent. 
There is a lot of excellent critique about the human 
as this European subject, a product of the Enlight-
enment and Colonialism. Then there is also a ma-
jor debate on the role of the human as a category 
in Marxist thinking. 

When I read Marx, I understand the human 
is something that we have yet to discover. The 
human is something that we see hints of in the 
course of rebellion and struggle. We see hints of it 
in people’s work to try to survive in this nightmare 
world that we have created. The human is a utopic 
possibility of transformation and struggle. This is 
evident in reading Marx’ early work in The German 
Ideology and Theses on Feuerbach. The human is 
not a category through which information is sort-
ed and parsed, in the way that it is often under-
stood in the Enlightenment tradition. The human 
is a site of potential transformation, a horizon of 
freedom. I think that this element of Marx in rela-
tion to the human is really worth reclaiming and 
reconnecting to. 

What it means to be human is something 
that we have yet to create fully; the place of that 
creation is precisely the commune. It is the over-
coming of class society, the overcoming of class 
domination and class relationships, the structure 
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of racial violence, of the state and the family, 
that undergirds and reinforces the capitalist re-
lation. The human is something, if it is to mean 
anything, which will emerge in the course of that 
overcoming.

Baars: In this sense the human is a relation, and 
I would add a relation not just between human 
animals but also between people and animals, a 
relation to ourselves, our surroundings, other crea-
tures and matter in our ecosystem. This is also the 
human I was talking about above in the context 
of ‘human emancipation’. This notion of ‘human’ 
is very different from the Enlightenment human 
of ‘human rights’, the individual of neoliberalism, 
and the identity bearer of ‘identity politics’. Per-
haps it would be easier, less confusing indeed if 
we talked about the common, the commune and 
communism, precisely because this human does 
not exist in isolation, on its own. 

What human emancipation and communism 
are going to look like is defi nitely a favourite topic 
of mine and my queer family at dinner conversa-
tions. We cannot have a very detailed and concrete 
picture of this as of yet, although it is fun to dream 
about and it is defi nitely a vision that keeps us out 
on the street, that motivates us to keep struggling. 
On the notion of private property and how that is 
then a product of, or rather a factor in, the devel-
opment of racial capitalism, K-Sue Park has done 
amazing work on that in law (e.g. Park 2019). 

Raha: The human is created as a legal status and 
the human is always this enlightenment category, 
it is always a racialised and ableist enlightenment 
category. The human has been responsible for the 
extraction and the theft of the whole planet and 
the lives and life on it. It is put to serve the accu-
mulation and reproduction of capital. I was beam-
ing when I heard O’Brien talk about that the human 
yet to be discovered. That point in early Marxist 
thought is really what began my relationship with 
Marxism to begin with. 

Klitgård: I want to move to this last part of our talk 
by refl ecting on the queer worlds you talked about, 
Nat, concretely and particularly living out family 

and gender abolition. These worlds appear in the 
creation of our communities and become the ba-
sis for thinking a world beyond capitalism. I was 
inspired by Grietje’s story about the Camilles1 and 
how they in adopting the same name gathered un-
der a queer umbrella that allowed them the safety 
of anonymity at the same time as the strength of 
collective action. Their queerness is what gathers 
them and from which political involvement on a 
variety of issues can evolve. 

I am interested in what a critical examina-
tion of contemporary capitalism can tell us about 
the role of the queer politics, of the queer subject 
and of queer critique in capitalism in today’s soci-
ety. Where do we fi nd these today? Where do we 
go from here? 

O’Brien: In closing, I want to focus on the under-
standing of capital and sexuality through the com-
mitment to imagining a horizon of overcoming 
class society, of communism. Notions of sexual 
and gay liberation have fallen out of favour in re-
cent decades and much of queer theory emerges 
in response to, or in critique, of certain kinds of 
utopic ideas around futurity. I would situate this 
turn against futurity as a result of an unravelling 
of the particular logic of the worker’s movement 
as a coherent glue of global proletarian struggle. 
This unravelling since the 1970’s has left many 
different movements adrift, struggling to imagine 
the link between the present and the revolutionary 
future. 

Recent years, however, have seen a return 
to talking about utopia, to thinking about the over-
coming of class society. We’ve seen new thinking 
about what a profoundly different world could look 
like, emerging out of the contradictions of current 
struggle. This is most starkly evident in recent 
years in the Black Lives Matter uprising, and the 
uprising against police brutality. Here abolition 
has gained traction as a way of thinking about the 
overcoming of police and prisons, and the destruc-
tion of the racial state as an organising principle of 
capitalist society. It is these current dynamics of 
struggle that are enabling us to return to thinking 
about the revolutionary horizon as a relationship 
between our current modes of struggle and the 
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future—to fi ghting for some futures above oth-
ers. There are glimmers of such utopian thinking 
in the midst of mass rebellions, in the numerous 
attempts, which are inevitably failures, to prefi gure 
some alternative modality of collective life and 
care and love for each other in the midst of capital-
ist society. We fi nd this different sense of the uto-
pian horizon in queer erotics, queer relationships 
and queer movements.

This utopian impulse can be a way of reo-
pening the question of the communist horizon, 
to identify how the current dynamics of struggle 
suggest lines of fl ight towards the overcoming 
of class society. Family abolition, work abolition, 
prison abolition, police abolition—these are all dif-
ferent political and conceptual modes of trying to 
again think about revolution, about the meaning 
and content of communism.

In other words, we need science fi ction, to 
be imagining revolution. Current rebellions are cre-
ating modes of being able to think in speculative 
terms. Science fi ction is a register through which 
current struggles are reintroducing questions of 
communism. Investigations in sexuality and capi-
tal have a particularly intimate and necessary rela-
tionship to this speculative turn in thinking about 
the future and thinking about the horizon of what 
is possible. The best current examples of this are 
activists talking about what a world without pris-
ons and without prisons could actually like.

Baars: I get a lot of hope and excitement and en-
ergy and inspiration from the current organising 
that I see around me and that I’m involved in. I’m 
involved for instance in the London social cen-
tres network and in running a radical social cen-
tre called The Common House. We had a meet-
ing on the weekend where we started working on 
building a broadly carried transformative justice 
practice. These discussions and practices have 
been growing massively in the last years exactly 
as, and because, the abolitionist movement is re-
ally taking hold. What I see in the social centres 
network is not a specifi cally queer/trans project, 
rather it is a collection of projects that are all 
‘queer and trans’ in that they’re not about gender 
or sexuality but foreshadow a world where queer 

and trans are no longer needed as terms to as-
sert our existence, perspectives or needs. These 
are the kinds of projects where everyone, in that 
sense, is queer and trans whatever their gender 
or sexuality or lack thereof. That is the amazing 
thing about it. In London we have for instance 
now a new queer and trans POC squat which will 
be starting a social centre as well. And we have 
the House of Shango, the black liberation squat 
in Loughborough Junction, that is directly build-
ing on the shoulders of the giants like Olive Mor-
ris, the black queer squatters of the 1970s who 
had a whole street of squatted social centers in 
Brixton. Those things give a lot of hope, inspira-
tion and energy. 

Raha: Grietje, why do you think the social centers 
and movements are so heavily organised by queer 
and trans people? Does this have to do with the 
material conditions?

Baars: Oh yes! For instance, if you think about 
Palestine organising in the UK or in the US, in 
New York for instance. It is mostly queer people 
– Black Lives Matter being initially queer led, the 
Stonewall riot being led by Black trans women, 
and The Combahee River Collective (1977) which 
was a group of Black lesbians, and the move-
ments that you (Nat) wrote about in your thesis 
as well, such as the STAR – and indeed those 
that you, we are involved in and lead. Those on 
the margins of the system are rendered invisi-
ble or ineligible, materially hyper-exploited (and 
I know I am on the privileged side of the scale, 
being a white European academic). As queer and 
trans people we are the ones fi ghting and strug-
gling and leading also because by necessity we 
are already living our lives differently and that en-
ables us to understand the world differently and 
understand that different lives are possible. Be-
cause we have to. Because we are forced every 
day to have a different kind of life than, say, the 
cis-het mainstream.

One thing to watch out for though is to view 
social change as a move from a certain specif-
ic ‘here’ to a new and better ‘there’ in the future. 
Looking at change this way risks mimicking settler 
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colonial practices, erasing what exists, declaring 
‘terra nullius’, the future as our ‘blank space uto-
pian frontier’ where we build our own vision from 
scratch. E. Ornelas, Scott Branson and Kai Rajala 
in a recent podcast discussed precisely this con-
nection between queer utopian visioning and the 
settler colonial project2. Such visioning forgets 
that everywhere in all places around the world 
people are already doing, making, acting, relating, 
worlding otherwise – or elsewise – a word I heard 
S.A. Smythe use recently (Smythe 2021). Some 
of those practices and ways of relating have sur-
vived the European white supremacist corporate 
capitalist imperialist onslaught and some had to 
be generated anew as acts of resistance and sur-
vival, in the cracks of the everyday present or the 
present every day. The point is to center, celebrate 
and build up, nurture and grow those practices. 
That’s not to say there won’t have to be some ‘cre-
ative destruction’ and, of course, abolition along 
the way.

I wanted to end with a quote from Alyosxa 
Tudor from a recent article (2021: 251). Alyosxa 
uses the term “transing” on the fi nal page of their 
article that really well encapsulates what I’ve been 
trying to say about queer and trans liberation in this 
conversation today. It also echoes what earlier au-
thors have said about ‘queering’. ‘“Transing” is go-
ing beyond a category. Deconstructing a category 
can do the work of creating solidarity while chal-
lenging borders and boundaries with respect to 
the nation and migration. Moreover, trans-gender 
calls for trans-nation—for fi ercely antinationalist, 
anticolonial politics and knowledge productions.” I 

would add to that, of course, anti-capitalist politics 
and knowledge production.  

Raha: I can really relate to that, thinking about the 
queer and trans folks who are going to still contin-
ue to be institutionally marginalised. The materi-
al conditions may continue to be against us. The 
heteronormativity, homonormativity and transnor-
mativity of capitalism promise uplift that in prac-
tice never happens, because the class structure of 
society remains the same.  We need to continue 
reproducing life outside of institutions and create 
an alternative to live in. The role of theory – how 
it might service the social movements against 
capitalism and forms of oppression that we live 
in and are trying to resist – will always remain part 
of the conversation we’ve been having today. For 
example, it seems that trans studies is really play-
ing catchup on the ways in which we have been 
living and doing and organising in and around for 
decades. It could be said, in an albeit rather sim-
plifi ed way, that this has partly to do with trans 
studies’ complex relationship to academic institu-
tionalisation and the knowledge production prac-
tices that they support. Theory does have a role 
that it can play towards some of the emancipatory 
visions that M.E. O’Brien has described, that I think 
is really eloquent and beautiful. All the theorists I 
work with are often people who are also involved 
in creating art in some form. It is really great to 
see queer Marxists and trans Marxists thoughts 
coming together in the way that they have in the 
recent months and years, to service the communi-
ties that we need and that exist for us today.

Notes

1 In Raha and Baars (2020), Baars cites an queer activist interviewee who introduced themself as 
‘Camille’ – which is a code name all activists in the group CLAQ use when talking to the media. Who 
the original Camille is or if there even is or was such a person remains a source of fond speculation.

2 In 2021, the UNC Queer Studies Conference called “No Blank Slates: A Discussion of Utopia, Queer 
Identity, and Settler Colonialism” featured occasional Final Straw host, Scott Bransen alongside E. 
Ornelas and Kai Rajala. This audio fi rst aired on Queercorps, on CKUT radio in Montreal. Accessible 
through https://www.sjbranson.com/thefi nalstrawradio or https://archive.org/details/palestine-and-
challenging-settler-colonial-imaginaries.
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