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The LGBT agenda for too long has been dominated by pragmatic issues like same-sex marriage and gays in the military. It has been stifled by this myopic focus on the present, which is short-sighted and assimilationist. Cruising Utopia seeks to break the present stagnancy by cruising ahead. Drawing on the work of Ernst Bloch, Jose Esteban Munoz
recalls the queer past for guidance in presaging its future. He considers the work of seminal artists and writers such as Andy Warhol, LeRoi Jones, Frank O'Hara, Ray Johnson, Fred Herko, Samuel Delany, and Elizabeth Bishop, alongside contemporary performance and visual artists like Dynasty Handbag, My Barbarian, Luke Dowd, Tony Just, and
Kevin McCarty in order to decipher the anticipatory illumination of art and its uncanny ability to open windows to the future. In a startling repudiation of what the LGBT movement has held dear, Munoz contends that queerness is instead a futurity bound phenomenon, a "not yet here" that critically engages pragmatic presentism. Part manifesto, part
love-letter to the past and the future, Cruising Utopia argues that the here and now are not enough and issues an urgent call for the revivification of the queer political imagination. I would have given this a 3/5, but I think the inclusion of the two extra essays in the new edition actually speak to Munoz’s ability to write with less spurious, less academy-
poisoned posture, and reflect my longing for a followup that would’ve built on the many budding ideas in this work.The academic nonsense the majority of the book falls prey to is the worst kind: constantly outlining justifications and clarifications of non-points in anticipation of criticism from other theory-saturated nav I would have given this a 3/5,
but I think the inclusion of the two extra essays in the new edition actually speak to Munoz’s ability to write with less spurious, less academy-poisoned posture, and reflect my longing for a followup that would’ve built on the many budding ideas in this work.The academic nonsense the majority of the book falls prey to is the worst kind: constantly
outlining justifications and clarifications of non-points in anticipation of criticism from other theory-saturated navel-gazers. Munoz also seems to miss the most salient point of Halberstam’s writing on queer time and failure, most frustratingly that the queer world is not just a set of NY artists from a pretty narrow temporal sample.I often found myself
flabbergasted by supposed proofs and connections Munoz declared, while having done next to no engagement or close-reading with the materials at hand. This is part of the academy-poisoning, and while I understand Munoz was doing this work in a professional capacity, work that is obfuscated and makes claims that it cannot substantiate isn’t some
noble, underdog queer hope against all odds as we sail into the horizon; it’s alienating, exhausting, and makes the queer world feel small with an energy contrary to the intent; to be anti-academic for a moment, if you're ever recommended this book by a fellow academic-type, ask them for three critical bullet points on the text that actually reference
the writing and not the intent, and aren’t the things Munoz wastes too much time spuriously addressing (eg: why Bloch?); the generally uncritical praise of the book stunts the productive work we ought to be doing to make it useful and communicative, and any bible-like canonization of material like this must be regarded skeptically, always, whether
or not the writer dies too young and is well beloved and tried real dang hard. So much of the commentary is vague, moderate, and antiseptic. A book that says “hey I'm going to invoke cruising as theory, and I'm going to ensure I hold several meanings of that up at once for a queerer reading” should be thrilling. But it falls short time and time again.
There’s no play. There’s little to no ecstasy.The two additional essays I do think demonstrate that Munoz was aware of this problem with the work. Maybe this is because they do much closer engagement / close reading of the materials at hand, or maybe it’s because it approaches work that feels so much more difficult to tackle, so much more barbed
and combustible and ecstatic troubling work. And perhaps because they literally begin to tackle the problem of the gulf between an academic treatment and the real world. We actually see the c-word (communism, and not in the clannish, obtuse academic way even). But these two glimmers of excellence aren’t the book at hand.And this new edition,
which I only recently picked up as I returned to the book, having struggled with it on and off for years now, has a frightening forward. Perhaps it’s just because I'm reading this so closely on the Heels of a return to Mark Fisher, but in the forward of this edition (in addition to many “manifestos” on wilderness and queerness and the future in other
publications) Munoz is getting the highly sterile academic-hagiographic treatment, instead of looking to what did and didn’t work in the book, where it’s been contested and where it’s flourished and instead of imagining what the future could’ve held (which the book asks us to do but never seems to try itself), etcetera, and this intensive canonizing
feels untrue to the spirit of the book and Munoz’s work in general; the spirit of the book is perfection, but the execution falters. I “invoke” (to borrow the bludgeoned verb from Munoz) Fisher to ask what are those of us left to do with these tasks assigned by dead men who largely wrote on the exact same problems as one another: a precarious present,
and a look both forward and backward to that which never arrived and that which is yet to arrive. Fisher has by and large become a meme at this point, which is also disheartening, and also frustrating and seemingly contrary to the spirit of Fisher’s work. The difference is, Fisher’s treatment of the same anxieties is eminently readable, and
concretized. Munoz is looking ahead to wonder when we manifest concretized hope. Fisher has the exact same aspiration. But Fisher, as a meme, has greater reach and influence specifically because of his (imperfectly) proletarian treatment of the problems.All this said, I'm glad to be reading the two in conversation. I'm very glad to have gotten the
chance to read the additional essays. I do wish Munoz were still here to put his brilliant brain to less distracted ends. ...more Listen to Niall Farrelly read an excerpt from queer theorist, José Esteban Mufioz’s Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity. In this text, Mufioz recalls and details the defiant nature of sexual acts in the age of
AIDS, and the role of utopianism in queer worldmaking. Transcript Witnessing Queer Sex Utopia In 1989 I saw Douglas Crimp give a rousing and moving talk titled “Mourning and Militancy” at the second national Lesbian and Gay Studies conference, held at Yale University. Crimp explained the workings of mourning in queer culture as he catalogued
a vast, lost gay male lifeworld that was seemingly devastated by the HIV/AIDS pandemic. I want to call attention here to a specific moment in Crimp’s talk in which an idea of Freud’s is put in conversation with queer spaces and practices from a historically specific gay male lifeworld: Freud tells us that mourning is the reaction not only to the death of
a loved person, but also “to the loss of some abstraction which has taken the place of one, such as a fatherland, liberty, and ideal . . .” Can we be allowed to include, in this “civilized” list, the ideal of perverse sexual pleasure itself rather than one stemming from its sublimation? Alongside the dismal toll of death, what many of us have lost is a culture
of sexual possibility: back rooms, tea rooms, movie houses, and baths; the trucks, the piers, the ramble, the dunes. Sex was everywhere for us, and everything we wanted to venture: Golden showers and water sports, cock sucking and rimming, fucking and fist fucking. Now our untamed impulses are either proscribed once again or shielded from us by
latex. Even Crisco, the lube we used because it was edible, is now forbidden because it breaks down rubber. Sex toys are no longer added enhancements; they’'re safer substitutes. It has been seven years since the zenith of AIDS cultural criticism when Crimp wrote these words. One thing that has become clear at this moment in the epidemic is that
the ideal spaces and practices that Crimp described never completely ceased to be. During the age of AIDS gay men have managed to maintain our queer sex, our spaces, and, to some lesser degree, the incredible sense of possibility that Crimp evokes. At this juncture, commercial sex spaces (backrooms, movie theaters, bathhouses) are weathering a
new round of attacks from both the repressive state power apparatus and reactionary, sex-negative elements of the gay community. Despite these eruptions of antisex and homophobic policings, many gay men have managed to maintain the practices that Crimp lists, as they have been translated in the age of safer sex. Negotiated risks and other
tactical decisions have somewhat modified these sexual impulses without entirely stripping them away. Although the moment that Crimp describes is a moment that is behind us, its memory, its ghosts, and the ritualized performances of transmitting its vision of utopia across generational divides still fuels and propels our political and erotic lives: it
still nourishes the possibility of our current, actually existing gay lifeworld. Crimp’s writing stands as a testimony to a queer lifeworld in which the transformative potential of queer sex and public manifestations of such sexuality were both a respite from the abjection of homosexuality and a reformatting of that very abjection. The spaces and acts he
lists represent signs, or ideals, that have been degraded and rendered abject within heteronormativity. Crimp’s essay reclaims these terms, ideas, and remembrances and pushes them onto a list that includes such timeless values as fatherland and liberty. Crimp’s essay thus bears witness to a queer sex utopia. In a starkly dissimilar manner, Leo
Bersani’s own important essay in AIDS cultural criticism, “Is the Rectum a Grave?” debunks idealized notions of bathhouses as utopic queer space. Bersani rightly brings to light the fact that those pre-AIDS days of glory were also elitist, exclusionary, and savagely hierarchized libidinal economies. Bersani’s work does not allow itself to entertain
utopian hopes and possibilities. His book of gay male cultural theory, Homos, further extends the lines of thought of “Is the Rectum a Grave?” in different directions. Homos is even more concerned with dismantling and problematizing any simplistic, sentimental understanding of the gay community or gay politics. Through an especially powerful
reading of Jean Genet, Bersani formulates a theory of anti-relationality. The most interesting contribution of this theory is the way in which it puts pressure on previous queer theories and exposes the ways in which they theorize gay identity in terms that are always relational, such as gender subversion. But this lesson ultimately leads to a critique of
coalition politics. Bersani considers coalitions between gay men and people of color or women as “bad faith” on the part of gays. The race, gender, and sexuality troubles in such a theory—all people of color are straight, all gay men are white—are also evident in his famous essay. The limits of his project are most obvious when one tries to imagine
actual political interventions into the social realm, especially interventions that challenge the tedious white normativity that characterizes most of North American gay male culture. Bersani’s project does not need to see and believe in utopianism. Yet queer politics, in my understanding, needs a real dose of utopianism. Utopia lets us imagine a space
outside of heteronormativity. It permits us to conceptualize new worlds and realities that are not irrevocably constrained by the HIV/AIDS pandemic and institutionalized state homophobia. More important, utopia offers us a critique of the present, of what is, by casting a picture of what can and perhaps will be.
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