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Queer economies

Possibilities of queer desires and
economic bodies (because ‘the
economy’ is not enough)

Evangeline Heiliger

‘Plcasc, sir, I want some more.’
( Oliver Twist)

Queer desires

My mother has an incredible cye for design. Long before AMC’s Mad Men
rcpopularnized modern furniturc, she could spot a Herman Miller knockoff from
a block away. *‘Oh!” she would say, slowing the mint green 76 acer for a rolling
drive-by. ‘Onc moment, children. I just want to sce what’s in there.” To this, |
wolld groan and slouch into the scat, knowing what was coming. Praying the
ncighbors weren’t home to watch my mother digging in a pile of trash. Again.

‘Why, Mom?" My thrce siblings and I would protest. ‘It’s broken! We don’t
nced it!” And she would laugh, shrugging her shoulders and spreading her hands
widc as if to ward off responsibility before loading discarded treasurcs of half-
formed chairs, scrap wood, and lamps with shaggy, torn shades into the trunk.

‘I just think 1t’s so ncat. It has possibility.”

Thosc drive-bys mingled hope and shame for all of us. Hope not only for basic
nceds but also for beautitul furniture, art, and possibility. My single mother, rais-
ing four kids in poverty, dared to have such quecer desires in the United States dur-
ing the Reagan cra. Trickle-down cconomics meant being hungry and wearnng
l-fitting, worn-out shoes and underwear. I was taught to feel shame for taking
other pcople’s castoffs, called *scrub’ for the dirt presumed to be fused to my skin
because we dared to be poor in a stratificd socicty. My mother, a schooltcacher
working more than fulloime hoursin Ohio, heard warnings about *welfarc quecns’
and checked her own behavior against white middle-class norms of propricty. She
rcccived regular paychecks. Paid taxes. Yet the income she carned wasn’t cnough
to cover basic nceds in thosc carly cightics years. We — my famuly and other
poor folks in my community — survived through crcative repurposing, charity,
bartering, trading, gardening, solidanty, food stamps, luck, and white privilege,
as well as work for pav. My mother regularly scavenged trashcans and curbside
lcavings, browsed discount grocerics, sccondhand shops, and church sales. My
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family repurposcd her take-home treasures in a varicty of ways: some practical,
some pleasurable, some downright embarrassing. This practice has been docu-
mented at length clsewhere by Jeft Ferrell, who spent nine months scrounging in
Texas as part-ficldwork /part-survival. What Ferrell has found 1n trashpicking is
‘an cconomy at the margins — litcrally — of socicty’ (2006 ). In my own cxpcerience,
while trashpicking might be ‘at the margins’ of mainstream social exchanges, the
activitics were central to my family and many of thosc we intcracted with. Addi-
tionally, we all moved in and through more *mainstrcam’ middle-class spaces such
as school, work, and church, often posing or passing as middle-class rather than
as poor. As Binnic attests in Chapter 8 of this volume, to be *able or empowered,
or willing, to articulate a perspective on class within academic spaces can be inti-
matcly ticd to the performative aspects of classed practices”. My family’s com-
plicated class identity required middlc-class performances in particular material
and social spaccs, despitc our material and socal entrenchment in poverty. Yet,
cven as we gaincd partial upward mobility, there was never any attempt to lcave
bchind trashpicking or other alternative or noncapitalist cconomic activitics that
we cngaged in during those difficult Reagan years and beyond.!

Working, in “the cconomy’ alonc couldn’t satisty our nceds. It stll cannot.
Trashpicking 1s just onc example of an cconomic innovation by poor, quecr, and
working-class pecople in response to laws and policies that ignore the nceds of
marginalized folks. Yet rarcly arc these innovations acknowledged in traditional
cconomic study; they become wisible only as *alternatives to” capitalism, and only
it cconomic gains arc quantifiable. In development studies, such activitics arc
denigrated as ‘cconomics of atfcction’, viewed within that framework as a causc
for poverty and a hindrance to progress (Escobar 1995, Scott 1996). The full
range of cconomic activitics cnacted by poor, quecr, and working-class pecople
1s mussing from cconomic analysis. As noted by Binnic, class 1s an analytic of
powecr by which pcople arc differentiated from onc another on the basis of dif-
ferential access to material incqualitics. Binnic argucs for the integration of class
into an intcrscctional analysis of sexuality, and an integration of sexuality into an
intersectional analysis of class. This chapter answers Binnic’s call by utiizing an
interscctional sexuality—class analysis of different cconomic innovations by poor,
quccr, and working-class tolks.

I have a quecer desire. I want to convince you that there arc worlds of cconomic
activitics that go unnoticed in traditional cconomic study. My goal 1s to cxplain
the benctits of thosc ‘other activitics’ — the alternanve capitalist and noncapitalist
activitics — despite their being marked as ‘outside’ wage-carning capitalism. [ want
vou to valuc them because they matter to people’s survival. To do this, I have

1 The decision(s) to continuc to trashpick, barter, trade, repurpose, and otherwise engage in
alternative capitalist and noncapitalist activitics was duc both to the precariousness of my fam-
ilv’s financial resources and the pleasures those acovities provided for creating possibility and
access using imagination, time, and repurposed goods.
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to blend some strangely personal queer, poor, and working-class storics with a
scholarly attempt to dethronce “the cconomy’ as a unified, closed system.

Economic bodies: multiplying vulnerable desires

[ arguc that queer desires inspire people to engage in clusters of nonnormative
cconomic arrangements. Thesc clusters of cconomic activity can best be under-
stood mctaphorically as *cconomic bodics’. I imagine thesc cconomic bodics
cngaging the world much like iving and nonliving bodics interacting; with other
iving and nonhiving bodics. They take in nutrients and cxcrete waste. They create
and destroy, mimic and hide, hibernate, reproduce, and dic (although not ncc-
cssarily in that order).? Onc could consider capitalism as onc type of cconomic
body, although certainly not the only type. Economic bodics consist of people,
tools, cquipment, technical devices, algonthms, as well as non-human substances
(c.g. food, plants, mincrals, currencics), and actions such as labor, ecxchanges, and
gifting. Economic bodics can cxist at a large scale, similarly to how ‘capitalism’
1s concelved, or at smaller scales such as micro-cconomices, familics, groups, and
individuals.® The relationships of and between cconomic bodies can be under-
stood only through cngaging a radical analysis that incorporates interscctional

analytics of powecr, including but not hmited to gender, race /cthnmiaty, class,

sexuality, nationality, embodiment, and other structural forms of power.*

2 The porous boundaries of ccononmuc bodies hold promise for the queer commons called for
bv Klapeer and Schonpflug in Chapter 10 of this volume. My insistence that queer cconomic
bodies are inherently relational aligns with their call to de-center the individual in econonue
policy discussions. Like my colleagues and the gueer cco-feminists and cco-sexualists they cite,
I envision that more just cconomics may be possible through recognizing an interconnected-
ness between living beings. The metaphor of queer economic bodies helps to visualize how
*being’ rather than *having’ a queer identity could play out in practice.

3 While a single person’s activitics can be an cconomic body, there can never be only one cco-
nomic body — bodies always exist in relation to other bodies, both human and non-human.
See Callon and Latour 1981 Callon 1986, 2005: Latour 1987, 2005 for a discussion of
human and non-human actors. Sce also cco-feminist theorists such as Gaard 1997 and Sandi-
lands 2002 for a discussion of the non-boundary between humans, non-human animals, and
nature.

4 While concept of ‘actor’ described by Actor Network Theory (ANT) would allow me to
pluralize and multiply cconomic systems, the ANT method has been critiqued by scholars
of feminist science studics for not adequately engaging analvtics of power associated with
structural inequalitics, including but not limited to gender, race, class, sexuality, nation, and
embodiment. Sce Quinlan 2012 for a larger discussion of these debates, Like feminist science
studics scholar Sandra Harding (2008 ), I see the potential for ANT (wvia science and technol-
ogy studics) and feminist scicnce studics to inform one another’s methods and epistemology.
However, 1t would first be necessary to trace the scholarly arguments in favor of utilizing
ANT for gueer//feminist rescarch on economics and political economy. This task 1s beyond
the scope and purview of this short chapter, but one I hope to take up in a future project for
the possibilities that a feminist ANT could bring to the political economic study of green/
queer alternative cconomics, aka gqueer cconomics.
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Why not then usc the term *actor’ as developed by Callon and Latour in actor-
nectwork theory (also known as ANT)” (Callon and Latour 1981; Callon 1986,
2005; Latour 1987, 2005 )? Latour’s ‘actor’ calls to mind a human being who acts
in rclation to others, and whosc actions can only be understood in connection to
others, similarly to how I describe cconomic bodics functioning relationally to other
bodics. Callon describes “actors’ as being made up of *human bodics but also of
prostheses, tools, equipment, technical devices, algonthms, cte.” (Callon 2005: 4).
My descrniption of cconomic bodies again aligns, although it claborates further.

My obscrvations of green, queer, and alternative cconomues (Heihiger 2011,
2012, 2013) lcads me to articulate three reasons to usc the metaphor of ‘bodics’
in this chapter — rather than ‘actor’, *cconomy’, or ‘cconomic actor’ — to describe
an asscmblage of pecople, parts, rclationships, and actions that make up cconomic
activitics: (1) to pluralize and multiply cconomic systems; (2) to ecmphasize the
vulncrability of the human bodics iving and working under conditions of struc-
tural incquality;® and (3) to utilize the power of metaphor to insert images of vul-
ncrable cconomics in the minds of rcaders. While ANT allows for a multiplying
and plurality of cconomics via its concept of ‘networks’, in which multiple *actors’
can (interjact, ANT docs not mect the other two charactenstics of green /qucer/
altcrnative cconomics.” My purposc in using ‘bodies’ as a metaphor is to call to
mind both the bhumansincluded in cconomic activitics and their vadneralility, a
vulncrability mirrored in cconomic bodices. In Precarions Life, feminist and queer
scholar Judith Butler writes that the vulnerability of our bodics 1s what connects
us to onc another. Our bodics signal *dependency, vulncrability, agency: the skin
and tlesh cxposc us to the gaze of others, but also to touch and to wiolence’
(2004 26). This vulncrability of bodics 1s also what crecates porousness: a body’s
capacity to help and to harm, to be assisted and to be hurtis interwoven with the
dependency of bodies (Butler 2004 ). Economic bodics arc equally vulnerable, a
point which I address later in this section.

5 Actor-network theory (ANT) 15 2 method of observing the social that explicitly allows for
the inclusion of the material-semiotic. Through cose observation, a rescarcher writes thick
descriptions, from which analysis might later be drawn. ANT has been taken up primarily in
science and technology studics (STS), but also by feminist studies (Quinlan 2012), economic
sociology, and the anthropology of markets (Hardic and Mackenzie 2006).

6 Although here I emphasize human bodies, both cconomic bodies and queer cconomies
include human and non-human animals as well as other non-human actors. See Callon and
Latour 1981; Callon 1986, 2005; Latour 1987, 2005 for a discussion of human and non-
human actors. Sce also cco-feminist theorists such as Gaard (1997) and Sandilands (2002) for
a discussion of the non-boundary between humans, non-human animals, and nature,

7 Importantly, this project does not engage in the intense level of thick description that ANT
calls for. I sketch details of multiple gueer economies according to what was casily determined
via internct sources and emailing with participants of the queer cconomies. For my purposcs
here, this i1s adequate to articulate the possibilitics of queer cconomices for conceiving of
cconomics and economic policy in more just ways. ANT, however, would ask a researcher to
engage more fully in observation, a task best left for a future project.
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I pluralize the mctaphor of body, using ‘cconomic bodics’ (rather than cco-
nomic body) to counter powerful cxisting mctaphors that promotc the 1dca of
a singular, unificd, cconomic totality such as ‘the body of Capitalism’ and ‘the
Market’. In making this argument, I align with Gibson-Graham (1996, 2006) in
rccognizing multple forms of capitalism and the nced to partially dis-unmty the
powerful idecology of ‘the cconomy’ or *Capitalism” as a closed system. I also draw
on cmbodiment theorists in recognizing the porousness of bodics, and on quecer
thconsts to articulate how queer desires arc pursucd through cconomic bodics.
The communal, polymorphous, intersubjective componcents of queer, feminist,
and cmbodiment theorics amplity the metaphor of *bodics’. The communal, poly-
morphous, and intersubjective componcents also ditfuse the idea of a monolithic
cconomic proccess such as *the market’ or *capitalism’ into casily recognmzable clus-
ters of activity. [t becomes possible to see my mother’s teaching job, neighborhood
foodshanng, charnty clothing donations, and trashpicking as a connected cluster
of cconomic activity that cnabled my family’s surwival, rather than as a capitalist
cconomic activity (teaching job) and several alternative capitalist and noncapitalist
activitics. Thercfore, reading this metaphor of cconomic bodics through recent
scholarship allows a more complex picture of multiple cconomic proccsscs, par-
ticularly thosc utilized by poor and other marginalized people as survival strategics.

It may appcar that the difference between ‘body’ and ‘bodics’ as an cconomic
mectaphor is so slight as to be insignificant. Yet recent studics by cognitive scicn-
tists Thibodcau and Boroditsky (2011, 2013) demonstrate that cven slight, one-
word diffcrences in the metaphor used to descnbe a social or political issuc can
have profound impacts upon decision-making processes by individuals. Metaphors
influcnce the kinds of solutions we think of and also dircct us towards solutions
that arc consistent with the metaphor (Thibodcau and Boroditsky 2011 ). Further-
morc, mctaphors influence our thinking whether or not we arc explicitly aware of
the mctaphor’s role in our decision-making process (Thibodecau and Boroditsky
2013). Therctore, I arguc that thosec who consider all cconomic activitics part of
a singular, unified cntity such as ‘the cconomy’ will seck out cconomic solutions
for a singular, unificd cconomy, convinced thesc arc the best solutions regardless
of data. It the same pcople arc willing to think of cconomics as bodics — as lots
of different kinds of ‘pcople” moving through the world intcracting with other
‘people’ — they will look for cconomic solutions that meet the nceds of diverse
pecople who will function best by interacting with others to meet their needs.®

8 Thibodecau and Boroditsky (2013) have noted that in their (US-based) studies of metaphors
and deasion making about crime, participants’ gender, race /ethnicity, and age do not influ-
ence results. Howewver, political affiliation does have some bearing on how one is influenced
bv metaphors. Thibodeau and Boroditsky found that Republicans are more likely to generate
cnforcement and punishment for crime-related problems and are less swaved by metaphor
than Democrats and independents. It is unknown whether Republicans are similarly less influ-
enced by metaphors about economic or other social 1ssues. This mayv or may not have implica-
tions for cconomic metaphors such as bodies and *people’.
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[ proposc bodies as a metaphor for cconomics because human bodics arc not
closed systems; they have complex intcractions with other bodics and their envi-
ronments via border crossings ot flesh and consciousncss “morc porous than pre-
viously imagined’ (Grosz 2001). My family’s intimate cngagement with other
pcople’s retusc 1s onc example of blurred boundarics: between us and other fami-
lics; between work-for-pay and nonmarket activity; and between what no lon-
ger has possibility (trash) and what newly has possibility (trash-turncd-treasurc).
Klapecer and Schonpflug concept ot *queer commons’ in Chapter 9 of this volume
tllustrates the porous boundarcs of human bodies more fully. If onc consid-
crs identity as somcthing tormed in rclation to others, rather than owned by
onc’s individual sclf — as argued by Klapcer and Schonpflug — then my fam-
tly’s class identity and my mother’s quecer desires formed in relation to multiple
others, both within and adjacent to our class. Human contact 1s porous in 1ts
overlaps: fingerprints lett on trash mect fingerprints on trash-turned-trecasure,’
crcating, liminal spaces where my famuly’s quecrly classed identity was formed
and rc-formed. We interacted with onc another as tamily members sharing the
same matcrial and socal resources, and we brushed up against thosc whosc trash
bccame a means to my famuly’s desires and survival.

Moira Gatens (1996) argues that the permeability and transitivity of human
bodics 1s possible with any ‘*body’ with which we have an affective rclation,
including corporate social bodics. Pushing out from Gatens, I suggest that cco-
nomic bodics, as a form of social body, arc controlled through human torces,
bchave in human ways, actively engage with other cconomic bodics, and uti-
lize forms of social control and power. Bodics arc vulnerable to racism, sexism,
homophobia, xcnophobia, and ableism (Butler 2004}, which scrve ncoliberal
aims through their visual and discursive association both with certain human
bodics and with nonnormative cconomic bodies. Nonnormative cconomic bod-
tcs include intelligent, dcliberate, and relationship-making processes such as
bartenng, gifting, trading, carcshift collcctives, trashpicking, and repurposing.
Howecver, these cconomic activitics arc frequently racialized, feminized, croti-
cized, and colonized, imagined in cconomic discourse as geographically located
in the global south or in ‘infenor’ arcas of the global north (c.g. inner-city urban
or lower-class rural) (Escobar 1995). What we imagine about bodies interrelates
with the socio-historic formations of cconomic realitics and current understand-
ings of cconomic ‘truth’. Thus stercotypes about human bodies arc transterred
onto what wec imaginc about cconomic bodics, and imaginings about cconomic
bodics cross the borders of *social bodies’ and become soaked up by the spongi-
ncss of the diverse human bodics that labor in the environments of that particu-
lar cconomic body. The bodies of the people in an cconomy — 1n an cconomic

9 Taking this concept of porous bodies in relation to a different cconomic activity, this could
also be the liminal moment in which skin cells and scent left on charity clothing meets that
produced by our own bodies when we put them on.
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body — crcatc mcaning for that cconomy. What we imagine about bodics, our
own and othcrs’, has powerful cffects on how we relate to thosc bodics. This
transitivity of bodics from material to imagined and back again in simultancous
time, combincd with the spongelike ability of bodics to hold multiple mcanings,
1s what [ refer to herc as the porousncss of bodies, both human and cconomic.
How then might we usc this porousncss of bodics to imagine and cngage in
productively promiscuous cconomics? [ take up this question in this chapter,
oftering, five cxamples of porously queer cconomics that function hike human
bodies:'" a single-mother desiring beautiful furniture, art, and possibility despite
iving in poverty, a homeless person making a livelihood on their own terms;
mecdically altering onc’s body to better match onc’s gender regardless of age or
ability to pay; moving cross-country despite being told that persons with disabili-
tics ought to be satisficd with their current iving situations; and crecating social
hcaling through cultivating queer black intergencrational community across statce
lincs and in the absence of legal tics. I demonstrate that these quecr desires inspire
complex weavings of market, alternative market, and nonmarket cconomic activi-
tics. These blended activitics in pursuit of qucer desires arc what I call ‘queer

cconomics .

Queer economies

[ define gueer economies as cconomic bodics animated by quecer desires. J. Jack
Halbcrstam defines queerncss as referring “to nonnormative logics and organi-
zations of community, scxual identity, cmbodiment, and activity in spacc and
timec” (2005: 6). The ‘quecer’ part of queer desires, in this chapter, signals desires
shaped by nonnormative logics of community, scxual identity, cmbodiment,
and activity — including cconomic processes — in space and time. When queer
desires motivate cconomic bodics, we can sce that queer cconomics arc shaped
and moved by human bodics pursuing qucer desires. Because queer cconomics
blend cconomic activitics, these kinds ot cconomic bodics have radical poten-
tial for transformation, cxtending options to survive and thrive through dclib-
cratcly rclational activitics such as bartering, trading, carcshitt collectives, and
trashpicking.

Another feature of quecer cconomics 1s their engagement with the crotic. In
her semunal essay “Toward a Queer Ecofeminism’ (1997), Greta Gaard articu-
latcs how Western culturce’s devaluing of women, naturc, and colonized pcoples

10 I offer the first two examples of queer economics from personal experiences and obser-
vation in Ohio and California, USA; the remaining three were brought to my attention
through queer internet networks. I have included only information casily found via internet
resources. These five are not meant to be a complete list of queer cconomics, but merely
to hint at the range of possibilitics for queer cconomics. Members of both TTOSOD and
MBHC saw drafts of this essav and were asked to provide input and edits on the portions of
the text written about their economic bodies. T*FC did not respond to my emal inquiries.
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parallcls a devaluation of both quecrness and the crotic. Scholars such as Arturo
Escobar (1995) and Cathernine Scott (1996) have made similar claims that cco-
nomic development discourse conceptually connects naturc, women, indigenous
pcople, and colonized nations. Given Gaard’s cco-feminist theornization that colo-
nization projects attempting to stamp out quecr cxpressions of gender and sexual-
ity simultancously crcated a fear of the crotic (1997), I am intrigucd by the 1dca
that crotophobia might be preventing us from valuing a range of cconomic bod-
1cs. Can we conceive of nonnormative cconomics as quicerly crotic bodics, spark-
ing and cnflaming qucer desires? I can imagine them flaming, butch, dyke, cnip,
lcather, trans®, closcted, polvamorous — cven dandy! Yet I wish also to include
‘punks’ and ‘welfare queens’ amongst these quecrly defined and imagined cco-
nomic bodics that inspirc queer desire (Cohen 1997: 438). For Cathy J. Cohen,
using ‘queer’ politically allows for an cxpansive definition ot identitics linked to
scxuality, labor, and wisibility, a definition that includes those who blur gender/
scxtlal boundarics as well as unmarricd mothers or youth who reject capitalism
in favor of anarchy. When our queer cconomices rub up against the skin of other
quccr cconomuics, there lics powertul potential for desire and cconomy outside
the (re)productive. I suspect many forms of quecr cconomy go unnoticed because
they represent refusals to ‘sleep with’ or *be faithful to” a white hetero-male-
capitalism. Thus, just as lesbians and queer women may be punished for refus-
ing scxual avatlability to heteronormative demands, so too arc gucer cconomics
deplored, 1gnored, and decimated for checky ‘fatlures’ to live up to capitalist
cxpectations of profit, ctficicncy, and progress.

Onc example of a ‘failurce’ to properly engage capitalism 1s that of contempo-
rary trashpickers in LA County. They arc typccast as homeless, male, dirty, and
incapable of making rational decisions for their own well-being. ' Yet evidence
about scavenging demonstrates that at lcast some of thosc assumptions arc falsc:
collecting recyclables 1s a consistent means to make moncy. It requires skill and
awarcncss, planning and follow-through. Trashpicking also requires paticnce and
a ccrtain amount of strength and mobility, although 1t doesn’t have to be onc’s
own lcgs or arms — wheelchairs and grabber-sticks arc uscful tools (Farrcll 2006).
Scavenging can be cffective in tcams or solo, or by collaborating with somconc
for company while collecting for onesclf. Trashpicking allows for making a liveli-
hood on onc’s own terms outside of or in addition to work for pay.

I list trashpicking as cvidence of quecer cconomy, partly because my own
quccr survival has depended upon i1t. I sce it 1n action in cvery place I have

11 For examples of these debates in popular media, sece Holguin 1993, Carpenter 2010, and
Elekes 2012, Sce also Tapper90020 (2010) ‘Garbage Scavenger — Stealing From Trash
Cans in Los Angeles, California’ and associated user comments, video uploaded to You-
Tube on 9 August 2010: www.yvoutube.com/watch?>v=mTNkTwoZ(Q)Q; and Gus Ugalde
(2013) *Opinion: Los Angeles needs better system to avoid trash, recvelables scavenging’ at
Bovle Heights Beats /T'ulso de Bovle Heights, 8 March 2013: www.bovlcheightsbeat.com/

opinion-los-angeles-needs-better-system-to-avord-trash-recvelables-scavenging-2217.
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cver traveled or ived. Trash also brushes uncomfortably against the crotic, tre-
quently cast in moral terms as a judgment: as dirty, unclean, somcthing to be
discarded and not thought about again. Those who engage in close, embodicd
contact with trash arc catcgorized in the same way as the trash itsclf: disposable,
unclcan, and ccrtainly not compatible with a middle- or upper-class status. At
the same time, the embrace of ‘trashiness’ in popular culture — understood as a
gendered and sexualized cultural performance — Iecaves me loath to romanticize
trashpicking. It 1s dirty work, but hardly immoral: one might cven arguc that
rcpurposing keeps valuable resources out of landtills and reduces greenhousc
gasscs, thereby improving local environments. This 1s where feminist, queer,
and antiracist theories help us to sce the language and practices used to deni-
gratc particular human bodics. I proposc that when we hear sexist, racist, able-
1st, classist, homophobic, or trans*phobic comments, there 1s an opportunity
to obscrve quecer cconomics that challenge the unity, singularity, and totality
of ‘capitalism’.

Why do I suggest that cconomies function like bodics? Contemporary
English-language cconomic discoursc frequently touts both the singulanty of
cconomy — ‘the cconomy is sick’ —and cconomy’s presumed human qualitics —
‘thec cconomy 1s siek’. Existing descriptions of cconomics as gendcered, racial-
1izcd, disabled, and otherwise anthropomorphized in human terms bolster
my claim that cconomics arc already concecived at least partially in embod-
icd terms. The anthropomorphized terms rely on a Western framework that
valucs certain ‘masculinc-aftiliated’ qualitics over ‘femininc-atfiliated’ others.
Catherine Scott illuminates that the gendered naturc of cconomic discourse
1s fundamental to imbuing impenal and capitalist regimes with uncarned power
(1995: 4). Yet within this gendered, anthropomorphized language 1s *the ccon-
omy’s’ Achilles heel. The tendency to anthropomorphize ‘the cconomy’ also
scrves to brecak down an image of the cconomy as singular: *the’ cconomy 1s
variously described as masculine, feminine, hard, sott, sick, dving, racialized,
rcproducing, and lazy. In payving attention to such discourses, onc can only
conclude that ‘the cconomy’ consistently changes genders, has multiple per-
sonalitics, oris not as singular in tform as dominant hegemonic discourse would
lcad us to think. Each of these scenarios holds promise for imagining multiple,
diverse cconomic bodics.

Thosc 1nvested 1n racism, scxism, ableism, crotophobia, heteronormativity,
nationalisms, and colonial power arc likely to take my suggestion that there arc
as many kinds of cconomics as there arc types of human bodics as proof of the
supcriority of capital ‘¢’ Capitalism { Gibson-Graham 1996 ), much as they take for
granted the privileges and power granted to bodics upholding whiteness, male-
ncss, wholeness, productivity, rcason, heterosexism, the nation-state, and impern-
alism. My argumentis not for them. I suggest thinking of cconomics as bodics so
that thosc invested in valuing a range of diverse human bodics and relationships
can claim our quecr cconomics — our labors in service of quecer desires — with the
samc terocity that we claim our diversc, queer sclves.

Dhawan, Nikita, Engel, Antke, and Holzhey, Christoph H.E., eds. Social Justice : Global Justice and Desire : Queering Economy. Florence, KY, USA: Taylor and Francis, 2015. ProQuest ebrary. Web. 29 August 2015.
Copyright © 2015. Taylor and Francis. All rights reserved.



204 Evangeline Heiliger

Benefits of economic bodies

The nced for an ‘cconomics as bodics’ framework grew out of my rescarch on
two brands from so-called ‘cthical trade’: Cafté Femenino® and Product (Red )™
(Heihger 2011, 2012, 2013 ). These brands and their campaigns arc cxamples of
a larger ‘cthical consumerism” trend 1n the late twenticth and carly twenty-first
centurics, which 1s a social and cconomic phenomenon cncouraging shoppers,
primarily in the global North, to buy products that claim to make the world
a better place for all. Gibson-Graham’s dismantling of monolithic ‘Capitalism’
into ‘capitalisms’ (1996) proved cntical for desenbing ways Caté Femeninoe’s Fair
Trade cconomic processes differed from roduct (Red)’s version of shopping tor
a social justice causc. However, once I began to analyse cconomic activitics that
blended market, alternative market, and nonmarket transactions, Gibson-Graham’s
(1996, 2006) tramcwork of diverse cconomics no longer ctfectively described
what [ obscrved. Onec flaw in Gibson-Graham’s description of diverse cconomics
1s 1ts imited framing of diverse cconomics as consisting of transactions /labor/
cnterprisc, which arc conceived as taking place in onc of three places: (1) mar-
kets, (2 ) alternative markets, or (3 ) nonmarkets. Depending upon how cconomic
cxchanges arc compensated, Gibson-Graham categonze cconomic activitics as
cither (1) capitalist, (2) alternative capitalist, or (3) noncapitalist. Yet cconomic
bodics do not fit ncatly into any onc of thesc categorics as strictly capitalist, alter-
native capitalist, or noncapitalist. Instcad, diverse cconomic bodies — including
qucer cconomics — overlap different arcas of Gibson-Graham’s framework. The
actions of cconomic bodics may include a combination of capitalist, alternanve
capitalist, and noncapitalist activitics. Here, the metaphor of porousness 1s usctul
for understanding the ways that qucer cconomics do not have defined boundaries
around market, alternative market, and nonmarket activities. Rather, all three of
these activitics intermingle 1n quecr cconomics to support nonnormative people
as they pursuc quecer desires for surviving, thriving, and justice. Gibson-Graham’s
framcwork of diversc cconomics may not preclude the matrix of queer ccono-
mics. However, it docs not adequately theorize the ways queer cconomics mix
cconomic activitics in pursuit of specific quecr desires.

Contemporary forms of tradc such as cthical consumernism arc a merger of capi-
talisms and alternatives such as Fair Trade (Hethger 2011; Barnctt ez al. 2008).
Instcad of describing Café¢ Femenino as functioning under a *subsystem of capital-
1sm’ or Product (Red) as *a more cthical capitalism’, the framework of cconomic
bodics catalogucs cach as i1ts own cconomic body. Both arc new cconomic bodices
formed through an cconomic marriage. Thesc arc two different cconomics that
have adapted quickly in response to crnitiques of globalization, and which play
with onc another on a global scale, as well as in local markets. In the coffee world,
certificd Fair Trade became more entrenched in legal documentation, a result that
some considered a hindrance to the transformative possibilitics of Fair Trade. In
rcsponsc, other forms of ‘cthical’ trade such as transparent contracts and dircct
trade spun off from Fair Trade and formed their own cconomic bodics, some
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of which continuc to engage with formal, certificd Fair Trade. Other cconomic
bodics previously considered alternative have modificd to more closcly resemble
conventional trade (c.g. Silk brand sov products). Economic otfspring form just
as human oncs do: through unions sometimes clandestine, occasionally sexy, pos-
sibly expensive, but gencrally without much of note to alert the media.

This merger of ideological interests (if not actual practices) and social justice
concerns 1s strange. It strikes me that current bodics of cthical cconomics operate
a bit ke idcalized hiberal American upwardly mobile heterosexual couples: practi-
cal, vet kind. When I am asked to comment on Fair Trade’s radical potential, I can
only say that I am in favor of Fair Tradc in the same way that I amin favor of same-
scx marriage. Whereas same-sex marriage allows increased legal benetits, protec-
tions, and rcsponsibilitics to those who particaipate, certificd Fair Trade providces
incrcascd access to global markets, some financial protection, and responsibilitics
to a coopcrative or group of farmers. Yet it must be noted that both samec-scx
marriage and ccrtificd Fair Trade provide benctits only to those who fit a imited
profile. To participate in same-sex marriage in the United States, onc must have
a reccognized atizenship and a legally recognized gender, only onc adult partner
who consents to marry vou, moncy for a marriage licensc, and access to a statc
government that permits same-sex marriage. Fair Trade 1s simularly limited to
thosc who arc privileged. To participate in Fair Tradc, onc must have certification
of Fair Trade practices, ownership ot or access to land to grow crops, member-
ship 1n a cooperative, and access to income or asscts. Fair Trade provides major
social and cconomic benctits to farmers and producers who participate, yet Fair
Trade docs not intervene in the lives of the very poorest farmers in most cascs
(Jatfce 2007). Certainly there arc social, legal, cmotional, and cconomic benctits
of both Fair Trade and gay marnage to thosc who participate. However, both
arc solutions that work within cxisting legal and cconomic structures, systems
designed to privilege heterosexuality, whiteness, existing; wealth, able-bodicdness,
and the nation-statc. It 1s undeniable that some pecople — some bodics — wall never
bec qualificd to participate in cither project, whercas others will not want to. As
Lyn Ossome argucs in Chapter 7 of this volumec, a telcological view of cconomic
justice can blind obscrvers to those who cannot ‘move forward’ in the prescribed
way. Ossomce additionally questions whether justice can possibly be held within
the cmbrace of capitalism. I want to ftocus primarily on Ossomc’s critique of
attcmpting to locate justice within capitalism, tor this lcaves room to consider
how justice muight be struggled for across, through, and around capitalism by
thosc who dcliberately engage in quecr cconomices — that is, a varicty of capitalist,
alternative capitalist, and noncapitalist activitics motivated by quecr desires — 1n
order to survive and thnve. Therctore, I wish to stipulate that while a framework
of cconomic bodics could chart progressive and liberal cconomics not usually
visible within conventional economic discourse, more i1s nceded to develop this
concept in order to locate and describe radical, transformative, queer cconomics
of desire. The next section claborates on what I mean by queer cconomic bodics,
and articulates ways these cconomies make quecer survival possible.
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Queer desires multiply economic possibilities

As I gather evidence of muluple, interrelated, queer cconomics through a process
of witnessing, storytclling, and internet ‘cavesdropping’ (Faccbook), 1t 1s obvious
that quccr pcople — using, Cohen’s radical political potential to include a wide
range of individuals — co-crecatc communitics and cconomices blending capitalist,
alternative capitalist, and noncapitalist activitics into cconomic bodics. These cco-
nomic bodics become queer cconomics if the blended activitics arc used to pursuc
quccr desires shaped by (as Halberstam describes *quceer’ to indicate ) nonnorma-
tive logics of community, sexual identity, cembodiment, and activity — including
cconomic processes — In space and time.

Onc cxample of this blending for qucer desires 1s the Trans*inon Fund Col-
lective (T*FC), a Tumblr begun in January, 2012 to ‘highlight the projects of
trans* individuals fundraising for their transition while shanng some awesome
trans*-tricndly products and resources. Submussions arc always welcome!” (T*FC,;
scc website in notes at the end of the chapter). More than 15 individuals posted
fundraising cfforts and personal storics on T*FC during the first month, primanly
for surgery and follow-up carc for themselves or a loved one. Some fundraisers scll
prc-made 1tems such as vidco games, scx toys, or books, while others ofter their
skills in tradc or to personalize a speaial gift. Most create art such as t-shirts, screen
prints, jcwelry, and paintings to fund mecdical costs. The remaining Tumblr posts
include resources, information about modcrators Aricl and Codi, binder give-
aways, and gencral cncouragement of trans™ individuals. I classity the Trans*ition
Fund Collective as a queer cconomy becausce 1t 1s prompted by the nonnormative
desire to medically change onc’s body to better match onc’s sclf-identified gen-
der, and 1t blends capitalist (the medical-industrial complex), alternative capitalist
(fundraising via Tumblr), and noncapitalist (bartening, trading, and gifting) cco-
nomic activitics. The T*FC additionally manifests queer desires by not focusing
solcly on profit; its featurcs include strengthening tics between individuals and
their supporters via Tumblr. Its usc of multiple cconomic processes (art, barter-
ing, trade, gifting, collaborating, fundraising) alongside an cngagement in the
mecdical-industrial complex 1s an unconventional kind of cconomic arrangement,
an cconomic body ncither fully inside nor wholly outside a conventional profit-
making capitalism. Additionally, its relatonship-building ( supporting, connecting,
communicating, promoting) across in-pcrson and internct intcractions provides
a modecl of community engagement and transformation for other trans® pcople.

Porously queer economies

Onec recason for the intermingling of various cconomic activitics in a porous quecr
cconomy may be that the politically queer humans laboring in queer cconomics
arc themsclves diverse and cxpericnce intersecting forms of systemic oppression
that must be met with multiple torms of resistance. Engaging in different forms of
cconomuc activity — in different kinds of enterprisc — 1s onc strategy for resistance
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and surwvival. So, too, 1s cngaging in a varicty of rclationships and forms of com-
munity. An cxample of a queer cconomy pursuing ‘nonnormative logics and com-
munity’ 1s a Tumblr called To the Other Side of Dreaming (TTOSOD; sce website
in notes at the end of the chapter). TTOSOD documents the journcy of disability
justice /transformative justice activists Mia Mingus and Staccy *Cripchick’ Mil-
bern to move together trom the US south to the Bay Arca of California, despite
immensc cconomic and social imitations to mobility faced by people with disabili-
tics. In pursuing this endcavor, they said to their communitics in the blogosphere:

[We] have decaded to live together and create /cultivate interdependcent
queccr disabled korcan diasporic radical women of color home together. We
arc ecmbarking on a journcy togcther to put picces of disability justice into
practicc, love cach other and live on the other side of dreaming. A huge part
of this 1s our neced, as crips, as qucers, and women of color, as korcan (and
all) diasporic pcople; we nced cach other and we nced you.

(TTOSOD)

Mingus and Milbern ask for assistance finding aftfordable, accessible housing and
crcating a community carc collective in Berkeley, Calitornia, to assist with Mil-
bern’s needs until the state of CA approves her application and prowides home
assistive carc. They transgress complicated state regulations and social norms that
make it difficult for persons with disabilitics to move. They explicitly name love
and hcaling a vanicty of inter-related traumas as part of their relationship-building,

The response towards To the Other Side of Dreaming in the first two wecks
was remarkable: members of their online and in-person community offered adwvice
and conncctions to affordable housing and began crcating a schedule for a care-
shift collective. Some online community members sold books, while another
fricnd organized an Etsy shop to raisc moncy for their move and transition.

The kinds of support To the Other Side of Drecaming required to preparc
to move across the United States difters tfrom the kinds of day-to-day support
nceded atter moving and scttling in. Questions of quantity of assistance as well as
quality of rclationships arc critical. Enough pcople have to be involved to avoid
burnout — and thosc who commit to assisting; nced to be honest about what they
can contribute and tor how long. Somc ‘allics’ stuck around to prowvide access
for less than six months, perhaps not knowing or caring, how their absence can
shift a situation of thrving to onc of surviving. TTOSOD), as qucer cconomy;,
rclics particularly on creativity, flexibility, and interdependence, as well as access
to moncy, ablc-bodicd persons with access, and state scrvices. In Chapter 7 of
this volume, Lyn Ossome challenges the telcological view of most discussions
of cconomic justice, and her arguments apply here: that TTOSOD remains a
functioning quccr cconomy, but onc that defics the lincar narrative of progress
and invites the question whether rubbing queer cconomics against other queer
cconomics 1s always or nccessarily pleasurable, particularly when some cconomics
opcrate from greater privileges.
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Queer economies, queer relationships

Like other cconomic bodics, queer cconomucs engage in relanonship-making and a
varicty of cconomic processcs for survival of nonnormative human bodics. Some of
these processes may look like a poor imitation of capitalisms — for example, so-called
‘cconomucs of affcction’ with activitics such as gifing, trading, bartening, trashpick-
ing, and repurposing. However, I would arguc they no more mock capitalisms than a
dildo mocks a penis. Each of these noncapitalist exchangges offers relational pleasures
and responsibilitics. Profit-making 1s not the sole point of these cconomic activities.
Relatonships and tool-usage matter as much as form and purposc. Gibson-Graham
(1999) and Escobar (1995) reveal that a Western ideological framework invisibil-
1Zcs some cconomic activitics, while denigrating and calling for the destruction of
others. Success and survival within this context become linked to onc’s ability to
pcrform as an ideal ‘ranonal’” cconomic actor for capitalism. As Escobar has argucd,
‘through cconomic scicnces (classical political cconomy) and broader philosophical
conccptions (derived from the Enlightenment, unlitarianism, ecmpiricism), this sys-
tem produced a certain subjectivity, namely, that embodicd in the modern produc-
ing subject’ (2005: 142). Culovating a scnsc of the profit motive was scen as a crucial
component of becoming an idcal producer tor the global market, while gift-giving,
charity, bartering, and othcer forms of noncapitalist exchange were ndiculed as being
non-rational and non-productive (Escobar 1995; Harvey 2005, Scotr 1995).

My tifth example of a qucer cconomy embraces many ‘nonrational’ cconomic
activitics. Mobile Homeccoming (MBHC) 15 designed by Dr. Alexis Pauline
Gumbs, black qucer feminist poct and revolutionary, and her partner, Julia Wal-
lace, revolutionary black quecer filmmaker, to record the storics of queer black
clders in the US. They rcached out to online and in-person communitics to raisc
funds for a mobile home to travel to the homes of queer black clders to con-
duct intervicws. Gumbs and Wallace build relattonships and raisc moncy through
holding frccedom schools, sclling poctry and books, creating films and tcaching
rcsources available online for free and for sale, sharing mecals, asking tfor donations
of moncy, love, and support, and connccting; with other quecer radicals in North
Carolina, USA, and around the globec.

According to Gumbs and Wallace’s MBHC (scc website in notes at the end of
the chaptcer), the point of their work 15 to heal, love, and honor black qucers, and
to support other revolutionary relationships. MBHC 15 explicitly not a nonprofit.
They write:

We understand that the modces of survival in our black quecr communitics
which include:

— social support organizing

— artistic creativity

— spiritual transformation

— revolutionary interpersonal relationships

arc our kcj.-' rcsources as we transform the mc:ming of lifc.

(MBHC wcbsitc)
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MBHC 1s qucer cconomy for its intentional mixing, of monctary exchange, cre-
ative resourcctulness, and deliberate community-building meant to generate love
and structural hecaling. Celebrating the full range of black queerness fundamen-
tally shapes MBHC and aftiliated projects. ‘Community’ is defined not by geo-
graphic boundarics, nor by boundarics around racc or gender, but by rcaching
out to ike-minded social revolutionaries working tor justice. There arc thousands
of pcople who bclong to Gumbs and Wallace’s community — their project of
cclebrating, black queer love and honoring qucer intergencrational conncction
through listening projects and rccording history clearly spcaks to many. This 1s
onc cxample of how quecr cconomics function — through connections, nctworks
of respect and mutuality, and by speaking truth to power.

Because ‘the economy’ is never enough: desiring
(more) queer economic bodies

In this chapter, I analysc five examples of queer cconomics to begin to think
through what makes queer cconomies gueer, and what makes queer cconomics
valuable. In considering what makes queer cconomics quecer, first, they arc a
tvpc of cconomic body animated by queer desires. Economic bodics arc inher-
cntly reclational. Second, qucer cconomies differ conceptually from *the ccon-
omy’, becausc they arc not a singular, unificd entity like *Capitalism’ — they arc
multiple and allow us to *have some more’. Third, quecer cconomies differ from
Gibson-Graham’s framing of multiple cconomics (as capitalhisms, alternative
capitalisms, or noncapitalisms) because queer cconomics — like many cconomic
bodics — weave together two or more kinds of cconomic activitics in pursuit of
quccr desires. Finally, quecr cconomies function differently from other cconomic
bodics because they tocus on nonnormative arrangements of community and
rclationship-building while pursuing queer desires.

The valuc of qucer cconomics comes from this bundle of charactenstics. The
rclationship-making aspccts of queer cconomics arc as important as their plural-
ity and their blending of cconomic activitics. Relationship-making — between
pcople and between cconomics — cnables queer cconomics to sidestep larger
structural forces that disenfranchise qucer people and thwart quecr desires. Spe-
cthically, TTOSOD and MBHC namec desires such as love and benling personal and
structural wounds as key goals motivating the activitics of their cconomic bodices.
Attempting to ditffusc or heal structural harms s also clear in T*FC’s usc of Tum-
blr to provide emotional support for trans® vouth who cxpcrience social pressure
to pretend to be the sex /gender assigned to them at birth. Scavengers like my
famuily and trashpickers in Los Angcles have a nonnormative rclationship with
trash, which pushes back against structural norms that insist *nice people’ spend
moncy to pursuc their desires or that those who don’t have moncy don’t descrve
to thrive. Onc recason queer cconomics might be difficult to identify and describe
1s that many arc utihzing forms ot alternative and noncapitalist exchange that arc
typically catcgonzed as non-cconomic. Qucer cconomics work differently from
how we have been taught that capitalisms function, even as queccr cconomics
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opcrate through, within, and outside them. Therefore, quecer cconomies have the
potential to create justice through desires for nonnormative logics of community,
scxulal identity, embodiment, and activity — including cconomic processes — 1n
spacc and time.'* This requires flexibility and creativity, as well as the pleasurable
and often-difficult work of building rclationships and being accountable for our
actions.

Re-theconzing cconomics as bodics 1s not merely an intellectual excreise —
I mcan to multuply our options tor cngaging in cconomic activitics. Naming
and describing qucer cconomics makes clear the unconscious links betwecen
cconomics-as-bodies and the embodied persons laboring within them in scrvice
ot queer desires. So I ask: what queer desires move your cconomic bodies? What
rclattonships must you cngage in to manifest your desires? With whom will your
cconomic bodics collaborate, thrt, merge, avoid, fight, makec up, bargain, or
trade? What — or who — will your qucer cconomics long for? Applying our idecas
about human bodics lcads to greater recognition of — and perhaps participation
In — cconomics already animated by quceer desires and justice. What will your
quccr cconomics do? Because ‘the cconomy’ simplyisn’t enough to hold all your
quccr possibilitics,
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