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Back to Politics

The wealth of information, analyses and insights that emerged in the course of the four Dialogues on 

Sexuality and Geopolitics sponsored by Sexuality Policy Watch between 2009 and 2011 responds 

only partially to the challenges and concerns raised by participants in relation to the state of the 

art of sexuality research and the future of the sexual rights agenda. The rich conversations that 

unfolded at the regional meetings speak to the ongoing salience of the conceptual framework 

initially devised to guide them. While approached with different emphases and inflections at each 

meeting and without discounting significant differences in the actors involved in different contexts, 

the discussions confirmed conclusions reached in earlier global research projects organized by 

SPW: that the intersections between sexualities and the state, economics, religion and science 

comprise the political frontlines of contemporary sexual politics. Above all, in the context of rapid flux 

produced by fast capitalism, rapid technological innovations, proliferating religious revivalisms and 

new, proverbially “flexible” technologies of governmentality, participants highlighted the emerging 

challenges and risks posed for researchers and activists by the contemporary global juncture.

Key among them is a series of transformations in technologies of governmentality of growing 

importance in recent decades, which have decentered the state as the privileged arena for the 

formulation and implementation of policy. Non-governmental and community based organizations 

in particular have been incorporated into technologies of government through public–private 

partnerships and policy networks encompassing local, national and international actors. This shift 
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appears to respond ambiguously both to new left calls for societal participation and civic inclusion 

and to new right calls for reduced budgets and a retrenchment of the state (Altman, 1994). It 

becomes instantiated through various modalities, including funding conditionalities and more 

informal guidelines issued by various actors as well as multilateral policy agreements ranging from 

the Cairo Program of Action to statements of international foundations and the World Bank (Altman, 

1994; de la Dehesa & Mukherjee, 2012; Montecinos, 2001; Bedford, 2009). For activists and social 

movements, many of which entered the political arena with a more oppositional stance toward 

the state, the possibility of cooperation poses new dilemmas, including the risk of economic and 

political dependence and complicity in neoliberal governance. 

More and more, public policies are being designed and implemented through policy networks 

articulating multiple actors in ways that decenter, without necessarily displacing, state institutions. 

Such networks may include government agencies at the federal and local levels, international 

agencies, academic institutions, private enterprise (such as pharmaceutical companies), and NGOs. 

While such networks often purport to embody ideals of horizontality and deliberation, they are by no 

means free of power asymmetries (Chalmers, Martin, & Piester, 1997). Dynamics of power condition 

not only relations among actors in networks (among NGOs of varying capacities and between NGOs 

and other institutions with which they are articulated) but also mechanisms of selection permitting 

access to networks in the first place (from formal membership requirements to informal imperatives 

such as the ability to speak English or finance travel). The implications of these transformations for 

sexual rights advocacy emerged as a central area of concern at all the dialogues, though again, with 

different emphases and inflections across the regions and countries.

At the Latin American Regional Dialogue, Pecheny and de la Dehesa underscored the central 

contradiction experienced in the region with the emergence of neoliberal democracies. If transitions 

to formal democracy have opened spaces for dialogue (albeit to varying degrees), promising a 

more inclusive politics, these changes coincided with the debt crisis of the 1980s and subsequent 
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adoption of neoliberal structural adjustment programs, which have magnified economic polarization 

and reinforced various forms of social exclusion. Moreover, the incorporation of activists into policy 

networks on the basis of their expertise on populations — for example, on the so-called MARPs 

(most-at-risk populations for contracting HIV) — has contributed significantly to the NGOization 

and medicalization of sexual rights activism in the region. The problem of medicalization, as noted 

above, was raised as a central point of discussion at the African and Asian Dialogues as well, 

underscoring the powerful influence of broader global dynamics at play. 

NGOs can play an important role in advocacy, research, and service provision. As brokers of 

information, they translate medical, legal and other forms of expert knowledge into everyday language 

accessible to the populations they serve while providing other professional “stakeholders” with 

information about the issues and populations they represent. They play an increasingly important 

new role in governance, in part compensating for the gaps and limitations of state action in the 

contemporary context of neoliberal globalization. However, NGOs are not themselves democratic 

in their organization and indeed operate within networks that valorize (presumably apolitical) 

technical capacities. Their growing importance in civil societies thus raises new questions about 

representation and accountability, questions that, coupled with competition for access and funding, 

have at times fostered divisions within sexual rights movements themselves (Clark, 2003; Ramos, 

2004; Câmara da Silva, 2008; Alvarez, Dagnino & Escobar, 1997).

Certainly, the internationalization of policy-making and the decentering of decision-making implied 

by this reconfiguration of governance have created opportunities for activists to exert political 

pressure through alternative channels when state doorways are closed to them. Yet in the context 

of emerging democracies traversed by neoliberal technologies of governmentality, they are also 

prone to technocratic policymaking and can undermine mechanisms of democratic accountability 

(Montecinos, 2001). Thus, as Elsa Muñiz observed in her presentation, when the state was 

presumably responsible for the health of national populations, there was “at least an identifiable 
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face”. But with the advent of what she termed “schizophrenic neoliberal states” — which speak the 

language of rights but do otherwise in policy terms — this responsibility has been diffused across a 

multiplicity of actors, and the pathways to the effective appropriation of rights are not always clear.

 

This administrative reconfiguration of governmentality in part maps onto territorial shifts in the nature 

of government. Often the very actors touting respect for democratic citizenship and universal human 

rights are the ones promoting the creation of secret prisons, refugee camps, export processing 

zones, and migrant worker compounds — sovereign “states of exception” where such norms are 

routinely suspended (Agamben, 2005). This is occurring even as in other spaces a lack of state 

capacity or political will has left vacuums to be filled by other actors, from military insurgencies to 

religious organizations and NGOs (O’Donnell, 1996, 1999). Both dynamics result in the unevenly 

effective presence of the state and a variable territorialization of government, marking further limits 

to the formal recognition of sexual and reproductive rights and human rights more generally. 

The deliberate construction of sovereign states of exception as parallel regimes of government 

where the norms of citizenship, including sexual and reproductive rights, are formally suspended 

was addressed most explicitly at the Asian Regional Dialogue, primarily in relation to the governance 

of international migration, as we discussed above. Yet notably, participants focused as much if not 

more attention on the kinds of “states of exception” that are often not recognized as such. Unlike 

the formulation advanced by the Italian philosopher, Giorgio Agamben (2005), which presupposes 

a totalizing sovereignty and a very effective state presence (as suggested by his metaphor of the 

concentration camp, a total institution, as a reflection of a contemporary politics in which the 

exception has become the rule), participants gave greater emphasis to the vacuums left by weak or 

absent states. The implications of weak state capacity in relation to globalized sexual rights advocacy 

were, again, raised at the Africa Dialogue by Sybille Nyeck. In contexts where their networks are 

supplanting state structures that are financially and politically weak, she argued, NGOs run the risk 

of advancing donor-driven policies in a top-down manner in ways that can reinforce perceptions 
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that they are complicit in neocolonial projects and undercut real bases of societal support. 

At its extreme, however, the implications of an absent state were most vividly illustrated in a 

presentation at the Latin American Dialogue by the demographer, Gabriel Gallego Montes, from the 

University of Caldas in Colombia. Once again underscoring the slippage between law and practice, 

Gallego highlighted, on the one hand, the notable advances made in recent years in the formal 

recognition of rights for LGBT people through the national legislature, the Supreme Court, various 

municipal governments, and even police forces. Yet Gallego situated the limits of these formal rights 

in the context of the country’s decades-old armed conflict. In Colombia, he argued, “the state is not 

the only key actor in the regulation of sexuality, which also includes the active participation of the 

insurgent Colombian Revolutionary Armed Forces (FARC) as well as paramilitary groups”. Gallego 

recalled, in this context, the long and ignominious history of “social cleansing” in the country, 

involving campaigns of social control advanced by these parallel powers, often with the secret 

complicity of police forces and sectors of the state, aimed at the extermination of travestis, sex 

workers, effeminate men, homeless people, and other socially marginalized sectors. Contrasting 

the hell of lived experience with the heaven of formal law, Gallego cited a flyer distributed by a 

paramilitary organization, announcing a campaign of social cleansing, establishing a curfew in the 

territory they controlled, and threatening the assassination of drug-users, prostitutes and people 

with AIDS. As Rosalind Petchesky observed at the Interregional Dialogue, the dilemmas posed, on 

the one hand, by the rise of security states in the context of the war on terror and politically instituted 

regimes of exception; and on the other, by areas where weak or absent states leave vacuums filled 

by other actors, require that sexual rights advocates undertake a careful mapping of needs across 

territories related to the continuum of strength and fragility across the world of states. 

The challenges are daunting. Compounding them is the widespread legitimation crisis confronting 

political institutions in many countries, which in some cases have extended to NGOs, partly as 

a byproduct of their incorporation into frameworks of governance (Habermas, 1988) and the 
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desertification of liberal democratic politics (Zizek, 2002). Critical views that explore the death of 

queer theorizing (Ahmed, 2010; Berlant & Warner, 1995; Edelman, 2006; Freeman, 2010) are also 

to be named as they interrogate the  power of contemporary critical theories of gender and sexuality 

to dislodge the geological layers of hetero-procreative pacts. In the words of O‘Rourke (2011), our 

(impossible) task is “to bring about utopian futures from within a negating and seemingly hopeless 

present” (p. 1).

Yet the life worlds that motivated our critical reflections in these publications have not vanished but 

are still out there pulsating. Between 2011 and 2013, while the substance of the SPW dialogues was 

being processed, novel expressions of civic action and political mobilization swept across geographic 

boundaries, finding expression in the Arab Spring, Spain’s Indignados and similar protests elsewhere 

in Europe, Occupy Wall Street, and the so-called 2013 June Journeys in Brazil. Writing about the 

deep paradoxes of our times, Khanna et al. (2013) elaborate on the extraordinariness of this string of 

events as new instances of mass politics that escape the conventional forms of interest-group and 

identity politics as well as the abstract deliberative politics sometimes posited by critical theorists. 

In the authors’ view, the 2011–2013 rebellions call for a revitalization of the political imagination 

unconstrained by cynicism or necessary recourse to formal political mechanisms. This would allow 

us to claim a vision of justice that transcends the limited fictions (however politically expedient) of 

representation and totalizing identities.

Such a reimagining of sexual politics, however, requires a critical interrogation of three binary traps 

that still hobble our movements. One involves the deepening rift between erotic justice and social 

justice, which derives from epistemologies that continue to extract intimate and bodily experience 

from broader social contexts. As Corrêa, Petchesky and Parker (2008) have observed:

Treating sexuality as something separate from political economy ignores the fact that 

health care access, affordable housing, adequate nutrition, safe environments, and secure 



Sexuality and Politics: Regional Dialogues from the Global South

116

livelihoods are indispensable for safe and pleasurable erotic experience to be real. This false 

dichotomy not only obscures the necessary enabling conditions for sexual rights across lines 

of gender, class, race, ethnicity, and geography. It also disregards the materiality of sexual 

expression and well-being, a materiality rooted, not in some essential biological drive or 

genetic predisposition, but rather in the ways that bodies ‘matter’ and become materialized 

through the same regulatory norms and power relations that produce gender, class, race, 

ethnicity, and geography to begin with. If bodies themselves — genes, hormones, sexual 

and reproductive organs – are always imbued with, and made intelligible through, norms 

and practices, the cultural and economic/political dimensions of those norms are also 

closely intertwined and this makes it all the more urgent that advocacy for erotic justice and 

advocacy for economic justice be similarly bound together.  (Corrêa, Petchesky and Parker, 

2008, p. 220)

 

Equally important is the need to address the artificial separation between religion and politics that 

conceals the interpenetration of these two domains of social and personal life, an interpenetration 

that assumes quite distinctive forms in different socio-historical contexts. Today and possibly 

for the foreseeable future, feminist and sexual rights activists and intellectuals working in these 

fields confront the challenge of re-engaging with religion without ‘returning’ there.  Such a critical 

engagement means contesting systematic injustices and violations perpetrated in the name of 

religion, regardless of the doctrinal tradition that may be used to justify them. But it also implies 

breaking through doorways that dogmatic or defensive secular tenets may have closed, for instance, 

by reexamining the spiritual, ecstatic, and mystical dimensions of sexuality, or by forging alliances 

with faith-based groups where we share common goals and values.

Finally, a sexual politics informed by the premises of social justice must systematically argue for a 

vision encompassing both singularity and interdependence (of bodies, persons, desires), and thus 

reexamine the binary divisions between individual and community. By insisting on the singularity of 
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bodies and persons we recognize the indeterminacy and infinite variation of desire, relationships and 

social ties. Within such a frame, economic and social rights accruing to communities are ultimately 

about the individual bodies — the bare life — that need these resources to live. A project aiming 

at the ongoing reconceptualization of individual claims within the shifting matrices of communities 

and wider social relationships also requires a critical rethinking of identity politics. The challenge in 

this case is how to weave meaningful and politically viable linkages across a wide range of identity-

based groups without erasing the real social differences among them or returning to the empty and 

historically contaminated (and anthropocentric) abstraction of ‘humanity as a whole’. Sexual politics, 

in the past as in the present, is about (re)linking bodies with communities and erotic justice with 

social justice. The inhospitable landscapes discussed above make this project ever more pressing. 


