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Katherine Sender

A te e nag e  g irl kne e ls  on the  backs e at of a car in s hort s horts , turning  toward the  came ra with a look both
innoce nt and wanton. A young  man loung e s  s hirtle s s , his  top fly button ope n, g az ing  with laz y invitation
throug h the  frame . "What's  the  s tory in the s e  ads ? " I as k s tude nts . "We ll, you know," the y s hrug , "s e x s e lls ."
Frus trate d at how this  aphoris m clos e s  down dis cus s ion, I have  be g un to  cons ide r its  s tatus  as  a
commons e ns e  re s pons e  to  s ome  adve rtis ing . Antonio G rams ci and othe rs  have  writte n about how
"commons e ns e " be lie fs  be come  naturaliz e d, take n for g rante d as  "the  way thing s  are ," and the re by
obs cure  the ir own ide olog ical foundations .  "S e x s e lls " pre clude s  furthe r analys is : "We ll, what can you s ay?
We  all know that s e x s e lls  and that adve rtis e rs  us e  s e xualiz e d imag e s  of wome n/me n/te e ns /whome ve r to
marke t products ." The  common s e ns e  of "s e x s e lls " mas ks  the  re lations hip be twe e n s e xuality and
comme rce , dis courag ing  analys is  of the  particular ways that s e x is  articulate d to  marke ting  and ig noring  the
limits  place d on vis ible  manife s tations  of s e xuality in adve rtis ing  and comme rcial me dia. To put this  anothe r
way, whe n mig ht s e x not s e ll?  What manife s tations  of s e x are  not comme rcially viable ?  How do s ome  forms  of
s e x pre clude  s e lling ?

The  que s tion of whe n and how s e x s e lls  take s  an inte re s ting  turn whe n we  cons ide r the  cultivation of the  g ay
marke t, e s pe cially s ince  the  dis ting uis hing  fe ature  of this  marke t is  its  nonnormative  s e xuality.  The  pas t
thirty ye ars  have  witne s s e d an e xpone ntial ris e  in atte ntion to  g ay cons ume rs , incre as e d re pre s e ntations  of
g ays  and le s bians  in mains tre am and niche  me dia, and the  dive rs ification of g ay and le s bian me dia. Inte re s t
in g ay and le s bian cons ume rs  from national corporations  s uch as  S e ag ram, S ubaru, and Ame rican Expre s s
has  he lpe d take  g ay me dia from s mall, local ne ws pape rs  and journals  (s uch as  the  e arlie s t days  of the
Advocate and the  Daug hte rs  of Bilitis 's  The Ladder) to  a ple thora of incre as ing ly s e g me nte d, nationally
dis tribute d g los s y mag az ine s  and Inte rne t a inity portals . [End P a g e  3 3 1] The  g ay marke t is  now e ve n
cons ide re d to  have  s u icie nt s iz e  and s pe nding  powe r for MTV and S howtime , both owne d by Viacom, to
announce  that the y are  de ve loping  a ne w g ay cable  channe l.  As  Jos e ph Turow comme nts  on the  incre as ing
dive rs ification of marke ts  throug hout the  twe ntie th ce ntury: "Curious ly, adve rtis ing  and me dia practitione rs '
way of complime nting  a g roup was  to  furthe r divide  it. G e ne rally, the  more  attractive  a population s e g me nt
was  to  marke te rs , the  more  the y s e g me nte d it."  As  g ay cons ume rs  have  be come  more  ide ntifiable ,
re achable , and de s irable  as  a targ e t marke t, g ay me dia have  blos s ome d to  addre s s  more  and more
narrowly de fine d niche s : g ay e ntre pre ne urs  (Victory!), pare nts  (Alternative Family), youth (XY), inve s tors
(g fn.com), touris ts  (Passport), and many more .

With the  e xplos ion of national ad-s upporte d g ay and le s bian me dia, one  fe ature  has  re maine d re lative ly
cons is te nt: the  s e que s te ring  or re moval of s e xual adve rtis ing  and e ditorial conte nt.  Anxie tie s  about g ay
me n's  s e xuality, e mbodie d in the  two s te re otype s  of the  hype rs e xual, pre datory, pos s ibly pe dophilic  g ay
man and the  promis cuous  AIDS  victim, have  s hape d the  cons titution of the  ide al g ay cons ume r. Local and
national g ay and le s bian print me dia and Inte rne t s ite s  have  e ithe r e liminate d the ir s e xual conte nt or
de bute d with an e xpre s s  policy to  ban it.  Ye t this  c los e ting  of que e r s e x le ave s  us  with an inte re s ting
paradox: a marke t that is  cons titute d as  dis tinct throug h the  nondominant s e xuality of its  cons titue ncy could
be  broug ht into  be ing  only throug h the  e ace me nt of that s e xuality. If "s e x s e lls ," why mus t g ay s e x be  s o
containe d?  How mus t g ay marke te rs  cons truct the  g ay marke t if not throug h its  s e xuality, and with what
cons e que nce s  for que e r s e xuality and politics ?

This  re s e arch s tarts  from the  as s umption that, in Richard Ohmann's  phras e , "marke ts  are  s hape d, not
dis cove re d."  Ohmann looks  at how family mag az ine s  s uch as  Munsey's and the  Ladies Home Journal, at the ...
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