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Ateenage girlkneels onthe backseatofacarinshortshorts, turning toward the camera withalook both
innocentand wanton. Ayoung manlounges shirtless, his top flybuttonopen, gazing with lazyinvitation
through the frame. "What's the storyinthese ads?" lask students. "Well, you know," theyshrug, "sexsells."
Frustrated at how this aphorismcloses downdiscussion, | have begunto considerits status as a
commonsense response to some advertising. Antonio Gramsci and others have writtenabouthow
"commonsense" beliefs become naturalized, takenforgranted as "the waythings are," and thereby
obscure theirownideological foundations.! "Sexsells" precludes furtheranalysis: "Well, what canyou say?
We allknow thatsexsells and thatadvertisers use sexualized images ofwomen/men/teens/whomeverto
market products." The commonsense of"sexsells" masks the relationship between sexuality and
commerce,discouraging analysis ofthe particular waysthatsexis articulated to marketing and ignoring the
limits placed onvisible manifestations ofsexualityinadvertising and commercial media. To put this another
way, when might sexnot sell? What manifestations ofsexare notcommercially viable? Howdo some forms of

sexpreclude selling?

The questionofwhenand howsexsells takes aninteresting turn whenwe considerthe cultivation ofthe gay
market, especiallysince the distinguishing feature ofthis marketis its nonnormative sexuality. ? The past
thirty years have witnessed anexponentialrise inattentionto gayconsumers,increased representations of
gays and lesbians in mainstream and niche media, and the diversificationofgayand lesbian media. Interest
ingayand lesbianconsumers from national corporations suchas Seagram, Subaru, and American Express
has helped take gay media fromsmall,localnewspapers and journals (such as the earliest days ofthe
Advocate and the Daughters ofBilitis's The Ladder) to a plethora ofincreasingly segmented, nationally
distributed glossymagazines and Internet affinity portals. [End Page 331] The gay marketis noweven
considered to have sufficientsize and spending powerfor MTVand Showtime, bothowned by Viacom, to
announce thattheyare developing anew gaycable channel.3 As Joseph Turow comments onthe increasing
diversification of markets throughout the twentieth century: "Curiously, advertising and media practitioners'
wayofcomplimenting a group was to furtherdivide it. Generally, the more attractive a populationsegment
was to marketers, the more theysegmented it."* As gay consumers have become more identifiable,
reachable,and desirable as atarget market, gay media have blossomed to address more and more
narrowly defined niches: gayentrepreneurs (Victory!), parents (Alternative Family), youth (XY), investors

(gfn.com), tourists (Passport), and many more.

With the explosionofnationalad-supported gayand lesbian media, one feature has remained relatively
consistent: the sequestering orremoval ofsexual advertising and editorial content. > Anxieties about gay
men's sexuality,embodied inthe two stereotypes ofthe hypersexual, predatory, possibly pedophilic gay
man and the promiscuous AIDS victim, have shaped the constitutionofthe ideal gayconsumer. Local and
nationalgayand lesbian print media and Internetsites have eithereliminated theirsexualcontentor
debuted withanexpress policyto banit. ® Yet this closeting ofqueersexleaves us with aninteresting
paradox: a marketthatis constituted as distinct through the nondominant sexuality ofits constituency could
be broughtinto being onlythrough the efface ment ofthat sexuality. If "sexsells," whymust gaysexbe so
contained? How must gay marketers construct the gay marketifnotthroughits sexuality, and with what

consequences forqueersexualityand politics?

This research starts fromthe assumption that, in Richard Ohmann's phrase, "markets are shaped, not
discovered." "Ohmannlooks at how family magazines such as Munsey's and the Ladies Home Journal, at the ...
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