Erotic Worldmaking: How Queer Movements Made Politics Personal
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Pleasure can be more than private enjoyment: for queer liberation movements, it also offered a way to imagine changing society. A new account of erotic worldmaking looks beyond individual acts of resistance to the organisations, strategies and international connections behind them, tracing how activists linked intimate life with wider struggles against racial, economic and political oppression.
Pleasure was political, and built to last
Erotic worldmaking shifts attention from expressive acts of resistance to the organisations that helped make change possible. Gay liberation groups, Black lesbian feminist collectives and radical AIDS activists did more than challenge social norms: they built networks and institutions, argued over strategy and worked to keep movements going. [6], [5], [7]
That emphasis matters. The familiar image of queer resistance can centre on a fleeting gathering or a bold performance. Those moments count, but so do the less glamorous tasks of organising, communicating and sustaining a campaign. Political imagination needs somewhere to take root. [4], [6]
From queer worldmaking to organised movements
The idea draws on queer scholarship that describes how people create spaces and ways of living beyond the rules of the dominant public sphere. José Muñoz's Cruising Utopia, for instance, explores queer possibility and the desire for a different future. [4]
But focusing only on countercultures and intimate spaces can leave the movement-building work out of frame. The groups under discussion included the Gay Liberation Front, the Third World Gay Revolution, the Third World Women's Alliance and the Combahee River Collective. Their politics weren't simply about finding room to live differently; they also involved organisation, alliances and choices about how to pursue change. [3], [5], [6]
Why the personal was never just personal
These activists connected sexuality and everyday life to wider structures of power. Black lesbian feminist organising, including the Combahee River Collective, brought race, gender and sexuality into the same political conversation. That perspective challenged the idea that liberation could be discussed in a single-issue lane. [5]
Radical AIDS activism made another connection: ACT UP organised across nearly 150 cities, showing how a movement rooted in urgent, bodily concerns could operate at an international scale. Intimate life, in this account, wasn't separate from institutions and global systems. It was one place where their effects were felt, contested and made political. [7]
Pleasure offered hope, not a simple answer
Pleasure sits at the heart of this approach, but not as a magic ingredient. Activists treated bodily and erotic freedom as a way to picture broader changes in social relations, while also recognising that pleasure doesn't automatically undo inequality. The politics lay in how movements understood, organised and argued over it. [4], [5]
Different groups made different connections. Gay liberationists challenged the sexual categories and family ideals of their time; Black lesbian feminists exposed the racial dimensions of heteronormativity; and AIDS activists defended sexual life against efforts to make it private and narrowly controlled. These weren't identical struggles, but each widened the question of what liberation might require. [5], [6], [7]
A broader map of queer political change
The useful takeaway is that resistance can be both local and far-reaching. A gathering, a collective or a city chapter may begin with immediate needs, yet connect to a larger challenge to how society distributes power and defines acceptable life. [5], [7]
For readers interested in queer history, that makes organisation as important as the vivid moments that tend to travel furthest. Movements don't just imagine another world; they build relationships and structures through which people can try to make it real. And, as these histories suggest, keeping that work alive is part of the politics too. [3], [6], [7]
It's a reminder that imagining a different future often starts with making it together.
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