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Book explores how lines

between public and
private sex spaces are

constantly shifting

by Gordon Brent Ingram

ack at Oak Bay Junior, in
1970s Victoria, one of the
favourite sports of too
many of my male peers was harassing
the young man who would soon re-
name himself Joe Average.

And no wonder. We adolescents
were told nothing about our bodies.
The “Family Life” class was taught in
a way designed to make all sex seem
so disgusting that it had to be kept in
private. And there was not one men-
tion of public sex, let alone public sex
between two or more males. A quar-
ter of a century later, the world of sex
education still provides an impover-
ished set of erotic and emotional op-
tions and there has been no marked
increase in research on sex between

rmen outside of the bedroom.

And today’s public sex re-
searchers often experience more ob-
stacles due to cramped notions of
human subjects and narrow defini-
tions of objectivity. In this New

World sexual (dis)order, the major
achievement of Public Sex Gay Space
is that it made it to print: it is the first
scholarly book on public sex, pub-
lished by a university press, in two
decades.

Most of the researchers in Public
Sex Gay Space obtained information
through engaging in various kinds of
sex in public themselves. But rarely
have these public places been defined
clearly. “Public” has often been more
to do with where local police do not
consider intimate acts to be immune
from repression. From Washington,
DC to Hanoi, these ethnographers
looked at illegal places of homoerotic
expression,

But this anthology is mostly about
the means to negotiate sex in out-of-
place locales in North America and
Britain. Few of these 12 articles say
much about the spaces themselves.
Editor William Leap’s comparison of
sex in a gym and a bookstore with a
backroom are one of the few parts of
the book when space is described and
analyzed. With so much ground to
cover, the measured discussions
barely scratch the surface of “male-
centered” sex not considered in pri-
vate. As any good piece of
scholarship, Public Sex Gay Space
asks more questions than one book
could ever answer. The one argument
throughout the essays is that the lines
between private and public are con-



stantly shifting and being contested
in conflicting ways by sex partici-
pants, police, the medical profession,
politicians, governments, and
landowners.

Few of the articles, except for Ross
Higgins’ superb discussion of
Montreal before decriminalization,
actually link supposedly out-of-place

PUBLIC SEX GAY SPACE
William L Leap (editor)

Columbia University Press
S, e S et s g TO |

sex with what is sometimes called the
‘queering’ of spaces and the building
of community.

Almost contradicting the book’s
title, most of the spaces of public sex
discussed are not particularly “gay.”
Many married men who use those lo-
cales do not identify with their homo-
sexuality. None of the contributors
discuss, directly, the tremendous im-
pacts of the anti-entrapment move-
ments from the 1950s to the early
"80s. Only one article, a superb dis-
cussion of watching and exhibition-
ism by eminent ethnographer
Stephen Murray, mentions the high

risks of arrest and the tolls from be-

ing registered as sex offenders.

A brilliant article was thrown in
haphazardly about a group sex case
tried in Holland. In 1827 Adam
Cornelissen argued successfully, and
perhaps for the first time in modern
history, that private acts were none of
the state’s business and information
on acts obtained through spying on
otherwise private sex should not be
considered in court.

Ten to 20 carefully researched
books are needed on different as-
pects of sexuality that pushes the
many envelopes of propriety: com-
munal, group, and anonymous
across the realms of private, not-so-
public and public. Public Sex Gay
Space was intended to be too many
things. However, it is a start to a re-
newal of research, without hysteria
and less overshadowed by AIDS,
that is crucial to better understand-
ing the wealth of erotic expression
around us.

And it is just a matter of time be-
fore this new information works its
way into courses on sex and reminds
people that there are many more
ways to express affection and to have
a good time with old and new ac-
quaintances and friends.

Gordon Brent Ingram’s “vancou-
ver(as queer)scape: The construction of
public space by sexual minorities in
Pacific Canada” is going to press in the
coming year,



