
M A X  F O X  /

The following text represents both a precious record and a bitter loss. Though 
a thrilling and innovative piece of scholarship, it is incomplete and full of 
the impossible promises of further writing. Compiled and edited from drafts 
retrieved after their author’s early death, the text attempts to present the 
theoretical innovations that Christopher Chitty had been laboring with over 
the course of his academic career, in the hope that his insights might be 
shared and spur others to take up the fruits of his discoveries.

After he died in the spring of 2015, I was granted access to what his family 
and friends were able to gather from his digital files: early drafts of chapters, 
essays submitted as coursework, notes for further refinement or research, 
research he had conducted but not incorporated into a text — that sort of 
thing. I asked friends and comrades if they had any copies of papers I didn’t 
know about, and I transcribed mp3s of conference presentations that, mer-
cifully, archivists had secured online. Painfully, I mined my own inbox for 
the drafts of essays on which we had attempted to collaborate but that had 
gone nowhere (one, I am now astounded to recall, was a review of a recently 
published book by Foucault titled Speech Begins after Death), hoping not to 
have to look too long at the last email I sent him, an invitation to a friend’s 
film screening, which is where I was when I got the news.

foreword
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viii FOREWORD

Christopher Chitty was a brilliant young scholar and activist, endowed 
with a rare eye and mind and deeply beloved by a genuinely wide commu-
nity. He was nearing completion on his PhD in the History of Consciousness 
program at University of California, Santa Cruz, when he killed himself. His 
dissertation, posthumously recognized under the title “Sexual Hegemony, 
Early Modern Republics, and the Culture of Sodomy,” was a far- ranging 
attempt to think through the failure of sexual liberation by “returning the 
history of sexuality to a history of property,” as he put it, splicing world- 
systems theory’s account of the transition to capitalism from feudalism with 
advances in the study of sexuality made since the heyday of Foucault.

Chitty was convinced that the historical emergence of cultures of male 
same- sex eroticism as a problem within bourgeois polities belied a key aspect 
of such formations’ new form of rule: sexual hegemony. Sexual hegemony, in 
his words, “exists wherever sexual norms benefiting a dominant social group 
shape the sexual conduct and self- understandings of other groups, whether 
or not they also stand to benefit from such norms and whether or not they 
can achieve them.” These groups were not communities defined by sexual 
identity, a category whose history he endeavored to illuminate, but classes. 
While he deployed this concept to analyze a number of premodern social 
forms, most crucially, the concept of sexual hegemony allowed him to his-
toricize sexuality as such. For him, “sexuality could only become a problem 
for societies in which communities of producers have been separated from 
their means of production” because such a separation “decouples biological 
reproduction from the reproduction of ownership” of such means.

Broadly following Giovanni Arrighi’s schematic in The Long Twentieth 
Century, Chitty looked for evidence of the link between sexual hegemony and 
social form in crackdowns on public cultures of male sodomy in Arrighi’s  
four hegemonic centers: Florence, Amsterdam, London, and New York, add-
ing Paris for its role in the development of the bourgeois state. He found 
that periods of financialization (which in Arrighi’s understanding signal 
the decline of one hegemonic center and the rise of the next) tracked with 
periods of increased policing of homosexuality. This allowed him to argue 
that homophobia is not a timeless or religious prejudice that stands by wait-
ing for any arbitrary moment in which to flare up; instead, the problem of 
male homosexuality represents the form taken by a particular political con-
tradiction or antinomy in bourgeois society, one which economic crises can 
inflame but not defuse without contingent political antagonism. His stance 
can be summed up in the following passage:
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MAX FOX ix

In short, human sexuality is not only malleable and historical; indeed, 
at certain points in history, such transformations of human nature 
were central to the forces of production and certain objectives of state-
craft. The problem of sexual hegemony is both a question of establish-
ing whether same- sex attraction, solidarity, and erotic attachments, 
as such, presented an antagonism to particular relations of force that 
required neutralization and a question of what relations of force in 
a particular conjuncture enabled its repression or allowed it to exist 
unperturbed. These considerations have less to do with a “phobia” or 
“panic,” without regard to political and institutional context, than 
with an uneven process of development in which dominant groups, 
who viewed sexual regulation and repression as in their interests, in-
tervened in these relations of force to effect such transformations.

This was the insight with which he wrestled over the course of his writ-
ing. It is clear, however, that at the time of his death Chitty was still ambiva-
lent about the form his argument should ultimately take. He drafted and 
redrafted the chapter on northern Italy, sometimes centering his theoreti-
cal apparatus, sometimes staging scenes that performed more of the argu-
mentative work, sometimes pausing to conduct an analysis of a Florentine 
painting or novel. The later chapters, too, expanded and contracted in scope 
over various revisions, sometimes dilating on the immediate antecedents of 
postwar gay identity in the period of American hegemony — the coordinates 
of which described the limits of the gay liberation movement that occupied 
much of his thinking — and sometimes diving into later historiographical 
debates. I found chapter outlines that posited whole new sections or con-
cerns that were evidently never written or which, perhaps, I simply couldn’t 
dig up. A friend told me recently that the last thing Chris told her about the 
project was that he’d written a new introduction and was reconceptualizing 
the whole project as something “sleek,” which, god bless them, the manu-
scripts he left us decidedly were not.

In assembling the following text, however, I did try to condense the ex-
position of his thought. Given that it was written as his PhD dissertation 
and not a book for wider publication, there were plenty of passages intended 
mainly to demonstrate his fluency with the literature. He had it. Attentive 
to the long tradition of political philosophy from which his innovations 
emerged, Chitty was an unsurpassed reader of Foucault as a close reader of 
Marx, the latter of whom he, too, could boast of a rare understanding. In 
a paper delivered at a conference in 2013, framed by an exploration of Fou-
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x FOREWORD

cault’s “sins” vis- à- vis the intellectual formation of queer theory that sprung 
up after him, Chitty wryly observes the following about his two signal think-
ers, which could equally well describe his own approach:

Foucault read Capital, Volume I, and he read it very carefully (defi-
nitely a sin). . . . I use the term sin here somewhat facetiously, but con-
sidering how Foucault was attacked by Sartre for being “the last ram-
part the bourgeoisie can erect against the revolution,” and considering 
all of the facile leftist critiques of him for lacking any kind of theory of 
revolutionary praxis or something, it’s ironic that Foucault’s own con-
ceptualization of history as a process without a subject is derived from 
none other than Marx himself. I am suggesting it’s kind of dangerous, 
in some circles of Marxism, to read Capital too closely.

He goes on to read Capital very closely, proposing an equivalence between 
Marx’s account of the real subsumption of labor by capital and Foucault’s 
“biopolitical threshold of modernity,” in which sexuality plays a central role. 
But Foucault’s History of Sexuality omitted most of what was necessary for 
modern, bourgeois sexuality to consolidate itself historically, he argues, 
and much of the text published here represents Chitty’s long effort to cor-
rect the errors that Foucault had, wittingly or not, allowed to stabilize into 
something like a dogma, both within the study of sexuality and, negatively, 
within more Marxian treatments of bourgeois rule that fail to address sexu-
ality as one of its key components. I have tried to combine from his drafts 
only those passages that most starkly lay out what is compelling about this 
argument, in a form that respects the architecture he seemed to keep intact 
over the many revisions.

This has meant excising whole chapters, which it distresses me to imag-
ine no one else will never read. But this isn’t simply a collection of papers 
dedicated to his memory, intended to be of interest only to those who knew 
him. His intellectual achievement is singular and deserves to be presented 
as such even if he weren’t survived by comrades and interlocutors who love 
and miss him, and his insight is legible and generative even though its full 
exposition is now impossible.

While working to piece this text together, I have approached it as would an 
editor rather than a scholar. This means, in general, that I have privileged the 
argumentative cohesion, rather than, say, its historical or theoretical sound-
ness, which I have had to leave up to the material he assembled. I tracked 
down nearly all of his sources and was able to verify their accuracy (or fix 
his citations), but between him and me and each of our limitations, there are 
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MAX FOX xi

bound to be errors for which we share responsibility. Where he deviated from 
what I could find in the record or formulated something in a way I found sus-
picious, I, as a rule, reworded as minimally as possible to add the most clarity 
while leaving its initial sense in place. Still, it is impossible to characterize 
this work as exactly what he would have written or ended up with himself. 
I was keenly aware that, every time I intervened on the page, there was no 
one from whom I could seek validation for my editorial choices, and so in a 
sense that I can’t fully shake, this is also my own, very partial reading of his 
unfinished work and a record of where my own investments lie.

But it was also Chris who taught me how to read these kinds of texts in 
the first place. I met him when I was a barely formed undergraduate, seek-
ing to reconcile a desire to treat my sexuality as both an important and 
unremarkable center of my identity with a desire to join the tradition of do-
ing intellectual combat with capital, which, whatever its intentions, clearly 
treated homosexuality as outside the arena. Chris was an electrifying, shin-
ing example of how to do the two at once. He embodied for me the cutting 
knowledge of the genius fag in its most vivid, world- burning force. Early 
on, he fixed me with wide eyes and recounted the lost universe built by gay 
liberation, one which held a revolutionary kernel but whose defeat through 
biopolitical counterinsurgency had left unprocessed trauma among survi-
vors and installed a class of ideologues whose function was to justify their 
betrayal of this past. I had known about this world but not its promise, and 
I had sensed the deathly energies of its usurpers without knowing what end 
they were serving. But Chris had the gift of Benjamin’s historian for “fan-
ning the spark of hope in the past,” and he convinced me that even the dead 
were not yet safe.

Nor, ultimately, was he. In grasping at him and his project, trying to save 
it at least from disappearing irretrievably, I know I risk siding with the world 
that hurt him so much. When I tell people what I’ve been working on, I have 
to steel myself against the optimistic but stomach- rending response that this 
project is generous or selfless. My fear, in fact, is that publishing his unfin-
ished work selfishly exposes him to criticism and judgment he can’t answer 
on the basis of a project he remained unsatisfied with. But I couldn’t let go 
of him; I needed his intellect to exist beyond my private experience of it, and 
I know I’m not alone in feeling this way. And when I was submerged in his 
efforts, trying to impose some order on the undated drafts, I couldn’t keep 
from marveling at what he had already achieved.

Unavoidably, the following text is limited to a reconstruction of what this 
work could have been. Had Chitty lived to finish it, the project might have 
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xii FOREWORD

taken an entirely different form. His argument presumes the existence of 
equally rich veins of history corresponding to other moments in the succes-
sion of sexual hegemonies, many of the source documents and narratives of 
which are already in circulation but that he had not run through his analytic. 
There remain omissions he seemed to be hoping to fill in after having set 
up this theoretical architecture — most notably, in my view, what to do with 
the assumption that the equally historically contingent and co- implicated 
concepts of race and gender will function stably precisely in these moments 
when they, like sexuality, are crossing the “biopolitical threshold of moder-
nity” and assuming their familiar form. But his central insight — the na-
ture of the link between sexual hegemony and the social form of bourgeois 
rule — remained durable enough across the various iterations of this text that 
I feel confident in uniting what I have into an introduction to his intellectual 
project, so that the work he started might continue.
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