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INTIMACY
A USEFUL CATEGORY OF TRANSNATIONAL
ANALYSIS
Ara Wilson

THE WORK OF INTIMACY

Recently, feminist and queer studies of global power have turned to the concept
ofintimacy both as a subject and as an analytic rubric. They pair intimacy with
globalization, or with its predecessors, colonialism and imperialism, or with the
umbrella concepts, modernization and capitalist modernity.l
I see three reasons for this global-intimate pairing. One reason is that global
political economic conditions have profound effects on human relationships,
notably by introducing and then altering sweeping divisions between realms
deemed public and private. Second, as feminist and queer works insist, intimate
life is not confined to the private sphere but plays a role in the presumably impersonal spheres of government and economy, which in turn regulate the intimate domain. The third reason that scholars are examining intimacy alongside
globalization stems from their dissatisfaction with the established terms used to
understand the relationship between these domains, alternately macro and micro, global and local, public and private.
This essay offers an overview of interpretations of intimate life in global capitalist modernity. It centers on critical approaches to the political economy of
intimacy-frameworks that are designed to understand how patterns of intimacy occur in relation to social power. Accordingly, the essay emphaSizes concrete descriptions that rework received interpretations of globalization, government, capitalism, and intimacy. The cases discussed include particular countries
(the United States, Thailand, Australia) and studies of transnational processes
that cross countries' borders.
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The concept of intimacy captures deeply felt orientations and entrenched

countries (or global north and south). lhe rubric of " intimate economies" pro-

practices that make up what people consider to be their "personal" or "private"

vides one model for thinking about global intimacy in ways that avoid a topdown image of impersonal forces "penetrating" intimate life, understood as
local. lhe final section of the essay extrapolates from these cases the key themes
informing the study of global intimacies in order to outline the emerging use of
intimacy as a critical analytical term.

lives and their interior selves, and includes positively valued feelings like affection but also problematic feelings like fear or disgust. The works I discuss here
use intimacy to describe modes of relatedness associated loosely with personal
feelings or identifications, in contrast, at least officially, to formal interactions
within governments, markets, or modern institutions. As readers will see, if they
do not already, the meanings of intimacy in these discussions vary quite a bit.
The meanings are not fixed and can often seem vague: intimacy is not a term of

art in any field. Why, then, does this loose term hold appeal for global analysis?
2
I reached for the term intimacy in my own ethnographic work on Thailand. My
mixed results led me to become interested In understanding how other scholars are using the term and why they find the rubric of intimacy productive.
My conclusion is that the term's very lack of fixity is part of its appeal. It allows scholars to produce descriptions of the world order that do not re-create
but rather scrutinize concepts that have often unwittingly perpetuated the inequality produced by governments and capital. Bynot building on rhe inherited
associations of concepts associated with intimacy-concepts like family-the
rubric facilitates a nondeterministic, non reductive exploration of structures
of feeling,3 .public feelings,4 and biopolitics in re~ation to globaliZing contexts.
Used critically, the concept of intimacy facilitates the simultaneous recognition
of social patterns in relationships and ideological norms about relationships.
The term "intimacy" offers an appealing rubric for interpretations that undo familiar connotations about "private" life by emphasizing its historical and social
situation-for example, in the everyday effects of global modernity or the inner operations of social hierarchies. The essay explores the promise of "intimacy" as an analytical, not merely descriptive, term for critical.,~cholarship on

GATED INTIMACY

Wherever the title of streets and parks may rest, they have immemorially
been held in trust for the use ofthe public and, time out ofmind, have been
usedfor purposes ofassembly, communicating thoughts between citizens, and
discussing public questions. Such use ofthe streets and public places has, from
ancient times, been a part ofthe privileges, immunities, rights and liberties of
citizens.
-1939 U,S, SUPREME COURT DECISION

The critical intimacy scholarship I discuss here places intimacy in relation to
global modernity, in particular to late-twentieth-century social shifts associated
with transnational capitalism. The kinds of intimacy these works consider include but go beyond conjugal couples and nuclear families. In fact, they want to
recognize a form of public intimacy, the intimacy of public assembly, the kind
of relations that involve" discussing public questions," which the 1939 U.S.
Supreme Court decision cited above used to argue for the right of union advo-

globalization.
Collectively, much of the critical work on intimacy shows how patterns in

cates to discuss labor rights in public. Critical explorations of global intimacies
explore ideals about relatedness (particularly the ways in which race is involved
in norms for intimate life); the infrastructure for intimacy; and ways people live
out everyday relations.

intimate life have changed with realigned boundaries of public and private in
civic life, governments, commerce, and nuclear families. As an illustration of

One of the main sites for investigating modern intimacy is the United States,
which surely is due to the solipsism of U.S. researchers and to U.S. global power,

these shifts, the essay offers the example of gated communities and shopping

but which is also an understandable focus, given that the United States represents a frontier of capitalist social experimentation. The portrait that has emerged

malls in the United States. Then I look at ways that norms about intimacy are
bound up with hierarchies of race, nation, and sexuality. These examples focus
on Europe's former settler colonies that are now multicultural liberal nation-

in American Studies is ofprivatized public intimacy. Understanding that public
civic life is formed through connections that involve forms of intimacy, this

states and a substantial portion of what is called the first world. I then turn what
is known as the third world or global south, emphasizing a transnational orientation to global/local relations that recognizes linkages across richer and poorer

work shows how changes over the past few decades have supplanted public intimacies with privatized commercial or domestic forms. (Indeed, the U.S. Supreme
Court's 2010 decision in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, which
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expanded the rights of corporations to speech designed to influence elections,

public space with privatized spaces, yet still they do not entirely fund them~

offers an illuminating contrast to the 1939 Court's understanding of free speech

s~lves: rather they draw on public resources, including fire departments or spe~
CIal education for children, or rely on lessened obligations to the region or. na~'

as a public good.) At the same time, valorized forms of intimacy-particularly
the conjugal couple, usually heterosexual but now also homosexual-h~ve
become national symbols in ways that exclude other relationships and that rem~
force racial or national hierarchies.
One concrete example of the new geography ofintimacy in the United States
is the rise of the gated community. The names of many of these planned com~
munities suggest roots in aristocratic estates, conveyed by Anglo~Saxon words

for woods (oaks), water (creek, falls,lake), or large houses (manor)-"names that
whisper exclusivity," as USA Today puts it. 6 This fantastical heritage aside, these
residential arrangements represent a new mode of creating community, one that
numerically represents a significant proportion of American resid~~ces.7 ~s
Setha Low explains in her study of such a community, gated communltles are a
response to transformations in the political econ~my of late~twentieth-century
urban America." She summarizes the broad trends: "Globalization and economic restructuring also weaken existing social relations .... Social control
mechanisms, such as the police and schools, are no longer seen as effective. This
breakdown in local control threatens some neighborhood residents, and the
gated residential community becomes a viable and socially acceptable 0~t~on."8
Commentators agree that people's attraction to planned communltles reflects frustration with the government's provisioning of security or services: in
short, they seek solutions through private property rather than through public
government. Such fears of lessened control, Low notes, are imagin~d t~rough
racial and class terms. Gated communities allow residents to use cap~ltahst markets and property rights to construct a controlled mode of intimacy., G~ted
communities strictly regulate their space, limiting house colors, street parkmg,
number and kinds of pets, or numbers of visitors. One woman, described in the
report as a grandmother, violated policies by kissing a friend goo~night outsi~e
her houseY Gated communities thus restrict the behaviors of thelf members m
ways that bear upon their relations with other people (and animals). They also
restrict the freedoms of nonmembers. These regulations put pressure on contra~
dictions between private contract, property rights, and individual rights that
lO

have led to legal challenges in court.
Residence associations selectively substitute private services for public ser~
vices. While some of these developments build from the ground up, most con~
vert preexisting public roads and infrastructure into private spaces, using law
to authorize this transformation. Gated communities, analysts suggest, replace

tion in the form of tax breaks. II Some legal reasoning proposes that, because the
residential associations wield power associated with the state-they are "virtual
gove~nments"12-they should be treated as statelike bodies in the law. The point
here IS that the changes to public allocatio,ns of security, education, land, and so

f~rth, and the increasingly private versions of neighborhood life, represent cru~
CIal conditions for intimate life, broadly understood. The withdrawal from surrounding publics creates a separate space for local relations that are predicated

~n ex~lusiVity and defined by private property. The intimacies that aloe prioritlzed m these secure residential formations are nuclear families, intraclass, and
planned rather than serendipitous: they are also often racially homogenous, and
often populated with white people (although a relatively high proportion of
Latinos reside in gated communities as well).13 The conditions that enable such
a withdrawal, and the desire for it, are indicative of trends in modern American
intimacy.
Shopping malls also privatize the public, while being subsidized by public
funds. The new trend in shopping malls, the "lifestyle mall," recreates old~time
shopping districts, with "pedestrian friendly streetscapes"14 and pseudo village
greens, usually in upscale suburbs. In Columbus, Ohio, the Easton Town Center is a large mall that incorporates luxury rental apartments. It offers a fountain

;or toddler~' enjoyment. The planners of Easton emphasize their "philosophy of
place makmg,' or positively impacting communities through the creation of
d!namic mixed-use town centers."lS In architecture and imagery, lifestyle shoppmg malls and gated communities invoke the symbolism of older forms of inti~
macy that were created in the public spheres of towns. Upscale stores are located
in one~story "shops" lining private lanes given classic street names, like Main
Street. The intended impression is that Banana Republic or Pottery Barn stores
have moved into preexisting spaces downtown that formerly housed the drug
store and its soda fountain, the haberdashery, or the barbershop .

. Images of old-fashioned publics signal nostalgia for a world that never truly
eXlsted as imagined and are not re~created in a commercial simulacra. The
Streets at Southpoint, a shopping center in Durham, North Carolina, includes
bron~e sculptures in the stylized realism of Norman Rockwell depicting chil~
dren ~n various activities: playing in the decorative fountain, selling newspapers,
walkmg a dog, or climbing a lamppost-notably, activities that would be pro~
hibited in those very spaces of the mall today. Mall design sentimentalizes
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with the erosion of bowling leagues and other forms of public
,~a~tlClpatlOn, consequential judgments about the worth of different modes of
Intimacy also erode the intimacy of the public sphere.

automobiles and privatization of public land-eviscerates actual public com~
mons. Posted signs list prohibited activities, which include political activities
like campaigning16 and in particular restrict the actions of teenagers with cur~
fews and codes for dress or conduct. These prohibitions reflect the fact that this
is private space where many rights otherwise guaranteed in public spaces can be

limited. Malls and gated communities exemplify commercially produced modes
of selective, privatized public intimacy. Why has this privatized intimacy, de~
fined by consumption, replaced activities oriented to neighborhoods, solidarity
among workmates, ethnicity, or political parties?
The political scientist Robert D. Putnam captures changes to local relation~
ships with the memorable image of Americans "bowling alone."17 Bowling
leagues, once prevalent, have diminished: more people bowl solo in the lanes.
This quotidian example, for Putnam, is symptomatic of broader changes in
people's sense of relatedness in the United States:.,.lt conveys a widespread de~
crease in civic participation, whether in community centers, religious networks,
or union membership. Putnam attributes these transformations to such features
of modern life as tesidential patterns (the rise of suburbs) and commercial media (teleVision). The erosion in public life has political consequences. It erodes a
sense of group interest and dialogue about public life, substituting the discourse
of national television shows or talk radio for conversations in the community.
It erodes what can be thought of as public intimacy.
\

SETTLER INTIMACY

Gated communities, and their nostalgic constructions of family and neighborhood, illustrate a point that Elizabeth Povinelli, Lauren Berlant, and others
have explored in depth: that in late-twentieth-century Western societiesEurope and its settler societies (Australia, Canada, South Africa, the United
States), the evaluation of forms of intimacy is tied up with social inequalities. A
valorization of the conjugal couple, in particular, operates symbolically through
notions of modernity and nationality and pragmatically through law, economics, and popular culture. Public evaluations of proper forms of intimacy tend to
involve racial and national associations, denigrating modes of relations that
characterize first-world communities of color, indigenous populations, or nonWestern societies. In this way, investments in certain forms of intimacy as em~
blems of liberal modernity perpetuate de facto, if not de jure, social inequality.
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Mor~~ver~ as

public life while the way of life the malls enact-for example, dependence on

.A

cardi~al example of the interconnection of race, nation, and intimacy 'is

~111s~egenatlon law, an interconnection that was reformulated, not ended, with
Its dIsmantling in the United States by the Supreme Court decision in Lovin

~. Virginia. With the end of most fOrmal regulations of individual consensua7

I~tlmacy, evaluations of relationships remain bound up with racial and na-

tIonal inequalit~: Rob~n Wiegman's essay "Intimate Publics: Race, Property,
and Personhood conSiders the ways that kinship relations are adjudicated in

a U.~. COntext where biotechnology, formal racial equality, and liberal econom.Ics ~,resent a new terrain of family formation. Contract relations, which

medlate bet~een the seemingly private world of personal affect, intimacy,
an~ reproductIOn and the public realm of social exchange," take on greater
~eIg~t in establishing legitimate kinship relations. IS Reproductive technologies hke surrogacy ~r in vitro fertilization rely on Contracts to navigate new
modes of reproductIon and kinship, but at times the outcomes of reproductive
techflology are legally contested, particularly when they involve an interracial
set of participants. Many court deCisions betray "class, race, and heterosexual
assumptions about 'proper' maternity and 'good' family that coalesce in th
e
naturalization of the white patriarchal nuclear £'tmily as the state's normatl've

'd 1"19 Th

1

ea.

.

ese contestatlons over kinship cannot be reduced to one axis of race

o.r gender, Wi~gm~n ~rgues; rather she emphasizes a plurality, noting that deci~
slOns. abou~ kI~shlp 111 complicated reproductive scenarios are informed by
mu.ltlple hIs tones of racialization (including histories of immigration and
whIteness), sex/gender regimes, and economic operations (class, property,
and contract). 20
Also exploring discourses of relationships in American neoliberal

moder~

n~ty, Lauren. Be.rlant's work offers a highly influential framework for critical appIOach~s to 111trmacy. ~erlant excavates interpretations of modern intimacy in

~he U1l1te~ States, partlcularly the privileged place of married heterosexuality

In ~onCeptlOns of America. She suggests that "a virulent "form of revitalized
natlOnal heterosexuality," one "that is complexly white and middle class,"21 has

bec~~e the anointed e~blem of U.S. citizenship:

"A nationalist ideology of
malnage and the couple IS now a central vehicle for the privatization of citizenship: first, via moralized issues around privacy, sex, and reproduction that serve
as alibis for white racism and patriarchal power; but also in the discourse of a
United States that is ... an effect of the private citizen's acts."22

INTIMACY
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ways that heterosexuality acts as a norm governing social life (that is, heteronor~
mativity). Critical studies of intimacy also consider the ways that race, gender,
and nation operate together rather than as separate social arenas, just as they
show how social life is divided into public and private domains rather than as~
sume those divisions as given. 29 The feminist and queer lens in these works en~
riches the historical SOciological account of the erosion of the infrastructure for
public life by adding attention not only to race, sex, and gender, but also to the
ideological and affective dimensions of altered conditions for intimacy.

TRANSNATIONAL INTIMACY

Using the United States or Australia or Europe to discuss global intimacy would
be disappointing ifit intended these Western powers to stand in for the worldthat is, to suggest that it portrays the cutting edge of intimacy that other regions
will follow. The descriptions of intimacy presented here do not intend the
United States to represent but to illustrate how political economic changes in~
volve intimacy. They therefore understand U.S. social patterns within a transna~
tional frame that includes the aftermath of colonial empires and slave econo~
mies and attends to broad shifts associated with the global economy and
international relations. 'These shifts include the globalization of manufacturing
from the (partial1y) unionized global north to the (mostly) nonunionized global
south. The functions of the state have been rearranged, with much of state pro~
visioning reassigned to corporations (subcontracted military services) or non~
profits, including religious institutions, and in general redUcing the govern~
ment's role in channeling national resources to mitigate the uneven effects of
a capitalist economy or historical inequality. Such transformations changed
livelihoods, communities, and allegiances, altering the conditions for and the
norms about intimacy felt with fellow citizens but also with kin, neighbors, and
friends.
Many scholars, particularly in the United States, prefer the concept of transnational to the concept of global or international.3D The turn to transnational
analYSis was sparked empirically by pronounced changes in political economy,
social formation, and cultural currents worldwide. The post-I970 period of"glo~
balization" has intensified zones that supersede yet rely on nations-for instance, migration flows, multinational corporations, human rights networks,
security apparatus, and the European Union. Conventionally, discussions of sex
and gender systems have often used the nation~state as the unit of analysis (often
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implicitly, as with much U.S~based work that fails to register the specificities of

of relatedness within contexts of global powers, notably colonial and ongOing

the American location). Transnational analysis cons.iders how national borders

imperial forces of Europe and the United States, and views knowledge about
intimacy as itself part of that broader context.

are established and reinforced as well as how various flows cross them. 1he
mainstream concept of the international can obscure ways that local life is af~
fected by phenomena that are not confined to the nation state. Scholars who are
more skeptical about taking national sovereignty as a given in descriptions of

INTIMATE ECONOMIES

global phenomenon use the term transnational to convey an image of the world
made up of flows that transverse national boundaries.
Rethinking national and global domains has implications for thinking

Cultural studies of the politics of intimacy; like those of Berlant, have focused
especially on "the rhetorics, laws, ethics and ideologies of the hegemonic public

about intimate realms. The increase in links across countries suggests that inti~
mate life takes place through flows and sites that cross national borders-for
example, through sex tourism or the dispersal of family members in different

ploring intimacy in conjunction with the economy, particularly the effects of
transnational capitalism around the world.

countries. Such rethinking has stimulated reflection on the relations between
31
queer life and the reinforcing or crossing of national borders. Extending these
insights back in time, scholars have reconsidered iptimate life in the emergence
of states, nations, and empires. 32 Intimacy, therefore, offers a basis for rethinking national and transnational phenomena.
. .
Ann Stoler's body of work has helped shape this direction. H_~r work ll1S1StS
that colonial regimes operated intimately-that is, that they affetted sexual desire, child rearing, and family life. The intimate domain was central to colonial
rule. European families living in the colonies were anxious about how to raise
their children-nurtured by native nannies and playmates-as Europeans. Intimate life was a weak link in the precarious reproductio~ of European identities
and the racial justification of colonial rule. 33 Stoler's historical analysis has influenced other historical studies34 as well as research on contemporary invest~
ments in intimacy. Contemporary studies explore how facets of modernity, neoliberalism, and capitalism shape prevailing conceptions of intimacy and, vice
versa, how ideals for intimate life are intricate components of global political
economy.
Neville Hoad's book African Intimacies explores the problems of applying
the concept of sexuality to the non~Western world, particularly in a region sub-

sphere."36 Others have extended this critical analysis of global il1timacy by ex-

In hegemonic understandings, by which I mean those emerging through
Western-dominated versions of modernity, the intimate and economic are
different realms. Common sense understands the intimate realm to be noneconomic, or at least nonproductive: part of what defines the values of family,
romance, and friendship is their stark difference from market values (a distinc~
tion that attributes masculinity to the market sphere and femininity to the do~
mestic sphere). (These intimacies are also often conceived as nonstate and
nonpolitical.) To continue with the generalization, this deep logic expects the
private nuclear family to buffer the cold marketplace by offering its workers
the SUstenance of human relations motivated by affection, not instrumentality. And often they do.
Modern economies depend on these divisions, in fact. The mark of modern
retail and service industries is the removal of signs of workers' personal life: you
should not see where workers take their meals in a modern establishment. As
the New Zealand feminist advocate Marilyn Waring has noted, a national
economy is measured in terms of productivity according to market exchange
(even illegal economies can be counted), while the work and exchanges that
people do in intimate, non market contexts is not counted.37

ject to the sexualizing and racial gaze of Europe. His point is not only that

The notion that market forms are non intimate, generic, and potentially
universal presents one of the most powerful and effective discourses world-

words describing sexuality, such as "gay," are culturally specific and should not
be imposed on other societies, but that sexuality itself as way to categorize people was developed in Europe and had political uses. The use of sexuality to de-

wide. This hegemonic view-enduring even after bubble economies burst
dramatically-discourages inquiries into the interaction of capitalism and inti~
macy. Virtually by definition, capitalism is seen as external and impersonal, at

scribe African societies, then, cannot be separated from ongoing histories of
European imperialism because it involved codifying African sexuality as an object for discussion, evaluation, and regulation. 35 Hoad's analysiS embeds modes

least in the West. Fast~food chains, airport terminals, and shopping malls have
become seemingly neutral backdrops in the first world, although in the third
world they are marked as an incursion of Western modernity, for better or worse.

42

THE ANATOMY OF INTIMACY
INTIMACY

Neoclassical economics holds that capitalist economic forms offer a neutral ve~
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hide for diverse peoples to realize security, happiness, and democracy; markets
realize people's desires without radically altering what orthodox theories of mo~
demity consider to be intimate life: notably heterosexual couples, nuclear families, and domestic realms that, by definition, are separated from capitalist economies (except through consumption).
The models for economically developing third-world countries known as
modernization theory followed much of this logic. To achieve capitalist modernity, modernization theory called for separating intimate relations like kinship
from (wage) work and governance. One example would be the shift from family
farm to agro-business. In retail, it manifests as the evolution from shop house to
department store. The shophouse was a prevalent business form in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, a two- to three-story building where a family lived, made
or processed goods, and sold them-that is, it combined production, distribution, and consumption, economic functions that w~re ideally to be separated in
a "modernizing" economy. Typically it was not home to a nuclear family: rather,
multiple generations and hired hands typically lived and work,;.d together. As
capitalism "penetrates" local society, it disaggregates practices that traditionally
have been comingled into different spheres: state, market, and domestic. 38 Family owners do not live in a department store. Modern businesses hir~ wage-labor,
which belongs to the formal market economy, ideally separated from the "public"
sphere of government. Activities associated with kin and community-activities
that had been intertwined with economic operations of the sllophouse or family
farm-become relegated to the domestic realm of households, a "private" domain
whose ideal economic roles are confined to savings and consumption. 39 Major
policies for development in the third world thus intended to rearrange intimate
functions and locate them in a private, nonpolitical realm. At the same time, Amy
Lind's queer critique of the development industry argues that it prioritizes "the
heterosexual household as the foundation of family reproduction and survival"
and sees this version of intimacy as the key to growing a nation's economy.40
Denaturalizing the universality of capitalism, therefore, involves advancing
an alternate vision of the nexus of intimacy and the global economy. Contrasting approaches to the economy insist that it is not separate from intimate life
but is implicated in social relations and identities. These approaches take various
forms in feminist theory, queer theory, cultural anthropology, human geography,
and heterodox economics, including Marxism. In these frameworks, economic
systems are social and cultural processes that affect, and are shaped by, intimate
relations. 41
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or lived out are by-products of modern life. As such, they often reflect hierarchical evaluations of good and bad modes of intimacy. Thai heterosexual relations
have transformed markedly in relation to twentieth~century political economic
forces. Migration from China to Siam-1hailand changed from mainly Single
male sojourners to married couples; the bride gift from a groom to the bride and
family underwent enormous inflation; courtship became more erotic and oriented to dating couples; and the suburban nuclear family has become an emblem of modern citizenship.52 The heterosex'ual couple has come to prominence
in recent years, in social space granted to male~female dating and in representations of families that center more on the husband-wife pair. Despite the modernity of this version of heterosexuality, this form of intimacy has been rendered
as authentic and traditional, while the apparent modernity of homosexual intimacy-as gay or tom or dee identities-renders them less authentic, less "Thai,"
and linked with materialist values associated with capitalist modernity: selfishness and a lack of controP3The kathoey-a term that commonly refers to maleto-female transgender individuals or transsexuals (or to transgenderism in general)-is a figure of long-standing history in Thai society: yet the kathoey has
never· become emblematic of Thai tradition in official discourse. What counts as
traditional forms of intimacy, in other words, is both selective and defined in
and by the present.
The heterosexualization of society presents a typical pattern. Modern versions of heterosexuality, indelibly shaped by Western modernity (for example,
in the white wedding format or the concept of heterosexuality as psychologically normal) are embraced as manifestations of tradition in many societies,
while homosexual intimacies, even when forms of same-sex sexuality had been
integrated in historical practice, are rejected as foreign. One example is the state
homophobia found in Africa in Zimbabwe, Uganda, and other countries, which
assert tradition but are the product of colonial rule, market disruption, and
globalizing, U.S.~politicized religiOUS campaigns.54 The point is that celebrations of traditional ways oflife as sources of resistance to global capitalism often
overlook the ways that moral economies are not only moral but moralistic and
exclusionary as well.
The study of global intimacies has methodological dimensions. To study
global intimacies, where do you look? Many studies of the effects of globalization on intimate spheres look to family and village life, sites understood to be
penetrated by global capitalism, while others focus on expressions of same-sex
sexuality or transgender identity. Another ethnographic approach targets the
sites of capitalist modernity itself, arguing that the interplay of global markets
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ublie sites themselves. As Berlant

offers a convenient term

I;e~~:~:i:~ ~~;;i:r ~::;:i~~:~~~:~~~t~:~~ic/private and local/global.

"Intimate," in these meanings, contrasts the authenticity of local life with external impositions, usually understood as modern, Western, or capitalist. However
critical the intent of these discussions, their writing presupposes that intimacy
belongs to the local level or the private sphere. Given that the domestic and prIvate realm is glossed as feminine in the culture ofWestern modernity, these uses
of intimate have gendered connotations that otten remain unexamined in acCOunts of family or community life in a context of globalization.
The critical scholarship I have described counters the understanding of intimate as a private, local realm that until recently Was cordoned off from broader
forces. It does not position intimacy as a private realm in the conventional sense
of "private." Instead, this vein of critical global analysis deconstructs the separation of "the economy" from family, home, or private life. Some of the work focuses on public intimacy: "modes of attachment that make persons public and
collective and that make collective scenes intimate spaces."60 Feminist scholars
examining the public/private divide have shown how this diVide, and the gendered associations with each side, resulted from economic, political, and intel61
lectual influences. Capitalist modernity, including its theories, produced the
commonsense view that the private, domestic, and feminine sphere is nonproductive and economically irrelevant. At the same time, this separation constituted
modernity. As Berlant puts it, "Liberal sOciety was founded on the migration of
intimacy expectations between the public and the domestic."62 The analysis
ofintimate economies, for another example, denaturalizes market economies by
showing they intermix with intimate life.
For critical scholarship, intimacy facilitates analyses that incorporate reflections not only about mainstream concepts but also about terms that emerged
through radical theory. In feminist and queer Studies, the use of intimacy replaces the rubric of identity and the mandates of identity politics. As Povinelli
insists of her work, "This book is not interested in the study of identities so
much as it is interested in the social matrix out of which these identities and
their divisions emerge."63 Intimacy emphasizes relationality. Povinelli and other
feminist and queer scholars employ intimacy to discuss identity in terms of relationship, presenting gender, race, and sexuality as inextricable from, and realized through, relays of power. They do so in ways that incorporate criticisms of
Marxist interpretations that teduced social relations to economics; studies of
SOciality continue to grapple with ways to recognize the force of political economic contexts without that economic reductionism. More obviously, the turn
to intimacy in its erotic meanings results from the way that sexuality, as a domain
of knowledge, has been problematized. Specifically, Michel Foucault argued
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that the modern category of sexuality-as a real phenomenon to be measured,

NOTES

known, and felt-rather than liberating people has been a significant way to
subject them to modern social power. Clearly, this critical use of intimacy does

I.

not mean scholars eschew gender or sexuality as categories of analysis that illu~
minate relations of power, in the words of Joan Scott. The examples above de~
pend on the analysis of queer politics, heteronormative mandates, women's bod~
ies, sex/gender regimes, and the "white patriarchal nuclear 'Family," in Wiegman's
terms. 64 In particular, scholarship on globalization (such as that found in this
volume) continues to demonstrate the raw and subtle ways that gender is in~
volved in transnational processes, a commitment manifest in my own research.
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unfixed but legible term, works to cover an open~ended array of relations (rather
than assuming the couple or family);65 to avoid assigning identities based on relationship (for example, gay identity based on same~sex practices); and to inves~
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tigate relationships alongside their categodzatio;s (for example, both experienced family relations and the evaluations of proper kinship).
For anthropology, intimacy joins other efforts to escape the weighty associa~

oi

tions that adhere in concepts of kinship. The ethnographic use of intimacy reso~
nates with the concept of relatedness parlayed by new kinship studies. 66 The use
of relatedness "in opposition to, or alongside, 'kinship'" flags an intent to discover, rather than assume, which modes of relatedness given peoples find salient
and to displace the biological/social binary of kinship concepts. 67
That intimacy is not these particular received concepts, but is also not some

tion to political and economic regimes-in conventional sociological terms and
to consider both micro and macro levels, although of course the critical study of
intimacy eschews this neat division. The term intimacy is intended to resist ide~
ological reifications of family, sexuality, or community-that is, to avoid recre~

ating forms of knowledge that perpetuate global inequality, As a placeholder,
intimacy allows critical accounts of colonial empire or capitalist modernity be~
cause it is a flexible, provisional reference that emphasizes linkages across what
are understood to be distinct realms, scales, or bodies. Whether an analytical
concept or a placeholder, the critical study of intimacy provides a useful cate~
gory in the transnational analysis of power.

Twentieth-century vetsions of state socialism such a' M- '.
.
L
choreo r h"
.
'S
aOIst reglme~', aL)O attempted to
gap Intlmacy 111 order to generate new socialist subJ'ects Socialist' .
be read a f1
f
d
.
Inttmacy may
k'"
s a orm 0 mo ernity, and there is a growing body offa s ' ·
- . 1- .
cInatlngwor on Intlm,l.te Ie anons under command eCOllOmies of China the S . U'
socialist countries H
,...'
OVlet IHon, Cuba, and other
. Owever, my emphasIs In tillS exploration of the globalp I"
I
f' .
0 mca economy 0 Intlmacy remains on global capitalism d fi h
..
an , or t e most part, States organized by
I1'b eraI po I"Itical traditIOns.
'

2.

But the increasing use of intimacy flags shared desires for rubrics encompassing
or sidestepping the specific meanings of gender and sexuality. Intimacy, as an

other clearly delineated referent, suggests that intimate is serving as a place~
holder in critical analyses of global life. For now, intimacy allows analysts to
look at relational life-including the feelings and acts that comprise it, in rela-
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Canonical anthropology defines the "economy" as systems of production, distribution,
and consumption, a definition that recognizes that societies have been arranged by dif-
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The idiom and mechanism for many, if not most, relationships in Thailand is exchange.
Prominently, the relationship between the monastic order and the laity is depicted as one
of exchange. Householders (mainly women) provide the daily sustenance to monks, who
act as "fields of merit," providing the opportunity to accumulate merit (which is calculated quite materially in terms of a store or amount of substance). The enactment and
definition of many Thai social identities, such as a woman's position as "nurturer" or the
relations of seniors to juniors, can also be understood as an orientation framed in terms
of debt and exchange. Anyone can incur debt to a guardian or one who has offered significant aid and instruction (e.g., teachers), and all children are born indebted, but male
and female children have different prospects for repaying that debt.
Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe.
Nepotism reRects the place of close ethnic and family networks in business, while graft
represents locally calibrated expectations of exchange. But here the model of economic
interaction is illuminating: crony capitalism and routine grafi: are generated through 10codes interacting with, and being distorted by, capitalism, specifically by global finance.
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IN THE INTERESTS OF ,TASTE AND PLACE
ECONOMIES OF ATTACHMENT
Elspeth Probyn

EATING INTO THE GLOBAL

There is perhaps no area where the global inserts itself more into the intimate
lives, of people than in the realms of food production and consumption. While
the worldwide circulation of food and people has been speeded up in a spectacular fashion through global technology and logistics, food has long traveled
and connected very different peoples and lands. Whether it be in the Roman
Empire, which circulated different crops and foodstuffs, or in the spice trade
that brought Asia, India, and Europe into close contact, or the slave routes of
sugar and other alimentary commodities, foodways have long been a privileged
way for the proximities of place and taste to intertwine. As the economic historian Harold Innis argued in the 1920S and 1930S, staples such as fish were integral to the development of the economic world as we know it. Innis's classic
thesis on the cod fisheries of the Canadian Maritimes demonstrated the farreaching effects of one staples economy.! The Grand Banks of Newfoundland
became a battleground between the Old World powers: "Cod from Newfoundland was the lever by which she [England] wrested her share of the riches of the
New World from Spain."2 In Innis's terms, food staples caused empires to rise
and fall as their routes rearranged the political and economic face of the world.
The role of food has continued to be the site through which global politics
are played out in local ways. The field of food, understood in Pierre Bourdieu's
sense as a field of forces and a field of struggles can be seen as a minefield, which
pits gender, globalization, and class privilege. 3 In the past thirty years, enhanced

