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The key theoretical questions that inform the sociological study of LGBTQ histories include 
broad questions about how LGBTQ life was constituted in the past. These include attempts to 

understand how LGBTQ communities, identities, social networks, sexual practices, and 

movement may differ from contemporary forms. Part of this investigation is dispelling 
heteronormative assumptions about past communities, individuals, and sexual practices.  

 
The methodological concerns raised by working group members included poorly-maintained 

archives and negotiating oral histories with closeted LGBTQ individuals. Many group members 
discussed the need to collect their own archival materials or the necessity of  working with local 

gay archivists who were “hoarders” or unprofessional. Much research is done in sexuality 

archives like the GLBT History Museum in San Francisco, CA, and the Cornell University 
Human Sexuality Collection. However, researching sexuality at non-sexuality archives was 

fraught with complications, as materials were at times buried, obscured, or otherwise 
unavailable. In the absence of written documents, oral histories are a critical method of 

collecting queer historical information. However, the challenges to oral history collection include 
working with older LGBTQ individuals who may be closeted, suffer from memory problems, or 

be unwilling to discuss taboo or unflattering subjects like racism, sex, and community divisions. 
Getting oral history narrators to discuss sex that happened before 1982 was especially 

challenging, due to changing sexual norms as a consequence of HIV/AIDS. Workgroup members 

shared strategies to deal with these methodological concerns, including working closely with 
local archivists, having confidential oral histories, and negotiating personal connections across 

generational divides.  
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Other methodological concerns included issues with analysis of documents and oral histories, 

particularly the tendency to read contemporary understandings of LGBTQ life, community and 
identity onto the past. For example, we risk being anachronistic when we project contemporary 

understanding of what it means to be transgender onto the experiences of women who lived as 
soldiers during the Civil War. Yet a complete denial of the potential similarities in the subject 

position of both contemporary transgender individuals and women who lived as soldiers may 
render history more heteronormative than it actually is. Remedies for this analytical issue 

included deep contextualization of sexual lives, communities and identities in the broader 

social, cultural and political context of the time period.  
 

Working group members identified several significant areas for future research. Much of the 
existing literature on LGBTQ histories is the history of white, middle class gay men (and 

occasionally lesbians) in Northern urban spaces. The working group identified the necessity of 
studying regions other than Northern metro areas like New York City, San Francisco and Los 

Angeles. These other regions included urban and rural life in other parts of the United States. 
There is also a lack of LGBTQ history written in English about other parts of the world, 

particularly the global South. In addition, working group members identified the need to 

analyze more seriously working class history and the history of African American, Latino, 
Native American, and Asian American LGBTQ communities in the United States. 


