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WORKING PAPER ON SEXUAL COMMUNITIES 

Coordinator: Eve Shapiro 
 
The sexual communities working group sees the current field as driven by six overarching 
theoretical questions and attendant methodological challenges. 

  

1. What are sexual communities and how do they fit in the context of other types of 
communities? As part of this question we ask, whether solidarity is a key component of a 

sexual community. What kinds of practices identify and distinguish different sexual 
communities? Methodologically scholars must address how to operationalize community, 

how to account for time, changes over time, and the impact of memory, and how to “see” 
absences in our conceptualization of community as well as in the make-up of sexual 

communities. 

 
2. What are different types of sexual communities? Can a typology be developed? 

Methodologically we must examine how to capture sexual communities at local, regional, 
national and international levels as well as how to capture the overlap between 

communities. 
 

3. What makes for a sexual community vs. other forms of social groups? What are the 
necessary constituent parts of a sexual community? Methodologically this raises 

questions about how to “see” community, and how to define community boundaries. 

 
4. How are sexual communities organized? How does organization differ for face-to-face 

and online elements of a community? For scholars this raises questions about how to 
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draw boundaries and identify membership in communities, how to get at hierarchies and 

their criteria (ideological, practical, etc.), and how to study online and face-to-face 
community elements and their relationship. We also draw focus to questions about how 

to draw on existing datasets (census data, membership rosters, etc.) and integrate these 
with observed community boundaries and constituents.  

 
5. How are sexual communities negotiated internally and externally? How are 

legitimization processes internally and externally developed? Methodologically we must 

address how to “see” diversity/tensions within communities as well as how to capture 
legitimization processes, researcher presence, standpoint, and intervention. 

 
6. How do individuals, sexual communities and institutions shape each other? Scholars 

must also attend to the place of the researcher, and how to manage bias in who speaks 
with researchers. In addition to these methodological challenges we must develop new 

techniques to account for collective and individual memory as well as new ways of 
observing each level of analysis within communities.  

 

In addition to these six key questions and methodological challenges we assert that the field 
must examine what shared assumptions are embedded in sexual communities research within 

sociology.  
 

Future research in the field should: 
1. Focus on how to broaden the methodological tools brought to bear on sexual 

communities.   

2. Speak to other areas of sociology and bring scholarship on communities into 
conversation with each other more robustly. 

3. Examine normative communities (e.g. heterosexual communities) as well as 
marginalized communities. 

4. Interrogate both temporary and persistent sexual communities. 
5. Develop more robust methodological approaches to manage researcher/community 

intersections. 
6. Study power and privilege in relation to sexual communities, both internally and 

externally.  


