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At a time when across Australia and North America queer communities 
are being harassed, LGBTQIA+ events are being cancelled, and even the 
legality of these events is sometimes being called into question, Marc Stein’s 
most recent publication is a helpful reminder of how far we have come and 
how far we must continue to go. In Queer Public History: Essays on Scholarly 
Activism, Stein intimately describes the practice of doing queer history in 
and out of institutions throughout his academic career. Bringing a personal 
perspective to American queer history, the book is effectively an anthology of 
Stein’s essays, written across three decades. Although at times not particularly 
clear on how “public” these queer histories are, Stein compels his readers to 
consider the ways community and academic historians have collaborated 
and been intertwined since the beginning of the formal academic study 
of queer communities throughout North American universities.

Stein is best known for his work as a historian of United States constitutional 
law, but in this collection of essays he contextualises his commitment to 
making his work relevant to the public. The book is organised across eight 
sections, containing thirty-three essays. Each section is centred around 
a different theme. Those themes are: ‘Queer Memories of the 1980s’, 
‘Discipline, Punish, and Protest’, ‘Histories of Queer Activism’, ‘Queer 
Historical Interventions’, Queer Immigration’, ‘Sex, Law, and the Supreme 
Court’, ‘Exhibiting Queer History’, and ‘Stonewall, Popularity, and 
Publicity’, Of particular interest to readers of this journal may be the second, 
sixth and seventh sections of this book for their increased attention on 
lesbian histories. Being thematic, the essays are not ordered chronologically, 
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according to date of publication or timing of the events discussed, which 
could be disorienting or confusing for some readers. Following the experience 
of the Stein in ‘deciding to ignore’ reading how Jonathan Ned Katz organised 
the contents of his 1976 book Gay American History, I, in turn, also found 
it useful to jump across essays—mostly ignoring the thematic organisation 
of the book and reading the essays in chronological order by date of original 
publication.1 I found this useful as it provided historical context for essays 
in later periods and helped me understand Stein’s contributions to queer 
history over the course of his career.

Queer Public History offers a unique perspective on the development of queer/
LGBTQ+ history in the professional field of historians. Stein also draws on 
his own experience as one of the first cohorts of officially ‘out’ historians in 
the academy. In early sections, he explains how his PhD research and later 
professional research created barriers for upward mobility in the history 
profession. Early on in his career, he regularly published in non-academic 
outlets, such as LGBTQ+ community newspapers, newsletters, blogs, and 
other channels. As sections of essays became increasingly autobiographic 
and, in my view, non-essential to the topic, this reader cringed at some of 
the more intimate details provided. But it is also Stein’s deeply personal 
perspective that invites readers to consider the political nature of historians’ 
work, the academy, and our relationship with the public as historians. 

It is not only Stein’s vulnerability throughout Queer Public History that 
is refreshing. Both his passages of autobiography and historical work 
on Philadelphia and pre-Stonewall queer activism were enlightening. 
Nonetheless, his laser focus on specific places or time periods left questions 
about how they fit into larger queer movements. Perhaps commentary in 
the form of a conclusion in each section or at the end of the book might 
have helped draw together how the personal, professional, and political fit 
into the overall narrative. Stein emphasises the connection queer history 
has, and continues to create, with the public and professionals. His work 
on queer historians (historians of queer history) shows that this discipline 
remained outside the purview of history departments for many years and 
when queer historians were welcomed inside institutions they still suffered 
from censorship and under resourcing. It is with this knowledge that Stein 

1	  Marc Stein, ‘Jonathan Ned Katz Murdered Me: History and Suicide,’ in Queer Public History: Essays 
on Scholarly Activism (Oakland: University of California Press, 2022), 31–36 [33].
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argues it is also the historian of queer history’s responsibility to become an 
advocate, extending from the rise of queer historiographies in tandem with 
gay and lesbian civil rights movements.

Queer Public History is a unique, personal enquiry into how public history 
has been practiced in North American LGBTQ+ communities and how 
this public history has shaped the professional academic historian’s practice. 
Stein’s own dedication to public history, queer activism, and public 
engagement shines through in this book. 
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