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TO DESIRE THE SAME GENDER and to create relationships based on love and sex with another man or woman are to stake a claim on history and culture. This is true not only because those who have openly dared to love the same gender have been punished and forced to flee from their own lands. It is also true because controversies surrounding homosexuality remain a vital part of the debate about what is “normal and natural” in the range of sexual variation and the tolerance accorded sexual minorities in all human societies. Fortunately, we live in a time in which the story of gays and lesbians across cultures and in the United States is being uncovered and in this way liberated from political censorship and repression. The history of persons who have desired the same gender is also being rewritten in order to understand and reclaim the “lost” and “invisible” lives of gays and lesbians hidden from society and hidden from history. This is the spirit in which I have written this book: to open the world of sexual lifeways across cultures to readers who would like to understand the place of their own sexuality and their own sexual culture in that world.


Let me begin the introduction to this book with my own journey to New Guinea. It was early September 1974 when I set off by foot from the Marawaka Patrol Station in the Eastern Highlands Province of the New Guinea Highlands, where I first met the Sambia people. In those days there were no roads or airstrips. I trekked two and a half days across three mountain chains to their isolated valleys and villages. As I traveled from place to place in search of a field site, I was struck by the lonely beauty of the jungles and the steady and confident way in which these peoples had preserved a valued way of life in the face of constant warfare and the difficulties of the climate and land. On entering the village, I was taken directly to the men’s house, for there the elders and war leaders held council, and they would decide my fate. Out in the plaza of the hamlet were a swarm of happy faces of children, the younger ones shy, the older ones openly curious about the strange white man who had come from the outside. But inside the men’s house I was surrounded by a group of strong young warriors and much younger ritual initiates who made up the core of the village fighting force in times of war. They were the pride and hope of the village, the next generation that would assume the mantle of power and the hard work of hunting and building gardens that made the Sambia economy. How could I guess that these men and boys were all active participants in an ancient ritual complex of homoerotic relations that in all likelihood stretched thousands of years into the dim past? Even less could I imagine that such a structure of same-gender relations was the very means by which masculinity was created not only in Sambia culture but also in all the neighboring societies that have now been studied.


It was impossible for me to understand this at the time, even though I was myself very sensitive to exploring how to express my emerging same-gender desires. I had grown up in a society in which everyone assumed that I was heterosexual, including my parents, and so did I. As a child in a small town in rural Kansas in the 1950s, homosexuality was barely whispered about as a sin and disease of terrible proportions. In fact, I never heard the word homosexual or faggot spoken until I got into high school, and there I sensed that it was an accusation to be avoided, if at all possible, because of the permanent stigma and dishonor it brought. Like most of the people of my generation, it was only in college, away from family and community, that I began to experiment with sexuality as an adult, first thinking of myself as “bisexual” in my relations with women and other men. In the late 1960s I attended university in California, and there, for the first time, I experienced intimacy with a male friend in college. But those days were so filled with study and work, amid protests against the Vietnam War and the now-long-vanished cultural happenings of the “peace and freedom” movement and “hippies,” that my sexual experimentation seemed characteristic of the time. Only as the gay and lesbian movement took hold and I began to think of myself as “gay” did I start to practice a new identity and role—and this carried more significant consequences for my standing in society and in the academic hierarchy. After all, homophobia and violence against gays and lesbians were accepted. It was about this time, however, that I headed off to New Guinea—a period that was to forever change my life.


I am a cultural anthropologist, classically trained in the old-fashioned mode, which requires many years of fieldwork in many different “field trips” to understand how life is lived in another culture. To be welcomed into a small village community and be adopted as one of its own; to learn an unwritten language and immerse oneself in the strange customs and foods of a place far removed from one’s own people and place; to feel the emotions and the troubles of these people as they encounter the eternal rhythm of birth and marriage and death; and to befriend and understand how the people themselves reflect on what it means to be a Sambia from birth until the grave—these are the basic and enriching as well as the most humbling experiences a human being can ever know. In the field of anthropology as well as in the other social sciences that deal with such problems, many of these issues have been written about at length. Nearly always, however, sexuality is left out or sometimes wiped clean from the pages of the book that emerges from study. But if this is true for sexuality in general, and much of what counts as heterosexuality, how much more true it is for homosexuality and bisexuality and the understanding of lesbians and gays in particular! And here is where my experience was special among the Sambia.


After living in the men’s house for some weeks before a house of my own could be built in the center of the village, I had befriended several of the young men of my own age and become comfortable and close with the ten- and twelve-year-old boys who lived in the clubhouse. Although I knew from travelers’ reports that the males in this general area supposedly engaged in same-sex relations, I had not seen anything of the kind during the first months of my fieldwork in 1974. Moreover, I had specifically asked the dumb question “Do you have sex with other boys?” which typically brought dumb answers or laughs. The men routinely denied homosexuality, much as has been reported for New Guinea for decades and as is still routinely reported, as we see in Chapter 3, for the whole continent of Africa. It is no wonder that heterosexual anthropologists, faced with the absence of any observable sexual relations and the denial of homosexuality, have concluded that homosexuality was “absent” or “rare” or “abnormal,” as the case may be (Benedict 1934; Herdt 1981, 1984a).


But as Margaret Mead (1961) once warned long ago, and my teacher Kenneth Read (1980) reiterated, we must be cautious about reports that state the absence of a trait in the absence of direct observation or close investigation. However, I accepted the men’s reports, and became skeptical of western observers who naively concluded that when people of the same gender held hands, they must therefore be sexually intimate. That was their ethnocentrism, I felt. The men and the boys in the clubhouse were intensely intimate and lived in extraordinarily close circumstances, for the houses were small and without compartments. But I saw no sexual activity.


What I did know was that a whole secret world of ritual initiation established a firm and powerful barrier between the men and the women and children, who were officially excluded from the ceremonies and from the men’s house in general. Beginning in 1975, I was permitted to observe a series of sixteen different ritual initiations, from the first-stage initiation ceremonies, performed on an age-set of boys aged seven to ten, to the final, sixth-stage initiations, performed for young adult men in their twenties, on the occasion of the birth of their first child. During these months I saw for the first time that the boys were initiated into the men’s house through sacred body rituals that required them to be “cleansed” of pollution from their mothers, followed by insemination by the older boys in order for them to grow big and strong. During the period of these initiations there were long periods of waiting and preparation, and I set out to learn the language and develop rapport with several Sambia males, my key informants. I have written about each of them in depth elsewhere (Herdt 1987b; Herdt and Stoller 1990). These Sambia men included Kanteilo, an elder (aged sixty) and the man who sponsored me in the village; Tali, a middle-aged man who was a ritual expert; Wieyu, a younger man of my own age (twenty-five), recently married and a father; and Moondi, a youth in the process of making the transition from being an “initiate” (semen recipient) to a young bachelor (adolescent semen donor), following his third-stage “puberty” ceremony around the age of fifteen. They were my closest male friends and collaborators and the source of my deepest insight into Sambia culture and secret ritual. My closest female Sambia friends, especially Penjuwki (in her midtwenties), were the source of detailed knowledge about the women’s world as well, but with them I could never discuss male homoerotic relationships since these were secret. But all of my male friends grew up believing that same-sex relations were the most “natural and normal” part of human development—and absolutely vital to the growth and ritual purity of the male body and mind.


By living with the Sambia for the first two years, in 1974–1976, and returning for field trips in 1979, 1981, 1983, 1985, 1987, 1989, 1990, and, last, 1993, I came to develop a more reflective sense of my own homoerotic feelings as well. These feelings no longer seemed strange or unnatural, or the antithesis of masculinity, as my own society had interpreted these things. I came gradually to accept as a normal part of my self-concept and body sensibility desires and intimate feelings for other males. Of course, during these years not only was I maturing and aging, but also the United States was changing in the direction of increasing tolerance toward homosexuality. The lesbian and gay movement and the bisexual movement have since made many advances that have generally opened up sexuality and gender relations in more positive ways for everyone in American society. This has not been without its costs and pain to society, and there are many limitations and strings attached to the tolerance of homosexuality, for sexual discrimination and violence continue to be a threat against the normal social life of all lesbians and gay men.


But these problems are far removed from Sambia culture. In Sambia society, by contrast, to be “normal and natural” is to be inseminated by another man and then to take the role of inseminator, first to a boy, and then to a woman, at a later stage following marriage. The Sambia believe that for a man and a woman to attain full adult personhood, they must be married and produce children. Only then, they reckon, can the clan and society continue. In short, the Sambia do not have a concept of homosexuality in the western sense of the term. This may seem strange coming from a society in which same-gender relations among males are universal during the years from age seven to age twenty or so. But that is because, for the Sambia, sexuality is a ritual process, involving the body as a kind of temple and template of society, in which sex can never be isolated or separated from the larger social context of family, kinship, religion, and community. This cultural worldview about sexual lifeways is indeed common to many nonwestern peoples, even if same-sex relations are not.


Living among the Sambia and understanding their culture thus came to shape and influence my own sexuality and the sense in which I defined and accepted myself as being gay and in a partnership for life with another man in my own society. Just as one might expect, it was very important to my Sambia friends not only that I was interested in their customs and could be trusted to keep the secrets of the initiation rituals from the women and children, but also that I was curious and comfortable about their homoerotic relations. I understood their feelings well enough. And I was sensitive enough to inquire about issues of sexual attraction and excitement that another person in my position might have found offensive or repulsive if he lacked the experience or curiosity to go on.


But equally true, as the years went by, the Sambia could not understand my own sexuality, and even my closest friends, such as Weiyu and Moondi, would implore me to consider getting married and having children. They even tried to arrange a marriage for me with a Sambia woman, and on more than one occasion, because they felt “sorry” for me! More than once I can remember Moondi asking about my relationship with my “friend” (partner) in the United States; and I even used the world gay to refer to this relationship, but Moondi was unable to understand what this meant to me. I had reached the limits of cross-cultural understanding even among the people closest to me in Sambia culture. Their society did not have a concept for homosexual or gay, and these notions, when I translated them in the appropriate way, were alien and unmanageable.


Thus, it is remarkable for me to think that, even though living with the Sambia enabled me to accept in a way perhaps strange to the United States a concept of same-sex relations as normal and natural, the Sambia in their own way could only regard my own culture’s identity constructs of homosexual and gay as strange. Herein lies a powerful lesson about the cross-cultural study of homosexuality—and a warning about the importance of being careful in the statements and assumptions we make about another people, as well as the need to respect their own customs for what they are—and are not.


What is the “purpose” of a lesbian or gay life? Is it possible to find a productive and meaningful place in society, to have a career, to fall in love, to make a definite contribution that will last? Such unlikely questions were first raised in my own mind not when I was growing up in rural Kansas but only later when I found myself in the role of teaching about these things in Chicago and Amsterdam.


The gay or lesbian person—whether a student completing high school and entering college, a person who is beginning a career, or a person who is entering midlife, as is much of the baby-boom generation that now contemplates its “legacy” in society—is more than at any other time in history a citizen of the global culture of lesbians and gays. Today we are seeing the controversies of our societies—such as the question of gays serving with honor in the military, the right to the social entitlements and respect of being a member of a sexual minority, the rights of lesbians to mother children and rear them with their partners, the rights of lesbians and gay men to marry and adopt children—being reviewed and debated as never before. The images of gay life in the past are being painted in the light of new histories of lesbians and gays. They speak to utopian visions of the future as much as they did a hundred years ago, but with a better promise of fulfillment.


And the same holds true for the study of culture: To know of the existence of people who have loved and been intimate sexually and romantically with the same gender in other lands through divergent cultural practices and social roles is to know better what it means to be human. To reflect critically on what society teaches about homosexuality by looking at it in light of the knowledge of other cultures must be one of the general aims of anthropology. This led me in turn from doing fieldwork in New Guinea to initiating a new study of lesbian and gay youths in Chicago in 1987. There I was to find the fundamental question “What is the purpose of a gay life?” again posed to me, but this time by an eighteen-year-old boy, one of the teenagers whom we interviewed in our University of Chicago study of gay and lesbian development. His questions prompted me to write about the subject in a way different from before, looking at the general process of the formation of gay culture in the United States (Herdt 1992) as well as the effects of AIDS on these culture processes (Herdt and Lindenbaum 1992). Here I initiated an anthropological study of gay and lesbian culture and development to understand the coming out process and sexual identity development in gay and lesbian self-identified youths in Chicago in the late 1980s. This work resulted in three major works: Gay and Lesbian Youth (1989); Gay Culture in America: Essays from the Field (1992); and, most recently, Children of Horizons: How Gay and Lesbian Youth Are Forging a New Way Out of the Closet (1996, coauthored with Andrew Boxer). In these latter three studies I have suggested that a fundamental break with history has occurred in the past “closet” generation, splitting apart the older cultural form of the closet homosexual from the newer form of the gay or lesbian who is out.


Through an examination of certain historical structures of sexual dimorphism, I have come to conclude that the identity categories “homosexual/heterosexual” in the nineteenth century and “gay/straight” in the twentieth century should be understood not as universal but as suggestions of common themes around the world (Herdt ed. 1994). In the study on the emergence of gay and lesbian youths in Chicago (Herdt and Boxer 1996), I have suggested that the nineteenth-century closet homosexual is a dying form of selfhood, but one that remains in competition with the newer gay or lesbian selfhood. It is precisely the intense form of the argument about what is universal and what is particular in sexual and gender structures that has led to the insights contained in this book. The rituals of “coming out,” I have previously argued, have paved the way for new conditions of selfhood: a new kind of social contract with the self and gay community (Herdt ed. 1992). But what kind of a social and intimate self inhabits this form and occupies its bodies?


The question arose again in the context of my teaching courses at the University of Amsterdam, in the Netherlands, beginning in 1991 and through a sabbatical in 1992–1993. This experience and the joy of claiming Holland as my second home have come to strongly influence my sense of the cross-cultural issues. My students in Amsterdam and Nijmegan Universities, who were, of course, Dutch, made it clear that the question had never occurred to them in any simple sense, for homosexuality was much more accepted in their society. And yet when I listened to what they had to say about the cultural issues of gay roles and institutions and the problems of coming out in diverse settings, I recognized that this question underlay much of their thought. Likewise, as I evolved a course on the anthropology of sexual cultures for my students at the University of Chicago over the years, I began to think further about how gays and lesbians might live in other cultures.


Many of the scholars who are doing basic research on homosexuality in all of the arts and sciences are themselves lesbians or gay men who have sought to “set the record straight.” Anthropology is no different. Within the field of anthropology, it seems, there has been no special protection from societal homophobia and scientific disinterest. Heterosexual fieldworkers have often been uninterested in or unwilling to sufficiently describe the lives of gays and lesbians in other cultures (Kulick and Willson 1995). Here is where an important general principle of culture and language study applies: The fieldworker must want to understand the Other sufficiently to overcome her or his own biases or the cultural blinders of her or his own background (Herdt and Stoller 1990). Anthropologists have in some cases been unable to enter the thought worlds of homoerotic roles and relationships in other cultures because they lacked the curiosity, empathy, or understanding to learn about homosexuality. For this reason, gay- and lesbian-identified anthropologists are making new headway in a fascinating and fast-changing sexual landscape of field study (Lewin and Leap 1996).


A decade ago it would not have been possible to write an introductory work on the anthropology of gay men and lesbians or to write their history and compare their cultures for the purpose of understanding the meanings of their same-sex desires and relationships. A taboo on the study of homosexuality surrounded the subject when I was myself an undergraduate and then a graduate student in the late 1960s and through the mid-1970s. The scientific study of sexuality was nascent, and the prohibition on the study of homosexuality in the social sciences, including anthropology, created terrible, seemingly impregnable barriers. Students in anthropology, sociology, history, literature, and allied fields found it nearly impossible to study same-sex desires, homosexuality, and gender roles, especially in other cultures. Happily, this taboo is breaking down. Thanks to the dedication of a few rare scholars from earlier generations of anthropology, beginning with Ruth Benedict and later followed by Kenneth Read, a whole generation of outstanding field anthropologists of my own generation emerged to provide a new standard of research, including Esther Newton, Joseph Carrier, Carole Vance, Steven Murray, Ralph Bolton, Richard Parker, Ellen Lewin, and Walter Williams, among others too numerous to mention (but see Weston 1993). Their work provides a beacon for enlightened people everywhere who seek a more far-reaching understanding of the meanings of sexuality, gender, and lives—to do justice to the immense diversity of sexual lifeways.


This book is meant as introduction only. Because of its general nature, I have been unable to cover many cultural cases, and the ones I do consider must be abbreviated and many historical and cultural details left out. For a broader and deeper understanding of historical cases, I recommend David Greenberg’s (1988) monumental study The Construction of Homosexuality as the best all-around general study. For the United States, I recommend the recent study by Stephen Murray (1996), American Gay; the historical work of Esther Newton (1993), Cherry Grove, Fire Island—Sixty Years in America’s First Gay and Lesbian Town; and George Chauncey Jr.’s Gay New York (1994). On the issues of sexual dimorphism, I recommend my own edited volume Third Sex, Third Gender: Sexual Dimorphism in Culture and History (1994). The specialist knows that these works—the product of decades of scholarship—only begin to capture the explosion of the wider literature. But for the beginning student, they constitute a small but wonderful body of theory, constructs, and accounts with which to begin examining same-gender lifeways around the world.


I owe a special thanks to Martin Duberman, who first encouraged me to write this book. I am also very indebted to my partner, Niels Teunis, for his guidance and assistance in dealing with the cultural study of same-gender relations in Africa and Holland. For helpful comments, I also thank Andy Boxer, Theo van der Meer, Paul Abramson, Bill Leap, and Heather Lindquist.


Finally, I dedicate this book to Ruth Benedict, poet, anthropologist, and humanist. Her love of women and of humanity in general in the earlier part of this century as well as her bravery in expressing a positive tolerance for homosexuality in her publications makes of her a woman for all ages. Such an inspiring legacy brings honor not only to anthropology and other fields that aspire to define something of the truth in other cultures, but also to all scholars who call themselves lesbian or gay.


Gilbert Herdt
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Introduction: Gays and Lesbians Across Cultures


BEING DIFFERENT OR STANDING OUT from the crowd has never been easy, whether in New Guinea, Holland, the United States, or anywhere else. In all societies there are laws and rules to obey, and their violation may be punished—even by death—when the majority feels that the social order is sufficiently threatened. Sexuality is always a part of this order, and it is subject to many social controls, being close to marriage and reproduction and often regarded by religion as a sacred core of morality. Incest, for example, is nearly everywhere a prohibition against sex between certain close relatives. We are not surprised by this taboo and indeed so often take for granted cultural restrictions on behavior that these become a given part of our own folk view of “human nature.” We learn to accommodate ourselves to these laws and rules as if they were perfectly normal and natural, when in fact such notions are regarded as foreign in neighboring communities.


For these reasons sexuality is often closely tied to societal definitions of a “man” or a “woman,” to rules of social order and hierarchy, and to beliefs about what is “natural and normal.” In each of these areas those who threaten or disrupt the social order are typically regarded as subversive in the usual sense of political revolutionaries or religious heretics whose actions or existence challenges the status quo. It is no wonder that sexual reform and liberation movements in many lands are thought to be the work of a nation’s enemies. But most people living within the folds of a tradition do not think of themselves in such terms, for they are neither revolutionaries nor heretics, often asking little more than to earn a living, to have friends and family, and to live out the expectations of the surrounding culture.


But what happens when ordinary citizens have divergent or forbidden desires for romance and sexual intimacy with others of their own gender? Here we find a fundamental dilemma—that their very existence as sexual and gendered persons goes directly against the grain of the culture. For millions of people around the world, this crisis of sexual being—of having bodies and desires at odds with the heteronormal roles and folk theory of human nature in their society—is not simply a theory. It produces turmoil and fear in their daily lives and the insistent need to conform and pretend or hide their sexual being. Indeed, it is this individual-against-society dilemma that dominates the history of homosexuality in the western tradition and is common to the problems of understanding gays and lesbians across cultures. The name of this fear is “homophobia.” For the past three hundred years, its hostile attitude has confronted all boys and girls, men and women, who have loved the same gender—and dared to risk the sanctions of society in expressing the crisis of their sexual desires. That is the story of this book.


A great American anthropologist, Ruth Benedict, herself a woman who loved women, was fond of telling a creation story that comes from the Digger Indians of California and offers an insight into the cultural plight of lesbians and gays. According to the Indians, “In the beginning God gave to every people a cup, a cup of clay, and from this cup they drank their life.” (The metaphor depicts how each culture is made distinctive and unique to its people.) In the old days, Benedict’s informant said, the Indians had far more power than now. “Our cup is broken now. It has passed away” (Benedict 1934, 22). Benedict offered the myth as an affirmation of the broad spectrum of cultural lifeways that anthropologists have found and witnessed in passing from around the world. The myth speaks to a broader ideal of cultural diversity that is essential to belief in the western liberal democracy traditions in which anthropology is itself grounded.


In another way, however, the Digger Indians’ myth also conveys the loss of tradition or custom—and the devastation that occurs when a culture is broken and its people are scattered. “Our cup is broken”: The metaphor imagines a world in which the grace and beauty, the history and identity, of a people are lost and they are deprived of cherished stories of a lifeway. Since it is culture that provides much of the richness and meaning in human life, to be deprived of the support of one’s cultural heritage is tantamount to social death and banishment from all that is worth holding in life. Such a poignant image of the broken cup speaks today to the historical and political suppression of homosexuality in many lands, as much as to the strong idealism and utopian strivings of gays and lesbians who have formed social movements for positive change over the past century. The image also symbolizes a kind of fabled diaspora and a present search for a home—a positive and loving culture—that will accept and cherish lesbians and gays as people who desire and love the same gender as a part of their perceived human nature.


Cultural Concepts of Homosexuality


Anthropology has shown that people who erotically desire the same gender sufficiently to organize their social lives around this desire come in all genders, colors, political and religious creeds, and nationalities. There is no special kind of person who is homosexual; and much as we might expect, there is no single word or construct, including the western idea of “homosexuality,” that represents them all. To make matters even more complicated, the local term in each culture or community that classifies the homoerotic act or role is not always positive; indeed, in the western tradition it is usually negative. And people typically shun what is negative. We should be aware, however, that, even though there is no uniform term for the desire to love and have sexual intimacy with others of the same gender, and even though it may be negative or stigmatizing to be placed in such a category, many persons have dared to brave the consequences: economic loss and social stigma, censure and ostracism, even punishment, imprisonment, or death in the harshest disapproving cultures, such as the Soviet Union and the United States as they were in the Cold War.


Sexual practices “without sexuality” are one of the greatest problems faced by the anthropologist in studying same-gender relations across cultures. How does the anthropologist describe the lifeways of people who engage in homoerotic relations in the absence of the very idea of homosexuality? This is a constant source of intellectual trouble for the outsider who would study a local culture that lacks an equivalent to the western concept. Typically, the western observer assumes that someone who has sex with others of his or her gender is identified as a “homosexual.” But the sky is not always blue; it is more often gray. In a variety of cultures around the world, and even within many communities within the United States, certain individuals of both genders and of distinct ethnic groups engage in homoerotic encounters, but they do not identify themselves as “homosexual” or “gay” or “lesbian” or even “bisexual.” Quite the contrary, they may even be appalled by the idea of homosexuality when it is explained to them, and they cannot think of what being “that way” would feel like even when it is pointed out that they typically have sexual relations with the same gender. They may regard themselves as “heterosexuals,” “straights,” or just “human beings” who on occasion participate in homoerotic encounters for various reasons, including pleasure, money, social expectations, and the absence of other sexual opportunities. It is too easy to say that they have a “false consciousness,” for their understanding is widely shared and even supported by the culture. That they may be afraid or oppressed and unable to self-identify as homosexual or gay are important factors to consider. Given the history of sexual repression in western countries, it is certainly reasonable to remember the stories of people who were “hidden in history” and could not “come out” until recent times (Duberman et al. 1989).


Likewise, in the United States today the cultural classification of sexual and gendered distinctions has created a huge diversity of positive and negative labels. These include “heterosexual,” “homosexual,” “bisexual,” “queer,” “straight,” “gay,” “lesbian,” “dyke,” “faggot,” and “queen.” Notice how often these labels come in pairs: heterosexual/homosexual, gay/straight, and so on. Western culture, it seems, has a penchant for dualisms and binary oppositions, in sexuality and gender as much as in other areas of nature and culture classification (Lévi-Strauss 1964). Although this is just a partial listing, it is striking to see that American culture has produced such a range of homoerotic labels, which also contribute to the valuations and attitudes surrounding sexual identities. We cannot hope to fully understand the meanings of these identities unless we investigate their basis in history and cultural lifeways. This is the reason that cultural relativism—the valuing of a culture in and of itself and not through its moralistic comparison with any other—is of overriding importance in teaching respect for the differences suggested by the beliefs and practices of other cultures as well as of sexual minorities in the western tradition.


The many terms that might be employed to refer to same-gender relations, including the terms bisexual, gay, and lesbian in western cultures, must be understood as situated historical passageways, as spaces in a larger house of uncertain construction and indefinite number of rooms, none of which should be a priori privileged over others. This is why I generally avoid using the term homosexuality—not to be “politically correct” but to be more accurate by employing the neutral descriptor same-gender sexual relations. This term means that people engage in sex with others who have the same genitals as themselves. (In fact, what really matters is what sociologist Harold Garfinkle once called the “cultural genitals,” as these are valued as icons in society; but we get to that in later chapters.) People in many cultures are unwilling to identify themselves with a category term or construct such as homosexuality, and we should respect their right to do so. They may be quiet or shy about expressing what they most desire, particularly when it goes against the grain; and there is good reason to be reticent in openly expressing same-gender desires in repressive societies. More often, in cultures that disapprove of homosexuality, people try to accommodate and blend in, to find what satisfaction they can through compromised relationships of marriage and friendship and extramarital same-gender relations.


In this regard we must remember that in virtually all cultures around the world full personhood is not achievable until people have married and produced children. Otherwise, they go about the business of life trying their best to avoid conflict over these matters, for, after all, even though sexuality is extremely important in human life, there are many other equally important aspects of existence. Or people may come in time to regard themselves as “strange” or “different” or “eccentric” because they enjoy intimacy with others of their own gender. The difference may have to do in large measure with whether they actually carry their desires for love and intimacy over into sexual relations. One of the lessons of the cross-cultural record is that when they do, cultures vary immensely in their response.


The words that we choose in describing these homoerotic feelings and relationships are thus of real importance, both for what they include and what they exclude. In the western historical tradition, as classical scholars have shown, no Greek or Latin word corresponds to the modern concept of homosexuality, and this should give us pause in understanding the matrix of words that surround homosexuality. Although sexual relations among the Greeks occurred between persons of the same gender, and these are widely attested by the ancient sources, there is no notion that they were systematically classified or differentiated from others, nor were they made into a uniform category (Halperin 1990). And even though modern sexuality in western cultures is generally preoccupied with the gender of the sexual partners, in many parts of the world, including ancient Greece and Rome, it was the sexual act that mattered, which was reckoned in terms of the categories “penetrator” and “penetrated.” A man could honorably engage in sexual relations with a woman or with a boy so long as he remained in the socially dominant or senior position of being the penetrator for phallic pleasure. Way into the early modern period desires for both genders were not regarded as very strange for most people (Trumbach 1994). We cannot therefore speak in such general terms of homosexuality in the ancient world or up until the nineteenth century. Neither, in most cases, can we speak of unitary categories of people, such as “the homosexual,” “the heterosexual,” or “the gay/lesbian,” in many societies and historical cultures of the nonwestern world, right up to the present century, for the same reasons.


History reports that people who desired the same gender referred to themselves by a variety of local concepts—molly, queer, fairy, or, in the last century, homosexual, invert—in western countries such as England and the United States (Chauncey 1994; Greenberg 1988; Murray 1996; Trumbach 1994). Outside of the cities, however, and even in neighborhoods of the same urban center, such cultural terms often had secret or privileged meanings that were apparently unknown to large numbers of people—even those who might have aspired to express their same-gender desires through experimentation with these concepts had they known about them. Only in the twentieth century, through mass media and political rhetoric, has the explicit terminology of “homosexuality/heterosexuality” been widely applied to people and acts and events, typically to contain and control all sexual behavior. Only as wide-scale sexual liberation movements gained steam in the 1960s did people who desired the same gender begin to call themselves “lesbian” or “gay.” Since that time these identity systems have been exported to other cultures, which has created controversies in developing countries that previously lacked these concepts, having neither the history nor the political traditions that brought them about. No wonder it seems strange but also familiar to hear of “gays and lesbians” from societies that previously denied having “homosexuality” at all.


One of the great problems of sexual study, particularly of homosexuality, is how many cultures simply lack categories or general concepts that cover the meanings of the contemporary notion of homosexual. We have already seen in the Preface the difficulty that this lack caused me in studying the Sambia. In terms of the ideas and perceptions of many westerners, Sambia men are engaging in homosexual behavior all the time. However, this is not the case from the perspective of the Sambia: They have no idea at all of homoerotic relations between adults, they have an ideal that a man will cease to practice inseminating boys once he becomes a father, and they could not understand the western idea of two men or two women living sexually and socially together throughout their lives. This idea is very alien to the culture; that is why they have no category term homosexuality!


For the Sambia and many other cultural traditions, then, people who engage in same-gender relations are acting in the absence of identity terms that commonly circulate in western culture. They may not have the words or concepts to describe how they feel—either because their culture does not register the desires or because they remain isolated or cut off from the appropriate sources of understanding within their own community. Yet their desires and actions make it clear from the perspectives of today that no matter what they have called themselves or the names they have been called, their desiring and loving the same gender are vital parts of their lives. This is why, in the end, we can brave the difficulties of creating concepts that help us to study and compare these sexual cultures.


We can group the necessary concepts into several areas: sexuality, gender, and gay/lesbian. We might think that defining these terms would be easy for the social scientist who makes a living from studying such matters; but the words sex, love, and romance, among others, have so many meanings, to so many people, under so many circumstances, that they defy easy definition. Or perhaps, as American sociologist John Gagnon (1990) might say, these terms map onto complex, overlapping, and changing “sexual scripts.” As the culture changes, Gagnon would argue, so, too, do the scripts, and this in turn results in change in the very concepts circulated and ultimately analyzed by social scientists. And more recently, change in the culture also means change in the intellectual study of sexuality.


From Gay and Lesbian to Queer Studies


Over the last decade a shift has begun to occur in the ideas and values of scholars and citizens who study and read about sexuality. For more than two decades gay and lesbian studies have thrived in the social sciences and humanities as the political power of gays and lesbians progressed in western countries. Most of the work reported in this book, including my own, comes out of this scholarly and popular writing. But in recent years a new voice has risen to nudge and push the older one in a new direction—a sign not only of political and social change in the ideas at play, but also of the aging of a generation of lesbians and gays and the emergence of a new generation of thinkers concerned with same-gender desires and relationships.


We might characterize this shift as a perspectival difference in “gay theory” or “lesbian theory” versus “queer theory.” These terms are difficult to focus, and they overlap in many areas. We might think of the contrast like this: Where gays and lesbians were marginalized, queers see themselves in the center, but charged with exposing the forms of power that define normality and manipulate people. The concept of “heteronormal” is the most important notion here since it seeks to interrogate and expose the strong tendency in western culture toward heterosexualism—that is, the chauvinistic assumption that “heterosexuality” as a system of social relations and practices, such as marriage, is the one and only normal and natural way to be human. Previously lesbians and gays sought political power and identities that classified them in a marginal category and, in turn, defined their sexual difference, thus providing them with political and social power much in the way ethnic minorities had achieved “cultural status.” Today, however, queers disclaim difference and oppose classifications of all kinds. Where gay and lesbian literature discovered itself by narrating the lived experience of being on the margin or growing up closeted and then coming out, queers shun these attributes in favor of studying and interpreting texts, especially literature and popular culture (Butler 1993; Sedgwick 1990; Lauretis 1993). Queer theory seeks to find the cracks and cleavages between things rather than the things themselves. Where anthropology sought to discover a new culture and history sought to uncover a period of past social life, queer theory seeks the link between these studies. By use of the “deconstruction,” or reinterpretation, of texts, queer theorists worry over linkages among epistemology, theory, literature, philosophy, and popular culture.


In lesbian and gay writing, the person/subject—however marginalized—was regarded as whole and unitary, and the struggle of the scholar was to investigate and regain the wholeness of the experience shattered by the secrecy and marginalization of same-gender desires in the past. Gay writing in the fields of history and anthropology and literature thus sought to recover what had been hidden or erased in stories summing up the gay experience. Queer theory, however, argues that history and culture descriptions are never distinguishable from the authors and assumptions of normality through which subjects or objects are described. There is no interest in “sexual identity” and the “body” as such in queer theory since its advocates regard these not as the stable markers of same-gender desires and lives (the very basis of gay and lesbian studies) but as illusions in language and power relationships. No doubt this all sounds a bit abstract and utopian. Where gay and lesbian studies continue a utopian quest, begun at the end of the nineteenth century, of trying to secure freedom and acceptance of gays as “different” but marginal in society, queers go one step further in refusing all classification and all notions of “normality.”
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