
      
      
         [image: Cover]


   



YOU CAN
MAKE
A DIFFERENCE!




The nineties may well be the make-or-break decade in the fight for gay and lesbian civil rights—and this book provides a sensible battle plan for achieving equality. Grounded in well-researched fact, it will show you how to:
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	resolve internalized homophobia—and move on
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	evaluate institutional homophobia in businesses and organizations—and do something about it
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	influence politicians—and deconstruct harmful popular myths
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	successfully cope with gay-related family crises, whether you are a gay son or lesbian daughter—or the parent of a gay or lesbian child
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	discuss homophobia with heterosexuals—calmly and constructively
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	come out of the closet—and help others to do the same
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	effectively fight homophobia in all walks of life.








HOW TO MAKE THE WORLD
A BETTER PLACE
FOR GAYS AND LESBIANS
will spur you into action—and give you everything you need to fight the good fight!
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      Introduction


      I grew up in a sheltered, religious environment in which everyone assumed that when children became adults they marry a member

         of the opposite gender and have children. No one ever discussed homosexuality. As a result, I was fifteen before I learned

         from a classmate that there were gay and lesbian people in the world. She said that homosexuals were awful and if I was unlucky

         enough to encounter one I should run. I was eighteen before I had the dreaded encounter, and the lesbian I came face to face

         with was myself. It was the first time I consciously understood that the reason I had no interest in boys except as friends,

         was fascinated by the female form, and had a serious crush on a certain young woman was because I was a lesbian. My sexual

         orientation felt completely natural to me.

      


      The first person I came out to was a teacher whom I respected. She was shocked and advised me to start dating boys immediately,

         behave like a lady, and always wear feminine clothes. Over the next few months I experienced a major dose of reality and grew

         up quickly. When I came out to friends most of them distanced themselves from me and my family did not want to deal with it.

         The world I had known was no longer a friendly or safe place for me to be. At this point in my life I only felt comfortable

         and happy in the company of other gays and lesbians, and even then I would meet homosexuals who hated themselves for being

         gay and this disturbed me more than anything. Later, I learned that this self-hatred was one example of what is called internalized homophobia.I realized that the negative things I had heard about gays and lesbians were wrong. We were not awful people but victims of

         a great injustice.

      


      At that time (the late 1970s), I became involved in the gay and lesbian rights movement. Throughout the 1970s the movement

         gained incredible momentum. Many gay men and lesbians felt an immense excitement about how things were beginning to change.

         In large numbers, gays throughout the United States were rejecting the stigma society places on homosexuality and lesbianism,

         coming out of the closet, attending demonstrations, challenging homophobia, and working to obtain their civil rights. The

         result of these efforts can be seen today. Gay and lesbian rights issues are in the forefront of the national and local political

         scenes. Eight states have enacted comprehensive gay rights laws, while many local municipalities ban discrimination based

         on sexual orientation and extend medical benefits to domestic partners of gay and lesbian municipal employees. The business

         community is also responding to gay and lesbian visibility. A substantial number of corporations include sexual orientation

         in their nondiscrimination policies and a small but growing number offer benefits for domestic partners.

      


      While it is important to acknowledge and celebrate the achievements, we must keep in mind that we still have a long way to

         go and much work to do before gays and lesbians attain full civil rights. When reading How to Make the World a Better Place for Gays and Lesbiansyou will learn the battle against homophobia must be fought on many fronts. On the political front, where the focus is on

         civil rights legislation and laws protecting gays and lesbians from hate crimes, I encourage the use of voting power and letter-writing

         campaigns to influence politicians, and emphasize the need to support and become involved with gay and lesbian political organizations.

         In addition, I devote a section to those messengers of hate and promoters of intolerance, the religious right. The backlash

         orchestrated by the antigay and lesbian forces of the religious right is one of the main challenges we face. By manipulating

         the homophobic feelings of the majority the religious right tries to convince voters to rescind gay and lesbian rights legislation

         and prevent new laws from being enacted. I provide a list of the organizations that belong to the religious right and suggestions

         for combating their unholy crusade against gays and lesbians.

      


      On the personal front, I stress the importance of coming out, as well as dealing with internalized homophobia. Ultimately,

         the battle against internalized homophobia is the most important one to win. The greatest victory for homophobia is when gays

         and lesbians accept the negative views put forth by a homophobic society, resulting in the destruction of their self-esteem

         and their preventing themselves from achieving their full potential as human beings. It is for this reason that the gay and

         lesbian rights movement uses the word prideas a rallying cry.

      


      Recognizing how important it is for all citizens to have full civil rights, many heterosexuals have become involved in the

         gay and lesbian movement. Other heterosexuals who view this movement as someone else’s battle should realize that preventing

         gays and lesbians from obtaining their rights is just the first item on the agenda of the religious right. Their ultimate

         goal is to force the government to legislating their version of morality and to dissolve the separation between church and

         state. If they succeed—and they have had some success—everyone’s rights will be in danger. For this reason I recommend that

         heterosexuals also become involved in this struggle, and many of the actions outlined in the book can be taken by both heterosexuals

         and gays and lesbians.

      


      Within these pages you will find everything you need to combat homophobia, but it is up to you to become aware, get involved,

         speak up, and take action. Undoubtedly, on the path to a nonhomophobic society we will encounter barriers, and in order to

         achieve our goal of ensuring the dignity and civil rights of gays and lesbians we must combine education with action, be optimistic,

         and stay proud.

      


      NOTE: The majority of the sections in this book are geared to all readers, gay and straight. Sections 3, 8, and 16, however, are

         directed toward gays and lesbians; sections 4 and 9 are directed toward heterosexuals.
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      Understand Homophobia


      ho.mo.pho.bi.a n. an irrational, and persistent fear, dread, hatred of homosexuals or homosexuality.

      


      BACKGROUND


      I believe that gay men and lesbians are the most hated and feared people in America. While hatred of gays and lesbians has

         always existed in Judeo-Christian society, the recent rise of Christian fundamentalism has spawned numerous organizations

         that aggressively encourage Americans to reject progressive social change and return to the restrictions and hypocrisy of

         the past. Knowing that the majority of people are inclined to blame others for their own shortcomings, fundamentalists and

         some conservatives have convinced many Americans that gays and lesbians are responsible for the decline of so-called family

         values. Tolerance of homosexuality, they claim, is leading America down a path to destruction. This scapegoating, combined

         with the new gay and lesbian visibility, has caused gays and lesbians to become easy targets of hate crimes. An overwhelming

         majority have experienced some form of victimization based on their sexual orientation. This victimization ranges from name-calling,

         ridiculing, joke telling, to various forms of discrimination, exclusion from the mainstream, to extreme acts of violence.

         Despite the prevalence of this bigotry many people do not have a clear understanding of homophobia and its manifestations,

         nor do they want to dwell on this unpleasant issue. Yet if we wish to end discrimination and increase tolerance, we must face

         homophobia, identify it, and do something about it.

      


      In a pamphlet produced by the Campaign to End Homophobia, Cooper Thompson and Barbara Zoloth present a comprehensive definition

         of homophobia. They classify it into four distinct but interrelated categories: personal, interpersonal, institutional, and

         cultural.

      


      Personal homophobiais prejudice based on a personal belief that lesbian, gay, and bisexual people are sinful, immoral, sick, inferior to heterosexuals,

         or incomplete women and men.

      


      Interpersonal homophobiais individual behavior based on personal homophobia. This hatred or dislike may be expressed by name-calling, telling “jokes,”

         verbal and physical harassment, and other individual acts of discrimination.

      


      Institutional homophobiarefers to the many ways in which government, business, churches, and other institutions and organizations discriminate against

         people on the basis of sexual orientation. Institutional homophobia is also called heterosexism.


      Cultural homophobiarefers to social standards and norms that dictate that being heterosexual is better or more moral than being lesbian, gay,

         or bisexual, and that everyone is or should be heterosexual. Cultural homophobia is also called heterosexism.


      Personal homophobiais a blanket term for homophobic beliefs and feelings experienced by gays, lesbians, bisexuals, and heterosexuals. Because

         the impact of personal homophobia on gays and lesbians differs in many ways from its impact on heterosexuals, I deal with

         both groups separately. Therefore, in order to avoid confusion with terminology when I discuss personal homophobia,I will be referring onlyto homophobic beliefs and feelings practiced by heterosexuals. When I discuss internalized homophobia,I will be referring onlyto homophobic beliefs and feelings practiced by gay men, lesbians, and bisexuals.

      


      Homophobia exists in varying degrees. It can be subtle, overt, or extreme. To illustrate the different manifestations of homophobia

         I have compiled the following lists:

      


      Examples of Subtle Homophobia


      • Believing that gays and lesbians want special treatment.This is another strategy being used by politicians and organizations

         opposed to gay and lesbian rights. They maintain that gays and lesbians have the same rights as heterosexuals and are pushing

         for “special rights.” The results of the November 1993 elections indicated that the majority of voters believe this propaganda.

         Antigay and lesbian rights initiatives were passed in Cincinnati, OH, Austin, TX, Lewiston, ME, and Portsmouth, NH, and the

         residents of four rural counties in Oregon (Douglas, Linn, Klamath, and Josephine) overwhelmingly approved measures that judged

         homosexuality to be “abnormal and perverse” and legalized discrimination against gays and lesbians.

      


      • Using the expression “blatant homosexual.” Have you ever heard anyone use the expression “blatant heterosexual”?


      • Asking questions like “Why do they have to flaunt it?” Anyone, whether gay or straight, who asks a question like this is homophobic.

         What they are really saying is “Why do you have to be the way you are?”

      


      • When a gay man or lesbian hides their gay magazines from heterosexual visitors. This is another sign of internalized homophobia

         and it demonstrates that these people are embarrassed by or ashamed of their sexual orientation.

      


      Examples of Overt Homophobia


      • AIDS disinformation. At this stage of the AIDS epidemic, medical scientists have enough data to determine the methods of contracting

         the HIV virus: sexual transmission, IV drug use, fetal transmission, and transfusions of infected blood. Homophobes tend to

         ignore this fact and use their so-called fear of contracting HIV to justify bigotry. For example, during the gays-in-the-military

         debate some soldiers rationalized their support of the ban by claiming that sharing living quarters with gay men would expose

         them to HIV infection. Then there is the well-publicized case of Rev. Ruben Diaz, a member of the New York City Police Civilian

         Complaint Review Board, who spoke out against the Gay Games on the grounds that the gays and lesbians participating in the

         event would spread AIDS in the city.

      


      • Telling demeaning jokes. All oppressed groups are victimized by this type of “humor.”


      • Imitating an effeminate man (the limp wrist routine). I often see this stereotype on television. Ignorant people rely on stereotypes

         to reinforce their false beliefs. Shallow and inept comedians routinely exploit this image.

      


      • Believing that lesbians are man haters. Most lesbians I’ve encountered never express strong negative feelings toward men as

         a group. Lesbianism is not about hating men; it’s about women loving women.

      


      • Undercounting the size of the gay and lesbian population. The more gays and lesbians there are the bigger the threat to the

         homophobes, and in order to ease their fears they routinely undercount the size of the gay and lesbian population. Antigay

         and lesbian rights groups rely on the findings of the Guttmacher survey (1993), which maintains that only 1 percent of the

         male population is gay. Homophobes fail to mention that this survey has major flaws, that 30 percent of the men asked to participate

         refused, and that the survey took no measures to deal with the fact that gays and lesbians tend to hide their sexual orientation.

         The Kinsey survey (1949 and 1954) found 10 percent of the population to be gay and lesbian. The Harvard study (1994) found

         that 20 percent of adults have homosexual impulses, and that 6.2 percent of men and 33 percent of women confirmed that they

         engaged in homosexual behavior in the past five years. Considering this, it is justifiable to estimate that approximately

         10 percent of the population is gay and lesbian. Therefore, there are close to 25 million gays and lesbians in the United

         States. This is equal to the populations of Denmark, Ireland, Finland, and Greece combined.

      


      • Using self-deprecating expressions when referring to one’s sexual orientation. Gays and lesbians suffering from a bad case

         of internalized homophobia often try to gain approval from straights by ridiculing themselves and other homosexuals.

      


      Examples of Extreme Homophobia


      • All types of gay and lesbian bashing, including violence and intimidation.


      • Believing lesbians and gays should be exterminated. Some extremist groups such as the Klan, neo-Nazis, and Skinheads advocate

         the extermination of homosexuals (see Quarantines and Death: The Far Right’s Homophobic Agendaby Mab Segrest and Leonard Zeskind, published by The Center for Democratic Renewal). You should be aware that it could happen.

         Did you know that a quarter of a million gays and lesbians were murdered by the Nazis?

      


      • Working for antigay legislation. Discrimination in any form is wrong. State-sanctioned discrimination is extremely dangerous

         and diminishes the integrity of the state.

      


      • Denying housing to a person because of their sexual orientation.


      • Denying employment to a person because of their sexual orientation.


      • Disowning a lesbian or gay teenager. Families often disown their homosexual children, causing some teenagers to drop out of

         school, become homeless, be lured into prostitution, or become criminals.

      


      • Committing suicide because of sexual identity. This is an extreme form of internalized homophobia and unfortunately still

         happens today, especially among teenagers.

      


      Things to Do


      • Be aware that homophobia affects different people in different ways.


      • Be on the alert for subtle homophobia. Subtle homophobia is insidious because it is often difficult to detect, but it is as

         harmful as overt homophobia and must always be challenged.

      


      • Look beneath the surface and learn the hidden language of homophobia; for example, people who champion “family values” may

         be using family values to disguise their homophobia.

      


      • Don’t mourn; fight. While it is natural for victims to feel victimized, we must be careful not to allow a victim mentality

         to dominate our lives. Stay optimistic!

      


      • Contact the Campaign to End Homophobia and request pamphlets and other resources dealing with homophobia. Also, contribute

         financially to this organization.

      


      • Read a comprehensive study of homophobia.


      RESOURCES


      Campaign to End Homophobia


      P.O. Box 819
Cambridge, MA 02139


      617-868-8280


      Blumenfeld, Warren J., ed. Homophobia: How We All Pay the Price.Boston: Beacon Press, 1992.

      


      Boswell, John. Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980.


      DeCecco, John, ed. Homophobia in American Society: Bashers, Baiters and Bigots.New York: Harrington Park Press, 1985.


      Weinberg, Dr. George. Society and the Healthy Homosexual. Boston: Alyson, 1991.
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      Admit to Your Own Homophobia


      BACKGROUND


      Everyone, whether gay or nongay, practices personal or internalized homophobia on some level The level can range from a mild

         uneasiness with homosexuality and lesbianism to outright hatred of all homosexuals. While it is vital for everyone to combat

         homophobia in the external world, it is also necessary to fight against our own homophobic beliefs. We must approach this

         struggle with a relentless dedication, keeping in mind that how we feel within ourselves will in many ways have an impact

         on the external world.

      


      Our first step in combating personal or internalized homophobia is to admit that we indulge in it. Many progressive people,

         especially lesbians and gay men, are ashamed of their own homophobia and therefore they refuse to acknowledge these destructive

         feelings. Unless, however, we admit to our true feelings, no matter how mild they may be, we cannot effectively overcome homophobia

         of any kind and place ourselves in danger of being called hypocrites. Also, some individuals, gay and straight, honestly believe

         that they have overcome their discomfort with homosexuality or that they never felt it. These people have not looked closely

         enough at their own behavior, feelings, and thoughts. Subtle feelings or seemingly innocuous behavior often demonstrates degrees

         of personal or internalized homophobia. For example, you have a problem if you are uncomfortable in the company of an effeminate

         man or assume that everyone knows you are gay or lesbian even though you hide or never discuss your relationships with heterosexuals.

         If you think that you are in this category, then test yourself by answering the following questions:

      


      1. Do you automatically think that effeminate men are gay?          ___yes ___no


      2. Do you believe that many lesbians are man haters?          ___ yes ___no


      3. Do you associate gay men with promiscuity?          ___yes ___no


      4. During a discussion that involved a homosexual, did you unnecessarily mention the person’s sexual orientation?           ___yes

         ___no

      


      5. Have you ever told a joke about a gay or lesbian?          ___yes ___no


      6. Do you ever hide your sexuality when it is unnecessary to do so?          ___yes ___no


      7. Are butch women lesbians?          ___yes ___no


      8. Have you ever criticized a homosexual for “flaunting it”?          ___yes ___no


      9. Does it bother you that 10 percent of the population is gay and lesbian?          ___yes ___no


      10. Are you tired of hearing about gay and lesbian issues in the media?          ___yes ___no


      If you answered “yes” to any of these questions, then you indulge in personal homophobia. This is not earth-shattering and

         you should not lament or feel bad about yourself What you need to do is admit to the problem and take action.

      


      Things to Do


      GAYS


      • List examples of your experience with internalized homophobia. Consider such issues as shame, guilt, self-hatred, stereo-typing,

         closeting; and hostility toward other gays and lesbians.

      


      • Reviewing each item on the list, ask yourself whyyou had this feeling or took this action.

      


      • If you have difficulty understanding why you had a particular homophobic feeling or action, discuss it with a therapist (gay

         or gay friendly, of course) or participate in a workshop dealing with internalized homophobia. Counseling centers for gays

         and lesbians offer these workshops (see pages 15–16) or gay and lesbian groups in your community often have rap sessions.

         You can suggest that one of these sessions focus on internalized homophobia. Also, gay and lesbian youth organizations (see

         pages 15–16) deal with this issue.

      


      • Learn the source of your homophobia. For example, after discovering that you were gay or lesbian, did your parents disapprove

         and attempt to change your sexual orientation? Were you ridiculed and shunned in school? Were you exposed to antigay and lesbian

         sermons in church or negative stereotypes in the media? Internalized homophobia manifests when we believe society’s negative

         views of us. It is a vital part of the scheme to keep gays and lesbians oppressed. Knowing the source of our internalized

         homophobia is an important step to eliminating it.

      


      NONGAYS


      • List examples of your experience with personal homophobia. Consider the following issues: stereotyping, fear of the unknown,

         fear of diversity, resentments, discrimination, name-calling, and bashing.

      


      • Be totally honest with yourself and examine each item, asking yourself whyyou felt that way or took that action.

      


      • Learn the source of your homophobia. From whom did you learn your negative views of gays and lesbians? A parent, a teacher, a religious leader?

      


      • Discuss your efforts with others.


      RESOURCES


      Blumenfeld, Warren, and Diane Raymond. Looking at Gay and Lesbian Life.Boston: Beacon Press, 1988.


Pharr, Suzanne. Homophobia: A Weapon of Sexism,Little Rock, AR: Chardon Press, 1988.
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      Learn How Internalized Homophobia Is Harmful
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