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Let us build an American home for the twenty-first century where everyone has a place at the table and not a single child is left behind.



—President-elect Bill Clinton January 17,1993



Author’s note

This book is a reflection on the theme of homosexuality. I have written it because the current debate on homosexuality and gay rights has generated a lot more heat than light. Most of what is being said on the subject seems to me terribly wrong, and many of the people who are doing the loudest talking appear to have a vested interest in perpetuating discord and misunderstanding.

Because my sense of what it means to be gay derives largely from my own experience, this book is, in part, autobiographical. Furthermore, since it is essentially an attempt to correct the misperceptions that underlie certain widely held beliefs and oft-repeated arguments, it contains many quotations from recent magazine articles, newspaper op-eds, and television interviews in which those attitudes and arguments have been presented.

The book’s first section offers an overview of recent social and political developments relating to homosexuality and gay rights, and puts those developments in historical and moral perspective. The second section scrutinizes the positions of those who criticize homosexuality or gay rights; the third examines the gay subculture and its premises; the fourth considers the dilemma of the gay individual and his problematic relation to both the mainstream culture and the subculture.

What word to use? If to many gays “homosexual” sounds like a clinical diagnosis, to many heterosexuals “gay” sounds like a political statement. Simply for variety’s sake, I’ve chosen to use the two words interchangeably, both as nouns and adjectives. When speaking of homosexuality in pre-modern times, however, I’m inclined to refrain from using the word “gay,” because it reflects a contemporary awareness of sexual identity that seems anachronistic when one is referring to, say, Socrates or Caravaggio or Richard the Lion-Hearted. I also tend to favor “gay” when discussing subculture-oriented individuals and “homosexual” when discussing individuals who are more mainstream-oriented. I’ve chosen not to use the word “queer,” which is favored by some gay activists and academics but turns off almost everybody else, gay and straight.

Though much of this book will be seen to apply equally to gay men and women, a great deal of what I have to say will not strike many lesbians as being particularly relevant to their lives. This can’t be helped. One reason is that there are, I think, innate differences between male and female sexuality, and consequently innate differences between male and female homosexuality; another reason is that for many lesbians the issue of homosexuality is tangled up with the issue of feminism, which is another ball game entirely. In any event, my emphasis on male homosexuality certainly shouldn’t lead anyone to think that I don’t feel lesbians also deserve places at the table.

Nor, in criticizing the monolithic aspects of the gay subculture and pointing out that the most easily identifiable gays are not representative of the homosexual population at large, do I intend to suggest that those particularly visible and identifiable gays are any less deserving than anyone else of respect and equal rights or to suggest that those who conform in one way or another to the subculture’s prescriptions should be considered thereby to have forfeited their places at the table.

For their advice and moral support, I am grateful to several friends: David and Linda Attoe, Gloria and Will Brame, Stephanie Cowell, Rhoda Croft, Marge Danser, Tom DePietro and Dorothy Heyl, Dana and Mary Gioia, Lenny Hort and Laaren Brown, Brendan McEntee, Sally McGaughey, Carol Saltus, Judy White, and Harriet Zinnes. Thanks also go to these family members: Charlotte Davenport, Carol Bawer, Marsha and Aldo Greco, Ruth Cook, and Helen Sicora. I am fortunate to have had the opportunity to work with an extraordinarily gracious and sensitive editor, Elaine Pfefferblit; with her delightful assistant, Laura Demanski; with a marvelous agent, Molly Friedrich; and with Seale Ballenger, to whom I am indebted for his valuable comments and suggestions. My greatest debt is to my companion, Chris Davenport. This book grew out of countless conversations that we’ve had over the last few years and is almost as much his as it is mine. Finally, I thank my parents, Ted and Nell Bawer, for their unwavering interest in this project and their envelopes full of clippings. More than anyone or anything else, their love and support have animated my hope in the ultimate triumph of reason over irrationality, acceptance over estrangement, love over loathing.



1
“A sea
of
homosexuals”

One day a few years ago, when I was in my mid-twenties, I walked into a bookstore in midtown Manhattan. Though it has since been sold by one nationwide chain to another, the store is still there, one side of it facing Forty-second Street and the other opening into a cavernous stone passageway that in turn feeds into the main concourse of Grand Central Terminal. Near the store’s street entrance in those days was a large magazine section. A wall rack about ten feet wide displayed hundreds of periodicals, from Glamour to the Washington Monthly; at the rack’s base ran a foot-high counter containing tabloid-sized publications like the New York Review of Books and Screw, stacked in overlapping fashion so that only their titles showed.

Standing at this wall of magazines, when I entered the bookstore that day, was a tall boy of about fifteen. Lean and handsome, he looked, if anything, rather more shy and sweet-natured than the average New York City teenager; he radiated wholesomeness and sensitivity, and his neat dress and good posture suggested that he was well taken care of. This was, clearly, the much-loved son of a decent family.

To the average bookstore browser who glanced his way, he might have appeared to be an ordinary kid, spending an idle hour riffling aimlessly through Motor Trend and Sports Illustrated. But the moment I saw him, I knew this wasn’t the case. The boy was nervous—anxious, even— as he carefully returned a magazine to its place on the rack and glanced furtively to his left and right.

What was going on? Why was he so distressed? My eyes surveyed the hundreds of magazines, and suddenly—to my astonishment—I realized that I knew exactly what was happening.

I forgot immediately about the book I was after and instead walked over to the rack. Taking a magazine, I positioned myself half a step behind the boy and pretended to read. As I stood there unnoticed by him, he reached out, slipped a magazine from its holder, glanced at it absently, then neatly put it back. Again looking to his left and right, he took a couple of steps along the wall, pulled out another magazine, glanced at it in the same cursory way, and returned it to its proper place.

This went on for about five minutes. I had other things to do, but I couldn’t bring myself to leave. The boy was trying to work up his courage, and I wanted to see if he would.

He did. As I’d anticipated, all his shuttling back and forth brought him right back to where he’d begun. Standing there, he reached down to the foot-high counter, slipped out from under some other periodical a copy of a gay weekly called New York Native, and, trying to appear casual, opened it to the first inside page. If he’d barely glanced at the other magazines (in which, I knew, he’d only been feigning interest), he devoured this one. He stared at that first inside page in desperate bliss, gaped at it, ran his eyes down the columns of print as if he couldn’t really believe it existed, drinking in its prose in great huge gulps like a downed airman quaffing water after straggling across a desert. He finished that page and went on to the next, and the next, and the next. All the time the expression of sublime amazement never left his face— although every so often his eyes darted about fearfully to see if anyone was watching. It didn’t cross his mind, I’m sure, that he was being observed by me, directly behind him. Certainly it would never have occurred to him that I knew exactly what he was going through and was proud of him.

Proud? Yes. For when I looked at him, I felt as though I were seeing myself a few years earlier—confused, scared, reaching out tentatively for something that would explain to me who I was, and hoping no one would notice until I had something like an answer. In the same way that gay men can often recognize one another at a glance, so I’d known immediately not only that this boy was gay but also that he was just beginning to recognize his homosexuality, that he didn’t yet fully understand what that meant, and that there was nobody in his life—no parent, sibling, teacher, friend, or minister—to whom he felt he could turn. And so he’d brought his questions to this bookstore. I knew how difficult it had been for him to come here and to reach for that copy of the Native; I was proud of him for having worked up the courage.

As I stood there behind him, I looked over his shoulder at the pages of the Native. I don’t remember the specific contents: there were, I suppose, the usual articles about AIDS research, gay bashings, and recent gay-rights advances and setbacks, as well as the weekly statistical roundup of reported AIDS cases and deaths. But what leapt out at me, and stayed in my mind for some time afterward, were other things: a photograph, probably accompanying a review of some cabaret act, of a man in drag; photographs of black-clad men in bondage, presumably in advertisements for leather bars and S&M equipment; and photographs of hunky, bare-chested young men, no doubt promoting “massages” and “escort services” and X-rated videotapes.

These pictures irked me. The narrow, sex-obsessed image of gay life that they presented bore little resemblance to my life or to the lives of my gay friends—or, for that matter, to the lives of the vast majority of gay Americans. Yet this was the image proffered by the Native and other such magazines. For most of the editors and regular readers of these magazines were not simply gay; they were people whose lives revolved around—and who saw virtually everything else in their lives as relating directly to—their sexual orientation. The image of gay life promulgated in these publications did not reflect actual gay life in America; rather, they presented a picture of gay identity as defined by a small but highly visible minority of the gay population. There was, objectively, nothing wrong with this; these people had their own tastes and interests, their own way of viewing the world and themselves. Fine; that was their right. What was wrong was that the image that they projected had, for decades, strongly influenced the general public’s ideas about homosexuality. Thanks to their extraordinary visibility—and to the fact that gay men like me, who might serve as alternative role models for such a boy, kept their homosexuality largely to themselves—many heterosexuals tended to equate homosexuality with the most irresponsible and sex-obsessed elements of the gay population. That image had provided ammunition to gay-bashers, had helped to bolster the widely held view of gays as a mysteriously threatening Other, and had exacerbated the confusion of generations of young men who, attempting to come to terms with their homosexuality, had stared bemusedly at the pictures in magazines like the Native and said to themselves: “But this isn’t me.”

As I looked at those photographs over the boy’s shoulder, then, my pride became mixed with concern. It disturbed me to think that those pictures should shape his notion of what it meant to be gay. I wished I could tap him on the shoulder and introduce myself and say—well, something more or less like this:

“Don’t think those pictures of leathermen and cross-dressers and nipple clamps are what gay life is all about. They’re not—no more than a Penthouse centerfold is what straight life is all about. There are hundreds of thousands of homosexuals in New York, and only twenty thousand subscribe to the Native: far more of us read Time or Newsweek than read the Native or anything like it. Gays are liberal and conservative, attractive and homely, smart and stupid. Some wear earrings and some wear three-piece suits. Some you couldn’t imagine having anything in common with—and some are very, very much like you.

“So don’t let this magazine disturb you. Don’t let it add to your confusion about your sexuality. Don’t let it make you think, Well, if that’s what it means to be gay, then I guess I must not be gay. Don’t let it make you think, Well, I’m gay, so I guess I’d better try to become like that. And don’t let it make you think, Well, I’m gay, but I refuse to become like that, so I guess the only alternative is to repress it and marry.

“Wrong, wrong, wrong. Being gay doesn’t oblige you to be anything— except yourself. Don’t let anyone, straight or gay, tell you who you are. You’re you. You’re the boy you’ve always been, the boy you see when you look in the mirror. Yes, you’ve always felt there was something different about you, something you couldn’t quite put a name to, and in the past few months or years you’ve come to understand and to struggle with the truth about that difference. You’re beginning to realize that the rest of your life is not going to play out quite the way you or your parents have envisioned it. You didn’t want to accept this at first, but now you know you have no alternative. And you want to be honest with yourself and your parents about this; more than anything else, you want to talk to them about this momentous truth you’re discovering about yourself. But you can’t bring yourself to do so, since you’re pretty sure they’d be angry. You resent them for this. And on top of that you despise yourself, because even though you’ve always talked to them about everything, you’re hiding from them a very important part of who you are, and because—even though you didn’t choose to be gay (who, after all, would choose to experience the fear and loneliness and be wilderment you’ve known?)—you feel as if you’ve done something awful to them by being this way.

“Well, don’t feel guilty. Don’t hate yourself. And don’t hate your parents. When you tell them about your homosexuality, give them time to understand, the same way you’ve had to give yourself time to understand. As you know, it’s not easy to understand. And above all, be true to yourself, your good and decent self, and understand that there’s no inherent conflict between homosexuality and decency. Don’t let anyone, straight or gay, tell you any different.”

I wanted to say all this to the boy—all this and much more. Of course, it was a foolish thought: the boy needed to be listened to more than lectured. Besides, it was hardly as if I had my own act together: not that many years had passed since I’d accepted that I was gay. I’d still never had a steady relationship, or discussed my homosexuality with some of my friends or with the editors of the monthly review The New Criterion, for which I wrote regularly. I’d never been rejected by a friend or relative for being gay, and hadn’t yet suffered a professional setback on account of it. I was still figuring out how my homosexuality fit into my life, still trying to figure out how to deal with it on a daily basis. I considered it wrong to lie; I also considered it inappropriate to discuss it under, well, inappropriate circumstances. But which circumstances were appropriate? The more I thought about it, the blurrier the line seemed to be between what some homosexuals (and my own conscience) would consider dishonest concealment and what some heterosexuals might consider flaunting my sexuality.

I’d made one rule for myself: if someone asked me point-blank “Are you gay?” I would answer honestly. But that was a relatively easy rule, and didn’t begin to speak to the variety of situations that cropped up. Part of the problem, I realized, was that most heterosexuals are constantly alluding to their personal relationships without even realizing it, let alone considering it inappropriate; they only notice it, and consider it inappropriate, when a homosexual does the same thing. Married people have pictures of their spouses on their office desks; they wear wedding rings to work; in conversation with clients and co-workers, they mention their wives or husbands without giving it a thought. Assuming a gay co-worker to be straight, they make friendly jokes about “you single people” and suggest teasingly that he or she is romantically interested in this or that member of the opposite sex.

Can a heterosexual reader understand how this feels? Imagine, if you’re a straight male, working in an office where everyone else is gay. They all have pictures of their lovers on their desks, but you don’t feel free to display a picture of your wife. Their lovers drop by at the end of the day and kiss them and drive them home, but you can’t let your wife come to the office, because it might create discomfort and ill will, if not endanger your job. Your co-workers chat openly with their lovers on the phone, calling them “honey” and saying “I love you!” before hanging up; when you phone your wife you assume an affable but not intimate tone, as if she were just a casual friend. Occasionally your employer holds a party to which all employees’ lovers are invited, but your spouse is not invited and stays home. At the party your co-workers and their lovers chat about their home life and you listen quietly, trying to smile when one of them tells you congenially: “Hey, we’ll have to find you a boyfriend one of these days!” For it doesn’t even occur to them that you might have a wife at home—they assume you’re gay, same as them. After all, they like you; you get along; of course you’re gay. You want to correct their impression, but you can’t quite bring yourself to do so: your heterosexuality might be all right with them, but it might not. Being honest with them about your heterosexuality would doubtless force some of them to rethink their prejudices about heterosexuals and help them to see heterosexuals as human beings just like themselves. But at the same time your disclosure would almost certainly cause a change in the tone that some of them take with you; at the very least, there’d be a noticeable awkwardness, a stilted quality, a hint of condescension in their relations with you, as if you’d suddenly turned into another person. You know this because it’s happened before, with other people in other offices.

Try to imagine how you would feel in this position, and you’ll begin, perhaps, to understand what most gay people go through. How does one deal with such circumstances? The most radical elements of the gay population have their answer: hurl your sexuality in their faces, mention it constantly, return rancor for rancor. At the opposite end of the spectrum, completely closeted gays have another answer: don’t rock the boat, turn the other cheek, lie. Neither approach satisfied me. The right answer, it seemed, lay somewhere between these two poles. But where? The more I lived as a self-acknowledged gay man in a straight world, the more I sensed that there was no perfect middle, that there were no cut-and-dried answers, that every situation was somewhat different from the next, and that for a gay person each human encounter posed a new moral and social challenge.

Perhaps, in retrospect, what I had to offer the boy in the bookstore was not my certainties but my confusion. How helpful it might have been to him—and, yes, to me—to talk about the challenges we both faced! But naturally this was impossible. A tap on the shoulder, a man’s voice saying, “Excuse me”—it would have scared the hell out of him. He probably would have thought I was making a pass and raced out of there, his heart pounding. And what an accomplishment that would’ve been. I’d have succeeded only in reinforcing for him the most offensive myth of all about gay life: that every gay man is a would-be molester, on the prowl for teenage boys to “recruit.”

What did I do, then? Nothing. I stood there silently as the boy finished reading the Native. I watched him slip it neatly back into its place on the counter. I watched him leave.

As he stepped out into the dark interior of Grand Central Terminal, I wondered when he would come out to his family and friends. In a week? A year? Twenty years? Never? I hoped that he would take care of himself, and that his parents, if and when he did come out to them, would be kind. And I wished that somewhere in the store there had been a book for me to press into his hands, a book that would have helped him to understand and accept himself—and that might even have helped his loved ones to understand and accept, too.

This book is for that boy.

It’s also for the homemaker and mother who phoned the Donahue show during a discussion of gay issues to say in a sympathetic voice that she didn’t know or understand much about homosexuality, and was in fact confused about it, but wanted to learn about it.

It’s for all the heterosexuals who have complained at some time or another that they’re “sick and tired of these gays pushing their sex lives in our faces.”

It’s for the woman who stood up at a 1992 meeting of the anti-gay Oregon Citizens Alliance and wept about the “spread” of homosexuality in America. To quote Robert E. Sullivan Jr.’s report in The New Republic: “‘I think of the kids, and in twenty years from now, how it will all be,’ she says, her eyes welling up. ‘And I just. I just …’ The woman can’t go on.”

It’s for the audience member who said on the Jackie Mason show that “teaching that homosexuality is normal … you twist a child’s mind.”

It’s for the straight woman who, on a TV news report about gays in the military, was seen confronting Margarethe Cammermeyer, a former army colonel and Vietnam vet who had been dismissed for being a lesbian. Her voice quavering, the straight woman shrieked that gays and lesbians posed a threat to her family and to America, a country for which she would gladly give her life. Cammermeyer turned to her and replied in a polite, calm voice, “I almost did give my life for it.” In sincere terror, the woman barked back, “I wish you had!” and stalked away.

It’s for a friend of mine, a gay conservative writer, who, when I ranted over dinner about the anti-gay rhetoric at the 1992 Republican convention, said quietly, “It’s best not to talk about these things.”

It’s for the kind, soft-spoken member of the radical direct-action group Queer Nation who said to me over another dinner, “I wish I could burn down every church in America.”

It’s for Bill Clinton, whose support for gay rights as a presidential candidate inspired countless American homosexuals, and whose backing away from that support in the months after his inauguration strongly disheartened them. Three days before becoming president, Clinton said, “Let us build an American home for the twenty-first century where everyone has a place at the table and not a single child is left behind.” The vision lives, even if Clinton’s dedication to it has seemed to waver.

It’s for the children of people like Dan Quayle and Pat Buchanan. For those children’s sake, I hope they’re not gay: homosexuality is not an easy row to hoe, especially when you’ve got parents like Quayle and Buchanan. For the country’s sake, I sometimes wish those kids were gay: it might help their fathers to understand how needless are the divisions they promote, how false the myths they perpetuate, and how unwittingly cruel their casual condemnations.

For the present divisions are needless. Especially at a time when the nation and the world face crucial problems, arguing about homosexuality and gay rights is a waste of time, energy, money, and emotion. To many heterosexuals, such as that bemused Donahue caller, homosexuality is a new and peculiar issue. But homosexuals have always been here. The chief difference is that in earlier times homosexuals led more or less secretive personal lives. Many were married and satisfied their sexual longings on the sly, with strangers. Often driven to severe neurosis by society’s opprobrium, they lived in terror of arrest, exposure, disgrace. Today homosexuals are increasingly honest with themselves and others about their sexual orientation. As a consequence of this openness, heterosexuals are gradually becoming aware of the large numbers of homosexuals living among them. For many heterosexuals, especially those who have been touched closely by it—who have learned, in other words, that a friend or relative is gay—this openness has resulted in increased understanding and tolerance. For others, who may have experienced this openness only at a distance—that is, by seeing TV news stories about gay protesters or AIDS patients—it has been a cause of discomfort and confusion.

This discomfort and confusion have been exploited by certain reactionaries, notably leaders of the so-called religious right, who have spread lies about what homosexuality is and about what the gay-rights movement seeks to achieve. What it seeks, quite simply, is to abolish the inequities that homosexuals have to live with and that make it difficult and dangerous for them to live honestly. The point that has been lost amid all the rhetoric is that whatever anti-gay reactionaries may do, whatever laws they manage to enact or block or repeal, they cannot keep a single gay person from being gay; they can only keep him from being honest about it. And that dishonesty is not in anyone’s interest, no matter what they may think. Dishonesty about homosexuality only breeds ignorance—and as a result of that ignorance, hate is sown in places where there might be love, distrust where there might be understanding, antagonism and violence where there might be harmony and peace. It is, indeed, dishonesty—both on the part of professional bigots who deliberately misrepresent homosexuality and on the part of the majority of gays who, feeling compelled by the ubiquity of prejudice to hide their homosexuality, have rendered themselves powerless to challenge those false representations—that has kept most Americans confused and ill-informed about the basic truths of homosexuality and gay life.

I wrote this book because I am the last homosexual who I ever thought would write a book about homosexuality. I’m a poet, usually classified as an elitist practitioner of “New Formalism,” and a literary critic, generally lumped together with certain neoconservative intellectuals. I’m a monogamous, churchgoing Christian. I wrote this book, in short, be cause I am a member of what must be called—much as I hate to borrow a phrase from our thirty-seventh President—the “silent majority” of homosexuals. One of the things that characterize us silent gays is that, unlike the more visible minority of gays, we tend not to consider ourselves “members” of anything. Some of us are thoroughly closeted; others, though fully open about our homosexuality, simply don’t think of it as defining us, as explaining everything about us. Yet as the debate over homosexuality has escalated, some of us have grown increasingly impatient—impatient with the lies that are being told about us by antigay crusaders; impatient with the way in which TV news shows routinely illustrate gay-rights stories by showing videotape of leathermen and drag queens at Gay Pride Day marches; and impatient with the way in which many self-appointed spokespeople for the gay population talk about the subject. (These “professional gays” often describe homosexuality in such a way that I, for one, can hardly recognize it.) Some of us silent gays have been so vexed by all this, in fact—and have, frankly, grown exasperated at ourselves for failing to contribute to the public dialogue on homosexuality and gay rights and, through our silence, making possible that dialogue’s ugliness and fatuity—that we have stopped being silent. For to some of us, it has seemed increasingly clear that we have an obligation—to ourselves, to the general public, and to the young people whose personal discoveries will begin tomorrow and next year and the year after that—to stand up and speak our minds and correct the false images, even at the risk of seeming to become “professional gays” ourselves.

Yet most mainstream gays have remained silent. A gay acquaintance who is active in conservative politics recently described to me the panel discussion on sexuality that he’d attended at the 1993 National Review conference in Washington, D.C. On the panel was Andrew Sullivan, the gay editor of The New Republic, who had spoken up for tolerance, gay marriage, and so on. “How did the audience respond?” I asked. “They were hostile,” my acquaintance replied. “There were a lot of negative remarks.” “Didn’t anybody agree with him?” I asked. “Well, of course,” my acquaintance said, shooting me a look to indicate that plenty of gay conservatives had been in attendance. “But they didn’t say anything.”

They didn’t say anything. In recent years, I’ve worked up the nerve to complain to associates of mine when they publish things I consider homophobic. A favorite way of responding to such complaints is to contrast my objections with another gay writer’s acquiescence: “Well, X is gay and he doesn’t seem to have a problem with this article.” What they don’t know, and what I’m not free to tell them, is that I’ve just spent the better part of an hour on the phone with X, listening to him gripe bitterly about the article in question and bemoan his own cowardice.

“You’re braver than I am,” said a gay conservative writer who has composed some of the boldest critical essays of our time, but who, he confessed to me, was too scared to mention the subject of homosexuality to an editor with whom he’d worked, and had a very friendly relationship, for decades. The editor in question had recently published an article on homosexuality and gay rights that was seriously misinformed and that seemed designed to inflame anti-gay prejudice. A few strong words from the gay writer might have struck at the editor’s conscience, might have helped him to understand just how wrong, and how hurtful, that article was. Yet the writer remained silent, and continued on friendly terms with the editor. Who, I could not help wondering, was the more guilty party: the gay writer or the editor?

This book is intended to be a meditation, not a manifesto—though I suspect it will be something of both. In any event, my aim is to address the questions at hand with reason, not rancor. On the part of many “professional gays,” there has been too much invective and too little effort to explain and clarify; on the part of anti-gay bigots, there has been too little effort to understand, to see beyond prejudice and stereotype, to walk in the other party’s shoes. On both sides there have been too many threats and condemnations, too many voices indulging in angry and divisive rhetoric that has served only to perpetuate an atmosphere of confrontation. For the issue of sexual orientation seems to bring out the very worst in many otherwise civilized people. Ordinarily kind and compassionate heterosexuals are confronted with homosexuals and turn startlingly malicious. Ordinarily polite and intelligent gay men come together to “act up” and reveal a dismaying capacity for counterproductive foolishness.

Indeed, the rhetorical battlefield has sometimes appeared to be occupied almost exclusively by extremist demagogues—by far-right fundamentalist superpatriots without an ounce of Christian charity or respect for American liberties, and by radical gay activists who respond to anti-gay attacks by issuing wholesale condemnations of capitalism and Christianity. At one end of the spectrum, encouraging the idea that homosexuality represents a threat to marriage, the family, democratic values, and Christian faith, are people like the Reverend Walter Alexander of Reno’s First Baptist Church, who has said that “we should do what the Bible says and cut their [homosexuals’] throats”; at the other end, a handful of radical gay activists who believe that marriage, the family, democratic values, and Christian faith are, by definition, a threat to them, and who consequently, in a perverse manifestation of their own fear and hate, enjoy fueling the notion that homosexuality in turn represents a threat to mainstream institutions and precepts. “Both sides agree that there is no middle ground,” wrote Chris Bull in a 1992 article in The Advocate, a gay magazine. Bull quoted Steve Sheldon of the antigay Traditional Values Coalition: “It’s a holy war that can have only one winner.” This impression is fortified by the policies of issues-oriented talk shows, which tend to favor heated confrontations between inflexible radicals over productive dialogue between reasonable moderates. Discussing the national debate over the military’s ban on gays, the host of a Southern California radio phone-in program explained to a reporter that “we lean toward more combative people for the sake of the show.”

More than with any other issue of comparable importance, the loudest voices on both sides rely in their arguments not upon common sense, reason, and democratic principle but upon the exploitation of negative emotions, chiefly fear and anger. Radical gay activists trade on the antagonism of many homosexuals toward the parents who rejected them, toward the bigots who insult them on the street, and toward the men of power who treat them as second-class citizens; professional gay-bashers, for their part, trade on the ill-informed fears and suspicions that haunt the minds of millions of otherwise decent heterosexuals. In a strange way, these two fellowships—the radical gay activists and the professional gay-bashers—may be seen as integral components of a closed system, each needing the other for its own existence.

There are in fact people on both sides whose self-images, as well as their careers, depend on preserving the antagonistic status quo—heterosexuals who (in many cases because of their own sexual insecurity) have a psychological need to denounce homosexuals loudly and insolently and at every opportunity, and homosexuals who (in many cases because of the self-doubt often fostered by prejudice) have a psychological need to proclaim their homosexuality, also loudly and insolently and at every opportunity. The excesses of one side fuel the rhetoric of the other. Rather than concentrate on correcting the grotesque public image of gay life and on working to enable gays to live responsibly under the protection of the law, many radical gay activists perpetuate at every turn the widespread view of homosexuals as freaks, outlaws, sex addicts, and sexual exhibitionists. Anti-gay propagandists, in turn, make use of videotapes of the fringe element on display at Gay Pride Day marches to support their argument that homosexuality poses a threat to America. Radical gay activists, in turn, assert the need for extreme action by pointing to the threat represented by gay-bashers. And so on, in an endless angry circle.

In pointing out the existence of this circle, to be sure, I do not mean to draw a moral equation between homophobia and the response to it by certain gays. Nor, in criticizing various aspects of gay activism and of that marginal but obtrusive phenomenon that I shall refer to in these pages as the gay subculture, do I mean for an instant to equate the manners and methods of even the most shrill and obnoxious gay activist with the malicious and menacing lies of the most soft-spoken and gentleseeming anti-gay propagandist. If I am tough on the gay subculture and on some gay activists, it is not because I consider myself morally superior to or in some essential way different from those whom I am criticizing, but precisely because I identify with them; for however much I may differ from them in other particulars, I share with them the knowledge of what it is like to live as a homosexual in a society that considers homosexuals contemptible and unworthy of equal rights under the law. To live day after day with such knowledge imposes remarkable stresses that can generate a variety of reactions, ranging from the gay protester who screams at the top of his voice, “We’re here! We’re queer!” to the mild-mannered husband and father who keeps his homosexuality forever a secret.

Like most homosexuals, I can empathize deeply with both the livid protester and the closeted husband, for I have known both the impulse to rage and the urge to retreat. Most gays have. But I also know that to succumb to either of these temptations under the pressure of society’s opprobrium, however great, is neither wise nor responsible. Such capitulation is not in my own interest; it is not in the interest of homosexuals in general; and it is not in the interest of society at large. If I sometimes seem impatient with some gays, then, for having responded to prejudice in fractious or foolish ways, let it be understood that my impatience is the impatience of identification and that my motivating concern is not only my welfare but theirs. Let no reader of this book forget for a moment, moreover, that the aspects of the gay subculture and of gay activism that come in for criticism in these pages are not intrinsic aspects of homosexuality but are invariably the manifestations of institutionalized prejudice. In criticizing some aspects of the gay subculture and gay activism, in short, I am not attacking homosexuals or homosexuality; rather, I am deploring the effects of that prejudice on a segment of the gay population.

If on the other hand I appear to be extremely patient with certain homophobes, it is because I’ve come to realize that many of those whose attitudes toward homosexuality seem to me and other homosexuals to be extremely vicious and hurtful don’t themselves realize how vicious and hurtful they are. On the contrary, they consider themselves to be decent, respectable, and sensitive, and in fact many of them are, so long as they’re not dealing with people whom they know to be homosexual. I think that the attitudes of most of these people toward homosexuality spring from ignorance and fear and thoughtlessness and sheer habit, and that one stands a better chance of getting through to such people— of helping them, that is, to see the injustice and insensitivity of prejudices that they have taken for granted all their lives—if one addresses their best side rather than their worst and speaks to them calmly, sensibly, and politely.

Yet, as I say, it should not be forgotten that the angry circle I have described begins with anti-gay prejudice, to which the ire of some gay activists is a thoroughly understandable response. In some circumstances, as I know very well, anger is not easy to avoid. Reading the paper or watching television or simply going about my daily business, I often find myself growing angry over the way homosexuality is thought about, talked about, and argued about. I grow angry at slick Sunday morning televangelists who condemn me as a sinner; angry at militant gays on talk shows who deliberately antagonize heterosexual Americans by equating homosexuality with radicalism or promiscuity; angry at professional anti-gay agitators who draw the same equations; angry at secretly gay married men for using their wives and children as smoke screens; angry at ordinary middle-class people of the kind I grew up around in Queens, New York, for their horror of homosexuality; and even angry, sometimes, and unfairly, at well-meaning folks who, without any malicious intent, say things that wound. Day by day I am tempted to explode in anger, and day by day I fight the temptation, because I know that—with the exception of a few twisted or malevolent or ruthlessly ambitious people, gay and straight, who have made careers out of willfully spreading disinformation and hate—everyone on every side is operating out of fear, or ignorance, or both.

Part of what makes this vicious circle so hard to break is the highly distorted view of homosexuality and the gay-rights struggle held by many heterosexuals. This distorted view, promulgated by hatemongers, has not been countered effectively by, and has in fact been strongly reinforced by, the actions and public statements of many radical gay activists. A key element in all this is the fact that the modern gay-rights movement burst into prominence as an element of the 1960s counterculture and continues to bear its marks. Let it be said—and never forgotten—that for all the vanity and imprudence that many of us associate with 1960s culture and politics, the decade’s emancipatory atmosphere encouraged homosexuals to stand up for themselves as never before. Indeed, it is hard to imagine a large-scale gay-rights movement springing to life in less reckless times, for, before the movement began to change things, saying “I’m homosexual” in public was an almost insanely reckless thing to do. There is no question, then, but that the silent majority of gays owe a huge debt of gratitude to the drag queens who, by challenging the right of police to raid a Greenwich Village gay bar in 1969 and arrest people simply for being there, turned what had been a small-scale movement, begun in California in the 1950s, into a high-profile international crusade.

But the movement has suffered ever since from the counterculture’s baleful influence. Instead of endeavoring to secure domestic-partnership legislation, the most visible gay activists of the 1970s and early ’80s made almost a sacred cause out of the right of gay men to anonymous and promiscuous sex. Even during the AIDS crisis, some activists in New York, San Francisco, and Los Angeles have mounted the barricades to oppose attempts to close bathhouses, which they describe as centers of “gay culture,” at the same time deriding committed homosexual relationships as bourgeois, conformist, reactionary.

Partly because they are hesitant, moreover, to do anything that would smack even remotely of the sort of repression that homosexuals suffer at the hands of the mainstream culture, the fringe elements of the gay population have failed in large part to set moral standards for themselves, with the result that every year, at the Gay Pride Day march in New York, anti-gay agitators are provided with yet another opportunity to photograph the North American Man-Boy Love Association banner for propaganda purposes. The fact that the NAMBLA contingent routinely consists of no more than a half-dozen of the two hundred thousand or so marchers by no means mitigates the offensiveness of allowing them in the parade in the first place.

Such extreme phenomena have helped to spread among heterosexuals an appalling, and profoundly distorted, image of homosexuality—and, indeed, to yoke the very idea of homosexuality, in the minds of many, with the most far-out images of the 1960s counterculture. Radical gay activists’ advancement of the notion that homosexuals are a socially, culturally, and politically homogeneous group, furthermore, has made it harder for many heterosexuals to see gays as individuals, and in particular to make distinctions between the largely invisible millions of gays who lead more or less conventional lives and the conspicuous few who don’t.

For these reasons, it is much more difficult than it might otherwise be to convince heterosexuals that nothing about homosexuality is intrinsically contrary to their values. Indeed, the fringe elements of the gay population have so skewed the popular image of homosexuality that most straight people tend to regard causes that are essentially conservative—such as gay marriage—as radical.

Until very recently, there were few fulfilling options for a man who discovered himself to be homosexual. He could pretend that he was heterosexual—perhaps even marry and have children—and either (a) spend his life tormented by suppressed feelings and by the knowledge that he was living a lie or (b) lead a clandestine second life, sneaking off to one-night stands with other men, married or unmarried, who also were leading clandestine second lives. There was a third possibility: falling in love with a man and making a home with him. Though laws and social conventions made this a difficult, even dangerous proposition, some managed to carry it off anyway. But they lived on tenterhooks; they were as secretive about their private lives as enemy spies; they risked losing everything—job, home, social position, even freedom—if someone who didn’t like their homosexuality decided to make an issue of it and expose them.

Until recent decades, therefore, few homosexuals dared to lead such lives. This is the central irony of gay history: that laws and social conventions regarding homosexuality have long had the effect of discouraging monogamous relationships and of encouraging covert one-night stands. The Gay Liberation movement of the 1970s did much more to extend the opportunities for the practice of indiscriminate sex than it did to change the conditions that made committed gay relationships legally, socially, and professionally problematic. Indeed, far from helping to foster among young people who discovered themselves to be gay the self-knowledge, self-respect, and sexual self-discipline that would make possible meaningful, enduring relationships, the mentality cultivated by the Gay Liberation movement tended to induce such young people to throw self-discipline to the winds; self-knowledge, they were led to believe, mattered less than self-expression, self-respect less than self-indulgence.

As some homosexuals gradually became more candid about their homosexuality with friends and colleagues, however, levels of tolerance did rise gradually. A New York Times/CBS News poll taken in March 1993 showed that 36 percent of Americans consider homosexuality “an acceptable alternative life style,” 46 percent support legalization of homosexual relations between consenting adults, and 78 percent support equal job opportunities for gays. Though these statistics suggest that homophobia remains the nation’s most enduring form of prejudice, they are nonetheless encouraging: certainly tolerance is greater than it was a generation or two ago. Things have improved. People are more enlightened. Today, because of this tolerance and the legal safeguards that it has made possible in some jurisdictions, the possibilities for gay lives are somewhat less restricted. A gay man can still marry and live a lie. He can still lead a clandestine second life. But he also has the option of living, either alone or with a companion, as a more or less openly gay man.

If he does this, he will be said by some to be leading a “gay lifestyle.” But this is a misleading term, for there is no one “gay lifestyle,” any more than there is a single monolithic heterosexual lifestyle. There is in fact a spectrum of “gay lifestyles.” Near one extreme one might imagine a gay man whose sense of identity is centered upon the fact of his sexual orientation, and whose tastes, opinions, and modes of behavior conform almost perfectly to every stereotype. Born into a more or less ordinary family in Wisconsin or Missouri or Georgia, he lives in a small walk-up apartment in a gay ghetto like Greenwich Village or West Hollywood or San Francisco’s Castro district. He holds down a job that is marginal and at least vaguely artistic; he socializes almost exclusively with other homosexuals; he dines in gay restaurants, dances at gay clubs, and drinks at gay bars; and his reading matter consists largely of gay-oriented magazines and of novels by and about gays. His “lifestyle” (if you want to use that word) would probably be considered aggressively nonconformist by most Americans, his politics uncomfortably left-wing; his manner of dress would probably draw stares on the main street of the average American town or city. He is active in at least one AIDS-related organization—either a social-service group like Gay Men’s Health Crisis or an activist group like Queer Nation, or both.

Toward the other end of the spectrum one might imagine a gay couple that most heterosexuals would not even recognize as gay. They live not in a predominantly gay community but in an ordinary neighborhood in a big or small city, suburb, or town. One may be a doctor and the other a business executive, or one a garbageman and the other a cop. They don’t spend much time in gay bars or clubs, and they don’t read gay newspapers and magazines; they dress conservatively, and have more straight friends than gay friends. Their politics would be described by most people as conservative or middle-of-the-road; both of them voted twice for Reagan and twice for Bush. (Despite Bill Clinton’s unprecedented support of gay rights and the, attacks on homosexuality by many leading Republicans, about one-fifth of American gays still pulled the levers in 1992 for Bush-Quayle.) They may send a check every year to Gay Men’s Health Crisis or to a gay lobbying group like the Human Rights Campaign Fund, but they are not, in any real sense, politically active. In its essentials, their “lifestyle” is indistinguishable from that of most heterosexual couples in similar professional and economic circumstances.

For young gay men who have been rejected by their families and who feel estranged from (and perhaps even scared of or angry at) the mainstream culture, a gay ghetto like Greenwich Village—which is, in a way, a world within a world, with its own political and social and cultural norms—can feel like a godsend. It’s a place where they can feel safe and loved, or at least not hated; for many, it’s the first place where they can really feel at home. Living among other homosexuals can help dispel their fear and loneliness, and help them to avoid many of the insults, intentional or not, that homosexuals who live outside gay ghettos frequently experience.

For other homosexuals, however, living in a gay ghetto is not a desirable option. Like most adult heterosexuals, most adult homosexuals simply don’t want such a life. They were raised in conventional middleclass homes in conventional middle-class neighborhoods, and they want to spend their lives in similar homes and neighborhoods, and they don’t see why being gay should prevent them from doing so. Nor do they like the idea of inhabiting an exclusively, or even mostly, gay world: such a world feels artificial to them, feels like an escape from reality. They want to live in the real world, to have straight as well as gay friends. They recognize that they are widely despised and are in many respects considered second-class citizens under the law, but they don’t want to be rebels. They may believe, too, that the only way to exercise a positive influence on heterosexuals’ attitudes toward homosexuality is to live among them, not apart from them.

There is a broad cultural divide, and often considerable hostility, between gays who tend toward the two extremes of the spectrum. We might call them, at the risk of drastic oversimplification, “subculture-oriented gays” and “mainstream gays.” Some subculture-oriented gays accuse mainstream gays of “acting straight,” the assumption here being that it comes naturally to all gays to speak and walk and act in a certain way, and that if you do otherwise you are suppressing your natural self; some mainstream gays, for their part, shake their heads at the stereotypical gestures and mannerisms of some subculture-oriented gays, which they see as a pathetic manifestation of the gay subculture’s lockstep mentality. Some subculture-oriented gays like to say that mainstream gays, by conforming to societal norms, are smothering their “gayness” and demonstrating self-hatred; some mainstream gays argue that, on the contrary, the stereotypical behavior and attire of many subculture-oriented gays represent the ultimate in self-hating conformity, and provide a quintessential example of the stifling of individual distinctions in favor of group values and conventions. Subculture-oriented gays often blame anti-gay prejudice on mainstream gays who refuse to put themselves on the line for gay rights and to make their sexual orientation known to their neighbors and co-workers; mainstream gays often blame anti-gay prejudice on subculture-oriented gays whose way of life only confirms heterosexuals’ sense that homosexual men are a bunch of silly, effeminate, and irresponsible nonconformists. Politically, subculture-oriented gays specialize in confrontational activism; mainstream gays work within the system. Subculture-oriented gays ridicule mainstream gays as prisoners of the closet; mainstream gays retort that subculture-oriented gays are prisoners of the ghetto.

Let it be understood that the great majority of homosexuals fall between these two extremes and combine various aspects of both. There are radical gays who are fiercely devoted to their life partners, and publicly closeted right-wing politicians (like the late Roy Cohn) who are very promiscuous. It’s safe to say, however, that the average gay man comes far closer, in most respects, to the mainstream end of the spectrum. For the great majority of gays, as an acquaintance of mine has remarked, the subculture is not something you live in—it’s something you go to. Some may go to it several times a week, some less than once a year.

To say that the subculture is “something you go to” may be misleading, however, for the subculture is not a place—not a “gay ghetto” like Greenwich Village or West Hollywood. (It is possible to be a gay man in Greenwich Village without buying into the subculture at all.) Nor would I use the term as an exact synonym for the “gay community.” No, when I speak of the gay subculture I am describing a way of thinking, a philosophy of being, a set of ideas about politics, high culture, pop culture, society, religion, manners, fashion, and above all sex—ideas inside of which a relatively small proportion of gay people spend their entire adult lives, inside of which many others spend a good deal of their adult lives, and with which virtually every gay man has some sort of relationship, whether of attraction or repulsion or (most often) some complex combination of the two. The subculture is a cocoon, a nest, inside of which its most fervent partisans seek to protect themselves from the larger world—their victimization by which is a central fact of their identity and the chief tenet of their common sensibility.

To be a subculture-oriented gay, then, is to center one’s identity on one’s homosexuality. Naturally, many people who do this soon discover considerable individual differences between themselves and other homosexuals. Instead of learning from this the limitations of descriptive labels, however, some—ever in search of a label that will fit them perfectly, explain every last thing about them, and incorporate all the elements of their identity on account of which they feel themselves to have been victimized—react by labeling themselves still further, descending from the category of “gay” into some even more confining subcategory that they share with an even smaller, more tightly embraced group of brothers and/or sisters. So it is that a contributor’s note to a recent article in a gay magazine identified its author as “co-founder of … a queer people of color media production company.” Similarly, an announcement of a New York poetry reading explained that the participants had all been published in an anthology of “lesbian, gay & bisexual Asian/Pacific American Writers.” Such Balkanization may seem a harmless means of self-affirmation, but in practice it is more often not only personally but (for an artist) creatively constricting. The narrower the subcategory, the more likely it is to demand not only allegiance to one’s fellow members but suspicion of nonmembers. Ultimately, then, such Balkanization of identity can have grievous consequences. It was this kind of labelconsciousness, after all, that caused the Chicago chapter of the directaction group ACT UP to separate in 1992 into two factions—one for HIV-positive members and one for HIV-negative members.

Granted, even gays who reject the dictates of the subculture can feel a certain sense of fellowship in the company of other homosexuals. This sense of fellowship is founded partly on a shared awareness that most heterosexuals (even if not strictly prejudiced) view homosexuality as bizarre or at least in some way distancing, and partly on the fact that many homosexuals, having been rejected by their parents, want desperately to see the gay community as a perfectly accepting and nonjudgmental substitute family. Even homosexuals who are profoundly wary of the subculture and cynical about the idea of the gay community as a family can be swayed occasionally into a feeling of kinship by the subculture’s more appealing aspects—such as the dance that used to take place on the night of every Gay Pride Day on New York’s Christopher Street pier. (In 1993, the dance was relocated from the pier to the nearby waterfront.) Yet it is excessive to speak, as some do, about gay “brotherhood.” Certainly too many naïve young gay people, wholeheartedly crediting the subculture rhetoric about the brotherhood of all gay people, have suffered terribly because they were too quick to trust a stranger who happened to be gay. It is often claimed that gay bars, where members of upper-class WASP families mingle with Puerto Rican janitors, are the perfect democracy. But mingling in a pickup bar is hardly a good example of the sort of mutual respect that democracy seeks to encourage, and one-night stands do not erase socioeconomic barriers. The fact is that things work essentially the same way in gay bars as they do in straight bars: the beautiful and the moneyed tend to get what they want, and God help the rest.

Homosexuality does not, by its nature, carry with it certain habits, tastes, mannerisms, politics, or sexual mores. Just as carbon chemically reacts with other elements to produce a wide variety of compounds, none of which looks or feels like carbon, so homosexuality interacts with other factors to produce a wide variety of individuals. Its presence always makes a difference, but so do other things. Homosexuality itself doesn’t circumscribe, it contributes; it doesn’t commit all gay individuals to a single path in life, it merely exerts an influence on the distinctive course traveled by each individual.

The gay subculture—which I shall discuss at some length in the third section of this book—does not see things this way. It disdains the notion of individual identity and takes a reductive, narrowly deterministic view of homosexuality. It believes that there are correct and incorrect ways of being gay. For the subculture, homosexuality is not simply a fact of sexual orientation but also an act of sexual emancipation, political rebellion, social experimentation, and cultural self-assertion. If the subculture has increasingly embraced the word “queer” in recent years, it is because the word is better than “homosexual” or “gay” at suggesting the subculture’s notion of homosexuality as something that makes one essentially different, eternally the Other. The subculture is stubborn in its insistence that it knows what homosexuality is: homosexuality is what it sees when it looks in the mirror. For this reason, the subculture can be intolerant. It welcomes you, but on its own terms; it accepts you, but exacts a price. As gay visibility has grown steadily over the past couple of decades, the subculture, with its narrow sense of what it means to be gay, has played a key role in defining homosexuality for the general public. Subculture-oriented gays visit schools to talk to young people about “gay life,” by which they mean gay life as it is understood by the subculture. They develop university-level Gay Studies programs in which the subculture’s view of homosexuality is presented to students, gay and straight, as the definitive truth about the subject. Subculture-oriented gays form political action groups that tell politicians what gay voters want.

And they do other things:

• Some make media curiosities of themselves, all the while telling America that they are what being gay is about. In the past couple of years, with the rising prominence of homosexuality and gay rights as political issues, self-styled gay spokespeople have turned up more and more frequently, in increasingly conspicuous venues. At the 1992 Democratic convention, for example, a drag queen who identified himself as Queer Nation presidential candidate Joan Jett Blakk was quoted as saying: “I heard the delegates voting for ‘other’ and I just knew they meant me. I was clearly the most ‘other’ Ms. Thang on the convention floor.” To read this quotation from Blakk was to wonder why such a person, who presents himself as a representative of the gay population, insists on playing the fool, the absurd outsider; the whole idea of gay politics, after all, should be to stop heterosexuals from thinking of gays as the most “other” thing around.

Dismaying in much the same way was a network-news “town meeting” with Ross Perot at which the standout, in the otherwise polite and neatly dressed audience, was a shrill, effeminate man who, when called upon, jumped to his feet, announced that he was gay—in order, it was clear, to invoke the authority of his victimhood—and proceeded to attack Perot, whom he called a “pint-sized tyrant,” for reportedly firing a gay employee. One did not have to be a Perot supporter to find the man’s combative tone inappropriate and his use of the term “pint-sized” unnecessary (not to mention surprising, under the circumstances, for its lack of political correctness). It was hardly a major incident, but to at least one TV viewer that night it seemed depressingly typical of gay image-making in our time.
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