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Part One
Being Gay
•
1
This is an exciting time for gay people. There is a change in how we are viewed in the world. After being forced into punishing shadows in most of the world for too long, we now are being seen, recognized and appreciated. We are demanding our full civil rights and they are being granted—at least in enlightened nations. Even in places still ruled by ugly traditions of bigotry, overdue awareness is dawning. Since gay marriage is becoming normal, a woman may speak of her wife and a man may speak of his husband without anticipating an ignorant, rude response.
Being a gay man, woman, girl or boy is not common or ordinary but, like having blue eyes, blond hair, great artistic talent or being left-handed, it is absolutely natural. Gay people have been present on this planet, in all times, in all places, throughout all of human history. Sometimes gay men and lesbians are more visible and sometimes less so. It depends upon the extent to which we are welcomed and appreciated.
A friend met a man on an airplane who said that he had made the mistake of assuming that very few people are gay “and if they are you can tell.” He had also assumed that any woman with a wedding ring has a husband and any man wearing one has a wife. He learned a lesson at his international business meeting. It was there that a Norwegian woman mentioned her wife.
“Then I found out the guy from Boston has a husband, the California guy got married in San Francisco and is retiring and moving to Belgium with his husband, the gal from Barcelona is engaged and getting married to a woman from Canada and my Amsterdam tour guide and his husband are planning to have kids with a pair of married lesbians who are their friends.”
He felt ashamed for having believed marriage could only be between a man and a woman, he said. “I’m sure I sounded like a little parrot saying just what my senators and preacher said. Dumb as wood. I just woke up. The world has enough misery without going out of our way to make trouble for people who want to get on with their lives like anyone else.”
A good cautionary tale. Truth unbalances the presumed reality of people who have failed to question assumptions that rest on prejudice. Anyone who looks will find that gay people are many and varied. Some of us are cowardly, some heroic but most of us are ordinary individuals, sometimes forced into extraordinary behavior in order to maintain our integrity. Most of us do not call attention to ourselves.
Anyone who is aware of lesbians and gay men in the world will notice that we are most visible in those places where civic leaders and lawmakers show that they appreciate individual differences in the population and are sufficiently enlightened to understand that only progressive areas which celebrate diversity reap the rewards that diverse cultures contribute. Where top-down, authoritarian governments and religions demand conformity, we are less visible. Where these repressive regimes decree that we do not exist and promise punishments of expulsion, imprisonment, torture or death to anyone who proves them wrong, we must be assured of discretion and consideration of our safety before we reveal ourselves and become visible.
In the more progressive nations of Europe as well as in South Africa and the more forward looking states of the United States, gay couples may choose to marry and secure equality of civil rights. In some nations and those U. S. states not yet free of habitual authoritarian political/religious bigotry, the word married is reserved for heterosexual unions (as if thereby recognizing some sort of superiority). In the spirit of segregation’s separate but equal doctrine, “domestic partnership” or “civil union” may be offered to gay couples who formalize their union and obtain an approximation of equal civil rights.
Top-down, authoritarian rulers and religious leaders fear us, with good reason. We are not conformists. We break rules in order to express our love. They cannot see us. They do not understand us. They do not appreciate our worth in society. When they threaten us, our protective caring for one another easily can cross whatever boundaries they choose to draw on their maps.
Letters have come to me from such places, thanking me for my work. These letters, sometimes smuggled across borders before being mailed, were written as a response to books that were smuggled across those same borders. These are acts of quiet courage that I have been unable to applaud appropriately because any direct communication might put the correspondent at risk.
Repressive political and religious rulers need to reinforce their self-serving delusions. They use stereotypes and prejudice to vilify any group which might lack loyalty and therefore prove a threat. Propagandists advertise the presumed faults and evils of the groups to be despised, making them seem to be responsible for any ill endured by the public. Poverty, war, food shortages, new ideas among the young, bad weather or epidemics routinely are blamed on the unfavored people.
Answering questions after a speech at Columbia University in New York City, the president of Iran stated that there were no homosexual people in Iran (causing a burst of incredulous laughter in response.) Before the collapse of the Soviet Union and its network of client states, the official party line was that gay people did not exist—and any who did appear were shipped away to labor camps or mental hospitals in order to “protect” the public. Yet soon after the Berlin Wall fell, announcing the beginning of the end for Russian-style communism in Europe, a Polish edition of Loving Someone Gay (Clark, Don. Lesbijki I Geje: Jak ich kochac, Przelozyl Jerzy Jaworski; Wydawnictwo Da Capo, Warszawa, 1995) appeared. People there were ready to translate, edit, publish and distribute such a book and others were ready to purchase and read it because, of course, gay people had been there all along.
We have been called many names in many languages, most of them are meant to be unflattering or shameful. Faggot and dyke continue to be favored by bigots in English speaking parts of the world where words such as nigger and kike are also used. French speaking people may use an abbreviation that sounds like payday in English and means pederast. Spanish speakers sometimes use mariposa which means butterfly and might bring up positive associations if one were to think of all that a butterfly represents. The sixteenth century English word faggot actually refers to a bundle of sticks used as kindling to fuel the fires that burned people alive at the stake, people killed because they were different. Their “different-ness” was assumed to be a supernatural gift or curse, endowing them with powers that could be used to do great harm. Today, as in centuries past, people who are different frighten people trained to narrow minded conformity. Panic, hysteria, vandalism, mob violence and murder result from the discomfort of such people.
Gay is the name for us that has taken root in most places around the world. It has origins in the nineteenth century and referred to people who deviated from the straight and narrow, first theatrical people and then prostitutes who were said to be in the gay life.
I once had the honor of introducing the gifted writer Christopher Isherwood to an audience. Picking his English-American words as carefully as one might expect, he looked out at the mostly gay assemblage and said he wanted to make it clear that “… while I can not always say truthfully that I am gay, I am certain at all times that I am queer.”
Politically active gays sometimes prefer to call themselves queer, thereby being clear in their language and robbing potential tormentors of a tool. More conservative gays sometimes simply refer to themselves as homosexuals which, again, points to the simple facet of their lives that makes narrow-minded people so uncomfortable.
As more of us claim our identity publicly and are recognized, mystery and misunderstanding disappear. A gay person is simply a man who is fully attracted to men more often than he is to women, or a woman who is fully attracted to women more often than she is to men. As a gay man I have the ability to experience and express that attraction in all ways, including sexually. It does not mean that I am indiscriminate or uncontrolled in my attractions, nor does it mean that I am never attracted in any way to women. It definitely does not mean that I hate women. Being gay is ability, not a disability.
Many lesbians and gay men have heterosexual experience. In fact many of us have been, or are at present, in heterosexual marriages and many of us have children. We are a varied population and can blend into the scenery. More of us today choose to stand up or come out, so as to make ourselves whole and fully known.
Unquestioned fears and prejudice in some places continue to drive us out of our communities and away from our families unfortunately. Those of us who survive this exile find role models and mentors among others of our kind. I wonder still what happened to the young American I met while I was a student passing through Paris in 1957. He and I, both caught in a sudden summer downpour, dashed from different directions for cover under the same blue awning. We waited while the thunder and lightning flashed around us with the dozen or so other people sharing the small but relatively dry space. We discovered that neither of us spoke French well but that we spoke English.
Later, he told me how he had been set adrift by his wealthy family when he told them who he was. He could go to Europe, Africa, Asia, New Zealand or Australia but he was not to return to North America. Checks arrived each month. The cover story at home was that he was attending college in France. As time went on, the story would change to an import business operating from wherever he happened to be living or traveling at the time. The hard fist of ostracism was no less cruel for being clothed in the glove of financial generosity.
Other young people are punished more directly. Boys and girls may be sent to unethical psychotherapists who claim that they can ”cure” homosexuality. Others are prayed over, exorcised, excommunicated or shunned according to the dictates of the family’s religion. Too many are hounded into misery and suicide, especially during adolescence. Humans are social animals and do not thrive when we are excluded.
Homophobia is a word that was first used by psychologist George Weinberg in his 1972 book, Society and the Healthy Homosexual. It suggests a phobic, irrational fear of people who are gay or primarily homosexual in orientation and, indeed, of anything having to do with homosexuality. Homophobia, like any phobia, can be subtle or blatant in its manifestation. People who are phobic about snakes may be made extremely uncomfortable when they come across a picture of a snake, though the picture clearly can do them no harm. When confronted by a live snake, they are apt to conceptualize the meeting as a “kill or be killed” encounter. They are unable to entertain the possibility that they are of little or no interest to the snake. Such people are covering some other fear or anxiety that is very personal and too unacceptable for them to face.
Homophobia may cover a person’s fear of his or her own homoerotic feelings. If those feelings are damned by family, friends and community, the last thing in the world that the individual wants is to admit such feelings into conscious awareness. It is easier to stay away from such awareness with a socially acceptable distraction. Of course, the perfect distraction is to join the crusade to punish overt queers. It is not logical and it is not rational. It is an irrational, illogical pathology driven by fear and the awesome power of buried anxiety.
Humans are peculiarly vulnerable to this sort of pathology because of our social nature and the consequent urge to stay in the good graces of our community. Such pathology makes it possible for a consensus to evolve that requires everyone to agree that the naked Emperor is indeed wearing fine garments, that the madness of ethnic cleansing is somehow justifiable, that Hitler’s Nazis were simply social reformers, that Jews are responsible for the world’s evils and that there was no Holocaust.
Scapegoating is an ancient, simple-minded trick of superstition, sometimes used by manipulative politicians, but also used by others in hurried desperation to quell fear, escape guilt or buy favor from presumed supernatural powers. A goat or a person can be sacrificed to appease an imagined angry god. When an as yet undetected and unnamed virus began its spread among gay men in the early 1980s, the first name given to the resulting symptoms was gay cancer, then GRID for Gay Related Immune Deficiency. Though the virus had been at work, unpublicized and unnamed, building in strength and number in other populations for uncounted years, many people, including those in positions of power, quickly and peculiarly assumed that the deadly disorder could only affect gay men and that it might be God’s punishment for their sins. Therefore, gay men could be sacrificed and investigative research into the problem could proceed at a leisurely inexpensive pace.
Blinded by bigotry, world health leaders failed to see, or chose not to see, that the disease would not follow the lines of their own social prejudice. It was not until the infection had savagely torn through the lives of thousands of gay men and their loved ones and proved its presence in all segments of the general population that governments began to spend more money on research, treatment and social aid—too little and too late for the countless thousands of people already suffering or dead, however.
If the virus had made headlines having to do with legislators of a powerful nation and been named Legislators’ Immune Deficiency or LID rather than GRID, the response would have been far swifter, the suffering and loss of life dramatically reduced. Instead, the ever-ready temptation to assign blame and to assuage fear by scapegoating permitted the virus to get a tenacious foothold around the world, creating a worldwide epidemic.
During the first decade of the AIDS epidemic in the U.S., there were influential people who, motivated by fear, hysteria, hatred, ignorance and prejudice, wanted all gay men to be forced to submit to an HIV test. Those who tested positive for the antibodies to the virus (indicating that they had been exposed to it) would be marked by a tattoo, quarantined and/or segregated in detention centers isolated far from the general population, thereby stripping them of property and civil rights. It did not happen in the United States but it was a seriously considered possibility. A similar isolation plan was instituted in nearby Cuba, however.
Today, rapid advances in the mapping of human genes and the reality of genetic engineering lurk as threats in a world where medical ethics shift with the prevailing political currents and prejudice based on difference remains the world’s most costly social disease. Gay people will continue to be born and to find one another, no matter how unwelcome. However, the nightmarish prospect of a deliberate attempt to abort gay people in utero is chilling and not entirely far-fetched. It could happen in a world that is so blinded to its need for differences that if flails and claws its way mindlessly toward its mediocrity and its own extinction.
Each new generation chooses its favored ingredients from the rich variety of human differences. These choices fashion new styles of adaptation that will identify theirs as distinctly different from all other previous generations. Sometimes, these newly incorporated differences are used to redress old wrongs, and thusly do human beings adapt to change as an evolving species, living on an evolving planet, in an evolving cosmology.
Riding from JFK Airport into Manhattan one day, I discovered that my driver was from Kenya. When I told her that I had gone to college with a young man from Kenya, she nearly drove us off the road when she heard his name. My former college acquaintance had become a very important person in that country. She was homesick for her village and her family, she told me, but glad that she had been able to relocate, first to France and then to the United States. She lived with her lover, a Greek woman, whom she had met in France.
“Our families would not think that we are doing the right thing,” she said. “They would think that we are crossing too many lines, plus no children—all of it very bad. But we are blessed. Look how lucky we are to have found one another when we were put on earth in such very different places. I know people like us are everywhere but I had to search to find my own special one. Maybe love is not enough to excuse breaking rules, but I think it’s got to be okay if you don’t hurt anybody with it. I have an uncle who would kill me if he found me, I think. He don’t appreciate me. Too bad for him.”
Indeed, too bad for him. And too bad for all of the other people in the world who would punish us for our affections because they neither accept nor appreciate us. Acceptance is a good first step, but appreciation is required ultimately.
I have been a clinical psychologist for more than half a century, specializing in work with gay people, their families and friends for most of those years. I have seen many people burdened unnecessarily when they try to follow irrational rules, betraying their own nature in an attempt to subdue innocent affections.
It is simply wrong to punish love. No matter how grandiose the intention or how delusional the excuse—whether the motive is to help the individual or to save all of humanity—it is wrong.
As the driver from Kenya said, we are everywhere. We have our place in the world. We are part of the balance that makes human variety work on this planet. Gay people are born every year in every part of the world and it is a better world because we are here. There is a great joy in being gay and it is a great joy to have the freedom to openly love someone gay. Our value in the human community of this world is being recognized and appreciated as is the injustice wrought by those who have tried to change us, contain us, control us or exterminate us.
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In recent years we have become more aware of the subtle ways in which minority groups are oppressed. It was not apparent to us earlier though the oppression then was even more harsh and damaging. Few dare notice how effectively such tools of oppression as presumed shame and guilt are used to justify keeping designated individuals in their disadvantaged place.
In February 2004 the mayor of San Francisco, California, Gavin Newsom, showed the United States and the world a new picture of gay love. Television, newspapers and magazines flashed pictures around the world of lesbians and gay male couples, some with their children, waiting in long lines to enter the ornate City Hall to obtain marriage licenses. The mayor had ordered city officials to issue the licenses without discrimination, disregarding gender. He also made the Hall’s beautifully restored Rotunda available for wedding ceremonies.
Thousands of gay couples were married before a court ordered a stop. Half a year later the state’s Supreme Court declared the licenses invalid. During that precious period gay youngsters saw pictures of joy that they might claim for themselves one day, pictures to counteract the pictures of a gay young man beaten and left to die alone on a wire fence in a deserted area in Wyoming, a young lesbian raped and beaten to death by a gang or a boy stabbed at school because he was suspected of being gay.
There are as many different kinds of gay people as there are different kinds of people. The only thing gay people have in common is our awareness that we are attracted in all ways, including sexually, to some people of the same gender. What we do with this awareness varies, as the following tales illustrate, but wherever prejudice against gay people is embraced a lonely emotional struggle is predictable.
Steve, a young African-American graduate student, grew up in privileged circumstances in the suburbs of Washington, D.C. His parents, both college educated and politically active, had responsible and visible positions in government. “There was no fitting in anywhere—except maybe sort of in the private schools my sister and I went to. My parents never talked about it and they worked hard, but they knew that their jobs were partly window dressing in a city where almost everyone is colored and poor and after the government offices let out, the people who can afford it run to the suburbs. I didn’t want to complicate their lives, or mine, by telling them that the reason I had to go to the bathroom so often in public places was so I could look for messages from my home planet scribbled on the walls. I knew who I was but not where I was from or where I was going. Fortunately, I never got caught looking and nobody read my mind. I split for New York and then California for school and just about exploded the first time I stepped into a gay club. I never told my parents or anyone else in the family anything until I met my man in graduate school and took him home for a ‘Guess who’s coming to dinner’ evening. They were nice about it—just treated it like any other kind of national disaster that will be taken care of in time. At least I wasn’t pierced or tattooed everywhere or anywhere—yes, they asked.”
Marie told me that her grandparents had emigrated to Peru from Russia and Finland. “Growing up blonde and tall in Peru was plenty different—more than different enough for me,” she said. When she was fourteen, she confessed her secret feelings of attraction to another girl her own age. “She was okay with it. Maybe neither of us fully understood what I was saying. It never got truly sexual, but we did a lot of hand holding and even some risky touching and “practice” kissing when no one was around. My pressure gauge was in the danger zone, though. I felt like I was waiting for an ax to fall. When the time came, I managed to persuade my parents to let me go to college in the States and when I had enough miles between me and them, I took a deep breath and came out to them in a letter. That was many years ago and they’re still shaking their heads and sorting it out. My mother’s mother is sure that I caught it from drinking water up north. My folks definitely valued being different in the sense of being superior but not being different like I was different. They’re sure I’m going to Hell. I used to think maybe I should just marry some nice guy, tell them I’d seen the light and let them have a happy old age. But I have a problem about lying.”
Alice’s parents were souvenir shopkeepers in London who became art dealers in a world where they were friendly with many gay people. When she was fifteen, Alice told them about her feelings for several of her female classmates. Her mother slapped her face and sent her to her room. When her father came home, he told her that they would pay for therapy “to get you straightened out” and that they did not want to hear another word from her on the topic until she was quite ready to introduce them to a suitable young man who interested her. “Twelve years, two nations, and five therapists later, I finally got really angry and started planning to have a life.”
Oscar was born in East Los Angeles soon after his parents had managed to cross the border illegally from Mexico. “It seemed like everybody within a mile of where we lived was related one way or another, so there was a lot of sleeping here and there when we were kids because all the parents were scrambling for work and had to park their kids wherever they could. I liked it a lot when other boys fooled around a little, and I noticed all the good looking guys in the neighborhood, but in school we had to be bad—we had to join a gang, be a serious jock, or look tough and busy enough to be left alone. If any guy was suspected of really liking other guys, his life was hell. I saw dancing on television and wanted to be a dancer, but I knew that was out. I managed to get myself into and through college with the help of a track scholarship. I got married right after school and got a job in a stock broker’s office. A little night grad school, lots of work and, before I knew it, we had a condo in a good neighborhood. I was a father of two boys, got taken on as a broker in a big firm and was able to help my family out. Of course, I had to dress well, go to lunches to charm clients, keep myself in good shape, go to the gym regularly and all of that. The locker room drove me crazy. Then I set the record for the youngest heart attack victim in the firm. This gave me some time out to look at myself and my life, and I realized how lonely I had always been and how many tears I never cried. I smiled my way all through school and into jobs and nobody ever knew who I was. I had a lot to untangle and explain to people, but I wasn’t ready to be dead.”
A gay person, like anyone else, begins his or her life being open and interested in the body, mind and emotions of all other nearby people, regardless of gender, but a prejudiced culture encourages people to tune out awareness of sensual and erotic interest in people of the same gender. It is not yet known why a certain percentage refuses or is unable to follow such cultural instruction. A few social scientists declared homosexual interests abnormal (and therefore wrong). They looked for causative factors. Their search was based on prejudice. They should have been looking for the reasons why other people do manage to follow the cultural dictum and tune out same gender feelings.
Had I not seen it in action so often, I would be surprised at how adept people, including scientists, are at hiding their prejudices from themselves. A friend told me about a vacation with his sister and his husband. He and Paul worked in the same hospital, which is where they met. While on the beach my friend’s sister met a man she liked and it was arranged that the four of them would have dinner together. The evening was going well when, in the course of conversation, her date asked, “So, how do you two guys know each other?”
“Paul and my brother work in the same hospital,” the sister answered a bit too quickly.
The next morning my friend asked her why she had introduced Paul in that way. “It seemed weird,” he told her. “Were you embarrassed about us?”
“Heavens, no!” she answered. “You know me better than that. But it’s none of his business. He doesn’t have to know everything right away.”
Or there is the paragraph in an otherwise nice letter, not unlike others, that I have received from someone who had been given one of my books as a gift. “I thank God that there are people like you in our world who are making life better for people like my uncle. He is one of the best men I have ever met in my life. My own two boys worship the ground he walks on to the extent that I have to reassure my wife many times that their loving him so much is not going to make them gay. I know now that it doesn’t work that way. Either they are or they’re not—and we know they’re not.”
If the writer was as enlightened as he thought that he had become, he would have had no reason to “reassure” himself or his wife. He would have known that it would be quite wonderful for his boys to have exactly the natural orientation they happened to have, gay or not. He would also know that there was no way of knowing what that orientation was, until and unless his sons chose to reveal their innermost feelings of affection and sexuality to him.
Like my friend’s sister, there is sometimes a superficial acceptance based on love for a particular individual who is gay, but culturally encouraged prejudice continues to lurk in the corners of the person’s mind. When it slips out there is a natural impulse to rationalize and excuse it while pushing it back into the shadows. And there it remains, causing unfounded judgments about people like that. “You’re just too sensitive sometimes,” my friend’s sister told him, relieving herself of responsibility.
There is no doubt that the writer of the letter loves his uncle and had done some difficult growing while learning to accept that his uncle is gay. The lurking anxiety that continues to nag at him is rooted in an unrecognized prejudice and in not knowing what might cause his sons to be gay.
The reasons why some people grow up gay and some non-gay are of no interest unless one presumes it desirable to alter one orientation or the other. As long as we assume that in the future, as in all centuries past, some people will continue to retain their sensuous and erotic interest in people of the same gender, we know that we will always have humans of every age, ethnic background and socio-economic status who are gay. Many would be happy to be rid of such labels as gay, queer, homosexual, or bisexual. I use gay to designate those of us who have refused the cultural instruction to rid ourselves of sexual interest in people of the same gender. I believe that in any place where prejudice against us continues to be manifest, we need our own separate identity until we are perceived as fully equal and can integrate with heterosexuals in a pluralistic society that appreciates diversity in sexual orientation.
Most gay people are aware of their same-gender interest, forbidden or not, early in life—some as far back as they can remember; for others it is later. I remember being in Florida at age four and watching an attractive male neighbor go into his outdoor shower stall wearing a bathing suit and carrying a bar of soap. I could see his head, arms, chest and legs as he turned on the shower and started to sing while he lathered himself. I was enchanted by the happy scene and felt a strange sweet feeling in the pit of my stomach. When his bathing suit fell to the floor and was then thrown over the top of the wooden shower stall door and he continued his singing and lathering, I had a strong urge to join him and help with the soaping. The erotic nature of the feeling is clear today. The scene reminds me of television commercials designed to sell soap, shampoo and underarm deodorants to men. One must presume that either advertisers believe that women do all of the shopping for men’s cosmetics or they really do understand that most men are quite aware of the erotic attraction of other men.
We do not know how or why the awareness of sexual attraction to some people of the same gender comes into focus or why it is not abandoned. Perhaps the ostentatious silence or absence of outspoken support for such feelings actually sharpens a self-aware focus. In a prejudiced environment, one easily become emotionally aware that boy-girl interests are a matter of constant comment while boy-boy or girl-girl interests are played down, considered appropriate in very young children only, laughed at or condemned.
It is a tired sight gag that still appears with sickening frequency on television, in films and on the stage. One boy looks at another and says, “Nice pants…” and everyone else in the scene looks at him for a silent second while the audience is reminded to laugh. One tough-acting girl says, “I can fix that for you…” to the second girl who is in tears because of her broken mechanical gadget and everyone else in the scene freezes as one or more of them raise eyebrows and the audience is reminded to laugh.
For some of us there is an awakening in adolescence, perhaps set off by a sexual experience. Looking back, people often report that they can see the interest was there earlier but remained dormant because of a reluctance to acknowledge it or because they simply never thought about such things. There is the vivid adolescent memory of a camping trip during which two boy friends had to double up in one sleeping bag because the other bag got misplaced or dropped while crossing a creek, or of being one of two girls who rolled into one another’s arms during a sleep-over while each pretended to be dreaming of the world’s most popular male film star.
Not infrequently, there is a story of an attractive cousin, neighbor, young aunt or uncle who is pursued by the youngster until the moment of passion is achieved. The youngster may disown responsibility on the basis of being a few years younger, but honest recollection often brings back memories of the pursuit and longing for intimate body contact that had a clear sexual component.
Unfortunately, the awakening can also come under much less favorable circumstances when the youngster is seduced by someone in a position of greater physical or emotional power. Such an experience brings with it the terror, trauma and confusion of rape and is guaranteed to contaminate both the sexual awakening and later emotional-sexual development.
Whatever the age of awakened awareness, a long period of quiet, internal struggle may follow. If so, the person is burdened with a lonely secret. Consciously or not, he or she becomes an alert gatherer of information. One listens for news of others who have the same feelings and too often the available news is bad. Rarely is there a truly respected friend of the family or truly beloved relative who is openly gay. Though gay men and lesbians appear in films and on television there are few respectable models. The child, adolescent or young adult feels caught, pulled in the direction of the impulses and feelings, yet held back by the fear of becoming an outcast.
She or he may try talking to a trusted friend, but support may be curiously absent. All too often the friend is secretly doing battle with some of the same feelings. A brave person may try talking to a relative, parent, school counselor, teacher, priest, minister or doctor. But there is the risk of a negative reaction or visible retraction of respect and good will. There is also the risk of outright censure and persecution. The gay person may be cautioned to mend his or her ways, repent, get well, seek help, confess, pray for forgiveness or, at the least, remain silent.
In enlightened communities there are telephone counselors and other resources but where there is prejudice, gay youngsters grow up in a lonely, unfriendly world. Older gay people may want to help but may be understandably reluctant to become involved, even when invited, because of possible legal consequences. There are gay adults who have spent years in prison because they tried to give aid and comfort to a gay child.
It is during these growing-up years that some gay youngsters build an invisible wall between themselves and their parents. It is built as a protection. They have listened carefully and seen no sign that their parents are likely to be supportive if their gay identity is discovered. The more open and sharing they are with parents, the more likely is the discovery. Hence, the transparent wall is erected and parents wonder why their offspring have suddenly become so uncommunicative.
Some gay youngsters immerse themselves in religion; some become model students and perfect children. These same children may have emotional breakdowns, the result of having carried too large an invisible emotional strain. Some commit suicide. Families and friends grieve while having no idea that they themselves may have contributed to the youngster’s misery. One hears that Juan or Suzie “had everything to live for—why this?” Family and friends may speculate that someone slipped a drug into the unsuspecting youngster’s food or drink. It does not occur to anyone that the lethal agent may have been the socially approved conspiracy of disapproval that is born of sanctioned, pious prejudice.
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When I was a child, I looked forward to each weekly episode of a radio drama called The Shadow. The title character, Lamont Cranston, could make himself invisible, thereby enabling him to observe others without being seen. The opening line for each episode was, “Who knows what evil lurks in the hearts of men? The Shadow knows.”
He was honest, good, well informed and clever. Since he could hide from enemies with ease, they could not harm him. He was well positioned to see to it that wrong-doers were punished and that persons threatened with mistreatment were protected.
In addition to my keen enjoyment of the adventure and suspense I felt a mysterious kinship with the hero. Perhaps it was because, though I was unable to make myself physically invisible, I knew that I must hide a vital part of myself. I was beginning to see the evil that lurks in many hearts. Unfortunately I was too young to chastise, correct or punish the people who threatened me and caused me to live in fear.
Instead, I did a curious thing. I tried to convince myself that those people were right and good and that it was I who was evil, bad and guilty of wrong feelings. This peculiar adaptation to a world that is upside down or inside out is a phenomenon observed by the psychotherapist Bruno Bettelheim, among prisoners in concentration camps. He labeled it identification with the aggressor. It is an attempt to hold on to rational sanity in a world that has become irrational and insane.
A concentration camp survivor with whom I worked when I was a clinical intern in a U. S. Veterans Administration Hospital, told me, “I was only a kid and I started to feel ashamed of my family. I thought that they must be too ignorant or too stubborn to admit what an inferior lot we were. Why else would the guards have all the power while we were penned up in there and treated like animals? Even though the guards were the immediate cause of our misery, I began to imitate them. I wanted to walk like them and talk like them. I wanted to grow up to be strong, powerful and right, like them.”
Most gay children do their best to hide the developing erotic orientation that is a vital part of them. In a society that subscribes to beliefs that homosexuality is bad, wrong, evil or inferior, there is a better chance of survival if the child is invisible. These are the children who are only partly seen and not ever really heard. They do, however, listen and observe while trying to hide their true feelings, well aware of the evil around them. Some try hard to imitate the guards.
Many gay people do not outgrow their need for invisibility. The longer it is used, the more time one spends trying to imitate the oppressor so as to be thought acceptable, the more time one has to shape the self-concept of an inferior. The deeper the roots of that misshapen self-concept, the greater the ultimate harm to self-esteem. The more harm that is done to self-esteem, the more predictably troubled a person will be and the more hampered in establishing a satisfying life.
It is a nasty cycle. An innocent person is assumed to be inferior by an oppressor and is treated accordingly. Such treatment alters the victim’s self-perception in time, until he or she also comes to assume himself or herself to be inferior. Ultimately, such victims will present themselves as inferior people—and the circle of oppression is complete.
A man who, with the help of psychotherapy, emerged from a disabling depression said “From back in fourth or fifth grade, I always thought of myself as the ugly, skinny, hunched over nerd with bad skin who couldn’t think clearly except when I was alone in my room with the computer. Most of my family’s business and social friends were too well behaved to say anything really bad about gay people. It was more what they didn’t say—the condescension, as well as smirks and smiles when someone was mentioned who way gay. I sure as hell wasn’t going to show who I was. It took a long time for me to be able to look in a mirror, go to the gym, learn to smile, and then ask for the first promotion and know that it was overdue. Now, I’ve cleared the fourth promotion and I like myself well enough to think that some guy might really love me. I figured I’d never be best—not good enough for the people I grew up with, but not now Hey, I like being gay. I like the guy I see in the mirror. What I want now is to be a more compassionate person than most of those people were. They weren’t best, they were just normal—you know, average.”
There are people in every walk of life, everywhere in the world, who experience oppression every day. They may be in disfavor because of the color of their skin, their religion, the village or town in which they were born, the language they speak, their political beliefs, their height, their weight or their sexual orientation. The bad news is that this worldwide epidemic of oppressive social insanity persists today much as it did when the earliest human tribes made war on one another because of greed, envy or fear. The good news is that some people, everywhere in the world, are now aware of this insanity.
This is important. We are reminded of the problem of systematic oppression because it is newsworthy. It is flashed into our awareness via conversation, newspapers, magazines, television, radio, the Internet and, as it often comes from a different part of the world, the long-distance perspective tends to make it look as weirdly insane—as it really is. Sometimes this fresh perspective facilitates social change.
Unfortunately, some forms of oppression are so commonplace that they hardly seem newsworthy. Sixty years ago, few people noticed how women were manipulated to stay in their place in the home or in lower prestige jobs. Only now, as women enter positions of power previously reserved exclusively for men, are we becoming more aware of how oppressively excluded they have been.
Too few people today are aware that there are gay men and lesbians being held in prisons, detention centers, relocation centers and mental hospitals around the world because their sexual orientation is primarily homosexual. They are considered to be criminal or emotionally disturbed because they insist on going public with their full identity, including their gay thoughts, ideas and feelings.
It is not unusual for public officials, family members and professional colleagues to warn against public pronouncements of such nonconformist feelings. Prohibition of such displays of affection as two men walking down the street holding hands or two women kissing with true tenderness, or talking and writing about such humble events, is quite common. Overt expressions of affection between people of the same gender are not done in many parts of the world. They are considered an offense to public decency. If a person persists in breaking such unwritten (or written) rules for social conduct, it is assumed to be a signal or symptom the person is a counter-revolutionary, a political dissident, sinful, insane or asking for help. Such help is more likely to help the embarrassed families, colleagues or government functionaries since it means removing the gay person from the community and keeping her or him in an institutional setting such as a mental hospital, jail, labor camp, or detention center. The non-gay community is thus reassured that such feelings and behavior are indeed rare and wrong.
If we could view this social phenomenon as science fiction it would seem incredible. I ask any non-gay reader to consider your own feelings in a few hypothetical situations. If you are a heterosexual woman, imagine that you are in a public setting, such as a restaurant, with a dear friend who is also a woman. While you are waiting to be seated, she tells you that things have not been going well for her. She has had a miscarriage and her twin brother has been diagnosed with a terminal illness. There are quiet tears as she closes her eyes. You touch her elbow and tell her how very sorry you are while she attempts to control her tears with breathing. She tells you how much she has needed to talk with you.
Your natural impulse might be to reach out and draw her close to you. But because you are two women together in such a setting you feel restrained, unable to express yourself fully, and instead anticipate misunderstanding and disapproval from those around you.
You may suggest that the two of you go to a more private place. Thus, the meaningful moment of compassion expressed with comforting close physical contact is lost to the social conditioning of appropriate behavior for two women together in public. The invisible line surrounding permissible physical contact between two women varies from one community to another, but it is there—always.
If you are a heterosexual man reading this book, imagine that you and a trusted, loving male friend are alone together while on a holiday or a business trip. He seems distracted, sometimes not hearing what you say. When you ask him about it, he says that when he is with his wife, he concentrates on comforting her, but that when he is away from her, he thinks constantly about the recent death of his daughter. He confesses that he sometimes feels as if he is losing control and perhaps losing his mind. He grips your arm and closes his eyes in an attempt to choke back tears that begin to escape.
You are alone. There are no furtive glances of disapproval to worry you. If your friend were a woman, you might take her in your arms. You might sit closer to her, perhaps easing her head to your shoulder or against your chest—rocking, and holding her as she cries, trying your best to share her burden for the moment and comfort her.
But your friend is another man, like you. It probably required great trust for him to grasp your arm and cry in your presence. For the two of you now to embrace, pressing bodies together for comfort and feeling mutual tears on the skin of your faces, is nearly unthinkable. You may talk but not touch intimately. Your wish to help, the natural human impulse to comfort with physical contact at such a moment is rendered impotent.
Neither of these examples includes any sexual thoughts or behavior. They involve deep human feelings which our gender training discourages, and we are all poorer for it. For a gay person, feelings of caring affection for someone of the same gender come easily and need not be stirred by such dramatic events, but are they any less respectable because they surface with less extreme provocation?
In 1972, a group of gay psychologists formed an organization. We called ourselves the Association of Gay Psychologists. Our primary objective was to force the American Psychological Association to see us as responsible, if oppressed, members of the profession and to support us in our struggle for the same full civil rights due any American citizen.
At the end of 1973, the American Psychiatric Association removed homosexuality (and gay identity) from its diagnostic list. The organization declared itself ready to view homosexual interests as different from but not better or worse than heterosexual interests. It was an admission that the belief held throughout most of the twentieth century that people should be considered emotionally disordered and in need of treatment and/or be institutionalized because of gay identity had been a mistake. The organization deserves respect for that monumental admission, although the enormity of human suffering caused by the mistake is incalculable.
But prejudice, self-interest and oppression do not yield quite so easily. A remarkable series of events followed. Some politically powerful physicians within the organization caused the issue to be reconsidered by the entire membership. Each member of the Association was invited to vote on whether he or she considered it natural and normal to be gay or whether it might be considered a mental disorder. The membership voted, drawing upon professional experience, personal values and personal prejudice. Consider how unusual such an event is! It was a close vote, but gay people were voted sane unless we present the same symptoms that a non-gay person might present for a psychiatric diagnosis of an emotional disorder.
A year later, in January of 1975, the American Psychological Association issued the following statement:
The governing body of the American Psychological Association (APA) today voted to oppose discrimination against homosexuals and to support the recent action by the American Psychiatric Association which removed homosexuality from that Association’s official list of mental disorders.
The text of the policy statement, which was submitted to the Council of Representatives by APA’s Board of Ethical and Social Responsibility for Psychology and recommended by the Board of Directors, follows:
1. The American Psychological Association supports the action taken on 15 December 1973 by the American Psychiatric Association removing homosexuality from the Association’s official list of mental disorders. The American Psychological Association therefore adopts the following resolution:
Homosexuality per se implies no impairment in judgment, stability, reliability, or general social or vocational capabilities.
Further, the American Psychological Association urges all mental health professionals to take the lead in removing the stigma of mental illness that has long been associated with homosexual orientation.
2. Regarding discrimination against homosexuals, the American Psychological Association adopts the following resolution concerning their civil and legal rights:
The American Psychological Association deplores all public and private discrimination in such areas of employment, housing, public accommodations, and licensing against those who engage in or have engaged in homosexual activities and declares that no burden of proof of such judgment, capacity, or reliability shall be placed upon those individuals greater than that imposed on any other person; Further, the American Psychological Association supports and urges the enactment of civil rights legislation at the local, state and federal level that would offer citizens who engage in acts of homosexuality the same protections now guaranteed to others on the basis of race, creed, color, etc; Further, The American Psychological Association supports and urges the repeal of all discriminatory legislation singling out homosexual acts by consenting adults in private.
The council also amended the Association’s ‘Statement of Policy Regarding Equal Employment Opportunity’ to include sexual orientation among the prohibited discriminations listed. APA’s employment practices in its various professional placement programs and advertisement in all Association publications will comply with this policy.
Psychoanalysts fought on with great vigor to continue to have gay identity viewed as pathological. Two decades after the American Psychiatric Association removed gay identity from their diagnostic list the American Psychoanalytic Association grudgingly issued a statement in 1991 indicating that it would no longer oppose admission of lesbians and gay men to its institutes of training. In 1992 it finally appended an amendment to that statement allowing gay men and lesbians to teach in their institutes and act as senior analysts!
Both the American Psychiatric Association and the American Psychological Association have a great deal of influence in professional mental health work far beyond the United States. The position statements from both organizations represented a major step forward but oppression dies slowly when a prejudice has been ingrained in a society for many generations. The battles continue.
In the late 1970s, gay characters began to appear in plays, films and on television, but their characterizations were limited by stereotype. Gay men and lesbians did not appear in television commercials. The fears of the advertising executives are particularly telling. They know that advertising is generally more successful it if carries a mild shock. But the impact of two women, or two men, trying on engagement rings, picking out a new home or test-driving a new car together remained taboo. The travel industry, some clothing manufacturers and a few liquor and wine distributors did realize a handsome profit by advertising in gay publications but dared not present us in mainstream advertisements.
Public disclosure of a gay identity once meant automatic exclusion from a partner’s position in a major law firm. Today, an especially capable law school graduate who is openly gay may be recruited by a major firm with the hope of grooming her or him as a showcase partner representing diversity. In the corporate world, however, there is a glass ceiling for women executives and a ceiling embedded with iron bars for anyone who is openly gay. Survival in the upper echelons of business and industry depends, in large measure, on the individual’s political clout before coming out publicly. Among the lower ranks of the workforce there continues to be little forward movement or support for the openly gay employee.
Educational institutions, ever looking to the future while tied to the social habits of the past, easily tuck prejudice into costumes of progress and conveniently fail to notice that many of their students are being harmed. But college and university students more easily ride the waves of social change than do the faculty and administration of these institutions. They continue to force recognition of gay students and, to the confusion of the their elders, form not only Gay Unions but Gay and Straight Alliances which grow in political strength and will remain as long as they are needed to spread tolerance and appreciation for diversity. These students know, if their elders do not, that survival in a newly small world depends on getting along with your neighbor whose customs and tastes may differ from your own.
Administrators of schools who manage students below college or university age watch the trend with anxiety. They know that this awareness is coming to younger students also. The youngest student may have one or more openly gay parents. If he or she does not, they may know a classmate who does have a gay mom or dad.
Religions also find themselves caught in the tides of social change. A few embrace the changes that have come and are arriving still for women, gays and others who are different. Other prominent religions notoriously dig their heels into their mud and fight change imagining that centuries-old dysfunctional traditions will see them through future centuries.
Gay men and women perplex these religious rule makers. They are willing to receive our financial, volunteer and participatory support as members of their congregations but they insist that we are sinners eligible for compassionate oppression but not eligible for leadership as their priests, clergymen or policy makers unless we remain closeted and are very quiet about our affections. Their pious platitudes offered with smiles suggest one must “condemn sin but love the sinner.” Convenient. Oppressive.
Some nations arrogantly flaunt their hypocrisy by making full use of gay people in their armed forces while denying them full recognition. In 1996, a committee within Britain’s Department of Defence came to a startlingly self-serving conclusion. After a four-month review that consisted of canvassing opinions from within the military itself (where homosexuality was forbidden and honest opinion, therefore, highly unlikely), the committee was able to agree with itself to continue its policy of prejudice and oppression, maintaining its ban on homosexuals in the military, and ignoring the rights of gay people under European equality laws. The United States took notice.
In the United States, a hopeful presidential candidate named Bill Clinton, following the earlier example of Jimmy Carter, courted gay votes by promising that, if elected, he would issue an executive order banning discrimination against gay people in the armed forces. Instead, after winning the election, he sought the approval of the military leaders for whom he was supposed to be the commander in chief. Since the very same people had kept the policy of discriminatory oppression in place, it was not surprising that they failed to approve the change. The surprise was that a civilian commander in chief would set the dangerous precedent of bowing to the wishes of the military and pander to popular prejudice.
The newly elected president and his staff then helped to fashion the infamous, so-called “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy, which stated that it was permissible for lesbians and gay men to serve and give their lives for their country provided that they did not ever say that they were gay! Imagine the public outcry if Irish-American Catholics had been told that they could serve and die for the United States, as long as they never said they were Catholic or had Irish ancestry, since this might bother the Protestants of Irish ancestry, or some other ethnic group, with whom they were serving.
What a shame that he failed to take the opportunity to do what was right rather than what seemed politically expedient. He might have taken courage from another of his predecessors, U. S. President Truman, who in 1948 took the highly controversial step of finally ordering racial integration of the military.
In 1996, the president of Zimbabwe publicly described gay people as “worse than dogs or pigs” and had his government block a Zimbabwean gay organization from opening a stand at an international book fair. With financial help from a Dutch group, the battle was fought to the nation’s Supreme Court and, ultimately, the gay organization opened a small stand with only flowers and volunteers to answer questions at the fair. In the aftermath, the government issued warnings of anti-gay violence that were clearly designed to stir up more trouble and further intimidate the gay population.
In too many parts of the world, we are one of the last minority groups still required to pay taxes while not enjoying the same civil rights enjoyed by other citizens. Crimes against gay people are common in areas where prejudice is sanctioned. If we are forced to hide our identity, we become easy prey for extortion and blackmail. A lesbian or gay man may be robbed, beaten or killed with the excuse that he or she stepped out of line, was sexually provocative or morally insulting. It is amazing that such excuses could even be considered, unless you accept the premise that we are not equal citizens under the law and, as inferiors or outcasts, we must behave in a subordinate manner.
Most of us are, or have been for many years, invisible. This is an important fact to remember. It is during these “invisible years” that real damage is done. Physical wounds to the body heal. Irrational hatred and abuse can be understood when it comes from intellectually limited and socially damaged people, but when the wounds are inflicted by family, friends, teachers, trusted counselors and civic leaders, the wounds go deep, our concepts of ourselves are heavily scarred and self-esteem is seriously damaged. Almost every gay person has endured periods of invisibility. Some gay people remain invisible all of their lives.
We see men and women set up as heterosexual models for expressing feelings of sensuality and eroticism with one another. We see it within our families, on the street, in magazines, in the movies, on web sites and on television. Thus do we shape our ideas of what is right, normal, natural and good. Yet we know we have loving feelings for certain individuals who share our gender and that we sometimes want to express those feelings sensuously and erotically. Thanks to television, films and the Internet, we know there are gay people now but seldom see loving easily expressed by two men or two women.
Our inner truth is not validated visibly. Because we are not visible in many parts of the world, we listen to the pointed derogatory jokes and stories about people who share our feelings. These hurtful messages may issue from the mouths of fathers, mothers, aunts, uncles, brothers, sisters, teachers, counselors and friends. Few would think of telling a story or a joke that is anti-Arab in the presence of an Arab or one that is anti-Jewish in the presence of a Jew. But if, by chance, the Arab or Jew is exposed to such an insult, he or she has the comfort of shared indignation or resignation from family and a larger community of relatives and friends. Not so for the gay person. She or he is invisible. Too often, not only can we not turn to family or friends, but it is these very people who insult and traumatize us throughout the invisible years of development.
The gay person can easily begin to think of herself or himself as wrong, bad or defective. The one hope is that no one knows, no one sees. The secret must be protected—sometimes with lies that reinforce the bad self-evaluation. “Not only am I sexually perverted,” we may reason, “but I am also a liar.” Energy goes into a personal civil war fought against natural gay feelings.
We grow up during the invisible years suspecting that there must be many basic things wrong about us. Why else would loved ones say such things about people who share our feelings? The seeds of self-doubt and self-hate grow and flourish every day. Only the fortunate find ways to excise them.
Though individuals continue to suffer with the need to be invisible during formative years, we gay people are becoming more visible to the world as a group. We are appearing more often as characters on television and in films. Like other foreign people integrating in a population we may be presented as stereotypes, thereby a source of laughs. But gradually more three-dimensional gay characters appear, peculiar or bad ones first unfortunately, but our portraits are becoming more complex. We are losing our collective invisibility.
As the AIDS virus attacked the international gay male subculture, average citizens were shocked to learn how many famous, talented or otherwise highly valued men were gay. Many of these men had their sexual orientation exposed as a result of the illness. Others, both male and female, not infected with the virus but emotionally ravaged from care-giving, grieving and loss, revealed their own gay identity also as an act of solidarity.
One man I know said, “All of my friends are sick or dying. I am the only one who was not infected by the virus. Could I possibly dishonor them by hiding and pretending to be different than they—other than I really am?”
And a lesbian friend who had worked herself to exhaustion as a caregiver, told me, “Seeing how we all came together so quickly to handle this crisis has made me want to be right out there in everybody’s face. I wear my gay identity as a badge of honor and anger. We earned our pride in the trenches and nobody’s going to make me hide every again. They can just get out of my way.”
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Considering the unending bombardment of negative messages present in so much of the world, the resulting injuries to self-esteem and the exhausting subsequent efforts required in order to hide true feeling, it is no wonder that so many gay people give in to the pressures and try to conform to the local image of the normal person. These efforts to conform may go on for many years.
Usually, individuals are aware of their gay feelings long before considering themselves eligible for the label. Much effort goes into rationalizing and explaining to oneself why the feelings are there. The attempts at explanation usually are taken from the anti-gay mythology of the surrounding culture.
The conclusion may be that the gay feelings stem from having had a strong mother and a weak father, or a cold mother and a loving father, or an absent mother and a disagreeable father—thus drawing on one of the many pseudo-scientific psychological caricatures of family situations that are the lingering residue of a generation of ambitious psychoanalysts who thought they were smarter than Freud. These “theories” have never contributed to understanding but instead have served only to pathologize homosexuality and make people feel bad about themselves.
Religion can be a powerful influence and it is not unthinkable for a gay person to believe that the gay feelings are being sent by evil spirits or by Satan. A person may believe that she has inherited a defect: Because Aunt Joan was committed to a mental hospital, gay feelings are a mental problem; or because her mother’s brother committed suicide, she may believe that she is “genetically predisposed” to do “bad things.” A young person may feel that he is being influenced by the wrong crowd at school. Or it may come down to something as simple as a belief that “gayness” is due to masturbation.
Whatever the presumed genesis of the feelings, the next effort in the struggle to conform is to guard against the expression of gay feelings in behavior. This is a time when the full use of willpower is called upon. It is also easy to become too vigilant or overly self-conscious—watchful of every word, tone of voice and casual touch. Even the strongest use of willpower, however, usually seems insufficient and more vigorous efforts to disown the feelings may be called into play.
A common and nearly transparent ploy is to announce intense anti-gay feelings and to behave accordingly. The person who puts a peculiar amount of energy into baiting and hating gay people is likely to be doing battle with unacceptable feelings hidden inside himself or herself and those feelings are probably homosexual in nature. A person trapped in this stage of denial is dangerous, not only to themselves, but also to others. He or she may succeed in putting the unacceptable desires out of conscious awareness, but the feelings and impulses remain in the shadows of the mind, always threatening to reappear. This can drive the person to vehement verbal tirades and acts of gay bashing that seem, to any reasonably sane observer, strange and puzzling in their strength and lead to precisely the sort of speculation that the behavior was intended to avoid.
While this war to disown feelings rages, control over having the feelings is, ironically, apt to be least efficient when translated into behavior. The openly gay person is able to decide when to act on her or his feelings, but the person torn asunder with internal conflict cannot. He or she is like the person obsessed with a weight problem who is constantly confronted with cakes, candy and other irresistible but fattening delights. He is the soldier or sailor who gets drunk, wanders into a gay bar—accidentally on purpose—and swears he remembers nothing the next morning when he awakens in bed with another man. She is the woman who arranges a weekend away with a woman friend whose admiring glances have supposedly gone unnoticed, picks a hotel room with the best view—that happens to have only one bed—and awakens during the night outraged to find that the other woman has just finished committing a rather lengthy sexual act with her. He is the macho man who goes on extended hunting expeditions, fishing trips or to other places where there are no women and then lets a queer have his way with him because his virility requires a release of sexual tension, and he somehow has forgotten how to masturbate.
The homosexual feelings are there, along with hidden feelings of gay affection that are strangely covered by hatred. The inefficient controls fail on such occasions. The distorted mixture of feelings are expressed in behavior that is not loving, followed by a slight memory loss, black-out or a long bout of unattractive rationalizing designed to hold off the crushing guilt. That guilt, of course, is the result of having given in to the unacceptable feelings and, worse, having blamed others while distorting the satisfaction of needs made bad and ugly.
Homosexual rape of an adult outside of prisons is rare. People involve themselves emotionally and sexually with others of the same gender usually because the involvement is desired. A person who is aware of his or her homosexual desires while pretending that such desires do not exist is said to be in the closet. Since most gay people started out in the closet, we are sensitive to the symptoms and understand their meaning.
Though we may react with sympathy or irritation, remembering our own dark days shut away from the truth, we are likely to spot the phenomenon quickly. A fading bit of gay folk wisdom dictates that “today’s trade is tomorrow’s competition.” Someone described as trade is a person who invites homosexual attention while remaining so deeply in the closet that homosexual desires are not admitted to others or to themselves. Such people are relatively easy to recognize. The folk wisdom simply confirms that someone who invites homosexual attention or seduction is, of course, eager for homosexual experience.
It is a phenomenon that is fading in many parts of the world now as we see how self-degrading it is to involve ourselves with people whose current prejudice combined with their unacknowledged feelings devalues both the homosexual experience and gay identity. The gay person of today is more likely to decline the invitation to seduce but may offer helpful counsel to the self-proclaimed straight when he or she is ready to come out of the closet.
A gay person, out of the closet and comfortable about it, is able to decide when to express erotic feelings in sexual behavior, just as the person who does not have a serious weight problem is able to decide when to have a sweet, testing the strength of the desire against such reality factors as appropriateness of time and place. If there are no complications of self-concept, one can decide whether the sweet is apt to spoil an upcoming meal or increase the likelihood of indigestion. One can likewise decide whether it might complicate current interpersonal relationships or add unwanted demands to an already satisfying sexual life to partake of the erotic temptation. If one’s intellectual and emotional evaluation is that it will be an affordable and rewarding treat, why not? However, if it appears that the experience is likely to cause more trouble than the pleasure is worth, it will be declined.
I do not mean to imply that all gay feelings are sexual feelings. That is a part of the mythology that has been perpetuated by anti-gay propaganda. Gay feelings run deep. They encompass love, compassion, sympathy, respect, empathy, understanding and altruism. Sexual interaction may help to express some of these feelings in ways that cannot be expressed in words, but gay people do express gay feelings non-sexually as well. The internal struggle with gay feelings is likely to focus on sexual feelings and sexual behavior, because sex has been made the center of the taboo.
Often there is a kernel of truth to be found in a stereotype. A gay man described helping his grandmother prepare for an eightieth birthday celebration. Her seventy-nine-year-old sister was also helping out, but was overwhelmed when the sixth bouquet of flowers was delivered. She turned to her grand-nephew (whom she knew was gay) and said, “Oh please do something with all these flowers. Your people are so good at things like that. I just don’t have your touch.”
One by-product of the difficult internal struggle with gay feelings can be increased creativity. Necessity being the mother of invention, the desperate need to find any new patterns of understanding and/or behavior that might alleviate the awful anxiety accompanying the struggle pushes an individual to be more receptive or open-minded. He or she is likely to try on new ideas or juxtapositions of ideas viewed from a variety of unaccustomed intellectual and emotional vantage points. Like the prisoner of war obsessed with the hope of escape, new and unusual possibilities are entertained in a manner that could only be understood by a psychologist as an increase in creativity. Whether it shows itself in original flower arrangements, solving a crime or building a better airplane, it is the gift of heightened creativity. For those who survive the period of attempted integration, the increased creativity is likely to be an added asset that lasts for life.
During that inner struggle with gay feelings, it is easy to lose a sense of balance and perspective, however. Before seeking professional help, we may turn to a loved and trusted family member or friend. Family, particularly parents, may feel fearful and guilty of the blame that the community may place on them for having fostered the development of this deviant. Friends and siblings can become fearful of guilt by association. In rational moments, family and friends are apt to fear that their loved one will be treated harshly in an unsympathetic world and urge outward conformity at least, and inward conformity if possible. “Be discreet.” “You don’t need to advertise it.” “Don’t’ tell your father.”
Sometimes the loving friends and relatives waver, sensing a basic human responsibility to encourage integrity. Sadly, over the years I have heard many variations on a too familiar story from clients. I once was consulted by a young man and a young woman who genuinely loved one another. They had been close friends since elementary school. They began dating as teenagers and the relationship became sexual. It was assumed by both families and by them that they would marry one day.
The young man, however, began to be increasingly aware of his attraction to other males. He saw the need to be honest and tell her about his gay feelings. She was mildly surprised but not shocked. She had known him as best friend, intimate confidant and lover for years, after all. They decided, however, that she might benefit from talking with a counselor. Unfortunately, she was advised to break off her relationship with him as soon as possible and begin dating other men, not only by the first counselor she met with, but by a second counselor as well.
Neither of them had known any gay people well. But a friend of a friend who was gay gave them a few gay-positive books to read. “They really came at the right time,” the young woman said. The seemingly “professional” advice she had received troubled them both. All of the stereotypes, bigotry and prejudice to which they had been subtly exposed throughout their young lives began to surface. They knew they needed help in deciding how they would tell their families and how they might best go about keeping their feelings of mutual caring and respect intact. More than anything, they worried about being separated by traditional conventions and circumstances that were beyond their control.
When the internal war against gay feelings is being fought, the controls against expressing these feelings in behavior become unreliable. After repeated homosexual experiences, we must eventually choose either a somewhat schizophrenic existence with dual identities or begin to view ourselves as one of those people. Often the self-confrontation is harsh and we apply ugly labels in a hurtful way: “I am weird.” “I’m a dirty queer (lesbo, pansy, dyke, fag—or other sexually explicit and derogatory names).” It is a step toward personality integration but at the cost of self-hatred—one step forward and two steps back.
With the failure of the first prolonged attempt at conformity, more than a few homosexually oriented young people commit suicide. Having cut deeply into an already injured self-esteem with the hurtful internal confrontation in which ugly labels are assigned, a previously valued part of self is, literally, murdered. Feeling alone and worthless, we become easy prey to the unflattering anti-gay bigotry which we once may have actively supported in attempt to maintain a distance from homosexuality. Weakened by the mutilation of self and haunted by visions of a bleak, distasteful future, it is not too difficult to imagine the final hours before giving up.
Hope for self-respect may be vanquished. The only chance for peace may seem to lie in completing the process of self-murder by drawing on the energy of the non-conscious rage at a world that seems to make it impossible to be our true selves and also have self-respect. The rage turns inward, and one can believe in a final, crazed moment of loyalty to society that “they are right and I am bad.” The misdirected rage provides the impetus to pull the trigger, tie the noose or jump from the bridge. This lonely act of self-murder is a shame that we who represent that society must bear. It should be cause for any parent, brother, sister, friend or acquaintance to re-examine personal values, prejudices, conscience and past behavior very carefully.
Gay people who do not kill themselves after this awful self-confrontation and attempt at integration often seek professional help. We turn to counselors of all sorts. Once again we may try to change ourselves, try harder to conform. We pray, take pills, enter psychotherapy or submit to painful electric shock therapy designed by behavior modification technicians to recondition feelings. Brainwashing and other atrocities of medical experimentation may seem mere words used to describe phenomena that have taken place in distant and brutal times and places. Yet the ingredients of these distasteful, inhumane practices exist still in some hospitals and expensive private clinics around the world. Some gay people make considerable sacrifices of time and money and willingly subject themselves to these physically and emotionally traumatic experiences because they are given hope. They have been told by authoritative, respected professionals that these experiences will change them into socially acceptable heterosexuals who can be admired and respected by family, community and God. At the very least, they are told, they will be rid of part or all of their shameful homosexual tendencies.
The first massive effort to conform is motivated by a reluctance to admit to a socially deviant identity. It ends in failure. The second struggle to conform is motivated by the hope that this identity, while true and privately accepted, can be changed. After this second struggle toward conformity, most of us are left emotionally and financially drained with seriously decreased self-esteem, confronted with despair. It is at the end of this second try that a large number of people seek an end by turning their rage inward and completing the process of self-murder. It is a harsh weeding out of those with less than superior emotional stamina and reserves. The strong and well-defended survive. It is a quiet, internal war not required of conforming heterosexuals. The final solution for those who choose death must confront the conscience of all who remain.
How do those of us who survive cope with anguish and despair? Some choices are heartbreaking. Some people settle for a zombie’s life of work, food, television and sleep. Some enter an institution that will take care of them for life. Some try to kill the pain with alcohol or other drugs. Some give in to the stereotypes and become the devalued, laughed-at eccentric—the males perhaps lisping, mincing and giggling; the females perhaps shaving their hair, sporting warrior tattoos and wearing male clothing. They are laughed at but tolerated, permitted to exist now that they fit into a niche.
If others are made uncomfortable, it may be because the extreme behavior displays a kind of integrity that brazenly flaunts the lie of the stereotype in the face of the bigot. The behavior says, “You knew me once as a person like yourself. And I know you too may have these bottled up feelings. But I have decided that my honesty about my feelings is more important than any respect that I might get from people like you. I will not pretend that I am like you.” These are deeply hurt but brave people. They are surviving and refuse to go under or to go unnoticed.
An increasing percentage of gay people around the world are able to choose a path of integrity and truth without giving in to caricature or conformity. They are able to find their anger and use it as a key to freedom. They transform their despair into support for one another. They are the ones who manage to grow stronger in the struggle. Most of them are young but they come in all ages and from all walks of life. These survivors have chosen to close the closet door behind them forever, and leave the doomed conformists of the world to find some way to live with their lack of integrity.
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It was not unusual in the late 1960s for a gay man to register for a workshop or other gay group experience that I was facilitating by using only his first name and last initial. It was an expression of reasonable fear. To have one’s homosexual orientation revealed could mean being fired from a job, losing a professional license, receiving a dishonorable discharge from the military services. It also might involve being publicly humiliated in newspapers, hounded by scandal, divorce and automatic loss of one’s children. In the United States there was no shortage of reminders of the ruined lives left in the wake of the rumors and fears that fueled the witch hunts for homosexuals and communists led by Senator Joseph McCarthy just a decade earlier.
Sad but true, mental health workers of that time used the product of these circumstances to bolster assertions that homosexuality was associated with pathological paranoia, thereby helping to construct a general picture of homosexuality itself as pathological. In such an environment how could anyone not have been cautious, worried, secretive, vigilant and suspicious?
There was another level of fear operating also. We were inclined to distrust one another, having absorbed the anti-gay stereotypes, myths and prejudices that permeated the world in which we had grown up. Though that first level of fear has eased with each passing decade, I notice that the second level of fear persists.
I remember one young man who, during the first evening of introductions for a weekend retreat, said, “I’ve heard so much about all of you for so many years, that as I was climbing those stairs this evening and walking toward the door, I realized that I was totally prepared to distrust and dislike each and every one of you before I even laid eyes on you or heard a word from you. It’s amazing. I guess these are the judgments I’ve been carrying around about myself. Why would anybody trust me—if they ever found out about the real homosexual me, that is?”
There is a positive phenomenon that I have seen repeated again and again in gay workshops, psychotherapy groups and retreats. Gay men who are strangers to one another, gather together with anxiety. They are careful with one another in the beginning, using tried and true defenses that have worked for a lifetime. But these defenses soon are shed. Smiles, laughter and tears become frequent and by the end of the experience the group bathes in the warmth of caring brotherhood. They have found community.
In the decades that have passed since those days when the courageous few approached gay growth experiences with trepidation and first names only, there has been tremendous growth in the number of available gay organizations and support groups. In those parts of the world still dominated by prejudice and superstition, much of the contact and community building is, of necessity, underground, but even in those places community exists and grows.
Computer generated communication has made it easier than ever before in human history for lesbians and gay men of all ages, social classes and nationalities to reach out to one another. Ideas can be explored and feelings can be expressed in relative anonymity. There is an amazing sharing across ancient barriers such as national, racial, economic and social boundaries. Friendships begin, arguments without harm are possible, assumptions are questioned and support can be found.
Loneliness is no longer a necessary part of gay identity. Paranoia is no longer the alternative to conformity. Gay people not only survive but thrive and grow strong in the struggle for integrity and freedom from oppression. They do so by increasing awareness and developing a sense of community. Increasing conscious awareness involves being increasingly alert and sensitive to all facets of oppression. It takes work.
If you do not see the arrows coming, it is easier to get wounded. Much oppression is perpetuated by otherwise decent people who do it, not out of malice, but from ignorance and insensitive, unconscious habit. They must be educated. It is up to those of us with increased awareness to help our unthinking oppressors to open their eyes and see what they are doing. Once aware, most people are willing to alter their behavior so as not to offend or harm another person.
Increased awareness and developing a sense of community go hand-in-hand. It is possible to increase awareness through the honest exchange of thoughts and feelings with a friend, or through reading or observation, but the most efficient method is by participation in discussion groups. Wartime research with small groups in the 1940s consistently demonstrated that attitudes change most easily in small groups. Changing attitudes help to pave the way for new awareness of feelings and consequently, new behavior. Honest, probing, searching group discussion facilitates increased awareness of previously unquestioned assumptions.
Open, honest discussion of feelings with other gay people can be a liberating experience in itself, but it also lays the foundation for honest feedback or verbal reaction from other group members, helping us to see our own attitudes, feelings and behavior more clearly. We begin to observe ourselves constructively and to observe other people more carefully.
Women have helped us to see how words like man and wife, chairman and manmade encourage the exploitation of women with the psychological suggestion of male superiority and consequent male rights to power. Such usage provides the psychological foundation for exploitation. We must expose the use of language that supports the limiting ideal of heterosexual male and female images and degrades homosexual images. Consider the possibility that a he-man (real man) definitely can kiss another man, hold hands with him, do needlework, cook a meal, nurture children and appreciate art. Or the possibility that a real woman can fill another woman with desire, change a tire, balance a checkbook, run a corporation, build a house and support a spouse. These images are showing up in television and films that travel the world and change public perception, but timid producers are reluctant to show overt same-gender affection, not daring to use the same body contact and intimacy used to suggest the affection of women with men or boys with girls.
Increasing conscious awareness is not only a matter of becoming more sensitive to words and pictures. The gay survivor learns to be wary of solicitous people who ask such questions as, “Do you have any idea why you’ve been unable to develop satisfying relationships with members of the opposite sex?” Such a seemingly innocent line of inquiry reinforces the prejudicial stereotype that gay people are running away from half the population—which is more likely to be true of an exclusively heterosexual person, since homophobia is more the style of the day than heterophobia.
As gay awareness increases, we see the need to protest victimization of others, even when we are not involved directly and personally. We see the need to write a letter to the editor when a slur against gays is printed as if it were part of a reported news story. We see the need for a telephone call to the television station when we see the one gay person in a drama portrayed as less desirable than any of the other characters for no reason that has anything to do with the story. We see the need for picketing a business where the employer discriminates in the hiring or advancement of gay people for no reason more substantial than that “it would harm morale.” We see the need to mourn openly and send contributions to help survivors of attacks on gay establishments.
No gay person has the time and energy to tackle all of these wrongs, but we learn to take on as many as we can because each time we take action, we are making a statement of our right to be who we are and of our determination not to give silent assent or support to thoughtless victimization. As the scope of our vision widens, we find one another more easily and recognize our need for mutual support in order to survive and mature. As a group we are but another in the long line of oppressed peoples who have come to understand the truth that united we stand, divided we fall.
This does not mean that because we are gay we must love all gay people. We are too varied for that. It does mean that each of us must honor the bond of gayness and offer support to other gay people who are threatened with oppression, whether they happen to be individuals we might like for friends or not.
Lesbians and gay men of the twenty-first century are riding the crest of a wave of surging social change that followed the Second World War and led directly to the Stonewall Rebellion in New York City in June of 1969. This was a watershed in our history. From that time forward, those who had been ridiculed and punished because of their natural erotic preference began to seriously question any right of others (who presumed a more superior erotic orientation) to treat them with social contempt.
Though the pace of the struggle for equal rights has continued to accelerate, the path of change has been and will continue to be unpredictable. You may hear someone who is describing the plight of gay people in the first half of the twentieth century begin with words such as “Once upon a time…” but we know better than to think that any of us will live to see a time when the story ends with “… and they all lived happily ever after.” Unhappy, fearful, hate-filled people exist and they are dangerous.
Collectively, we have had a period of maturation that has been intense, rapid and brief. It followed closely on the heels of another force of change called the human potential movement. This was a marriage between the philosophy of humanism and the rapidly expanding field of psychology. The human potential movement was able to move forward only with determined experimentation and permissiveness, questioning all time-honored articles of social faith and human limitation. That inherited orientation was helpful to gay liberationists. We, too, became determinedly experimental and permissive, questioning any assumed reason for prohibition. If that sounds adolescent, it is worth remembering that it represented a major leap forward from the second-class, child-like position in which we had been held.
The human potential movement set the tone, asking some of the questions we needed to ask and others that were subtly related. Why should a man wear a suit and necktie instead of a comfortable, loose, embroidered shirt with sandals or bare feet and beads? What was wrong with a woman breast-feeding her baby in public? What would be the harm in seeing a totally nude adult male in films? Why should a woman marry in order to have children? For that matter, why should a woman feel obliged to have children? Why should people live in small family units rather than in chosen collectives that served as family? Why not make use of marijuana or other substances that added joy and comfort to life and dance in the streets rather than drink whiskey and dance in night clubs filled with cigarette smoke? Why should a man not choose another man as his sexual partner for the night or for life? Why should a woman not choose a woman as her life-partner? Why should a person not form a marriage with respectable, loving multiple partners?
Truth seekers, gay or not, wanted to be all that we could be and live life as fully as possible. We wanted to learn more about the positive nature of our human potential. It was not a new phenomenon in human history, but it was new for most of us within our lifetimes. And the technological revolution in communication that had begun permitted questions and visions of freedom to spread like wildfire. We were as determined in our permissive exploration as any army engaged in a holy war—with one difference. An emerging ethic at the time was that while gaining more, it was important not to take away from another person. The lust for power and property, so evident in warfare and its subsequent civil variations, had been tried and found not only wanting, but wrong.
Lesbians and gay men, along with other people, made important gains during that period of questioning that moved us all along the path of self-understanding. It is hoped that the world will never again be as smugly ignorant of its propensity for damaging prejudice. The right of any group to subjugate or limit the lives of another group is more easily and quickly called to question as a result of that period in human history. The hard shell of shame that kept gay men and lesbians from demanding their full civil rights had begun to crack.
Our eagerness to conform to a new code of strident permissiveness would have a price, of course, and many of us had a vague premonition of it at the time. Clearly, it would be difficult later to establish new codes of personal integrity and group morality. But we had to sample widely before knowing when and where restraint might be helpful.
The problem we encounter again and again is our human propensity to conform to a current code, even when that code prescribes nonconformity. Mid-way through the 1980s an exhausted male client said, “There didn’t seem to be any time then to stop and take stock when all that fun was going on. There doesn’t seem to be time to stop and take stock now either. Then I was running to the next party or political meeting. Now I’m running to the next sick friend or memorial service. What’s going on at the moment always seems so urgent. I want to remember that it wasn’t the parties and the sex that was bad, it was our naïve belief that medical science had made it possible to cure any disease passed from one person to another. Who used condoms for anything except to prevent pregnancy? It’s been a hell of a wake-up call. But I don’t want to shut down and hide from life. I know now that I have to take the time I need to get perspective.”
During the quarter century following Stonewall, the gay community went from hiding and subjugation to assertive free-wheeling permissiveness, questioning and exploring as we grew more visible. We showed ourselves to be a highly diverse community, strong and focused in ability to respond to threats to our well being. When the AIDS crisis struck, we showed the world a remarkable ability to rally together quickly and effectively. We made enormous gains in understanding ourselves as a group and as individuals, clear in our need for full civil rights in the diverse communities and nations of the world.
Our response to the AIDS epidemic revealed our strength and our capacity for caring. We also saw our capacity for violence when pushed too far. There had been a hint of such violence contained in the Stonewall Rebellion but it was demonstrated clearly the following decade in the United States when San Francisco’s Mayor Moscone and its first elected openly gay city supervisor, Harvey Milk were assassinated.
The assassin’s name was Dan White and he was also a member of the city’s Board of Supervisors. His murder trial ended in a conviction, but with a mere five-year prison sentence. The full impact of this shameful insult was deeply and dramatically felt. Within hours a spontaneous protest rally exploded into what became known as the White Night Riot at City Hall. Police cars were overturned and burned in a frustrated, angry and anguished response to our oppression.
And later that same night we learned the difference between our potential for violence and the potential for violence by police, the peacekeepers paid to protect us. The White Night Riot was followed, within hours, by another riot during which uniformed police rampaged into the center of the gay section of the city, smashing property and people they found in their path. The White Night Riot had registered protest by damaging the property that was symbolic of unfair laws and enforcers. The police riot damaged not only property, but attacked its own citizenry.
It was a very painful reminder that our greatest power resides in the strength of our convictions combined with the pride that comes from our willingness to continue moving forward in nonviolent ways. Nonviolent protest is a newer way in the world, still finding its following, but we are learning that ultimately it is the only way to effect lasting social change.
It is important that we not harm one another, as individual members of any oppressed group may be tempted to do in moments of impotent frustration. We have had our share of forming circular firing squads in the early years of our social revolution, targeting comrades whose ideology did not exactly match our own. It is easy to be too quick to pick a truth and shout it louder than the person with whom we do not quite agree, but whose goals are basically the same as ours. It is also stupid—a glaring symptom of inexperience. We have had to learn to cooperate and take care of one another because we can only move forward together.
A community is not a group of people with whom one agrees always. Instead, it is a group of people within which it is safe to disagree, knowing that together ways can be found to live in harmony rather than sameness while still achieving common goals. The growth of gay people as individuals and as a group has been astonishing. It is not possible to guess how exactly we will grow from our experiences in the years ahead, but it is possible to predict that growth will continue, one way or another. A diverse and strong global community has been established. We are here, everywhere.
The warmest reward that comes as a result of developing a sense of membership in community with other gay people is that we are no longer alone. The nightmare of isolation ends. Unlike other minority groups, we were not reared in gay families. In our earliest years, we grew up feeling alone and different. As our vision embraces an ever-broadening spectrum of the gay population, we know beyond doubt that we are no longer alone. There are heroes and heroines to be found. There are people who share our personal values and lifestyle. There are people to learn from and models to emulate. It is a sense of coming home, familiar only to members of other minority groups after having been separated from their people for a long time.
More and more gay women and men are emerging from closets, pulled by the powerful magnets of liberation and community. Since so many of us have been invisible, we frequently have the opportunity to witness the emergence of someone we admire—an Olympic athlete, an elected government official, a respected teacher, a military commander, an actor, an author or a philanthropist. It comes as a surprise and delight: “You too?” There is that sudden warmth of kinship. And beyond the momentary joy there is the assurance and emotional support that comes from simply knowing that there so many who have been there too—where we once were—people who share our feelings. They are us.
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For many of us, being gay is not easy—natural, but not easy. We did not choose it. It is simply there, within us. The foregoing attempt to portray gay experience from an insider’s point of view, while discussing some of the dynamics of gay identity and oppression, may have presented more of the sorrows than the joys of being gay. It is clear, however, that the sorrows need not be there since they are the result of interaction with a hostile environment. As the hostile environment becomes friendlier, the sorrows will go. It is a testimony to the good sense and goodwill of gay people that our joys survive and bloom even amid the pollution of prejudice.
One question is asked in one form or another too often. “If it’s so much trouble, why do you stay gay?” It tries our patience to hear that question. Why continue to have blue eyes, be left-handed, have a certain shade of skin? Because it is who I am.
Trying to conform to a non-gay image represents an impossible compromise. It would be an unnatural choice for us. The unhappy consequences of such efforts are not hard to find. Feelings, attitude and desire may change if circumstances force the change. We can change behavior too when we must, but we cannot change the ultimate direction of our strongest affections. It is not humanly possible.
Do people actually enjoy being gay? Yes. It is impossible to make generalizations that fit for every gay individual, but pleasure in gay identity abounds. I enjoy knowing that so many other men are potential partners in affection rather than worrisome competitors or enemies. I know that it is really better to make love than to make war. I hope that I, and other gay people, may one day persuade the rest of the human population of this truth. Re-examining past behavior and investing in retraining toward global cooperation rather than feeding the habit of competitive slaughter may become a reality someday.
There are simple pleasures that come with being gay. I like walking down the street anywhere in the world and exchanging a quick glance and a smile with another gay person, acknowledging that we are related and we know it. And I enjoy the camp humor that we have developed as a means of spotlighting the silliness of most conventions. Our ability to laugh and keep afloat on tides of insanity stirs a deep pride in me.
As a gay man, I feel privileged to be able to share sweet tenderness, touch and compassion with other gay men. I know that we now are showing the way for non-gay men who have been denied access to these simple acts of humanity but are watching, willing and wanting to throw off their own oppression and learn. I like the accepting democracy that permits people to flow across the social barriers of income, education, ethnic identity, nationality and religion.
I like the way women, gay women in particular, relate to me as a person, an equal, and not as the opposite sex to be flattered, feared or manipulated. Gay women and men know that as females and males we are anatomically, physiologically and biochemically different in important ways, but our perceptions of the world are similar. Extreme perceptions of gender differences are the result of training, attitudes and expectations which can and do change from one century to the next or from one part of the planet to another. We gay folks accept and appreciate differences without losing sight of all that we share in values, beliefs, goals and abilities.
A fringe benefit of being gay is that, while we may be outcasts, we are outsiders easily mistaken for insiders (like a Jewish person who “doesn’t look Jewish” or a person of color with very pale skin). Contrary to prejudicial expectation, we can appear in any social setting, at any moment, to the considerable surprise and discomfort of any bigot.
Circumstance once placed me at a fashionable cocktail party in Washington, D.C. Two men with whom I was chatting for a moment were talking about golf. One of them mentioned someone at their club whom he thought to be “a little light in his loafers.” I smiled pleasantly and said, “Perhaps it’s because we gay men are not as weighed down by prejudice. We do keep our feet on the ground, though.” I smiled and excused myself, leaving them with their dropped chins and a gap in their conversation. Gays do not intend to mislead—usually. It is the bigot’s own blindness that creates our invisible condition. He or she deserves momentary embarrassment when we respond with honest indignation or amusement at their lifetime’s worth of social blunders.
The problem that we present to conformists can be a boon to us. Since we are already puzzlement to the Establishment, we have nothing to lose. We may even gain in our self-respect by questioning the presumed sacred moral tenets of our society. This provides us with more flexibility in sorting through personal values and establishing a satisfying code of personal ethics than is available to the average non-gay person.
For example, I must decide whether it is satisfying and right or hazardous to my emotional health to retain contact with my biological family. Or, when politicians panic at the prospect of two men or two women wanting to make a legal, state-sanctioned commitment via marriage and make such acts illegal, we are forced outside the guidelines and rules of law. We decide for ourselves whether monogamy and fidelity are suitable and satisfying. In a serious relationship we must see the value of it day by day in order to continue it if the state does not license the relationship and offer guidance in dissolving it. The flexibility inherent in the status of outlaw is at once both a responsibility and a privilege. It is a gift most of us would not have chosen, however, since it is born of pain.
Perhaps the greatest joy in being gay is that it permits you to be fully yourself. If you do not fit your society’s picture of the normal man or the normal woman it makes it easier to go ahead and explore options supposedly reserved for the opposite sex. As a man you can be tender, intuitive, warm, sensitive, spontaneous, uninhibited, colorful, emotional or even flirtatious. As a woman you are free to be strong, determined, reliable, forbearing, dependable, tough, smart and aggressive.
Nor is there any need to give up any of the attributes ordinarily reserved for your own gender when and if you find them attractive and satisfying. The same holds true for behavior. A gay man can whip up a great dinner party and a gay woman can patch the roof of her house and not fret about what the neighbors will say. They are saying it already, anyway. The gay man also may continue to be a home handyman just as the gay woman may continue the pleasures of cooking and sewing. And thanks to increasing gay visibility and women’s liberation, more and more heterosexual women and men also are daring to explore the wider world of occupations and tasks previously denied them by restrictive gender roles.
The range of relating is increased for gay people. We’re free to relate in depth to anyone, regardless of gender. Of course, popular anti-gay mythology stereotypes gay men as not liking women and gay women as not liking men, but it is not true. Most of this heterophobia is the projection of homophobic heterosexuals. Gay men are likely to relate to women more fully without dragging along the male superiority games played by unenlightened heterosexual men who have been programmed to try to dominate women. Gay women can and do relate to men as friends and equals without any need to play at appearing less intelligent, less responsible or the subservient coquette. From equality in relating can grow fine friendships and loves. Nor is heterosexual sex excluded. The gay person is more attracted to persons of the same gender in general, but a particular sexual relationship is based on individual attraction, not general attraction. It is true that there are some gay people who have not yet questioned the mythology fed to them and have kept a distance from people they were trained to see as the opposite sex. Increased awareness eventually exposes the programming inherent in that myth, however.
Being gay is not anti, it is pro. We are not against people, we are for them. We have learned to appreciate individual differences the hard way. We have a stake in everyone’s freedom because it is the only way we can be assured of our own. And we cannot survive without our freedom. We have been hated because we are people who have dared to follow our own truth about love in times and places where our affection has been forbidden.
There are so many advantages to being gay. Many of them are difficult to communicate joyously because they have been earned at considerable cost. The gay person is apt to have had more experience with both reality and fantasy than he or she would otherwise have had. It builds a wider and deeper internal emotional capacity, though it may not be visible to everyone around you. It is a quality that the more sensitive non-gay people feel and wonder that they are so often drawn to people who turn out to be gay. It is an asset also in terms of flexibility. Our increased experience with reality and fantasy makes it easier to take life’s surprises in stride, maintain balance and take care of our responsibilities in everyday life.
Then there is physical attractiveness. It seems unlikely that most gay people are born with genes that make them more attractive, yet a disproportionate number of us do seem to be more attractive - or become more attractive once over the hurdles to self-admitted awareness of gay identity. Almost certainly it is due in part to having faced fears and let go of a lot of tension. People are more attractive when they are honest with themselves and more relaxed. It must be admitted, however, that it is probably due in part also to hypersensitivity to the media’s concept of beauty and to the portion of money and time willingly spent contributing to that image so as to be found worthy of desire.
I suspect that most of the extra quota of attractiveness is due to the positive aspects of awareness. One is aware of physical attraction to some people of the same gender. Unlike the non-gay man who is not supposed to notice other male bodies, the gay man enthusiastically notices the bodies, mannerisms and attributes of other men and sees what is naturally most beautiful about a male who cares for and respects himself. The gay man is more likely to watch his diet and less likely to get paunchy. The gay woman is less likely to preen with a palette of paints and artificial devices designed to disguise her true form since she is appreciative of the natural beauty of other women.
In parts of the world where we are ruthlessly subjected to prejudice, gay people have had to develop a benign, self-protective alertness that can be viewed as something like a positive form of paranoia. We must try to be aware of how other people are seeing us and reacting to us emotionally. It is necessary lest we be hit unexpectedly with a stroke of bigotry based on someone’s suspicion of our gayness. This gay pseudo-paranoia acts as an early warning system that helps us to make the adjustments that smooth social interactions. It is not the malignant sort of paranoia that makes a person tense with the suspicion that the whole world is out to get him or her and makes social intercourse tempestuous or impossible.
The gay early warning system is costly in energy, but it pays dividends. It provides plenty of practice in noticing vocabulary, intonation, posture and facial expression. In other words, it provides the experience that increases sensitivity. It builds not only greater sensitivity but also greater self-awareness. When you are alert to how other people are responding to you emotionally, you naturally correlate the information with your feelings and behavior of the moment. Gay people are more likely than their non-gay counterparts to know that a fixed smile will not cover unsunny feelings and that it is better to stay home when you are feeling unsocial—or at least let your social companions have some clues as to what is bothering you so that they need not feel responsible. The combination of sensitivity and self-awareness, though costly, is a strong social asset.
There is also something wonderful about being part of a group that has survived and brightened the world under the most adverse circumstances. We’re like that beautiful orange flower called the California poppy. We are apt to pop up anywhere—beside a railroad track, in the wilderness, in a pampered floral display or in a long forgotten garden covered with weeds and trampled by careless footsteps. We keep blooming with a beauty that is there to be seen by anyone willing to appreciate it.
Most of all, I suppose, from the long list that could be drawn of the rewards that come with being gay, I like being able to be myself. Being gay has given me a self that is respectful of differences in people. It has granted me the ability to look on the human world with a greater sense of compassion.
In too many areas of the world it is far from easy to be gay, though it is easier in more areas than it once was. Once you realize you are gay you know that you are likely to experience pain and struggle. The cards are stacked against you. You will face discrimination and prejudice—some of it from people who love you. The emotional pressures are enormous. At one time or another you even may be tempted by suicide as a way out. Painful wounds increase chances of falling into alcoholism or other drug abuse. But none of this is due to your being gay. It is due to the prejudices of a society that has used gayness as a scapegoat for a bewildering variety of ills.
Despite the enormous weight placed on you by an oppressive environment, it is possible to join hands with wonderful people who appreciate gayness, especially other gay people, and celebrate both the pain of the past and the potential of the future. While others struggle with their assigned gender roles, we are released by our gay identity. We know we can love anyone worthy of our love, including people of our own gender. We know that we can be complete human beings. For those of us who survive—and there are more and more of us who do—our world can be very rich and full. And we know enough to appreciate all of the richness and fullness granted to us.
Part Two
Gay Growing
•
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Zalmen sweeps floors at night and is a part-time helper in a florist shop in the afternoon. “I didn’t tell people much about my life or how I got here. Almost nobody knows I speak five languages. I’m not the best looking forty year old guy, but people like me. I thank God for one thing everyday, starting with morning prayer. I thank God I am gay. It is my life. It is how come I am here and not dead. It is my gift. It brings me love and lets me give love. I know I will marry the man I love most one day.”
He smiles often, a smile that causes others to smile. “My other job is to take care of my gay gift and use it to make the world a little bit nicer. That’s my thank you to God. But I still got a lot of learning to do in this life and I got to get rid of the bad stuff I learned once.
Much of Part Two of the book has to do with unlearning and relearning. It takes considerable effort to unlearn negative associations relating to gay identity. Subtle negative messages we receive are so constant that we fail to notice that they are being absorbed as a part of our understanding of the world and our place in it.
This section also deals with becoming conscious about how we live our lives as gay people. Being awake and aware of our behavior makes it possible to be responsible for our thoughts and actions and therefore able to develop real pride. Gay pride is earned.
Gay identity comes with the acceptance of your homosexual orientation and awareness that every area of your life is influenced by that orientation. It is a gift granted by life. Some people, like Zalmen, would say it is a triple gift granted by God - one is learned, one earned and the other is simply given to us.
It took time and effort for me to own the wholeness of my gay identity. It takes time and effort for everyone. But we help one another by passing tips along about how to enjoy the self that you happen to be. Sometimes a professional can offer special help.
The gay-affirmative professional is someone who, in addition to relevant professional training, has located homosexual and other affectional gay feelings within herself or himself. Such a person may choose to act or not act on these feelings at any given time, but the awareness is gladly accepted. This is someone, gay or not, who values gay identity. Because it is not foreign, there is an emotional understanding and appreciation of our oppression and how related life experiences influence an individual’s psychological development. The gay-affirmative professional understands that while gay identity may add difficulties to life, it is a gift to be developed.
Gay-affirmative professionals offer service in such a way that gay clients retain and gain self-appreciation, self-respect and pride. A professional who is not gay-affirmative, though he or she may indulge in homosexuality in private life, cannot be considered gay since this person is not responsibly appreciative of gay identity as a gift. Such a person is likely to reinforce the covert belief that heterosexuality or is superior or better. Gay-affirmative people understand and appreciate the richness of gay identity.
Gay people who come to a gay-affirmative professional for psychological service come for the same wide variety of reasons that people everywhere seek psychological help. When the precipitating factor is an affair of the heart—a woman may have ended her first lesbian relationship or a man may have discovered that his lover/spouse/domestic partner/husband is having a fling with another man, and feel as if life has lost its worth. It is likely that the person is processing emotions with two sets of guidelines. We learn one set for living in the heterosexual world and a slightly different set for the gay subculture. It helps to have a therapist or counselor who is familiar with both and appreciative of their complex interaction. Thus equipped, the counselor is less likely to sabotage a gay client’s self-esteem.
Beyond matters of romance, sex and love, people have the same sort of human troubles whether or not they are gay. The death of a parent or a sibling can produce profound feelings for anyone. But gay people are better served if the work is done within a framework that appreciates gay identity and is sensitive to the experience of being a gay person in a prejudiced world. How did that parent or sibling relate to the sexual orientation and subsequent gay identity of this daughter, son, brother or sister? Were there resulting complications in the relationship that make the mourning process more complex?
A special kind of learning comes to the gay-affirmative professional who chooses to specialize in work with gay people, whether or not she or he is gay. I feel very fortunate to have been enriched by that learning. Gay people are the same as other people, and we are different. We have grown up in the general culture and we have been influenced by the gay sub-culture. Both cultures are changing.
Gay people have some special coping to do to balance the influence of two changing cultures coexisting in a sometimes subtly, sometimes not so subtly, hostile environment. Usually we are better for having to make the efforts in response to these special challenges to our integrity. We may learn greater alertness, sensitivity and strength but the struggle is long and difficult and deserves to be respected, not minimized.
A woman who was in the grip of a terrible internal struggle came to my office. She was happily married, had two grown children and a first grandchild. Her family insisted that she seek help because she seemed unhappy. She told me that she knew her unhappiness stemmed from the realization that her life was passing and she had never exercised her secret yearning to share passion with another woman. She said, “Even if it’s not too late for me, though, I can’t imagine upsetting the whole family by letting them know that I might be a lesbian.”
A very young man wrote to me asking if I would be willing to contact him at a temporary Internet address he was using because he had read one of my books and was desperate to talk with someone about his feelings for men. “I am deeply ashamed and have tried everything to make myself normal but the feelings don’t go away.”
You are no less worthwhile for needing help in accepting your sexual orientation and developing your gay identity. If you are currently in conflict, struggling against your natural orientation and unsure about developing a gay identity, know that almost all of us have gone through the same struggle. One day, hopefully, you will be proud of yourself as a gay person.
There are outstretched hands in many parts of the world today, ready to help if you ask. Many universities have a Gay Students’ Union or Association of Gay Students and Alumni. A telephone call or letter to such a group can put you in touch with local gay groups or individuals who are very willing to talk and help. Phone books often have listings for P-FLAG or F-FLAG, the organizations of parents, family and friends of gays.
Cities often have a Gay Community Service Center or a local Gay Information Service listed in the telephone book. A Gay Community Service Center may have drop-in discussion groups, possibly including a coming-out group that could help answer questions, offer support and quell uneasiness. Telephoning a nearby reputable health center or clinic can also yield gay-affirmation referrals. Suicide Prevention Centers and AIDS hotlines are likely to have such listings as well. Gay-oriented newspapers have proliferated and usually list Gay Services information or will, at least, respond to a telephone call for assistance in finding help. Listings can also be found on the Internet.
But if you are as uncomfortable and shy as most of us are during the initial struggle to find identity, chances are you will not contact any gay organization at first. You are more likely to contact a professional counselor who is not gay (because there are more of them and because you may have been led to believe that they will be more objective). In truth the non-gay-oriented counselor is not more objective and is likely to be less knowledgeable unless he or she has had some extra training in gay-oriented counseling. Unfortunately, a non-gay-affirmative professional may want to help you down a tortured path toward conformity. If he or she is more enlightened, you will be advised to stop resisting your natural orientation and begin to establish your gay identity.
Beware of help with a plan to change you, no matter how many university degrees are displayed on the wall. And remember that actions speak louder than words. If the counselor says she or he thinks it is okay to be gay, but brightens and seems more enthusiastic when happy heterosexual events are discussed, run—do not walk to a genuinely gay-affirmative counselor. Double messages really can cause you more trouble. If you are emotionally, intellectually and physically attracted to people of the same gender, you know it. You may be far from wanting to admit it, but you have a homosexual orientation. Efforts to convert and conform will be costly in time, effort and money and are likely to leave you scarred, lonely and feeling even worse about yourself.
For the time being, until you are ready to reach out for some gay-affirmative help, the best thing to do is to read. Go to the library and find books that deal with being gay. If anything describing the book or in the book itself suggests that being gay might be immoral, or pathological, close the book. You have been exposed to a lifetime of that poison already. Look for good news about being gay, preferably written by a gay person who knows from personal experience. Reading can help you begin to free yourself of the belief that you are bad if you admit to your gay identity. No matter how large the obstacles seem now, you can and will be even more yourself and create a life of dignity and warmth. Once you begin to understand that, you will be ready to contact gay people who may be a little farther down the path. At least they can listen and know what you are talking about.
I do not mean to present all gay people as angels and all non-gay people as the enemy. Some gays, having accepted a stereotypic picture complete with anti-gay mythology during their developing years, may now act out some part of the stereotype by being the unkind bitchy queen or the predator ready for the next conquest on their promiscuity menu. But this sort of gay person is disappearing as we are increasingly able to re-educate and reclaim our individual identities.
Gay organizations make great efforts to be staffed with counselors who are both responsive and responsible. They are there to help you rather than use you. They are people who have traveled some rocky paths and are interested in helping you to travel yours with less difficulty. If you happen to run into a gay person who seems ready to misuse you emotionally or sexually in order to meet his or her own needs, the problem presented is no greater than in a comparable heterosexual interchange. It should be enough to say, “Thanks but no thanks,” and move on to another, more responsible and sincere counselor.
You cannot afford to believe the advice that comes from any one person. If you expose yourself to many points of view from a number of gay people you can piece together advice in ways that make personal sense to you. If you are uncomfortable with feeling indebted by permitting someone to help you, please remember the debt is automatically canceled: As the more experienced gay women and men help you, you are helping them to question, review and reinforce their own understanding. It is a phenomenon well known to members of twelve-step programs such as Alcoholics Anonymous and Alanon.
A former roofer who is a member of both organizations told me how he came to seek help. “Everybody knows how awful it smells when you’re putting a new tar and gravel roof on a house. I told myself that’s why I needed a drink every now and then during the day. Then I fell off one of those roofs and had a few weeks of not very pretty detox while on my back in a hospital. But it gave me a chance to take a look at myself and my life. I used to think that I couldn’t do anything about my interest in other guys until my Papa was dead. I’d tell myself it wasn’t killing me to wait and he deserved to have the kind of sons he wanted. Anyway, once I fell off the roof, then went to A. A., I came to realize that while it wasn’t exactly killing me to put it off—like nobody was putting a gun to my head or cutting me with a knife, I was letting my life go as if it wasn’t worth anything—as if I had the right to do that, as if I was God making that decision. I wasn’t playing the cards I was dealt, just letting the game go by. Nobody has that right - nobody. All the cards I was dealt—including the gay card? That’s my business to use them well and not miss the enjoyment of my life. I was killing myself. Now I’m sober, gay and myself and guess what? Papa’s glad I went back to school. He admires me. But even if he hated it, I’d have to play my own cards.”
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His friends call him Honi. “It means kiss in Hawaiian and it’s something I like to do with other guys. I got the name growing up on the Big Island near Hilo. We got lots of different kinds of people there, all kinds of how you’re supposed to be with each other. The sun still comes up from that ocean each morning so we have to learn to kinda’ relax and let people be who they think they are.”
For many years zoo keepers were puzzled by chimpanzees who were different. They were quieter, more gentle and, when possible, settled disputes and made other necessary social arrangements by using friendly sexual contacts rather than the chimpanzee’s usual noisy aggression.
We know much more about these gentle, love-making bonobo cousins of ours now and appreciate their natural ability to enjoy love-making and avoid war. Unlike the chimpanzee, they have a female centered culture and little conflict.
Bonobo, chimpanzee and human had a common ancestor six million years ago. The chimpanzee and bonobo had a common ancestor still until about three million years ago. There is no doubt that some humans today clearly show that they are more related to chimpanzees while others of us show that we are more related to the bonobo.
In studies the bonobo continue to surprise researchers showing how different than the chimpanzee they are. While chimpanzees are described as coarse and hot-tempered, bonobo are found to be sensitive, lively and nervous. The chimps raise their hair at the slightest provocation or pick up tree branches to challenge or intimidate anyone perceived as weaker while bonobo rarely do so. Physical violence is rare among bonobo but common among chimps who bite one another and use full-force hitting. Bonobo are more vocal and “comment” on minor events. While both chimps and bonobo are capable of language and empathy, only bonobo display altruism. The chimps are status oriented while bonobo are tribe oriented, group welfare is most important. Bonobo are described as “extraordinarily sensitive and gentle creatures” who soothe tensions with sexual or erotic interactions unlike the “demoniacal primitive force” of adult chimpanzees.
“It’s all there, references easy to find on the web or in the library,” Honi tells everyone. “Gay guys remind me a lot of those bonobo, lesbians too. Me, I’m bonobo all the way. Too bad we got so many chimps running the world, running around making their wars, killing and scaring everybody and then leaving their mess for us to clean up. I’m glad that chimp software don’t work in my computer, man.”
Computers and their software were designed as complex thinking machines that would behave or produce results in a variety of ways. Each type of computer has its own character and personality, determined by its design and construction. But the thinking and behavior of computer are shaped by the interaction of their internal program and software programs that are added. A program is a complex set of instructions fed into the machine, telling it to operate (think and behave) in certain ways that are good or bad, right or wrong, according to the definitions of the persons who constructed the program.
Should a software program be fed to a machine which cannot follow the instructions, because of technical limitations or differences in design, the computer will not compute. If its design permits it to handle similar tasks but not exactly those on this program, it might behave in a neurotic fashion, trying its best to do the job with unreliable results, or it might fail to function at all. Computers and their programs of software were designed as simplified copies of how humans think and behave.
Each of us is programmed from the day of birth to the day of death. We are told what is right and wrong, good and bad. We are told how to think and how to behave. These instructions come not only from parents, teachers, religious leaders, friends and relatives but from television programs, political campaigns, newspapers, magazines, movies, billboards and cereal boxes. We are bombarded with instructions. From them we build a general program that is harmonious because its parts fit together. Dissonant instructions are discarded or not taken seriously because, like the most imaginative advanced software programs, adult humans can screen instructions and decide which ones do not fit our overall basic program.
The basic program, however, made of many thousands of bits of information fitted together, is forced upon us. We do not select it; it happens to us—its fundamentals having been put into place before we were old enough reason. If the basic program does not fit our own basic individual nature or psychological makeup, we are apt to behave neurotically or fail to function at all. The overall program for each of us is unique, since each of us has fitted together the thousands of pieces personally. But the fundamental building blocks of that program are similar for all people in a given society because they are constructed from and inserted by the values of that society at such an early age.
Although there are promising signs of change in the world, the program fundamentals in too many societies still do not fit the natural orientation of a gay person. You are too often instructed to follow a strictly heterosexual path that ignores feelings of attraction to people of the same gender. If this conflicts with your psychological makeup or natural orientation, what can be done? We might try taking the computer apart and rebuilding it in such a way that it will accept the program, or we can make a new software program. For too long we have attempted to take gay people apart and rebuild them. It is past time to create a new customized program that works well for us.
Futuristic fiction such as Stranger in a Strange Land, Brave New World, and 1984, portray the extreme difficulty encountered when human beings are forced to unlearn a program and then reconditioned to accept a new one. The guilt and anxiety are intense. It can be done more easily with the aid of a support system made up of similar people who are also working to deprogram and reprogram themselves. Their support helps allay the fear associated with the unfamiliar. Their ideas point to possible directions for a more personally satisfying, responsible and less destructive program.
With near superhuman efforts, the deprogramming and reprogramming can be accomplished alone, if help from others is not available. Certain parts of the process must always be done alone. With or without help, this process is essential—your life depends upon it if you are gay. You cannot trust your life to a program based on the assumption that your most natural loving feelings are wrong and make you a bad person. A lifetime of such programming almost guarantees a short, narrow and unhappy life.
If there is one available in your area, or if you can find other gay people to start one, you would do well to begin your deprogramming and reprogramming with a gay discussion group, gay support group or gay psychotherapy group. A discussion group might pick a different topic for each meeting. Each member would share personal experiences and feelings related to that topic—often saying things she or he has never said aloud before. In a feedback period, members can share their thoughts and feelings about what they have heard in the meeting.
A psychotherapy group is usually led or facilitated by a paid psychotherapist who has been trained in group dynamics. The style is determined by the therapist, but it is an arena in which each person is free to say what is on his or her mind and expression of feelings is encouraged. Such a group permits the luxury of hearing honest feedback from others in a safe environment. You can learn how your behavior, thoughts and feelings impact others. Not only the things that you say, but things that fellow group members say also, will provoke you to re-examine basic beliefs, assumptions and behavior.
A gay support group is somewhere between a discussion group and a psychotherapy group, since some amount of discussion, psychotherapy and support are inevitable in all three formats. Whether or not there is a designated facilitator, it offers an opportunity to talk about your thoughts and feelings while recounting current events in your life. Group members agree to listen respectfully and speak from their own experience. A support group’s mandate should be to review rather than criticize.
Choosing a gay support group, discussion group or psychotherapy group will depend on whether you will feel more comfortable knowing that a qualified leader is in charge, or whether your goal is simply to increase awareness or to make difficult changes in your life pattern. If you choose a psychotherapy group, make sure that the leader is a gay-affirmative professional and not simply a therapist who has assembled a group of gay people with the covert or overt assumption that conformity to heterosexual norms can be equated with increased mental health. In any of these groups, it takes only a few meetings before you begin to be more aware of the ways in which you have been taught to think and behave. You will begin to see the thousands of rights, wrongs, goods and bads that you have accepted without question.
Reading is both stimulating and informative. Of course standard magazine rack reading will not help; it merely reinforces much of the old program. But books and articles coming out of the worldwide gay movement and the alternative press are sure to make you think and re-evaluate. These books, journals and magazines are increasingly easy to find, particularly online or in large bookstores in large cities.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/18049 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!