KEYWORKS IN CULTURAL STUDIES

As cultural studies powers ahead to new intellectual horizons, it becomes increasingly
important to chart the discipline’s controversial h istory. This is the object of an exciting
new series, KeyWorks in Cultural Studies. By showcasing the best that has been
thought and written on the leading themes and topics constituting the discipline,
KeyWorks in Cultural Studies provides an invaluable genealogy for students striving
to better understand the contested space in which cultural studies takes place and is
practiced.

1 Nations and Identities: Classic Readings edited by Vincent P. Pecora
2 Media and Cultural Studies: KeyWorks edited by Meenakshi Gigi Duvham

and Douglas M. Kellner
3 Black Feminist Cultural Criticism edited by Jacqueline Bobo
4 Reading Digital Culture edited by David Trend
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Note

1 There are films with a woman as the main protagonist, of course. To analyse this phcnom-.

enon seriously here would take me too far afield. Pam Cook and Cl?)irc ]kcl)hgf;or;’s Sgt;ll(glz:
2 i i Raoul Walsh, Edinburgh, Edinbur

It of Mamie Stover in Phil Hardy (ed.), ;] urg ;

gf:n'}j:lv219g‘4) shows in a striking case how the strength of this female protagonist is mor¢

apparent than real.
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Out of the Mainstream: Sexual
Minorities and the Mass Media*

Larry Gross

i 4 society dominated by centralized sources of information and imagery, in which
Sulomic imperatives and pervasive values promote the search for large, common-
Wominator audiences, what is the fate of those groups who for one or another
Wan find themselves outside the mainstream? Briefly, and it is hardly a novel
Sivation, such groups share a common fate of relative invisibility and demeaning
Motypes. But there are differences as well as similarities in the ways various

WHtices (racial, ethnic, sexual, religious, political) are treated by the mass media.

I wiven important differences in their life situations, members of such groups
S Hence varying consequences of their mediated images.
W this chapter I will discuss the general question of minority perspectives applied
e study of mass media content and effects, and I will elaborate in greater detail
Siuation of sexual minorities (lesbian women and gay men) as members of the
thedia audience.
Sl minorities differ in important ways from the ““traditional” racial and ethnic
Sanities; they are, in an interesting sense, akin to political minorities (so-called
Sl and “fringe” groups). In both cases their members typically are self-identified
S point in their lives, usually in adolescence or later, and they are not necessarily
W blentifiable by others. These two groups also constitute by their very existence a
Sl threat to the “natural® (sexual and/or political) order of things, and thus
M nherently problematic and controversial for the mass media. These char-
ik tan be seen to affect the way members of such groups are depicted in the
tWhen they do appear), and also suggest ways to think about the effects of such
S Oon the images held by society at large and by members of these minority

S8 Wirning, to the discussion of minority audience perspectives, it would be
- ~ . . . . - .
W vharacterize briefly the role of the mass media, television in particular, in
Iy

L Lions, Remote Control: Television, Audiences and Cultural Power, ed. Ellen Seiter et al. (New
Wl TURY) pp. 130-49.




Larry Gross

The System is the Message

First, the economic, political, and social integration of modern industrial society
allows few communities or individuals to maintain an independent integrity. We arc
parts of a Leviathan, like it or not, and its nervous system is telecommunications. Our
knowledge of the ““wide world” is what this nervous system transmits to us. The mass
media provide the chief common ground among the different groups that make up a
heterogeneous national community. Never before have all classes and groups (as well
as ages) shared so much of the same culture and the same perspectives while having so
little to do with their creation.

Second, representation in the mediated “reality” of our mass culture is in itscll
power; certainly it is the case that non-representation maintains the powerles:
status of groups that do not possess significant material or political power bascs
That is, while the holders of real power — the ruling class — do not require (or scck)
mediated visibility, those who are at the bottom of the various power hierarchiex
will be kept in their places in part through their relative invisibility. This is a form «l
what Gerbner and I have termed symbolic annihilation.! Not all interests or points ol
view are equal; judgments are made constantly about exclusions and inclusions anl
these judgments broaden or narrow (mostly narrow) the spectrum of views piv
sented.

Third, when groups or perspectives do attain visibility, the manner of that repraa
entation will itself reflect the biases and interests of those elites who define the pulilis
agenda. And these clites are (mostly) white, (mostly) middle-aged, (mostly) nald;
(mostly) middle and upper-middle class, and entirely heterosexual (at least in puliliv)

Fourth, we should not take too seriously the presumed differences berween e
various categories of media messages — particularly in the case of television. Nowe
drama, quiz shows, sports, and commercials share underlying similarities of themws
emphasis, and value. Even the most widely accepted distinctions (i.e. news vs. hotia
programs vs. commercials) are easily blurred. Decisions about which cvents ais
newsworthy and about how to present them are heavily influenced by considcratin
of dramatic form and content (e.g. conflict and resolution) that are drawn i
fictional archetypes; and the polished mini-dramas of many commercials revial
sophisticated mastery of fictional conventions, just as dramatic programs proiv §f
style of consumption and living that is quite in tune with their neighboring convineds
cial messages. More important, the blending of stylistic conventions allows for jv e
efficacy and mutual support in packaging and diffusing common values.

Fifth, the dominant conventions of our mass media are those of “‘rcalism’’
psychologically grounded naturalism. Despite a limited degree of reflexivity wiilg
occasionally crops up, mainstream film and television are nearly always prescitud
transparent mediators of reality which can and do show us how people and s
look, how institutions operate; in short, the way it is. These depictions of 1l
things are, and why, are personified through dramatic plots and characterizi
which take us behind the scenes to the otherwise inaccessible backstages ol iliy
motivation, organizational performance, and subcultural life.
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Larry Gross

Choices or echoes?

The mainstream which we have identified as the embodiment of a dominant ideology,
cultivated through the repetition of stable patterns across the illusory boundaries of
media and genre, and absorbed by otherwise diverse segments of the population,
nevertheless has to contend with the possibility of oppositional perspectives and
interpretations. What options and opportunitics are avajlable to those groups
whose concerns, values and even very existence are belittled, subverted, and denicd
by the mainstream? Can the power of the mass media’s central tendencies be resisted?
Can one avoid being swept into the mainstream? The answers to such questions
depend in large part on which group or segment we are discussing; while many
minorities are similarly ignored or distorted by the mass media, not all have the
same options for resistance and the development of alternative channels.

In general the opportunities for organized opposition are greatest when therc is a
visible and even organized group which can provide solidarity and institutional mcans
for creating and disseminating alternative messages. There are numerous examples ol
groupings that have sprung up, as it were, along the right bank of the mainstrcam
Most organized and visible among these are the Christian fundamentalist syndicatcil
television programs. These programs provide their (generally older and less educatcd)
viewers with an array of programs, from news to talk shows to soap operas to charch
services and sermons, all reflecting perspectives and values that they quite corre tly
feel are not represented in mainstream, prime-time television or in the movies." As
one of Hoover’s conservative, religious respondents put it, in discussing netwaork

television:

I think a good deal of it is written by very liberal, immoral people... Some of th
comedies, the weekly things that go on every week, they make extramarital affairs, and
sex before marriage an everyday thing like everybody should accept it...and they present
it in a comic situation, a situation that looks like it could be fun and a good deal of thes

weekly shows I don’t like go for that.®

The religious sponsoring and producing organizations are not merely engaged
meeting their audiences’ previously unmet needs for a symbolic environmeit Jib:
which they feel at home; they are also attempting to translate the (usually exagpnes
ated) numbers of their audiences and their (constantly solicited) financial contril
tions into a power base from which they can exert pressure to alter the channcl ol 1wl
mainstream and bring it even closer to where they now reside, up on the right L

At the moment, and for the foreseeable future in the United States, at least, theiw W
no comparable settlement on the left bank of the mainstream. There are many r¢ sl
why the organized left has been unable to match the right’s success in harnessing
available resources of media technology. It is not hard to see that somc minniiy)
perspectives are in fact supportive of the dominant ideology, however mucl
media’s need for massive audiences might sacrifice or offend their interests, Wi "
other minority values are truly incompatible with the basic power relaticish
embodied in that mainstream.
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410 Larry Gross

vulnerable to mass media power; even more so than blacks, national minorities, and
women. Of all social groups (except perhaps communists), we are probably the least
permitred to speak for ourselves in the mass media. We are also the only group (again,
except for communists and, currently, Arab “terrorists”) whose enemies are generally
uninhibited by the consensus of “‘good taste” which protects most minorities from
the more public displays of bigotry.

The reason for this vulnerability lies in large part in our initial isolation and
invisibility. The process of identity formation for lesbian women and gay men requircs
the strength and determination to swim against the stream. A baby is born and
immediately classified as male or female, white or black, and is treated as such from
that moment, for better or worse. That baby is also defined as heterosexual and
treated as such. It is made clear throughout the process of socialization —a process mn
which the mass media play a major role — that one will grow up, marry, have children
and live in nuclear familial bliss, sanctified by religion and licensed by the statc.
Women are surrounded by other women, people of color by other people of color,
etc., and can observe the variety of choices and fates that befall those who are like
them. Mass media stereotypes selectively feature and reinforce some of the available
roles and images for women, national minorities, people of color, etc.; but they
operate under constraints imposed by the audiences’ immediate environment.

Lesbians and gay men, conversely, are a self-identifying minority. We are assumed
(with few exceptions, and these — the “obviously” effeminate man or masculing
woman — may not even be homosexual) to be straight, and are treated as such,
until we begin to recognize that we are not what we have been told we are, that w
are different. But how are we to understand, define, and deal with that difference?
Here we generally have little to go on beyond very limited direct experience with
those individuals who are close enough to the accepted stercotypes to be labeled
publicly as queers, faggots, dykes, etc. And we have the mass media.

The mass media play a major role in this process of social definition, and rarcly 4
positive one. In the absence of adequate information in their immediate environment,
most people, gay or straight, have little choice other than to accept the narrow anil
negative stercotypes they encounter as being representative of gay people. The nusse
media have rarely presented portrayals which counter or extend the prevalent invayua
On the contrary, they take advantage of them. Typically, media characterizations s
popular stereotypes as a code which they know will be readily understood by thie
audience, thus further reinforcing the presumption of verisimilitude while remaiiniig
“officially”” innocent of dealing with a sensitive subject.

But there is more to it than stercotyping. For the most part gay people have Twe
simply invisible in the media. The few exceptions were almost invariably either vict
_ of violence or ridicule — or villains. As Vito Russo noted recently, it i ned
insignificant that out of 32 films with major homosexual characters from 1! ol
through 1976, 13 feature gays who commit suicide and 18 have the homas wid!
murdered by another character.”® Even this minimal and slanted presence, howive
seems to be so threatening to the “industry” that gay characterizations and il
elements always come accompanied by pressbook qualifications and backpdali

In his survey of the treatment of gay people in American film,” Russo prezimis @
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through which the issue of homosexuality was processed, resulting in a televised picture
of gay life designed to be acceptable to the gay community and still palatable to a mass
audience.'®

Acceptability to the gay community, in this case, means that the movie was not an
attack on our character and a denial of our basic humanity; it could not be mistaken
for an expression of our values or perspectives. But of course they were not aiming at
us, cither; they were merely trying to avoid arguing with us afterwards. In Vito
Russo’s words, “mainstream films about homosexuals are not for homosexuals.
They address themselves exclusively to the majority.””*! However, there will inevitably
be a great many lesbians and gay men in the audience.

The rules of the mass media game have a double impact on gay people: not only do
they mostly show us as weak and silly, or evil and corrupt, but they exclude and deny
the existence of normal, unexceptional as well as exceptional lesbians and gay men
Hardly ever shown in the media are just plain gay folks, used in roles which do not
center on their deviance as a threat to the moral order which must be countered
through ridicule or physical violence. Television drama in particular reflects the
deliberate use of clichéed casting strategies which preclude such daring innovations

The sterotypic depiction of lesbians and gay men as abnormal, and the suppression
of positive or even “‘unexceptional” portrayals, serve to maintain and police th
boundaries of the moral order. It encourages the majority to stay on their gendai
defined reservation, and tries to keep the minority quietly hidden out of sight. For th
visible presence of healthy, non-stereotypic Jesbians and gay men does pose a scrics
threat: it undermines the unquestioned normalcy of the status quo, and it opens wjp
the possibility of making choices to people who might never otherwise have con
sidered or understood that such choices could be made.

The situation has only been worsened by the AIDS epidemic. By 1983 ncarly all
mass media attention to gay men was in the context of AIDS-related stories, anl
because this coverage secems to have exhausted the media’s limited interest it jiay
people, lesbians became even less visible than before (if possible). AIDS reinvigorats 1
the two major mass media “‘roles” for gay people: victim and villain. Already treatid
as an important medical topic, AIDS moved up to the status of “front page™ news
after Rock Hudson emerged as the most famous person with the disease. At presim

AIDS stories appear daily in print and broadcast news — often with little or no new s

important content — and the public image of gay men has been inescapably lin
with the specter of plague. Television dramatists have presented the plight of (white,
middle-class) gay men with AIDS, but their particular concern is the agony ol il
families/friends who have to face the awful truth: their son (brother, boyfrii
husband, etc.) is, gasp, gay! But, even with AIDS, not too gay, mind you. In
major network made-for-television movie on AIDS, NBC’s An Early Frost, a youn
rich, white, handsome lawyer is forced out of the closet by AIDS. “We know he i
because he tells his disbelieving parents so, but his lack of a gay sensibility, politicx
sense of community make him one of those homosexuals heterosexuals love, "'
An Early Frost is thus another example of the pattern discerned by Montmns
although this time the familiar and successful genre is family- not crime-draniu, ¥

Out of the Mainstream

413

Mes i o
ocus is still on the heterosexual characters and the

noes i i
tes In a recent overview of television’s treatment
the past fifteen years,

ir reactions. As William Henry
of gays (or lack of same) during

when TV does deal with ga
understand. The central ac
homosexual, but grief-stric

ys 1r_typ1caJ!_v takes the point of view of strai
lt:c:m is the progress of acceptance —
en resignation o fate b
N g . o 1 },
urrogates for the audience. Homosexuality thus be
Issue on which everyone in earshot .

ghts struggling to
. not self-acceptance by the
his straight loved ones, who serve as
. comes not a fact of life, but a moral
- e s 1s‘.dcxpcctcd to voice some vehement opinion. Just as
b 18 xpected to talk almost exclusively about being bl ‘
pped characters (when seen ar all) were expected to talk chti”flIb baCR‘
efly about

|||t'|| dlsablhrﬂ: S50 Mmosexua t!l.ila( 5 Vi r efned ; c i ! ot
S hO & 4 C
I 3 X I rer hﬂ = be{.ﬂ l:[ tl ‘l
C I]n ISt nﬂrfh b\ thtlr

Weing defined by their “problem,” it i
mostly been confined to tcir:visio“n‘
W television movie, with a very oc
4 diamatic series (examples inclu.d
Bewhere). Continuing gay charact,
Wi by the innocent (as in the

s no surprise therefore that gay characters have
‘s favonte problem-of-the-week genre, the made-
Lasm.nal one-shot appearance of a gay character on
¢ episodes of Lou Grant, Medical Center and Sz
ers tr::nd to be so subtle as to be readily misu 1L :
! the case of Sidney in Love, Sidney, f vl
il iﬂ ;;f;:ryl; g at the m9vies and ha
i ot h., onfused about their sexuality
fi 1onship (as in the case of the off.
i, whose lovers have an unfortunate t1;
Depite their greater freedom from the co'
SIS - perhaps because of their need to co
Ml voung adults — commercial films are
Byinion. In fact, as Vito Russo shows i
Mikloid Closet (1987)

. whose homosexuality
ving a photo of his dead lover
' and never seen in an ongoing
agamn-on-again Steven Carrington in
ndency to get killed).

mpetition for massive mainstream audi-
mpete for the primary audience of teens
No more welcoming to gay characters than
: 1 the revised edition of his 1981 stud Th

» recent films are awash with gay villains and victimsy:)ncg

W e m

1 .|'u vne of []]L wWor &ggﬂt 45 Decome a Nost man
| { | WO .d r h b - ] d
Ay | I

0 e , atory., ight s
¢ tolerated in reference to any other group of pe i A ke

Wb sexnals i o . ‘
| 1 homosexuals. . | Anti-gay dialogue is most o : el

! oS ' g ften gi =)
ten the audience is supposed to identify,'* o thevery characrers vith

s otter their makers a degree of license w

M opportunity to use language and de
15 imposed on television —

a4 hunting license.,

h.id? isn’t :_wajlablc to television produ-
pictions of sexuality that go far beyond

i b Z
ut as far as gay people are concerned, this mostly

Colonization: The Straight Gay
Wi weveral categories of response to the mainstream med
¢

Wiive among i i i A% O o
ng them are mtcrnahzatlon, subversion secessi Nas
>

n, and resistance.




414 Larry Gross

To begin with, as we have already noted, we are all colonized by the majority culture.
Those of us who belong to a minority group may nevertheless have absorbed the
values of the dominant culture, even if these exclude or diminish us. We are all aware
of the privileging of male-identified attributes in our patriarchal culture, and the
dominance of the male perspective in the construction of mass-mediated realities.
Similarly, the US media offer a white-angled view of the world which is shared with
people of color everywhere. In a study of Venezuelan children in which they werc
asked to describe their heroes, the hero was North American in 86 per cent of the
cases and Venezuelan in only 8 per cent; English-speaking in 82 per cent and Spanish
speaking in 15 per cent; white heroes outnumbered black heroes 11 to 1; and herocs
were wealthy in 72 per cent of the cases.'®

Sexual minorities are among the most susceptible to internalizing the dominant
culture’s values because the process of labelling generally occurs in isolation and

because:

We learn to loathe homosexuality before it becomes necessary to acknowledge our
own....Never having been offered positive attitudes to homosexuality, we inevitably

adopt negative ones, and it is from these that all our values flow. '

Internalization and colonization can also result in the adoption of assimilationit
strategies which promise upward (or centerward) mobility, although at the cost ol
cutting off one’s “roots.” Gay people by and large know how to “pass’*; after all, it
what they have been doing most of their lives. But the security attained is fragile an
often illusory, and certainly will not provide support in resisting the inferiorizing
pressures of the straight culture they attempt to blend into. And all too often, the
really isn’t any resistance anyway, as the process of internalization has achieved 1l
desired goal. The Zionist polemicist Ahad Ha-Am drew on a biblical analogy
describe this phenomenon, in his essay on Moses: “Pharaoh is gone, but his waik
remains; the master has ceased to be master, but the slaves have not ceascd 1o i
slaves.””!”

The supposedly liberal and tolerant domain of the media does not nccess
permit homosexuals (or other minorities) to overcome the burdens of sl

arily

oppression:

When it comes to keeping minorities in their place, the entertainment industry contitnics
to divide and conquer. For all the organizing rhat women have done, for instance, 1
their attempts to break down the barriers, well-placed women executives say they'w
reccived very little mutual support from their equally well-placed peers. The old hay
network rules, and the individual women, gays, blacks, or hispanics who artain sen
degree of success usually have to camouflage themselves in the trappings of thels

masters. ik

Similarly, gay writer Merle Miller recalled that, “as editor of a city newspapii, I
indulged in “queer-baiting” to conceal his own homosexuality.””*® Openly gy 00l
Michael Kearns speaks of ““a gay agent who makes it a habit to tell ““fag jokes™ an U
close of interviews with new actors. Ifan actor laughs, he’s signed up; if he docsny; r
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«T hate watching the TV news and having someone give me the straight administration
line. ... The way I watch TV is if I don’t have anything else to do and I’'m bored.”
(Female, 32)

“We watch network news sometimes, but I feel like it’s junkfood news. I find it very
frustrating. They never analyse anything. . .. It’s also so easy to turn on TV, and there’s all
this visual stuff. It’s so effortless.” (Female, 32)

“I do watch Nightline, but it pisses me off to no end...the way they manipulate
things to put forth a certain point-of-view. It’s total set-up.” (Male, 32)®

Observers of the current television scene will not be surprised to learn that there arc
one or two shows that do manage to appeal to Michaud’s leftist respondents. Most
frequently praised is Hill Streer Blues, although it’s generally judged to have declined
after its first few seasons. Its spin-off, St. Elsewhere, receives similar reviews. The
decline is often interpreted in ideological terms:

«T used to watch Hill Street Blues regularly, but I mostly don’t bother any more...it
used to try to demonstrate the ambiguity people felt towards each other and towards
their work. Now, it’s just the traditional good guys against the bad guys. I think it’s a
reflection of the Reagan era.” (Female, 34)

The ratings smash hit Cosby Show is popular among some leftists, despite its up
scale values, because it features a black family and because “there’s a lot of love,
which is appealing, and it does capture the real dynamics of family life in a funny way™
(Male, 30).

Lesbian women and gay men do not constitute an ideological minority in the sam
way that American leftists do (although those gay people who are part of the “movt
ment” certainly tend to be left-identified), and they are less likely to condemn thi
mass media in the way the left does. However, few lesbian women and gay men c nikd
remain unaware of how they are treated in the media — when their existence 1s eV
acknowledged — and their relationship to the media is likely to be colored by thix
awareness. Just as racial and ethnic minority groups pay close attention to prograinis
which feature their members, so too gay people will tune in regularly to any progra
which promises an openly or explicitly lesbian or gay character (or even a favori
performer assumed to be gay). The images and messages they will encounter will ni;
as we have already noted, provide them with much comfort or support. Mue
typically, they will again be marginalized, trivialized, and insulted.

While working on this paper I went to see the latest film written and dirccred by
Woody Allen, Radio Days, and was irritated, though not surprised, by the inclusiomn il
a gay character whose only function is to evoke a laugh at his own expensc, and
further underline the hopelessness of a woman who would fall in love with hiny. Ay
irritation was caused not only by Woody Allen’s gratuitous insult — I've comd
expect these from him — but also by the hilarity it produced among the audicnce. i
experience of having one’s status as “‘fair game” emphasized in this graphic fa:libuy
while sitting in a movie theater is familiar to gay people, just as it is to people of vulia
and to women. Even when a gay characterization is intended to be sympathctic (i ;]
the wildly successful La Cage aux folles), the gay members of the audience may win
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Camp offers a subversive response to mainstream culture, and provides both in-group
solidarity and an opportunity to express distance from and disdain for the roles most
gay people play most of the time. Exchanged in private settings, camp is a mechanism
of oppositional solidarity which repairs the damage inflicted by the majority and
prepares us for further onslaughts. As a restricted code used in public settings,
camp can be a way to identify and communicate with other “‘club members’” under
the unknowing eyes of the straight world — in itself an act of subversive solidarity (as
well as self-protection). Camp can also be a form of public defiance, and a risky
expression of a difference which dares to show its face.

Camp is also the quintessentially gay strategy for undermining the hegemonic
power of media images.>” The sting can be taken out of oppressive characterizations
and the hot air balloons of official morality can be burst with the ironic prick of camp
humor. Most importantly, by self-consciously taking up a position outside the main
stream, if only in order to look back at it, camp cultivates a sense of detachment from

the dominant ideology.

The sense of being different ... made me feel myself as “outside” the mainstream in
fundamental ways — and this does give you a kind of knowledge of the mainstream you
cannot have if you are immersed in it. I do not necessarily mean a truer perspective, 0
much as an awareness of the mainstream as a mainstream, and not just the way everything,

and everybody inevitably are; in other words, it denaturalizes normality. This knowledgc

is the foundation of camp.”®

Camp can also be seen in the appropriation of mainstream figures and products wlici
they are adopted as “cult’” objects by marginal groups. Camp cult favorites arc often
women film stars who can be seen as standing up to the pressures of a mual
dominated movie industry and despite all travails remaining in command of theh
careers (Bette Davis, Joan Crawford, Mae West), or at least struggling back from
defeat (Judy Garland®).

Cult movies like The Rocky Horror Picture Show provide occasions for mectitig
others with the same perspective, and turning a media product into the pretext ti
communal interaction. In a study of patrons waiting to see Rocky Horror outsidi 4
Rochester, NY, movie theater, it was learned that, excluding the first-timers, the i
number of times respondents had seen the movie was eleven.®® The audience myim
bers are there to participate in a ritual and a social event which create and reinforoy ¢
solidarity of non-mainstream identification. The Rocky Horror cult has served all ouy

the United States as an opportunity for lesbian and gay teenagers to meet and suppin
each other in the coming-out process.

In Our Own Voice

The most effective form of resistance to the hegemonic force of the dominant m

is to speak for oneself. At one level this means attempting to be included iy iy

category of recognized positions and groupings acknowledged by the mass 1
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to a Tony Award for best play on Broadway. But crossing-over is no guarantee of
protection from the dominant culture. Even speaking in his own voice — quite
literally, as when Fierstein starred in his play — the gay author may find that straight
audiences do not see beyond their preconceptions. Torch Song Trilogy was reviewed in
the New York Times by Walter Kerr, the “dean” of Broadway theater critics, and the
review is both patronizing and simply wrong.*® Much of the action in the third act
centers on the fact that Arnold, the protagonist, has adopted a gay teenager, and
on the “return” of his former lover who is in the process of leaving his wife. The
play ends with clear intimations of an emerging gay “nuclear family” — with Arnold
as mother, his returned lover as daddy, and their adopted gay son. What docs
Walter Kerr do with this? He misunderstands — or at least misrepresents — it 0
badly that I must assume bigotry blinded him to plot details so obvious no tyro
critic could miss them. He implies that the adopted son is a “kept” boy Arnold has
picked up. The former lover is described as “also sharing the flat, though not yet the
boy.” When the boy tells the former lover, “I’d be proud to call you daddy,” Kerr
detects “possible betrayal, sensual shiftings” — that is, he thinks the boy is seduciny,
the man!

One clue to Kerr’s stupidity — astounding in so veteran a critic — may be found 1
his comment about “this rambling and, because it can only move in circles, repetitive
plot.” Why, we might ask, can it only move in circles? The answer is not to be founl
in the theory of drama, but in the tired homophobic clichés of psychiatric theories
about gay people. Kerr “knows” that we are all caught up in nparcissistic repetition
compulsions. The truth is, of course, that Kerr is the one who is handicapped by
repetition compulsion, sitting there on the aisle wrapped in the old miasmal mist.

When mainstream critics do not blame gay artists for things which they have
themselves misread into the works they are reviewing, they may still find fault with
them for not rising above their parochial concerns, that is, for addressing themsclves
to the concerns of their fellow gay people. In a letter to the New York Times Book
Review,>* justifying his negative review of Edmund White’s States of Desive: Trayels in
Gay America, Paul Cowan assures us that,

it’s crucial to communicate across tribal lines. Good literature has always done that - it

has transformed a particular subject into something universal. Mr. White didn’t do thai
in my opinion it’s one of the reasons he failed to write a good book.

I’'m tempted to say, aha, the old universalism ploy! Perhaps good literature has alwiys

transformed a particular subject into something universal. But, of course, therd'y

always a double standard in the application of the universalism criterion.

In an essay entitled “Colonialist Criticism,” the Nigerian writer Chinua Ach b
decries those western critics who evaluate African literature on the basis of whetharig
overcomes ““parochialism” and “achieves universality”:

It would never occur to them to doubt the universality of their own literature. In 1l
nature of things, the work of a Western writer is automatically informed by universality,
is only others who must strive to achieve .3
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