How Homophobia Hurts Everyone

Warren J. Blumenfeld

It i often said that, in the midst of misfortune, something unexpectedly valuable arises,

and this has indeed been my experience. While traveling alone through Scandinavia one
SUmmer., | began to Ié‘)&:e rhc; vision in both my eyes. When I rcacl'lc_d_l)cnnm.rm!(. I went to
T hospital for an evaluation. and. after a number of tests, a physician notitied me r_har
MY retings had detached. pr(;babl? hecause of a congeni‘ml defect. Shc\: adwscq lmmedl'atc
rgery to prevent further deterioration, and I was admitted to the Community Hospital
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Although we inhabited the same house for over seventeen years, there was always some
unspoken tension between us, some wall keeping us apart. Having only eighteen months

wame schools and had
ong fine. We had a few friends in common,
ve. Our closeness, however, was soon

vy .o eane oranns. For the
separating us in age, we attended the similar peer groups. For the

first few vears of our hves, we seemed to get al
and we usually found time to play together most da

to come to an end.

By the time | reached the age of seven or eight, T was increasingly becoming the target of
cived me as someone who was different. Names
like the large red ball the children
ars, the situation only

harassment and attack by my peers, who perc
. and fag were thrown at me
hurled on the school yard in dodge ball games. During subsequent ye

got worse. [ tried to avoid other children and increasingly kept to myself. Susan and I grew
apart. Only when we were both in our carly twenties, about the time [ went to Denmark,
' her and to share the details of our lives.

While in college, 1 began to sort out how I had suffered as a gay male under the force

of homophobia, but until my hospitalization [ had very little idea how it had also affected
sister. Smart, attractive, outgo-

like queer, sissy, little girl

were we beginning to rediscover one anot

Susan growing up as my heterosexually oriented younger
least from my vantage point, plenty of fi icnds and seemed to

ing, she appeared to have, at _
‘hool years, she was

fir in. In Denmark, however, she confided to me that, throughout our sc
continually teased for having a “faggot” brother. On one occasion, she recalled some of the
older boys laughing at her, asking if she were “like her brother.” When she witnessed other
students harassing me, peer pressure, coupled with her own fear of becoming a target,
compelled her to distance herself from me by adding her voice to the chorus of insults. |
fele betrayed, and at the time despised her for it.

Our time together in my hospital room permitted us the needed chance to define the
basis of our past estrangement. Through the tears, the apologies, the rage at having been
raised in an oppressi_\fe environment, and the regrets over losing so much precious time, we
began the process of healing our relationship. As it turned out, my vision was not the only
thing restored to me that summer. ’

This essay represents the grow_th of a seed planted in my mind back in Denmark. It
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. Homophobia operates on four distinet but interrelated levels: the personal, the interper-
sonal, the institutional, and the cultural (also called the collective or societal).

Personal homophobia refers to a personal belief system (a prejudice) that LGBT people
either deserve to be pitied as unfortunate beings who are powerless to control their desires
or should be hated, that they are psychologically disturbed, genetically defective, unfor-
mnate misfits, that their existence contradicts the “laws” of nature, that they are spiritu-
ally immoral, infected pariahs, disgusting—to put it quite simply, that they are generally
inferior to heterosexuals.

ople different, whereas love of difference

1omophobia in many Western cultures targets
about these groups (which may or may not be
legal protections, and, in some cases, overt acts
by members of these groups often damage the

Interpersonal homophobia is manifest when a personal bias or prejudice affects relations
among individuals, transforming
Examples of interpersonal homor

prejudice into its active component—discrimination.
10bia are name calling or “joke” telling intended to insult
or defame individuals or groups; verbal and physical harassment and intimidation as well
asmore extreme forms of violence; the withholding of support, rejection, or abandonment
by friends and other peers, coworkers, and family members; refusal of landlords to rent
apartments, shop owners to provide services, insurance companies to extend coverage, and
employers to hire on the basis of actual or perceived sexual identity. And the list goes on.

A study by the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force (NGLTF) found that more than
%0 percent of the respondents had experienced some form of victimization based on
their sexual identity and that over 33 percent had been threatened directly with violence.
{\Pproximarely one-third of the respondents were assaulted verbally, while more than one
In fifteen were physically abused by members of their own families.

Reports of violence directed against lesbians, gay males, bisexuals, and transgender
Pople have increased each year since the NGLTF has been keeping records, and such
Maidents are only the tip of the iceberg. By no means are they isolated to certain locales;
father, they are widespread, occurring throughout the country.

In 2009, the United States Congrés.s passed the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr.

ate Crimes Prevention Act, which for the first time made it a federal crime to assault or
Mk a person based on sexual orientation or gender identity.

Ustitutiong| homophobia refers to the ways in which governments, businesses, and edu-
“ational, religious, and professional organizations systematically discriminate on the basis
of SeXual identity. Sometimes laws. codes, or policies actually enforce such discrimination.
“Winstitutions have policies supportive of LGBT people, and many actively work against
o only those groups but also heterosexuals who support them. ‘

’Jonsidcr) for example, the “Briggs” Initiative in the late 1970s: had 1t'passcd, it.would
riz;hi:igljirt‘d the dismissal of California teachers .\?h() sfupa}zl(:;fl 8;*_)}’;!Csbé““r»n?i‘l‘i‘:irblﬁlfxsal
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extend to LGBT people. Homosem'xa] acts were‘outlawed ‘m a number of
03. And although a number of municlpﬁhﬂes and somz'sta’tciihavgl .efctended
on in the areas of employment, housing, insurance, credit, and public accom-
> such statute exists on the national ICYEI' , d sexuality does .
A8reement concerning same-sex relationships an 5c'x?m. 1ty\alm‘5 n(}:t C:*_usr
anous religious communities, and while some denominations are rethinking
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HOW HOMOPHOBIA HURTS EVERYONE |

rransgender people have reappropriated such terms as queer, faggot, and dyke in order
ro transform these venomous symbols of hurt and bigotry into tools of empowerment.

7 Negative symbolism (stereotyping). Stereotyping groups of people is used as a means
of control and a further hindrance to understanding and to meaningful social change.
Stereotypes about LGBT people abound, ranging from their alleged predatory appe-
tites, to their physical appearance, to the possible “causes” of their desires.

[n addition to Tinney’s categories of cultural homophobia, psychologist Dorothy Riddle
suggests that the concepts of tolerance and acceptance should also be included: tolerance
because it can, in actuality, be a mask for an underlying fear or even hatred (one is tolerant,
e.g., of a baby crying on an airplane while simultaneously wishing it would stop or go
away), and acceptance because it assumes that there is indeed something to accept.

HOW HOMOPHOBIA HURTS EVERYONE

It cannot be denied that homophobia, like other forms of oppression, serves the dominant
group by establishing and maintaining power and mastery over those who are marginalized
or disenfranchised. Individuals maintain oppressive behaviors to gain certain rewards or
to avoid punishment, to protece their self-esteem against psychological doubts or conflicts,
to enhance their value systems, or to categorize others in an attempt to comprehend a
complex world. By excluding entire groups of people, those in positions of power obtain
economic, political, ideological, and other privileges. In many ways, though, oppression,
in this instance homophobia, ultimately limits heterosexuals.

Homophobia inhibits the ability of heterosexuals to form close, intimate relationships
with members of their own sex.

Young people often form close same-sex artachments during therr childhood years. But
once they reach a certain age (usually around the time of puberty), their elders encourage
them to distance themselves from these friends, with the implication that if they do not,
their sexuality will be called into question. This means—especially for males

no more
S]ct‘ping over at each other’s houses, no more sharing intimate secrets, no more spending
as much time together. Ultimately, this situation tends m'hmdcr the ability of heterosexual
adults to get as close to a same-sex friend as they once did when they were very young,

Homophobia locks all people into rigid gender-based roles that inbibit creativity and
self‘c’xpressiun. _

Much has been written about gender roles and how the){ constrain both females gnd
males. In Western culture, concepts of rnasculinir}*’_.Lm(_j femininity promote the domina-
tion of males over females and reinforce the identification of maleness wnth_ power. Males
are ¢ncouraged to be independent, competitive, goal oriented, and.unchm()tlonal, to vqlue
Physical courage and toughness. Females, on the other hand,‘a.rle t;ug t FZ'be nurturing,
¢motional, Scnéitivc, expressive, to be caretakers of others while disregarding their own
Needs, . .

Gender roles maintain the sexist structure of society, and h‘"l“;PhOb'lﬂ Nf‘lﬂfl()lrc? rh()sc
Toles—foy example, by casting such epithets as fagg()f, dyke;jgl}c -Om;, .Tr‘su)p : \4\ N mq
Outside designated gender roles. This pervasive social condltflt)nnlngi :::r \or; )Zlnjl.t()l;nllk.?l‘
X effectively generates great disparities between males an ,L‘mi :l.wn intul: Lf}rgl: f) .r m
mcq“““‘)’ one need only look at the prcp(mdcmncc of men .m;r,“ :mmcn mllliz;” n:;ltnil.i,t-
MeNt positions and (ﬁh(?!‘ positions of prestige, oF at the fact the 5 earn

383

e i o




: -e. in a classic 1935 anthropologic&l Stug
There is also evidence, m a ¢ ] ncidenoe of ol
v equal work. There 1 .re is an increased 1n again,
equal pay for eque N ret Mead, that there
’ Y ’1]'"21 > C
i ee cultures b} vials S
of three cult T erice.
vomen in male-dominated soc
¥

' compromises the i
, of oppression) . :
. conditioning (and indeed all f(‘)rm.fﬂfmfzg others badly, 1bihare i,
HOWOP{?OM Ny /’ I;x‘ [Wessztrmg them nto trec
'ty of heterosexual people Y o
ity of hetereye: ' 1y ine -century abolitionist wh,
ntrary to their basic ]mmaﬁNy famous nineteenth 3 Y S
contrary to 1 Frederick Douglass, the izing effects™ of slavery oo o
By vy of anslogs. 'gel what he called “the dc}'mman?z. g to dlaveay cornuped it
J Py ] 2QC C( 1 . \, tl() < . I
escaped slavery, descri e slave owners, whose posi N W
| lone. but also on white sla ith Mrs. Sophia Auld, mistress o : ¢
sfaves a 5 Ald . , 5 o ith 1 3. Sopnid
Ium wnity. Describing his experiences W
wumantty. §

101S J S (1 11d W = ( ring Ll-k, 1820;, la W

p ) Ly {8 S 1 1 \t g . DUl

IS f irrespon-
~ 4in such. The fatal poison o

his kind heart had but a short time to remain such. Td o Shors
41138, tnis Kin & . 5 1 00N commence b o
2 i >r hands, and soon « .. ler its influence. tix
; or was already in he ’_ et - Under it
ol pOWCrd its ability to divest her of (her) heavenly qualities
soon proved its ab

o
iti e of tigeriix
1 iSpost ave way to on
der heart became stone, and the lamblike disposition ga y
tender heart be s :
fierceness.

(Douglass 1845, 77"

-

e et people

‘ / ' ) 1, or 1sion, targ

Homophobia can be used to stigmatize, silence, and, on O?L; o e i actil
: R ]

are perceived or defined by others as gay, lesbian, or bisexua

heterosexual.

B ces have bm‘
For more than two millennia in the West, amihomose)\'l.l-al laws 'J,];dn(;iz e trv«f"’
enacted by religious denominations and governments carrying punis 1" .6, harsh rrt’ﬂ“ﬂ_“”"
ridicule to death of the “accused.” These decrees have been used to |gst1 [); - what is ofte!
of those discovered or believed to have engaged in same-sex activity. bu ]

. ))” U\;_'x.
-casion, bee
: . ; < s occasion,
forgotten or overlooked is the fact that these same laws have, on
by individuals and governments to silence o

) hey b

pponents, regardless of whether t .

engaged in same-sex activity, qality, 16 W& l.ﬂt"

In 1871, Paragraph 175 of the German Penal Code banned homosexua rs of men ‘”:‘

used by the Nazj regime to incarcerate and ultimately to send great numbtro incﬁrﬂfr}f.

pected of being homosexual to their death, and was also at times employed t
Catholic clergy,

X1
; - erostt
) ic het i
many of whom were heterosexual, as well as non-Cathol

U
who opposed state authority, | 1t " laws remained on the ot e
4 State ¢ v. In addition, sodomy™ laws remained - engagl
2003 in many states in the [J.§. Although designed chiefly to harass persons ¢
Same-sex activity, they have also been used to prosecute heterosexuals.
The Lambd, Legal Defense and Educar
» and transgender

Abl,lr"
bisexu: 1
xual “oriented leg
exual man who w

lest
- Tﬂy« !I
on Fund—a New York-based & y

rt“]r

'C]ltv-slx"‘. g i
heteros al organization—defended a twenty fjving
as denied he

New York Cigy

: , arriet © g
alth insurance because he was unm n stere” e
cally assumeq Is nale foommate, and therefore presumed to be gay d'rdrf“"cr} i
Y ass 10 be at increageq risk for HIV/AIDS. Heterosexual male h*]” pcf“‘i\ﬂ*'
) ) . Vv o
g e her heterosexuals working in professions wide 150 yuln®
i bi,t Single people living in red-lined “gay” zip codes, are 4% .
t S . i o
eerbashipon - OPhobia-baseq discrimination. Js who
o lngh‘ls "ot infrequeny]y directed against heterosexua arear ™
SMan. The cleqr implication here is that all people ?
_ _ CIT actua| gey
Moty

- " st
Xual 1dennry, so long as any group r¢
assaults, ;



HOW HOMOPHOBIA HURTS EVERYONE |

- ,g,j;(;bz}z gc’;:_ﬁ_f.’.lfl_; W-ff?'ififs F(})r{mitn’iazzz'ou with a significant portion of the popula-
1 more spycz,*zm/;)'. limits /gmz/y re{dlionsbips.
i \ matter how they are .wn‘smuytﬂcd., tamilies will continue to produce lesbian, gay.
ol and tmnsgcndq oftspring. The political and theocratic Right argues loudl;’ tha;
,‘:m,\c,\mliry poses a dlrevct r}_lrea‘t to “traditional family values.” In actuality, however
| ,h,t,;s’:‘xt)}?h(’hm that strains family relationships by restricting communication amoné
- v members, 1005@111}13; the very ties that bind. Children, fearing negative reactions
;r';,mmrems. hold back important information about their lives. Parents, often not want-
o o hear about their child’s sexual or gender identity, never truly get to know their
;i‘:aidl't'l‘- Even when parents and children reside in the same house, secret upon secret adds
1 to polite estrangement and sometimes to a total break.
" \when LGBT people finally do “come out” to their relatives and friends, the heterosexual
elatives and friends sometime go into a “closet” as their homophobia and/or that of those
ound them leads them to withhold the truth from friends and neighbors. Indeed, family
sembers sometimes become targets of stigmatization when the truth about an LGBT rela-
ave becomes known. In any case, the emotional toll can be great.

Homophobia ultimately undermines the process of parenting in all families. It harms
qot only those in the more obvious cases where there are LGBT children, or LGBT par-
ens, but it also imposes great impediments to “mainstream” heterosexual families with

heterosexual children.

Societal homophobia prevents some lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people from
developing an authentic self-identity, and adds to the pressure to marry, which in turn places
undue stress and oftentimes trauma on themselves as well as their beterosexual spouses and
their children.

The suppression of information about the gay, les
experience reinforces the heterosexist assumption that everyone is or
sextal and should conform to standard conceptualizations of gender e
ssumption, coupled with the frequently very real penalties for not conforming to hetero-
‘exual norms, has pressured many people either to hide their true sexual and/or gende.r
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gender expressions.
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Homophobia prevents heterosexuals from acce[?tfﬂg' the ben'e/‘ii‘; ‘”_‘d gifts foered [jy'tbe
lesbian, gay. bisexual, and transgendered communities: tbeorefzcal znszg.ht's, spiritual visions
and <pr1'()1;_\‘. contributions in the arts and culture, to education, to religion, to family life,
indeed to all facets of society. .

In cultures where homophobia is present, there have been active attempts to falsify
historical accounts of same-sex love—through censorship, deletion, half-truths, and alter-
ing pronouns signifying gender—making accurate reconstruction extremely difficult. This
effectively distorts society’s collective memory (i.e., history), clouding our sense of identity
1s individuals and as social beings. Everyone loses from this suppression of the truth,

John Boswell cites an example of this censorship in a manuscript of The Art of Love
by the Roman author Ovid. A phrase that originally rea I, “A boy’s love appealed to me
less” (Hoc est quod pueri tanger amore minus) was altered by a Medieval moralist to read,
“A boy’s love appealed to me not at all” (Hoc est quod pueri tanger amore nibil), and an
ediror’s note that appeared in the margin informed the reader. “Thus you may be sure that
Ovid was not a sodomite” (Ex hoc nota quod Ovidius nonfreit Sodomita).

‘Bosweil also cites a Renaissance example of homophobic censorship in which
Michelangelo’s grand-nephew changed the sex of the subject of his uncle’s sonnets to make
them more acceptable to the public.

e, govermentsporcred iy ofart desmed “horeié

- : R 1 timately restricted creativity and freedom of
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HOW HOMOPHORBIA HURTS EVERYONE |

Homophobia imbibits appreciation of

other types of diversity, making it unsafe for

wone because each person has 1140 Py . .
greryone Decd / has Hque traits not considered matnstream or dominant.

Therefore, 1€ .-'{n' o ('m””_”sl"“/ when any one Of us is demeaned.
everend Martin Niemoeller wrore 4o
\s Reve eller wrote during World War 1,

In Germany they came first for the

Y Communists, and I didn’t speak up because [ wasn’t
1 Communist. Then they ¢

- ame for the Jews, and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a
Jew. Then they came for the trade unionists, and I didn’t speak up because [ wasn’t a
trade unionust. Then they came for the Catholics, and I didn’t speak up because I was
a Protestant. Then they came for me, and by that time no one was left to speak up.

(in Bartletr, 1980, 824)

The meaning 1s quite clear. When any particular group of people is scapegoated, it is
ulumarely everyone’s concern. For today, gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people
are targeted. Tomorrow, they may come for you. Therefore, it is in everyone’s self-interest
to work actively to dismantle all the many forms of oppression, including homophobia.

CONCLUSION

[n truth, homophobia is pervasive throughout the society and each of us, irrespective of
sexual or gender identity, is at risk of its harmful effects. Within the schools, homophobia
compromises the entire educational environment. Though homophobia did not originate
with us and we are not to blame, we are all responsible for its elimination and, therefore,
all can gain by a closer examination of the issues.

Lesbians, bisexuals, gay males, and transgender people have been, and continue to be,
on the front lines in fighting against homophobia, and standing by our sides are supportive
heterosexual allies—people who have worked and continue to work thrpggh their own
r‘lumophobic conditioning, who are secure with their own sexual ident.mes, who have
loined us and have not cared when others called their sexuality into question. .

We are all born into a great pollution called homophobia (one among many forms
Ot oppression) that falls upon us like acid rain. For some people, spirits are tarnished
0 the core; others are marred on the surface, but no one is completely protegted. Yet
neither are we to blame. We had no control over the formulation of this pollution, nor
did we direct it to pour down upon us. On the other hand, we all have a responsibility,

) construct protective shelters from the corrosive

i : -
n.(_jeed an opportunity, to join together tc . ' : -
ctect of oppression while working to clean up the homophobic environment in which

We live, Once sufficient steps are taken to reduce this pollution, we will all breathe a
lot easier.
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