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WHERE HAS GAYLmERATION GONE?
An Interview with Barbara Smith
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The links between homophobia and sexism have been analyzed a lot, but the linkages
between homophobia and other forms of oppression, especiallyclassand raceoppression,
haven't been thought about or analyzed as much. What connections do you see be-
tween, first of all, gay oppressionand our economicsystem, and issues of class?

I think that's really a very complicated issue. I often say that, unlike racial
oppression, lesbian and gay oppression is not economically linked, and is not
structurally and historically linked, to the founding of this country and of
capitalism in the United States. This country was not founded on homopho-
bia; it was founded on slavery and racism and, before that, prior to the impor-
tation of slaves, it was founded on the genocide of the indigenous people who
lived here, which also had profound racial consequences and rationales. I think
that sometimes, certain lesbians and gay men get very upset when I and oth-
ers-I'm not the only person who would say it-put that kind of analysis out
because they think it means that I'm saying that lesbian and gay oppression is
not serious. That's not what I'm saying at all.

Do you think that extends into the future? In other words, would you say that capi-
talism could go along its merry way and assimilate gay people and provide gay rights,
but otberunse remain the same?

... As with all groups, I think that our economic system has the most
implications for lesbians and gay men when their class position makes them
vulnerable to that economic system. So in other words, it's not that in general
being lesbian or gay puts you into a critical relationship to capitalism, it's that
a large proportion of lesbians and gay men are poor or working class, but of
course they're completely invisible the way the movement's politics are de-
fined now.

From: Amy Gluckman and Betsy Reed, eds.,l:Iolllo Economics, Capitalism, Community, and Lesbian
and Gay Life (New York: Routledge, 1997), pp. 195-207. Reprinted by permission.
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So much of this society is about consumerism. As long as lesbians and gay
men are characterized as people who have huge amounts of disposable income
and who are kind of fun and trendy-nice entertainment type people, k. d.
langs and Martinas, just a little on the edge but not really that threatening-
as long as they're characterized in that way, probably capitalism can incorpo-
rate them. If they begin to think about how extending lesbian and gay rights
fully might shake up the patriarchal nuclear family and the economic arrange-
ments that are tied to that, then that might be the point at which capitalists
would say, "Well no, I don't think we can include that." As long as it's about
k. d. lang and Cindy Crawford on the cover of Vanity Fair, capitalism doesn't
have any problem with that because that's nothing but an image ....

... Right-wing organizations have used inflnted income information about gays and
lesbians to try to drum up homophobia, which is almost a direct appeal to people's
economicfrustration. As an organizer, have you encountered that? To what extent do
you think that the backlash agaimt lesbian and gay 1ights has to do with the degree to
which people in this country under capitalism are economically exploited and might
seek a hateful outlet for that?

What they say is that these people do not qualify as a disenfranchised group
because look at their income levels, as if the only way you could be disenfran-
chised is by income or lack of access to it. When they tell the untruth that all
of us are economically privileged, of course that fans it. I can't say that I have
personally seen that myth being picked up. When I come into contact with
straight people, it's usually Black people. And it's usually around Black issues.

I don't know that the economic thing is such an issue for heterosexual
Black communities; I think it's the moral thing. It's not so much that those
white gays are rich, it's that those white gays are sinners, they're going against
God. And they're also white, so they must be racist. And if you are a Black
lesbian or gay man, then you must be a racial traitor. Those are the kinds of
things that I hear, not so much that they're so rich. But I think there's an
assumption on the part of most people of color that most white people are
better off than we are anyway.It's an assumption that in some cases is accurate
and in some cases is a myth that is perpetuated to keep people apart who
should be in solidarity with each other because of class. It's a myth that keeps
people away from each other, because there are some real commonalities be-
tween white and poor and being of color and poor ....

Can you say more about the links tbat you see between racism and gay oppression?

All of the different kinds of oppression are tied to each other, particularly
when it comes to the kinds of repression and oppression that are practiced
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against different groups of people. When you look at a profile of how people
-WOo are oppressed experience tlleir oppression, you see such similar compo-

nents: demonization, scapegoating, police brutality, housing segregation, lack
of access to certain jobs and employment, even the taking away of children-
custody. They have done that to poor-women of color and to poor women
from time out of mind. This is not a new phenomenon that women who had
children couldn't keep them be~ause the state intervened. It's just that this
group of people-lesbians and some gay men-are now experiencing the
same thing. There are many similarities in what we experience. And also the
same people who are hounding the usual scapegoat target groups, they're
hounding the lesbian and gay community too. Our enemies are the same.
That to me is the major thing that should be pulling us together.

The militant right wing in this country has targeted the lesbian and gay
community, but they have targeted other groups, too. And they're really being
quite successful during this time period. Does the Oklahoma City bombing
have anything to do with the fate of the lesbian and gay community? Abso-
lutely it does! The Oklahoma bombing epitomizes what dire straits the coun-
try is in as a whole, and if we had a responsible lesbian/gay/bisexualltransgen-
dered people movement, it would be asking questions like, "Okay, what is our
movement supposed to be doing now, post-Oklahoma City?" That really
should have been a wake-up call.

We need to look at why those people are so antigovernment. The press
never explains; all it gave us after the bombing was, "They're antigovernment
and they're very upset over Waco." The reason those people are so antigov-
ernment is that they think this government is a Zionist conspiracy that privi-
leges Black savages. That's what they think. It's never explained that the rea-
son they're so antigovernment is because they're white supremacists, they're
anti-Semitic, they're homophobic, and they're definitely opposed to women's
freedom too.

You asked about race and lesbian and gay oppression. One of the things
that I wanted to say early on is that the clearest responses that I have to that
are out of my own experience as a person who has those identities linked. I
think that the clearest answers come from those of us who simultaneously
experience these oppression; however, identity politics has been so maligned
during this period that I almost hesitate to bring it up, because I don't want
people to think I'm saying that the only reason it makes a difference is because
it's bothering me. Of course, I am concerned about these issues because in my
own life and experience I know what struggle is about, I know what oppression
is about, and I have seen and experienced suffering myself.
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That's not the only reason I am an activist, though. I care about everyone
=who -is under siege. Some people-think that.because I'm so positively pro-

Black and because I speak out against racism at every turn, that I don't really
care if white people are suffering. Quite to the contrary. I care about allpeople
who are not getting a fair shake, who are not getting an equal chance to fulfill
their maximum potential and to live without fear and to have the basic things
that every human needs: shelter, clothing, quality health care, meaningful and
fairly compensated work, love and caring and freedom to express and to cre-
ate, all those things that make life worth living. How limited would my politics
be if I was only concerned about people like me! Given who I am as a Black
woman and a lesbian and a person from a working-class home who is a socialist
opposed to the exploitation of capitalism, well maybe that isn't so narrow. But
what if! only cared about other Black lesbians? I would be sitting on the head
of a pin.

The best heroes and the best heroines that we have throughout history
have been those people who have gone beyond the narrow expectations that
their demographic profile would lead you to expect....

Those privileged, white gay men you mentioned that you view as setting the agenda
currently=suppose homophobia could be eased in some ways. What stake do they have
in other forms of oppressionbeing ended?

The systems of oppression really do tie together. The plans and the strategies
for oppressing and repressing our various groups are startlingly similar, and a
society that is unjust, it's like cancer or a bleeding ulcer or something. You
can't contain it. I guess it was Martin Luther King who said that when you
have injustice anywhere, you really have it everywhere. It poisons the body
politic of the society as a whole, and therefore you can't have singular solu-
tions. Those white gay men who have disposable income and who think that
all they need to do is get rid of the most blatant homophobia in corporate,
government, and military settings, in the legal system and on Tv, and every-
thing else will fall into place, that they'll have a nice life in their little en-
claves-they're dreaming. Let's say they got rid of homophobia in those
places that I mentioned-which is not really getting rid of homophobia, it's
getting rid of it in places that make their livesdifficult-but suppose they were
able to do that. If they were living in or near a city that has imploded, likeLos
Angeles, because of racial and economic exploitation and oppression, then
how free are they going to be? I don't know why people can't understand how
interconnected our fates are as creatures on the planet .•..



One of the arg;umentspeoplemake for single-issue activism is that the gay community
is too diverse to agree on an entire multi-issue agenda. They say, "We'll never get
anywhere if we have to agree on everything else, so we're just going to work on one
thing that we do agree about. "

... If gay rights were put in place tomorrow, my behind would still be on
fire. I would still be in ultimate danger here, because racism is still in the
saddle. And so is class oppression, and so is sexual oppression. So getting a
middle-of-the-road, mainstream gay rights agenda passed, how's that going to
stop me from being raped? How's that going to help me not get breast cancer?
How is it going to help the environment not get poisoned? How is it going to
help the children of my community to have a chance for a decent life?

THE BEAUTY MYTH 49
Naomi Wolf

... Beauty pornography looks like this: The perfected woman lies prone,
pressing down her pelvis. Her back arches, her mouth is open, her eyes shut,
her nipples erect; there is a fine spray of moisture over her golden skin. The
position is female superior; the stage of arousal, the plateau phase just preced-
ing orgasm. On the next page, a version of her, mouth open, eyes'shut, is about
to tongue the pink tip of a lipstick cylinder. On the page after, another version
kneels in the sand on all fours, her buttocks in the air, her face pressed into a
towel, mouth open, eyes shut. The reader is looking through an ordinary
women's magazine. In an ad for Reebok shoes, the woman sees a naked female
torso, eyes averted. In an ad for Lily of France lingerie, she sees a naked
female torso, eyes shut; for Opium perfume, a naked woman, back and but-
tocks bare, falls facedown from the edge of a bed; for Triton showers, a naked
woman, back arched, flings her arms upward; for jogbra sports bras, a naked

Extracted from: Naomi Wolf, The Beauty Myth (New York: William Morrow & Company, 1991),
pp. 131-50. Copyright © 1991 by Naomi Wolf. Reprinted by permission of William Morrow &
Company, Inc. and Random House of Canada Limited.
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female torso is cut off at the neck. In these images, where tht
is expressionless in a rictus of ecstasy.The reader understanc
she will have to look like that if she wants to feel like that.

Beauty sadomasochism is different: In an ad for Obse
well-muscled man drapes the naked, lifeless body of a woms
der. In an ad for Hermes perfume, a blond woman trussed j

hanging upside down, screaming, her wrists looped in chaii
In an ad for Fuji cassettes, a female robot with a playmate's I
steel, floats with her genitals exposed, her ankles bolted an
mask with slits for the eyes and mouth. In an ad for Erne
products, a woman sits up and begs, her wrists clasped toget
leash that is also tied to her dog, who is sitting up in the
begging. In an American ad for Newport cigarettes, twc
woman and pull another by the hair; both women are sere,
Newport ad, a man forces a woman's head down to get her
around a length of spurting hose gripped in his fist; her ey
an ad for Saab automobiles, a shot up a fashion model's tl
"Don't worry. It's ugly underneath." In a fashion layout in ~
don), five men in black menace a model, whose face is in sl
and hot iron rods. In Tatler and Harper'S and Queen, "desigi
(women beaten, bound and abducted, but immaculately tUI

tically photographed)" appear. In Chris von Wangenhe
Doberman pinschers attack a model. Geoffrey Beene's II

displayed against a background of S and M accessories. '
from these images that no matter how assertive she may b
private submission to control is what makes her desirable..

Sexual "explicitness" is not the issue. We could use a
explicit meant honest and revealing; if there were a full
images of uncoerced real women and real men in conte
beauty pornography could theoretically hurt no one. Defe
phy base their position on the idea of freedom of speech, ca
imagery as language. Using their own argument, somethii
about the representation of women's bodies: the represent:
sored. Because we see many versions of the naked Iron M
to believe that our culture promotes the display of female:
shows almost none. It censors representations of women's
the official versions are visible. Rather than seeing image
that cater to female desire, we see mock-ups of living m:
contort and grimace, immobilized and uncomfortable un
fessional set-pieces that reveal little about female sexus
States and Great Britain, which have no tradition of publi.


