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Freedom t o diffe r i s no t limite d t o thing s tha t d o no t matte r 
much. That would be a mere shadow of freedom. The tes t of its 
substance i s the righ t t o diffe r a s to thing s tha t touc h th e hear t 
of th e existing order . 

—Supreme Cour t Justice Harry Blackmun , 
from hi s dissent to Bowers  v. Hardwick 
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PREFACE 

I am the child from dow n th e street . 
Now I'v e grown int o someon e you migh t neve r meet . 

—Tret Fure , "Something Blue" 

Eve Kosofsk y Sedgwick , a  well-known schola r i n th e fiel d o f ga y an d les -
bian studies , opened he r boo k Tendencies  by writing , "I thin k everyon e wh o 
does gay and lesbian studie s i s haunted b y the suicide s o f adolescents " (1993, 
1). The statistic s o n suicid e amon g ga y an d lesbia n teen s ar e dramati c an d 
horrifying.1 The y ar e als o fa r to o clos e t o hom e t o hav e a  purely academi c 
ring t o them . Only a  few year s ago , these statistic s touche d m y ow n univer -
sity communit y whe n a  lesbia n undergraduat e committe d suicide , appar -
ently fo r reason s connecte d wit h th e oppressio n sh e face d o r expecte d t o 
face du e t o he r sexua l orientation . I n he r memory , he r famil y endowe d a 
lecture serie s at the universit y t o bring in speakers in the field o f ga y and les -
bian studies . They hope d tha t educatin g youn g lesbian s an d ga y men woul d 
help the m fin d alternative s t o a  final escap e fro m a  society tha t make s the m 
feel rejecte d an d unwanted . 

This book i s not abou t suicide , nor abou t adolescence , so perhaps th e rel -
evance o f thi s prefac e wil l no t immediatel y b e apparent . Yet Sedgwick' s 
observation, th e lif e o f th e youn g woma n wh o committe d suicid e i n m y 
own community , an d th e subsequen t action s o f he r famil y brin g hom e th e 
motivation an d th e impuls e fo r thi s kin d o f wor k wit h a  clarit y an d a n 
urgency tha t n o theoretica l justificatio n ca n capture . Obviously , ther e ar e 
academic motive s fo r undertakin g suc h a  study . Yet ther e i s als o somethin g 
more: a  fait h tha t languag e play s a  centra l rol e i n shapin g ou r interna l an d 
external worlds ; a belief tha t scholarl y pursuit s ar e intimatel y connecte d t o 
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the achievement o f socia l change; and a hope that the visibility of the writ -
ten word has the potential to reach people within and beyond academia in a 
way that appeals to more than detached intellectual interest, a way that actu -
alizes "humanistic" study in its profoundest sense . 

Any inquir y int o issue s o f ga y o r lesbia n representation s mus t b e cir -
cumscribed b y th e recognitio n o f rea l live s i n peril , b y th e urgenc y o f 
achieving social change that ensures the safety of those lives and makes them 
livable. Human beings are constantly subject to powerful, if constructed, cat-
egories, and those categories have concrete consequence s tha t affect happi -
ness, health, opportunity, safety, even life an d death . In reality, most o f thes e 
outcomes remai n untouche d b y eve n th e mos t dazzlin g o f ou r theoretica l 
insights.There are obvious limitations to approaching social change through 
academic means, undeniable drawback s to the slow timetable and the indi -
rect effect s o f scholarl y pursuits . Arguably, such writing may  never sav e an 
adolescent life , may never arrive in time, may never reach those whose lives 
we dream of changing. The specter of adolescent suicide, and of other phys-
ical and emotional violence inflicted o n lesbians and gay men by themselves 
and others, is a constant reminder o f how many lives have been and remain 
beyond ou r reach . 

Yet there ar e also possibilities here, opportunities fo r reachin g out in th e 
hope tha t ou r work will  mean somethin g to someone , with th e belief tha t 
it can make a  difference. Scholarship o f thi s sort, like the inauguration o f a 
lecture series , is not simpl y a  memorial t o what ha s been, not onl y a  means 
of recognizin g what i s past. It i s also a  statement o f hope , a belief tha t de -
spite the tragedies we have not been able to prevent, there are some that per-
haps we can . It is , above all , a commitment t o creatin g another kin d o f fu -
ture. In a  sense, this may be what al l of us—a s scholars, writers, and simpl y 
human beings—in ou r highest aspiration s seek to achieve . 



C O N S T R U C T I O N S A N D D E C O N S T R U C T I O N S 
Gay Politics, Lesbian Feminism, and Civil Rights 

Whatever i s unnamed, undepicted in images, whatever is omitted fro m 
biography, censored i n collection s o f letters , whatever i s misnamed a s 
something else , made difficult-to-come-by , whateve r i s buried i n th e 
memory by the collapse of meaning under an inadequate o r lying lan-
guage—this will become, not merely unspoken, but unspeakable. 

—Adrienne Ric h (1979,199 ) 

PROLOGUE 

In th e winte r o f 1993 , shortly afte r hi s inauguration , Presiden t Bil l Clinto n 
nominated longtim e supporte r Robert a Achtenber g fo r th e positio n o f 
assistant directo r o f Housin g an d Urba n Developmen t (HUD) . Achten -
berg, an openl y lesbia n lawyer an d lesbian right s advocate , had serve d o n th e 
Board o f Supervisor s o f Sa n Francisco fro m 199 1 to 1993 . Her selectio n t o a 
position i n th e presiden t s cabinet require d th e approva l o f th e Senate , mak -
ing he r th e first  openl y ga y o r lesbia n nomine e eve r t o fac e th e Senat e con -
firmation process . Becaus e sh e mad e n o secre t o f he r sexua l orientation , 
Achtenberg an d he r supporter s anticipate d som e resistanc e t o he r candidac y 
from conservativ e senators . However , th e battl e bega n soone r an d mor e 
brutally tha n expected , with Senato r Jesse Helms s statement t o th e Washing-
ton Post  that th e Senat e shoul d refus e t o confir m " a dam n lesbian. " Many o f 
Helms s colleagues condemne d hi s outrigh t bigotry , yet th e issu e o f Acht -
enberg's sexua l orientatio n becam e a  ke y poin t o f attac k fo r he r mostl y 
Republican opponents . 

Colonel Margareth e (Grethe ) Cammermeye r ha d bee n a  highl y re -

1 
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2 ^  CONSTRUCTION S AN D DECONSTRUCTION S 

spected nurs e i n th e Unite d State s Nationa l Guar d fo r twenty-seve n year s 
when sh e bega n preparin g t o appl y fo r th e War Colleg e t o enabl e he r t o 
compete fo r th e positio n o f chie f nurs e o f th e Nationa l Guar d i n 1989 . 
During th e routin e questionin g require d fo r to p secre t securit y clearance , 
Cammermeyer reveale d tha t sh e wa s a  lesbian. As a  result o f th e militar y 
board hearing that followed, and despite a flawless record of service , in 199 2 
she was not only refused th e promotion but was also separated from th e Na -
tional Guard , stripped o f he r rank , and denie d a  number o f th e benefit s o f 
her long tenure. Cammermeyer subsequently filed a civil discrimination sui t 
against th e militar y an d wa s reinstate d b y a  distric t cour t judge i n 1994. 1 

Nevertheless, the battle left it s scars. Cammermeyer was denied her lifelon g 
dream o f attainin g th e ran k o f general , serving a s chief nurs e o f th e Na -
tional Guard , and retirin g wit h ful l militar y honors . Instead, she spen t th e 
culminating year s o f he r distinguishe d caree r embroile d i n lega l battle s 
against th e institutio n t o whic h sh e had dedicate d he r life , fighting agains t 
the people and the countr y sh e had defended an d loved. 

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

Since the 1970s , the feminis t an d lesbian/gay right s movements hav e mad e 
substantial progress in advancin g thei r struggle s fo r equality. 2 A t times , the 
two movements' goals have coincided, and they have joined together to pur-
sue mutually beneficial ends . These include challenging gender stereotypes , 
broadening narro w gende r role s fo r wome n an d men , an d affirmin g th e 
right of al l individuals to contro l their own bodies. On othe r occasions , the 
two group s hav e worked wit h a  complete disregar d for eac h othe r o r eve n 
at cross-purposes . At suc h moments , eac h ha s been insensitiv e t o th e op -
pression experience d b y the othe r an d t o th e ways in which eac h ha s par -
ticipated i n an d benefited fro m th e other' s oppression . Caught i n th e mid -
dle are those women who belong in, yet are frequently marginalized by, both 
movements: gay women, or lesbians, whose existenc e ha s often bee n disre -
garded or concealed by the leaders of both socia l movements. 

To examine th e status o f lesbian s within an d between thes e movement s 
is to engage feminist theory , gay studies, and public discours e a t a powerfu l 
and controversia l crosscurrent . The feminis t movemen t continue s t o rais e 
many o f th e majo r ongoin g debate s o f ou r time , forcing publi c confronta -
tion o f issue s as broad-ranging a s rape, domestic violence , abortion, sexual 
harassment, and th e feminizatio n o f poverty . Anyone wh o doubt s th e dis -
sent that still rages around feminism need only observe the broad-based sup-
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port for the current conservative Republican Congres s or the vast radio and 
television audience s wh o avidl y follo w Rus h Limbaugh' s diatribes . As th e 
right-wing backlas h continue s t o spread , the perceive d feminis t attac k o n 
"family values " is overshadowed by a group see n as even more threatening : 
gays and lesbians.The gay and lesbian claim to equal rights has produced on e 
of th e most explosive public debate s in progress today. 

The arguments surrounding gay and lesbian rights constitute crucia l pub-
lic debates, not only because they are conducted through public channels and 
institutions bu t als o because the y directl y engag e question s abou t th e rela -
tionship between publi c discours e and minority identities . As the military' s 
current "Don' t Ask , Don't Tell" policy attests , the very formation o f identi -
ties is based in part o n thei r assertion : who w e are depends in part o n ho w 
we represen t ourselves , and o n ho w other s represen t us , through languag e 
and visual images (Shotter and Gergen 1989 , ix).The point is not simply that 
giving the name t o ga y or lesbian individual s an d communitie s affirm s ou r 
existence. More broadly , by highlightin g certai n facet s o f ga y an d lesbia n 
lives an d obscurin g others , th e discussion s produce d b y ga y an d lesbia n 
rights controversie s hel p constitute  identities . They d o s o by providing par -
ticular frameworks withi n which gay s and lesbians may be seen and under -
stood, by ourselves and by others . 

In relation t o thes e frameworks , lesbians occup y a  tenuous positio n tha t 
places us both within and outside the feminist an d lesbian/gay rights move-
ments. We ar e multiply silenced,  our existenc e doubl y erased . First, we ar e 
negated b y a  dominant cultur e fo r who m w e ar e emphaticall y "Other " by 
virtue o f being neither men no r heterosexual . Second, we are often forgot -
ten o r ignored b y groups o f ga y men an d heterosexua l women , for who m 
we are neither wholly insiders nor outsiders . For lesbians who ar e also mar-
ginalized with respect to race, class, age, physical ability, or other elements of 
identity, experiences o f exclusio n are further intensifie d throug h a  dynamic 
that ha s been calle d "multipl e jeopardy" (Kin g 1988). 3 Perhaps becaus e o f 
this multiple marginality , even those scholars who specificall y se t out to re -
claim silenced or "lost" public voices have frequently neglecte d the study of 
lesbians. 

Among scholar s wh o stud y communication , fo r example , attentio n t o 
women's speec h o r "women' s issues " has graduall y grow n mor e prevalen t 
and mor e accepted , although thi s chang e ha s occurre d a t a  painfully slo w 
pace. Nonetheless, these scholars by and large continue to ignore the prodi-
gious public discourse on gay and lesbian rights generated in this country in 
recent years . While th e America n publi c an d th e mas s media i n particula r 
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widely debat e th e implications o f ga y and lesbian right s struggles , those wh o 
study publi c discours e hav e remaine d unusuall y silen t o n th e subject. 4 Suc h 
neglect i s striking in relation t o a n issue that currentl y constitute s on e o f th e 
most widesprea d topic s o f publi c debat e i n thi s countr y an d i s likely t o be -
come eve n mor e contentiou s i n th e comin g years . 

If communicatio n scholar s hav e been reluctan t t o addres s ga y issues gen -
erally, however, they hav e bee n hesitan t t o th e poin t o f nearl y unbroke n si -
lence t o broac h th e specifi c issue s o f lesbia n speec h o r lesbia n right s strug -
gles. Those wishin g t o researc h an y face t o f communicatio n abou t lesbian s 
often fin d themselve s scannin g th e indexe s o f book s wit h gay,  feminist, o r 
women i n th e title , hoping t o fin d a n entr y fo r lesbians . Frequently, they fin d 
none. In fact , thos e wishin g t o d o lesbia n scholarshi p ar e immediatel y con -
fronted wit h a  numbe r o f obstacles . Firs t i s th e fea r o f discriminatio n an d 
prejudice agains t one' s work o r onesel f whe n on e pursue s a  research projec t 
about lesbians , regardless o f one' s ow n sexua l orientation . Second , material s 
are ofte n no t easil y accessible , as much o f th e writin g tha t doe s exis t i s pub -
lished by alternativ e presse s o r smal l journals tha t ar e unavailable eve n in th e 
libraries o f larg e researc h institutions . Finally, the consideration s o f publish -
ing an d academi c job securit y discourag e scholar s fro m writin g abou t les -
bians. As bot h a  marginalized an d a  stigmatize d minority , lesbians ar e con -
sidered a t bes t a  "special interes t group " and a t wors t a  threa t t o famil y val -
ues an d th e America n socia l fabric . 

The neglec t o f lesbia n issue s within speec h communicatio n ha s persiste d 
despite growin g bodie s o f lesbia n feminis t wor k i n relate d area s suc h a s lit -
erary studies , cultural studies , history, an d psychology. 5 Becaus e thes e field s 
have led the way in developin g lesbian studies , their disciplinar y perspective s 
predominate i n thi s emergin g field . The resul t ha s bee n a  relativ e flourish -
ing o f scholarshi p tha t focuse s o n fictiona l accounts , personal narratives , and 
other artisti c an d cultura l endeavors , highlightin g self-expressio n an d th e 
sharing of persona l experience . Still needed, however, is another framework , 
crucial t o an y movemen t fo r socia l change : a method fo r examinin g publi c 
expression a s communication , representation s a s politica l strategies , an d 
messages i n term s o f thei r effects . 

Such a  framework woul d highligh t self-identificatio n a s a  distinc t mod e 
of communication . Declarations o f identit y serv e severa l functions : they ar e 
at onc e powerfu l individua l expressions , reinforcing on e s sense o f belong -
ing t o a  particula r group ; communicativ e messages , conveyin g tha t identi -
fication t o others ; and representations , offerin g particula r portrayal s o f th e 
individual an d hi s or he r grou p t o th e public . Statements o f self-identit y ca n 
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modify publi c understanding s an d portrayal s o f a  group , whil e a  group' s 
public representation s ca n influenc e individua l an d collectiv e self-identities . 
This mutua l interactio n o f languag e an d identit y ma y eithe r exten d o r 
abridge th e availabl e rang e o f identitie s fo r a  given grou p (Shotte r an d Ger -
gen 1989 , ix) . Such consequence s ma y b e particularl y strikin g fo r lesbian s 
and gays , who are , as a  group , "consciously involve d i n creatin g [their ] ow n 
identity an d purpose, " and whos e publi c representation s remai n hotl y con -
tested (Feje s an d Petric h 1993 , 397). 

To understan d ho w variou s use s o f languag e expan d o r restric t ga y an d 
lesbian identities , acces s t o rhetorica l approache s become s vital . The wor d 
rhetoric i s ofte n use d disparagingl y t o refe r t o languag e tha t i s al l ornamen t 
and littl e substanc e (Fos s 1996) . However, th e ter m als o refer s t o th e ar t o f 
using languag e effectivel y an d persuasively . Mor e broadly , rhetoric  refers t o 
the us e o f symbols , such a s language an d visua l images , for th e purpos e o f 
communication. Those wh o stud y rhetoric examin e ho w speaker s and writ -
ers use suc h symbol s no t onl y t o represent  reality bu t t o create  it. "Rhetor ic i s 
not simpl y th e translatio n o f som e knowledg e tha t w e acquire d somewher e 
else into a  communicable form . I t i s the proces s b y which ou r realit y o r ou r 
world come s int o being ; reality o r knowledg e o f wha t i s in th e worl d i s th e 
result o f communicatin g abou t it " (Fos s 1996 , 6). 

From a  rhetorica l perspective , investigatin g th e effect s o f languag e i s a 
crucial for m o f inquir y becaus e "wha t w e coun t a s 'real' o r a s 'knowledge ' 
about th e worl d depend s o n ho w w e choos e t o labe l an d tal k abou t things " 
(Foss 1996 , 6). The ter m rhetorical  criticism  describe s th e proces s o f analyzin g 
persuasive symbol s an d thei r effect s i n a  given situatio n o r context . Rhe tor -
ical critic s analyz e ho w persuasiv e appeal s ar e constructe d t o creat e particu -
lar understanding s o f th e worl d an d t o affec t a  give n audienc e i n a  specifi c 
way. Such critic s ar e therefor e abl e t o sugges t ho w certai n kind s o f "knowl -
edge" and version s o f "reality " come t o b e widel y accepted , an d ho w oth -
ers com e t o b e devalue d o r erased , throug h th e strategi c us e o f symbols . 
Rhetorical approache s focu s o n ho w languag e an d image s functio n i n con -
crete situations.They thereb y enhanc e ou r abilit y to become mor e thought -
ful, discerning , and critica l consumer s o f publi c discourse . 

Although thos e who stud y rhetori c hav e no t grante d th e issu e o f ga y an d 
lesbian right s th e attentio n i t deserves , given it s socia l significance , a  rhetor -
ical approac h doe s hav e a  valuabl e an d neede d perspectiv e t o ad d t o thos e 
that ar e contribute d b y othe r disciplinar y an d interdisciplinar y standpoints . 
Rhetorical perspective s ca n mak e a  dual contributio n t o th e analysi s o f les -
bian an d ga y right s initiatives . First , they tak e a s their text s persuasive , non -
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fictional publi c discourse , which enable s the m t o analyz e representation s 
that proliferat e i n som e o f today' s mos t widesprea d an d influentia l discus -
sions. Second, they illuminate not only the intentions  that motivate such dis-
course bu t als o th e consequences  o f particula r use s o f languag e fo r variou s 
audiences. Rhetorical analysi s allows us to se t aside questions o f "positive " 
or "negative " images. It allow s u s t o examine , instead, how particula r lan -
guage and images function i n a given context and for a designated audience. 

This boo k investigate s th e representation s o f lesbian s produce d i n tw o 
primary arenas of civi l rights struggle: the United State s political and mili -
tary systems. It focuses on two case studies of discrimination against lesbians, 
examining how the language and images employed by advocates and oppo-
nents in each case shape available understandings o f lesbian (an d often gay ) 
lives. More specifically , it examines how a  focus o n equa l rights arguments , 
also referred t o as civil rights strategies , constrains lesbian and gay identities 
and self-definitions ; ho w suc h a n approac h regulate s futur e liberator y en -
deavors; and how it prescribes a  particular se t of lesbian and gay public im -
ages that excludes certain individuals and communities. This book identifie s 
those possibilities we creat e and those we exclude through a n emphasi s o n 
civil rights strategies . It examines , finally, the rol e rhetoric ca n play in illu -
minating the heterosexual nature of institutions, both military and political, 
and i n revealin g th e inheren t inequalitie s o n whic h suc h institution s ar e 
founded. 

More broadly, this book points to the ways in which all  categories of sex-
uality are shaped and delimited by language and in which sexua l and othe r 
minority classifications may  be produced by the very discourses that seek to 
regulate o r protect them . These discourse s a t once assum e th e existenc e o f 
such categorie s an d creat e thei r parameters . In th e proces s o f constructin g 
minority identities , dominant identities are also established and legitimated . 
Their boundaries ar e strengthened by the force o f th e binary oppositio n a t 
work, and by the marginalizatio n o f th e out-group . This proces s o f grou p 
definition an d differentiation solidifie s distinction s between heterosexualit y 
and homosexuality . Th e dividin g lin e betwee n categorie s i s thereb y 
strengthened, and sexual self-definition i s limited on both sides.This process 
is thoroughly rhetorica l an d o f th e utmos t importance . It influence s a t a n 
intimate leve l the way s in which w e ar e able to conceiv e o f ourselve s an d 
others, touching on our most deeply held convictions about our own iden -
tities and the identities o f thos e around us. 

I begin thi s book b y highlightin g th e exclusio n o f lesbian s fro m muc h 
of feminis t scholarshi p an d ga y studies . I offe r a  brief introductio n t o th e 
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mainstream lesbian/gay rights movement and its guiding civil rights agenda, 
examining ho w th e specifi c oppressio n o f lesbian s challenge s a  number o f 
this movement s goals. A lesbian feminis t analysi s of lesbian/ga y right s dis -
course enable s u s to conside r bot h th e advantage s an d th e risk s o f tw o o f 
the movements guiding objectives: voice and visibility Voice refers to polit -
ical participation an d cultura l influence, while visibility represents the righ t 
to acknowledge openl y a  gay or lesbian identity To explore the complexit y 
that is introduced int o these concepts when lesbian specificity i s taken int o 
account, I examine the cases of Roberta Achtenberg and Grethe Cammer -
meyer. Their stories illustrate some of the ways in which lesbians have been 
represented i n recen t year s throug h particula r institutiona l discourses.  I 
focus o n the language and images used to characterize these women an d to 
establish their relationship to the category "lesbian." I also suggest how these 
representations might influence broader public understandings of lesbians as 
individuals and as a group. 

I argu e tha t whe n som e leve l o f lesbia n an d ga y voic e o r visibilit y i s 
achieved, as in these high-profile cases , another level of institutional oppres-
sion is imposed to maintain the dominan t cultur e s control over the images 
and language tha t proliferate aroun d a  controversial issue. 6 Images and lan -
guage are continually subjec t t o the threa t o f misinterpretatio n o r assimila -
tion, and the gains associated with greate r visibility are balanced with som e 
attendant losses . Rhetorical criticis m examine s no t onl y th e valu e o f ex -
pressing on e s identity bu t als o th e consequence s o f publi c discussion s o f 
identity. In this book, I analyze such discussions for their potential to exten d 
or limi t opportunitie s fo r self-definitio n an d th e formatio n o f individua l 
and grou p identities . Metaphors o f visibilit y an d voice conve y th e impor -
tance of self-expression a s a form o f individual empowerment, independent 
of its public consequences. However, social movements must concern them -
selves no t onl y wit h individua l self-realizatio n bu t als o wit h identifyin g 
broadly effective politica l strategies and creating coherent visions for libera -
tion. These imperatives cal l for a  rhetorical perspective, grounded in textua l 
analysis, t o examin e ho w variou s discursiv e strategie s produc e particula r 
outcomes. Rhetorical analysis , drawing o n th e theoretica l insight s o f femi -
nist, gay, and lesbian studies, can bring these insights to bear on the concret e 
circumstances tha t directl y affec t th e live s o f million s o f gay s and lesbian s 
every day. 

As I  begi n thi s investigation , a  fe w qualification s wil l hel p clarif y my 
terminology, m y intentions , an d th e scop e o f m y analysis . Throughou t 
this book I  refer t o a  "dominant" American culture , an identifiable "main -
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stream," and "dominant " group s o f peopl e whos e view s hav e shape d tradi -
tional institutions . Yet i t i s importan t t o recogniz e tha t suc h reference s ar e 
inevitably problemati c an d oversimplified . Ou r identificatio n a s insider s o r 
outsiders i n relatio n t o a  "dominant " cultur e i s constantl y shifting , s o tha t 
nearly al l o f u s fee l include d base d o n som e element s o f identit y an d ex -
cluded base d o n others . We ma y b e privilege d b y ou r gender , race , age, ed -
ucation, physical ability , religion, or socia l class , to nam e bu t a  few variables ; 
we ma y als o b e exclude d base d o n an y o f thes e characteristics . Very fe w o f 
us ca n identif y consistentl y a s eithe r mainstrea m o r marginalized , whe n al l 
social stratification s ar e accounte d for . 

Thus, while I  want t o accoun t fo r th e effect s o f oppressio n o n marginal -
ized individual s an d groups , I d o no t wan t t o perpetuat e th e fictio n tha t w e 
can identif y a  single , powerful grou p o f individual s wh o constitut e a  soci -
etal mainstrea m (Clause n 1997) . I a m no t suggestin g tha t a  particula r indi -
vidual o r grou p ca n b e identifie d eithe r a s omnipoten t o r a s entirel y with -
out power . No r d o I  wish t o homogeniz e individual s base d o n thei r grou p 
identification, an d s o fai l t o acknowledge , fo r example , feminis t men , anti -
racist whites , gay- an d lesbian-friendl y heterosexuals , and other s fo r w h o m 
privilege ha s no t blunte d socia l consciousness . 

Likewise, by identifyin g th e politica l strategie s favore d b y a  powerfu l o r 
"dominant" group o f mostl y white , middle-class o r affluen t ga y men withi n 
the lesbian/ga y right s movement , I  d o no t wis h t o den y o r discoun t th e 
presence o f mor e radica l ga y men . Group s o f ga y me n suc h a s the Radica l 
Faeries o r Blac k an d Whit e Me n Togethe r ar e ofte n denie d th e publicit y 
granted t o thos e i n th e movemen t wh o presen t mor e mainstrea m o r "ac -
ceptable" media images . I do no t wis h t o minimize , either , the presenc e an d 
influence o f outspoke n lesbia n feminist s throughou t th e histor y o f th e 
movement. Eve n m y us e o f th e phras e "lesbia n an d ga y right s movement " 
represents a  distortion. Rather tha n havin g on e cohesiv e politica l center , th e 
movement ha s always been a  divided, contested site . Conflicts hav e occurre d 
within th e movemen t bot h historicall y an d currently . Thus , althoug h th e 
themes o f assimilatio n an d equalit y hav e predominated , the y hav e neve r 
been exclusiv e themes . My us e o f thi s phrase , while necessary , nevertheles s 
obscures an d artificiall y unifie s a  multitude o f perspectives , priorities, iden -
tities, and strategie s for th e purposes o f clarit y and convenience . At th e sam e 
time, i t obscure s th e vita l contribution s o f numerou s bisexual , transsexual , 
and transgende r me n an d wome n t o th e movement . I  us e thi s distortio n 
consciously, althoug h reluctantly , becaus e o f th e dange r o f portrayin g th e 
movement a s monolithic an d obscurin g th e ric h diversit y tha t i s on e o f it s 
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greatest strengths. I hesitate, moreover, to represent our movement a s a straw 
person tha t i s easily attacked * wishing instea d t o provid e a  thoughtful an d 
nuanced critiqu e o f th e movement i n al l its complexity. 7 

Finally, I acknowledge the limitations o f choosin g to focus o n these par-
ticular cas e studies . Both Robert a Achtenber g an d Greth e Cammermeye r 
are white, professional lesbians , privileged by race and class (although Acht -
enberg i s Jewish, another marginalizin g factor) . Because the y ar e member s 
of th e dominan t rac e an d class , these feature s o f thei r identitie s g o un -
marked, and unremarked upon , in the contex t o f thes e debates . As a result, 
within thei r struggle s "question s o f discriminatio n base d o n rac e o r class , 
and the interconnectedness of these forms of oppression with homophobia , 
are bracketed" (Phelan 1994,117) . The hiddennes s of rac e and class in these 
discussions may tempt u s to neglect o r discount thei r impact . Nevertheless, 
such factors ar e always implicitly present , interwoven throughou t thes e de -
bates with conception s o f gende r and sexual orientation . 

Even the movement s focus o n silencing as a hallmark of lesbian oppres-
sion is deficient when it fails to account for the varying configurations o f si-
lence and voice available to women i n different ethni c communities . Thus, 
whereas lesbians are silenced in the wider societa l context "as lesbians," this 
silencing may vary in form and intensity among different group s of lesbians. 
For example , i n contras t t o th e historica l divisio n o f publi c an d privat e 
spheres that has denied white , middle-class women a  public voice, "the dis -
tinct division between male and female spheres of activity . . . has never been 
prevalent i n black speech communities. " Perhaps a s a result, "black wome n 
have been describe d a s generally outspoke n an d self-assertiv e speakers . . . , 
There i s a fundamental tendenc y towar d male-femal e communicativ e par -
ity in black culture which starkly contrasts to the tendency toward commu -
nicative asymmetry which scholar s emphasize fo r white women an d men " 
(Stanback 1985 , 181, 182; see also Collins i99i).Th e constraint s o n Africa n 
American women' s speec h must therefor e b e distinguishe d fro m thos e tha t 
affect whit e women. "In black communitie s (an d diverse ethnic communi -
ties), women hav e not bee n silent . Their voice s can be heard . Certainly fo r 
black women, our struggle has not been to emerge from silenc e into speech 
but to change the nature and direction of ou r speech, to make a speech tha t 
compels listeners, one tha t is heard" (hooks 1989 , 6). 

In light of such differences, I  am mindful o f the ways in which choosin g 
to focus on the cases of two white, professional women risks homogenizin g 
gays and lesbians by portraying "a false unity among what is in fact a tremen-
dously diverse collectivity" (Phelan 1994,117) . Examining the stories of such 
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women is an indispensable part of assessing the overall consequences of civil 
rights-based approaches . However, thes e wome n shoul d no t b e viewe d a s 
representative o f gay s or lesbians a s a group, nor shoul d th e importanc e o f 
their relative privilege be overlooked . Their storie s are significant, provoca -
tive, and inspiring. Yet they must also serve as a constant reminder of the vast 
number and endless variety of stories we have yet to hear. This book is only 
a beginning. 

B A C K G R O U N D AN D S I G N I F I C A N C E O F TH E B O O K 

On June 28,1969, in an event that had become commonplace in New York s 
Greenwich Village, police raided a  popular gay bar known a s the Stonewal l 
Inn. What distinguishe d thi s raid from hundred s o f othe r raid s o f ga y bars 
was tha t o n thi s nigh t th e patron s responde d no t onl y wit h resistanc e bu t 
with confrontation , turning a routine police action into a  two-day riot. Gay 
men, lesbians , and transvestites , some patron s o f th e ba r an d other s wh o 
came to support thei r fight, battled physically and psychologically with po -
lice to defen d thei r righ t t o the same freedom o f assembl y enjoyed b y het -
erosexuals. While these men and women were not the first to argue for thei r 
right t o fai r an d equa l treatment , wha t ha s com e t o b e know n a s th e 
Stonewall Rebellio n remain s a  landmark even t i n th e figh t fo r lesbia n an d 
gay liberation. This event is often identifie d a s the officia l beginnin g o f th e 
social movement fo r ga y and lesbian rights.8 

The Stonewal l Rebellio n marke d a  new kin d o f visibilit y fo r gay s an d 
lesbians, whose everyday lives were otherwise defined b y a careful monitor -
ing of self-expression . What erupte d durin g the riots at Stonewall was, cer-
tainly, a claim for equal rights. However, it was also something more: the be-
ginning o f a  movement no t just fo r equality  but als o for liberation an d so-
cial change. The participants in this movement aime d to intervene no t onl y 
in police procedure an d th e lega l system but als o in th e public an d privat e 
discourses tha t regulate d thei r identitie s an d circumscribe d thei r lives . On 
that night, and through the days and nights that followed, many gays and les-
bians refused t o remain hidden any longer in deference t o these constraints , 
insisting o n bein g see n an d hear d i n way s the y ha d no t previousl y de -
manded. Rather tha n disguis e who the y were to avoi d social ostracism an d 
police persecution, they "came out"—out o f thei r individual and collectiv e 
"closets" as well a s literally ou t o f th e bar and into th e streets—t o deman d 
acknowledgment o f thei r existenc e an d humanity. In thei r move from pri -
vate to public space , this small group stoo d up for itsel f and , in the process, 
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spoke out for many others who had lived for too long behind shrouds of in -
visibility, silence, and shame. 

The contemporar y lesbia n an d ga y right s movemen t ha s com e a  lon g 
way i n th e nearl y thirt y year s sinc e Stonewall , bringin g abou t politica l 
change and social acceptance for gays and lesbians that was unimagined, and 
unimaginable, just a  short tim e ago . Gay men an d lesbians are , as both ou r 
supporters an d opponent s ar e eager to note , more visibl e than eve r before . 
"Out" gay s an d lesbian s occup y position s o f powe r i n a  variety o f fields, 
including th e entertainmen t industry , journalism, sports , politics, and eve n 
religion. Debates ove r gay and lesbian right s consum e man y pages o f loca l 
and national publications, appearing on the covers of magazines with wide-
spread circulatio n an d popula r appeal , such a s Time,  Newsweek, U.S. News 
and World Report,  and th e New  Republic.  In addition , a burgeoning industr y 
of gay - and lesbian-produced mas s media has emerged, with a  proliferation 
of loca l an d nationa l newsletters , newspapers , magazines , journals, films, 
and televisio n program s produce d specificall y b y an d fo r ga y an d lesbia n 
audiences. 

Within th e legal realm, domestic partner benefits fo r cohabitin g gay and 
lesbian couple s have become availabl e in some cities . Such benefits ar e also 
offered b y an increasing number of businesses, including universities such as 
Emory an d Northwester n an d majo r corporation s suc h a s IBM , Appl e 
Computer, Microsoft, Bank of America , Walt Disney, and the San Francisco 
49ers. The legalizatio n o f same-sex  marriag e i s being pursue d i n Hawaii' s 
courts, with som e sign s o f success . The Suprem e Cour t overturne d Col -
orado's Amendmen t 2 , an anti-ga y right s initiativ e passe d b y stat e voters , 
stemming the tid e o f anti-ga y initiative s o n ballot s acros s the country . The 
Clinton presidency , thoug h fraugh t wit h disappointment s fo r lesbia n an d 
gay right s activists , has nonetheles s brough t question s o f ga y an d lesbia n 
rights t o th e forefron t o f America n consciousness , a s th e hotl y debate d 
"Don't Ask , Don't Tell" policy forced militar y personnel and civilians of al l 
sexual orientations to examin e thei r views on a  formerly tabo o subject . 

Yet, while th e gain s o f th e lesbia n an d ga y rights movemen t hav e bee n 
substantial, a  right-win g backlas h ha s emerged , predictably , t o swin g th e 
pendulum back . I n respons e t o effort s t o legaliz e same-sex  marriag e i n 
Hawaii, state legislatures across the country have rushed to outlaw same-sex 
marriage in their states.The Defense o f Marriage Act (DOMA), which lim-
its the definition o f marriage t o a  union between a  man an d a woman, was 
easily passed by Congress in 1996 . In the midst of what has been nickname d 
the "lesbia n bab y boom, " legislatures hav e take n step s t o preven t gay s an d 
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lesbians fro m becomin g foste r parent s o r adoptin g children , whil e ga y an d 
lesbian parent s ar e bein g denie d custod y o f thei r biologica l childre n a t a n 
alarming rate . The militar y ha s steppe d u p it s dismissa l o f gay s an d lesbian s 
despite th e implementatio n o f th e "Don' t Ask , Don't Tell " policy. The E m -
ployment Non-Discriminatio n Ac t (ENDA) , a  federal bil l tha t woul d hav e 
prohibited discriminatio n agains t lesbian s an d gay s i n th e workplace , wa s 
narrowly defeate d b y Congres s i n 1996 . I n addition , violenc e agains t ga y 
men an d lesbian s continue s a t a n alarmin g rate , i n incident s rangin g fro m 
the fata l beatin g o f nava l office r Alle n Schindle r b y hi s shipmate s i n 1992 , 
to attack s o n lesbia n an d ga y hig h schoo l student s b y thei r peers , t o th e 
bombing o f a  lesbia n ba r i n Atlant a i n Februar y 199 7 (whic h remains , t o 
date, unsolved) . 

The resurgenc e o f right-win g effort s t o hal t an d revers e socia l change , 
the persistenc e o f anti-ga y violence , an d ongoin g discriminatio n agains t 
gays an d lesbian s i n area s suc h a s housing , employment , chil d custody , an d 
military servic e hav e al l galvanize d th e lesbia n an d ga y right s movemen t t o 
renewed socia l an d politica l struggl e i n th e 1990s . Partly a s a  resul t o f th e 
movement's battles , victories, and defeats , media coverag e o f ga y and lesbia n 
issues ha s proliferated . America n publi c discours e ha s returne d agai n an d 
again t o discussion s o f homosexuality : wha t "causes " it ; wha t shoul d b e 
"done" abou t it ; and t o wha t degre e i t shoul d b e accepte d o r tolerate d i n 
families, schools , communities , th e arts , religious institutions , an d th e mili -
tary. As a  result , "in plac e o f th e silenc e tha t onc e encase d th e live s o f ho -
mosexuals, there i s now a  loud argument " (Sulliva n 1993 , 24). 

Lesbian an d ga y rights ar e undoubtedly amon g th e mos t contentiou s an d 
widely debate d issue s o f ou r time . These debate s reac h int o th e hear t o f in -
dividual an d communit y values , raising question s abou t gende r roles , love, 
sexuality, an d th e family . Inevitably , then , th e discussion s generate d aroun d 
such issue s hav e bee n numerous , heartfelt , an d heated . Ga y an d lesbia n is -
sues, like gay s an d lesbian s themselves , continue t o gro w bot h mor e centra l 
to an d mor e controversia l withi n America n publi c discourse . H ow w e tal k 
about suc h issues , and ho w w e hea r other s tal k abou t them , influence s ou r 
sense o f self , our perception s o f on e another , an d ou r visio n o f th e societ y 
we wan t t o liv e in , now an d i n th e future . Just a s various view s o f wome n 
have influence d th e fat e o f women' s right s throughou t history , s o toda y 
competing portrayal s o f gay s and lesbians cal l for differen t politica l strategie s 
and produc e varie d socia l consequences . Th e publi c discours e generate d 
today aroun d ga y an d lesbia n issue s wil l hav e lastin g effect s o n ho w w e se e 
ourselves, sexually an d otherwise , well int o th e nex t century . 
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At on e level , what i s a t issu e fo r gay s an d lesbian s toda y i s whethe r an d 
where w e wil l "fit " in a  heterosexist, patriarchal society , as evidenced b y th e 
struggle fo r contro l ove r law s an d othe r form s o f publi c influence . Yet be -
neath thi s leve l o f struggl e li e issue s o f representatio n an d self-definition , 
crucial question s abou t wh o w e are , how w e wan t t o b e perceived , and ho w 
much w e ar e willing t o sacrific e a s the pric e o f "tolerance. " The interactio n 
of publi c an d privat e discours e i n debate s ove r ga y an d lesbia n right s ma y 
encourage, erase , liberate, or regulat e ga y an d lesbia n identities . In doin g so , 
such speec h ma y enric h o r impoveris h th e rang e o f availabl e opportunitie s 
for ga y an d lesbia n lives . It ca n presen t u s with possibilitie s w e ha d no t pre -
viously imagined , o r conversely , i t ca n construc t barrier s tha t limi t th e po -
tential we se e in ou r lives . These question s thu s involv e no t onl y th e presen t 
but als o th e futur e o f th e ga y an d lesbia n movement . 

Given th e importanc e o f languag e i n influencin g th e strategie s an d suc -
cess o f th e movement , a s well a s the qualit y o f ga y an d lesbia n lives , my in -
vestigation seek s t o answe r tw o broa d questions . First, what kind s o f lesbia n 
representations emerg e fro m th e competin g discourse s i n eac h o f thes e cas e 
studies? Ho w ar e "lesbians " and "lesbianism " constructed , represented , an d 
understood withi n thes e context s o f America n publi c life ? The secon d an d 
related questio n examine s th e effect s o f thes e representations . H o w d o th e 
strategies o f supporter s an d opponent s broade n th e possibilitie s fo r lesbia n 
self-definition an d enabl e a  wide r rang e o f lesbia n identitie s an d politics ? 
How d o thes e rhetorica l choice s constric t o r eliminat e suc h possibilities ? 

This book investigate s th e constructio n o f th e categor y "lesbians " in p o -
litical an d militar y discourse . The relationshi p betwee n languag e an d iden -
tity i n lesbia n representation s i s o f particula r interes t becaus e homosexual -
ity represent s a  "limit case " of th e rang e o f invisibilit y experience d b y mar -
ginalized groups . Member s o f nondominan t group s experienc e varyin g 
degrees o f invisibilit y i n relatio n t o th e dominan t grou p (Sedgwic k 1990) . 
Some minorit y individual s ar e literally "visible " to others , due t o character -
istics such a s gender, skin pigmentation , facia l features , o r physica l disability . 
However, these individual s ma y nevertheles s b e ignore d b y member s o f th e 
dominant culture , treated individuall y o r collectivel y a s though the y canno t 
be see n o r d o no t exist . Other s ma y b e abl e t o "pass " as member s o f th e 
dominant cultur e i n som e situations , as they ma y o r ma y no t b e recognize d 
as member s o f a  marginalize d group ; example s includ e man y Jews , light -
skinned Africa n Americans , an d thos e wh o ar e physicall y disable d i n way s 
that ar e not apparen t i n al l situations. Still other marginalized individual s an d 
groups ar e rarely o r neve r identifiabl e b y outwar d characteristics . For them , 
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visibility require s a n ac t o f will , and invisibilit y ma y becom e a  strateg y fo r 
survival. Members o f thes e groups , whose nonconformit y t o th e assump -
tions o f th e dominan t cultur e i s not visuall y marked , are constantl y misrec -
ognized unles s the y tak e step s t o counte r suc h assumption s (Taylo r 1995) . 

It i s i n thi s las t categor y tha t lesbia n identit y i s mos t ofte n located , be -
cause despit e popular stereotypes , lesbians ar e not reliabl y recognizabl e fro m 
external feature s (particularl y t o nonlesbians) . Lesbian identit y i s most ofte n 
invisible unles s specificall y acknowledge d b y th e lesbia n herself . Such a  rev -
elation i s referred t o a s "coming ou t o f th e closet, " or simpl y "coming out. " 
Coming ou t i s the ac t o f makin g one' s sexual identity know n t o onesel f an d 
others. Becaus e o f th e prevailin g assumptio n o f heterosexuality , revealin g 
one's lesbia n identit y frequentl y require s a  deliberat e ac t o f verba l o r non -
verbal communication . Moreover , th e paucit y o f lesbia n representation s i n 
the mas s medi a an d th e lac k o f rol e model s i n th e experienc e o f mos t les -
bians mea n tha t creatin g a  lesbian identit y depend s heavil y o n th e transmis -
sion o f experience s eithe r interpersonally o r from availabl e books an d othe r 
resources (Lync h 1990 ; Plummer i995;Trebilco t 1994) . 

Coming ou t b y publicl y identifyin g onesel f a s a  lesbia n ha s lon g been , 
and remain s today , an importan t mean s o f combatin g bot h sexis m an d het -
erosexism.9 Althoug h muc h ha s change d i n th e discourse s o f ga y rights an d 
lesbian feminis m sinc e th e 1970s , the importanc e o f reclaimin g a  marginal -
ized identit y remain s fundamenta l t o man y gay s an d lesbians . Where ou r 
identities hav e bee n use d a s weapons agains t us , many believe , we ar e em -
powered b y reclaimin g thos e identitie s an d organizin g aroun d the m t o pro -
duce socia l change . Suc h a  vie w ha s bee n continuall y asserte d b y man y i n 
the lesbian/ga y right s movement , a s wel l a s b y member s o f othe r socia l 
movements. Affirming one' s lov e fo r a  member o f th e sam e se x in th e con -
text o f a  homophobic societ y i s such a  radical an d transformationa l ac t tha t 
it ha s generall y bee n viewe d a s a cornerstone o f ga y an d lesbia n liberation . 

The ac t o f comin g out , for thi s highl y invisibl e group , is not a  one-tim e 
occurrence bu t a n ongoin g concern . I n ever y situatio n an d wit h eac h ne w 
person encountered , th e choic e mus t b e mad e whethe r o r no t t o acknowl -
edge one' s minorit y identit y (Sedgwic k 1990 ; Zimmerman 1982) . Hidden -
ness an d visibilit y ar e rarel y absolute , s o tha t fo r mos t o f us , secrec y an d 
openness coexist , i n variou s combination s an d wit h differin g degree s o f 
comfort o r unease . Most o f u s ar e ou t t o someon e significan t i n ou r lives : a 
friend, a  family member , a  counselor, or anothe r lesbia n o r ga y man.Yet , be -
cause o f th e stigm a an d th e materia l disadvantage s impose d o n gay s and les -
bians, "there ar e remarkabl y fe w o f eve n th e mos t openl y ga y peopl e wh o 
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are not deliberatel y in the close t with someon e personally o r economicall y 
or institutionally importan t t o them" (Sedgwick 1990 , 67-68). 

Moreover, given "the deadly elasticity of heterosexist presumption," even 
gays an d lesbian s wh o mak e a  concerte d effor t t o b e ou t i n al l situation s 
"find ne w wall s springing up aroun d the m eve n a s they drowse. " Each da y 
requires a  renewe d commitmen t t o self-disclosure , fo r "ever y encounte r 
with a  new classfu l o f students , to say nothing of a  new boss, social worker, 
loan officer , landlord , [or ] doctor , erects new closets " (Sedgwick 1990 , 68). 
Like communicatio n itself , the ac t o f comin g ou t i s a continual process . It 
occurs in an endless variety of contexts , and its effects depen d on numerou s 
situational variables. Though little studied, the coming-out process may rep-
resent a  central mode o f interpersona l an d public communicatio n i n con -
temporary societies , where multipl e difference s aboun d bu t dominan t cul -
tural assumptions remain entrenched . 

The figur e o f th e close t and its attendant rebellio n o f comin g ou t orig -
inated in the lesbian and gay community. However, it has been borrowed by 
other marginalize d group s t o refe r t o an y ac t o f acknowledgin g o r reveal -
ing a  marginalized identity , regardless o f it s degree o f visibility . For exam -
ple, one can come out as a Jew (Bennet t 1982 ; Sedgwick 1990) , but one can 
also come out with pride as a fat woman (Sedgwic k 1990).Thu s the rhetor -
ical processes tha t produce lesbia n an d gay identities d o no t exis t in a  vac-
uum but are related to the processes that shape other minority identities. For 
this reason, the study of lesbian representations may help us understand ho w 
metaphors o f voice and visibility influence th e self-identities o f othe r mar -
ginalized groups . 

The lesbian and gay rights movement that has evolved over the past three 
decades shares some characteristics with lesbian feminism, while differing i n 
other respects . The predominanc e o f metaphor s o f visibilit y and voice an d 
the emphasis on a close connection between being seen and being heard are 
shared b y man y minorit y groups . Yet strategie s fo r addressin g thes e issue s 
often differ . For example, some lesbian feminists ar e committed t o develop-
ing and valuing a  space alon g th e margin s o f societ y fro m whic h t o chal -
lenge patriarcha l institution s an d develop  a  cultur e o f thei r own . Suc h 
efforts ma y be located o n a  spectrum o f possibilities , bounded o n on e en d 
by absolute separatis m an d o n th e othe r b y th e goa l o f complet e assimila -
tion. The mainstream lesbian and gay rights movement ofte n fall s nearer the 
latter end , striving t o attai n equalit y withi n existin g institutions . Patterned 
implicitly an d ofte n explicitl y afte r th e mode l o f chang e establishe d by th e 
black Civi l Right s movemen t o f th e 1960s , the movemen t fo r lesbia n an d 
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gay right s argue s fo r th e recognitio n o f it s member s a s constitutin g a  "sus -
pect class " as defined b y la w an d thereb y entitle d t o th e protection s grante d 
to othe r minorit y classe s base d o n characteristic s suc h a s race , religion , o r 
disability (Robso n 1992) . 

Lesbian lega l theoris t Ruthan n Robso n provide s a  helpfu l definitio n o f 
the concep t o f suspec t clas s status a s it relate s t o sexua l orientation : 

The hallmarks of a suspect class are . .. derived from legal notions of race. Tra-
ditionally, a suspect clas s must b e a  social minority tha t ha s been historicall y 
discriminated agains t and continues t o be relatively politically powerless , and 
its members mus t posses s immutable characteristic s tha t ar e identifiable . Al -
though thes e criteri a ar e certainl y no t absolute , arguments tha t lesbian s ar e 
within a  suspect clas s based o n sexua l orientation mus t work withi n th e tra -
ditional hallmarks. The most troublesome factor i s the immutable identifiabl e 
characteristic. Discussions o f th e applicabilit y o f thi s facto r lea d t o debate s 
whether lesbianis m i s an identit y o r a n activity . For lega l protection, i t mus t 
be an identity, and a  relatively unchanging one . (1992, 82) 

By appealin g t o th e still-controversia l clai m o f a n innate an d immutabl e les -
bian o r ga y identity , th e argumen t fo r suspec t clas s statu s place s issue s o f 
identity i n th e forefron t o f ga y an d lesbia n civi l right s efforts . 

More broadly , "suspect classifications " are define d b y law a s ''acts o f clas -
sification tha t ar e suspiciou s unde r equa l protectio n doctrine " (Halle y 1991 , 
354).The establishmen t o f a  group a s belonging t o a  suspect classificatio n i s 
the firs t ste p in protecting it s members unde r thi s doctrine . Equal protectio n 
laws scrutiniz e governmen t act s tha t appea r t o disadvantag e a  grou p base d 
on a n irrelevant characteristi c o f thei r identity . For example , it is legal for th e 
government t o distinguis h betwee n classe s o f individual s accordin g t o thei r 
annual income , an d t o ta x the m a t differen t rate s base d o n thi s distinction , 
without violatin g th e equa l protectio n clause . I t i s illegal , however , fo r th e 
government t o impos e differen t rate s o f taxatio n o n individual s o f differen t 
races wh o ear n th e sam e annua l income , because rac e constitute s a  suspec t 
classification an d therefor e i s no t a n appropriat e basi s fo r suc h distinction s 
(Wolinsky an d Sherril l 1993) . The suspec t classificatio n designatio n i s in -
tended t o protec t al l citizen s agains t decisio n makin g base d o n certai n pro -
tected characteristics . 

This emphasi s o n decisio n makin g o r "act s o f classification, " rathe r tha n 
on minorit y individual s themselves , highlight s a  frequentl y misunderstoo d 
element o f anti-discriminatio n laws . In relatio n t o racia l discrimination , fo r 
example, "the fac t tha t mos t race-base d suit s are brought b y people o f colo r 
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does no t chang e th e fac t tha t anti-discriminatio n provision s protec t al l citi -
zens o f al l races " (Faje r 1996 , 211). The scop e o f suc h law s i s therefor e no t 
limited t o protecting th e members o f minorit y groups . "A landlord doe s no t 
violate th e Fai r Housin g Ac t b y refusin g t o ren t t o a n African-American , 
but rathe r b y refusin g t o ren t t o anyon e o n th e basi s o f thei r race. " This dis -
tinction i s important becaus e a n individua l wh o i s not a  member o f suc h a 
group bu t wh o i s discriminate d agains t becaus e h e o r sh e i s perceived as be -
longing t o tha t grou p i s stil l protected unde r suc h laws . Thus "firin g some -
one becaus e yo u incorrectl y believ e the m t o b e Jewish ough t t o b e illegal , 
even i f th e perso n i s no t a  membe r o f th e 'protecte d class ' of Jews" (Faje r 
1996, 210). This clarificatio n suggest s tha t gainin g protection s base d o n sex -
ual orientatio n i s no t jus t a n issu e o f concer n t o gay s an d lesbians . Such a 
change i n th e la w woul d benefi t no t onl y self-identifie d gay s an d lesbian s 
but als o a  much broade r rang e o f me n an d women whos e appearanc e o r be -
havior doe s no t confor m t o traditiona l gende r roles . Because the y ma y b e 
perceived a s gay or lesbian, they, too, are a t high ris k fo r discrimination . Het -
erosexuals woul d als o b e protecte d unde r suc h law s fro m decisio n makin g 
that woul d exclud e the m fro m privilege s base d o n thei r /leterosexuality , i f 
such protectio n wer e needed . 

The realit y o f th e nee d fo r civi l right s i s unavoidable i n th e fac e o f ram -
pant institutionalize d discriminatio n agains t lesbians . Like ga y men , lesbian s 
can still be legally harassed in the workplace, fired fro m jobs, discharged fro m 
military service , evicted fro m homes , and denie d custod y o f childre n o n th e 
basis o f sexua l orientatio n alon e (Phela n 1994) . The question , then , i s no t 
whether lesbians shoul d engag e i n civi l right s initiative s but , rather , wha t i s 
gained an d wha t i s los t i n specifi c example s o f suc h endeavors . This boo k 
focuses tha t questio n o n th e potentia l fo r lesbia n self-definitio n an d repre -
sentation, examinin g ho w thes e possibilitie s ar e shape d b y th e languag e o f 
civil right s arguments . This approac h shift s th e questio n o f civi l right s awa y 
from wearyin g debate s abou t th e natur e o r "origins " o f homosexuality . I t 
concentrates instea d o n ho w "lesbianism " and homosexualit y i n genera l ar e 
constructed throug h languag e i n tw o interconnecte d arena s o f civi l right s 
struggle. 

The case s o f Robert a Achtenber g an d Greth e Cammermeye r illustrat e 
various dimension s o f th e publi c debat e ove r lesbia n civi l rights . Thes e 
women's storie s ar e unusua l i n tha t bot h receive d nationa l medi a coverag e 
rarely accorde d t o ga y rights case s generally , and t o lesbia n right s case s espe -
cially. Such high-profil e case s ar e particularly significan t becaus e the y mak e 
visible th e struggl e fo r contro l ove r meaning s o f lesbianis m a s i t occur s 



18 ^  CONSTRUCTION S AN D DECONSTRUCTION S 

within som e o f th e mos t influentia l realm s o f America n publi c life . At th e 
same time , the case s thrus t thes e particula r lesbian s int o th e limeligh t "a s 
lesbians" and thu s establis h them , with o r withou t th e blessin g o f ga y an d 
lesbian communities , as representatives o f a  much large r but fa r les s visible 
constituency. 

This wor k add s t o a  growin g bod y o f scholarshi p o n lesbian s tha t ha s 
been largely concentrated i n the fields o f literature and history. Lesbian fic -
tion an d poetry hav e been th e subjec t o f a n increasing numbe r o f article s 
and books , yet virtually n o scholarshi p outsid e o f la w reviews looks a t th e 
nonfictional discours e surrounding lesbian issues. Even though Achtenber g 
and Cammermeye r ar e nationally know n figure s whos e word s an d action s 
place them a t the forefront o f th e public debate over lesbian and gay rights, 
to date no scholarly work (othe r than law articles) has been published abou t 
either woman. Yet what is said about them and the language used to portray 
them—whether b y supporters o r opponents, whether in a  Senate chamber , 
military board hearing, or court of law—will have profound effect s o n pub-
lic perceptions an d understandings o f lesbians . Of equal , if no t greater , sig-
nificance i s the fac t tha t because man y lesbians themselves lack representa -
tions o r rol e models , what w e com e t o kno w an d understan d abou t thes e 
public figures throug h th e discourse tha t surrounds them may deeply affec t 
lesbians' self-images an d identities . These include , importantly, the self-im -
ages of young women just beginning to identify themselve s as lesbians. For 
these reasons , i t i s vita l t o examin e th e rhetorica l strategie s employe d i n 
these debates and the key terms of voice and visibility, highlighting both the 
emancipatory an d the regulatory potentia l o f thes e strategies . 

At a  time when America n politic s have shifted abruptl y t o th e righ t an d 
conservative groups have succeeded in reversing the civil rights gains of other 
minorities, there is an urgent nee d t o asses s the directio n o f th e lesbian an d 
gay right s movemen t (Vai d 1995) . The juxtaposition o f lesbia n visibility — 
witness the capitalis t production o f "lesbian chic"—with th e eviden t power 
of th e religious righ t force s u s to examin e existin g representations i n orde r 
to ascertain whether al l increases in visibility mark progress. If not , we need 
to ask whether an d when th e aims of lesbians and gay men are undermine d 
by the achievement of minor concessions and provisional tolerance that stave 
off larger demands. Likewise, we need to examine these representations with 
an ey e to discoverin g wha t th e newfoun d an d widely haile d "inclusion" of 
gays an d lesbian s i n th e mainstrea m represents . W e nee d t o determin e 
whether, in fact , it i s only th e "whites t an d brightest" who ar e accepted or , 
more likely, tolerated, while those who ar e unable to pass for al l but sexually 
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straight are excluded. The mainstreaming of a few powerful figures at the ex-
pense of , rathe r tha n fo r th e benefi t of , othe r gay s and lesbians shoul d be a 
matter o f concer n fo r al l of u s (Hollibaugh 1993 ; Smith 1993) . 

From a legal standpoint, we must assess the limits of existin g institutional 
frameworks fo r the purposes of lesbian liberation. The fragility o f civil rights 
gains has been demonstrate d b y the crumblin g o f affirmativ e actio n initia -
tives in the mid-1990s, and some observers have argued that the Civil Rights 
movement neve r accomplishe d fo r Africa n American s al l that i t was cred -
ited wit h achievin g (Bumille r 1988) . The lega l system , alon g wit h othe r 
mainstream institutions , ma y b e inherentl y unabl e t o advanc e minorit y 
rights precisely because it is founded o n the very principles of exclusion and 
hierarchy tha t those who desir e such right s seek to overtur n (Becke r 1995 ; 
Robson 1992 ; Smart 1989 ; Wilson 1995) . If inequalit y i s built int o th e sys-
tem itself , those wh o see k parit y withi n it s framewor k will  b e force d t o 
adapt themselve s an d amen d thei r objective s i n relatio n t o it . In doin g so , 
they inadvertently reinforc e it s authority, hierarchies, and injustices . 

Recognizing these limitations invites a shift o f focus from looking at les-
bian identities a s a puzzle o r problem t o examinin g homophobic socia l in -
stitutions as the problem. It encourages us to ask how the discourse of thes e 
institutions constructs lesbians in a way that deems us both "sick" and "scan-
dalous" (Phelan 1993 , 775). By viewing institutional structure s a s problem-
atic and contestable, we are reminded tha t gains and losses, victories and de-
feats, are rarely unambiguous i n relatio n t o suc h systems . In examinin g th e 
consequences tha t ensu e whe n w e d o an d whe n w e d o no t achiev e ou r 
ends, we must conside r no t onl y the gain s o f victor y an d the losses of de -
feat. We must also consider the possibility o f advancemen t throug h ou r ap -
parent losses, as well as the failures tha t may accompany eve n our most cel -
ebrated victories. We need to take a broader, macroscopic view of the polit -
ical landscape, examining how ou r strategies contribute t o an overall vision 
of a  more egalitarian society. Only then can we identify whic h strategies we 
need to rethink, refine, or reject in response to counterattacks or attempts at 
assimilation. 

Finally, we must examine the liberal discourse through which civi l rights 
initiatives ar e expressed , looking carefull y a t wha t i t say s an d doe s fo r us . 
What kinds of self-definitions an d self-understandings doe s liberal discourse 
construct for lesbians? What happens to lesbian voices under the aegis of lib-
eral politics? What role s ar e availabl e an d wha t kind s o f visibilit y an d em -
powerment ca n lesbians access within a  liberal framework? Equall y impor -
tant, to who m i s this visibilit y an d empowermen t availabl e withi n lesbia n 
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communities? I f we choose t o work withi n existin g institutions , we must 
examine the kinds of identities available to us through the language of these 
institutions an d th e degre e t o whic h w e ca n successfull y challeng e an d 
broaden institutiona l limits . Otherwise, our efforts t o confron t institution s 
and deman d inclusivit y ma y inadvertently validat e th e legitimacy an d au-
thority o f thes e structures , reestablishing th e dominanc e o f homophobi c 
thought an d language in the larger social structure. 

Issues of lesbian representation, like other lesbian issues, have rarely been 
addressed in scholarly literature as valid questions in their own right, to the 
great detriment of lesbian studies. "As soon as the lesbian is lumped in—fo r 
better o r for worse—with he r male homosexua l counterpart , the singular-
ity of her experience (sexua l and otherwise) tend s to become obscured . We 
'forget' about the lesbian by focusing instead on gay men" (Castle 1993,12) . 
The experience s o f lesbian s differentiat e u s in importan t way s fro m bot h 
heterosexual women and gay men.Yet these differences ar e unaccounted for 
in analyse s of feminis t o r gay discourse (Wolf e an d Penelope 1993) . While 
issues of lesbian identit y clearl y overla p with question s o f heterosexua l fe-
male and gay male identities , then, lesbian identitie s excee d th e bounds of 
both. They therefore deserv e and demand independent consideratio n (Zim -
merman 1992) . 

A comprehensiv e understandin g o f th e discours e surroundin g lesbia n 
oppression an d lesbian rights remains some distanc e in the future. Scholar -
ship about lesbians is still scarce, and the need for research is pressing. It can 
be overwhelmin g t o conside r ho w little i s known abou t thes e an d othe r 
marginalized women an d to recognize the degree to which we are impov-
erished by our lack of knowledge abou t suc h groups . Speech communica -
tion i s but one academic disciplin e tha t suffer s fro m it s inattention t o the 
discourse of gay and lesbian rights.This book is intended to help fill this gap 
in our knowledge, and to bring us nearer to that encompassing understand -
ing in the future . 

THEORETICAL CONTEXT S FO R THI S WOR K 

Lesbian studies is an interdisciplinary perspective located at the intersection 
of women' s studies and gay studies. Recently, it has also been influenced t o 
varying degrees by "queer theory," an approach that seeks to destabilize our 
taken-for-granted assumption s about sexuality and categories of sexual ori-
entation. Each o f thes e perspective s inform s th e analysis an d critique un -
dertaken by this book. A brief explanatio n o f each field o f study follows . 
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Gay Studies 

Gay scholarshi p woul d see m a n obviou s plac e t o star t lookin g fo r wor k o n 
lesbians. The ter m gay, like the mor e clinica l designation homosexual,  ostensi -
bly refer s t o bot h me n an d wome n wit h a n eroti c o r affectiona l orientatio n 
toward member s o f thei r ow n sex , while gay  liberation  refers t o th e attain -
ment o f freedo m an d equalit y fo r al l suc h individuals . However , man y 
books tha t clai m t o focu s o n "gay " issues i n fac t concer n themselve s solel y 
with me n o r incorporat e onl y a  passin g clai m t o inclusivity , wit h n o rea l 
attention t o lesbia n specificity . Wit h fe w exception s (se e Altma n 1982) , 
books writte n b y ga y me n hav e bee n singularl y inattentiv e t o th e experi -
ences an d problems o f lesbian s (Edward s 1994). 10 In othe r minorit y culture s 
whose me n an d wome n establis h primary , intimat e relationships , th e writ -
ing of me n ofte n abound s with image s o f thei r female counterparts , howev -
er stereotyped , objectified , o r idealistic . In contrast , the writin g o f ga y me n 
is a t time s devoi d o f an y awarenes s of , o r referenc e to , lesbians an d thei r 
lives. Thus, while th e writin g o f othe r group s o f me n i s prone t o objectify -
ing o r fetishizin g wome n i n a  manner tha t highlight s thei r "Otherness, " th e 
writing o f ga y men i s often guilt y o f precisel y th e opposit e offense : the era -
sure o f lesbia n specificit y o r difference , brough t abou t b y th e mistake n 
belief tha t lesbian s suffe r fro m form s o f oppressio n and , consequently , hav e 
needs an d objective s tha t ar e identica l t o thos e o f ga y men . 

O n th e on e hand , therefore, gay scholarship i s largely unhelpfu l i n offer -
ing insigh t int o th e lives , experiences , an d concern s o f lesbians , includin g 
concerns surroundin g identit y an d representation . O n th e othe r hand , suc h 
work canno t simply be dismissed . Many o f th e issues of discriminatio n face d 
by gay men an d lesbians are  similar, and th e lesbian an d ga y rights movemen t 
has attempte d a t som e level s t o coordinat e effort s amon g ga y me n an d les -
bians fo r commo n gains . Moreover, an d perhap s mos t important , ga y me n 
and lesbian s ofte n remai n undifferentiate d i n publi c discussions . This i s tru e 
for man y supporter s a s wel l a s fo r thos e wh o woul d perpetrat e violenc e 
against u s (Phela n 1993) . For thes e reasons , it i s crucial tha t we acknowledg e 
the way s in whic h ga y male perspective s hav e shape d an d continu e t o shap e 
the lesbia n an d ga y right s movemen t an d i n whic h ga y mal e interest s an d 
images hav e reache d th e dominan t culture , t o a  muc h greate r exten t tha n 
have lesbia n concern s o r representations . 

Investigating lesbia n representation s provide s a n avenu e fo r explorin g th e 
role o f voic e an d visibilit y fo r ga y me n a s well . Men wh o transgres s tradi -
tional masculin e gende r expectation s ar e ofte n subjec t t o greate r censur e 
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than ar e women wh o ar e perceived a s imitating men . For example , it i s rela -
tively acceptabl e an d eve n stylis h fo r a  woman t o dres s in men' s clothing , in -
cluding suc h traditiona l mal e appare l a s a  sui t an d tie . In contrast , men wh o 
dress in women' s clothin g ar e swiftl y an d strongl y reproached . The hatre d o f 
gay men i s a fear o f me n wh o behav e "as women." Such men ar e seen a s sub-
jecting themselve s sexuall y to anothe r man , allowing themselves t o be objec -
tified, penetrated, and thu s possessed b y a  man i n th e wa y tha t i s expected o f 
women. Where lesbian s ar e hate d fo r thei r strength , ga y me n ar e hate d fo r 
their perceive d weakness . Where lesbian s ar e feared fo r thei r power , gay me n 
are despised for occupyin g a  position o f powerlessness and thereby raising the 
possibility tha t an y ma n migh t occup y suc h a  position . Analysi s o f lesbia n 
representations provide s a  much-neede d lin k betwee n feminis t theor y an d 
gay studies , between tw o group s wh o to o ofte n fai l t o recogniz e th e resem -
blance betwee n thei r situations , either theoreticall y o r materially . 

Lesbians i n Femin i s m 

Historically, within muc h o f feminis t theory , gende r ha s provide d th e pri -
mary (i f no t sole ) lens through whic h t o analyz e structure s o f oppression . I n 
response t o th e historica l silencin g o f women' s voices , some feminis t critic s 
have sough t ou t th e live s and word s o f wome n wh o wer e neglecte d b y tra -
ditional scholarship , a t th e sam e tim e developin g approache s tha t valu e 
women's contemporar y experienc e an d facilitate th e telling of women' s sto -
ries. By emphasizin g th e distinctivenes s o f women' s way s o f knowing , rea -
soning, speaking, and writing , these scholar s ofte n highligh t difference s be -
tween me n an d wome n an d constitut e wome n a s a  grou p wit h importan t 
shared characteristic s (Belenk y e t al . 1986; Gilligan 1982 ; Showalter 1985) . 

In recen t years , however , numerou s writer s hav e challenge d th e pre -
sumption tha t women' s interest s ar e bes t serve d b y representin g themselve s 
as a group define d b y thei r resemblanc e t o on e anothe r an d thei r difference s 
from men . Women o f color , Third World women , Jewish women , working -
class women , an d lesbian s o f al l background s hav e argue d tha t thei r need s 
have bee n discounte d b y feminis t critica l approache s tha t ignor e th e differ -
ences amon g wome n i n favo r o f a  group identity . "Not al l women experi -
ence sexis m i n th e sam e way " (Anzaldua 1990a , 219).Thus i t i s vital tha t w e 
attend t o th e manne r i n whic h "class , culture, race, and se x intersec t i n var -
ious way s t o produc e differen t kind s o f women , lesbians , and lesbia n com -
munities" (Sandoval 1982 , 242). 

Such a n awarenes s suggest s tha t th e difference s amon g wome n ar e o f a 
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significance equa l to , i f no t greate r than , ou r commonalities , an d tha t th e 
predominance o f white , middle-class, heterosexual perspective s i n th e fem -
inist movemen t ha s ofte n silence d othe r women' s voice s b y glossin g ove r 
such difference s i n th e nam e o f sisterhood . What i s los t i n succumbin g t o 
such illusor y unit y i s the precisio n an d incisivenes s tha t enable s a  persuasiv e 
critique o f oppression . As Cherri e Morag a cautions , "The danger  lies in fail-
ing to acknowledge the specificity of the oppression' (1983,29) . Responding t o th e 
call for specificity , women wh o ar e multiply marginalize d hav e begun t o de -
velop thei r ow n critica l method s t o explor e text s fro m mor e comple x an d 
particular perspective s o f race , class , an d gende r (se e Anzaldii a 1990b ; 
Collins i99i;Flore s 1994 ; Lugones 1990 ; Minh-ha 1990 ; Rebolledo 1990) . 

The emphasi s o n articulatin g specifi c configuration s o f oppressio n ha s 
led t o a  for m o f lesbia n politic s grounde d i n reclaimin g an d celebratin g 
marginalized element s o f identity . Such a  perspective identifie s th e multiple , 
hidden, and contrar y position s a s insiders and outsider s tha t characteriz e les -
bian experience , resultin g i n th e fragmentatio n o f th e sel f int o various , 
sometimes conflictin g compartment s o f identit y (Anzaldu a 1990b ; Fry e 
1983; Grahn 1984 ; Rich 1979) . As Audr e Lord e explains , "I fin d I  a m con -
stantly bein g encourage d t o pluc k ou t som e on e aspec t o f mysel f an d pre -
sent thi s a s th e meaningfu l whole , eclipsin g o r denyin g th e othe r part s o f 
self Bu t thi s i s a  destructiv e an d fragmentin g wa y t o live " (1984 , 120) . On e 
way to counte r thi s effect i s to unit e with other s who ar e subject t o the sam e 
forms o f oppression , pursuin g a  politic s tha t addresse s multipl e source s o f 
marginalization an d enable s it s adherent s t o b e "al l o f wh o w e are " (Bec k 
1982, xxx). In thi s way , the assertio n o f identit y provide s a  crucia l lin k be -
tween individua l surviva l an d politica l empowerment . 

What suc h a  politics o f identit y works agains t most clearl y is assimilation , 
a loss o f specificit y tha t occur s whe n differenc e i s diluted int o th e samenes s 
of th e dominan t culture . A  politic s base d o n identit y influence s under -
standings o f lesbia n identit y fo r bot h lesbian s an d nonlesbians.Th e questio n 
of ho w t o conceiv e o f identit y i s at onc e a  compelling theoretica l issu e an d 
a deeply persona l one , marking a  key tensio n i n feminist , an d especiall y les -
bian feminist , theorizing . Understandings o f identit y provid e th e groun d o n 
which politic s ar e organize d an d alliance s forged , bu t the y als o shap e mos t 
profoundly ou r sens e o f self , influencing ou r live s from ou r mos t privat e in -
teractions t o ou r mos t publi c acts . A  politic s base d o n identit y ofte n em -
phasizes th e influenc e o f characteristic s roote d dee p withi n us , identifyin g 
this inne r dept h a s th e sourc e o f th e tru e selve s an d authenti c voice s tha t 
must b e reclaimed , revealed , and celebrated . 
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Although white , middle-clas s lesbian s hav e responde d t o mainstrea m 
feminism with much the same feeling o f exclusio n as have women margin -
alized by race or class , their situation differ s i n notable ways. Most centrally , 
whereas othe r group s o f wome n hav e been historicall y (an d in most cases , 
continue t o be ) underrepresente d i n th e feminis t movement , lesbians have 
been centra l to feminism from it s earliest days and have actively participated 
in al l o f it s undertakings . They hav e no t alway s been visibl e a s lesbians i n 
these roles, sometimes because of individual choice but other times because 
of genera l anti-lesbia n sentimen t amon g feminist s (Dougla s 1990 ) o r be -
cause their visibility as lesbians was seen as detrimental to the feminist move-
ment (Kaye/Kantrowit z 1992 ; Mennis 1982 ; Rich 1986) . 

Nevertheless, despite th e failure o f th e feminis t movemen t t o acknowl -
edge o r addres s many o f th e problems tha t lesbians face, some o f th e mos t 
influential, respected , an d visibl e feminis t writer s hav e bee n lesbians . The 
very homophobi a o f th e earl y women' s movement , a s expressed b y Bett y 
Friedan's labelin g o f lesbian s a s a "lavender herring " and, later, a "lavender 
menace," testifies to the presence o f large numbers of lesbians in the move-
ment (Gome z 1995 , 35). Thus a  tension exist s between th e clea r influenc e 
lesbians hav e ha d o n feminis t politic s an d theor y an d th e feminis t move -
ment's history o f dismissin g as "special interests" the concerns o f lesbians. 

Too often , heterosexua l feminist s fai l t o recogniz e th e connection s be -
tween lesbian oppression and the oppression of al l women.11 Yet only when 
feminists have crystallized this connection can we recognize the importance 
of lesbia n liberation fo r all  women. Because "heterosexuality i s a social or -
ganization o f powe r .  . . that enforce s gende r inequality between biologica l 
males an d females " (Blasius 1994 , 76), any female rejectio n o f mal e domi -
nance is often read as a refusal of heterosexuality as well. Thus the hatred and 
fear o f lesbian s an d th e socia l force s tha t mak e lesbianis m stigmatize d an d 
invisible constitut e a  threat t o any  woman wh o fail s t o confor m t o a  tradi-
tional "woman' s role, " whatever he r sexua l orientation . This include s th e 
woman who , for an y reason , chooses no t t o marry , not t o bea r o r t o rais e 
children, or not to live in a situation of financial an d emotional dependenc e 
on a  ma n regardles s o f he r marita l status . I t include s th e woma n wh o 
chooses a nontraditional career , who fails to dress or speak or behave in ways 
that ar e appropriately "feminine, " who sleep s with man y differen t men , o r 
who refuse s t o sleep with a  certain man o r any men (regardles s o f he r sex-
ual orientation) . I t includes , as well, the woma n wh o refuse s t o signa l he r 
possession b y a  man i n eve n symboli c ways , as by choosin g no t t o wea r a 
wedding ring or by keeping her own last name afte r marriage . 
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Prejudice agains t lesbian s i s grounded i n sexis m an d misogyny , as is prej -
udice agains t ga y me n (Bunc h 1987 ; Kaye/Kantrowitz 1992 ; Koedt 1973 ; 
Pharr 1988) . The mistrus t o f an y woma n wh o doe s no t nee d a  man signal s 
a fea r o f women' s strengt h an d autonomy . I t indicate s a s well a  recognitio n 
of th e threa t pose d t o mal e powe r whe n wome n discove r that , despite wha t 
we ma y hav e bee n taught , w e posses s th e intelligenc e an d strengt h t o suc -
ceed withou t relyin g o n a  man. The derisio n directe d a t lesbian s is , in fact , 
directed a t al l women wh o hav e th e audacit y t o functio n independentl y o f 
a man's support , whether o r no t the y choos e t o relat e sexuall y t o men . Sim -
ilarly, the hatred o f ga y men i s grounded i n the definitio n o f women a s those 
who ar e sexually available to men an d th e consequen t perceptio n tha t a  ma n 
who i s sexually availabl e t o othe r me n put s himsel f i n th e despise d positio n 
of a  woman . 

Many wome n wh o proclai m themselve s feminist s ar e accuse d o f bein g 
lesbians, as are women wh o hav e shor t hair , participate i n sports , don't wea r 
makeup (o r hig h heels , jewelry, o r dresses) , or whos e appearanc e o r behav -
ior i n an y othe r wa y defie s feminin e stereotypes . A  heterosexua l woma n 
who believe s sh e i s protected fro m homophobi a nee d onl y proclai m audi -
bly tha t sh e doesn' t nee d a  man t o find ou t ho w quickl y th e labe l lesbian  will 
be applied . We ca n recogniz e immediatel y th e transgressiv e natur e o f he r 
statement, an d man y listener s woul d becom e suspiciou s abou t th e sexua l 
orientation o f a  woman wh o mad e suc h a  statement. This respons e suggest s 
that th e hatre d directe d towar d wome n wh o acknowledg e lovin g women i s 
undergirded b y th e fea r o f wome n whos e self-estee m doe s no t depen d o n 
male approva l an d wh o fin d source s o f powe r an d mean s o f surviva l othe r 
than dependenc e o n a  man . 

Clarifying th e connectio n betwee n homophobi a an d misogyn y demand s 
a broade r conceptua l framewor k tha n a  heterosexua l feminis t perspectiv e 
provides. Thus althoug h thi s discussio n ma y see m t o hav e straye d fro m it s 
focus o n lesbia n identity , in fac t i t ha s returne d t o a n issu e tha t i s centra l t o 
the acknowledgmen t o f suc h a n identity . Comin g ou t a s a  lesbian involve s 
not onl y th e choic e t o lov e othe r wome n bu t usually , though no t necessar -
ily, the choic e not  to be the intimate partne r o f a  man.12 While thi s may see m 
self-evident, i t i s significan t becaus e i t mark s th e decisio n t o liv e withou t 
material an d othe r form s o f privileg e grante d t o heterosexua l wome n wh o 
conform t o society' s standard s o f femininity . Acknowledgin g an d acceptin g 
a lesbian identit y represent s bot h a  personal gai n an d a n accompanyin g los s 
of privilege , and i t i s the threa t o f thi s loss tha t impose s suc h widesprea d si -
lence. Yet, if on e i s forced t o hid e fro m other s an d fro m oneself , this entail s 
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another kind o f loss and another form o f deprivation , a diminishing o f sel f 
into the pain o f invisibility . 

Voice an d Visibilit y 

Public voice an d political visibility ar e seen a s key goals in th e struggl e fo r 
lesbian an d ga y civi l rights . Attention t o voic e ofte n parallel s concern s o f 
visibility; lesbians, for example, are both silenced and invisible as lesbians. In-
deed, invisibility implie s a  degree o f silence , and lack o f voic e implies hid -
denness. Yet, while thes e ar e no t mutuall y exclusiv e processes , neither ar e 
they completely identical. For example, many women have historically been 
denied a  public voice , forbidden t o spea k publicly o r t o clai m politica l in -
fluence o r representation. Nevertheless, they have been far from invisible , ei-
ther historically o r currently. For centuries , women hav e been looked upo n 
and treated as objects or possessions.Through portrayals in art, literature, law, 
and eve n scientifi c treatise s (se e Keller 1985) , some group s o f wome n hav e 
been denigrated a s sex objects, while others have been idealized and put o n 
pedestals. In both cases , they have been granted visibility yet denied an em -
powering voice. Certain classes of women, like children, have long been ad-
monished to be seen and not heard. This directive communicates clearly the 
possibility tha t visibility an d lack o f voic e ca n an d shoul d coexis t an d ma y 
even b e prescribed . This juxtaposition o f visibilit y wit h silenc e ha s lon g 
characterized th e oppressio n o f suc h women, as ubiquitous image s portra y 
them as objects to be admired and possessed rather than as human beings to 
be respected and valued. 13 

Conversely, women have long worked behind the scenes to contribute t o 
important, ostensibly mal e accomplishments . In thi s way, women's influen -
tial voices permeate ou r entir e history , even where wome n themselve s re -
main invisible . Many o f women' s assigne d domesti c tasks , like man y func -
tions carried ou t by poor and working class men, are relegated to the back -
ground in a manner that obscures recognition o f who has done them. Such 
concealment no t onl y masks the identity o r the existence o f th e worker; it 
often prevent s eve n the awareness that work ha s been done. 14 Women ma y 
have a voice in household decisions.  They may influence o r actively partic-
ipate i n thei r husband' s o r boss' s career . They ma y participate i n numerou s 
other endeavor s wher e the y mak e ke y contribution s t o a  variety o f fields . 
However, their work an d influence hav e remained largely unseen , virtually 
invisible. Such contributions , like the everyda y work o f raisin g children o r 
running a household, show how women's influence ma y be abundantly pre-
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sent whil e wome n themselve s remai n concealed . History abound s wit h ex -
amples o f extraordinar y wome n whos e intellectua l an d artisti c contribu -
tions hav e bee n an d continu e t o b e widel y misidentifie d a s th e wor k o f 
men. This patter n o f voic e withou t visibilit y signifie s participatio n withou t 
recognition o r acknowledgment , reaffirmin g women' s second-clas s statu s 
by denyin g thei r clai m t o thei r ow n accomplishments . I n thi s way , voic e 
without visibility , like visibilit y withou t voice , can b e mor e oppressiv e tha n 
liberating. 

This sam e hiddennes s characterize s ga y an d lesbia n achievements . Th e 
influence o f lesbian s and gay men ha s always been pervasiv e throughou t ou r 
culture. Yet such participation ha s come a t the price o f ou r visibilit y To hav e 
our voice s heard , w e hav e bee n force d t o remai n closete d a s gay s an d les -
bians. When w e d o achiev e publi c visibility , we ar e ofte n subjecte d t o mis -
representations tha t den y ou r humanity , distor t ou r word s an d images , an d 
denigrate ou r live s an d love . Both configurations—voic e withou t visibilit y 
and visibilit y withou t voice—ar e characteristi c form s o f oppression . The y 
are familia r attribute s o f prejudic e base d o n class , race, and gende r a s well a s 
on sexua l orientation . When w e contribut e ou r idea s an d skill s while bein g 
denied recognitio n o r credit , o r whe n w e achiev e visibilit y onl y t o b e ex -
ploited a s objects, we confron t th e doubl e bin d tha t i s oppression's mos t tell -
tale sig n (Fry e 1983) . 

In emphasizin g voic e o r visibilit y a s a key strateg y fo r ou r movement , w e 
necessarily adop t th e cluster s o f meaning , both litera l an d metaphorical , as -
sociated wit h eac h choice . Visibility direct s ou r attentio n t o wha t ca n an d 
what canno t b e seen . The centerin g o f visio n necessaril y raise s the questio n 
of wha t i s inaccessibl e t o vision , returnin g u s t o question s o f secrec y an d 
taboo, o f wha t mus t no t b e seen : sexual secrets . This metapho r direct s ou r 
attention t o bodies , to physicality , and t o sexuality . A concer n wit h visibilit y 
draws attentio n t o question s o f behavio r o r conduct—fro m politica l ac -
tivism t o "appropriately " gendere d activit y o r dres s t o sexua l practic e itself . 
Emphasizing physica l presenc e ca n b e a  strateg y o f resistanc e whe n larg e 
numbers o f peopl e visibl y suppor t a n oppositiona l cause . Group s ca n in -
fluence th e politica l proces s by demonstratin g a  voting blo c o r b y challeng -
ing oppressiv e institution s o r practices , i n way s rangin g fro m peacefu l 
demonstration t o outrigh t violence . Nevertheless, focusing o n physica l pres -
ence ca n als o be a  technique o f th e oppressor . Dominant group s ma y exag -
gerate th e number s o f o r th e threa t pose d b y a  marginalized group , in orde r 
to provok e fea r an d hatre d o f it s members . An emphasi s o n th e bod y ma y 
be use d t o debas e a  group , by reducin g i t t o it s physica l being . Oppressor s 
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thereby portra y minorit y grou p member s a s animals , subjec t t o physica l 
drives unchecke d b y moralit y o r reason . This strateg y ha s bee n effectiv e i n 
many campaign s o f hatred , most notabl y i n the discourse s o f Naz i German y 
and U.S . slavery. 

Whereas visibilit y direct s ou r attentio n t o th e corporeal , t o bodie s an d 
actions, metaphors o f voic e emphasiz e ideolog y an d identity , the powe r o f 
ideas an d stories . Ou r voice s ar e instrument s throug h whic h w e challeng e 
dominant belief s whe n w e spea k o f ou r live s in way s tha t contradic t domi -
nant representations . Historically , man y group s o f women , alon g wit h 
groups o f minorit y men , hav e bee n denie d th e righ t t o spea k publicly . 
Women wh o ar e multiply marginalize d ar e likewise multipl y silenced . Even 
the powe r o f self-namin g ha s bee n withheld , a s th e dominan t cultur e im -
poses gender , racial, and sexua l identitie s withou t regar d t o th e self-identifi -
cation o f individuals . Because o f thi s disregar d fo r subjectiv e identit y an d 
the sweepin g impositio n o f silence , voice serve s a s a powerful metapho r fo r 
resisting oppression . This i s tru e no t onl y i n th e fiel d o f speec h communi -
cation, where a n emphasi s o n voic e woul d see m inevitable , but als o in fem -
inist, lesbian, and ga y studie s acros s th e disciplines . The importanc e o f find -
ing one' s ow n voic e an d making tha t voice hear d i s widely acknowledge d a s 
a mean s o f persona l an d collectiv e empowermen t amon g man y minorit y 
groups. 

Nevertheless, the valu e o f voic e remain s equivoca l because o f it s relianc e 
on language , a tool tha t mos t ofte n operate s i n th e servic e o f th e dominan t 
ideology. Th e categorie s o f languag e ar e generate d an d give n meanin g 
within a  syste m o f patriarcha l belief , an d eve n a  rebelliou s applicatio n o f 
language represent s a n engagemen t wit h an d relianc e o n a  sexis t an d het -
erosexist conceptua l framework . Whil e voic e i s often viewe d unproblem -
atically a s a  liberatory concept , w e mus t remembe r th e way s i n whic h ou r 
use o f languag e ma y b e complici t wit h dominan t interests . Using languag e 
as a mode o f resistanc e i s a  double-edged sword , because i t mean s adoptin g 
categories an d terminolog y tha t ar e ofte n inherentl y a t odd s wit h ou r ow n 
experiences o r beliefs . The Frenc h philosophe r Jean-Francois Lyotar d cau -
tioned tha t "being in oppositio n i s one o f th e modes o f participatio n withi n 
a system " (Phela n 1993 , 776). Indeed, t o rebe l agains t a  stigmatized identity , 
groups ar e often force d t o organiz e aroun d tha t identity , defining themselve s 
through th e linguisti c categorie s impose d b y th e ver y ideolog y the y wish t o 
undermine (Epstei n 1987) . 

In identifyin g eithe r voic e o r visibilit y a s our ke y concern , we prioritiz e 
one o f tw o senses , hearing o r seeing , and w e selec t a  particular framewor k 
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within whic h t o perceiv e th e projec t o f liberation . Feminist s a s well a s les-
bian an d ga y rights advocate s emplo y bot h concept s t o som e extent . For ex -
ample, th e Ga y an d Lesbia n Allianc e Agains t Defamatio n (GLAAD ) ha s 
used the phrase "Equality throug h Visibility in the Media." The AID S Coali -
tion t o Unleas h Powe r (ACT-UP) , one o f th e mos t radica l group s o f AID S 
activists, employ s th e sloga n "Silenc e =  Death, " whic h draw s o n Audr e 
Lorde's admonitio n tha t "you r silenc e wil l no t protec t you " (Segres t 1995) . 

Opponents o f lesbia n an d ga y right s ofte n fai l t o distinguis h betwee n 
these concept s a t all . Th e military' s "Don' t Ask , Don' t Tell " policy, for ex -
ample, stubbornly equate s voic e wit h visibility . It seek s t o uphol d it s ban o n 
gays an d lesbian s an d t o maintai n th e appearanc e o f unifor m heterosexual -
ity by imposing a  smothering silenc e tha t maintains invisibility . This prevent s 
the militar y fro m havin g t o acknowledg e th e man y gay s an d lesbian s wh o 
have serve d an d currentl y serv e i n it s ranks , an d wh o includ e som e o f it s 
most decorate d soldiers . The military' s effor t t o equat e voice , visibility, an d 
identity—what w e canno t se e an d d o no t sa y does no t exist—illustrate s th e 
power o f languag e t o creat e o r suppres s wha t w e com e t o thin k o f simpl y 
as "reality." I t testifies , a s well, to th e influenc e o f publi c representation s o n 
the abilit y o f minorit y grou p member s t o nam e an d defin e themselves . A s 
Adrienne Ric h ha s written, "Invisibility i s not just a  matter o f bein g tol d t o 
keep you r privat e lif e private ; it' s th e attemp t t o fragmen t you , t o preven t 
you fro m integratin g lov e an d wor k an d feeling s an d ideas , with th e em -
powerment tha t tha t ca n bring " (1986 , 199—200) . Such effect s ar e onl y in -
tensified fo r thos e whose histor y ha s been largel y hidden no t onl y from out -
siders bu t eve n fro m themselves . 

T h e Ambivalenc e o f th e Close t 

The achievemen t o f voic e an d visibilit y i s crystallized i n th e ac t o f comin g 
out, markin g th e shif t fro m confusio n o r hiddennes s t o awarenes s o r ac -
knowledgment, a  move fro m privat e t o publi c identity . "Coming out " has a 
dual meaning , referrin g bot h t o a n individual' s self-awarenes s o f bein g ga y 
or lesbia n an d t o th e decisio n t o shar e thi s informatio n wit h others . I n a 
context i n whic h heterosexualit y i s presumed , heterosexual s generall y d o 
not nee d t o stat e thei r sexua l orientatio n t o hav e i t accuratel y perceived. 16 

In th e sam e context , a gay man o r lesbian who doe s no t explicitl y com e ou t 
as suc h i s ofte n misperceive d a s heterosexual . The presumptio n o f hetero -
sexuality i s s o deepl y roote d i n ou r cultur e tha t an y declaratio n o f lesbia n 
identity i s momentous. On a  national level, where representation s o f lesbian s 
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are especiall y scarce , th e identificatio n o f onesel f a s a  lesbia n represent s a 
particularly bol d an d courageou s act . 

A ke y elemen t o f th e silenc e impose d o n gay s an d lesbian s i s that w e ar e 
required t o displa y a  certain "discretion " in publi c settings . Even whe n one' s 
gay o r lesbia n sexua l orientatio n i s know n t o others , secrec y i s ofte n ex -
pected o r demanded b y admonitions no t t o "flaunt" our sexualit y (se e Sedg -
wick 1990).Thos e fe w nationall y know n figure s whos e ga y o r lesbian iden -
tity i s a  matte r o f publi c recor d ar e nevertheles s expecte d t o minimiz e it s 
visibility o r discoun t it s effect o n thei r public lives . Quite often , this has bee n 
the roa d take n b y (mostl y male ) ga y politicians , who se e i n thi s strateg y th e 
means o f leas t resistanc e i n attainin g acces s t o politica l power . 

The ac t o f comin g ou t o n th e nationa l level , like comin g ou t t o famil y 
and friends , i s subjec t t o multipl e interpretation s an d possesse s a  multitud e 
of possibl e consequence s fo r gay s and lesbians , politically an d otherwise . For 
example, in on e sens e ther e i s a clear victory fo r lesbian s an d gay s in th e ap -
pointment o f a  lesbian t o th e president' s cabine t o r i n th e reinstatemen t o f 
a lesbian colone l t o he r militar y post . Nevertheless, these event s als o hav e a 
price an d may no t sen d a s unequivocal a  message a s we firs t suppose . The as -
sertion an d affirmatio n o f identit y categories , eve n oppositiona l categorie s 
such a s "lesbian " an d "gay, " i s no t a n unquestionabl e good , fo r "identit y 
categories ten d t o b e instrument s o f regulator y regimes. " As a  result , "th e 
invocation o f identit y i s alway s a  risk " (Butle r 1993 , 308) . Specifically , th e 
rhetoric tha t i s use d t o achiev e thes e victorie s an d th e way s i n whic h les -
bians ar e portraye d throug h thi s discours e ma y hav e lastin g effect s o n ho w 
the publi c see s lesbians an d ho w lesbian s se e themselves . The ac t o f comin g 
out an d th e figur e o f th e close t associate d wit h i t ar e themselve s problem -
atic an d fraugh t wit h tension . While movemen t leader s ofte n presen t th e re -
fusal t o b e closeted , and th e greate r exposur e cornin g ou t affords , a s an un -
contested good , politica l strateg y demand s a  mor e carefu l examinatio n o f 
the variou s consequence s o f "outness. " "The discours e o f 'cornin g out ' ha s 
clearly serve d it s purposes , bu t wha t ar e it s risks? " (Butle r 1993 , 308) . Or , 
more colloquiall y put : "The goo d new s is , we finall y exis t t o peopl e othe r 
than ourselves . The ba d new s is , on wha t terms? " (Hollibaugh 1993 , 27). 

The questio n i s a  provocative one , for lesbian s an d gay s hav e ofte n real -
ized tha t wherea s hiddennes s o r "closetedness " has it s liabilities , i t als o be -
stows a  certai n freedo m fro m regulation , alon g wit h opportunitie s fo r self -
naming an d self-preservation , tha t woul d b e impossibl e unde r condition s o f 
visibility. "Becoming visibl e mean s bein g force d int o categorie s tha t d o no t 
fit, tha t ar e premise d o n th e denia l o f ou r reality " (Becke r 1995 , 147).Thus , 
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although th e close t ma y b e see n a s a  structur e tha t exclude s an d confine s 
gays and lesbians , from anothe r perspectiv e i t ca n b e viewe d a s a shelter tha t 
shields u s fro m th e danger s "outside. " The close t offer s a  measur e o f pro -
tection fo r lesbian s an d gay s even a s it insulates heterosexualit y fro m th e p o -
tential challeng e o f ou r presence . Voluntarily comin g ou t (a s oppose d t o 
being involuntarily "outed" ) signal s a relinquishing o f th e closet' s protectio n 
along with a n escap e from confinement . Comin g ou t mark s both one' s sub -
jection t o publi c stereotype s o f homosexualit y an d one' s readines s t o chal -
lenge thes e dominan t misunderstandings . The ac t o f comin g out , then, is in -
evitably characterized b y contradictions an d trade-off s i n terms o f safet y an d 
freedom. "Freedo m from " i s sacrificed t o th e pursui t o f "freedo m to, " as w e 
forgo wha t feel s like the safet y o f silenc e an d invisibilit y i n orde r t o stan d u p 
for ou r right s an d liberties . 

In th e discours e o f comin g out , th e assertio n o f a n "outside " alway s 
reaffirms th e existenc e o f a  closet . "Being 'out ' alway s depend s t o som e ex -
tent o n being 'in'; it gains its meaning onl y within tha t polarity . Hence, being 
'out ' mus t produc e th e close t agai n an d agai n i n orde r t o maintai n itsel f a s 
'out.'" Th e continua l reinscriptio n o f thi s binar y oppositio n prompt s th e 
question "W e ar e ou t o f th e closet , but int o what? " (Butle r 1993 , 309). This 
"outside" is always, first, a disappointment, as it inevitably fail s t o provide th e 
anticipated freedo m o f tota l disclosure . Within thi s syste m o f meaning , an -
other impenetrabl e spac e alway s exist s beyon d th e closet . "The close t pro -
duces th e promis e o f a  disclosure tha t can , by definition , neve r come " (But -
ler 1993 , 309).Thus th e ac t o f comin g ou t involve s a t best a  reconfiguratio n 
of boundarie s tha t place s u s insid e ye t anothe r se t o f walls . In thes e terms , 
being "out " i s alway s somethin g o f a  letdown. Yet, this partia l an d unsatis -
factory disclosur e nevertheles s render s lesbian s an d ga y me n mor e expose d 
and highl y vulnerable . What i s visibl e i s subjec t t o discrimination , regula -
tion, appropriation; that which ca n be see n an d recognize d b y th e dominan t 
culture ma y als o be labele d an d define d b y it . "As mor e homosexual s com e 
out, new stereotype s ar e created ; the assertio n o f homosexualit y ha s in tur n 
created ne w form s o f homophobia " (Altma n 1982 , 22). In thi s way , the ac t 
of comin g out , a s an ac t o f makin g visible , is inherently subjec t t o reinter -
pretation an d appropriation . 

Moreover, a s minorit y group s ar e wel l aware , an y representatio n i s no t 
necessarily bette r tha n n o representatio n a t all . While ou r publi c invisibilit y 
gives u s a t leas t som e opportunit y t o defin e ou r ow n self-image , when les -
bians an d gay s ar e portraye d b y an d fo r th e mas s media , the image s ma y b e 
at bes t unflattering , a t wors t inflammatory . These image s ma y incit e hatre d 
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and eve n violence agains t us . Portrayals o f lesbian s and gay s in televisio n an d 
film, whe n the y hav e existed , hav e historicall y bee n grossl y stereotypical . 
They hav e presente d ridiculou s character s wh o ar e frequentl y object s o f 
scorn. Only recentl y hav e mainstream movie s an d televisio n show s begun t o 
incorporate ga y an d lesbia n character s wh o ar e multidimensiona l an d sym -
pathetic, rathe r tha n solel y laughabl e o r narrowl y sexua l beings . Althoug h 
such portrayal s ar e increasin g i n bot h televisio n an d film , the y remai n rar e 
enough t o b e notable , a s evidence d b y th e furo r ove r Elle n DeGenere s s 
character comin g ou t o n he r televisio n show , Ellen. Because w e hav e s o fe w 
images o f lesbian s o r ga y men, those tha t exis t tak e o n representativ e status . 
This situatio n i s exacerbate d b y th e hiddennes s o f th e variet y an d diversit y 
among lesbian s an d ga y me n i n man y communities . Because o f thei r signi -
ficance, the fe w representation s w e d o hav e mus t b e scrutinize d fo r th e un -
derstandings the y creat e an d th e possibilitie s the y obscure . This i s equally , i f 
not more , true fo r th e representation s create d throug h publi c language , dur -
ing debate s ove r polic y an d withi n th e contex t o f lega l decisions . 

Coming out , then , i s a  mixed blessing , not onl y fo r individual s bu t o n a 
societal leve l a s well . Fo r thi s reason , we mus t loo k a t th e "success " of th e 
Achtenberg nominatio n an d th e Cammermeye r cour t battl e i n term s o f 
both thei r liberatin g an d thei r limitin g potentials . We mus t examin e th e 
impact tha t suc h high-leve l debate s ma y hav e o n broade r cultura l construc -
tions o f homosexuality ; fo r lesbianis m i n particula r has , arguably, benefite d 
from it s lac k o f visibility . Ou r cultura l construction s o f sexualit y den y tha t 
sex i s possible withou t th e presenc e o f a  penis, and s o se x o r sign s o f affec -
tion betwee n wome n ar e ofte n no t strongl y condemne d o r regulate d partl y 
because the y ar e no t believed , because intimac y betwee n wome n i s incon -
ceivable o r nonexisten t i n ou r binar y syste m o f gende r an d ou r definitio n 
of sexualit y (Faderma n i98i;Witti g 1992) . "Lesbianism i s not explicitl y pro -
hibited i n par t becaus e i t ha s no t eve n mad e it s way int o th e thinkable , th e 
imaginable, that gri d o f cultura l intelligibilit y tha t regulate s th e rea l and th e 
nameable" (Butle r 1993 , 312) . Bringin g lesbianis m t o ligh t i n th e publi c 
manner o f a  Senate debat e o r a  civi l cour t hearin g thu s introduce s bot h a n 
opportunity an d a  threat t o th e self-definitio n o f lesbian s an d o f lesbia n an d 
gay communities . 

Q u e e r T h e o r y 

A final contex t o f scholarship , queer theory , has emerged i n recent years fro m 
earlier scholarship o n sexuality . This perspective encompasse s theorie s by an d 



CONSTRUCTIONS AN D DECONSTRUCTION S ^  3 3 

about gays , lesbians, bisexuals , transsexuals , an d transgendere d peopl e (se e 
Wiegman 1994 , I7n. 1) . Taking its inspiration, its direction, and much o f it s 
content fro m th e writings o f th e late French philosophe r Miche l Foucault , 
queer theory argues that categories of sexua l identity and understandings o f 
sexuality are not timeless or naturally occurring. Instead, they are social con-
structions, created and maintained throug h mechanisms o f power and vary-
ing across different social , historical, and political contexts. Denying a view of 
sexual drives and scripts as innate o r even as clearly classifiable, queer theor y 
reveals the instabilities underlying the seemingly rigid and unchanging cate -
gories o f sexuality . Its technique i s sometimes referre d t o a s "queering" ex-
isting categories, an act of challenging and destabilizing, or "making strange," 
the fundamental assumption s that uphold such classifications . 

In place o f stabilit y and permanence, queer theory offer s a  view o f sex -
ual identity categories as socially constructed an d rigorously policed. Queer 
theorists attemp t t o undermin e o r "deconstruct " the hierarchica l arrange -
ments tha t reduce complex , multiple difference s t o simplisti c binary oppo -
sitions (Butle r 1993 ; de Laureti s 1993 ; Sedgwick 1990 ; Wittig 1993) . Yet, 
rather than proposing additional categories, queer theorists question the fea-
sibility o f identit y categorie s per se , challenging claim s of a  shared identit y 
within group s classifie d b y sexua l orientatio n ("gays, " "lesbians," etc.). In-
stead, they identif y th e classificatio n o f peopl e base d o n sexua l orientatio n 
as a recent an d historically specifi c phenomenon , designed t o serv e th e in -
terests of those in power by creating deviant and marginalized categorie s of 
people rather than simply types of behaviors. With thi s rationale, some quee r 
theorists challeng e th e persona l an d politica l utilit y o f comin g out , which 
represents in their view a misguided acceptance and embracing of the labels 
imposed o n us by an oppressive dominan t cultur e (Butle r 1993) . 

In contras t t o a  politics tha t embrace s identit y categories , queer theor y 
criticizes th e eas y acceptance o f suc h labels . It contend s tha t identit y cate -
gories do not dwel l within individuals but instead are culturally constructe d 
and assigne d t o us . Because ou r identitie s ar e constructe d i n an d throug h 
powerful socia l institutions, we internalize these categories as part of our fun -
damental sense of self Thus , despite their external origins, such classification s 
come t o feel as though the y emanat e fro m dee p within us . Such a  view re -
jects the assumption tha t categories of identity are "natural" or "innate," that 
is, that they exist prior to or outside of language and other relations of power. 
It argue s instead tha t suc h categorie s ar e no t rea l o r interna l bu t displa y an 
"apparent 'inferiority ' an d 'reality'" that i s actually "an illusion produced b y 
our internalizatio n o f wha t is , in fact , a  highly politicize d an d publi c dis -
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course" (Bennet t 1993 , 96). Far fro m reflectin g ou r inne r selves , such cate -
gories compe l us , wit h varyin g degree s o f success , t o confor m t o thei r 
boundaries. When w e acquiesce , the categorie s appea r unshakable . When w e 
refuse, we revea l their instability. Within thi s view, the ways in which w e con -
ceive o f individua l subject s an d stratif y thos e subject s b y gender , race , class, 
and sexualit y ar e historicall y an d discursivel y constructed , maintaine d en -
tirely throug h languag e an d othe r powe r relations . These relation s construc t 
and enforc e th e appearanc e o f continuous , stable identities . They polic e th e 
boundaries o f thos e identitie s an d arrang e the m hierarchically . 

The notio n tha t languag e an d realit y construc t eac h other , tha t wha t w e 
think o f a s "reality " i s itsel f constructe d throug h language , i s grounde d i n 
the sociologica l traditio n o f socia l constructionism . Socia l constructionis m 
argues tha t wha t w e ma y accep t a s given o r natura l "facts " are actuall y con -
structed an d reinforce d b y th e ver y languag e an d behavior s throug h whic h 
they ar e expressed . Fro m thi s perspective , th e struggl e t o integrat e variou s 
categories o f identit y i s illusory, misleading, and dangerou s insofa r a s it rep -
resents the acceptanc e an d internalization o f externall y impose d labels . Cat-
egories o f difference , o r identities , are see n a s sources o f oppressio n tha t w e 
must vigorousl y reject , not embrace . Whereas a  politics o f identit y advocate s 
the constructio n o r assembl y o f identit y agains t th e force s tha t impos e frag -
mentation fro m without , this contrastin g view urge s th e continua l rejectio n 
of apparentl y unifor m an d stabl e categories . I t decrie s th e "regulator y im -
peratives" that stealthil y inhabi t consciousness , imposing a n illusor y sens e o f 
difference tha t exert s contro l no t onl y fro m withou t bu t als o fro m withi n 
(Butler 1993,309) . 

This challeng e t o categorie s o f differenc e remind s u s tha t wha t i s politi -
cally strategi c i n th e shor t ru n ma y hav e negativ e consequence s i n th e lon g 
run, a s any externa l label s w e accep t ca n stil l be manipulate d b y other s an d 
used agains t us . This perspectiv e als o caution s agains t mistakin g strateg y fo r 
" truth" when w e allo w lega l concept s t o replac e ou r ow n lesbia n self-defi -
nitions (Robso n 1992). 17 We mus t b e war y o f th e danger s o f naturalizin g 
myths tha t disguis e socia l construction s a s biologica l givens ; they ca n mis -
lead u s int o viewin g categorie s o f differenc e a s historicall y invariabl e an d 
our second-clas s statu s as therefore unchangeable . Such account s uphold op -
pression b y reaffirmin g heterosexuality' s primac y an d naturalnes s an d b y 
leaving th e notio n o f fixe d sexua l categorie s intact . As long a s we continu e 
to organiz e peopl e int o tw o "opposite " categories o f heterosexual s an d h o -
mosexuals, th e latte r wil l alway s remai n subordinat e "Others, " th e lowe r 
rung i n a  hierarchical relationship . 
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From thi s perspective , acceptance , muc h les s celebration , o f externall y 
imposed categorie s a s authenti c difference s reinforce s rathe r tha n undoe s 
identity-based oppression . Where a  politics o f identit y resist s oppressio n b y 
reclaiming marginalize d identities , queer theor y pursue s th e sam e objectiv e 
by rejectin g identit y categorie s altogether . I t identifie s heterosexualit y an d 
homosexuality a s equall y constructe d (a s oppose d t o "natural, " o r biologi -
cally roote d i n individuals) , each dependen t o n th e othe r an d o n structure s 
of powe r an d languag e fo r it s meaning. In thi s view, no individua l o r grou p 
is eithe r "inside " o r "outside " system s o f power . Instead , al l identitie s an d 
their meaning s ar e constitute d throug h th e ver y operatio n o f suc h systems , 
all equall y subjec t t o regulatio n and , potentially, transformation. 18 

The cas e studie s I  presen t her e represen t historica l instance s i n whic h 
various side s struggle fo r authorit y ove r the meaning s o f conteste d languag e 
and images . Such moment s provid e rar e opportunitie s t o watc h th e proces s 
of meanin g makin g a t work . These examples , lik e othe r "contest s fo r th e 
production o f sexua l meanings . . . provide importan t opportunitie s t o chal -
lenge, if no t renegotiate , the publi c limit s o n ho w huma n (erotic ) pleasure s 
can b e bot h embodie d an d represented " (E . Cohen 1993 , 212).The debate s 
on th e Senat e floor  an d i n th e courtroo m ma y b e examine d a s th e site s o f 
precisely thes e kind s o f contests . In thes e battles , the victo r i s determined b y 
more tha n th e outcom e o f th e confirmatio n vot e o r th e judge' s decision , 
and th e stake s ar e highe r tha n on e woman' s politica l o r militar y career . I f 
coming ou t i s always a  risky proposition , then politica l an d lega l discussion s 
of lesbia n an d ga y issue s offe r n o guarante e "tha t th e instrumenta l use s o f 
'identity' d o no t becom e regulator y imperatives " (Butle r 1993 , 309). 

In fact , establishin g on e woma n a s th e onl y visibl e lesbia n i n th e uppe r 
echelon o f governmen t an d anothe r a s the onl y visibl e lesbia n i n th e uppe r 
levels o f th e militar y ha s cause d thes e high-profil e individual s t o attai n i n 
the publi c ey e a  representative statu s fo r al l lesbians. The entir e question , s o 
highly controversia l i n th e lesbia n an d ga y movement , o f "whic h versio n o f 
lesbian o r ga y ough t t o b e rendere d visible " (Butler 1993 , 311) i s sidesteppe d 
by th e presenc e o f suc h a  highl y place d politicia n an d a  Nationa l Guar d 
colonel. Moreover , th e movement' s tru e diversity—th e difference s o f race , 
class, and othe r characteristic s amon g lesbian s an d ga y men—i s replace d b y 
a homogenizing imag e o f white , professional lesbians . These particula r rep -
resentations becom e th e groun d o n whic h ga y an d lesbia n activist s mus t d o 
battle, whether o r no t the y hav e o r woul d hav e chose n it . 

It i s possible t o se e i n th e Achtenber g an d Cammermeye r debate s a  mi -
crocosm o f th e anti-ga y an d "pro-gay " argument s an d t o analyz e bot h th e 
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value an d th e limitation s o f thes e argument s fo r achievin g thei r respectiv e 
political goals.19 Such issues as whether homosexuality i s a choice or is bio-
logically given, the separation of public and private realms, the historical and 
contemporary discourse s o f perversion , the threa t lesbianism poses to mal e 
dominance an d ideals of masculinity , and the controvers y ove r "family val -
ues" are all addressed in these discussions. Each issue provides a link between 
political o r militar y competenc e an d th e discours e o f sexuality . Such pair -
ings have become increasingly familiar i n the political climate of th e 1990s , 
most notably since the Anita Hill/Clarence Thomas hearings and the advent 
of "Don' t Ask , Don't Tell." Centrally, and underlyin g thes e othe r disputes , 
rests the issu e o f whethe r homosexualit y refer s primaril y t o a  category o f 
human being s o r t o a  particular sor t o f behavior . The way s i n whic h thi s 
question i s addressed, on th e Senat e floo r an d i n th e courtroom , both re -
flect an d creat e a  narrow, limited, and limiting conception o f homosexual -
ity in general and lesbianism in particular. Bringing to bear the understand -
ings gleaned from a  variety of theoretical contexts allows us to examine such 
representations an d t o analyz e thei r advantage s an d drawback s fo r th e pro -
ject o f lesbian and gay liberation. 

Informed b y the literature o f feminist , lesbian, gay, and queer studies, this 
book investigates how struggles over the meanings of lesbian identity man -
ifest themselve s within particular , concrete battles . It examines, as well, how 
lesbian specificity ma y be sacrificed withi n the broader struggle for ga y and 
lesbian rights. My analysis draws on the stories of tw o women who, despite 
their very different background s and objectives, shared a willingness to stand 
up for thei r beliefs and a refusal t o hide or deny who the y were. Their free -
dom to differ wa s met with hostile opposition, from Congres s and from th e 
military. It is as a result o f thei r integrity an d courag e i n facing thes e chal -
lenges that thei r personal stories became visible to a  nation. 

C O N C L U S I O N 

In a  context o f ga y civi l right s an d lesbia n feminism , right-win g backlas h 
and "lesbian chic, " this book examine s the politica l and socia l constructio n 
of "th e lesbian " in th e 1990s . By analyzin g th e discours e surroundin g th e 
struggles of tw o lesbians whose storie s attracted nationa l media attention , I 
explore the kinds of lesbian representations that emerge from debates within 
military and political institutions. In a broader frame, I investigate the com -
plexity o f notion s o f visibilit y and voice in assertions o f lesbia n identity , as 



CONSTRUCTIONS AN D DECONSTRUCTION S ^  3 7 

well as the promise and the threats that accompany the highlighting of these 
metaphors a s liberatory strategies . 

This study will contribut e t o scholarshi p i n rhetorical , feminist, and gay 
and lesbian studies, all of which intersec t in instances of lesbian representa -
tion. Lesbian oppressio n i s accomplished i n par t throug h rhetorica l means , 
particularly th e suppressio n o f languag e an d th e denial  o f representations . 
However, when suc h suppressio n i s no longe r entirel y effective , ne w lan -
guage and representations, whether generate d by opponents o r proponents, 
can themselves further th e cause of oppression. In addition, the language and 
images a  group employ s to portray it s own struggle shape both th e manne r 
in whic h th e grou p envision s it s liberation an d th e way s in whic h it s de -
tractors formulat e thei r opposition . By focusin g o n a  marginalized grou p 
that ha s only recentl y begu n t o generat e image s an d language tha t reac h a 
public audience , this study reveal s how choice s abou t representatio n shap e 
the possibilitie s fo r individua l identity , group identity , and a  liberatory vi -
sion. Those choices , at the same time, help define ho w a group articulates its 
struggles, its defeats, and its triumphs. 





C L I N T O N ' S " D A M N L E S B I A N " 
Politics and Visibility i n the Achtenberg Debat e 

The price o f increasin g power i s increasing opposition . 
—from The  I Ching  (in Lorde 1984,158 ) 

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

In May 1993 , a debate raged for thre e day s in the U.S. Senate chamber , mark -
ing wha t it s participant s proclaime d a  "historic " event . With Bil l Clinton' s 
choice o f Robert a Achtenber g fo r th e positio n o f assistan t secretar y fo r 
Housing an d Urba n Developmen t (HUD) , Achtenber g becam e th e firs t 
"out" lesbia n i n histor y t o b e nominate d fo r a  Unite d State s cabine t post . 
During th e nominatio n hearin g hel d befor e th e Committe e o n Banking , 
Housing, an d Urba n Affair s o n Apri l 29 1 an d th e subsequen t Senat e fili -
buster tha t continue d fo r nin e an d a  half hour s o n Ma y 1 9 and 2 0 an d con -
cluded wit h mor e discussio n an d a  vot e o n Ma y 24 , Achtenberg' s profes -
sional qualification s fo r th e pos t becam e intimatel y tie d i n debat e t o he r 
identification a s a  lesbian, despit e th e effort s o f he r supporter s t o kee p he r 
sexual orientatio n i n th e background . I n it s candi d discussio n o f th e rele -
vance o f Achtenberg' s "homosexua l lifestyle " t o he r persona l an d politica l 
competence, the Senat e debat e offer s a  rare glimps e o f th e politica l an d so -
cial constructio n o f homosexualit y i n general , and lesbianis m i n particular , 
in process . 

As th e firs t openl y ga y o r lesbia n perso n eve r nominate d fo r th e presi -
dent's cabinet , Achtenberg face d hostilit y an d sever e censur e fro m conserv -
ative member s o f th e Senate , most notabl y Senato r Jesse Helm s an d othe r 
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conservative Republicans . Durin g th e acrimoniou s debat e o n th e Senat e 
floor ove r Achtenberg s nomination, Helms an d other s expresse d thei r op -
position to confirming someone whom Helms had referred t o in a newspa-
per interview as a "damn lesbian."2 Thus the issue of sexua l orientation an d 
its relationship t o politic s was raised eve n before th e officia l debat e began , 
setting the tone and framework fo r the discussion and positioning the "les-
bian issue " at the forefron t o f th e debate . The languag e an d meaning s tha t 
shaped the debate , as well as the outcome o f the confirmation proceedings , 
reflect existin g cultural meanings o f lesbianism and produce ne w ones . 

In thi s way , Achtenbergs ultimat e confirmatio n tell s onl y par t o f th e 
story. The discussio n surroundin g a  presidential nomination , while ostensi -
bly centering on the nominee herself , also conveys the senators' approval or 
disapproval o f broade r policy matters . "Without a  doubt, the Senat e inter -
prets it s rol e i n th e confirmatio n proces s a s not simpl y screenin g th e per -
sonal qualities of the nominees but is instead using the confirmation proces s 
to highligh t it s policy difference s wit h th e administration " (King and Rid -
dlesperger 1991 , 197).3 Indeed, an articl e i n th e New  York Times relates tha t 
"Republican strategist s hav e noted tha t Presiden t Clinto n ha s suffered po -
litical damag e fro m hi s suppor t fo r ga y rights , and th e campaig n t o defea t 
Ms. Achtenberg appeare d t o be part o f a  strategy to underscore difference s 
between th e tw o parties" (Krauss 1993 , A12). Such observation s ar e partic-
ularly meaningful i n light of the fact tha t Achtenberg s nomination was an-
nounced durin g the controversy over lifting th e ban on gays in the military , 
at a  time whe n Clinto n wa s faced wit h "fierc e resistance " from bot h "to p 
military officer s an d som e lawmakers " (Reuters 1993) . At th e tim e o f th e 
Achtenberg confirmatio n proceedings , the Senat e Arme d Service s Com -
mittee wa s in th e proces s o f holdin g hearing s o n liftin g th e militar y ban. 4 

Because "the confirmation proces s provides the Senate with a  forum t o ex -
press its opinions on the presidents policies" (King and Riddlesperger 1991, 
192), the Achtenberg debate must be viewed in the context of a larger strug-
gle for political control . 

In this understanding of th e political process, the Achtenberg confirma -
tion proceedings , like th e nominatio n itself , were a t onc e remarkabl e an d 
quite predictabl e i n thei r reassertio n o f heterosexualit y a s th e unmarke d 
norm, in relation t o which homosexualit y exist s only as a deviant "Other. " 
What bea r examinatio n her e ar e th e somewha t surprisin g way s i n whic h 
Achtenberg s supporters, as much as or more than her opponents, attempted 
to limit the understanding of lesbianism to its narrowest possible definition , 



CLINTON'S "DAM N LESBIAN " ^  4 1 

all the whil e congratulatin g themselve s fo r thei r progressiveness . In framin g 
her sexua l orientatio n a s a private an d (therefore ) irrelevan t matter , Achten -
berg's supporter s de-emphasize d o r erase d implication s o f challeng e an d 
change tha t he r nominatio n presente d t o th e deepl y ingraine d heterosexis m 
and homophobi a o f politic s a s usual . A t th e sam e time , he r mos t vitrioli c 
opponent, Jesse Helms , was the first , and seemingl y th e only , member o f th e 
Senate t o acknowledg e (an d often , indeed , t o exaggerate ) th e exten t o f th e 
challenge he r confirmatio n posed . 

The discours e o f th e Achtenber g debat e present s a  persuasiv e an d ap -
pealing, but a t time s contradictor y an d self-defeating , argumen t i n suppor t 
of ga y an d lesbia n rights . The predominan t strateg y o f Achtenberg' s Senat e 
supporters employ s a  civi l right s perspective , callin g o n th e familia r argu -
ment o f libera l toleranc e tha t ofte n take s cente r stag e in th e rhetori c o f les -
bian an d ga y rights . A ga y and lesbia n civi l right s argumen t implicitl y draw s 
on, a t th e sam e tim e tha t i t creates , a n essentialize d understandin g o f gay s 
and lesbians a s constituting a  distinct an d identifiabl e clas s of people . It the n 
deploys thi s understandin g a s a  mean s o f seekin g "suspec t class " status an d 
of gainin g lega l protection s fo r gay s an d lesbian s base d o n equa l protectio n 
laws. 

Within thi s argumen t lie s an ambiguou s an d ofte n troublin g relationshi p 
between "identity " an d "behavior. " On e goa l o f civi l right s appeal s i s pre -
cisely to establis h homosexuality a s an identity.  Such appeal s seek to gai n sus -
pect clas s statu s fo r gay s an d lesbian s i n orde r t o associat e the m wit h other , 
more "established " minority group s base d o n identit y feature s suc h a s race.5 

Being gay or lesbian, this argument runs , is much lik e being Asian o r Africa n 
American. I t i s a  distinct , apparentl y "biological " characteristi c tha t desig -
nates on e decisivel y a s a  member o f a  particular group . From thi s perspec -
tive, being ga y o r lesbian i s a characteristic tha t refer s t o a  state o f being , de -
scribing "wh o on e is " apart fro m an y particula r action s on e migh t take . 

However, civi l right s initiative s als o see k protectio n fo r behaviors,  in thi s 
case sexua l behaviors , unde r th e right-to-privac y laws . Suc h a n argumen t 
was mad e unsuccessfull y i n th e infamou s Suprem e Cour t cas e o f Bowers  v. 
Hardwick.6 A s thi s cas e mad e clear , th e governmen t i s unwillin g t o exten d 
the righ t t o privac y t o ga y or lesbian sexua l acts , just a s it i s unwilling, as yet, 
to endo w homosexual s wit h suspec t clas s status. Despite thi s hostile context , 
arguments fo r ga y and lesbian civi l rights have continued t o proceed o n bot h 
the identit y an d th e behavio r front s simultaneously . The resul t i s a n oddl y 
ambivalent and , a t times , indecipherable relationshi p betwee n identit y an d 
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behavior, in which the two are presented as neither clearly connected to nor 
decisively separable from eac h other. Nor, therefore, is either framing o f th e 
issue clearly predominant durin g the debate o n the Senate floor . 

Achtenberg s most ardent an d vocal Senate supporters emplo y such civi l 
rights strategies t o insis t tha t he r political experienc e an d qualifications ar e 
the onl y appropriat e matter s fo r discussio n a t he r confirmatio n hearing . 
They argue not only that sexual orientation is irrelevant in judging a candi-
date's ability to perform a  job wel l but also that the addition o f Achtenber g 
and other ou t gays and lesbians to the political system makes no difference , 
that ultimately it neither challenges nor changes that system. This argumen t 
reassures skeptical senators tha t onl y "good" gays and lesbians, that is , those 
who will not agitate for change, will be considered acceptable candidates for 
government posts . It thus establishe s earl y the limit s o f tolerance , not onl y 
for Achtenber g bu t fo r gay s an d lesbian s generally : publi c participatio n 
comes a t a  cost , an d tha t cost , ironically , i s th e inabilit y t o advocat e fo r 
change fo r a  broader constituency . Although th e senator s ultimatel y con -
firmed Achtenberg , their discussio n reveal s tha t th e admissio n o f a  lesbian 
into the president's cabinet marks the beginning and the end of the changes 
they ar e willin g t o contemplate . Respondin g t o thes e limits , Achtenber g 
supporters haste n t o reassur e thei r colleague s tha t thi s apparen t chang e i s 
really no chang e a t all. 

At th e sam e time , and perhap s paradoxically , supporters fram e Achten -
berg's nomination a s an occasion for celebration . "This is a nomination tha t 
is heroic .  . . this nomination i s important, because i t reall y i s a challenge," 
asserts Senator Carol Moseley-Braun (S6214). 7 Supporters portray the nom-
ination a s a significant chang e in policy tha t marks the beginning o f a  new 
political era of equality and the end of a  long history of intolerance and dis-
crimination. Such a framework i s particularly resonant in the context of this 
particular nomination , becaus e th e positio n Achtenber g ha s bee n nomi -
nated for , assistant secretary o f HUD , would place her in the role of arbite r 
of fairnes s an d justice b y implementing anti-discriminatio n an d equa l op -
portunity laws in housing. The backdrop for this discussion, therefore, is the 
role of HUD a s an organization specifically designed to fight discriminatio n 
and guarantee equa l access to fair housing, particularly for racia l minorities, 
low-income families , and families with children . 

Importantly, however, while th e laws enforced b y HUD ar e designed t o 
prevent discrimination, they do not include protection for gays and lesbians. 
Currently, discrimination base d o n sexua l orientation i s still permissible i n 
all arenas unde r th e law . This situatio n explain s th e seemingl y paradoxica l 
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need for Achtenber g s supporters t o celebrat e the breaking down o f barri -
ers that her nomination represent s while simultaneously insisting on the ir -
relevance of he r sexual orientation to any of the "real" issues under discus-
sion. The apparen t contradictio n i s unscrambled i f we examin e the rhetor -
ical consequences o f thi s juxtaposition. The effectiv e messag e is that sexua l 
orientation i s private, therefore irrelevant , therefore insignifican t t o the dis -
cussion. What is significant, according to supporters, is that after centurie s of 
discrimination, the Senate has recognized that sexual orientation is , after all , 
a private matter. As such, it is unrelated to the affairs o f the government an d 
so provide s n o justification fo r excludin g gay s an d lesbian s fro m holdin g 
high politica l office . I n othe r words , Achtenberg s supporter s fram e he r 
nomination a s a progressive policy chang e tha t wil l bring about , finally, no 
structural change a t all. 

The Senat e debat e offer s a  specifi c instanc e o f th e broade r rhetorica l 
structure of gay and lesbian civil rights discourse, bringing forth many of the 
most familia r argument s o f a  liberal lesbian/ga y right s position . As such a 
representative instance, it allows us to examine the effects o f various rhetor -
ical strategie s employe d i n makin g th e libera l cas e fo r "tolerance. " These 
effects includ e th e particula r understanding s o f lesbia n identit y tha t suc h 
strategies produce; their impact on the possibilities of voice and visibility for 
this underrepresented group ; and the overal l gains and losses associated with 
the use of suc h strategies for th e lesbian/gay right s movement . It is impor-
tant t o remember tha t thos e who spea k o n behal f o f Robert a Achtenber g 
in this forum ar e speaking neither as representatives nor as advocates o f gay 
and lesbian right s per se ; they ma y o r may not suppor t suc h rights . Never-
theless, their argument s ar e valuable her e precisel y becaus e the y adop t th e 
most prevalent discourse s generated by the lesbian/gay right s movement as 
a means o f defendin g Achtenber g s right t o serv e in thi s government post . 
The arguments of these lawmakers may have a tremendous influence o n the 
creation o f publi c polic y an d i n th e settin g o f precedent s fo r th e Senate' s 
handling of future ga y and lesbian nominees . 

This chapter analyzes the texts of the two formal discussion s of Achten -
berg s nomination: the Banking Committee s nomination hearing (hereafte r 
referred t o i n references a s Nominations) an d the subsequen t debat e o n th e 
Senate floor, as recorded in the Congressional  Record. I examine how the lan-
guage used in the hearing and in the debate establishes Roberta Achtenber g 
as a visible, highly place d rol e model , whose achievemen t mark s a  shining 
moment in the struggle for ga y and lesbian civi l rights. I also examine ho w 
the language employed in the Senate chamber, in particular the metaphor of 



4 4 ^  CLINTON' S "DAM N LESBIAN " 

"crossing th e line, " use d repeatedl y t o describ e th e accomplishmen t o f 
Achtenberg (and , by extension, the gay and lesbian community) , becomes a 
means for both supporter s an d opponents t o establish a  narrow definitio n o f 
lesbian identit y tha t restrict s th e possibilities fo r voice an d visibility a s com -
ponents o f an acceptable lesbia n existence . 

A S S I M I L A T I N G D I F F E R E N C E 

Of particula r interes t i n thi s cas e i s what happen s i n th e wak e o f th e in -
creased an d increasing visibilit y o f gay s and lesbians, a group whos e histor -
ical oppressio n ha s been base d i n par t o n ou r invisibility. No on e on eithe r 
side o f th e debat e contest s th e fac t tha t ga y and lesbia n visibilit y ha s in-
creased markedly in the 1990s . Tom Stoddard, writing in the Advocate, a. lead-
ing gay and lesbian magazine , put it most clearl y when h e dubbed 199 3 "th e 
Year of Visibility" (1993,45). In an article namin g Achtenber g th e Advocate's 
1993 Woman o f th e Year, Stoddard announced , "Thi s wa s the year we con -
quered ou r heritage o f invisibility We seeme d t o be everywhere—demand -
ing a n end to th e Pentagon s policy o f discrimination , marchin g o n Wash -
ington, boycotting Colorado , and generally causin g politica l trouble. " 

The recen t increas e in the visibility and outspokenness o f many gay s and 
lesbians goe s a  long way toward combatin g long-hel d prejudice s agains t us. 
As tha t whic h i s unknow n become s mor e ofte n see n an d heard , an d thu s 
better known , i t ha s the potentia l t o dismantl e stereotype s an d prejudice . 
W h e n tha t whic h wa s once frightening , alien , or unfamiliar become s com -
monplace, thos e wh o wer e "Other " ar e more likel y t o b e perceive d i n al l 
their huma n complexity , instea d o f throug h th e singl e len s o f thei r differ -
ence. W h en a  grou p become s visibl e an d audible , it s member s ca n mor e 
readily b e judged b y thei r character , skills , and abilities , by thei r mind s an d 
spirits, instead o f by false image s an d prejudice. Negativ e stereotype s disso -
ciate gay s an d lesbians fro m th e values extolle d b y much o f middl e Amer -
ica: values o f love , caring , an d family . Gainin g visibilit y an d voic e enable s 
gays an d lesbians t o expres s ou r ow n allegiance t o suc h values , even i f th e 
forms o f thi s love an d caring an d the structure o f thes e familie s ma y differ . 
When peopl e begi n t o discover , acros s chasm s o f apparen t difference , tha t 
we al l share th e sam e fundamenta l need s fo r food , shelter , safety , an d love ; 
when th e recognitio n o f commo n humanit y lead s no t t o assimilatio n an d 
the annihilatio n o f differenc e bu t to th e abilit y t o communicat e wit h an d 
learn fro m on e another whil e respectin g ou r differences; when thos e i n p o-
sitions o f powe r an d privileg e genuinel y desir e suc h understandin g an d 
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begin t o recogniz e wha t ha s been los t for everyon e throug h th e marginal -
ization o f entir e communities ; when thes e elements are in place, the "Oth -
ering" process that maintain s prejudice an d discriminatio n ca n begin t o b e 
dismantled.8 

Equally crucia l fo r th e goa l o f socia l transformatio n i s th e impac t o f 
voice and visibility on gays' and lesbians' own empowerment . The power to 
speak for onesel f an d the right to be oneself openl y are crucial component s 
in the process of overcomin g internalized oppression . "Internalized oppres -
sion" refers t o "th e incorporatio n an d acceptanc e b y individuals withi n a n 
oppressed group of the prejudices agains t them within the dominant society 
. . . the mechanism within an oppressive system for perpetuating dominatio n 
not onl y b y externa l contro l bu t als o b y buildin g subservienc e int o th e 
minds o f th e oppresse d groups. " The consequence s o f suc h internalizatio n 
may include "self-hatred , self-concealment , fea r o f violenc e an d feelings o f 
inferiority, resignation , isolation , powerlessness , an d gratefulnes s fo r bein g 
allowed to survive" (Pheterson 1990 , 35). 

The overcomin g o f internalize d oppressio n ma y represen t a n eve n 
greater threat to the status quo than does the altering of heterosexuals ' atti-
tudes. With visibility come pride and an unwillingness to remain hidden o r 
to fee l ashamed . This leads to greate r numbers o f gay s and lesbians comin g 
out an d an ever-increasing ga y and lesbian presence in al l aspects o f publi c 
and private life. Closeted gay s in high-profile position s might therefor e fee l 
freer t o com e out , a s ha s occurre d i n th e entertainmen t industr y wit h 
celebrities such as Ellen DeGeneres, k.d. lang, Melissa Etheridge, and Elton 
John an d i n th e sport s worl d wit h athlete s suc h a s Martin a Navratilova , 
Muffin Spencer-Devlin , Rudy Galindo , and Gre g Louganis . Just a s impor-
tant, when young gays and lesbians see that a n out lesbian such as Achten-
berg can be appointed t o a  high government post , they, too, might aspir e to 
such positions , includin g thos e tha t woul d enabl e the m t o brin g abou t 
changes i n governmen t polic y regardin g gay s an d lesbians . The argumen t 
about Achtenberg and the outcry agains t her activism, then, may be read as 
an argumen t no t onl y abou t wha t sh e migh t d o personall y bu t als o abou t 
what those who follo w he r might do . What i s apparent t o al l present i s that 
once Achtenberg has been confirmed, others will  follow. Once the first ste p 
has bee n taken , ther e ca n b e n o ground s fo r excludin g futur e candidate s 
based on sexual orientation alone. 9 

The Achtenber g debat e illuminate s th e quic k an d effectiv e mean s b y 
which a  new leve l o f rhetorica l oppressio n ca n b e implemente d an d ca n 
take hold when on e level is challenged or undermined. In the war of words 
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against Roberta Achtenberg and those she is seen to represent,10 it becomes 
clear that when members of an oppressed group achieve a certain degree of 
visibility in spite of attempts to deny or erase their existence, alternate means 
of oppressio n ar e imposed . Some , which tak e th e for m o f over t verba l o r 
physical attacks , are al l too familia r an d recognizabl e t o us . Yet other , more 
insidious form s als o appear . These subtler , encoded form s ma y b e equall y 
destructive but more difficult t o identify o r decipher. The silencing and era-
sure o f gay s an d lesbian s hav e lon g bee n effectiv e mean s o f perpetuatin g 
negative stereotypes , promoting th e prejudices o f heterosexuals , and main -
taining the internalized oppression of gays and lesbians themselves. By keep-
ing s o man y lesbian s an d ga y me n hidde n eve n fro m thei r familie s an d 
friends, thes e form s o f oppressio n ensur e tha t vas t number s o f thos e wh o 
live or work with gay s or lesbians believe that they have never met a  mem-
ber o f thi s group , that the y shar e n o commo n bonds , and tha t th e live s o f 
gays and lesbians are utterly alie n to thei r own . 

Even those senators who suppor t Achtenberg' s nomination emplo y lan -
guage that reinscribes boundaries around the possibilities for tolerable or ac-
ceptable difference. As a result, the lesbian "Other" who is admitted into the 
ranks of the dominant group remains subject to their control, her differenc e 
constrained withi n permissibl e limit s o f heterosexua l dominance . A  civi l 
rights argument is highly effective fo r achieving this objective. Accessing the 
rhetoric o f civi l right s mean s relyin g implicitly , and ofte n explicitly , on a n 
analogy wit h race.  Fo r th e purpose s o f th e libera l senators , thi s analog y 
serves well. It is, after all , a popular and well-rehearsed liberal argument tha t 
race is "simply" a difference i n skin color , and tha t therefor e racia l minori -
ties ca n an d shoul d achiev e succes s withi n whit e institution s (althoug h 
preferably no t in overwhelming numbers). According to this argument, dis-
criminatory policie s prevent minorit y grou p member s from fulfillin g thei r 
potential, and onc e suc h policie s ar e droppe d an d th e playin g field is , pre-
sumably, level , minoritie s wil l b e equall y abl e t o compet e an d succee d 
within suc h institutions . The goa l o f progressiv e libera l institutions , within 
this framework, i s to implemen t anti-discriminatio n policie s a s a means o f 
integrating racial minorities into existin g institutions. 

Such a framing o f the problem might be thought o f a s the "white light " 
metaphor fo r assimilation . In a  society wher e differenc e wa s valued , al l o f 
the "colors" of America n societ y would combin e t o produce a  rainbow o f 
color; that is, to create institutions that represent the values, beliefs, and prac-
tices of Americans of genuinely diverse racial backgrounds. Yet just as com-
bining al l the color s o f ligh t yields not a  multicolored spectru m bu t whit e 
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light, assimilation absorbs difference t o uphold the continuing dominance of 
white institutions , alon g wit h thei r attendan t value s an d practices . White 
light is thus a vivid metaphor for assimilation; only by refracting it , by break-
ing it apart , can we recapture the varied color s of th e spectrum . 

A simila r anti-discrimination/assimilatio n approac h i s adopte d i n th e 
Achtenberg debate . In thi s version , which i s possible onl y i n th e cas e o f a 
white woma n whos e rac e i s rendered invisible , sexual orientatio n replace s 
race, an d th e rational e run s a s follows : sexua l orientatio n i s onl y abou t 
whom one has sex with, but this difference i n choice of sexual partners does 
not and should not affect public life. Thus gays and lesbians willing to fit into 
heterosexual institutions mus t be allowed to d o so , but onl y insofar a s their 
presence i s not disruptiv e t o heterosexua l privilege , to th e way s i n whic h 
heterosexuality i s enforce d an d assume d i n America n culture . Again , th e 
civil rights paradox is at work: the presence of even out gays and lesbians can 
be tolerated onl y as long as compulsory heterosexuality , that is, heterosexu-
ality as a presumption an d a  norm, remains firmly entrenched . The notio n 
of libera l toleranc e demand s a  trade-off : th e marginalize d grou p ar e re -
warded for conforming to dominant values and behaviors, and the dominan t 
group recogniz e th e minority grou p o n th e conditio n tha t th e latter aspir e 
to be just like them, that they choose to assimilate. Within these parameters, 
something like tolerance i s possible onl y fo r thos e who successfull y mimi c 
the dominan t grou p s behaviors and values. 

The advantages of this approach for members of the dominant group are 
manifold. Mos t immediately , i t excuse s the m fro m th e nee d t o educat e 
themselves abou t othe r group s o r t o see k a  greate r awarenes s an d under -
standing o f thos e who ar e unlike themselves . On a  societal level, dominant 
institutions nee d no t b e questione d o r challenged ; they remai n intac t an d 
unchanged, while minority individuals must adapt in order to fit into them . 
To the exten t tha t marginalize d grou p member s ca n accommodat e them -
selves to these institutions, they may gain the privileges (education , employ-
ment, political influence , etc. ) suc h institution s bestow . While suc h a n ap -
proach t o equalit y necessitate s a  high degre e o f self-negatio n fo r member s 
of a  minority group , it requires the fewest genuin e concession s from mem -
bers o f th e dominan t grou p whil e allowin g the m t o maintai n th e appear -
ance o f concer n fo r th e oppressed . This strateg y circumvent s demand s fo r 
the dominant group to engage in self-questioning o r other self-reflection, as 
well as any need to sacrifice existin g privileges o r status. Even where diver -
sity i s ostensibl y welcomed , i t i s simultaneousl y erased , becoming ye t an -
other band o f colo r that disappear s into white light . 
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The effor t t o maintain contro l ove r and assimilat e difference whil e claim -
ing respec t fo r diversit y produce s a  civil rights discours e tha t i s riddled wit h 
contradictions. While civi l right s argument s dra w upo n th e assumptio n o f 
an identity-base d community , for instance , their guidin g objectiv e o f assim -
ilation undercut s th e ver y principl e o f differenc e o n whic h suc h a  commu -
nity i s based . Th e discours e o f Achtenberg' s Senat e supporter s upholds , 
without acknowledging , thi s contradictio n i n he r status . On th e on e hand , 
her supporter s maintai n th e significanc e o f th e differenc e base d o n sexua l 
orientation. They d o s o by positionin g Achtenber g a s a member an d a  rep -
resentative o f a n identifiabl e ga y an d lesbia n communit y an d b y presentin g 
their acceptanc e o f he r a s a  reaso n fo r self-congratulation . O n th e othe r 
hand, they insis t tha t althoug h he r sexua l orientatio n doe s introduc e differ -
ence, it is not a  difference tha t makes a  difference. By portraying Achtenber g 
as "mainstream" (S6208) an d separatin g her from activis m an d socia l change , 
her supporter s insis t tha t sexua l orientatio n i s an inconsequentia l featur e o f 
identity—a characteristi c tha t ha s acquire d th e venee r o f importanc e onl y 
through it s year s o f exclusio n an d discriminatio n b y politica l bodie s suc h 
as thei r own . Within thi s framework , homosexualit y bot h doe s an d doe s 
not nee d t o b e explaine d away , excused, or justified, becaus e althoug h i t is  a 
difference, i t doe s no t make  2.  difference. 

The roo t o f thi s contradictio n lie s i n th e conflictin g interpretation s o f 
sexual orientatio n a s an activit y o r a  fundamental elemen t o f identity , a be -
havior o r a  state o f being . This issu e underlie s th e discussio n her e a s it doe s 
the broade r argumen t o f lesbia n an d ga y civi l rights , yet Achtenberg' s sup -
porters neve r explicitl y addres s o r resolv e th e issue . W h en supporter s sepa -
rate Achtenberg' s "mainstream " politic s fro m he r presumabl y nonmain -
stream persona l characteristics , the y acces s a  framewor k o f identit y a s pr i -
vate, irrelevant , an d insignificant , a s th e differenc e tha t make s n o (real ) 
difference. 

This strategi c choic e makes sense given the legal and political context , fo r 
behaviors ar e precisely wha t ar e not  protected here . While a t least on e cour t 
has rule d "tha t homosexua l persons,  as a  particular kin d o f person , are  enti-
tled t o Constitutiona l protection s unde r th e Equa l Protectio n Clause, " th e 
Supreme Cour t ha s resolutel y refuse d t o offe r th e sam e sor t o f protectio n 
for homosexua l acts.  "The Suprem e Cour t i n Bowers  v. Hardwick notoriousl y 
left th e individua l state s fre e t o prohibi t an y act s the y wis h t o defin e a s 
'sodomy, ' . . . with n o fea r a t al l o f impingin g o n an y rights , and particularl y 
privacy rights , safeguarded b y th e Constitution " (Sedgwic k 1993 , 57). Such 
a ruling present s a  potent opportunit y fo r attack s base d o n homosexua l be -
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havior, broadly defined . This divisio n o f agen t fro m act , and privat e fro m 
public, sets u p a  dichotom y i n whic h one' s protectio n a s a  lesbian o r ga y 
man, even i f granted , nevertheless doe s no t exten d t o an y act s on e migh t 
perform within the context of that identity—acts that include not only sex-
ual activity but also political activism. 

Achtenberg's opponent s us e th e behavior/identity , o r public/private , 
distinction a s a means o f expressin g thei r disapprova l o f he r base d o n he r 
"lifestyle" ( a term implyin g behavio r an d willfu l choice) , while seemingl y 
maintaining a sympathetic stance toward her minority identity. The strateg y 
of splitting behavior from identity pays homage to the protections that have 
generally been granted to minority identity by the courts. While lesbian and 
gay identity i s not legall y protected , attack s o n identit y hav e largely falle n 
out o f favo r i n public discourse . Civil rights/identity discours e call s on thi s 
trend and asks that it be extended, formally, to protect the rights of lesbian s 
and gays. It justifies this application of equa l protection law by claiming, im-
plicitly if no t explicitly , that sexual orientation provide s the basis for defin -
ing a  particular clas s of peopl e a s analogous to racia l minorities.11 Achten -
berg's supporter s us e thi s compariso n betwee n gay s and lesbians an d mor e 
established or "legitimate" minorities to highlight her nomination a s a pro-
gressive politica l moment , an d t o portra y he r opponent s a s steeped i n ol d 
prejudices an d outdated modes o f discrimination . 

H O M O S E X U A L I T Y A S A  " N A T U R A L " CATEGOR Y 

On th e Senate floor, as elsewhere, "homosexuality" is frequently conceptu -
alized as a "biological" category, similar to those of race and sex.12 As in dis-
cussions o f rac e o r sex , the biologica l designatio n suggest s a  fixed and un -
changing category, a "natural" and incontestable distinction , and therefore a 
means by which people ca n be classifie d an d organized in a  purely "objec -
tive" fashion. Biological categories are viewed as given, subject to neither so-
cial construction no r individua l judgment. They ar e understood a s entirely 
confined b y identifiabl e an d universall y recognize d boundaries , suc h tha t 
transgressing these boundaries may be describe d a s "crossing a  line." In th e 
case of sexua l orientation, the line divides heterosexuality an d its attendan t 
privilege clearl y an d absolutel y fro m it s ostensibl e an d inferio r opposite , 
homosexuality. 

One implicatio n o f a  biological categor y i s that i t refer s t o a n attribut e 
of an individual agent , a feature o f identity rather than a  description o f be -
havior. This distinctio n account s fo r a  fundamental differenc e betwee n th e 
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rhetoric o f ga y right s supporter s an d tha t o f opponents . "Pro-gay" rhetori c 
often consider s homosexualit y t o b e innat e an d immutable , a  characteristi c 
of th e individua l tha t i s no t unde r hi s o r he r control . I n contrast , anti-ga y 
rhetoric locate s homosexuality i n particular sexua l act s that ar e seen a s freel y 
chosen (Brummet t 1979) . In this way, gays and lesbians are portrayed by thei r 
detractors a s willfully  stepping outsid e th e real m o f constitutiona l protectio n 
and therefor e accountabl e fo r wha t i s viewe d a s voluntar y nonconformit y 
and rebellious , immoral behavior . 

A paralle l distinctio n characterize s th e rhetori c o f th e Senat e debate . 
Achtenberg's supporter s hol d firml y t o a  perspective tha t label s homosexu -
ality a  biological, and therefor e privat e an d protected , categor y o f identity . 
Their positio n follow s fro m a  standar d argumen t o f lesbia n an d ga y right s 
supporters. "An importan t them e i n Pr o [-gay] rhetoric compare s th e pligh t 
of gay s wit h other , mor e 'established ' minorities : blacks , Jews, Indians , etc . 
Pros thus argu e tha t gay s 'find themselves ' in tha t condition , as do blacks , and 
must b e accepte d o n thos e terms " (Brummet t 1979 , 254). This stanc e i s ar -
ticulated i n th e Senat e discussio n throug h th e compariso n betwee n Ach -
tenberg an d Caro l Moseley-Braun . Senato r Do n Riegle , chair o f th e Bank -
ing Committee , remark s t o Achtenberg , "I n a  sense , you're crossin g on e o f 
those invisibl e line s tha t w e hav e i n ou r societ y i n term s o f .  . .  sexual ori -
entation," a n accomplishmen t h e compare s t o tha t o f "Caro l Moseley -
Braun .  . .  [who] ha s bee n th e firs t perso n i n effec t t o cros s th e colo r line " 
(Nominations 1993 , 30) . Before th e ful l Senate , h e explicitl y equate s sexua l 
orientation wit h othe r form s o f discrimination , asserting , "If yo u ar e quali -
fied an d you ste p forward , you ough t t o b e judged onl y o n th e basi s o f you r 
qualification, no t ski n color , not ethni c background , not sexua l orientation " 
(S6102). His compariso n i s given eve n greate r authorit y b y Moseley-Braun' s 
response: "Yo u mad e probabl y on e o f th e mos t eloquen t statement s I'v e 
heard . . . about thi s country an d th e challeng e we fac e a s senators, and cross -
ing the line . I mean, I  know fro m firsthan d experienc e bein g both a  woma n 
and a n African-American , wha t it' s like . . . t o cros s lines tha t have kep t peo -
ple out. " Sh e explicitl y connect s variou s form s o f prejudice , referrin g t o 
"racism an d sexis m an d al l the ism s tha t divid e u s an d pi t u s agains t on e an -
other" (Nominations  1993 , 31). 

In th e sam e vein , Senator Diann e Feinstei n implicitl y compare s discrim -
ination o n th e basi s o f sexua l orientatio n wit h racia l discriminatio n whe n 
she allude s t o "blea k period s o f prejudic e an d bigotry " i n U.S . history. Sh e 
pleads, "Let u s no t toda y creat e anothe r ugl y chapte r i n thi s country' s his -
tory" (S6201). In th e discours e o f th e confirmatio n process , the gain s o f gay s 
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and lesbians precipitated b y the nominatio n ar e framed a s parallel to thos e 
of other , "similar" minority groups . Senator Joseph Lieberma n announce s 
that "this i s . .. an historic nomination because of Roberta Achtenberg's sex-
ual orientation" (Nominations  1993 , 21). He compare s strides made t o elim -
inate racial and gender inequalities with th e issue "in ou r time" of discrim -
ination based on sexual orientation (S6212) . 

Feinstein suggest s tha t wit h Achtenberg' s confirmation , "th e door s o f 
opportunity wil l ope n onc e again. " She urges , "Let u s swin g thos e door s 
open today , once an d for all " (S6097). In the doubl e inflection tha t charac -
terizes much of the language of the confirmation process , the "doors of op -
portunity" are perceived as opening both for Achtenberg as a lesbian in gov-
ernment an d for those minority familie s whom sh e would serv e as assistant 
secretary o f HUD . However, Lieberman, who support s Achtenberg' s nom -
ination despite his stated disapproval of homosexuality, notes, "This question 
of discriminatio n base d on sexua l orientation i s in some ways like the ear -
lier questions o f discriminatio n base d o n rac e o r gender , but i n som e ways 
they are quite different " (S6213) . 

While suc h a  commen t attempt s t o dissociat e gay s an d lesbian s fro m 
other, more "legitimate " or establishe d minorit y groups , most o f Achten -
berg's Senate supporters emphasize her capacity for empath y with he r con -
stituents, drawing a  strong paralle l betwee n he r situatio n an d theirs : "She 
knew what i t meant to be discriminated against , to be told that you weren' t 
wanted, that you were not th e right type o f tenant " (Nominations  1993 , 20). 
Here th e compariso n betwee n Achtenber g an d othe r minoritie s draw s it s 
strength from a  common experienc e o f victimization. In several of her sup-
porters' statements, the problems of housing discrimination and discrimina -
tion agains t Achtenber g ar e merged , so tha t thei r word s appea r t o addres s 
both issue s at once. Senator Barbara Boxer argues , for instance , that "whe n 
we confir m Robert a Achtenber g .  . . we wil l be takin g a  real step forwar d 
because w e will  be sayin g tha t discriminatio n i s unacceptable, and w e wil l 
be saying that the promise o f equa l opportunity i s alive and well" (Nomina-
tions 1993, 20). Likewise, Lieberma n assert s tha t Achtenber g "i s superbl y 
qualified t o serve . . . a s Assistant Secretary o f Fai r Housing and Equal Op -
portunity, and .  . . that o f cours e I  think i s the larger message o f equa l op -
portunity tha t speak s ou t fro m thi s nomination " (Nominations  1993, 21). 
Both statement s leav e unclea r whethe r th e "promise " an d "message " o f 
equal opportunity appl y to Achtenberg o r to the people she will serve, and 
this ambiguity strengthen s the identification betwee n them . 

Like othe r categorie s o f identit y alread y protected b y law, homosexual-
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ity i s located b y Achtenber g s supporters i n th e real m o f th e private , whic h 
they discus s a s entirely distinc t an d separabl e fro m th e publi c realm : "Sexual 
orientation . . . i s essentiall y a  matte r o f privacy " (S6213) . Boxer reinforce s 
this distinctio n b y reassurin g he r colleague s tha t "Robert a Achtenber g i s 
supported b y th e mainstream . This i s no t someon e wh o ha d dedicate d he r 
life t o th e fringe s o f ou r societ y . . . i n he r publi c lif e . . . sh e i s mainstream " 
(S6208). Senator Davi d Durenberger , likewise , asks rhetorically , "When th e 
Senate consider s a  Presidentia l nominee , ar e w e undertakin g th e tas k o f 
moral policemen—endorsin g o r condemnin g th e private  conduct  of nomi -
nees? . . . I t i s no t u p t o m e t o judge he r private  behavior'  (S6216 , emphasi s 
mine).The senator s argue tha t sexualit y should be treate d a s a matter o f per -
sonal preference , devoi d o f politica l significance . Boxe r urges , "W e ar e al l 
God's children . We are . And le t u s no t judge eac h othe r base d o n ou r dif -
ferences. Let u s al l put asid e difference s tha t d o no t matter " (S6118) . Senator 
Patty Murra y remark s bluntly , i f les s eloquently , tha t Achtenber g s "privat e 
life i s abou t a s importan t t o m e a s he r hai r colo r o r he r styl e o f shoes " 

(S6353). 
In thi s liberal discourse , homosexuality i s defined a s an individua l prefer -

ence, an "eccentricity" with n o implication s beyon d th e bedroom.The doc -
trine o f privac y "excuses " Achtenberg fo r he r privat e tendencies , as long a s 
her politic s an d he r commitmen t t o publi c lif e remai n unquestionabl y 
mainstream. However appealin g thi s discours e migh t appear—an d ther e ar e 
indisputably seductiv e element s o f a n ideology like that articulated by Boxe r 
—it i s important t o recogniz e it s limitations.The goa l o f settin g aside differ -
ences is a worthy one , if th e attributio n o f "difference " i s evenly distributed ; 
that is , if ther e i s no standar d o r no r m agains t which differenc e i s measured . 
Too often , however , difference i s ascribed onl y t o th e minority , the "Other, " 
while th e dominan t grou p remain s unmarked . Tha t whic h i s male , white , 
and heterosexua l maintain s it s privilege a s the unspoke n norm . I t i s possibl e 
to maintai n thi s inequit y despit e a n apparen t commitmen t t o Boxer s prin -
ciple becaus e th e powe r t o judge, and t o suppor t tha t judgment wit h mate -
rial reward s an d sanctions , remains unequall y distribute d amon g "different " 
groups. 

This recours e t o privat e identity , moreover , i s no t withou t it s risks . I n 
defining lesbianis m a s properly locate d withi n th e privat e realm , supporter s 
inadvertently encourag e criticis m o f an y publi c action s Achtenber g under -
takes that ar e influenced b y her "private" sexual orientation . Her opponents , 
unsurprisingly, mak e th e mos t o f thi s opportunity . With th e exceptio n o f 
Jesse Helms , who i s unreserved i n hi s absolut e condemnatio n o f homosex -
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uals, Achtenberg s opponents clai m tha t i t i s her publi c actions , not he r ho -
mosexuality pe r se , that groun d thei r opposition . Nevertheless, all the activ -
ities for which the y condem n he r ar e explicitl y connecte d t o he r sexua l ori -
entation. They ar e abl e t o uphol d thes e seemingl y contradictor y claim s b y 
calling o n th e deliberat e separatio n o f publi c action s fro m privat e identit y 
maintained b y he r supporters . 

For example , havin g referre d t o Achtenber g a s "neithe r qualifie d no r 
temperamentally fi t fo r thi s position" and a s possessing a  record "o f intoler -
ance, discrimination , an d vendett a agains t thos e wh o d o no t shar e he r val -
ues an d beliefs, " Senato r Tren t Lot t says , "I wan t t o reemphasiz e tha t th e 
issue before u s today is not on e o f sexua l preference o r orientation" (S6093) . 
Yet his criticis m i s based o n a  conflict i n whic h Achtenber g vote d t o revok e 
United Way fundin g fo r th e Bo y Scout s unles s the y change d thei r discrim -
inatory polic y agains t homosexual s (discusse d below) . Later Lot t concedes , 
"My proble m i s no t just wit h he r lifestyle " (S6180 ; emphasis mine) . O p p o -
nents insis t tha t i t i s not he r sexua l identit y bu t he r publi c action s tha t rais e 
doubt abou t he r abilit y t o d o th e job. Lott addresse s th e issu e o f "tempera -
ment" by asking rhetorically, "Is she tolerant o f th e views o f others ? Ca n sh e 
administer he r dutie s fairl y an d withou t bias ? O r wil l sh e b e a  militant ex -
tremist promotin g a  narrow specia l interes t agenda? " (S6093) . 

The distinctio n draw n her e betwee n privat e identit y an d publi c action s 
is premised o n th e condemnatio n o f a  supposed ga y and lesbian lifestyle tha t 
is characterized b y immoralit y an d depravity . Attacks o n lesbia n an d ga y in -
dividuals a s such ma y be difficul t fo r lawmaker s t o defend , give n Americans ' 
general mistrus t o f governmen t interferenc e i n "private " lives. However, ad-
vocacy o f suc h a n ostensibl y corrup t lifestyl e i s another matte r entirely , sug -
gesting a n influenc e o n th e government , an d o n societ y mor e broadly , tha t 
many peopl e ar e unwillin g t o gran t t o gay s an d lesbians . Senato r Stro m 
Thurmond states , "I woul d lik e t o not e tha t m y oppositio n t o Ms . Achten -
berg s nomination lie s not with he r personal lifestyle bu t with he r radica l ac -
tivism in pursuing he r ow n politica l agenda " (S6218) . An articl e in th e Wash-
ington Times o n Ma y 24 , subsequently entere d int o th e Congressional  Record, 
quotes Martin Mawyer , president o f th e conservativ e Christia n Actio n Ne t -
work, taking the dichotom y lesbian/homosexual , or public/private, one ste p 
further. Mawyer' s statemen t divide s th e term s int o tw o meaning s wit h stil l 
greater specificity : "We'r e no t oppose d t o gay s an d lesbian s holdin g federa l 
office, bu t he r performanc e i n tha t [Sa n Francisc o Ga y an d Lesbia n Pride ] 
parade i s evidenc e she's  a  lesbian  activist, not just a  lesbian'  (S6333 ; emphasi s 
mine). In addressin g th e issu e o f activism , we reac h a  key poin t i n th e con -
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troversy ove r Achtenberg' s nomination : he r politica l activitie s becom e th e 
site o f displacemen t fo r he r opponents ' negativ e responses . Activis m be -
comes th e reservoi r fo r thei r suppresse d attitude s towar d he r unacceptabl e 
(sexual) behavior s tha t ar e a t al l times implie d bu t alway s unstated . 

Notably, the characteristic s tha t mak e Achtenberg' s "lifestyle " objection -
able ar e neve r explicitl y lai d out ; no r i s the particula r narro w "agenda " sh e 
is expected t o pursue clearl y defined . The ambiguit y o f thes e concept s i s no t 
a resul t o f oversigh t bu t th e consequenc e o f a  rhetorica l strateg y tha t en -
ables the artificia l separatio n o f identit y from behavior . The flimsines s o f thi s 
distinction i s eviden t i n th e commen t o f Senato r Pet e Domenici , who , 
while votin g t o confir m Achtenberg , nevertheless asserts , "I canno t accept , 
as I  believe th e majorit y o f th e America n publi c canno t accept , the promo -
tion o f alternativ e lifestyle s a s appropriate surrogate s fo r wha t w e refe r t o a s 
'the traditional ' American famil y And , I want t o ad d tha t thi s has nothing t o 
do wit h th e issu e o f gende r o r sexua l preferences " (S6354) . The bandyin g 
about o f terminolog y suc h a s "alternativ e lifestyles " offer s evidenc e tha t 
"gay lifestyle," which ha s been describe d a s "the mos t respectabl e o f curren t 
homophobic slogans, " is "a phrase promulgated b y the antiga y right t o alar m 
heterosexual American s b y associatin g ga y civi l right s claim s wit h extrem e 
sexual practices " (Nav a &  Dawidof f 1994 , 127) . Lifestyle carrie s a  connota -
tion o f particula r behaviors , presumabl y sexual , tha t ar e to o offensiv e t o 
mention b y name . B y leavin g th e definitio n unspecified , th e implicatio n 
(but no t th e outrigh t accusation ) o f objectionabl e an d extrem e sexua l prac -
tices i s raised , while th e discussio n o f Achtenberg' s behavio r ostensibl y re -
mains focuse d o n he r politica l activism . I n thi s way , sexuality an d activis m 
are subtl y bu t effectivel y linked . 

This connectio n i s eve n mor e powerfull y reinforce d b y th e discussio n 
and th e accompanyin g vide o o f Achtenberg' s participatio n i n th e Sa n Fran -
cisco Ga y an d Lesbia n Prid e parade . I n th e parade , Achtenber g hug s an d 
kisses he r partner , Judge Mar y Morgan , whil e ridin g o n a  floa t wit h thei r 
seven-year-old son , Benjie. I n th e portio n o f th e vide o show n t o th e sena -
tors b y Jesse Helms , the imag e o f th e women' s embrac e i s juxtaposed wit h 
the imag e o f anothe r float,  elsewher e i n th e parade , tha t portray s Go d 
sodomizing Uncl e Sa m whil e a  Bo y Scou t look s on . I n th e not-so-subtl e 
parallel implie d here , Benji e i s equate d wit h th e Bo y Scout , th e ico n o f 
young, "uncorrupted, " heterosexua l masculinity , watchin g a  (presumabl y 
offensive o r perverted ) expressio n o f lov e betwee n women , a n expressio n 
that i s equate d wit h th e sexua l ac t depicte d b y th e othe r float . The impor -
tance o f thi s lin k an d th e powe r o f thes e image s wer e no t los t o n Helms , 
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who sent a copy of the parade video to every senator's office an d threatened 
to sen d copie s t o th e hometow n newspaper s o f an y senator wh o vote d i n 
favor o f Achtenber g (Franke n 1993) . These image s provide d visua l rein -
forcement fo r th e clai m tha t i t wa s Achtenberg s actions—he r "lifestyle, " 
her activism, and, implicitly, her sexual acts—and not her identity that made 
her a n inappropriat e candidat e fo r th e job. In thi s way , the spli t betwee n 
"homosexuality" and "lesbianism," between privat e an d public, marks a  di-
vision between wha t is , at least arguably, a constitutionally protecte d "iden -
tity" and unprotected "actions." Such actions provide something of a  dump-
ing ground fo r th e unexpresse d an d inexpressible condemnatio n generate d 
by identity. 

By invoking the separation of public and private spheres, the undesirabl e 
qualities associate d with homosexualit y ca n be displace d fro m a  realm tha t 
is relatively protected ont o on e tha t i s not. Achtenbergs behavior  is referre d 
to agai n an d agai n a s indicting her , and i t i s discussed a s though i t wer e a 
matter entirely separate from he r identity. Senator Bob Dole states that "we 
must show respect and tolerance for those among us who happen to be gay. 
But showing tolerance and respect should not force u s to embrace an ideo-
logical agenda tha t mos t American s d o no t accept " (S6348). Senator Fran k 
Murkowski agrees : "Ordinarily .  . .  questions o f persona l lif e o r lifestyl e 
would no t be at issue. However the nominee goe s beyond the point o f just 
choosing a  lifestyle, but, in fact , advocate s he r lifestyl e forcefully , a s an ac -
tivist. What disturbs me is that she promotes that lifestyle and suggests it rep-
resents family values " (S6169). He insist s bluntly tha t "he r activis m i s inap-
propriate . . . and therefore I  feel i t is necessary that I  vote agains t the nom -
inee" (S6170). 

The discours e o f nonconformit y o r outrigh t perversio n ofte n use d t o 
condemn homosexualit y bu t inaccessibl e t o th e senator s i n th e (semi)pro -
tected real m o f identit y i s shifted instea d ont o th e categor y o f lesbia n be -
haviors that remain available for critique. For example, in a discussion on the 
first day of the debate , Lott quotes a purported editoria l in the San  Francisco 
Chronicle that refers t o Achtenberg a s having a "twisted mind" and "tearin g 
down wha t i s goo d an d wholesom e i n others " (S6093). 13 Achtenber g i s 
characterized later by Senator Robert Smit h as having a "twisted value sys-
tem," as illustrated b y he r refusa l t o suppor t th e closin g o f Sa n Francisco' s 
gay bathhouses afte r th e outbreak o f AID S (S6215) . Here again , the accusa -
tion links the over t descriptio n o f "twisted " values and public action s wit h 
the implication o f sexua l perversity and disease. 

Most o f th e senator s carefull y avoi d usin g th e wor d lesbian  a t all , their 
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discomfort wit h th e ter m sometime s resultin g i n obscur e o r convolute d 
speech. I n a  strikin g exampl e o f on e suc h verba l contortion , committe e 
chair Riegl e say s t o Achtenberg , " I thin k it' s importan t tha t w e separat e 
what's important fro m wha t isn't , in terms o f you her e a s a nominee, and th e 
fact tha t you ma y be th e firs t perso n t o com e an d t o si t in a  nomination sea t 
in a  situation , suc h a s you d o " (Nominations  1993 , 30—31). Senator Willia m 
Cohen als o seems disincline d t o us e the ter m an d attempt s wha t i s no doub t 
intended t o b e a  more neutra l approach : "She ha s a  sexua l orientatio n tha t 
is no t followe d b y a  majorit y o f peopl e i n thi s country " (S6212) . Helms i s 
one senato r wh o i s willing t o us e th e word , an d wit h n o on e activel y con -
testing his usage, the ter m assume s th e negativ e connotation s wit h whic h h e 
endows it , ultimately soundin g lik e a  curse itself : "damn lesbian, " "militantly 
activist lesbian " (S6352). 14 While other s tal k aroun d th e word , an d aroun d 
the issu e entirely , Helms use s the ter m repeatedl y an d effectively . A  reporte r 
for th e San  Jose Mercury News  observed , " On th e Senat e floor,  Feinstei n an d 
Boxer spok e eloquentl y o n [Achtenberg's ] behalf , as did othe r senators . But 
Helms shoutin g th e 'L' word wa s what grabbe d nationa l attention " (Shepar d 
1994, A2). Whereas homosexual  become s a  depoliticized ter m i n thi s discus -
sion, just th e opposit e effec t occur s fo r lesbian,  which become s a  threatenin g 
category imbue d wit h stron g politica l overtones . I f i t i s tru e tha t "i t i s th e 
goal o f th e ga y an d lesbia n movemen t t o mak e 'gay ' and 'lesbian' words on e 
expects t o hear , registers , and consider s withou t reluctance, " i t i s neverthe -
less als o th e cas e that , "a t thi s point , th e religiou s righ t stil l control s thes e 
words" (Nav a an d Dawidof f 1994,105) . 

Among Achtenberg' s opponents , onl y Helm s refuse s outrigh t t o main -
tain th e public/privat e split , condemning equall y "homosexuality" and "les -
bianism." Helm s appropriate s a  varian t o f th e metapho r o f "crossin g th e 
line" in articulatin g hi s concerns : "Any Senato r wh o assume s tha t thi s i s no t 
a national issu e shoul d b e advise d tha t i t is . Not becaus e i t i s just a  nomina -
tion, but becaus e w e ar e crossin g the threshol d int o th e firs t tim e i n th e his -
tory o f Americ a tha t a  homosexual, a  lesbian, has been nominate d . . . fo r a 
top job i n th e U.S . Government . That i s wha t th e issu e is " (S6099) . While 
this quotatio n indicate s tha t Achtenberg' s identit y itsel f i s "th e issue, " h e 
later identifie s "th e issue " as her behavior , suggestin g tha t h e draw s n o dis -
tinction betwee n identit y an d actions : "That i s what thi s issue is . . . how sh e 
has acte d i n public " (S6207) . Whil e takin g a  les s provocativ e stance , 
Domenici als o caution s agains t a n overl y rigi d delineatio n betwee n publi c 
and privat e spheres . He argue s tha t "nominee s d o no t com e neatl y sliced — 
they com e a s a  whol e loaf . Their persona l valu e system s an d thei r profes -
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sional capabilitie s canno t b e compartmentalized " (S6354) . Domenici con -
tinues, "The debat e o n thi s candidat e portray s clearl y tha t professiona l ex -
pertise an d privat e value s ar e no t easil y separated o r see n i n isolatio n o f on e 
another. They are , instead, intricately intertwined " (S6355) . 

Despite th e attempt s o f bot h supporter s an d opponent s t o den y th e rel -
evance o f Achtenber g s private lif e t o thei r evaluatio n o f he r competence , 
the centralit y o f sexua l orientation t o th e teno r o f th e debat e di d not g o un -
remarked, eithe r b y thos e i n th e Senat e chambe r o r b y thos e outside . Th e 
San Francisco  Chronicle  o f Ma y 2 0 observed , "Muc h o f th e Senat e hearin g 
into he r nominatio n ha s no t involve d he r qualification s t o serve , bu t he r 
sexual orientation " (S6177) . Lieberman likewis e note s o n th e secon d da y o f 
the debat e tha t "th e questio n o f discriminatio n base d o n sexua l orientatio n 
. . . i s no t explicitl y o n th e lin e i n thi s nominatio n bu t i t is , in m y opinion , 
implicitly o n th e line " (S6212—13) . In he r closin g statemen t o n th e secon d 
day, Boxer concurs : "We kno w wha t thi s is all about I t is not abou t quali -
fications. I t i s no t abou t tolerance . I t i s not abou t demeanor . I t i s not abou t 
those things . I t i s abou t a  privat e lifestyl e tha t som e fee l disqualifie s thi s 
woman" (S6223) . 

When th e Senat e return s t o th e issu e thre e day s later , Riegl e reiterate s 
this view, noting, "I thin k th e onl y rea l challeng e agains t thi s nomine e boil s 
down t o he r sexua l orientation . . . . I  believ e al l th e othe r argument s tha t 
have bee n raise d her e ar e a  smokescreen " (S6350) . Boxer echoe s hi s com -
ment, remarking , "Thi s kin d o f name-callin g i s a  smokescree n fo r disap -
proval o f he r private life" (S6350). Feinstein, too, supports th e vie w tha t "th e 
focus ha s not bee n o n he r qualifications... . Instead , critics hav e trie d t o us e 
Rober tas sexua l orientatio n t o den y confirmation " (S6351) . Through th e 
representation o f Achtenber g a s a lesbian activist , the associatio n o f activis m 
with bizarr e sexua l acts , an d th e adde d characterizatio n o f he r "twisted " 
mind an d values , opponents condem n Achtenber g fo r a n implied an d occa -
sionally state d perversit y tha t undermine s he r fitnes s t o serv e i n hig h polit -
ical office , eve n a s they continu e t o insis t tha t he r sexua l orientatio n i s irrel -
evant t o thei r condemnation . 

The focu s o n identit y raise s anothe r proble m fo r supporters , on e tha t 
arises from th e ver y analogie s with rac e an d gende r tha t the y emplo y t o for -
tify thei r position . Despite th e progress o f whit e wome n a s well a s people o f 
color, i t i s stil l widel y assume d tha t thes e group s constitut e "specia l inter -
ests," and tha t th e politica l visio n o f thei r representative s i s largely bounde d 
by thes e interests . Pu t differently , wome n ar e ofte n see n primarily , i f no t 
solely, as spokespeople fo r othe r women . Their abilit y t o represen t o r spea k 

….
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for a  broader constituenc y i s often questioned . This i s equally tru e fo r racia l 
and othe r minorities , who ar e often require d t o prove themselve s abl e to ad -
dress issue s beyond thos e o f particula r interes t t o thei r group . This expecta -
tion i s strikin g becaus e white , middle-class , heterosexua l male s ar e neve r 
asked t o d o th e same . They ar e no t see n a s representing (o r eve n belongin g 
to) a  particula r constituenc y base d o n thei r race , class , sexuality, o r gender , 
nor ar e th e concern s o f thi s grou p characterize d a s "special interests. " 

Achtenberg's supporter s equat e he r wit h othe r qualifie d minorit y candi -
dates, comparing he r appointmen t t o th e appointmen t o f women , of blacks , 
and, finally, of a  black woman. However, the differenc e betwee n Achtenber g 
and Caro l Moseley-Brau n i s tha t Moseley-Brau n represent s a  constituenc y 
whose righ t t o a  political voice i s at least given lip service by mainstream po -
litical representatives . Fo r minorit y candidates , i t i s widel y assume d tha t 
one's marginalize d characteristi c influence s one' s politica l interes t an d vi -
sion, and tha t on e therefor e speak s a t least in part , if no t primarily , for a  par -
ticular constituency . The questio n the n become s whethe r o r no t thi s con -
stituency ha s been grante d th e right , o r a t leas t a  token right , to suc h polit -
ical representatio n an d publi c voice . 

In th e case s o f gende r an d race , most politician s toda y woul d asser t pub -
licly (whateve r thei r privat e views ) tha t wome n an d racia l minoritie s hav e a 
right t o suc h representation . Member s o f minorit y group s wh o spea k ou t 
on behal f o f racia l and gende r equalit y ar e increasingly admire d fo r further -
ing thei r civi l right s causes . However , thi s i s no t th e cas e fo r gay s an d les -
bians, who constitut e on e o f th e las t group s agains t w h o m publi c condem -
nation remain s acceptable . Certainly , ther e i s n o consensu s amon g eve n 
mainstream politician s tha t gay s and lesbian s deserv e politica l representatio n 
or voice . In fact , even Achtenberg' s Senat e supporter s ar e unwilling t o mak e 
such a  claim. To addres s thi s difficulty , the y nee d t o asser t that , unlike  wome n 
or Africa n America n politicians , Achtenberg's marginalize d characteristi c i s 
irrelevant t o he r politics . They mus t sho w tha t he r politica l view s ar e no t 
affected b y he r sexua l orientation , an d tha t sh e therefor e wil l no t becom e a 
spokesperson fo r a  gay an d lesbia n constituenc y o r a n advocat e fo r th e pur -
ported "ga y agenda. " 

Achtenberg's supporter s ar e caugh t i n a  dilemma : the y nee d a t onc e t o 
claim tha t sexua l orientatio n i s a n identit y lik e othe r marginalize d cate -
gories, such a s gende r an d race , and t o asser t tha t i t i s different . The y nee d 
to rejec t on e particula r implicatio n o f th e identit y clai m withou t disman -
tling th e framewor k o f identit y tha t enable s the m t o compar e gay s an d les -
bians t o othe r oppresse d minorities . The strateg y is , needless t o say , a risk y 
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one. While moderat e senator s migh t b e persuade d t o ceas e discriminatio n 
based o n th e clai m tha t sexua l orientatio n i s an irrelevant characteristi c o f 
identity, they wil l no t the n gran t tha t "irrelevant " characteristi c a  political 
voice. In granting this degree o f visibilit y to a  lesbian politician, they clai m 
the righ t t o withhol d voice , a strategy tha t permit s lesbian s an d gay s to b e 
seen but not heard. Achtenberg may be confirmed a s an out lesbian, but she 
may not speak as a lesbian o r on behalf o f lesbians . 

This tacit compromise effectivel y foreclose s an y public conversation tha t 
could arise from Achtenberg' s confirmation. I t therefore leaves the compul -
sory nature of heterosexuality and the dominant definition s an d institutions 
that privilege heterosexuality intact. It frees the senators from having to con-
cede that homosexuality i s an acceptable o r equa l alternative t o heterosex -
uality. Many o f th e senator s seem to find i t incumbent upo n the m t o con -
demn homosexualit y eve n i f the y suppor t Achtenberg' s nomination . 
Lieberman, who votes in favor of Achtenberg and even identifies himsel f as 
her friend (Nominations  1993 , 20), distances himself an d his colleagues fro m 
any tacit approval of homosexuality : "This is not a  vote on whether a  Sen-
ator accept s homosexuality , approves o f it , accepts i t a s the equa l o f a  het -
erosexual lifestyle. I do not" (S6213). Some senators might be convinced that 
Achtenberg, and lesbians and gays generally, should not be disqualified fro m 
holding offic e o n th e basi s o f sexua l orientatio n (a s is the cas e with race) . 
However, they are largely unwilling to suggest that lesbians and gays as such 
be give n a  voice i n nationa l politics— a concessio n al l bu t th e mos t pro -
foundly right-wing politicians generally grant to racial minorities, at least in 
public discourse . 

Thus Achtenberg's Senat e supporters, while willing to grant her visibility 
as a lesbian through their self-congratulatory discours e about social progress, 
are uniformly reluctan t to grant her voice  as a lesbian. She must promise no t 
to advocate for gay and lesbian rights, and her supporters must explain away 
and defend he r past activism on behalf o f suc h rights . The ostensibl e socia l 
progress achieve d throug h Achtenberg' s confirmatio n i s thereb y hel d i n 
check by the understanding tha t on e attain s such high status only by sacri-
ficing one' s righ t t o spea k a s a lesbian. On th e on e hand , as Torie Osborn , 
former directo r o f th e Nationa l Ga y an d Lesbia n Tas k Force , asserts , "A 
young lesbian coming up, secretive at college, can come ou t and have more 
hope for her life because there's a  Roberta Achtenber g a t HUD" (in Shep-
ard 1994 , A4). Stoddard likewise writes tha t Achtenberg' s achievemen t "se t 
new levels of aspiratio n for young lesbians and gay men who yearn for suc-
cess without sacrificin g thei r identities" (1993,45).Yet, on the other hand, if 



6 0 \f c CLINTON' S "DAM N LESBIAN " 

Achtenberg become s a  rol e mode l fo r ga y an d lesbia n yout h throug h he r 
success, she doe s s o a t th e cos t o f he r activis t politics , and thos e wh o wis h 
to mode l themselve s afte r he r lear n a  harsh lesso n abou t th e sacrifice s suc h 
an achievemen t entails . 

The dange r her e fo r th e lesbian an d ga y rights movemen t i s not onl y tha t 
the languag e o f thi s debat e denie s Achtenber g th e righ t t o spea k o n behal f 
of lesbian s an d gays . Through he r supporters ' ow n rhetoric , he r identifica -
tion wit h a  broader ga y and lesbian communit y i s itself eroded . The resul t i s 
that he r legitimac y a s a  nomine e fo r thi s positio n i s premised o n th e con -
trast between he r an d th e member s o f suc h a  community. Achtenberg s sup-
porters g o t o som e length s t o differentiat e an d isolat e he r fro m othe r gay s 
and lesbians . I n additio n t o thei r characterizatio n o f sexua l orientatio n a s 
"private conduct " (S6216 ) an d thei r assertio n tha t "he r persona l lif e shoul d 
have nothin g t o d o wit h thi s nomination, " the y buil d a n argumen t fo r he r 
integrity a s a politician precisely upon he r distinction  from othe r gay s and les-
bians. Boxer, responding t o th e characterizatio n o f lesbia n an d ga y right s a s 
a "specia l agenda, " doe s no t den y thi s descriptio n bu t instea d argue s tha t 
Achtenberg doe s no t shar e thi s agenda , thereb y disengagin g th e nomine e 
from th e struggl e fo r ga y an d lesbia n rights . Boxer note s tha t "i t i s a n issu e 
of grea t importanc e t o al l o f u s tha t w e d o no t confir m peopl e fo r th e p o -
sition o f Assistan t Secretary , o r a s Cabine t members , i f the y hav e a  specia l 
agenda an d the y ar e goin g t o pus h tha t agenda. " In Achtenberg s testimony , 
Boxer remind s th e senators , the candidat e asserte d he r understandin g tha t i f 
confirmed, he r job wil l be "t o enforc e fai r housin g laws, not t o push an y en -
velopes" (S6212) . 

Boxer goe s s o far a s to quot e fro m a  letter writte n b y Ar t Agnos , the for -
mer mayo r o f Sa n Francisco , relating a n inciden t i n whic h Achtenber g wa s 
criticized b y othe r gay s an d lesbians . Agnos write s tha t "th e sharpes t oppo -
sition t o he r wor k [a s a city supervisor ] cam e fro m a  small secto r o f th e les -
bian an d ga y community " wh o criticize d he r fo r "failin g t o subscrib e t o a 
single-issue approac h tha t advance d thei r ow n narro w agend a an d whic h 
would hav e ignore d th e need s o f othe r families . I t i s consistent wit h th e in -
tegrity tha t characterize d Robert a Achtenber g tha t she withstood suc h crit -
icism" (S6222) . I n citin g thi s example , Boxe r dissociate s Achtenber g fro m 
the pursui t o f "special " rights, at th e sam e tim e highlightin g th e selfis h ap -
peals o f othe r lesbian s an d gays . This rhetorica l strateg y effectivel y divide s 
"good" lesbian s an d gays—thos e wh o d o no t wor k t o advanc e thei r ow n 
rights—from "bad " ones—those concerne d onl y wit h thei r ow n specia l in -
terest agenda . This particula r discours e o f "support " simply repeat s a  histor -
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ical patter n o f oppression , familia r t o numerou s minorit y groups , tha t ad -
vances on e individua l a t the expens e o f th e grou p rathe r tha n enhancin g th e 
group's statu s throug h he r success . 

D I S P L A C I N G T H E C L O S E T 

Notably, in the discours e o f bot h Achtenber g supporter s an d opponents , the 
figure o f th e close t i s displaced b y th e metapho r o f "crossin g a  line" to de -
scribe th e libera l invitation , extended t o variou s minorit y group s a t variou s 
points i n history , to assimilat e an d therefor e attai n heightene d politica l sta -
tus. Onl y on e referenc e i s made t o th e figur e o f th e closet , midway throug h 
the three-da y debate , and eve n i n tha t instance , the allusio n i s quit e vague . 
Senator To m Harkin , speakin g i n suppor t o f Achtenberg' s nomination , 
states, "This i s one Senato r wh o believe s ther e i s more t o housin g tha n jus t 
closets." He continues , "I hav e alway s believed tha t peopl e shoul d b e judge d 
on th e basi s o f thei r abilities , no t upo n th e basi s o f fea r o r prejudice , un -
founded accusation s o r centuries-hel d belief s tha t w e no w fin d shoul d no t 
be hel d an y longer " (S6200) . In contras t t o th e close t metaphor , Riegl e in -
troduces th e notio n o f crossin g a  line i n hi s openin g statemen t durin g th e 
committee's nominatio n hearing . Addressing Achtenberg , Riegle states , "In 
a sense you ar e crossin g on e o f thos e invisibl e line s tha t w e hav e i n ou r so -
ciety i n term s o f thi s issu e tha t i s there raise d b y som e wit h respec t t o sex -
ual orientation " (Nominations  1993 , 30). He repeat s hi s openin g statemen t a t 
the beginnin g o f th e Senat e confirmatio n proceedings , establishin g a t th e 
outset th e framewor k withi n whic h Achtenberg' s "difference " an d he r ac -
complishment ar e t o b e viewed . 

Rather tha n suggestin g the ac t o f comin g out,  the metaphor o f a  line rep -
resents a n ac t o f comin g over  or comin g in,  emphasizing a n entranc e rathe r 
than a n exodus . More specifically , while "comin g out " leaves ambiguous th e 
nature o f th e ne w location , "coming over " is quite explici t i n identifying th e 
site a t which th e ac t concludes . Coming ove r clearl y indicate s th e assimila -
tion o f tha t whic h wa s "Other, " distan t an d distinct , t o tha t whic h i s self , 
nearby an d similar . The figur e o f a  line solidifies , in a  different manne r tha n 
does th e closet , the oppositio n betwee n heterosexualit y an d homosexuality . 
In th e close t metaphor , th e relationshi p betwee n insid e an d outsid e allow s 
for som e complexity . Thi s metapho r implie s tha t gay s an d lesbian s ar e 
"locked away " by those who condem n us , but i t also suggests that we achiev e 
a degre e o f safet y b y lockin g thos e sam e peopl e out . The close t ma y suffo -
cate u s ye t i t ma y protec t us ; it ma y b e externall y impose d o r strategicall y 
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chosen. Thi s understandin g continuall y undermine s a  unifie d o r stabl e 
meaning, makin g th e determinatio n o f perspectiv e alway s ambiguou s an d 
undecidable. 

Although th e metapho r o f th e close t ha s it s ow n limitation s a s a  mean s 
of representin g th e complexitie s o f lesbia n an d ga y oppression , it does com -
municate th e feeling o f bein g wholly surrounded . I t thereby hint s a t the nu -
merous an d interconnecte d form s o f oppressio n tha t impos e invisibilit y an d 
silence. The figur e o f th e close t convey s a  sense o f ho w heterosexua l insti -
tutions envelo p lesbia n an d ga y individual s an d communities . I t suggest s 
how ou r hiddennes s place s u s i n a  particular "outside r within " statu s tha t i s 
not entirel y comparabl e wit h th e experienc e o f other , more easil y identifi -
able minorit y groups . Suc h a  statu s ma y see m particularl y threatenin g be -
cause gay s and lesbians ar e already within ou r society' s mos t intimat e spaces : 
families, schools , workplaces, synagogues , and churches . For thi s reason , w e 
cannot b e exclude d b y th e sam e mean s an d wit h th e sam e certaint y a s ar e 
members o f othe r minorit y groups ; ou r exclusio n mus t b e accomplishe d 
through alternat e means . T o b e i n a  closet , i n thi s context , i s t o b e se -
questered within , rathe r tha n exile d without . I t i s a t onc e treacherou s fo r 
those "inside " and threatenin g t o thos e "outside, " because i t i s banishmen t 
to a  place very clos e t o th e oppressor . The "closet " is inside  the oppressor's own 
home, and s o it represents a  very particular an d highl y contradictor y positio n 
of marginality . Th e close t metapho r acknowledge s tha t thos e who m th e 
mainstream attempt s t o exclud e ar e always within, making th e dividin g line s 
between "us " and " them " extremel y precarious . The maintenanc e o f thes e 
lines demand s constan t vigilanc e fro m thos e wh o desir e t o kee p suc h 
boundaries intact . 

The notio n o f crossin g a  line, in contras t t o th e close t metaphor , rhetor -
ically situate s th e oppresse d grou p a t a  mor e distance d position . Line s ar e 
used, literally an d figuratively , t o divid e "us " from " them " (Nav a an d Daw -
idoff 1994 , 70) . This implici t divisio n i s born e ou t blatantl y i n a  commen t 
made b y Senato r Ala n Simpson . Despite hi s state d belie f tha t "sexua l pref -
erence . . . shoul d no t b e a  disqualifying factor, " Simpson make s th e startlin g 
assertion tha t "Ms . Achtenberg wil l no t b e simpl y presidin g ove r an d mak -
ing judgments tha t effec t [sic]  peopl e wh o ar e solely citizen s o f he r country . 
It i s ou r country , an d ou r Government " (S6355) . Simpson offer s n o furthe r 
explanation o f wha t h e mean s b y thi s referenc e t o "he r country. " However , 
his commen t offer s vivi d evidenc e tha t "i n thi s (hetero)sexis t socia l ontol -
ogy, there ar e tw o distinc t groups : 'Americans' and 'gays and lesbians' " (Phe -
lan 1995 , 196). 
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Because i t create s fals e opposition s an d simplifie s comple x relationships , 
the metaphor o f crossin g a line misleads in a  variety o f ways . The imag e pre -
sumes no t onl y a n infallibl e definitio n o f homosexualit y bu t als o a  clear bi -
ological differentiatio n betwee n heterosexual s an d homosexuals . I t thereb y 
fortifies th e bound s o f heterosexuality , suc h tha t "we " an d "they " ar e dis -
tributed o n respectiv e "sides. " There i s no possibilit y o f confusion , n o nee d 
for potentiall y uncomfortabl e questionin g o f th e self . This vie w preclude s 
any suggestio n tha t apparentl y biologica l categorie s ar e themselves  con -
structed, that "wha t w e believ e t o b e a  physical an d direc t perception i s onl y 
a sophisticate d an d mythi c construction , a n 'imaginary formation' " (Witti g 
1993, 104) . Nor ca n ther e b e an y possibilit y o f perceivin g th e categorie s o f 
biology no t a s bipolar bu t a s disperse d an d differentiate d acros s a  spectru m 
of possibilities . The presumabl y "natural " binary oppositio n o f heterosexu -
ality/homosexuality i s never calle d int o question . 

This linguisti c divisio n recur s throughou t th e Achtenber g debate . Th e 
clear distinctio n represente d b y th e figur e o f a  line i s particularly necessar y 
to establis h i n thi s cas e because , as the metapho r o f th e close t suggests , gays 
and lesbian s ar e no t identifiabl y outsider s bu t ar e hidde n instea d withi n so -
ciety's mos t sacre d institutions . The metapho r o f a  line erase s th e ambiguit y 
that surround s th e definitio n an d classificatio n o f homosexual s an d substi -
tutes a  distinctiv e "Otherness. " Throug h thi s alternat e metaphor , visibl e 
and/or voca l gay s an d lesbian s ca n b e perceive d a s exile d without , observ -
ably different , an d clearl y distinguishable throug h wha t ar e perceived a s their 
"reprehensible" action s an d th e flauntin g o f thei r infamou s "lifestyle. " Th e 
images an d locale s tha t Achtenberg' s opponent s reference—mos t notabl y 
those o f th e ga y bathhouses an d th e ga y an d lesbia n prid e parade—ar e use d 
to represen t gay s and lesbians as visibly differen t (no t like us) an d a s outsider s 
(not amon g us) . This rhetorica l exil e i s a  crucia l strateg y fo r opponents , a 
means o f establishin g an d maintainin g clea r boundarie s despit e th e exis -
tence o f gay s an d lesbian s withi n al l institutions , despite th e resoundin g ac -
curacy o f th e lesbia n an d ga y right s sloga n "W e Ar e Everywhere. " 

The metapho r o f crossin g a  line , however , oversimplifie s no t onl y 
through th e deceptiv e clarit y o f it s insider/outside r dichotomy . I t als o mis -
leads by forwarding a n understandin g o f oppressio n no t a s a systematic net -
work o f obstacle s bu t rathe r a s a  singl e barrie r t o b e overcome . Onc e a 
group ha s crosse d th e line , the barrie r i s instantly removed . As an expressio n 
of an y oppresse d group' s experience , such a  model i s misrepresentative an d 
reductive. "Th e experienc e o f oppresse d peopl e i s tha t th e livin g o f one' s 
life i s confined an d shape d b y forces an d barrier s whic h . . . ar e systematical -
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ly relate d t o eac h othe r i n suc h a  way a s to catc h on e betwee n an d amon g 
them an d restric t o r penalize motio n i n an y direction . It is the experienc e o f 
being cage d in " (Fry e 1983 , 4).15 This descriptio n illuminate s th e comple x 
and systemic  characte r o f oppressio n an d suggest s th e unyieldin g qualit y o f 
oppression tha t ma y persis t afte r on e o r mor e o f th e barrier s ar e removed . 

The metapho r o f crossin g the lin e replace s th e ambivalenc e surroundin g 
the relativ e gain s an d losse s involve d i n comin g ou t o f th e close t wit h a 
clear-cut notio n o f movemen t fro m a  worse t o a  better place , an imag e o f 
achievement tha t suggest s th e unequivoca l an d irrevocabl e succes s o f cross -
ing a  finis h line . I t suggest s a s wel l th e linearit y o f a  group' s progress , i n 
which har d wor k an d goo d behavio r ar e rewarded wit h permissio n t o cros s 
over into a  position o f greate r privilege and , implicitly, of greate r mora l up -
rightness. This i s suggeste d b y Lot t s remark tha t hi s job i s t o conside r th e 
appropriateness o f th e candidat e based on "thei r ethica l conflict , if they hav e 
any, an d whethe r o r no t the y hav e an y lega l problems " (S6092) . Similarly , 
Simpson, opposing confirmation , complain s tha t "we ar e al l entitled t o pub -
lic servant s wh o a t leas t liste n an d tr y t o b e objective " (S6355) . Such state -
ments impl y tha t ga y an d lesbia n politica l candidates , lik e othe r minorit y 
candidates historically , are morally suspec t by virtue o f thei r difference , thei r 
presumed allegianc e t o a  specia l interes t group , and thei r consequen t ulte -
rior motives . If the y ca n overcom e th e inheren t mora l inferiorit y conveye d 
by thei r differenc e an d fre e themselve s o f thes e purporte d biases , then the y 
may b e judged capabl e o f servin g a s political representatives . 

Although th e expressio n "crossin g a  line " ofte n signifie s a  transgressiv e 
act, thi s sens e o f th e phras e i s virtuall y absen t fro m th e discours e o f Ach -
tenberg's supporters , who us e th e phras e onl y t o conve y a  sanctione d tra -
versal. The lin e represent s a  degree o f expecte d conformity , a s Murkowski' s 
comments illustrate : "I thin k tha t w e al l have a n obligatio n t o som e degre e 
for conformit y withi n bound s I f we ar e too ou t o f conformit y . . . some -
body i s going t o sa y hey , you ar e a  little ou t o f line. " Such lines , then, mar k 
off "certai n bound s withi n whic h w e shoul d b e expecte d t o conform " 
(S6169).16 I n thi s sense , the ver y possibilit y o f comin g ou t a s an ac t o f self -
determination chose n b y gay s an d lesbian s i s steadfastly suppressed . I t i s re -
placed, instead , b y a  benig n crossin g i n respons e t o th e beckonin g o f th e 
powers-that-be, wher e th e initiativ e an d impetu s ar e clearl y o n th e sid e o f 
the senators . 

While Achtenberg' s supporter s avoi d th e transgressiv e connotation s o f 
"crossing th e line, " her opponent s deplo y th e metapho r i n a  quite differen t 
manner. Th e notio n o f transgressio n i s bot h implicitl y an d explicitl y pre -

….
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sent i n opponents ' discourse , portraying th e crossin g o f establishe d bound -
aries as an unacceptable incursio n int o sacre d territory . Helms turn s Riegle' s 
words aroun d whe n h e characterize s th e Bankin g Committee' s nominatio n 
hearing a s a  "love-in" for Achtenberg . Helm s tell s hi s Senat e colleagues , " I 
wish yo u coul d rea d th e statemen t tha t th e chairma n mad e just lik e i t was a 
time fo r celebratio n tha t th e Presiden t o f th e Unite d State s ha s crossed  a line 
and ha s nominate d a  lesbian fo r hig h Governmen t office " (S6207 ; emphasi s 
mine). Senator Slad e Gorto n als o emphasize s wha t h e see s a s inappropriat e 
public behavio r o n Achtenberg' s part , arguin g tha t "ther e i s a  crucia l dis -
tinction betwee n legitimat e advocac y o f a n agend a an d a  hostil e an d irre -
sponsible intoleranc e o f thos e wh o d o no t shar e tha t agenda , between spir -
ited advocac y an d punitiv e harassment . Ms . Achtenber g crossed  this line' 
(S6349; emphasis mine). 17 

Significantly, bot h supporter s an d opponent s sugges t tha t th e lin e bein g 
crossed wit h thi s nominatio n i s on e o f inclusio n rathe r tha n visibilit y Tha t 
is, Achtenberg's nominatio n i s seen a s significant i n tha t i t ostensibl y mark s 
the "firs t t ime " a lesbian o r ga y ma n ha s bee n nominate d fo r a  cabine t pos t 
(S6099), crossin g fro m outside r t o inside r status . This contentio n i s mos t 
likely incorrect . What make s Achtenberg' s nominatio n a  firs t i s tha t sh e i s 
openly lesbian , an d tha t thi s fac t i s therefor e a  subjec t o f ope n discussio n 
among th e senators . I t i s highl y unlikel y tha t i n th e histor y o f America n 
government ther e hav e bee n n o nominee s t o hig h offic e wh o woul d fi t th e 
most commo n definitio n o f homosexual—on e whos e sexua l and affectiona l 
preferences ar e fo r member s o f one' s ow n sex . In thi s way , the metapho r o f 
the lin e mislead s u s int o acceptin g th e narrowes t possibl e definitio n o f h o -
mosexuality b y suggestin g tha t onl y "announced" o r "out" gays and lesbian s 
are gay o r lesbian . This interpretatio n permit s supporter s an d opponent s t o 
agree confidentl y tha t Achtenberg' s nominatio n i s unprecedented , thu s 
avoiding th e disquietin g possibilit y tha t closete d gay s and lesbian s hav e hel d 
important politica l appointment s historicall y an d tha t the y d o s o currently . 

Because th e metapho r o f crossin g a  line equate s th e politic s o f gay s an d 
lesbians wit h thos e o f othe r minorit y groups , it highlight s intergrou p simi -
larities whil e suppressin g distinctiv e features . Suc h a  discours e obscure s 
those element s tha t ar e specifi c t o ga y and lesbia n identities , such a s "closet -
edness" and a  particular insider/outside r status . In thi s way , it neutralize s th e 
intrinsic challeng e tha t homosexualit y present s t o heterosexis t institutions . 
Homosexuality i s already hidde n withi n heterosexualit y an d it s institutions . 
The natur e o f it s challeng e t o dominan t cultur e thu s differ s i n importan t 
ways fro m th e challenge s presente d b y difference s o f gende r o r race . Th e 
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metaphor als o disguises the way in which heterosexualit y itsel f i s a defaul t 
category that can be perceived only in relation to its opposite, homosexual-
ity. The categor y of "heterosexuals" relies for its definition an d clarity upon 
the existence of a group of "homosexuals" who constitute a distinct and ob-
servable category of outsiders . Only through thei r exclusion can heterosex-
uality define it s borders. Upholding the category of "homosexuality" is thus 
crucial for shorin g up these inherently unstabl e boundaries (Halle y 1991) . 

By presenting homosexuals a s a single entity , the line metaphor borrow s 
from the closet metaphor a  tendency to subsume lesbians' and gay men's ex-
periences under the broader category of "homosexuality," thus denying each 
its particularity an d difference. "Heterosexuality i s the paradigm, and all de-
viations from it constitute a single category." Within such a framework, "that 
lesbians, gay men, and bisexual women an d men migh t have legally distinc t 
concerns is unimagined" (Robson 1992 , 85).The result is most often a  priv-
ileging o f white , professional ga y mal e experience , whil e attentio n i s di -
verted away from lesbian specificity. This is an especially disturbing omission 
if we accept Rita Mae Brown's assessment that "lesbians are as different fro m 
gay men a s straight women ar e from straigh t men" (in Kasindorf 1993 , 35). 

In the identification o f Achtenberg as a representative of lesbians and gay 
men, lesbianism is concealed within the male-identified categor y o f homo -
sexuality This is evident i n Helms s use of th e male image in the ga y pride 
float t o sabotage the female imag e o f Achtenberg' s family . Equating lesbian 
sexuality with gay male sexuality obscures important difference s i n how th e 
two are perceived and publicly discussed. Lesbian sexuality and relationships 
are often portraye d quit e differently than , and evoke responses quit e differ -
ent from, gay male sexuality an d relationships . At the sam e time, this equa -
tion ignore s o r denies  th e connection s betwee n lesbianis m an d feminis m 
and between lesbians and heterosexual women. 18 

Such a  rhetorical strateg y conceal s th e fac t tha t no t sexualit y alon e bu t 
gender itsel f i s at stake in this debate. Attacks on homosexuality ar e under -
girded by a condemnation o f thos e who ar e perceived a s refusing o r failin g 
to fulfill thei r assigned gender role. Achtenberg is condemned by opponent s 
for he r inadequacy as  a woman, as evidenced b y both he r "poor judgment" 
and he r failur e t o confor m t o politica l propriety . If lesbianis m i s linked t o 
rebellious behavior and poor judgment, it is additionally and unsurprisingl y 
associated wit h insufficien t femininity . Achtenber g i s repeatedly criticize d 
for action s tha t ar e viewed a s falling outsid e th e rang e o f acceptabl e femi -
nine behavior . Yet i n a  classi c exampl e o f oppression' s doubl e bin d (Fry e 
1983), Achtenberg i s also criticize d fo r failing s associate d wit h a  feminin e 
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gender role . She i s represente d a t variou s place s i n th e discussio n eithe r a s 
exhibiting insufficientl y feminin e behavio r or , conversely, as embodying to o 
many o f th e negativ e stereotype s o f women . 

As a  woman, Achtenberg i s depicted b y opponent s a s irrational, enslave d 
by he r emotions , and possessin g inferio r power s o f judgment. Suc h charac -
teristics hav e lon g bee n associate d wit h stereotype s o f women . Senato r 
Christopher Bon d comments , "Ms . Achtenber g ha s a  tendenc y t o le t he r 
passions an d ideologica l inclination s overshado w he r judgment " (S6176) . 
Rather tha n bein g admire d fo r he r conviction s an d commitment , Achten -
berg i s censured fo r standin g u p fo r he r beliefs . Senator Do n Nickle s states , 
"She ha s been s o adaman t i n he r belie f an d he r activis m tha t he r judgmen t 
and impartialit y ar e clouded " (S6210) . Moreover, som e opponent s emplo y 
language tha t explicitl y belittle s her . I n on e example , Simpso n states , "I a m 
not personall y convince d tha t Ms . Achtenberg ha s demonstrate d tha t leve l 
of maturity , objectivity, and fairnes s a s to warran t m y suppor t o f he r confir -
mation t o thi s importan t position " (S6355) . O n anothe r occasion , Helm s 
refers t o he r demeaningl y a s a  "lady" who, he implies , threw th e equivalen t 
of a  temper tantru m whe n "he r littl e resolution " was vetoe d (S6101) . 

In critiquin g he r tmfeminin e demeanor , Helms characterize s Achtenber g 
as "pushy , demeaning , demanding ; sh e i s a  mea n person , mean-spirited " 
(S6100). Such term s describ e th e antithesi s o f th e feminin e idea l in Wester n 
culture. Achtenber g hersel f viewe d thi s commen t a s a n attac k o n he r no t 
only a s a woman but , in particular , as a Jewish woman . I n a n intervie w wit h 
the Jewish Bulletin  of  Northern  California  afte r he r confirmation , sh e com -
mented o n th e implie d anti-Semitis m o f thi s characterization : "Ther e wa s 
no questio n i t wa s anti-Semitic , an d ther e wa s misogyn y a s well . .  . . Every 
chance the y got , they calle d me pushy . I don't thin k I ' m th e onl y Jewish per -
son wh o ha s though t i t [i s anti-Semitic] whe n someon e say s 'pushy'Jewis h 
people kno w wha t tha t means " (Wolkof f 1993 , 1) . Achtenberg's rabbi , Yoel 
Kahn, wh o wa s presen t a t th e Bankin g Committee' s nominatio n hearing , 
agreed tha t pushy  i s on e o f th e "cod e word s fo r Jews a s well a s for wome n 
who ar e i n leadershi p positions " (Wolkof f 1993 , 41). 

The Republicans ' them e o f "meanness " continue s wit h Lott' s criticis m 
that Achtenber g "ha s no t bee n just a  passive lawyer . . . . Sh e ha s bee n a n ag-
gressive activist i n representin g a  lot o f extremis t positions " (S6179; emphasis 
mine). This familia r passive/activ e oppositio n provide s a  clear paralle l t o th e 
dichotomy o f femininity/masculinity , condemnin g Achtenber g fo r failin g 
to b e feminin e i n he r predominantl y mal e profession . On e wonder s wh o 
would applau d a  "passiv e lawyer " o r nominat e he r fo r a n influentia l gov -
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ernment job . Nevertheless , Lot t use s thi s assessmen t t o assur e th e senator s 
that "thi s i s no t som e nic e middle-of-the-road , pleasant[, ] well-educated , 
well-trained, well-qualifie d perso n tha t ha s neve r show n an y indicatio n o f 
intolerance o r extremism. " Instead, he warns , "there i s too muc h o f a  recor d 
of aggressiv e advocac y tha t involve s punishment , retribution , intimidatio n 
and .  . .  intolerance o f differen t views " (S6180) . Achtenberg i s als o accuse d 
by Senato r Malcol m Wallo p o f carryin g ou t "coercion " an d "threats " 
(S6104), by Senato r Charle s Grassle y o f "persecution " (S6354) , and b y Sen -
ator Phi l Gram m o f havin g "a long histor y o f engagin g in vendetta s agains t 
people wit h w h o m [she ] disagreed " (S6222) . 

Achtenbergs supporter s respon d t o suc h attack s b y emphasizin g thos e 
positive trait s sh e possesse s tha t ar e stereotypicall y feminine . They focu s i n 
particular o n he r nurturanc e an d he r skil l a t gainin g cooperatio n fro m var -
ious people. Feinstein remarks tha t those who kno w Achtenber g bes t "kno w 
her a s a sensitive individual , a caring individual . We als o know he r a s a rathe r 
quiet individual " (S6200) . Boxe r notes , "Robert a Achtenber g i s a  healin g 
person. Sh e bring s peopl e together. " Sh e highlight s Achtenberg s "abilitie s 
to brin g peopl e together , t o solv e problems , to buil d coalitions , to liste n t o 
all sides" (S6092). She explicitl y reject s Helm s s characterization o f Achten -
berg, arguing , "She i s a  good perso n .  . . she i s not push y an d sh e i s not de -
meaning an d sh e is not demandin g an d sh e is not mean " (S6115) . She quote s 
from a  lette r t o defen d Achtenber g agains t a  negativ e femal e stereotype : 
"Roberta i s neithe r shril l no r uncompromising " (S6116) . I t i s difficul t t o 
imagine an y ma n needin g t o respon d t o accusation s tha t h e i s shrill . Finally, 
Boxer characterize s th e Senat e debate , in brief , as an ac t o f "tearin g dow n a 
good woman " (S6208) . While thes e claim s ar e no t harmfu l o r demeanin g i n 
themselves, they illustrat e th e constraint s tha t ar e place d o n he r supporters . 
They fee l the y mus t portra y Achtenber g a s conformin g t o a n appropriat e 
gender rol e yet not fallin g victim t o th e stereotypica l weaknesses o f tha t role . 

Achtenbergs action s a s a  politician, a s wel l a s he r associatio n wit h wha t 
is viewed a s a  hostile an d threatenin g communit y o f gay s an d lesbians , dis-
credit he r i n th e eye s o f opponent s a s an acceptabl e woman . The argumen t 
of Achtenberg' s opponent s tha t lesbians an d ga y men promot e thei r lifestyl e 
by enforcin g thei r ow n politica l agend a invoke s a  conspirac y theory , fash -
ionable i n som e right-win g politica l circles , tha t gay s an d lesbian s ar e at -
tempting t o impose a  secret agend a o n unsuspectin g Americans , particularly 
on susceptibl e America n youth . Whil e th e accusatio n o f a  conspirac y i s 
never explicitl y expresse d i n thi s debate , i t i s insinuate d b y he r opponents , 
with Achtenber g see n a s a  leader o f thes e subversiv e forces . There i s mor e 
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than a  hint o f "unladylike " aggression an d eve n violence i n th e discussio n 
of th e ga y an d lesbia n community' s allege d effort s t o impos e a  particula r 
lifestyle o n th e America n public . This aggressio n i s attribute d directl y t o 
Achtenberg, as well as to the gay and lesbian community with whom sh e is 
associated. Grassley, for example , accuses Achtenber g an d gay s generally o f 
"forcing homosexualit y upo n thos e who oppos e thi s lifestyle an d al l it en -
tails" (S6354). Helms insist s more forcefully , "Th e homosexua l communit y 
is trying to ram their way of life down someon e else' s throat" (S6207).Thi s 
"way o f life"  an d it s representative s ar e viewe d a s insidious , thoroughl y 
immoral, an d utterl y destructive . The ga y an d lesbia n communit y an d it s 
representatives ar e thereb y portraye d a s the oppressor s rathe r tha n th e op -
pressed. This reversa l i s accomplished throug h a  "devious proces s o f inver -
sion," by which "gay s and lesbians are cast as not .  . . vulnerable t o discrim -
ination, violence and indignity, but as aggressors against a vulnerable society, 
able to 'force ou r agenda down unwilling throats'" (Cerullo 1990,13—14) . In 
the service o f thi s reversal, Smith characterize s Achtenber g a s "one who , if 
she had her way, would shut down al l the Boy Scout troops in America an d 
replace them with se x clubs festering wit h disease " (S6216). 

Achtenberg s conflict wit h the Boy Scouts is the example her opponent s 
use repeatedly to illustrate the threat she poses to American values. Achten-
berg served o n th e board o f director s o f th e Unite d Way of th e Bay Area , 
which had a policy requiring al l organizations i t funded t o practice nondis -
crimination base d o n "race , national origin , gender , age , status o f havin g 
been involve d i n militar y service , marital status , sexual orientation , disabil-
ity and the like" (Nominations 1993 , 36). It came to the board's attention tha t 
the Boy Scouts, a recipient of United Way funds, refused t o provide services 
for ga y o r bisexua l boy s an d prohibite d openl y ga y me n fro m becomin g 
scout leaders . The Unite d Way the n directe d a  task forc e (o f whic h Ach -
tenberg was not a member) to investigate the matter. The task force reporte d 
to th e boar d tha t th e charge s o f discriminatio n wer e true . The board , in -
cluding Achtenberg , the n vote d unanimousl y t o ceas e fundin g th e Bo y 
Scouts organization unles s and unti l i t changed it s rules to provide service s 
for al l boys on a nondiscriminatory basis (Nominations  1993 , 36). In addition, 
Achtenberg introduced a  resolution to transfer $6 million of city money ou t 
of th e Bank o f America , which continue d t o fun d th e Boy Scout s despit e 
their discriminatory policies. At her nomination hearing , Achtenberg is also 
accused o f urgin g th e Sa n Francisc o Schoo l Boar d t o ba r th e Bo y Scout s 
from usin g public school facilities, although thi s charge is not borne ou t by 
the evidenc e presented (Nominations  1993 , 36—37). 
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Achtenbergs opponent s argu e repeatedl y tha t he r "effort s t o destro y th e 
Boy Scou t troop s i n th e Sa n Francisc o Ba y Area " (S6215 ) represen t a 
"vendetta" (Nominations  1993 , 79; S6093; S6222).They cit e thi s inciden t t o 
confirm thei r accusation s o f bot h he r perversit y an d he r poo r judgment . 
She i s reproached fo r bein g "more tha n a  critic. She ha s been th e ringleade r 
of a n ideologica l crusad e t o remak e th e Bo y Scout s i n he r ow n image " 
(S6348). On e quotatio n fro m Achtenberg , take n fro m a n Associate d Pres s 
article publishe d i n Augus t 1991 , is repeate d seve n differen t time s i n th e 
transcript o f th e debate. 19 The quotatio n reads : "Do w e want childre n learn -
ing the values of a n organization tha t provides characte r building exclusivel y 
for straight , God-fearing mal e children? " Her attitud e towar d th e Boy Scou t 
organization i s characterized b y Smit h a s that o f a  "Scoutophobe . . . hack -
ing awa y a t th e value s hel d b y Bo y Scouts " (S6216) . 

This discussio n portray s th e Bo y Scout s a s the embodimen t o f al l tha t i s 
admirable abou t heterosexua l masculinit y and , by extension , heterosexualit y 
in general . Achtenberg s politic s presumabl y attac k al l this : "Th e Scout s 
teach youn g me n t o valu e importan t things , such a s honor , integrity , hon -
esty, duty, God, country, and family " (S62i5).Thu s Achtenberg s statemen t i s 
interpreted a s a  rejection o f tha t whic h i s good an d righ t abou t patriarcha l 
America. Helm s argues , "The Scou t oat h say s ' On m y hono r a s a  Scout , I 
will d o m y bes t t o d o m y dut y t o Go d an d m y countr y an d t o obe y th e 
Scout law; to hel p othe r people a t al l times; to kee p mysel f physicall y strong , 
mentally awake , and morall y straight. ' .  . . These ar e th e value s tha t were — 
and stil l are—unde r assault " (S6206) . Finally , Lot t complains , "Thi s lad y i s 
not attackin g som e extremis t group , for heave n s sake. She i s going afte r th e 
Boy Scouts . She migh t a s well be goin g afte r motherhood " (S6180). 20 

In contras t t o th e equatio n o f heterosexua l masculinit y an d dut y t o Go d 
with th e clean-cu t imag e o f th e Boy Scouts , homosexuality i s represented b y 
the se x club s o r bathhouse s tha t Achtenber g fough t t o kee p ope n a t th e be -
ginning o f th e AID S crisis , an d b y th e value s presumabl y associate d wit h 
them: "Sex club s encourag e anonymou s sex , promiscuity, unsafe se x an d th e 
spread o f AIDS " (S6352) . Achtenbergs one-tim e suppor t o f thes e club s i s 
presented a s further evidenc e o f he r perversio n an d o f th e kin d o f Americ a 
she would impose , given the chance . She is described a s "a radical liberal wh o 
is hostil e t o th e value s hel d b y th e Bo y Scout s ye t woul d fiercel y defen d 
promiscuous, dangerou s sex " (S6216) . Despite th e fac t tha t lesbian s di d no t 
participate in the bathhouse culture , Achtenberg i s seen as doubly implicated . 
She i s found guilt y base d o n bot h he r presume d membershi p i n th e subcul -
ture tha t perpetuate d th e "immoral " lifestyle o f th e bathhouse s an d he r de -
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cision a s a  politician t o tr y t o kee p the m open . Smit h claim s Achtenber g i s 
"the only " American wh o coul d believ e tha t "th e Bo y Scout s ar e a n insidi -
ous grou p ben t o n underminin g societ y whil e se x club s ar e a  valuable insti -
tution tha t provide s importan t cultura l stability " (S6216). Helms refer s t o he r 
as a "militantly activis t lesbian" in th e sam e sentenc e tha t h e discusse s her re -
fusal "t o shu t dow n th e so-calle d publi c bathhouse s i n Sa n Francisco , where 
hoards [sic]  of homosexual s wer e engagin g i n thei r perverte d activities " 
(S6352). In a  similar vein , he condemn s "th e pornographic  and blasphemous  ac-
tivities durin g las t year' s Sa n Francisc o Ga y Prid e parad e le d b y Robert a 
Achtenberg an d he r partner—an d thei r son " (S6332 ; emphasis mine) . 

As th e Bo y Scout s becom e th e repositor y fo r a  sacred heterosexua l mas -
culinity an d Achtenberg' s ow n femininit y i s attacked , th e discussio n in -
evitably turn s t o Achtenberg' s son . Opponent s questio n he r capabilit y an d 
even he r legitimac y a s a  parent . I n fact , Achtenberg' s ow n unconventiona l 
family structur e an d th e questionin g o f he r parenta l judgment i n bringin g 
her so n t o a  ga y an d lesbia n prid e parad e coincid e neatl y wit h Lott' s sug -
gestion tha t Achtenberg , throug h he r action s relate d t o th e Bo y Scouts , has 
as good a s attacke d motherhood . Th e issue s o f Achtenberg' s view s regard -
ing families an d he r relationshi p wit h he r ow n partne r an d so n tak e o n con -
siderable importanc e fo r a  cabine t positio n largel y concerne d wit h helpin g 
families, particularly familie s wit h children . 

This issu e mark s ye t anothe r sit e a t which th e public/privat e distinctio n 
begins t o rupture . The continuit y betwee n privat e value s an d publi c com -
mitments i s highlighted b y th e long-standin g debat e ove r America n "fam -
ily values." The debat e ove r families an d famil y value s permeates th e confir -
mation hearing , although i t surfaces onl y intermittently. Attention i s focuse d 
on Achtenberg' s ow n family , including her partner,Judge Mar y Morgan , and 
their son , who wa s bor n afte r Morga n wa s artificiall y inseminated . Achten -
berg's opponents condem n th e parenting behavior o f Achtenber g an d Mor -
gan. They particularl y criticiz e th e women' s decisio n t o rid e wit h thei r so n 
in the Sa n Francisc o Ga y and Lesbian Pride marc h o n a  float carryin g a  ban-
ner tha t read : "Celebrating Ou r Famil y Values." During th e parade , Achten -
berg an d Morga n "hugge d eac h othe r an d a t on e point , they embrace d an d 
kissed eac h othe r fervently " (S6100 ) i n th e presenc e o f thei r son . Nickle s 
asks, "Wha t kin d o f environmen t i s tha t t o b e showin g a  7-year-old? " 
(S6210). Helms add s hi s condemnatio n b y presentin g a  newspaper articl e i n 
which th e famil y relationshi p itsel f i s challenged , throug h a  referenc e t o 
Achtenberg an d Morgan' s "clai m t o b e hi s 'parents'" (S6333) . Even biologi -
cal kinship i s thrown int o question , a s though a  lesbian wh o bear s a  child i s 
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not legitimatel y th e child' s mother . A t th e sam e time , the clai m o f a  gay o r 
lesbian partner t o a  family relationshi p wit h th e chil d i s ridiculed outright. 21 

Achtenbergs relationshi p t o thi s nontraditiona l famil y i s th e inevitabl e 
lead-in t o th e questio n o f famil y values , the catchword s o f Georg e Bush' s 
presidential campaig n an d o f th e religiou s righ t i n opposin g homosexuality . 
Both side s dra w o n issue s o f famil y t o suppor t thei r positions . Achtenberg s 
supporters ar e carefu l t o specif y he r involvemen t i n th e Parent-Teache r 
Association (PTA ) a t he r son' s schoo l whe n referrin g t o he r involvemen t i n 
"numerous organizations " (S6oQi).The y als o emphasiz e he r loyalt y t o he r 
family o f origin , particularly he r brother : "Because o f Ms . Achtenbergs fa -
milial experienc e wit h a  brother wh o wa s disabled , she ha s been sensitiv e t o 
disability issues " (S6109) . Her opponents ' contrastin g vie w i s state d bluntl y 
by Helms , quoting a  Boy Scou t spokesman : "We don' t believ e homosexual s 
provide a  role model consisten t with . . . family values " (S6099). Achtenbergs 
"attack" o n th e Bo y Scout s translate s int o a  rejectio n o f al l thing s Ameri -
can, from masculinit y t o motherhood . I t serve s a s the representativ e cas e o f 
her underminin g o f famil y values , which organization s lik e th e Bo y Scout s 
are see n t o uphold . 

Yet th e firs t mentio n o f famil y value s durin g th e nominatio n hearin g i s 
made no t b y a n opponen t bu t b y Boxer , a n Achtenber g supporter , mos t 
likely i n a n attemp t t o forestal l th e inevitabl e famil y value s debate . A t th e 
beginning o f th e discussio n sh e asserts , "Roberta Achtenber g alread y ha s 
been a  champion fo r families wit h children " (S6092).Boxer read s a  letter sh e 
wrote wit h seve n othe r Achtenber g supporters , i n whic h the y emphasiz e 
that Achtenber g ha s bee n " a stron g advocat e fo r th e right s o f familie s an d 
children" (S6098) . Boxer ask s Achtenberg t o tel l the committe e "abou t you r 
very importan t figh t tha t mad e histor y i n Sa n Francisco , which wa s t o pas s 
a loca l ordinanc e whic h stoppe d discriminatio n agains t familie s wit h chil -
dren. Because whe n I  thin k o f famil y values , I very muc h thin k abou t i t . . . 
I thin k tha t show s wher e you r prioritie s are " (Nominations  1993 , 39). Boxer, 
like othe r supporters , counters th e right-win g discours e o f famil y value s b y 
presenting evidenc e o f Achtenber g s positive work i n helping disadvantage d 
families gai n equa l acces s t o fai r housing . 

As th e discours e o f femininit y ultimatel y come s t o res t i n th e issu e o f 
motherhood, s o th e discours e o f famil y value s gain s muc h o f it s legitimac y 
from it s religiou s foundation . I n thi s way , religion inevitabl y make s it s wa y 
into th e debat e a s well. Here agai n lie s hotly conteste d territory , particularl y 
in ligh t o f th e standar d Christia n anti-ga y argumen t tha t homosexualit y i s 
prohibited b y th e Bible , tha t i t defie s th e wil l o f Go d an d s o i s inherentl y 
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sinful. I t i s hardl y surprising , then , tha t bot h opponent s an d supporter s at -
tempt t o stak e a  claim t o thi s influentia l territory , despite th e constitutiona l 
separation o f churc h an d stat e tha t shoul d rende r th e issu e irrelevant . Sup -
porters den y wha t the y perceiv e a s "implications tha t Robert a Achtenber g 
does no t lov e God " (S6116) . The y portra y Achtenber g a s " a Jewis h 
woman . . . [who ] freel y professe s he r ow n belie f i n God " (S6179 ) an d wh o 
is activel y involve d i n he r synagogu e (S6091 ; S6116) . The y emphasize , 
"Roberta i s deeply respected by the Jewish communit y i n San Francisco an d 
is greatl y admire d a s a n advocat e fo r civi l right s an d fo r Jewish concerns " 
(S6114). I n contrast , opponent s quot e he r favorabl e comment s abou t th e 
group ACT-U P a s evidenc e o f he r endorsemen t o f "harassmen t an d ter -
rorism o f Catholic s an d othe r religiou s groups. " They cit e he r participatio n 
in th e ga y an d lesbia n prid e parad e a s evidenc e o f he r intoleranc e towar d 
those wh o hol d religiou s view s (S6094) . Lott argue s tha t "Robert a Achten -
berg ha s participate d i n event s an d parade s wher e thos e wit h religiou s 
views wer e ridicule d an d parodied. " To illustrat e hi s point , he cite s th e "Sa n 
Francisco parad e wher e sh e wa s a n honore d gues t an d participant , [where ] 
there wer e graphi c depiction s o f Go d sodomizin g Uncl e Sa m whil e a  Bo y 
Scout look s on " (S6094) . In highlightin g thi s illustration , Lot t summarize s 
the view s tha t Achtenberg' s opponent s expres s implicitl y an d explicitl y 
throughout th e debate . They strategicall y portray Achtenber g an d th e entir e 
gay and lesbian communit y sh e represent s a s subversive t o America , menac -
ing t o th e traditiona l value s embodie d b y th e Bo y Scou t organization , an d 
hostile t o Go d an d believer s i n God . 

In th e Senat e debate , supporters an d opponent s remai n locke d insid e tra -
ditional gende r role s an d dominan t socia l institutions . They struggl e t o rep -
resent Achtenber g a s eithe r i n sympath y wit h o r a  menac e t o so-calle d 
American values . By arguin g with opponent s ove r Achtenberg' s femininity , 
supporters mor e firml y validat e an d entrenc h ideal s o f femininit y i n Amer -
ican culture , rathe r tha n challengin g thes e ideal s a s anachronisms . Even i n 
their effort s t o defen d Achtenber g a s a good mothe r an d a  religious woman , 
supporters ar e pu t o n th e defensive , force d t o uphol d traditiona l gende r 
stereotypes. I t remain s clea r tha t opponent s contro l muc h o f th e discours e 
and determin e th e way s i n whic h th e issue s i n thi s debat e ar e framed . Thi s 
constraint i s inheren t i n civi l right s argument s tha t striv e fo r equalit y fo r 
marginalized group s within  existin g institutions , rather tha n challengin g th e 
authority o f th e structure s themselves . As a  resul t o f thi s strategy , the term s 
of th e argumen t an d th e classification s assigne d t o minorit y group s remai n 
those impose d b y th e dominan t ideology . I n th e fina l sectio n o f thi s chap -
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ter, I  investigat e som e o f th e drawback s tha t atten d thes e civi l right s ap -
proaches t o lesbian an d gay liberation. 

C I V I L R I G H T S : L I M I T S A N D C O N T R A D I C T I O N S 

The clas h tha t take s place in the Achtenberg nominatio n i s over the separa -
tion o f tha t whic h Achtenberg' s supporter s clai m i s private—lesbian iden -
tity—from tha t whic h i s public—lesbian activism . The rhetorica l move s o f 
Achtenberg's supporter s reflec t th e strategies tha t dominat e ga y and lesbian 
civil right s discours e mor e broadly . The Achtenber g cas e thereb y provide s 
an opportunit y fo r u s t o examin e ho w suc h strategie s functio n an d wha t 
their effect s migh t be , in practice rathe r tha n in theory. As in lesbian and gay 
civil right s discours e generally , Achtenberg' s supporter s creat e an d uphol d 
the categor y o f "homosexuals " a s a discrete an d protected clas s an d simul -
taneously dismis s o r erase the potential challeng e thi s clas s presents to dom -
inant ideolog y an d institutions . 

The mismatchin g o f politica l strategie s capture d her e occur s a t numer -
ous levels . First, Achtenberg's ow n politics hav e consistentl y been , as her op-
ponents correctl y observe , activist . He r appearanc e o n a  float  a t th e Sa n 
Francisco Ga y and Lesbian Prid e parade , her kissing an d embracing o f he r 
partner durin g tha t parade , her seven-year-old so n Benjie's presenc e o n the 
float, an d th e banner tha t proclaime d "Celebratin g Ou r Family Values" are, 
in fact , public behaviors . As Helms point s out , despite he r supporters' insis -
tence tha t sexua l orientatio n i s a private matter , her actions durin g th e pa-
rade neithe r wer e privat e action s no r wer e carrie d ou t i n a  privat e spac e 

(S6351). 
In interviews, moreover, Achtenberg praise s the actions of such group s as 

ACT-UP, an organization tha t utilize s direc t action , such a s demonstration s 
and othe r form s o f stree t activism , to increase AID S funding . Sh e acknowl -
edges he r belie f i n th e limitation s o f workin g withi n th e syste m t o brin g 
about socia l change , and she notes tha t politician s ar e inherently limite d i n 
their abilit y t o brin g abou t suc h change . In a n interview wit h th e Advocate 
she states , "I am very cautiou s abou t th e role o f electora l politic s in our own 
liberation movemen t . . . . I  remain extremel y concerne d tha t peopl e ar e in-
clined to turn ove r our movement t o elected officials . People who have bee n 
elected to office ar e extraordinarily incapabl e of being leaders of indigenou s 
movements" (Stoddar d 1993 , 49). Her desir e fo r th e position a t H U D, she 
explains, i s base d o n he r commitmen t t o implementin g th e existin g fai r 
housing policy— a polic y tha t currentl y exclude s an y referenc e t o sexua l 
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orientation. A  civi l right s lawye r b y trade , he r ow n politic s nevertheles s 
strongly suppor t extragovernmenta l action . Thus , whil e th e Achtenber g 
nomination i s employed a s a means o f arguin g fo r th e irrelevanc e o f sexua l 
orientation t o th e politica l proces s an d Achtenberg' s behavio r i s defende d 
under th e mantl e o f "privacy, " he r ow n statement s an d action s sugges t a 
stance no t entirel y sympatheti c wit h thi s position . "Achtenberg i s someon e 
whose lif e an d wor k hav e balanced o n th e edg e between insid e an d outside , 
between professiona l politic s and grassroot s activism , between confrontatio n 
and coalition " (Mile s 1995 , 70). 

But th e juxtaposition o f Achtenberg' s ow n politic s wit h th e politic s o f 
her nominatio n represent s onl y par t o f th e ofte n self-defeatin g parado x o f 
her supporters ' arguments . A s he r opponent s observe , Achtenberg' s nomi -
nation b y Bill Clinton came , in part , as a payoff to gay s and lesbians who ha d 
contributed bot h mone y an d support , i n th e for m o f a  stron g votin g bloc , 
to hel p hi m ge t elected . Achtenberg hersel f wa s th e firs t electe d officia l i n 
California t o suppor t Clinto n an d wa s instrumenta l i n advancin g hi s cam -
paign i n tha t stat e (Brow n 1993) . Moreover, a t th e tim e o f he r nomination , 
Clinton wa s embroile d i n th e battl e ove r th e ba n o n gay s and lesbians i n th e 
military, a ban h e ha d mad e a  campaign promis e t o lift . Unable o r unwillin g 
to fulfil l thi s commitmen t t o a n importan t constituency , his credibilit y wit h 
gays an d lesbian s ha d faltere d badly . B y appointin g Achtenberg , Clinto n 
could fulfil l a t leas t on e campaig n promise , which wa s t o appoin t mor e ga y 
and lesbia n official s t o hig h governmen t posts . Thus, althoug h Achtenber g 
was clearly a n excellen t an d well-qualifie d candidat e fo r thi s position, it als o 
seems likel y tha t Clinton' s choic e o f a  lesbia n fo r thi s positio n wa s mor e 
than coincidence—tha t h e particularl y neede d thi s timel y nomination . 

By supportin g a  presidential candidat e wit h tim e an d money , by creatin g 
organizations suc h a s the Ga y and Lesbian Victory Fun d t o help elec t openl y 
lesbian o r ga y politica l candidates , an d b y employin g lobbyist s o n Capito l 
Hill t o represen t thei r interests , gays an d lesbian s hav e worke d t o attai n p o -
litical powe r an d t o establis h a n influentia l politica l identity . I n organizin g 
around a  shared sexua l orientatio n t o suppor t particula r politica l candidate s 
and causes , lesbians an d ga y men ar e proclaiming and , indeed, creating iden -
tity a s an outgrowt h o f politica l concerns . This identity , then, cannot b e de -
fended a s privat e o r irrelevan t t o politics . Achtenberg' s achievement , he r 
ability t o stan d befor e th e Senat e Bankin g Committe e a s a  candidat e fo r a 
highly place d politica l office , cam e abou t precisel y becaus e o f th e political 
nature o f claimin g a  gay o r lesbia n identity . Her opportunit y resulte d fro m 
gays' an d lesbians ' insistenc e o n bein g recognize d a s a n influentia l con -
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stituency, from effort s t o brin g gay s and lesbian s togethe r a s a political forc e 
to be reckoned with . From thi s perspective, the clai m tha t sexua l orientatio n 
is private an d irrelevan t i s not onl y unconvincing bu t i n direc t contradictio n 
to ga y an d lesbia n politica l initiatives . 

Achtenberg hersel f opene d th e Bankin g Committe e hearin g b y intro -
ducing Mary Morga n t o the committe e a s her "beloved partner " in the sam e 
way tha t othe r nominee s introduc e thei r spouses . In doin g so , she asserte d 
openly an d publicl y he r lov e for an d commitmen t t o anothe r woman . In a n 
interview wit h th e San  Francisco  Examiner afte r he r confirmation , Helm s de -
scribed Achtenberg' s introductio n o f Morga n a s "rubbing he r ways into th e 
noses o f heterosexual s an d othe r people wh o don' t approv e o f tha t lifestyle " 
(in Satte r 1993) . Women's strengt h an d assertivenes s hav e lon g bee n hel d i n 
check throug h th e threa t o f bein g labele d a  "lesbian." Lesbianism ha s bee n 
portrayed a s a  sourc e o f sham e an d thu s expecte d t o b e kep t hidden . Het -
erosexuality, i n contrast , ha s bee n mad e compulsor y b y a  multitud e o f in -
terlocking institution s an d expectations . In thi s context , to spea k wit h prid e 
of one' s lesbia n partne r o r o f onesel f a s a lesbian i s itself a n ac t o f rebellio n 
and challenge . Where onl y silenc e i s acceptable, speaking openl y a s a lesbian 
or ga y ma n i s automaticall y interprete d a s advocacy o r activism , as "flaunt -
ing it" ; or worse , as imposing o r forcin g one' s sexua l orientatio n o n others . 
Where identit y i s relegate d t o th e privat e realm , publi c act s tha t len d visi -
bility an d voic e t o lesbian s as  lesbians ar e inevitabl y see n a s "rammin g i t 
down people' s throats. " Such publi c action s ar e viewed b y opponent s a s un -
acceptable, unnatural , an d "ou t o f line. " Thus, i n thi s singl e ac t o f proudl y 
claiming voic e an d visibilit y fo r th e relationshi p betwee n hersel f an d he r 
"beloved partner, " Achtenberg too k a  rhetorical initiativ e long forbidden t o 
gays and lesbians . In doin g so , she illuminated th e artific e o f a  public/privat e 
division tha t i s not impose d o n othe r candidates . Despite he r supporters ' in -
tentions t o isolat e an d insulat e he r "private " lif e fro m publi c discussion , 
Achtenberg's introductio n rejecte d suc h confinement . 

Within th e framework o f a  civil rights discours e tha t relegate s identity t o 
the privat e realm , suc h publi c action s ar e lef t ope n fo r attack , undefende d 
and indefensible . This framework enable s the criticis m tha t Achtenber g i s "a 
lesbian activist , not just a  lesbian." Perhaps mor e t o th e point , as long a s sup-
porters fai l t o challeng e th e equatio n o f homosexualit y wit h privat e sexua l 
acts, publicly expressin g o r affirming homosexualit y i s akin to being publicl y 
sexual, or a t leas t publicl y explici t abou t sex . Achtenberg's supporter s neve r 
challenge th e equatio n o f lesbia n identit y wit h lesbia n sex , as though sexua l 
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acts betwee n wome n exhaus t th e meaning s o f th e wor d lesbian.  With thi s 
equation intact , publi c lesbianis m (whethe r marchin g i n a  ga y an d lesbia n 
pride parade , huggin g i n fron t o f one' s son , o r introducin g one' s partner ) 
equals public sex . As in th e ga y and lesbia n prid e parad e video , this scenari o 
equates th e huggin g an d kissin g o f committe d lesbia n partner s wit h illici t 
sex. This connectio n i s reinforced b y th e discussio n tha t associate s Achten -
berg wit h th e ga y bathhouse s o f Sa n Francisco . The bathhouses , an d ofte n 
gay me n i n general , are linked i n th e publi c imaginatio n wit h promiscuou s 
and dangerou s sex ; here , lesbian s ar e draw n int o th e pictur e a s well . Wit h 
lesbianism undefine d an d activism , o r eve n visibility , undefended, al l tha t i s 
public i s subject t o condemnatio n an d censure . 

Civil right s argument s leav e intac t thes e negativ e association s an d fai l t o 
challenge th e misleadin g notio n o f a  single , homogeneous ga y an d lesbia n 
"lifestyle." They preclud e exploratio n o f th e wid e rang e o f difference s be -
tween an d amon g gay s and lesbians , prohibiting th e formulatio n o f broade r 
definitions an d bette r understanding s o f th e ga y an d lesbia n movement . 
They foreclos e an y interrogation o f heterosexuality , refusing t o challeng e it s 
compulsory natur e o r privilege . Th e framewor k provide d b y civi l right s 
lacks th e mean s t o examin e criticall y th e hierarchica l oppositio n betwee n 
hetero- an d homosexuality . I t fail s t o questio n th e illusor y clarit y o f thes e 
categories o r t o revea l ho w slipper y th e distinction s migh t be . 

A civi l right s discourse , moreover, forestall s an y investigatio n o f ho w an d 
why a  class of person s distinguishe d b y particular sexua l practices cam e t o b e 
created. "Since homosexua l practices  ar e widesprea d bu t sociall y threatening , 
a special , stigmatized categor y o f individuals  i s create d s o a s to kee p th e res t 
of societ y pure" (Epstein 1987,16) . Rather tha n revealin g the arbitrarines s o f 
this syste m o f classificatio n an d underminin g it s apparen t stability , a  civi l 
rights approac h reinforce s existin g boundarie s an d categorie s b y solidifyin g 
the distinction s an d validating the label s the dominan t grou p imposes . In thi s 
way, such a  strategy ma y actuall y enhanc e th e powe r an d statu s o f th e dom -
inant group , further entrenchin g th e subordinat e statu s o f th e oppressed . 

But th e civi l rights argumen t a s it i s presented her e no t onl y neglect s th e 
need fo r socia l change ; it s splittin g o f identit y fro m actio n actuall y con -
demns o r prohibit s th e ver y mean s throug h whic h suc h chang e ca n b e ac -
complished. Thi s i s wher e suc h a n approac h become s mos t limiting , an d 
perhaps eve n counterproductive , fo r th e caus e o f ga y an d lesbia n rights . 
"Homosexuality ha s bee n recas t a s a  civi l right s issue . But thi s i s accompa -
nied b y a  new distinctio n betwee n conduc t an d orientation , betwee n being 
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homosexual an d acting  homosexual" (Feje s an d Petric h 1993 , 405). As iden -
tity i s spli t fro m action , acceptable o r "good " gay s an d lesbian s ar e differen -
tiated from thos e whose activitie s rende r the m disruptiv e and , consequently , 
"bad" o r unacceptable . Just a s " 'good' blacks i n th e 1960 s civi l right s move -
ment wer e no t suppose d t o b e angr y o r militant " (Feje s an d Petric h 1993 , 
405), in th e civi l rights movemen t o f th e 1990s , "good" gays and lesbians ar e 
not suppose d t o b e angry , militant, o r sexual . 

It i s precisel y th e public/privat e distinction , s o earnestl y se t fort h b y 
Achtenbergs supporters , tha t he r opponent s seiz e upo n i n thei r attack s o n 
her. They attac k he r fo r he r voice an d he r visibilit y a s a lesbian, emphasizin g 
public behavio r tha t the y judge inappropriate . I n thi s way , opponent s tur n 
the identit y argumen t aroun d an d us e i t agains t Achtenberg . They insis t tha t 
they d o no t objec t t o he r identity ; in doin g so , they clea r th e wa y t o attac k 
her fo r he r actions . They thu s displac e thei r disapprova l ont o he r activism , 
which the y recas t a s "terrorism," "vendetta," o r simpl y "meanness. " 

It i s he r activism , finally , tha t enable s a n ope n seaso n t o attac k Achten -
berg. Her opponent s us e i t t o justify thei r critique s o f he r conflic t wit h th e 
Boy Scouts , her effort s t o kee p th e bathhouse s open , her appearanc e i n th e 
gay and lesbian pride parade , her allege d irresponsibility a s a mother, and he r 
inadequacy a s a  woman. I t i s her e tha t sexualit y i s smuggle d bac k int o th e 
discussion throug h th e accusation s o f "twistedness " and "perversion. " O p -
ponents attac k no t he r lesbianis m pe r s e bu t he r activis m o n behal f o f les -
bian an d ga y issues . Activism i s thereby equate d wit h perversio n i n a n indi -
rect bu t reliabl e way . While sexua l perversio n i s not explicitl y mentioned , i t 
always wait s just offstag e i n thi s debate , an d activis m become s it s camou -
flaged cod e word . Activis m i s se t o n th e sid e o f perversity , in oppositio n t o 
the "morall y straight " values o f th e Boy Scouts : "In th e twiste d value syste m 
of Robert a Achtenberg , the Bo y Scou t traditio n i s a menace t o societ y tha t 
needs to be quashed , and the sex club tradition i s one which i s beneficial an d 
deserving o f ou r protectio n an d encouragement " (S6215) . Activis m i s 
aligned wit h plague , as opposed t o health— a particularl y poten t oppositio n 
in th e AID S era . Activis m i s linke d wit h aggressio n an d meanness , a s op -
posed t o passive heterosexual femininity . Finally, activism becomes a  synony m 
for heretical  activity,  as opposed t o religiou s belief . Through thi s serie s o f as -
sociations an d oppositions , "lesbianism, " a s i t ca n b e tolerate d withi n th e 
framework o f civi l rights , is limited t o it s most narro w sense . Its existence i s 
momentarily affirmed , onl y to subjec t i t to vicious condemnatio n befor e re -
turning i t decisivel y t o it s former statu s o f invisibilit y an d silence . 
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CONCLUSION 

During th e Achtenber g debate , contests ove r th e meaning s o f "homosexu -
ality" an d especiall y "lesbianism " illustrat e vividl y ho w politic s an d powe r 
help creat e th e categorie s an d provid e th e framework s withi n whic h w e 
define experienc e an d organiz e knowledge . Suc h contest s serv e a s startlin g 
reminders o f th e degre e t o whic h "our " identities , an d th e identitie s o f 
"Others," are constructe d b y dominan t institutions . Interlocking social , po -
litical, legal, and historica l discourse s interac t wit h th e accident s o f ou r per -
sonal historie s t o produc e i n eac h o f u s a  sense o f wh o w e ar e an d ho w w e 
do o r d o no t "fit " i n th e large r world . 

In th e cas e o f Robert a Achtenberg , th e significanc e o f thi s singl e even t 
lies both i n it s positioning a s a "historic nomination " an d i n th e perceptio n 
of Achtenber g a s representativ e o f gay s an d lesbian s a s a  group . While o n 
one leve l th e debat e ca n b e sai d t o conclud e wit h Achtenberg' s confirma -
tion, i n fac t thi s debat e produce s a  multiplicit y o f results . The participant s 
and audienc e i n thi s debat e ar e America n lawmaker s an d th e America n 
body politic , collectively . Th e debate' s consequence s therefor e ar e wide -
reaching, rangin g fa r beyon d thi s particula r historica l sit e o r moment . Th e 
outcomes o f thi s debat e mus t b e judged o n mor e tha n th e singl e issu e o f 
Achtenberg's persona l success . Ultimately, the discours e o f thi s histori c m o -
ment create s a t once a  broadening an d a  narrowing o f possibilitie s fo r a  bur -
geoning lesbia n an d ga y right s movement . 

Ironically, Achtenberg' s supporter s an d opponent s d o no t produc e re -
spectively thes e tw o contrar y outcomes . Rather, the discours e o f each  group 
yields both  consequences . Bot h supporter s an d opponent s invok e th e 
metaphor o f crossin g a  line . This create s th e boundarie s o f a  group' s iden -
tity b y definin g the m throug h differenc e ye t simultaneousl y invite s thei r 
participation, i f no t ful l inclusion , i n sameness . I n thi s framework , crossin g 
the lin e implie s tolerance , perhap s eve n equality . Where th e argument s o f 
the tw o side s diverge , those wh o suppor t Achtenberg' s nominatio n "main -
stream" he r a s muc h a s possible , downplayin g an d depoliticizin g he r les -
bianism. Achtenberg' s supporter s ar e caugh t i n a  double bind . Their mean s 
of creatin g a  liberating discourse , understood her e a s one tha t wil l win con -
firmation fo r a  publicl y identifie d lesbian , relie s o n thei r abilit y t o uphol d 
the categor y o f "homosexuality " whil e restrictin g i t t o it s mos t confinin g 
and leas t threatenin g definition . Thei r positio n call s fo r a  resolut e under -
scoring o f samenes s an d the attendan t denia l o f difference . Achtenberg' s op -
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ponents tak e th e opposit e approach , presentin g "lesbianism " a s politicall y 
radical an d extraordinaril y subversive . 

The Achtenber g debat e encompasse s a  broad arra y o f issue s surroundin g 
gay an d lesbia n rights , offerin g a  sometime s startlin g insigh t int o th e con -
tinuing acceptabilit y o f homophobi c expressio n i n th e politica l realm . Ach -
tenberg is the targe t o f tremendou s hostilit y in these hearings , as gay and les-
bian lives are depicted a s antithetical t o famil y value s and anathem a t o right -
eous Americans . Suc h portrayal s caus e incalculabl e har m t o th e image s o f 
gays an d lesbian s tha t heterosexual s hol d an d dispiri t th e heart s an d mind s 
of countles s gays and lesbians.They constric t th e horizon s withi n which an y 
of u s ca n se e ga y an d lesbia n individual s an d hea r ga y an d lesbia n voices . I n 
doing so , these representation s effec t a  narrowing, rather tha n a  broadening , 
of huma n potentia l an d self-understanding . 

Although thi s debat e ostensibl y addresse s on e candidate' s qualifications , 
it ultimatel y raise s question s abou t th e interwovennes s o f gende r roles , sex-
ual identity , an d politica l subjectivity . O n th e positiv e side , the nominatio n 
forced a  staid Senat e t o confron t th e comple x relationshi p betwee n minor -
ity identity an d politica l commitments . By confirmin g Achtenberg , the sen -
ators stoppe d shor t o f demandin g th e absolut e suppressio n o f activis m fo r 
unpopular cause s amon g would-b e politica l candidates . O n th e negativ e 
side, however, the senators ' efforts a t grapplin g wit h thes e issue s maintaine d 
Achtenberg, an d gay s an d lesbian s a s a  group , as "Others." Throughout th e 
debate, sexua l orientatio n i s a  characteristi c associate d onl y wit h gay s an d 
lesbians. At n o poin t i n th e discussio n doe s anyon e acknowledg e tha t every-
one present, no t onl y Achtenberg , has a  sexual orientation . Nor d o th e sen -
ators recogniz e ho w thei r ow n argument s an d opinion s ar e influence d b y 
their ow n sexua l orientation . Finally , none o f th e senator s demonstrat e an y 
awareness o f th e way s in which othe r privilege d element s o f thei r identitie s 
might directl y o r indirectl y influenc e thei r politica l view s an d decisions . 

Inevitably, th e socia l change s tha t ca n b e identifie d wit h "lesbia n an d 
gay liberation" will be a s contradictory a s the phrase itself . Every effor t t o b e 
free o f th e confine s o f categorizatio n onl y create s a  new se t o f "regulator y 
imperatives." The invocatio n o f identit y i n a n effor t t o fre e onesel f o f it s 
limitations i s a n ac t wit h bot h th e clea r promis e o f succes s an d th e in -
evitability o f failure . T o fre e onesel f i s alway s t o subjec t onesel f again , 
though t o a  more acceptabl e o r desirabl e leve l o f subjection— a reposition -
ing rather tha n a  release. Like the close t metaphor , "liberation" is always elu -
sive; locking onesel f i n begins to look mor e an d more lik e being locked out . 
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For Robert a Achtenberg , an d fo r thos e wh o aspir e t o he r honest y an d 
achievement, i t i s crucia l t o remai n constantl y watchfu l o f th e force s tha t 
construct our meanings. These meanings provide the range of possibility for 
defining wh o w e are and who w e can become. 





A N D T H E B A N P L A Y E D O N 

Politics and Prejudice i n the Cammermeyer Cas e 

Military Justice is to Justice, what Military Musi c i s to Music . 
—Georges Clemencea u (i n Lehring 1996,269 ) 

PROLOGUE 

O n July 14 , 1991, exactly thirt y year s t o th e da y afte r he r initiatio n int o th e 
United State s military , Colone l Margareth e (Grethe ) Cammermeye r wen t 
before a  military boar d o n charge s o f bein g a  homosexual. 1 I n th e hearin g 
that followed , Cammermeyer' s militar y an d civilia n counse l presented a  case 
that highlighte d he r grea t valu e t o th e military . The y cite d he r nearl y 
twenty-seven year s o f service, 2 he r tou r o f dut y i n Vietnam, an d he r nu -
merous honor s an d awards . These include d th e Bronz e Sta r fo r servic e i n 
Vietnam, recognitio n a s a n outstandin g Vietnam veteran , an d th e Veteran s 
Administration (VA ) Nurs e o f th e Year Award . They als o include d m e m -
bership i n a  nationa l nursin g hono r society , Who' s W h o o f America n 
Women, Who' s W h o i n th e West , an d Who' s W h o i n Scienc e an d Engi -
neering. Cammermeyer' s attorney s praise d he r thirty-thre e publishe d arti -
cles an d boo k chapters , her completio n o f a  doctorate , an d he r subsequen t 
faculty appointment s a t th e Universit y o f California-Sa n Francisc o an d th e 
University o f Washington . They spok e o f he r curren t position a s chief nurs e 
of th e Washington Stat e Nationa l Guar d an d he r candidac y fo r chie f nurs e 
of th e entir e Nationa l Guard . 

Cammermeyer's lega l counse l presente d testimon y fro m he r supervisor , 
who requeste d a  specia l exceptio n t o polic y s o tha t Cammermeye r migh t 
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be retaine d b y th e militar y fo r he r superio r servic e despit e th e charge s 
brought agains t her . They provide d evidenc e fro m tw o psychologica l ex -
perts, wh o testifie d tha t homosexualit y doe s no t interfer e wit h menta l 
health, hinder the performance o f military duties , or increase the likelihood 
that a  soldier wil l engag e i n prohibite d sexua l behavior . They pu t o n th e 
stand Cammermeyer' s superiors , subordinates , and peers , who praise d he r 
nursing skills and leadership abilities and asserted unanimously that her pres-
ence had never disrupted the cohesion o f he r military unit , either before o r 
after sh e disclosed her sexual orientation. 3 

The lawyers even put o n the stand Cammermeyer' s oldes t son, Matthew 
Hawken, an d hi s wife , Lynette , bot h devou t Mormons . Matthe w an d 
Lynette assured the board that every member of Cammermeyer' s family, in-
cluding he r agin g father , kne w o f he r sexua l orientation . They explaine d 
that not only did her entire family support her but her three unmarried sons, 
as well as her father , had al l chosen t o live with he r after  her disclosure . Be-
cause her sexua l orientation wa s already known t o he r entir e family , Cam -
mermeyer's lawyer s argue d tha t sh e coul d neve r b e subjec t t o blackmai l 
based o n th e threa t o f disclosur e o f he r sexua l orientatio n ( a common ar -
gument supportin g th e militar y policy) . Matthew an d Lynette , along wit h 
the other witnesses called in the case, spoke of thei r pride in Cammermeye r 
and thei r belief tha t she should retain her position in military service . 

During Cammermeyer' s military board hearing, the government offere d 
only a  single piece o f evidence , calling to the stan d no witnesses . In lieu o f 
testimony o r argument , i t presente d a  statemen t mad e an d signe d b y 
Colonel Cammermeyer . The statemen t wa s made t o a n office r o f th e De -
fense Investigativ e Service (DIS ) in the course of a  security clearance inter -
view, set u p a t Cammermeyer' s request , for th e purpos e o f upgradin g he r 
clearance to "top secret. " This status was a prerequisite t o enrollmen t i n th e 
War College , and such enrollmen t wa s necessary t o qualif y Cammermeye r 
for her next caree r goal: the position o f chie f nurs e o f th e National Guard . 
The DIS officer wh o conducte d th e interview, Agent Brent Troutman, had 
forwarded Cammermeyer' s answe r t o on e o f hi s routin e question s t o th e 
Defense Department , whic h subsequentl y initiate d militar y discharg e o r 
"separation" proceedings agains t her. As Cammermeyer late r confessed, de-
spite he r man y year s o f militar y service , at th e tim e o f he r meetin g wit h 
Agent Troutman sh e was woefully naiv e about the military' s policy o n gays 
and lesbians. She was therefore unawar e o f th e consequence s o f answerin g 
truthfully wha t she later referred to as "the question [that ] would change my 
life" (1994 , 3). 
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In th e decisio n o f th e militar y boar d hearin g o f Colone l Margareth e 
Cammermeyer, rendere d Jul y 15 , 1991 , Colone l Pats y Thompson , wh o 
headed th e hearing , addressed Cammermeye r wit h thi s pronouncement : " I 
truly believ e tha t yo u ar e on e o f th e grea t Americans " (Departmen t o f th e 
Army 1991,131) . Nevertheless, she read th e followin g decisio n o f th e board : 

Col. Cammermeyer ha s proven t o be a  great asse t to both th e activ e and re -
serve component, the medical profession a s a whole. She has consistently pro-
vided super b leadershi p an d ha s man y outstandin g accomplishment s t o he r 
credit, both militar y an d civilian . Notwithstanding, the board finds tha t Col . 
Cammermeyer i s a homosexual a s defined i n A R 135-17 5 an d a s evidence d 
by he r statemen t t o DI S Agen t Bren t B . Troutman o n 2 8 Apri l '89, her ad -
mission unde r oat h t o thi s boar d tha t sh e i s a  lesbian, and statement s mad e 
under oath to this board by five character witnesses. We recommend that Col . 
Cammermeyer's federa l recognitio n b e withdrawn . (Departmen t o f th e 
Army 1991 , 132-33 ) 

In th e absenc e o f othe r evidence , witnesses, or testimony , the board' s de -
cision reste d o n a  single piec e o f evidence : a  four-word statemen t affirme d 
by Cammermeye r t o be he r words an d t o be true . After nearl y twenty-seve n 
years o f unblemishe d servic e t o th e Unite d State s military , the highl y dec -
orated Colone l Cammermeye r wa s summarily dismissed , with a n honorabl e 
discharge, from he r military offic e an d from furthe r militar y service . She wa s 
consequently denie d he r ran k an d a  portion o f he r retiremen t benefits . A t 
the sam e time , she los t th e opportunit y t o becom e chie f nurs e o f th e Na -
tional Guard , to achiev e he r goa l o f attainin g th e ran k o f general , and t o re -
tire wit h ful l militar y honors . These ambition s wer e thwarte d a s a  resul t o f 
her ow n brie f statement— a statemen t sh e steadfastl y refuse d t o retract , de -
spite a  number o f opportunitie s t o d o so . She refuse d t o den y he r statement , 
although t o hav e don e s o woul d likel y hav e allowe d he r t o remai n o n th e 
path t o fulfillin g he r lifelon g dream . 

Grethe Cammermeyer' s four-wor d statemen t read : "I a m a  lesbian." 4 

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

The event s tha t led t o Greth e Cammermeyer' s honorabl e discharge , like th e 
events tha t le d t o Robert a Achtenberg' s politica l appointment , were par t o f 
a large r politica l contex t tha t marke d a  shif t i n statu s fo r gay s an d lesbians . 
That th e Senat e hearing s o n lesbian s an d gay s i n th e militar y an d th e Sen -
ate debate ove r Achtenberg's confirmatio n too k place almos t simultaneousl y 
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is neither coincidental nor insignificant. The event s of 199 3 followed o n the 
heels o f a  year tha t wa s characterized b y a  "dramatic shif t i n visibilit y an d 
credibility" of th e ga y and lesbia n movemen t (Vai d 1995 , 151). The event s 
surrounding bot h Cammermeye r an d Achtenber g wer e precipitated , al -
though i n differen t way s and with differin g results , by the nominatio n an d 
election o f th e first Democrati c presiden t who mad e lesbian and gay rights 
a plank i n hi s officia l campaig n platform . Bill Clinton' s presidency , with it s 
promise of broader opportunities and acceptance for gays and lesbians, both 
reflected an d reinforce d th e heightene d visibilit y an d newl y amplifie d po -
litical voice belonging to gays and lesbians. 

Candidate Clinto n dre w strong support from ga y and lesbian communi -
ties, both in the form o f political endorsements—Achtenberg , for example , 
was the first elected official in California t o endorse him—and through gen-
erous campaign contributions from lesbians and gay men. In return, Clinton 
vowed not to forget hi s gay and lesbian constituents if he won the election . 
More specifically , Clinto n promise d gay s an d lesbian s greate r recognitio n 
and increased political access. He pledged to appoint gays and lesbians to im-
portant posts in his administration, and he promised, in what seemed no un -
certain terms, to lift the ban on gays and lesbians in the military. When Clin -
ton wa s elected an d announced hi s intention t o fulfil l thes e commitments , 
in particular the lifting of the ban, the intense debate that ensued with Con -
gress gave rise to equall y intensiv e medi a coverage , sparking the interes t o f 
national constituencies on both sides of the military issue. It was in this con-
text that both Achtenberg and Cammermeyer ros e to the status of nationa l 
figures, as the attainmen t o f thei r personal goal s became linke d t o th e rag -
ing nationa l debat e ove r lesbia n an d ga y rights , whose flames were fe d b y 
Clinton's bold promise. 

Whereas Achtenber g wa s a n activ e playe r i n th e politica l gam e an d a 
longtime lesbia n activis t who chos e t o stak e her fortune s o n Bil l Clinton' s 
political acumen , Cammermeyer' s rol e wa s muc h les s deliberate . Sh e wa s 
pulled almos t unknowingly , a t leas t initially , into th e politica l fray . A nurs e 
by training and profession, a soldier by lifelong commitment, Cammermeyer 
had dedicated much o f he r life to serving her country and caring for its ail-
ing soldiers, both o n th e battlefield an d in the VA hospitals where sh e later 
worked. Like many other gay and lesbian service personnel, Cammermeyer 
had no intention of committing a rebellious act or of taking a political stand 
when sh e stated that she was a lesbian. She simply responded with the hon -
esty she believed the situation , and the army, demanded. Her cas e illustrates 
former New  Republic editor Andrew Sullivan's claim that the military debate 



AND TH E BA N PLAYE D O N ^  8 7 

"took plac e no t becaus e radical s besiege d th e Pentagon , but becaus e o f th e 
ordinary an d once-anonymou s American s withi n th e militar y wh o simpl y 
refused t o acquiesc e i n thei r ow n humiliatio n an y longer. Their courag e wa s 
illustrated no t i n takin g t o th e street s i n rag e bu t i n facin g thei r familie s an d 
colleagues wit h integrity " (1993 , 33) . I t wa s precisel y thi s integrit y tha t 
would implicat e Cammermeyer , almos t b y chance , a s a  centra l figur e i n a 
complex debate . Before i t was over , this debat e woul d encompas s th e natur e 
of military service , heterosexual masculinity , and sexual expression an d iden -
tity. I t woul d examin e th e natur e o f languag e itsel f an d th e link s betwee n 
self-expression, persona l conduct , an d huma n freedom . 

Despite th e clea r difference s betwee n th e Achtenber g an d Cammer -
meyer cases , the similaritie s betwee n th e rhetorica l strategie s the y emplo y 
are striking . I n bot h debates , supporters focu s attentio n o n th e qualitie s o f 
the individual , downplayin g eac h woman' s connectio n wit h a  large r con -
stituency an d attemptin g t o isolat e he r fro m membershi p i n th e grou p "les -
bians" o r "homosexuals. " Opponent s i n bot h case s tak e th e opposit e ap -
proach, strengthening th e identification betwee n eac h woman an d the large r 
group b y emphasizing her representative status . No on e in eithe r case is will-
ing t o defen d gay s an d lesbian s a s a  grou p o r t o challeng e negativ e stereo -
types o f them . Thus th e defens e o f bot h wome n rest s in thei r differences  from 
the despise d group , especially in thei r abilit y to prevent th e stigmatize d qual -
ity o f homosexualit y fro m interferin g wit h thei r work . 

In bot h cases , thi s argumen t i s mad e throug h th e lega l concep t o f th e 
"right t o privacy, " through whic h eac h woman' s identit y o r "status " as a les-
bian i s distinguishe d fro m th e presume d behaviora l manifestation s o f tha t 
status. Through th e carefu l separatio n o f publi c behavio r fro m privat e iden -
tity, th e wome n ar e defende d o n th e basi s o f thei r abilit y t o b e "main -
stream." In othe r words , there i s n o protectio n her e fo r differenc e unles s i t 
can b e successfull y recuperate d a s sameness: a difference tha t make s n o diff -
erence. What i s neve r questione d i n eithe r o f thes e discussion s i s th e pre -
sumption tha t homosexua l conduct,  the military' s equivalen t o f th e popula r 
but ambiguou s ter m lifestyle,  is abnormal , undesirable , and immoral . 

Whereas Achtenberg' s opponent s denie d tha t sexua l orientatio n wa s a t 
issue, ostensibly objectin g no t t o he r lesbianis m bu t t o he r activism , Cam -
mermeyer s opponents emphaticall y argu e tha t sexua l orientatio n i s the only 
issue. This distinctio n parallel s th e differenc e betwee n th e "new " an d "old " 
military policies . I t reflect s th e change s i n acceptabl e governmen t anti-ga y 
arguments betwee n 1991 , when Cammermeyer' s hearin g was convened , an d 
1993, when Achtenber g wa s confirmed . Unde r th e guideline s o f th e ne w 
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policy, status and conduct are considered a t least conceptually distinct , while 
under the old policy challenged by Cammermeyer, they were indistinguish-
able. In 1991 , simply being a  lesbian o r gay man i n th e military , even with -
out engaging in speech or conduct that communicated tha t status to others , 
provided necessary and sufficient ground s for discharge . 

In Cammermeyer's military board hearing, the debate officially pitte d the 
government s stated regulation agains t an individual's petition for a n excep-
tion t o tha t policy . In seekin g a n exception , Cammermeyer' s lawyer s pre -
sented extensiv e evidenc e o f he r individua l contribution s an d consequen t 
value t o th e military , keeping th e focu s o n Cammermeye r herself . Yet th e 
government's disinteres t i n refutin g o r eve n questionin g suc h evidenc e re -
veals tha t thi s cas e was no t abou t a  person bu t a  policy. As a  result, Cam -
mermeyer's subsequent civi l court suit against the military was designed no t 
only to enable her to continue her own military career but to challenge th e 
rationale under which sh e and others were excluded fro m service . 

From most vantage points, it appears that the military had everything t o 
lose and nothing to gain by discharging one of its most qualified nurse s and 
a highl y decorate d colone l i n who m i t ha d investe d countles s hour s an d 
innumerable dollar s for educatio n an d training. In all ways but one , her dis-
charge marked a severe loss for the military: a loss of irreplaceable talent and 
skill, given the professional standing she had attained. Yet the military board, 
with stated regret but without hesitation, took the action that would uphold 
policy eve n i n th e fac e o f suc h loss . It discharge d Colone l Cammermeye r 
with th e sam e suret y o f purpos e i t woul d hav e show n i n dismissin g a n 
unsuitable ne w recruit . Despit e th e los s represente d b y Cammermeyer' s 
separation, th e militar y emerge d fro m thi s battl e "victorious " becaus e i t 
reaffirmed that , even a t the highes t levels , it coul d an d would appl y its ban 
absolutely.5 

Because o f th e priorit y o f th e polic y ove r th e individua l i n lega l chal -
lenges to the military, making sense of the Cammermeyer cas e requires ex -
amining the broad contex t o f th e military debate . Cammermeyer's stor y is 
but one piece of a  much larger puzzle of interlocking legal, moral, and cul -
tural concerns . What make s he r cas e especiall y noteworth y i s that sh e was 
the highest ranking officer eve r to be discharged because of homosexual sta-
tus (Cammermeyer v.Aspin 1994,7m 6). In addition, hers is one of the few dis-
missals, especially of lesbians, that attracted national attention. Her case gen-
erated widespread media coverage and her autobiography, Serving in Silence, 
became a  network televisio n movie produced by Barbra Streisand and star -
ring Glenn Close . 
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Cammermeyer s  case i s als o o f particula r interes t becaus e he r discharg e 
preceded th e adoptio n o f th e "Don' t Ask , Don't Tell " policy. Th e revelatio n 
of he r sexua l orientatio n occurre d becaus e sh e wa s aske d a  direct question , 
a questio n sh e refuse d t o answe r dishonestly . Unde r th e ne w policy , Cam -
mermeyer woul d presumabl y no t hav e bee n aske d suc h a  questio n an d s o 
would no t hav e bee n classifie d a s a  homosexua l b y th e military . Conse -
quently, her militar y caree r woul d neve r hav e bee n place d i n jeopardy Thi s 
shift i n militar y polic y illustrate s tha t homosexuality , an d th e definitio n o f 
who i s homosexual, is not a n unchangin g universa l but instea d a  social con -
struction, in thi s cas e a  creation o f th e military . Through th e Cammermeye r 
case an d th e large r debat e ove r gay s an d lesbian s i n th e military , th e socia l 
construction o f homosexualit y i s carrie d ou t a t a  leve l o f visibilit y rarel y 
available, affording a n unusua l glimps e o f thi s wor k i n process . 

More specifically , Cammermeyer woul d no t be identified  as a lesbian unde r 
the ne w policy , presuming tha t sh e continue d t o ac t a s she alway s had , keep-
ing her sexua l orientatio n a  secret. Therefore sh e would, for al l practical pur -
poses, not be  a lesbian unde r militar y polic y Thu s sh e coul d hav e remaine d 
in th e servic e an d likel y receive d th e securit y clearanc e an d th e promotio n 
she sought . Perhap s equall y revealin g i s th e fac t tha t i f Cammermeye r ha d 
been willing to retrac t he r statement , as she was requested t o d o severa l time s 
during th e cours e o f th e proceeding s agains t her , sh e woul d probabl y hav e 
been allowe d t o remai n i n th e militar y unti l he r retirement , despit e th e 
"knowledge" the militar y ha d alread y obtaine d abou t he r sexuality . 

Technically, the civi l case Cammermeyer brough t agains t the Departmen t 
of Defens e challenge d onl y th e ol d polic y unde r whic h sh e wa s separate d 
from militar y service . However , b y th e tim e Cammermeyer' s cas e reache d 
the Nint h Circui t Court , where i t was to be heard , this policy was no longe r 
in effect . "Don' t Ask , Don' t Tell " was announce d b y Clinto n i n July 199 3 
and wen t int o effec t o n Februar y 28 , 1994 . The rulin g o n Cammermeyer' s 
case was issued o n June 1 , i994.Yet, as her cas e and th e broade r debat e abou t 
gays an d lesbian s i n th e militar y reveal , the difference s betwee n th e ol d an d 
new policie s ar e negligible , an d th e tw o policie s ultimatel y stan d o r fal l a s 
one (Bul l 1994) . 

In th e firs t sectio n o f thi s chapter , I  examin e th e backgroun d an d signi -
ficance o f th e military' s policie s o n homosexuality , explorin g th e natur e o f 
the ba n itself . B y investigatin g th e relationshi p betwee n homophobia , 
racism, an d sexis m i n militar y ideology , I  sho w ho w th e exclusio n o f gay s 
and lesbian s fro m th e militar y arise s fro m th e gendere d natur e o f th e orga -
nization an d it s preoccupatio n wit h upholdin g a n imag e o f heterosexua l 
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masculinity. Throug h a  readin g o f Defens e Departmen t argument s pre -
sented at the 199 3 hearings on the Policy Concerning Homosexuality in the 
Armed Force s (hereafte r referre d t o in references a s Policy Hearings), as well 
as the Defense Department's arguments in the Cammermeyer case , I analyze 
the controversia l way in which the new military policy equates  speech with 
sex through th e linking term o f conduct. 

In the second part o f th e chapter , I turn t o the legal arguments tha t sup-
port both side s of th e debate . As in the cas e of Achtenberg , I examine ho w 
the discours e o f supporter s a s well a s opponents broaden s and  narrows ga y 
and lesbian freedoms , expandin g an d constrainin g th e rang e o f possibilitie s 
for envisioning gay and lesbian lives. I focus in particular on arguments about 
the immutabilit y o f sexua l orientation , th e right-to-privac y principle , and 
the distinctio n betwee n statu s an d conduct . I  highligh t th e way s i n whic h 
arguments for lifting th e ban may inadvertently undermin e broade r goals of 
gay an d lesbia n self-determinatio n an d liberation . In  thi s way , advances i n 
one area of right s may exact a significant cos t in other areas from individua l 
gay and lesbian service members , as well as civilians. I also explore ho w th e 
discourse o f th e militar y debate , like the discours e o f othe r lesbian an d gay 
rights initiatives , consistently misinterpret s th e meanin g o f sodom y statute s 
through its insistent but illegitimate equation o f sodomy with homosexuali -
ty. Finally, I examin e th e impossibilit y o f complyin g wit h th e "Don' t Tell " 
directive, given the connotations o f secrecy in American culture . 

I conclude thi s chapte r with a n assessment o f th e rol e tha t heterosexua l 
prejudice ha s played an d continue s t o play in th e formulatio n an d mainte -
nance o f militar y policy o n lesbians and gays . Such prejudice i s an uncon -
stitutional basis for exclusion , as the judge's finding in Cammermeyer' s civi l 
court case affirms. For this reason, elucidating the role of such prejudice an d 
redirecting attention from the "gay problem" to the "homophobia problem " 
in the military and elsewhere offe r a  promising direction fo r future ga y and 
lesbian rights initiatives. 

A BATTL E O F N E C E S S I T Y 

The militar y i s a somewhat surprisin g an d unlikel y sit e to become a  focus 
of lesbian and gay rights efforts, and it was not an issue many activists would 
have chosen . For thos e wit h liberationis t politics , arguing fo r th e righ t t o 
participate openl y in what i s often perceive d a s the most fundamentally re -
pressive institution o f ou r time is hardly an inspiring prospect (Rob b 1993 ; 
Smith 1993) . Some writer s expres s misgiving s abou t allocatin g movemen t 
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resources towar d thi s goal , cautionin g tha t thi s effort , "whil e solvin g on e 
egregious cas e of heterosexis t oppressio n . . . may very well contribute t o th e 
reinforcement o f a  wider regim e o f repressio n agains t ga y and nonga y peo -
ple aroun d th e world " (Ada m 1994,116).Th e concern s o f man y lesbia n an d 
gay rights activists run mor e t o such cause s as environmentalism o r the peac e 
movement, which ar e largely a t odds with th e activitie s o f th e U.S . military.6 

"For mos t ga y people , the militar y ba n wa s no t th e issu e o f c h o i c e . . . . Bu t 
it was the issu e o f opportunity . For a s far a s gays have come , they canno t ye t 
determine th e orde r o f thei r ow n socia l agenda" (Kopkind 1993,9) . Not ye t 
in a  position t o choos e thei r battles , movement leader s kne w tha t whe n th e 
discussion o f ga y and lesbian right s cam e t o nationa l attentio n b y way o f th e 
military debate , their strong presence an d vocal participation wer e essential. 7 

The militar y battl e i s a symbolic a s well a s a practical issue , and it s conse -
quences ar e ultimatel y muc h mor e far-reachin g tha n gainin g th e righ t t o 
serve one' s country. 8 A s th e larges t employe r i n th e natio n an d on e o f th e 
most influentia l institution s i n th e socializatio n o f youn g adults , th e mili -
tary's acceptanc e o r exclusio n o f a  group become s a  prototype fo r a  group' s 
status i n civilia n life . "Participation i n th e militar y stake s clai m t o politica l 
and civi l equalit y generally " (Roliso n an d Nakayam a 1994,128—29) . Conse-
quently, "i f lesbian s an d ga y me n ar e judged unfi t t o serv e thei r country , 
their second-clas s statu s i s reemphasized . If , o n th e othe r hand , the y ar e 
deemed acceptable , the rational e fo r stigmatizin g the m i s greatly weakened " 
(Cruikshank 1994 , 11) . The ba n create s a  climat e o f hostilit y tha t ha s psy -
chological a s well as material consequence s fo r th e qualit y o f lif e o f million s 
of ga y me n an d lesbians , both i n an d ou t o f th e arme d forces : 

The military' s policie s hav e ha d a  siniste r effec t o n th e entir e nation : Suc h 
policies make i t known t o everyon e servin g in the militar y tha t lesbians an d 
gay men ar e dangerou s t o th e well-bein g o f othe r Americans ; that the y ar e 
undeserving o f eve n th e mos t basi c civi l rights . Such policie s als o creat e a n 
ambiance in which discrimination , harassment, and even violence agains t les-
bians and gays is tolerated an d to some degree encouraged . (Shilts 1993 , 4) 

In the past , the militar y a t times has led th e way for socia l change. The in -
tegration o f Africa n American s int o th e arme d force s precede d thei r wide -
spread integratio n int o society , and evidenc e tha t integratio n wa s successfu l 
in th e militar y se t a  precedent tha t encourage d integratio n i n othe r institu -
tions. Equality i n th e militar y thu s support s an d promote s broade r equality , 
whereas militar y discriminatio n legitimize s widesprea d prejudice . I n thi s 
way, while militar y polic y ma y hav e n o direct  influenc e o n th e practice s o f 
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civilian life , a s a n institutio n tha t command s grea t nationa l respect , alon g 
with a  substantial shar e o f nationa l resources , the policies the militar y adopt s 
have effect s tha t circulat e fa r beyon d th e uniforme d ran k an d file . This in -
fluence become s eve n mor e pronounce d a t a  historica l momen t i n whic h 
the military debat e is receiving such rap t attention fro m al l forms o f nationa l 
media. To understan d th e natur e o f th e message s th e militar y convey s t o th e 
larger community , we mus t loo k mor e closel y a t the conten t o f th e militar y 
ban, its theoretica l grounding , and it s practica l consequences . 

M I L I T A R Y P O L I C Y A N D T H E I N C O M P A T I B I L I T Y 

O F H O M O S E X U A L S 

The ba n o n gay s i n th e militar y ha s no t alway s existed , no r ha s suc h a  ba n 
been universa l amon g nation s pas t o r presen t (Kor b 1994) . Classical scholar s 
are fond o f pointing ou t that , historically, same-sex eroticis m has a "long an d 
hallowed relationshi p t o democrac y an d militar y valor " (Boswel l 1993 , 15). 
In ancien t Rome , fo r example , th e lov e o f warrior s fo r on e anothe r wa s 
considered advantageou s i n buildin g a n effectiv e fightin g force , an d eroti c 
bonds betwee n soldier s wer e regarde d a s increasin g bot h moral e an d mili -
tary readines s (Boswel l 1993 ; D. Cohen 1993) . More recently , althoug h th e 
exclusion o f gay s and lesbians from militar y servic e began durin g World War 
II, it was als o durin g thi s war tha t thousand s o f ga y men an d lesbian s serve d 
their countr y an d create d a n activ e ga y an d lesbia n subcultur e withi n mili -
tary lif e (Berub e 1990) . 

The militar y ba n wa s implemente d i n th e 1940 s "on th e advic e o f mili -
tary psychiatrists " an d wa s base d o n th e belief , widely hel d b y th e psychi -
atric establishmen t a t th e time , that homosexualit y wa s a  mental illnes s an d 
therefore incompatibl e wit h militar y servic e (Scot t an d Stanle y 1994 , xi) . 
The America n Psychiatri c Associatio n remove d homosexualit y fro m it s lis t 
of menta l disorder s i n th e 197 4 edition o f th e Diagnostic  and Statistical  Man-
ual of Mental Disorders  (DSM), bu t th e ban o n militar y servic e continued . O n 
January 16 , 1981 , just fiv e day s befor e hi s administratio n wa s du e t o leav e 
office, Presiden t Jimmy Carte r issue d a  revised an d mor e restrictiv e versio n 
of th e polic y Th e mos t cite d paragrap h o f thi s policy , called th e "Directiv e 
on Enliste d Administrativ e Separations, " announced th e military' s infamou s 
view tha t "homosexualit y i s incompatible wit h militar y service. " The state -
ment continues : 

The presence in the military environmen t o f persons who engag e in homo -
sexual conduc t o r who, by their statements , demonstrate a  propensity t o en -
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gage i n homosexua l conduct , seriousl y impair s th e accomplishmen t o f th e 
military mission . The presenc e o f suc h member s adversel y affect s th e abilit y 
of the Military Services to maintain discipline, good order, and morale; to fos-
ter mutua l trus t an d confidenc e amon g servicemembers ; t o ensur e th e in -
tegrity o f th e syste m o f ran k an d command ; t o facilitat e assignmen t an d 
worldwide deploymen t o f servicemember s wh o frequentl y mus t liv e an d 
work unde r clos e conditions affordin g minima l privacy; to recrui t an d retai n 
members of the Military Services; to maintain the public acceptability of mil-
itary service; and to prevent breaches o f security , (in Burrelli 1994 , 19) 

It wa s thi s versio n o f th e ban , now referre d t o a s the "blanke t ban " o r sim -
ply th e "old " policy, that remaine d i n effec t unti l it s suspension pendin g th e 
Senate Arme d Service s Committee' s hearing s durin g th e summe r o f 1993 . 

The ol d policy' s assertio n tha t "homosexualit y i s incompatible wit h mil -
itary service " exploited concern s abou t nationa l securit y t o justify th e mil -
itary's us e o f an y an d al l mean s t o preven t gay s an d lesbian s fro m enlistin g 
and t o discharg e the m fro m militar y servic e i f the y wer e discovere d t o b e 
already i n uniform . Ne w enlistee s wer e routinel y aske d Questio n 2 7 o n th e 
standard militar y processin g forms : "Are yo u a  homosexua l o r a  bisexual? " 
While thi s inquiry was designed t o screen ou t homosexual s initiall y thus ob -
viating th e nee d fo r militar y concer n ove r gay s and lesbian s i n it s ranks , the 
approach faile d fo r severa l reasons . Some individual s familia r wit h th e pol -
icy may simpl y hav e lied when respondin g t o th e question . But mor e often , 
young people enlistin g in the military , many onl y eightee n o r nineteen year s 
old an d awa y from hom e fo r th e firs t time , might neve r befor e hav e consid -
ered th e questio n an d migh t no t ye t hav e com e ou t eve n t o themselves . Al-
ternatively, some young me n an d women wh o fel t unsur e o r unhappy abou t 
being ga y o r lesbia n migh t hav e hope d tha t respondin g i n th e negativ e 
would mak e tha t answe r true . 

The mos t infamou s rational e supportin g th e ol d polic y wa s tha t becaus e 
homosexuality wa s ofte n kep t a  secret , gay s an d lesbian s wer e particularl y 
vulnerable t o blackmai l an d thu s wer e poo r securit y risks . The fac t tha t 
"there i s no t on e documente d cas e o f a  homosexua l perso n disclosin g na -
tional secret s base d o n blackmai l abou t thei r homosexuality " (Departmen t 
of th e Arm y 1991 , 62) di d no t dete r thos e wh o supporte d th e ban ; nor di d 
the reasonabl e argumen t tha t i f homosexualit y wer e no t banne d i n th e firs t 
place, there woul d b e les s nee d fo r secrec y an d les s o f a  basis fo r blackmail . 
Another expresse d rational e fo r bot h th e ol d an d ne w policie s wa s a  belie f 
that th e presenc e o f lesbian s o r ga y me n disrupt s uni t cohesiveness , an ele -
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ment essentia l to military readines s an d effectiveness.Thi s reasonin g suggest s 
that homosexual s woul d mak e heterosexua l servic e member s uncomfort -
able i n th e alread y intimate confine s o f bunk s an d showers , because hetero -
sexuals woul d no t wan t t o b e looke d a t b y o r shar e sleepin g quarter s wit h 
individuals presume d t o b e physicall y attracte d t o them , an d wh o woul d 
presumably b e unabl e t o contro l th e sexua l desire s an d impulse s generate d 
by thi s attraction. 9 Militar y commander s als o expresse d concer n abou t frat -
ernization amon g ga y o r lesbia n servic e members , tha t is , the possibilit y o f 
two member s o f th e sam e unit , or a  commander an d a  subordinate, becom -
ing involve d i n a  sexual relationship . 

What i s notable abou t thes e justifications i s that the y ar e al l problems tha t 
can be an d hav e been cause d by heterosexuals , and eac h potentiall y trouble -
some behavio r i s already addresse d an d proscribe d b y th e military' s govern -
ing cod e o f laws , calle d th e Unifor m Cod e o f Militar y Justic e (UCMJ) . 
There i s nothing specifi c t o gay s o r lesbian s tha t suggest s the y ar e an y mor e 
likely t o commi t thes e crime s tha n ar e heterosexuals . No evidenc e indicate s 
that identifyin g onesel f a s ga y o r lesbia n i s inherentl y incompatibl e wit h 
honorably servin g in th e military . In othe r words , while thes e concern s hav e 
been use d t o justify th e necessit y o f excludin g gay s an d lesbian s solel y o n 
the basi s o f sexua l orientation , ther e i s a  difficult y i n constructin g th e nec -
essary link s tha t woul d prov e thes e criteri a sufficien t fo r th e blanke t exclu -
sion o f gay s an d lesbians . 

This difficult y provide s th e basi s for numerou s challenge s t o militar y pol -
icy tha t hav e mad e thei r wa y throug h th e U.S . cour t system . Unde r th e 
guidelines o f th e Constitution , an d base d o n th e precedent s establishe d b y 
legal challenges to exclusionar y policie s in civilia n life, an institution tha t ex -
cludes a  particular grou p o r "class" of peopl e mus t provide a  reasonable basi s 
for doin g so . That reasonabl e basi s must b e relate d t o th e accomplishmen t o f 
the institution' s missio n an d mus t no t b e base d o n prejudice . The lega l pro -
cedure fo r judging exclusionar y processe s i s a s follows : "Initially , th e cour t 
must determin e whethe r th e challenge d classificatio n serve s a  legitimat e 
governmental purpose . If th e cour t answer s thi s questio n i n th e affirmative , 
the cour t mus t the n determin e whethe r th e discriminator y classificatio n i s 
rationally relate d t o th e achievemen t o f tha t legitimat e purpose " (Cammer-
meyer v.Aspin 1994,12).Thi s i s known a s the "rationa l basi s review" require -
ment, and i t call s for a  lesser degree o f scrutin y tha n i s demanded b y the cri -
terion o f suspec t clas s status (Halle y 1993) . 

It i s i n respons e t o thi s rationa l basi s requiremen t tha t th e issu e o f uni t 
cohesion ha s become s o prominent i n anti-ga y militar y discourse . The mil -
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itary define s uni t cohesio n a s "the bond s o f trus t amon g individua l servic e 
members tha t mak e th e comba t effectivenes s o f a  military uni t greate r tha n 
the su m o f th e comba t effectivenes s o f th e individua l uni t members " (Cam-
mermeyer v.Aspin  1994 , 36m 19) . Military leader s clai m tha t th e presenc e o f 
gays and lesbians decreases effectivenes s b y disrupting thes e bonds. However , 
this clai m i s difficul t t o substantiate . Because th e militar y ha s bee n loat h t o 
admit th e presence o f gay s and lesbians in th e arme d forces , it has conducte d 
no studie s an d compile d n o statistica l evidenc e o n whethe r thei r presenc e 
detracts fro m militar y effectivenes s (Departmen t o f th e Arm y 1991 ; Policy 
Hearings 1993) . At th e sam e time , the recen t disclosure s o f man y ga y and les -
bian servic e member s wh o hav e served , and serve d wit h distinction , befor e 
and afte r makin g thei r sexua l orientatio n know n t o other s provide s abun -
dant anecdota l evidenc e t o th e contrary . 

One o f th e mos t dramati c contradiction s i n th e clai m tha t gay s an d les -
bians impai r th e military mission i s the military' s policy o f "stop-loss, " which 
was pu t int o forc e mos t recentl y durin g th e Persia n Gul f Wa r (Departmen t 
of th e Arm y 1991 , 89) . The stop-los s polic y prevent s an y individua l fro m 
leaving militar y servic e i n th e even t o f a n emergenc y tha t require s militar y 
mobilization. Unde r thi s policy , durin g th e Gul f Wa r an d othe r nationa l 
crises, military personne l wh o ha d bee n identifie d a s gay o r lesbia n bu t ha d 
not ye t been discharge d were retained i n military servic e an d sen t to th e Per -
sian Gulf , even i f the y wer e expecte d t o b e discharge d whe n the y returne d 
home. Nor di d suc h servic e exemp t the m fro m discharg e upo n thei r return . 
What i s most tellin g abou t thi s polic y i s tha t despit e th e clai m tha t ga y an d 
lesbian soldier s ar e disruptiv e an d unfi t fo r militar y service , the militar y wil l 
send thes e soldier s into a  situation wher e militar y cohesio n an d readines s ar e 
of th e utmos t importance . The circumstance s o f wa r provid e precisel y th e 
conditions tha t ar e calle d o n t o justify th e ban : facilities ar e a t thei r leas t pri -
vate an d livin g quarter s a t thei r mos t crowded , uni t cohesio n i s a  matte r o f 
life an d death , and th e effectivenes s o f th e militar y i s put t o th e ultimat e test . 
Yet this is also the situatio n i n which militar y leaders choos e t o suspen d thei r 
exclusion o f gay s and lesbian s fro m th e arme d forces . 

When newl y electe d Presiden t Clinto n announce d hi s intentio n t o lif t 
the ban , those wh o oppose d thi s mov e wer e urgentl y presse d t o offe r a  ra -
tionale fo r excludin g homosexual s tha t wa s stron g enoug h t o justif y th e 
ban's continuation . By thi s time , as even Secretar y o f Defens e Dic k Chene y 
had conceded , the argumen t tha t gay s and lesbian s pose d a  security ris k wa s 
"a bi t o f a n ol d chestnut " (Lehrin g 1996 , 273), and thi s them e wa s quietl y 
dropped.10 Moreover , a s many wh o supporte d liftin g th e ba n argued , exist -



9 6 ^  AN D TH E BA N PLAYE D O N 

ing UCM J law s coul d b e enforce d t o preven t o r punis h inappropriat e sex -
ual conduc t amon g ga y an d lesbia n servic e members . The code s regulatin g 
sexual impropriet y coul d an d shoul d b e applie d t o everyon e equally , sup -
porters asserted , t o addres s an d assuag e th e fear s o f heterosexua l servic e 
members. 

During th e summe r o f 1993 , after Clinton s announcement , th e Senat e 
Armed Service s Committee , chaire d b y Senato r Sa m Nunn , hel d hearing s 
to determin e what , i f any , change s shoul d b e mad e t o th e militar y ban . 
Despite Clinton' s commitmen t t o lif t th e ban , Congres s promise d t o over -
rule th e presiden t i f h e issue d a n executiv e orde r t o d o s o and threatene d t o 
pass int o la w a n eve n harshe r discriminator y polic y (Cammermeye r 1994 , 
297). As Lawrence Korb , former assistan t secretar y o f defens e unde r Ronal d 
Reagan an d curren t supporte r o f liftin g th e ban , asserted , "I n man y ways , 
Clinton wa s th e wors t perso n t o tr y t o en d th e ban, " because o f hi s lac k o f 
military experienc e an d th e controvers y ove r hi s evasio n o f th e Vietna m 
draft (1994 , 227) . Face d wit h th e possibilit y o f a  standof f wit h Congress , 
Clinton agree d instea d t o a  six-month moratoriu m o n discharge s whil e th e 
Armed Service s Committe e hel d hearing s o n th e policy an d th e military es -
tablished a  working grou p t o stud y th e issue . 

For nin e day s during th e sprin g an d summe r o f 1993 , N u nn s  committe e 
heard testimon y fro m militar y experts , lega l counsel , a  numbe r o f hetero -
sexual servic e members , an d a  significantl y smalle r numbe r o f lesbia n an d 
gay current an d former servic e members . Although ther e was some pretens e 
of providin g a  balance d representatio n o f views , th e presentatio n o f wit -
nesses and testimon y wa s noticeably skewed . Cammermeyer relate s the ton e 
and substanc e o f th e hearings : 

They wer e designe d onl y t o justify th e military' s polic y o f discrimination . I 
watched i n amazemen t th e testimon y o f so-calle d expert s who ha d n o per -
sonal experienc e regardin g ga y people i n th e military . I  listened t o th e to p 
brass repeat fears and biases without being challenged. Prejudice wa s justified 
on th e basi s of "that' s ho w we'v e alway s done it. " . . . A  parade o f witnesse s 
went before th e committee , handpicked t o suppor t th e existin g ban and jus-
tify th e prejudice. (Cammermeyer 1994 , 298—99) 

Later sh e recalls , "I wasn' t surprise d t o hea r tha t som e o f th e soldier s wh o 
had bee n interviewe d b y th e committe e reveale d tha t thoug h the y wante d 
the ba n overturned , thei r superior s ha d tol d the m no t t o disagre e wit h th e 
existing policy " 

The testimon y o f othe r militar y personne l support s thi s claim . I n a  de -
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position submitte d o n Cammermeyer' s behalf , Genera l Vance Colema n as -
serts tha t anti-ga y sentiment s constitut e wha t h e refer s t o a s th e militar y 
"company line, " which "discourage s an y voca l disagreemen t wit h curren t 
policy." He charge s tha t "th e leadershi p o f th e militar y i s responsible fo r th e 
vocal oppositio n t o liftin g th e ban, " and tha t th e militar y personne l wh o ar e 
chosen t o stat e thei r view s ar e "hand-picke d b y leadershi p t o voic e thei r 
[negative] opinions " (Plaintiffs Repl y Mem o 1994,27—28) . Similarly, durin g 
the Senat e hearings , Sergeant Justin Elzie , a gay marine , explains : 

If you stick a  microphone o r a  camera in a  Marine o r young sailor's face an d 
ask them, how do you feel about this subject, chances are that no matter what 
their personal beliefs they will stick to the party line and support the ban. That 
is what the chain of comman d promotes , and they are afraid o f being labeled 
as gay themselves. (Policy Hearings 1993 , 667; see also 880—81) 

Unsurprisingly, then , th e heterosexua l militar y personne l wh o spok e a t 
the hearing s unanimousl y agree d tha t the y would b e uncomfortabl e servin g 
with gay s an d lesbians , tha t th e presenc e o f ope n gay s an d lesbian s woul d 
undermine uni t cohesion , an d tha t havin g t o serv e wit h openl y ga y o r les -
bian servic e member s woul d caus e the m t o rethin k a  decisio n t o reenlist . 
O n th e othe r sid e o f th e issue , Cammermeyer wa s th e onl y lesbia n t o tes -
tify a t th e hearings . When tw o ga y ex-servic e member s wer e brough t in , 
their testimon y wa s sandwiche d betwee n tha t o f tw o large r panel s o f het -
erosexual servic e personne l wh o oppose d liftin g th e ban . Tellingly, the Sen -
ate hear d n o testimon y fro m heterosexua l servic e member s wh o advocate d 
lifting th e ba n (Policy  Hearings 1993 , 572). General John Otjen , a  member o f 
the Militar y Working Grou p wh o supplie d th e Senat e wit h militar y repre -
sentatives, acknowledged tha t n o effor t wa s made t o solici t th e participatio n 
of heterosexua l servic e member s wh o supporte d liftin g th e ba n (Otje n 
1994,257-60). 

When th e hearing s concluded , Presiden t Clinto n an d th e Senat e Arme d 
Services Committe e announce d tha t the y ha d reache d a  "compromise" be -
tween ba n supporter s an d opponents . Dubbed "Don' t Ask , Don't Tell , Don't 
Pursue" by Secretar y o f Defens e Le s Aspi n (Policy  Hearings 1993 , 727), th e 
compromise replace d th e forme r blanke t ba n o n gay s an d lesbian s wit h a 
policy tha t was grounded i n th e separatio n o f homosexua l "status " from ho -
mosexual "conduct. " I n drawin g thi s distinction , th e ne w polic y ostensibl y 
accommodated Clinto n s view, shared b y a  number o f senator s o n th e com -
mittee, that "th e issu e ough t t o b e conduct " (i n Mille r 1994 , 88).The polic y 
claimed t o limit "the issue " to conduc t b y allowing gays and lesbians to serv e 
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as long a s their homosexua l statu s was no t manifeste d b y homosexua l be -
havior, which remaine d "conduct unbecoming. " 

A key problem with thi s ostensible compromis e la y in th e ambiguit y o f 
the term s status  and conduct  an d th e fluidit y o f th e boundarie s betwee n 
them. Even as this distinction was drawn, it was undermined by the wide ex-
panse of territor y covere d by the category "conduct" and the extreme nar -
rowing o f th e meaning o f "status. " The ne w policy retains the ground s fo r 
discharge outline d unde r th e ol d policy : the commissio n o f homosexua l 
"acts, statements, or marriages" (Policy Hearings 1993,770) . More specifically , 
under the new policy as under the old, an officer will  be separated from mil -
itary servic e unde r an y o f th e followin g conditions , barrin g subsequen t 
findings t o the contrary : 

1. Th e officer ha s engaged in, has attempted to engage in, or has solicited 
another t o engag e in a  homosexual ac t or acts 

2. Th e office r ha s stated tha t he o r she is a homosexual o r bisexual 
3. Th e office r ha s married o r attempted to marry a  person known to be 

of th e same sex 

Most notable and contested in this definition i s the interpretation of con -
dition (2) , the prohibitio n o n speech . The manipulatio n o f speec h i n th e 
changeover fro m ol d t o ne w militar y policy i s revealing. In th e ol d policy , 
the statemen t " I a m a  homosexual" or variants thereo f woul d b e caus e fo r 
separation from th e military because o f thei r reference t o status . In Pruitt  v. 
Cheney, Dusty Pruitt , an office r i n th e U.S . Army Reserve , was discharge d 
from th e arm y afte r statin g in a n interview wit h th e Los  Angeles Times that 
she was a lesbian. While Pruitt s lawyers argued that her statement comprise d 
protected speec h under the Firs t Amendment, the army won it s case by ar -
guing that the Firs t Amendment wa s not a t issue (Policy  Hearings 1993 , 83) . 
The army claimed that her speech itself was not the reason for her discharge. 
Instead, it wa s the statu s t o whic h th e statemen t referre d tha t justified he r 
dismissal, for this status was not protected. The army further contende d tha t 
its knowledge o f he r status , however obtained , necessitated he r separation . 

Under th e new policy, in which onl y conduc t provide s grounds for dis -
missal, speech itsel f i s reclassified . N o longe r associate d wit h status , state-
ments suc h a s " I a m a  homosexual " no w constitut e prohibite d conduct . 
Under th e ol d policy, "the admissio n o f being a  homosexual i s not treated , 
ipso facto , a s a propensity t o engag e i n homosexua l behavior . Rather i t i s 
considered a  reasonable caus e fo r conductin g a n investigation " tha t coul d 
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then lea d t o a  discharge (Burrell i 1994,19) . In contrast , the ne w polic y con -
siders th e admissio n itsel f t o b e conduc t punishabl e b y dismissal . It declare s 
that " a person' s sexua l orientatio n i s considered a  personal an d privat e mat -
ter an d i s no t a  ba r t o servic e unles s manifeste d b y homosexua l conduct. " 
However, the categor y o f conduc t encompasse s al l acts of self-identificatio n 
as a homosexual; it therefore include s "acts" that ar e simply speech."Curren t 
regulations ar e base d o n conduct , including statements " (Burrell i 1994 , 28). 

In th e ne w policy , then , speec h an d conduc t ar e indistinguishable . Th e 
statement tha t on e i s a  homosexual i s taken no t onl y a s an indicato r o f sta -
tus bu t also , and mor e important , a s an instanc e o f conduct . N u n n explain s 
the chai n o f association s tha t equat e self-identificatio n wit h conduct : 
"When someon e stand s u p an d announce s the y ar e ga y o r lesbian , does tha t 
not indicat e somethin g abou t thei r sexua l conduct ? . . . I s that no t als o stat -
ing tha t ther e i s a  basi c tendency , a t least , fo r th e sodom y statut e t o b e 
breached? . . . H ow d o you the n distinguis h tha t from conduct? " (Policy Hear-
ings 1993 , 482). The effec t o f thi s lin e o f reasonin g i s t o sabotag e th e ver y 
division th e ne w polic y i s intended t o uphold : the possibilit y tha t "yo u ca n 
have th e orientatio n withou t th e propensity, " that is , the statu s withou t th e 
conduct (Policy  Hearings  1993 , 800) . The ne w regulatio n extend s "th e do -
main o f 'homosexual conduct ' to circumscrib e eve n furthe r th e publi c con -
struction o f a  homosexua l identity . The identity/conduc t distinctio n tha t 
advocates fo r gay , lesbian an d bisexua l right s hav e bee n s o eage r t o asser t i s 
collapsed, i n thi s instanc e throug h th e mediatin g categor y o f speech. " As a 
result, "speech , conduc t an d identit y remai n inextricabl y boun d u p to -
gether" (Curra h 1995 , 66). 

Whereas voic e i s generally associate d wit h th e min d an d th e bod y linke d 
to behavior , then , thes e connection s ar e rupture d withi n th e framewor k o f 
a polic y tha t equate s speec h wit h conduct . Voic e an d bod y ar e equate d 
through th e characterizatio n o f verba l statement s a s certain , eve n infallibl e 
predictors o f th e body' s sexua l behaviors. 11 "Conduc t unbecoming " in -
cludes al l manne r o f "statement s unbecoming, " s o tha t an y behavio r o r 
statement tha t i s interpreted a s expressin g a  same-sex orientatio n i s equall y 
prohibited an d actionable . Bot h act s an d statement s ar e rea d a s improper , 
public sexua l acts . Jamie Gorelick , genera l counse l fo r th e Defens e Depart -
ment, clarifie s th e polic y change : "We use d t o say , in th e ol d policy , 'If yo u 
say you ar e a  homosexual, we wil l presumptivel y conclud e tha t yo u a re . ' . . . 
We sa y now , 'If yo u sa y you ar e a  homosexual , w e presumptivel y conclud e 
that you engag e i n act s o r hav e a  propensity o r inten t t o d o so " (Policy Hear-
ings 1993, 805). Navy lieutenan t Tracy Thorne, who wa s discharged afte r an -
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nouncing o n ABC' s Nightline  that h e i s gay, notes wryly th e practica l con -
sequence o f thi s policy "change" : "The polic y use d t o b e tha t i f th e mili -
tary found ou t that you were gay, they would kick you out. And now, if they 
find ou t tha t you're gay , they're going to kick you out " (Koppel 1994) . 

Ultimately, "the Clinto n administration' s 'Don' t Ask , Don't Tell ' policy 
worsened th e status-conduc t distinctio n b y treatin g speec h itsel f a s con -
duct" (Vai d 1995 , 135).12 One dange r o f treatin g speec h a s conduct i s tha t 
this equation provide s a  strategic openin g for thos e hostil e t o gay s and les-
bians. Opponents connec t the regulation o f speech—a questionable propo-
sition a t best , given th e broa d protection s o f th e Firs t Amendment—wit h 
the regulation o f a  prohibited form o f conduct : the act of sodomy. Sodomy 
has a long history of censorship and its condemnation has much broader ap-
peal in the popular mind tha n doe s speech. By subtly yet strategically link -
ing speech with sodomy , the "new " policy decisivel y reassert s it s condem -
nation o f gay s and lesbians, renewing it s insistence o n thei r silenc e an d in -
visibility. 

The issu e o f sodom y provide s a  stronghold fo r opponent s o f liftin g th e 
ban. In the wake of Bowers  v. Hardwick, an already widespread associatio n o f 
homosexuality wit h th e sexua l practic e o f sodom y wa s solidifie d i n th e 
minds o f America n lawmaker s an d th e public . The military' s UCM J con -
tains a  la w specificall y prohibitin g sodom y Articl e 125 , section a , o f th e 
UCMJ reads : "Any person subject t o this chapter who engage s in unnatura l 
carnal copulation wit h anothe r person o f th e same or opposite se x or with 
an anima l i s guilty  o f sodom y Penetration , howeve r slight , is sufficien t t o 
complete th e offense. " Because the UCMJ function s a s a legal code for th e 
military, sodomy is not only prohibited but illegal behavior for military per -
sonnel; that is , it constitute s a  criminal ac t that i s punishable by court-mar -
tial and jail time, and i t may result in a  general o r a  dishonorable discharge . 
In contrast , homosexual status without evidenc e o f conduc t i s against mili-
tary policy but not agains t the law, resulting most often i n an honorable dis-
charge and no crimina l charges. 13 

The regulation itself, like the majority o f state sodomy laws, does not sin-
gle ou t homosexuals. 14 It s languag e prohibit s "unnatura l carna l copula -
tion"—a highly ambiguous reference tha t has been interpreted to mean anal 
or oral sex—without regar d to the gender o r sexual orientation o f the par -
ticipants.15 Nevertheless , in Padula  v.  Webster,  a n influentia l cour t decisio n 
that followe d i n th e wak e o f Hardwick,  th e cour t deliberatel y ignore d th e 
gender-neutral languag e o f mos t sodom y laws to conclud e tha t sodom y i s 
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"the behavio r tha t define s th e class" of homosexuals . It is precisely thi s vie w 
that has been adopted , implicitly an d explicitly, by military leader s as the key 
to sustainin g th e ban. Linking homosexualit y wit h sodom y set s i t in oppo -
sition t o th e military , whic h presumabl y stand s fo r "normal " heterosexua l 
sex—which i s represented, not incidentally, by those act s in which men pen-
etrate the territory o f the female bod y Th e opposition betwee n ga y sex and 
military sex is further reinforce d b y a number o f references t o AIDS durin g 
the militar y hearing s tha t associat e the disease with homosexuality . By char -
acterizing homosexua l se x as perverted an d diseased and heterosexual se x as 
normal an d wholesome, the military debat e forward s th e same poten t con -
trast o f plague an d health, moral bankruptc y an d moral purity , that th e Boy 
Scout discussio n put forth i n the Achtenberg debate . Importantly, this argu -
ment i s advanced eve n in the face o f evidenc e tha t th e particular sexua l act s 
being performe d b y heterosexual s an d homosexual s d o no t diffe r signifi -
cantly, if a t all (see "Sodomy an d Sexuality," below). 

H O M O P H O B I A , R A C I S M , A N D S E X I S M 

The paralle l betwee n th e segregation o f Africa n American s an d the exclu -
sion o f gay s fro m militar y servic e ha s been heavil y draw n upo n b y thos e 
who suppor t liftin g th e ban and vehemently rejecte d b y those wh o wish t o 
maintain it . Operation Deser t Stor m commande r Genera l Coli n Powell , one 
of th e mos t famou s an d mos t frequentl y quote d opponent s o f liftin g th e 
ban, is unequivocal i n his rejection o f an y similarity betwee n thes e groups . 
Powell insists , "Skin colo r i s a  benign, nonbehaviora l characteristic . Sexua l 
orientation i s perhaps th e most profoun d o f huma n behaviora l characteris -
tics. Comparison o f the two is a convenient bu t invalid argument " (i n Bur-
relli 1994,63) . 

Nevertheless, some o f these denial s themselve s provid e th e best evidenc e 
for recognizin g th e validit y o f th e comparison . Fo r example , Lieutenan t 
John Burnham , a  military leade r who testified a t the Senate hearings , denie s 
that anti-ga y sentimen t i s an example o f prejudice , explaining : 

Prejudice agains t somebod y becaus e o f thei r ski n colo r o r the fact tha t the y 
are a  woman o r because o f thei r nationalit y i s the result o f an attitude tha t 
you have because of what you have experienced, what you have been taugh t 
by your parents or your community o r any kind of an outside influence. That 
can be educated away , and that is why the[y] cal l it prejudice. (Policy  Hearings 
1993,547) 
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It is difficult t o read such a definition without thinking of the subtle but per-
vasive ways in which heterosexis m an d homophobia ar e instilled in each o f 
us by dominant institutions . 

Burnham furthe r weaken s his point when he argues that this issue is un-
like th e questio n o f allowin g wome n t o serve . H e insist s tha t althoug h 
"some people may have reservations about different issue s involving women 
serving," permitting men and women to work together "does not go against 
the grain " in the same way that integrating homosexual s an d heterosexual s 
does (Policy  Hearings 1993 , 547). History, of course , proves him wrong; until 
very recently, the thought o f women servin g on active duty with men wen t 
entirely "agains t th e grain. " As the ongoin g debat e ove r women i n comba t 
illustrates, for many people i t remains so. 

Whether o r not these groups themselves can be seen as comparable, their 
situations in relation t o the military share an undeniable resemblance , as do 
the militar y rationale s tha t hav e been use d t o exclud e them . Supporters o f 
lifting th e ban have identified a  number o f striking similarities between th e 
rhetoric historicall y use d to keep African American s segregate d within th e 
military an d th e justifications tha t currentl y uphol d th e ba n o n gay s an d 
lesbians (Ada m 1994 ; Cammermeyer 1994 ; Department o f th e Army 1991; 
Horner an d Anderson 1994 ; Korb 1994 ; Robson 1992 ; Rolison an d Naka -
yama 1994) . Cammermeyer s lawyers argu e i n a  legal brie f tha t "virtuall y 
every justification use d for the military's ban on gays was used to justify th e 
military's discriminatio n agains t African-American s i n Worl d Wa r II " 
(Memo in Support 1994,43) . These justifications includ e the rationales, fre-
quently cited in both cases , that white o r heterosexual service members will 
object t o sharin g intimate spac e with member s o f th e black o r gay/lesbia n 
minority; tha t the y will  refus e t o tak e command s fro m o r respec t th e au -
thority o f member s o f th e minority group ; that the presence o f thes e out -
siders will  disrup t th e cohesio n o f th e uni t an d thereb y decreas e militar y 
effectiveness; that the military will experience difficulties sendin g integrated 
forces t o foreign countrie s because o f th e negative attitudes of thos e coun -
tries toward the minority group ; and, finally, that integrating the forces wil l 
ultimately cause good soldiers to refuse to serve in the armed forces (Horne r 
and Anderson, 1994).16 

While there is much to learn from analogie s with groups such as African 
Americans and women, it is equally important t o keep in focus th e ways in 
which thi s issu e i s distinct . Most notably , African American s an d wome n 
were historically placed in separate , segregated unit s in the military , forbid -
den fro m servin g in th e sam e unit s a s white mal e servic e members . These 
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groups therefor e sough t desegregatio n o f th e military , whereas gay s and les -
bians alread y serv e i n ever y militar y branc h an d unit . They therefor e see k 
recognition fo r th e servic e the y alread y provide , arguin g "no t fro m th e 
premise o f suppliance , but o f success , of prove n abilit y o f prowes s i n battle , 
of exemplar y conduc t an d ability " (Sullivan 1993,36) . Gays and lesbians hav e 
served i n th e militar y throughou t it s history , a s writer s suc h a s historia n 
Allan Berub e (1990 ) an d journalist Rand y Shilt s (1993 ) hav e painstakingl y 
documented. Even Genera l Norma n Schwarzkopf , wh o adamantl y oppose s 
lifting th e ban , admits , "I hav e finall y com e dow n t o th e fac t tha t yes , ho -
mosexuals hav e serve d i n th e militar y an d ca n serv e i n th e futur e i f the y ar e 
not openl y admittin g so " (Policy  Hearings 1993 , 613). 

However, althoug h eve n mos t militar y leader s no w conced e tha t gay s 
and lesbian s alread y serv e i n th e arme d forces , not everyon e wit h influenc e 
does. Senator Lauc h Faircloth , for example , comments o n th e eight h da y o f 
the Senat e hearing s tha t "i n al l o f th e hearing s I  have bee n to , not on e per -
son ha s sai d tha t th e servic e woul d b e improve d b y bringin g homosexual s 
into it " (Policy  Hearings 1993 , 795). In ligh t o f th e evidenc e presente d i n th e 
hearings, however , th e issu e i s no t whethe r t o ad d a  ne w grou p o f peopl e 
to th e existin g military . Instead , i t i s whether t o recogniz e th e member s o f 
this grou p wh o ar e alread y i n uniform , t o acknowledg e thei r historica l an d 
contemporary contributio n t o al l branches o f militar y service , and t o accep t 
their righ t t o serve , openl y an d withou t fear , a s ga y an d lesbia n servic e 
members. 

Resistance t o liftin g th e ba n relate s directl y t o th e military' s symboli c 
force i n society , and th e intensit y o f th e resistanc e suggest s ho w deepl y suc h 
a chang e woul d challeng e th e existin g militar y ethos . This challeng e lie s a t 
the hear t o f bot h th e military' s frequen t denial , in th e fac e o f copiou s evi -
dence, of th e presenc e o f lesbian s an d gay s an d it s unwillingnes s t o permi t 
open gay s an d lesbian s t o enlist . The militar y perceive s itsel f a s th e strong -
hold o f heterosexua l masculinit y an d th e soldie r a s the epitom e o f wha t i t 
is t o b e a n American , which i s t o sa y a n America n male . The U.S . military 
is th e quintessentia l instanc e o f a  gendere d organization , an d it s gende r i s 
unquestionably male , as is that o f th e natio n i t serve s (Ada m 1994). 17 More -
over, war itself , like th e rol e o f th e soldier , constitute s a  traditionall y mal e 
rite o f passage . "For generation s . . . th e militar y ha s been a n institutio n tha t 
has promise d t o d o on e thing , if nothin g else , and tha t i s t o tak e a  boy an d 
make hi m a  man" (Shilt s 1993 , 5). 

Just a s the militar y task s of protectin g th e natio n an d defeatin g aggressor s 
are gendere d masculine , those entruste d wit h thes e responsibilitie s ar e per -
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ceived an d ofte n perceiv e themselves , i n term s o f thei r heterosexua l man -
hood. A commen t fro m a  former Marin e Corp s commandan t i n 198 2 illus -
trates just ho w integra l thi s self-imag e ha s been : "Wa r i s man' s work . .  .  . 
When yo u ge t righ t dow n t o it , you hav e t o protec t th e manlines s o f war " 
(in Benecke an d Dodg e 1996 , 81). Gay men , however , ar e see n a s failing o r 
refusing t o confor m t o th e rule s and image o f heterosexua l masculinity . Th e 
presence o f ga y soldiers performing thei r dutie s with skil l is thus particularl y 
galling t o militar y official s wh o wan t t o maintai n th e military' s masculin e 
image, an d wh o fea r tha t ga y me n wil l undermin e ideal s o f masculinit y 
(Shilts 1993) . Whoever o r whateve r threaten s th e militar y etho s i s perceive d 
as underminin g th e militar y missio n a s well . "The cru x o f th e issu e i n th e 
United State s is the culturall y embedde d view tha t homosexuality represent s 
a feminization o f me n an d tha t thi s feminization entail s a  world o f implica -
tions debilitatin g t o militar y effectiveness , namely , all of th e traditiona l trait s 
assigned t o th e feminin e . . . al l o f whic h detrac t fro m militar y readiness " 
(Adam 1994 , 104) . 

The perceptio n o f ga y me n a s effeminat e i s linke d t o th e ide a tha t an y 
man wh o willingl y submit s himsel f sexuall y t o anothe r ma n place s himsel f 
in th e passive , "feminine " role , th e rol e o f th e woma n wh o i s penetrate d 
rather tha n th e rol e o f th e aggresso r (Moh r 1994,116) . "Many non-ga y peo -
ple believ e tha t ga y me n an d lesbian s exhibi t 'cross-gender ' behavior : be -
havior stereotypicall y associate d with th e othe r gender . In thi s view, gay me n 
behave lik e 'normal ' wome n an d lesbian s lik e 'normal ' men " (Faje r 1992 , 
515). The belie f tha t homosexualit y i s characterized b y "inverted " o r oppo -
site-gender trait s lead s t o a  stereotyp e o f ga y me n a s effeminate : weak , 
"swishy," overemotional, an d generall y frai l o f min d an d body . These quali -
ties ar e see n a s antithetica l t o militar y servic e an d destructiv e t o th e mili -
tary's image an d effectiveness . "Th e constructio n o f a  'homosexual threa t t o 
the military ' is a story abou t th e perceive d potentia l emasculatio n o f Amer -
ican masculinity " (Ada m 1994 , 104) . 

The fea r o f a  los s o f masculinit y i s a  fea r o f me n losin g contro l ove r 
women a s well. The ba n strengthen s suc h contro l b y authorizin g sexua l ha -
rassment an d reinforcin g mal e dominanc e an d femal e submission , sexuall y 
and otherwise . Unde r it s terms , "the wa y wome n ca n prov e themselve s t o 
be nonlesbian s i s t o hav e se x wit h men . Thus antiga y regulation s hav e en -
couraged sexua l harassmen t o f women . Those wh o wil l no t acquiesc e t o a 
colleague's advance s ar e routinel y accuse d o f bein g lesbia n an d ar e subjec t 
to discharge " (Shilt s 1993 , 5) . Cammermeye r hersel f reports , "A s wome n 
have attaine d mor e right s an d opportunitie s i n th e military , th e accusatio n 
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of bein g a  lesbian ha s becom e a  weapon o f sexua l harassment . Continuin g 
the ba n i s a  perfec t mechanis m t o perpetuat e sexis m eithe r b y keepin g 
women ou t o f th e militar y o r b y controllin g an d abusin g wome n wh o d o 
serve" (1994, 294). 

These observation s ar e supporte d b y th e comment s o f othe r femal e ser -
vice members , as related b y Congressma n Gerr y Studds : "We've hear d a  lo t 
of wome n say , especially aboar d a  big ship , if they'r e no t willin g t o pu t ou t 
for sailors , they're accuse d o f bein g a  lesbian , whether the y ar e o r not " (i n 
Gallagher 1992 , 21). Representative Patrici a Schroede r likewis e reports , "I f 
you're a  woman i n th e military , you can' t mak e sexual-harassmen t charges , 
because you'r e goin g t o fac e th e countercharg e tha t you'r e a  lesbian" ("Les -
bians" 1993 , A23). By enablin g an d abettin g sexua l harassment , th e ba n en -
courages no t onl y homophobi a bu t als o sexism. It thu s serve s a s an effectiv e 
means o f keepin g all  women, regardless o f thei r sexual orientation , "in line " 
and submissive , a s wel l a s sexuall y available , t o me n (Beneck e an d Dodg e 
1996). 

Despite th e advance s o f wome n i n th e military , the institutio n an d man y 
of it s member s remai n a t bes t ambivalen t abou t havin g wome n a s militar y 
colleagues, as evidenced b y revelations o f sexua l harassment an d rape in suc h 
military setting s a s Tailhoo k an d th e Aberdee n Provin g Ground . Histori -
cally, heterosexual women , lik e ga y men , hav e bee n perceive d a s suffering a 
failure o f masculinity , which serve s as the basi s for thei r exclusion . However , 
heterosexual wome n ar e somewha t redeeme d throug h thei r conformit y t o 
traditional sexua l roles . While, in th e eye s o f som e mal e soldiers , women re -
main inferio r t o men , particularly i n th e fulfillmen t o f militar y duties , thei r 
presence i s acceptabl e onl y because—an d a s lon g as—the y participat e 
within thei r assigne d gende r role . It i s instructive t o not e tha t th e remainin g 
conflicts ove r women' s rol e i n th e militar y fal l int o tw o mai n categories : the 
question o f implementin g a  female draf t durin g wartime an d the issu e o f al -
lowing wome n t o perfor m comba t roles . The forme r issu e hints a t what th e 
latter make s explicit : the violatio n o f th e gende r tabo o tha t forbid s wome n 
to becom e militar y aggressors , "penetrating" the territor y o f foreig n lands . 

The vigilanc e o f th e militar y i n safeguardin g gende r role s directl y con -
flicts wit h it s need t o recrui t wome n wh o wil l be skille d i n militar y service . 
It i s exactl y thos e qualitie s tha t mak e a  goo d soldier—independence , 
strength, skill , resourcefulness—that , whe n displaye d b y a  woman , sugges t 
the transgressio n o f a n appropriat e femal e gende r role . The resultin g iron y 
is tha t "wome n wh o sho w independence , resistanc e t o sexua l harassment , 
or th e 'masculine ' qualities s o valued b y th e militar y ar e particularly vulner -
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able to the charg e o f lesbianism " (Adam 1994 , 112). Lesbians are frequentl y 
stereotyped a s "masculine" women, or women wh o displa y characte r trait s 
stereotypically associate d wit h heterosexua l masculinity . Yet thes e ar e pre -
cisely the characteristic s on e must possess to be an effective soldier . 

In a  military tha t bans lesbians, this situation places al l women i n a  dou-
ble bind. A woman's success in the military and her ability to convince oth -
ers that she can be a  good soldie r require he r to exhibi t thos e qualitie s tha t 
could als o get  her summaril y dismisse d a s a lesbian—regardless o f th e sex -
ual practice s sh e engage s i n an d wit h whom . The consequence s o f thi s 
catch-22 ar e aptly illustrated by a memo writte n by Vice Admiral Joseph S. 
Donnel. Although Donne l characterize d lesbian s a s generally "hardwork -
ing, career-oriented, willing to put in long hours on the job, and among the 
commands to p performers, " h e offere d thi s descriptio n no t a s prais e fo r 
their work but as a means of helping senior officers identif y possibl e lesbians 
for investigation an d discharge (Lehrin g 1996 , 274). The bette r a  soldier she 
is, the more a  female servic e member risk s being targeted a s a lesbian. 

The congruence between th e qualities that make a good soldie r and th e 
characteristics associate d wit h femal e gender-rol e transgressio n thu s en -
courage th e identification o f femal e soldier s as lesbians (Halle y i99i).Thi s 
phenomenon undoubtedl y account s in par t fo r th e disproportionat e num -
ber of women who ar e discharged for homosexuality in al l branches o f th e 
military (Benecke and Dodge i996;Robso n 1992) . One report indicates that 
in th e decad e fro m 198 0 to 1990 , women accounte d fo r 1 0 percent o f al l 
military personnel but made up 23 percent o f al l discharges for homosexu -
ality (Stiehm 1994,158) . In 1996 , under "Don't Ask , Don't Tell," women ac -
counted fo r 13. 1 percent o f th e arme d force s bu t mad e u p 2 9 percen t o f 
those discharged from al l branches (Mos s 1997) ; in the army they accounte d 
for 4 1 percent ("Coul d I t Be a  Witch-Hunt?" 1997, 15). 

The statistic s on female dismissal s are particularly notable in light o f ser -
vice membe r poll s tha t sho w significantl y les s resistance t o liftin g th e ba n 
among femal e tha n amon g mal e servic e personne l (Rob b 1993 , 12) . Ac-
cording to the RAND Report , an independent stud y commissioned by the 
Clinton administration in 1993,3 7 percent of male and 72 percent of femal e 
military personne l woul d no t objec t t o liftin g th e ba n (Plaintiff s Repl y 
Memo 1994 , 28n. 14) . One possibl e explanatio n fo r thi s disparit y i s tha t 
"some servicewome n fee l thi s debat e ha s advance d thei r ow n concern s 
about sexual harassment and women in combat roles" and thus welcome the 
lifting o f th e ban or at least profit fro m th e national discussion this issue has 
engendered (Mille r 1994 , 69). In addition , polls indicat e tha t eve n amon g 
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civilians, "a significan t majorit y o f me n i n Americ a ar e oppose d t o liftin g 
the ban , an d a  significan t majorit y o f wome n ar e i n favor " (Policy  Hearings 
1993,620).Thus, although th e argumen t agains t gays in the military is largely 
premised o n th e anticipate d negativ e reaction s o f othe r servic e members , 
the larges t percentag e o f separation s i s taking plac e precisel y wher e servic e 
member oppositio n i s a t it s lowest—among th e rank s o f women . 

For wome n o f colo r i n th e military , racia l discriminatio n magnifie s th e 
intensity o f th e discriminatio n an d oppressio n the y experience . Kendal l 
Thomas, a  professor o f la w a t Columbi a University , observe s tha t "th e dis -
criminatory policie s o f th e militar y strik e disproportionatel y women—es -
pecially wome n o f color " (i n Deitche r 1995 , 180) . Give n th e existenc e o f 
pervasive racis m a s well a s a disproportionate numbe r o f wome n o f colo r i n 
the military , there i s little caus e t o questio n suc h a  claim. Although ther e ar e 
no statistic s o n homosexua l discharge s broke n dow n b y race , some activist s 
have compile d interview s an d othe r anecdota l evidenc e t o illustrat e th e 
difficulties wome n o f colo r confron t i n th e militar y (Beneck e an d Dodg e 
1996). 

Thomas's assertio n i s further supporte d b y evidenc e fro m th e earlies t in -
vestigations o f lesbianism , instigate d shortl y afte r wome n wer e firs t inte -
grated int o activ e duty . I n a  198 0 inciden t aboar d th e US S Norton  Sound, 
twenty-four o f th e sixt y wome n o n boar d wer e investigate d fo r lesbia n ac -
tivity (Deitche r 1995) . Two o f thes e women , bot h o f w h o m wer e Africa n 
American, were discharged . Eight o f th e nin e blac k wome n servin g o n th e 
ship wer e targete d i n th e initia l charges . Susa n McGrievy , America n Civi l 
Liberties Unio n (ACLU ) counse l i n th e case , observed, "I t jus t smelle d o f 
racism The y wer e convicte d becaus e peopl e believ e tha t African-Amer -
icans ar e oversexed " (i n Deitche r 1995 , 169). 

These statistic s and observation s o n women' s separation s sugges t tha t gen -
der an d race , as well a s sexual orientation , operate i n application s o f th e ban . 
Significantly, "the branche s o f th e servic e mos t resistan t t o allowin g wome n 
in thei r ranks—th e Nav y an d Marines—ar e th e branche s tha t dru m ou t th e 
most wome n fo r bein g gay . The Nav y release s twice a s many wome n a s me n 
on ground s o f homosexuality . In th e Marin e Corps , the figur e i s seven time s 
higher fo r wome n tha n fo r men. " These figure s demonstrat e that , 

especially fo r lesbians , the issue s ar e fa r mor e comple x tha n simpl e homo -
phobia, because they also involve significant feature s o f sex-based discrimina -
tion. There ar e many me n wh o neve r wante d wome n i n their  Army o r their 
Navy in the firs t place , and the military regulations regardin g homosexualit y 
have been th e way to keep them ou t for th e las t decade. 

….
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As a  result, "until prove n otherwise , women i n th e militar y ar e ofte n sus -
pected o f being lesbian" (Shilts 1993 , 4—5). 

The inordinat e numbe r o f women discharge d may seem to discredi t th e 
hypothesis tha t masculinity  is at stake here . (One migh t argu e tha t ga y men 
should pose the greater threat and evoke the more intense purging.) I n fact , 
this inequality supports the hypothesis. The very entry of women into a tra-
ditionally male preserve constitutes a  transgression, and thus the presence o f 
women wh o refus e sexua l o r othe r submissio n t o me n i s particularly sub -
versive of male authority and superiority. The inclusion of women who are 
perceived to "act like men," sexually or otherwise, introduces the threat tha t 
such women will  demand acces s to male privilege and power . 

While thi s threa t alon e ma y justify th e ban i n th e mind s o f man y mili -
tary leaders , it i s insufficien t a s a  rationale t o satisf y th e courts . In recen t 
years, the succes s of lega l challenges presented b y Cammermeye r an d oth -
ers has necessitated a more explici t rationale for continuing the ban. In light 
of Clinton' s promis e t o lif t th e ban , military leader s wer e force d eithe r t o 
justify th e existing blanket ban or to articulate a new policy that would hold 
up in the civi l courts.18 No longe r would th e simple assertion tha t "homo -
sexuality is incompatible with military service" suffice. At this historical mo-
ment, the military was called on to establis h a  compelling concern tha t ne -
cessitated unequal treatment but was not based on identity or "status," a cat-
egory that had repeatedly been extended legal protection for other minority 
groups. Instead, the military had to justify it s apparent discriminatio n base d 
on a  realm in which th e U.S. courts had always given i t a  great dea l of lee -
way: the arena o f conduc t (Burrell i 1994 , 28). However, in Cammermeye r s 
case and a number of others , no evidence of "conduct" per se exists. To up-
hold dismissal s like hers, the ne w policy would hav e to outla w declaration s 
of identit y by defining suc h statement s a s a category othe r tha n status . In-
deed, this is precisely what the military did . In its effort t o maintain it s ban, 
it presented th e issu e with a  new twist , defining statement s o f gay , lesbian, 
or bisexual self-identity no t as references t o an individual's status but as con-
duct in and of themselves . 

S P E E C H AN D SEXUALITY : C O N S T R U C T I N G 
THE H O M O S E X U A L 

The issu e tha t Cammermeye r s case brings t o th e for e i s one tha t ha s fo r 
centuries engage d scholar s o f communication , law, philosophy, psychology, 
and linguistics : What doe s speec h do?  What i s i t tha t silenc e contain s an d 
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speech releases ? This questio n als o lies a t th e hear t o f lega l challenge s t o th e 
new militar y policy , contest s tha t focu s largel y o n reclaimin g speec h a s a n 
artifact o f protecte d statu s rathe r tha n a s a n instanc e o f prohibite d an d ac -
tionable conduct . I n th e distinctio n th e ne w militar y polic y draw s betwee n 
status an d conduct , statu s i s characterize d firs t an d foremos t b y silenc e an d 
inactivity. The "compromise " the ne w polic y announce s i s the toleranc e o f 
this silent status , which Attorne y Genera l Janet R e n o refer s t o i n a  memo a s 
"unmanifested orientation " (Policy  Hearings 1993 , 706). Under th e ol d pol -
icy, officers an d recruiter s wer e require d t o roo t ou t statu s b y askin g ques -
tions and conductin g aggressiv e investigations. Under th e ne w policy , at least 
in theory , militar y personne l ar e n o longe r aske d direc t question s o r sub -
jected t o "witch-hunts " regarding thei r sexuality , as long a s their statu s doe s 
not manifes t itsel f throug h wor d o r deed . 

According t o th e ne w policy' s supporters , th e restrictio n o n speec h re -
lates t o militar y leaders ' concer n tha t ga y an d lesbia n soldier s wil l b e ga y 
first, soldier s second , an d tha t th e primac y o f thei r ga y o r lesbia n identit y 
will disrup t militar y readines s an d uni t cohesion . Stro m Thurmond , i n hi s 
opening statemen t a t th e hearing s befor e th e Committe e o n Arme d Ser -
vices, offers hi s perspectiv e o n th e importanc e o f silence , a t th e sam e tim e 
accounting fo r th e apparen t hypocris y o f th e "Don' t Ask , Don't Tell " com -
promise: 

This is not an issue of being for o r against homosexuals a s a group o r homo -
sexuality as a lifestyle. This is not an issue of whether individuals who ar e gay 
can serve on active duty. The record is replete with instances of dedicated and 
heroic servic e b y many gay s in th e rank s o f ou r arme d services . The differ -
ence i s tha t the y serve d the n an d serv e no w a s soldiers , sailors, airmen an d 
marines and not a s gays in the military . This should be a  question o f militar y 
readiness an d determinin g th e bes t cours e o f actio n t o enabl e ou r military , 
from genera l t o private , to provid e th e securit y an d stabilit y necessar y fo r 
America t o continu e t o b e a  world leade r an d ensur e th e America n wa y o f 
life. (Policy  Hearings 1993 , 5)19 

The word s o f Lieutenan t Burnha m reinforc e th e prevalenc e o f thi s con -
cern. While acknowledgin g tha t "homosexual s hav e serve d wit h distinc -
tion," Burnham offer s thi s qualification : "Bu t on e o f th e primar y reason s 
that the y hav e serve d fo r ful l career s i s that the y serve d wit h discretion . An d 
again, that wa s on e o f th e aspect s o f thei r lifestyl e tha t the y subordinate d t o 
the overal l goo d o f [the ] unit—wa s th e fac t tha t the y wer e homosexua l an d 
it was no t open " (Policy  Hearings 1993 , 556). 

Later i n th e hearings , Senator Joseph Lieberma n counter s th e clai m tha t 
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if soldier s ar e permitte d t o b e openl y ga y o r lesbian , "the homosexua l ori -
entation wil l becom e a  mor e dominan t par t o f tha t person' s service. " R e -
ferring t o th e testimon y o f th e chie f psychiatris t a t Walter Ree d Hospital , 
he argue s tha t a s long a s gays in th e militar y identif y primarily  a s soldiers, and 
secondarily a s gay o r lesbian , their presence ough t no t disrup t uni t cohesio n 
(Policy Hearings  1993 , 465). However , h e concedes , i n th e revers e case , th e 
existence o f individual s wit h a  "confrontationa l sexua l orientation " woul d 
indeed disrup t th e bondin g an d overal l readines s o f th e unit . Fro m thi s 
perspective, self-identification amount s t o advocacy ; advocacy i s confronta -
tional; an d confrontatio n is , b y definition , disruptive . Suc h a  framewor k 
permits n o conceptua l spac e fo r statement s o f identit y tha t ar e no t inter -
preted immediately a s having that identity "rammed dow n m y throat, " in th e 
phraseology o f on e Departmen t o f Defens e representativ e (Otje n 1994 , 
270). Senator John Warners comment s illustrat e thi s leap fro m self-identifi -
cation t o activis m an d eve n recruitmen t whe n h e states , "Homosexuals hav e 
served i n man y instance s i n a  commendable way. . . . But th e transitio n fro m 
the quie t manne r i n whic h the y perfor m thei r dutie s t o a n ope n advocac y 
of thei r sexua l preference s i s th e difficult y tha t thi s Senator , an d I  thin k 
many others , have" (Policy Hearings 1993 , 468). 

When speec h i s defined a s indistinguishable fro m sexua l conduct , declar -
ing one' s sexua l orientation constitute s imprope r publi c behavior . "The ne w 
policy's ideolog y woul d hav e u s believe tha t sayin g on e i s gay i s itself a n ac t 
of sex " (Moh r 1994 , 64) . This lin k betwee n speec h an d se x i s particularl y 
striking when viewe d throug h th e len s o f publi c addres s history—in partic -
ular, the traditiona l prohibitio n agains t women' s speech . Feminis t rhetorica l 
scholars suc h a s Karlyn Kohr s Campbel l (1989 ) hav e establishe d th e rol e o f 
sexism i n mandatin g women' s silence , a s publi c discours e ha s historicall y 
been considere d th e exclusiv e domai n o f middle-class , heterosexua l whit e 
men. The construc t o f th e orato r i s traditionall y gendere d masculine , an d 
public addres s ha s consequentl y bee n viewe d a s a singularly unfeminin e ac -
tivity. Historically, a  woman wh o spok e publicly , especially t o a  "promiscu -
ous" audience , where th e clea r separatio n o f th e sexe s wa s no t maintained , 
was looked upo n a s immoral an d sexuall y impur e (Zaesk e 1995).Thi s long -
standing associatio n link s women' s publi c speec h wit h th e specte r o f un -
controlled femal e sexuality . Thus th e connectio n betwee n speec h an d sexu -
ality, particularly abnormal , unnatural, or hypersexuality, is well supported b y 
historical precedent . 

Just a s Roberta Achtenberg' s opponent s sa w lesbian activis m a s antithet -
ical t o a  politician's rol e an d threatenin g t o a  male-dominated government , 
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the militar y ba n s supporters vie w th e expressio n o f homosexualit y a s anti -
thetical to th e soldier' s role and subversiv e t o th e patriarcha l military . In bot h 
cases, the clai m to identity i s read, probably accurately , as marking an absenc e 
of sham e an d th e assertio n o f self-estee m an d pride . In a  context tha t deem s 
homosexuality a  caus e fo r secrec y an d silence , t o spea k withou t sham e o f 
being lesbia n o r ga y i s to challenge , if no t reject , politica l an d militar y ide -
ologies. "To brea k silence s tha t ar e systematicall y an d ubiquitousl y enforce d 
in public life , is profoundly political, " so that affirmin g a  lesbian o r gay iden -
tity ca n b e construe d onl y a s advocac y o r "flauntin g it " (Gamso n 1996 , 
79-80). Such a n assertio n o f pride , moreover, i s correctly viewe d a s a threa t 
to th e dominan t belie f syste m tha t insist s o n th e inferiorit y an d marginalit y 
of gay s an d lesbians . 

What give s th e military' s anti-ga y discours e an d it s appea l t o sham e suc h 
a profound resonanc e i s the sometime s implicit , sometimes explici t connec -
tion o f homosexua l orientatio n wit h th e practice o f sodomy . The ver y ter m 
conduct has com e t o b e a  militar y cod e wor d fo r sodomy , a s has it s popula r 
equivalent, lifestyle.  The court s hav e identifie d sodom y a s "the behavio r tha t 
defines th e class " of homosexuals , and fro m thi s perspective , the declaratio n 
of a  lesbian o r gay sexual orientation i s read as a statement tha t on e has com -
mitted o r intend s t o commi t sodom y o r ha s a t least a  propensity o r desir e t o 
do so . In Padula  v.  Webster,  as discusse d above , the Washington , D.C. , circui t 
court judge denie d lega l protections t o lesbians and gays , arguing tha t "prac -
ticing homosexuals " could no t constitut e a  suspect classification . The judg e 
concluded tha t "i f crimina l o r criminalizabl e sodom y i s the inevitabl e con -
sequence o r the essentia l characteristic o f homosexua l identity , then th e clas s 
of homosexual s i s coterminou s wit h a  clas s o f criminal s o r a t leas t o f per -
sons whose share d behavio r i s criminalizable " (Halle y 1989 , 919—20). 

The Padula  decision, however, is based o n a  misapplication o f th e prece -
dent se t b y Bowers  v.  Hardwick (Halle y 1991) . Although th e author s o f th e 
Hardwick decisio n explicitl y asserte d tha t the y wer e not  settin g a  preceden t 
for equa l protectio n rulings , thei r decisio n wa s applie d a s a  preceden t fo r 
such ruling s throug h th e linkin g ter m o f sodomy.  The Padula  judge reasone d 
that i f ther e i s n o righ t t o commi t sodom y (th e finding  o f th e Cour t i n 
Hardwick), an d i f sodom y i s the behavio r tha t define s th e clas s o f homosex -
uals, then ther e ca n be n o lega l protection fo r homosexua l status . According 
to Padula,  the Hardwick  cas e "forecloses [any ] effor t t o gai n suspec t clas s sta -
tus . . . fo r practicin g homosexuals " (Halle y 1991 , 354). However, ther e i s n o 
support fo r thi s definitio n o f homosexual s eve n i n th e sodom y statute s 
themselves, the majorit y o f whic h d o no t equat e sodom y wit h a  particula r 
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sexual orientation. Indeed, "the peculiar slippages that attend this definitio n 
of th e clas s of 'homosexuals' all seem to require some sor t o f willfu l blind -
ness to the actua l scope o f mos t sodomy prohibitions" (Halley 1991 , 355). 

The equatio n o f homosexualit y wit h sodom y ha s widesprea d signifi -
cance for withholdin g ga y and lesbian rights . Nan Hunter , former directo r 
of the ACLU's Lesbian and Gay Rights Project, explains that "sodomy laws 
have functioned a s the linchpin for denial  of employment , housing, and cus-
tody or visitation rights; even when we have proved that there was no nexus 
between homosexualit y an d job skill s or parenting ability , we have had th e 
courts throw the 'habitual criminal ' label at us as a reason to deny relief" (in 
Deitcher 1995 , 146) . Thus, despit e it s misinterpretatio n o f Hardwick,  th e 
Padula ruling has had devastating effects . Through it s precedent, speech an d 
sodomy are inextricably linked, so that the act of identifying onesel f as a les-
bian o r a  gay man i s akin to , and a s incriminating as , committing sodomy . 
The categor y o f "conduct " provides th e bridg e joining th e otherwis e dis -
parate concepts of "speech" and "sodomy." Moreover, the military has taken 
this equation on e step further. Whereas the cour t linked sodomy directly to 
homosexual status , the military—legall y require d t o demonstrat e a  disrup-
tion t o it s mission—equates sodom y wit h al l forms o f "homosexua l con -
duct," broadly defined . 

What i s perhaps most intriguing about this connection i s that the trajec -
tory from statement s of self-identity t o conclusions about conduct does not 
work as decisively in the other direction. Identifying onesel f as lesbian or gay 
constitutes homosexual conduct sufficient fo r military discharge, whether o r 
not on e eve r has or eve r intends to commi t sodom y o r participate i n othe r 
acts tha t ar e define d a s homosexual conduct. 20 Nevertheless , the revers e is 
not true . Committing sodom y o r othe r sexua l act s wit h a  partner o f th e 
same se x is not  automatically considere d sufficien t evidenc e t o classif y on e 
as a homosexual or to qualify on e for dismissal . Almost unbelievably, in light 
of the vehement rhetoric that decries the effects o f homosexual conduct o n 
the militar y mission , even "the court s .  . . found n o proble m wit h th e De -
partment o f Defens e directiv e tha t exempt s heterosexual s wh o engag e i n 
homosexual conduc t from dismissal " (Currah 1995 , 67). 

The reference her e is to a provision in the military's policy on gays which 
states tha t a  servic e membe r wh o i s foun d t o hav e committe d same-se x 
sodomy will  no t b e discharge d unde r th e polic y i f "suc h conduc t i s a de-
parture fro m th e member' s usua l an d customar y behavior " (Policy  Hearings 
1993. 70). This extenuatin g circumstanc e ha s been nickname d th e "Quee n 
for a Day" rule (Otjen 1994 , 339). It provides that a service member who has 
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committed a  sexual ac t o r act s with a  member o f th e sam e sex will not b e 
dismissed fro m th e militar y i f h e o r sh e i s found t o b e a  heterosexual en -
gaged in homosexual sex . In contrast , a service member whom th e military 
identifies a s gay or lesbian who i s engaged in precisely th e same act is sub-
ject to investigation and dismissal . Given the military's definitions , "an indi -
vidual wh o identifie s a s heterosexual ma y engag e i n homosexua l act s an d 
experience homosexual attraction, while a homosexual person who engage s 
in heterosexua l conduc t nonetheles s remains  a  homosexual person " (Plain -
tiff's Mem o 1994,38) . 

The argumen t th e militar y advance s i s that gay s and lesbian s ar e inher -
ently more likely to violate the UCMJ's sodomy statute, even if they have never 
engaged in  an  act of homosexual sodomy,  tha n ar e heterosexua l soldier s wh o 
have admitted t o o r eve n been caugh t engagin g in such a n act . The expla -
nation for what appears a blatant hypocrisy lies in the interpretation o f sex -
ual orientation a s an essential and immutable elemen t o f character . This es-
sential quality i s inseparable fro m sexua l conduc t whe n suc h an associatio n 
is convenient, that is , when arguin g that homosexuals "by definition" com -
mit sodomy. But such a quality is entirely distinct from sexual conduct when 
this dissociatio n i s convenient , i n th e cas e o f heterosexual s caugh t "slum -
ming." From th e perspectiv e o f militar y policy , clue s t o one' s immutabl e 
inner sel f ar e provide d mor e reliabl y b y self-identificatio n tha n b y con -
duct—even sexua l conduct . 

The "Quee n fo r a  Day" rule illuminate s an d perpetuate s th e essentialis t 
understanding of sexual orientation that underlies military policy. It suggests 
the existence of inflexible , a priori categorie s that allow the classification o f 
individuals finally an d certainly into two distinc t and opposite categorie s o f 
sexual orientation. 21 The interna l incoherenc e o f thi s policy reveal s tha t i t 
is not the acts themselves but the status to which the y presumably refer tha t 
is subject to condemnation. "These actions are simply markers of sexual ori-
entation statu s .  . . rather than act s which ar e despised an d censurable  inde -
pendently o f referenc e t o despise d sexua l orientatio n status . . . . These ar e 
homosexual act s only in tha t despise d homosexual s perfor m them " (Moh r 
1994, 64). This perspectiv e i s expresse d vividl y i n th e depositio n give n b y 
Department o f Defense  representativ e Genera l John Otje n i n Cammer -
meyer's civil court case . When confronte d wit h evidence that large numbers 
of heterosexual s violat e th e sodom y statute , Otje n defende d th e militar y 
ban b y arguing tha t "ther e i s a sense o f cor e values tha t exis t in th e grou p 
that think tha t homosexuality , that se x of  any nature between tw o people o f 
the sam e sex , is inappropriate, [and ] unnatural " (Otjen 1994 , 216; emphasis 
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mine).Thus, despite th e insistenc e o f man y lawmaker s an d o f Clinto n him -
self tha t "the issu e ought t o be conduct, " this exampl e expose s th e persisten t 
reference t o statu s tha t th e censur e o f conduc t conceals . 

I M M U T A B I L I T Y A N D T H E P R I V A C Y P R I N C I P L E 

The vie w o f sexua l orientatio n a s an immutabl e characteristi c o f individu -
als has a  certain lega l utilit y fo r lesbia n an d ga y rights initiatives . Legal argu -
ments base d o n thi s principl e "hav e bee n encourage d b y th e court s sup -
porting ga y right s tha t hav e justified thei r ruling s b y pointin g t o th e sup -
posed immutabilit y o f homosexuality , a s well a s by hostil e court s tha t hav e 
based thei r decision s t o deny  protectio n t o homosexual s o n th e suppose d 
mutability o f sexua l preference " (Halle y 1991 , 360). Establishing immutabil -
ity i s th e ke y t o earnin g suspec t clas s statu s fo r lesbian s an d gays , whic h 
would compe l court s t o appl y th e strictes t scrutin y t o an y distinction s mad e 
on th e basi s o f sexua l orientatio n a s they d o fo r distinction s base d o n race , 
religion, or physical disability . Although, thus far, all efforts t o attai n such sta -
tus hav e failed , ironically , the military' s vie w o f sexua l orientatio n a s essen -
tial an d immutabl e migh t actuall y fortif y argument s fo r extendin g equa l 
protection law s to gay s and lesbians . Whether o r no t a n individual lesbia n o r 
gay man personall y share s the view tha t sexua l orientatio n i s immutable, this 
perspective i s undeniably attractiv e i n it s potential fo r gainin g th e sympath y 
of th e courts . 

Despite thei r popularity , however, arguments base d o n immutabilit y hav e 
numerous drawback s an d eve n danger s whe n employe d i n th e caus e o f ga y 
and lesbia n rights , as evidence d b y Padula.  To begi n with , despit e claim s t o 
the contrary , immutability i s not a  necessary prerequisit e fo r classificatio n a s 
a suspec t clas s (Halle y 1991) . In fact , "recen t Suprem e Cour t opinion s hav e 
conceded tha t th e trai t i n questio n nee d no t b e th e resul t o f natur e bu t ca n 
be th e produc t o f socia l o r eve n lega l constructions " (Curra h 1995) . This 
provision i s evident , fo r example , i n th e case s o f religio n an d physica l dis -
ability (Moh r 1994 ; Phelan 1994) . Religion ma y be deepl y rooted , but i t ca n 
also b e chose n o r changed , an d religiou s conversio n o r "rebirth " (bot h ex -
amples o f chose n status ) doe s not exemp t individual s from protectio n unde r 
the law . Likewise, while on e ma y be born wit h a  disability, both physica l an d 
mental disabilitie s ma y develo p ove r tim e o r ma y resul t fro m event s suc h a s 
a careles s accident , a  self-inflicte d wound , o r drun k drivin g (Moh r 1994) . 
The la w doe s no t distinguis h amon g variou s "causes " o f on e s religion o r 
disability i n extendin g equa l protection . The argumen t tha t i f homosexual -
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ity is "chosen" it is a matter o f persona l responsibility, and therefore nee d no t 
or canno t b e protected , fail s t o acknowledg e element s o f choic e an d re -
sponsibility i n othe r protecte d classes . 

Moreover, a s discusse d i n th e previou s chapter , th e ver y concep t o f a n 
immutable o r biologica l categor y i s based o n th e paradigm o f race , which i s 
problematic i n light o f recen t scholarshi p tha t deconstruct s "biological " cat -
egories suc h a s gende r an d race . To argu e fo r immutabilit y i s t o ignor e a n 
abundance o f scholarshi p o n sexuality , race, and othe r socia l categorie s tha t 
rejects essentialis m an d argue s fo r th e constructe d natur e o f al l socia l dis -
tinctions (Plasko w 1994) . This include s th e divisio n o f peopl e int o classe s 
based o n th e gende r o f thei r sexua l partner s (Butle r 1990 ; Foucault 1978) . 
As illustrate d b y th e "Quee n fo r a  Day " rule , challengin g essentialis t argu -
ments ma y b e a  necessary ste p towar d revealin g th e injustice s buil t int o th e 
military policy . The concep t o f immutabilit y ma y serv e prejudic e an d dis -
crimination t o a  greater degre e tha n i t ca n eve r enhanc e minorit y interests . 
It ma y als o play directl y int o th e hand s o f thos e wh o woul d perpetuat e an d 
further entrenc h homophobia : 

It seem s tha t argument s fo r lesbia n an d ga y right s base d o n th e presume d 
givenness of homosexuality are attractive precisely because they disrupt as lit-
tle as possible the culture' s deeper assumptions abou t sexuality . They allow us 
to see gays and lesbians as a "them" who ar e in some way different fro m th e 
general population. They allow us to focus o n the "causes" of homosexualit y 
to the neglect o f th e "causes" of heterosexualit y They allo w us to debate th e 
religious and social acceptance o f gays and lesbians, but to avoid the questio n 
of ho w heterosexualit y come s t o be constructe d an d accepte d a s normative. 
(Plaskow 1994 , 31-32) 

In thi s way , a n essentialis t vie w o f sexuality , whil e advantageou s i n som e 
respects, uphold s th e "Otherness " o f gay s an d lesbian s an d reinforce s th e 
rigid categorie s establishe d by and fo r a  heterosexist, homophobic dominan t 
ideology. 

The risk s o f th e immutabilit y an d associate d right-to-privac y argument s 
are illustrated al l too clearl y by th e majorit y opinio n i n Hardwick,  which ap -
propriates thes e claim s an d use s the m agains t lesbian s an d gays . Despite it s 
occasional lega l successes , the immutabilit y argumen t inherentl y constrain s 
gay an d lesbia n freedom s becaus e i t rest s o n a  premise tha t "'homosexuals ' 
constitute a  distinct clas s of persons existin g in human natur e an d they must , 
by thei r ver y nature , commit sodomy. " This vie w authorize s th e homopho -
bic constructio n o f " a natura l homosexual , a preexisting huma n clas s persis-
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tently marke d an d thu s adequatel y define d b y th e ac t o f sodomy " (Halle y 
1991, 358).The right-to-privacy argumen t attempts to protect a class of gays 
and lesbian s whil e bracketin g discussion s o f "conduct " (rea d "sodomy") . 
However, by attempting t o sidestep the issue of conduct , the privacy argu -
ment leave s intact—an d thu s unintentionall y reinforces—th e belie f tha t 
"gay identity emerge s ineluctably from a n irresistible propensity t o commi t 
sodomy" (Halley 1989 , 921). Sodomy emerge s a s an uncontrollable, specifi -
cally homosexua l desire , in nee d o f privac y an d lega l protection . By rein -
forcing th e equatio n o f homosexualit y wit h th e illega l activity o f sodomy , 
privacy argument s undermin e effort s t o obtai n heightene d scrutin y unde r 
equal protection laws. 

Given the minefield laid down by the Hardwick decision that strikes down 
any legal argument for sodomy, "judges are far more likely to be sympathetic 
to arguments abou t status than to those regarding conduct" (Bull 1994 , 30). 
Evan Wolfson, a senior staff attorney for a gay and lesbian legal organization, 
warns that "when w e ge t to conduct , we will run smac k into Hardwick"  (in 
Bull 1994 , 30). Consequently, arguments for equa l protection generall y dis -
tinguish statu s fro m conduc t an d challeng e th e presumptio n tha t conduc t 
can be predicted by status. Such a legal strategy appears in a brief written by 
Cammermeyer s attorneys, who clai m tha t "sexua l orientatio n an d sexua l 
conduct are truly distinct" (Plaintiffs Mem o 1994 , 34).They support this as-
sertion with th e statement from Dr . Laura Brown, a well-known psycholo -
gist specializing in th e stud y o f sexua l orientation , that "there i s almost n o 
relationship betwee n a n individual's orientatio n an d his o r he r sexua l con -
duct" (Cammermeyer v.Aspin 1994, 31). 

According to Mary Newcombe, one of Cammermeyer s civilian lawyers, 
the intent o f thi s argument was to challeng e the presumption tha t particu -
lar, prohibited sexua l acts—includin g sodomy , hypersexuality, promiscuity , 
unwanted sexua l advances , and fraternization—follo w fro m a  given sexua l 
orientation (1996) . Just a s one's self-identificatio n a s a heterosexual tell s us 
nothing about that individual's sexual proclivities, the acknowledgment tha t 
one is gay or lesbian offer s n o clu e as to the particulars o f hi s or her sexua l 
conduct. In fact , i t doe s no t eve n tel l u s what woul d see m t o b e th e mos t 
obvious information—the se x of the individual's sexual partners. Again, just 
as those who identif y a s heterosexual may never have had sex or may occa -
sionally or frequently engag e in sexual activity with people o f th e same sex 
(a possibility mad e abundantl y clea r by the "Quee n fo r a  Day" rule), indi-
viduals who identif y a s gay o r lesbian ma y neve r hav e had se x o r ma y en -
gage occasionally o r frequently i n sexual activity with member s o f th e op -
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posite sex . These observation s suppor t th e clai m tha t wha t w e identif y a s 
sexual orientatio n i s indeed distinguishabl e fro m sexua l conduct . 

This i s not t o say , as Cammermeyer's attorney s undoubtedl y di d no t wis h 
to argue , tha t gay s an d lesbian s shoul d b e expecte d o r require d t o refrai n 
from engagin g i n expression s o f same-se x affection , u p t o an d includin g 
sexual intimacy. However, that i s precisely ho w th e separatio n o f statu s fro m 
conduct ha s been interprete d b y th e militar y an d th e civi l courts , includin g 
the cour t i n th e Cammermeye r case . Cammermeyer' s lawyer s sough t t o 
prove tha t homosexua l statu s di d no t indicat e a  propensity t o commi t crim -
inal acts , because a  ga y o r lesbia n sexua l orientatio n ca n b e expresse d i n 
many way s tha t ar e not outlawe d b y th e military' s definitio n o f sodomy . But 
the courts , working wit h a n implici t definitio n o f sodom y a s any expressio n 
of homosexuality , (mis)interprete d th e splittin g of f o f conduc t fro m statu s 
to mea n tha t being ga y o r lesbian nee d no t resul t i n th e expressio n o f same -
sex desir e throug h an y behavio r whatsoever . A s a  result , Judge Thoma s S . 
Zilly's decisio n i n Cammermeyer' s favo r i s based, in part , o n hi s conclusio n 
that "ther e i s no rationa l basi s fo r th e Government' s underlyin g contentio n 
that homosexua l orientatio n equal s 'desir e o r propensit y t o engage ' i n h o -
mosexual conduct " (Cammermeyer  v.  Aspin 1994 , 33) . Cammermeyer' s ac -
knowledgment o f he r status , in th e vie w o f th e court , "i s no t reliabl e evi -
dence o f he r desir e o r propensit y t o engag e i n homosexua l conduct. " 

Zilly's judgment tha t homosexua l statu s does no t indicat e a  propensity t o 
engage i n homosexua l conduct , combine d wit h Cammermeyer' s insistenc e 
that her s i s an "emotiona l orientation, " both broaden s an d narrow s th e pos -
sibilities fo r understandin g ga y an d lesbia n lives. 22 The separatio n o f ga y o r 
lesbian self-identit y fro m particula r sexua l acts , or eve n (i n the cas e o f Cam -
mermeyer's statement ) th e evasio n o r dismissa l o f sexualit y altogether , di -
verts th e obsessiv e focu s o n se x tha t grip s th e public' s thinkin g abou t gay s 
and lesbians . I t force s u s t o loo k elsewher e fo r a n understandin g o f wha t 
might mor e accuratel y b e labeled , for some , "affectional orientation. " Zilly' s 
statement dissociate s th e insisten t couplin g o f homosexualit y wit h sexua l 
practices an d s o invite s u s t o reconside r thi s narro w definition . Suc h a  defi -
nition excludes , for example , individuals wh o identif y a s gay o r lesbia n bu t 
choose celibac y o r wh o d o no t engag e i n same-se x sexua l behavio r fo r an y 
number o f reasons : because the y liv e with thei r parent s o r thei r children , are 
still heterosexuall y married , have no t ye t me t a  suitable partner , ar e nun s o r 
priests, are HI V positiv e o r fea r contractin g HIV . Moreover, Zilly' s assertio n 
raises the questio n o f wha t i t means t o assig n someon e els e o r onesel f a  gay 
or lesbian identity i f we ca n no longe r rel y o n a  simplistic equatio n o f same -
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sex sexua l contac t an d homosexuality . I n th e absenc e o f a  reliable sig n tha t 
identifies a  preexisting clas s o f individual s wh o ca n b e labele d "homosexu -
als," we migh t examin e instea d th e wa y i n whic h thi s clas s and it s member s 
are constituted  as having a  particular identit y base d o n th e fallibl e sig n o f sex -
ual activity . 

Zilly s statement add s a n alternativ e t o th e origina l equatio n o f h o m o -
sexual statu s wit h prohibite d sexua l acts , specifically sodomy . Whereas th e 
military claime d tha t acknowledgin g a  ga y o r lesbia n identit y wa s tanta -
mount t o committin g th e forbidde n an d immora l ac t o f sodomy , Zill y s 
decision establishe s th e possibility , eve n th e likelihood , tha t acknowledgin g 
a gay or lesbian identity doe s not  mean on e i s likely to engag e i n suc h a n act . 
Embedded i n thi s possibility , again, are potential gain s an d losse s for ga y an d 
lesbian rights . What i s gaine d i s th e distancin g o f gay s an d lesbian s fro m a 
condemned behavio r an d th e rescuin g o f th e categor y o f "homosexuality " 
from complet e submergenc e i n th e poten t discours e o f sex . What i s los t i s 
the acceptanc e o f ga y an d lesbia n difference , an d wit h i t an y possibilit y o f 
gaining lega l protection s fo r an d publi c recognitio n o f same-se x relation -
ships. If statu s and conduc t ar e unrelated, as Zilly suggests , then gay s and les -
bians ca n legitimatel y b e aske d t o refrai n fro m engagin g i n an y expressio n 
of affection , eve n a s their identitie s ar e presumably protected . 

This i s precisel y th e situatio n implemente d b y th e ne w militar y policy . 
The doubl e bin d fo r gay s and lesbian s i s abundantly clear , as is their second -
class statu s wit h respec t t o militar y an d civi l law : winnin g protectio n fo r 
identity means sacrificin g on e s right t o expres s o r share tha t identity . Again , 
homosexuality i s presented a s th e differenc e tha t mus t mak e n o differenc e 
as a  conditio n o f it s tolerance . For lesbian s an d gays , as for n o on e else , the 
sacrifice o f intimat e relationships , love, and sexualit y i s demanded i n retur n 
for th e mos t fundamenta l o f constitutiona l rights . 

S O D O M Y A N D S E X U A L I T Y 

The equatio n o f homosexualit y wit h sodom y cause s lesbian s t o vanis h 
under th e sig n gay  o r homosexual  Wit h bot h term s ambiguousl y gendered , 
they ar e read alternately a s male o r gender neutral . The resul t i s that a  stereo-
type o f ga y mal e sexua l practice s i s translated withou t examinatio n int o a n 
account o f lesbia n behavior. 23 I n hi s testimon y i n th e Cammermeye r case , 
Otjen, wh o wa s a  membe r o f th e Militar y Workin g Grou p (MWG ) tha t 
crafted th e new policy , conveys the M WG s  conviction tha t homosexual s ar e 
more likel y tha n heterosexual s t o commi t sodomy . H e concedes , however , 
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that th e grou p di d no t distinguis h betwee n lesbian s an d ga y me n i n thei r 
study o f th e issue . In response t o a  question abou t whethe r lesbian s are mor e 
or less likely than heterosexua l me n t o violate th e UCMJ sodom y law, Otje n 
circuitously replies , "I haven' t frankl y though t abou t t h a t . . . . Bu t m y opin -
ion i s that whe n yo u tel l me tha t you ar e a  lesbian o r you tel l me tha t you'r e 
a homosexua l i s tha t yo u ar e [sic],  i n tha t yo u participat e i n thos e thing s 
which, thos e activitie s whic h identif y tha t group . And i f sodom y i s par t o f 
that, then I  believe m y statemen t hold s t rue " (Otje n 1994 , 414—15). 

In fact , substantia l researc h suggest s tha t sodom y i s no t a  predominan t 
activity i n th e live s o f man y lesbians . One study , for example , reports tha t 2 3 
percent, o r abou t one-quarter , o f lesbian s rarel y o r neve r engag e i n ora l se x 
(Blumstein an d Schwart z 1983 , 236). A recen t surve y o f a  nationwide sam -
ple o f lesbian s foun d tha t 3 6 percent, o r ove r one-thir d o f respondents , ha d 
never performe d fellati o (Leve r 1995 , 29). To sugges t tha t sodom y "define s 
the class " of lesbian s single s ou t a n activit y tha t migh t b e relativel y infre -
quent o r unimportan t t o th e subjectiv e experienc e o f self-identifie d les -
bians, defining al l member s o f thi s grou p i n term s o f a  behavior tha t larg e 
numbers o f lesbian s ma y neve r eve n practice . Les t w e think , however , tha t 
the stereotyp e paint s a n accurat e pictur e o f th e sexua l lives of ga y men, this, 
too, ma y b e misleading . I n th e ag e o f AIDS , man y ga y me n ar e forgoin g 
sodomy a s part o f th e practic e o f saf e se x (Marti n 1987) . 

The definitio n o f homosexual s a s those who commi t sodom y i s distorte d 
not onl y becaus e i t exclude s man y self-identifie d gay s an d lesbians . I t als o 
vastly overincludes individual s who hav e never considered themselve s gay o r 
lesbian an d who hav e never engage d i n same-se x sexua l behavior. If sodom y 
is th e behavio r tha t define s th e class , then a  hug e numbe r o f heterosexua l 
couples wil l suddenl y fin d themselve s classifie d a s homosexuals . The num -
bers representin g heterosexua l act s o f sodom y ar e striking , if no t surprising . 
One surve y foun d tha t 9 0 t o 9 3 percen t o f heterosexual s hav e engage d i n 
oral intercourse (Blumstei n an d Schwart z 1983,236,242).Th e respecte d Hite 
Report on  Male  Sexuality  (1981 ) likewis e reporte d tha t "approximatel y 9 6 
percent o f al l [male ] respondent s ha d orall y stimulate d a  femal e partner " 
(Editors o f th e Harvard  Law Review  1990 , 59) . Similarly, The  Redbook  Report 
on Female Sexuality  (1977 ) foun d "tha t 8 5 percent o f wome n surveye d per -
form fellati o wit h thei r husband s 'often ' o r 'occasionally, ' an d 20. 3 percen t 
had engage d i n ana l intercours e wit h thei r husband s mor e tha n once " (Ed -
itors o f th e Harvard  Law Review  1990 , 59). 

These statistic s sugges t tha t sodom y ca n legitimatel y b e identifie d a s th e 
behavior tha t define s th e clas s o f heterosexuals.  A s Michae l Himes , on e o f 
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Cammermeyer s civilian attorneys , observes, in ligh t o f suc h findings , i t i s 
logical to assume that when people announce their heterosexuality, they are 
declaring tha t the y hav e a  propensity t o engag e i n sodom y (Otje n 1994 , 
209—11).The statement tha t one is a heterosexual, and particularly a  hetero-
sexual male, provides good predictive evidence that one is at high risk of vi-
olating the UCMJ. Statistically speaking, it makes even more sense to say that 
sodomy defines th e clas s of men , independent o f sexua l orientation. In this 
case, the identificatio n o f onesel f a s a  male permit s a  strong presumptio n 
that on e will  engag e i n sodomy , whereas i f on e i s a woman, one i s statisti-
cally less likely to engag e in this conduct. Given the rationale tha t dismisse s 
gays an d lesbian s fro m th e militar y becaus e o f a  presumed propensit y t o 
commit sodomy , ther e i s n o defensibl e basi s fo r no t dismissin g "avowe d 
males" as likely criminal s wh o ar e a t a  high ris k o f violatin g th e UCM J 
regulation. 

The distinctio n betwee n th e homosexua l "propensity " t o commi t 
sodomy an d a n equal , if no t mor e pronounced , heterosexua l propensit y i s 
upheld by the confusio n surroundin g the meaning o f th e term sodomy,  and 
the peculiar and persistent slippage in the meaning of thi s term. The Alyson 
Almanac, a  reference boo k o n ga y an d lesbia n subjects , defines sodom y a s 
"sexual act s deemed unnatura l b y the person usin g the term . .  . . Sodomy is 
variously used to mean any sex between two men; any sex between two men 
or two women; anal intercourse involving a man and a partner of either sex; 
or sexual acts involving a human an d an animal" (Alyson 1993 , 97—98).The 
ambiguity o f th e ter m permit s an d eve n encourage s inconsisten t lega l in -
terpretations. "Sodomy statute s maintain themselve s in part by their equiv -
ocal reference t o identities and /or acts. The dualit y of the sodomy statutes— 
sometimes an index of identity , sometimes an index of acts—i s a rhetorical 
mechanism in the subordination o f homosexual identity and the superordi -
nation o f heterosexua l identity " (Halley 1993 , 1722). In light o f thi s defini -
tional instability, it is little wonder that Foucault referred t o sodomy as "that 
utterly confuse d category " (in Halley 1993 , 1740). 

While the term sodomy is often used as if it encompasses any and all same-
sex sexua l behavior , "the criminalit y o f sodomitica l act s involving person s 
of differen t gender s is simply assumed ou t o f existence " (Halley 1991 , 357). 
The equatio n o f homosexualit y wit h sodomy supplie s the necessary diver -
sion so that the question of heterosexual sodomy is willfully ignore d or sim-
ply neve r raised . Through thi s mechanism, "designating homosexua l iden -
tity a s the persona l manifestatio n o f sodom y confirm s it s subordination, " 
while "the ways in which homosexua l identity i s not sodomy ar e subject t o 
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an organized forgetting" (Halley 1993,1722).Th e effectiveness o f this strate-
gic menta l bloc k i s aptly illustrated b y Thurmond s assertion tha t "hetero -
sexuals do not practice sodomy" (Policy Hearings 1993 , 493).24 

Thus i t is not surprisin g tha t in both forma l an d informal discussion s o f 
the militar y ba n o n gays , and eve n i n th e testimon y presente d befor e th e 
Senate Arme d Service s Committee , th e ter m sodomy  wa s applie d loosely , 
without referenc e t o th e lega l definitio n upo n whic h th e argumen t wa s 
based, to mean all  homosexual se x and only  homosexual sex. 25 This identi -
fication i s pervasive : "Sodomy i n thes e formulation s i s suc h a n intrinsi c 
characteristic o f homosexuals , and s o exclusiv e t o us , that i t constitute s a 
rhetorical prox y fo r us . It i s our metonym " (Halle y 1993 , 1737). The argu -
ment tha t ban s gay s and lesbians from th e militar y becaus e o f a n inheren t 
tendency t o commi t sodom y i s based on precisely this tautology, resting o n 
the misunderstandin g tha t sodom y refer s t o an y sexua l ac t tha t occur s be -
tween two members of the same sex; that is , that sodomy "is" gay or lesbian 
sex. Again, this definitio n i s underinclusive o f heterosexuals , overinclusiv e 
of gay s and lesbians , and relentlessl y circular . Its utility fo r maintainin g th e 
military status quo lies in the fact that , in the absence o f statute s that speci -
fically discriminat e agains t homosexual (a s opposed t o heterosexual ) sexua l 
acts, this loose application o f th e term create s a dividing line that maintain s 
the apparen t distinctio n betwee n "us " an d "them"— a distinctio n tha t i s 
then deploye d to keep "them" out an d "us" in. 

This discussio n return s u s to on e o f th e principa l dynamic s o f ga y an d 
lesbian oppression: the fear or hatred of the "Others" who are always already 
among "us" and the need decisively to cas t out, both symbolically and liter-
ally, those "Others." Precisely because o f th e almos t desperat e insistence o n 
upholding thes e distinctions , we mus t view the m wit h suspicion . The pre -
sentation o f sexua l categories as clear-cut an d rigidly bounded i s illusory, if 
not deliberatel y misleading . "Acts d o no t translate , one-for-one, into iden -
tities. Once that equation is gone, it becomes difficult t o maintain the corol-
lary assumptions that the world properly provides two and only two sexual-
orientation identities , and that heterosexuality i s pure o f sodomiti c practic e 
and homoerotic impulse " (Halley 1993 , 1738). 

The nee d t o maintai n rigi d boundaries aroun d arena s o f sexua l activit y 
in orde r t o preserv e differenc e an d distanc e betwee n heterosexualit y an d 
homosexuality i s bu t a  sympto m o f a  deepe r affliction . Th e categor y o f 
"heterosexuality" is based on the most tenuous o f foundations , constructe d 
not fro m internall y consisten t characteristic s bu t entirel y throug h it s status 
as "not homosexual" (Butler 1990 ; Foucault 1978 ; Halley 1991 ; Halley 1993) . 
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The clas s of heterosexual s i s "a defaul t class , profoundly heterogeneous , un -
stable, and provisional" (Halley 1991,372) . Heterosexuality therefor e remain s 
entirely dependen t o n th e existenc e o f a n abstrac t homosexua l "Other " fo r 
its ow n definition . A t th e sam e time , it i s threatened b y th e presenc e o f th e 
real me n an d wome n wh o engag e i n same-se x sexua l practices— a threa t 
based o n th e ambiguit y o f definition , o n th e pervasivenes s o f homoeroti c 
desire an d activit y throughou t a  much broade r populatio n tha n tha t identi -
fied a s "homosexual," and o n th e inabilit y o f anyon e t o distinguis h reliabl y 
those wh o ar e ga y o r lesbia n fro m thos e wh o ar e not . Homosexual "status " 
is thus a  particularly untrustworth y foundatio n o n whic h t o erec t a n edific e 
of difference . I n contrast , the military' s definitio n o f homosexua l "conduct " 
as gay sex , and o f ga y se x a s sodomy, provides clearl y delineate d an d differ -
entiated categories . Thi s misleadin g categorizatio n convenientl y forestall s 
confusion, uncertainty , o r (wors e yet ) overla p o f sexua l orientation , sexua l 
identities, or sexua l activity . 

Redefining sodom y a s homosexua l se x an d reinterpretin g sodom y 
statutes t o appl y exclusivel y t o gay s an d lesbian s thu s provid e th e mean s b y 
which t o maintai n a  binar y system , comprise d o f tw o mutuall y exclusiv e 
categories o f sexualit y an d tw o distinc t mode s o f sexua l practice . The slip -
page i n th e meanin g o f sodom y i s not accidental , then, but deliberatel y up -
holds a n apparent , i f illusory , differenc e betwee n same - an d cross-gende r 
sexual practice . I t thereb y suggest s that , althoug h no t distinguishe d b y th e 
UCMJ rule s o f conduct , on e for m o f sexua l practic e i s nevertheless legall y 
forbidden an d morall y abhorren t whil e th e othe r i s acceptable , appropriate , 
even natura l (se e Plaintiff s Mem o 1994 , 26). 

Because i t presume s a n exclusiv e lin k betwee n sodom y an d homosexu -
ality, this framing o f th e issu e begs th e rea l questio n raise d b y th e outlawin g 
of sodomy . The cru x o f th e military' s proble m i s how t o reconcil e it s mora l 
condemnation an d institutional prohibition o f sodom y with th e widely hel d 
knowledge tha t thi s practice i s prevalent amon g heterosexuals.The military' s 
construction o f th e sodom y argumen t fail s t o acknowledg e tha t sodom y i s 
practiced b y man y groups , o f whic h homosexual s ar e onl y one . I t als o fail s 
to conside r the possibility tha t thi s practice may be linked t o a  group define d 
by a  characteristic othe r tha n sexua l orientation . Such a  logical fallacy i s th e 
equivalent o f claimin g tha t i n th e winter , many gay s and lesbians ge t th e flu. 
This may be a n entirel y tru e statement ; however, when i t is phrased thi s way, 
we ar e le d t o believ e tha t lesbian s an d gay s ar e particularly  susceptibl e t o 
catching th e flu,  based o n thei r membershi p i n th e clas s of homosexuals . O f 
course, this i s no t th e case . It woul d b e equall y tru e t o sa y tha t i n th e win -
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ter, many heterosexual s catc h th e flu.  The fallac y lie s in linkin g a n irrelevan t 
characteristic wit h a  particular outcom e an d inferrin g a  causa l relationship . 

In th e flu  example , i t i s obviou s tha t a n illogica l conclusio n ha s bee n 
reached, bu t onl y becaus e ther e i s n o stereotyp e linkin g sexua l orientatio n 
to th e flu  i n th e publi c imagination . (Fo r evidenc e o f th e powe r o f stereo -
types i n shapin g ou r acceptanc e o f suc h associations , simpl y substitut e 
"HIV" for "flu. " Suddenly, the implication s o f th e statemen t an d th e causal -
ity i t implie s wil l n o longe r see m questionabl e t o man y readers. ) Th e ques -
tion i s no t whethe r gay s an d lesbian s wil l ge t th e flu.  Th e questio n i s 
whether th e flu  wil l be prevalen t thi s winter , for i f so , we migh t expec t i t t o 
be equally  present acros s population s o f varyin g sexua l orientation . Havin g 
reached thi s conclusion , we ca n abando n th e analog y bu t retai n it s message . 
Such reasonin g narrow s th e scop e o f th e argumen t t o a  false dichotomy — 
gays an d lesbian s will , o r gay s an d lesbian s wil l not , commi t sodomy . Thi s 
erases th e possibilit y o f a  thir d standpoint : tha t thos e wh o identif y them -
selves as gays and lesbian s ar e no mor e o r les s likely t o commi t sodom y tha n 
those wh o identif y themselve s a s heterosexuals , an d tha t sodomy , whethe r 
deemed acceptabl e o r not , i s no t accuratel y viewe d a s a  manifestatio n o f a 
particular sexua l orientation . 

Moreover, nowhere i n the tw o option s delineate d abov e i s there spac e fo r 
imagining homosexua l acts , sexua l an d nonsexual , tha t ar e not  act s o f 
sodomy, and tha t ar e therefore no t prohibite d b y th e UCMJ . This construc -
tion o f th e argumen t is , needless t o say , both highl y reductiv e an d funda -
mentally misleading . The alternative s provide d establis h gay s and lesbian s a s 
either hypersexual—thei r sexualit y uncontrolle d an d uncontrollable , thei r 
identity an d desire s expresse d exclusivel y throug h sodomiti c acts—o r a s 
asexual, curse d victim s o f unnatura l urge s tha t the y valiantl y succee d i n 
overcoming throug h shee r strengt h o f will . Missing an d desperatel y neede d 
here ar e a  multitude o f othe r option s tha t woul d accoun t fo r othe r kind s o f 
lesbian and gay identities, other expression s o f lesbia n and gay love, intimacy, 
and sexuality . 

Simply stated , sexua l orientatio n an d sodom y "ar e tw o entirel y separat e 
phenomena: sexua l orientatio n classification s ar e base d o n th e directio n o f 
an individual' s sexua l an d affectiona l attractions , while sodom y statute s pro -
scribe particula r sexua l act s in whic h person s o f an y sexua l orientatio n ma y 
participate" (Editor s o f th e Harvard  Law  Review  1990 , 58-59) . Cammer -
meyer's ow n word s illuminat e thi s distinction , when sh e describe s he r lov e 
for women a s an "emotional orientation " and "explicitly reject[s ] th e notio n 
that he r identificatio n a s a lesbian ca n b e reduce d t o th e mer e presumptio n 
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of sexua l act s wit h women " (Plaintiff s Mem o 1994 , 33). The ver y concep t 
of a  sexual orientatio n ma y b e revealed , under close r scrutiny , to b e a  patri -
archal concep t organize d aroun d th e assume d centralit y o f sexual , specifi -
cally genital , interaction t o th e formatio n an d maintenanc e o f intimat e re -
lationships. For many lesbians , "a relationship wit h anothe r woma n ca n pro -
vide a  far riche r an d mor e supportiv e intimac y tha n tha t possibl e wit h mos t 
men." Nevertheless , w e fin d repeatedl y tha t "thi s aspec t o f ou r live s i s re -
duced, in cultur e an d i n law , to sexua l preference, as though th e onl y advan -
tages o f a  same-sex relationshi p wer e genital " (Becke r 1995 , 149). 

This i s no t t o den y tha t se x i s a  foca l poin t o f intimat e relationship s fo r 
many peopl e o f divers e sexua l orientations . Yet for man y others , sex may b e 
or becom e les s important , eve n unimportant , compare d t o othe r facet s o f 
their relationship . It i s surely th e cas e that n o singl e standar d o f sexua l activ -
ity exist s tha t ensure s th e succes s o f al l intimat e relationships ; nor ar e inti -
macy an d sexualit y identical . Thus eve n t o designat e one' s emotional/affec -
tional choice(s ) a s a "sexual" orientation denie s th e existenc e o f a  vast vari -
ety o f primary , intimate relationship s i n whic h sexual/genita l contac t play s 
a relatively mino r role . 

To mak e suc h a n argumen t i s no t t o accede , reassuringly , t o wha t Mar y 
Newcombe ha s called a  "sex-phobic" culture tha t se x and sexualit y are , after 
all, insignificant o r tha t the y ar e bes t represse d (1991 , 9). Nor i s i t t o desex -
ualize lesbian s o r ga y me n an d thu s t o den y differenc e ye t again . It is , how-
ever, to questio n th e classificatio n o f individual s base d o n w h o m the y en -
gage i n genita l contac t wit h an d t o challeng e th e hierarch y o f trait s tha t 
places sexua l act s a t th e cor e o f a  person's bein g an d identity , a s the ke y t o 
an essentia l o r immutabl e self . The "sexua l orientation " model derive s fro m 
a focu s o n sexua l activity , narrowl y define d a s genita l contac t (wit h it s at -
tendant an d apparentl y necessar y goa l o f orgasm) , as th e definin g momen t 
in intimat e relationship s an d th e definin g characteristi c o f classe s of people . 
However, this i s but on e o f man y possibl e criteri a fo r categorizin g intimat e 
relationships. Alternatively , suc h partnership s coul d b e classifie d accordin g 
to whethe r the y ar e monogamou s o r nonmonogamous , respectfu l o r abu -
sive, loving o r indifferent , egalitaria n o r unequal , o r accordin g t o whethe r 
they provid e opportunitie s fo r individua l growt h o r foste r mutua l stagna -
tion—all withou t referenc e t o sexua l orientation . Eac h o f thes e classifica -
tions may provide a  more relevan t and usefu l mean s o f categorizin g intimat e 
relationships tha n doe s a  system o f classificatio n base d solel y o n th e gende r 
of th e tw o participants . 

In contras t f > thi s narro w view , lesbians themselve s hav e offere d a  broa d 
variety o f definition s o f lesbianism. The notio n o f a  lesbian continuu m pro -



AND TH E BA N PLAYE D O N ^  12 5 

posed by Adrienne Ric h (1986) , alongside widel y varyin g perspectives o n 
who "is " and who "isn't " a lesbian, suggests a  more comple x an d less stable 
phenomenon tha n ca n be capture d b y reference t o a  particular sexua l be -
havior o r se t o f behaviors , let alon e encompasse d b y a  military regulation . 
As more tha n on e lesbian write r ha s observed, the term s o f th e patriarch y 
and th e concept s provide d b y patriarcha l though t offe r miserabl y inade -
quate means to express ways of living and loving that lie outside patriarcha l 
institutions an d beyond heterosexis t understandings , imagination, and lan -
guage (Lord e 1984 ; Newcombe 1991 ; Robson 1990 ; Robson 1992 ; Vaid 
1995). By inviting us to contemplat e th e difficultie s o f simpl e classificatio n 
and t o investigat e th e intricacie s o f huma n emotiona l expression , Zilly' s 
and Cammermeyer' s statement s uncouplin g homosexualit y an d sodom y 
extend th e horizon s withi n whic h ga y an d lesbia n live s ca n b e see n an d 
understood. 

There i s nevertheles s a n undeniabl y negativ e aspec t t o thes e well-in -
tended assertions . In a society or a military that is phobic abou t gay and les-
bian sexuality , Zilly's and Cammermeyer' s words offe r reassuranc e tha t gays 
and lesbian s ar e no t doin g anythin g tha t undermine s patriarcha l powe r o r 
heterosexual masculin e dominance . They sugges t tha t gay s and lesbians are 
not, in fact , doin g muc h o f anythin g a t all . This suggestio n reinforce s th e 
dominant ideolog y i n a t leas t tw o ways . First, i t maintain s th e priorit y o f 
heterosexual, vaginal intercours e a s the natural , original , and perhap s onl y 
kind o f se x worthy o f th e name , while removin g an y potential disruptio n 
or threat that the presence and pervasiveness of alternat e sexual forms pose. 
Second, it deliberatel y separate s statu s fro m conduc t an d protect s statu s a t 
the cos t o f ou r righ t t o engag e i n various form s o f conduct . Such a  sacri-
fice, however vigorously demande d an d valiantly offered , i s ultimately bot h 
impractical an d inhumane . 

T H E GREA T D I V I D E : D I S T I N G U I S H I N G 
STATUS AN D C O N D U C T 

Defending homosexua l identit y o n the grounds tha t i t is private and there -
fore off-limit s t o th e lon g ar m o f militar y la w accomplishe s fo r Cammer -
meyer's supporter s precisel y wha t arguin g fo r private , protecte d identit y 
achieved fo r Achtenberg' s Senat e proponents : it leave s th e publi c domain , 
broadly defined, open to attack. Achtenberg's opponents seized on the pub-
lic/private distinctio n t o hold her to a  highly limited voice and visibility. In 
a military context , the public /private distinctio n translate s easil y into a  de-
lineation between conduct and status.This division produces a legal decision 
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in Cammermeyer' s favor tha t nevertheless subjects her , and the gay and les-
bian constituency she represents, to similarly rigid constraints . These restric-
tions exact silence as the cost of individual rights and invisibility as the price 
of "affirmation." Difference ma y be protected only if it remains entirely hid-
den—a differenc e tha t make s no difference , tha t canno t eve n be acknowl -
edged a s such. The dissociatio n o f identit y fro m conduc t enforce s ga y and 
lesbian invisibility and silence both within th e military and beyond . 

This protection o f homosexua l statu s but no t conduc t quickl y become s 
"a prescriptio n fo r closetry " (Altma n 1982 , 135) , a reminder tha t victorie s 
may be partial and produce potentially harmful outcomes . Zilly s ruling per-
mitted Cammermeyer to remain in uniform afte r identifying hersel f as a les-
bian, undermining th e blanket ban under which sh e was discharged. How-
ever, this decision grante d Cammermeye r an d othe r soldier s permission t o 
speak onl y with th e mos t extrem e limitations : they mus t no t indicat e thei r 
status in an y othe r manner , and thei r statement s mus t refe r t o statu s alone . 
Although handing the military a legal defeat, by upholding the separation of 
status fro m conduc t Zill y pave d th e wa y fo r continuin g discriminatio n 
against gay and lesbian service members. His decision carries the premise o f 
civil right s t o it s logica l extreme . He allow s gay s an d lesbian s t o identif y 
themselves a s such onl y i f n o furthe r evidenc e come s t o ligh t t o suppor t 
their claim ; only i f al l the evidence , in fact , denies  it . This lega l ruling an d 
others like it thus mandate a  kind o f closed , circular discourse in which th e 
words gay and lesbian  no longer signify anythin g concrete. The cos t of being 
able to say the words is the sacrifice o f thei r meaning. Gay and lesbian self-
identification mus t refe r no t t o observabl e behavior s i n th e externa l worl d 
but onl y to an inner world tha t is not otherwis e expresse d o r shared . 

The argumen t fo r protecting status alone exhibit s the same fundamenta l 
flaw in the military case that it did in the political arena. By defending a  dis-
tinct and severely limited private realm, this approach abandons the struggle 
to clai m a public voice and virtually invites restrictions o n public behavior . 
Moreover, the very concep t o f a  private realm is foreign t o the uniqu e sit -
uation o f militar y employees , who ar e considere d t o represen t thei r gov -
ernment an d the military a t all times and who may have to live under con -
ditions entirely lacking in privacy. In such situations, their conduct i s inher-
ently "public" and subject t o censure. Thus the military context provides an 
extreme exampl e o f th e dangers o f separatin g private from publi c identity : 
the public arena constantly encroaches on an ever-narrowing private realm, 
threatening to overtake it entirely. Virtually any activity can be construed as 
"nonprivate" and thereby subjec t t o censure . 
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The status/conduc t distinctio n i s appealin g becaus e i t appear s t o refut e 
the equatio n o f homosexualit y wit h sodom y an d th e consequen t indict -
ment o f homosexualit y o n lega l an d mora l (ofte n biblical ) grounds . I t dis -
sociates th e individua l fro m th e act . The military' s circula r reasonin g goe s a s 
follows: (i ) homosexuals , by definition , hav e a  propensity t o engag e i n " h o -
mosexual conduct" ; (2 ) homosexuals ar e define d b y thei r sexua l activity ; (3) 
the conduc t o f homosexual s i s therefore inherentl y sexual ; (4) al l sexual act s 
gays an d lesbian s engag e in , an d onl y thes e acts , constitut e sodom y (i.e. , 
sodomy an d homosexua l se x ar e coterminous) ; (5 ) homosexua l conduc t i s 
therefore equivalen t t o committin g sodom y (6 ) engagin g i n homosexua l 
conduct (sodomy ) prevent s on e fro m bein g a  good soldier . 

The status/conduc t distinctio n doe s no t challeng e th e overal l illogi c o f 
the formula . I t simpl y circumvents , withou t confronting , th e troublesom e 
equation o f sodom y wit h ga y o r lesbia n identity . B y equatin g statu s wit h 
sexual o r emotiona l desir e an d conduc t wit h an y visibl e manifestatio n o f 
this desire , this distinctio n dispute s onl y clai m 1 . It suggest s tha t homosexu -
als d o no t hav e a  propensity t o engag e i n homosexua l conduct , tha t is , that 
desire nee d no t manifes t itsel f throug h wor d o r deed . The militar y use s thi s 
split t o polic e sexua l activit y an d enforc e a  separate homosexua l standard . I t 
legitimizes continuin g discriminatio n agains t gays and lesbians with th e pre -
sumption tha t i f one' s sexua l orientatio n become s known , throug h an y 
means, then th e individua l mus t b e culpabl e fo r a n ac t o f "homosexua l con -
duct." In thi s circula r definition , public knowledg e provide s evidenc e o f im -
proper conduct , regardless o f th e mean s b y which thi s knowledge wa s actu -
ally obtained . 

Zilly's decisio n echoe s th e prais e offere d b y Achtenberg' s Senat e sup -
porters: Cammermeye r i s rewarde d fo r bein g "mainstream, " fo r refrainin g 
from homosexua l conduc t despit e he r lesbian status . Cammermeyer's appea l 
is successful becaus e sh e i s one o f th e "goo d lesbians " who wa s neve r iden -
tified a s engagin g i n an y for m o f homosexua l conduct , an d whos e statu s 
came t o ligh t onl y a s a  resul t o f a  direc t question . Zilly' s decisio n thu s ad -
vances acceptanc e fo r onl y thos e who , like Cammermeyer , ar e successfu l i n 
concealing thei r status . By refusing t o disput e th e condemnatio n o f gay s an d 
lesbians wh o d o engag e i n homosexua l conduc t o f an y sort , Zilly' s judg -
ment reinforce s th e vie w tha t ther e i s somethin g condemnabl e abou t 
them.26 

Of course , give n th e militar y prohibition , individual s wh o commi t 
sodomy ar e subjec t t o repriman d an d dismissal. 27 A t issue , however, is a fail -
ure t o distinguis h betwee n th e broa d meaning s encompasse d b y th e phras e 
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"homosexual conduct " and th e specifi c practic e o f sodomy . The equatio n 
of thes e term s reinforce s a  "'sex-as-lifestyle' assumption, " the ide a tha t ga y 
and lesbia n sexualit y "i s all-encompassing , obsessive , an d completel y di -
vorced from love, long-term relationships, and family structure" (Fajer 1992 , 
514). By dissociatin g status from conduc t broadl y defined , rather than fro m 
sodomy in particular, gay men and lesbians are dissociated from al l the othe r 
behaviors involved in the everyda y living of ou r lives: participation i n fam -
ilies, communities, friendships, and intimate relationships ; the pursui t o f a n 
education an d a  career ; involvement i n politica l an d socia l organizations ; 
fulfilling a  religious o r spiritua l dimensio n o f ou r lives ; and simpl y lovin g 
other human beings . 

By refusing t o enumerat e th e ways in which conduc t i s not sex , and by 
failing to defend the right of gay men and lesbians to make visible all aspects 
of our multifaceted lives , the status/conduct distinction implicitly denies the 
need fo r voic e an d visibility . Upholding thi s distinctio n permit s th e con -
demnation o f "avowed " gay s an d lesbian s a s aberrant , unnatural , an d im -
moral being s eve n whil e professin g toleranc e towar d homosexua l status . It 
suggests that ther e i s something a t best unacceptable o r abnormal , at worst 
shameful o r reproachful, about gay and lesbian love and sexual expression. It 
requires u s to jettison claim s tha t nonheterosexua l lov e an d nontraditiona l 
families ar e legitimate and healthy alternatives to heterosexual nuclear fam -
ilies an d mus t b e recognize d a s such. I t obligate s u s t o abando n effort s t o 
affirm a  multitude o f famil y structures , for gay s and lesbians and for others , 
and to cease attempts to educate people about these alternatives. It prohibits 
expression of the joy and pride that emerge from being gay or lesbian. Such 
affirmation ma y be especially crucia l to conve y to gay and lesbian youth, as 
well as to many other s who ar e tentatively beginning t o clai m a  gay or les-
bian identity . Lackin g thi s affirmatio n durin g th e critica l coming-of-ag e 
years o r durin g th e proces s o f comin g ou t a s an adul t ca n mak e lif e see m 
dreary and hopeless and the future voi d o f love. 

Reducing ga y or lesbian identity t o sex thoroughly distort s understand -
ings of ga y and lesbian lives. Just a s the meaning of heterosexua l love is not 
exhausted by reference t o the sexual acts in which men and women engage , 
neither i s the lov e o f ga y o r lesbia n partner s encapsulate d b y referenc e t o 
their sexual practices. The love between two men or two women is no more 
reducible to sex (sodomitic or otherwise) than is the love between a  woman 
and a  man. Lesbian an d gay relationships ca n be a s stable o r unstable , long-
or short-term , monogamous o r nonmonogamou s a s the ful l rang e o f het -
erosexual relationships . Like an y othe r intimat e relationships , they ca n b e 
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highly o r not a t all sexual, involving any, all, or none o f th e range o f possi -
ble sexua l acts . For man y ga y me n an d lesbians , as for man y heterosexua l 
men an d women, sex is only one part o f a  loving relationship tha t include s 
many other facets o f intimac y an d connection . 

Equating homosexualit y wit h sodom y distort s publi c understandin g o f 
gays and lesbians by reducing a n enormou s rang e o f possibilitie s fo r emo -
tional and sexual intimacy to a particular sexual behavior that many gays and 
lesbians never even practice. The status/conduc t distinctio n perpetuates thi s 
distortion by adopting a legal classification an d attempting to apply it to th e 
understanding of individuals in a manner far too simplistic to encompass the 
complexity an d variety o f human sexua l identity and behavior (Vai d 1995). 
The constructio n o f a  relationship between status and conduct a s either di -
rectly causa l or entirely unrelated offer s a  miserably inadequate conceptio n 
of sexual desire. Moreover, it fails to provide anything close to an exhaustive 
classificatory schem e fo r sexua l practice . The adoptio n o f patriarcha l cate -
gories of law—a law established by and for men, supporting what Ruthan n 
Robson labels the "rule of men" (1992)—is an inadequate and possibly dan-
gerous mean s o f tryin g t o encompas s th e feelings , behaviors, and self-un -
derstandings o f individual s who d o no t fi t neatl y within th e law's expecta -
tions. We must therefore be vigilant in identifying th e limits of a  system that 
is "premised o n normativ e assumption s abou t wh o peopl e are , what the y 
need, and how they should live their lives—assumptions develope d primar -
ily to suppor t an d maintain th e patriarchy" (Newcombe 1991 , 7) . We mus t 
employ the utmost caution when using this system to represent ourselves, to 
ourselves o r to others . 

The separatio n o f statu s from conduc t enable s the arme d force s t o pro -
tect outwardly the constitutional rights of gays and lesbians while neverthe-
less placing an absolut e limi t o n thei r self-expression . Suc h a  policy elude s 
the confine s o f th e Firs t Amendment b y defining speec h itsel f a s conduct . 
This equation i s still under debat e in numerous lega l challenges to the pol -
icy; it will likely be resolved onl y by a  Supreme Cour t decision. 28 I n regu -
lating speech, the military effect s yet  another division : the separation o f sta -
tus fro m self-identification . I t attempt s t o prohibi t th e latter , including al l 
acts o f self-definition , self-naming , an d self-expression . What i s lef t "pro -
tected," though onl y in a  relative sense , is the ambiguou s categor y o f "sta -
tus." This comes to mean less and less, until it seems to encompass precisely 
nothing, except what lies in the recesses of the human mind, so deep and so 
hidden tha t i t i s not identifiabl e eve n by the perso n whos e thought s i t in -
habits. 
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THE PERIL S O F PRIVAC Y 

The argumen t tha t support s protectin g "private " status whil e relinquishin g 
the righ t t o "public " conduct leave s intac t anothe r problemati c binar y tha t 
underlies military policy: the false oppositio n betwee n opennes s an d secrecy . 
The "Don' t Ask , Don' t Tell " policy portray s "telling " a s a  willfu l act , wit h 
secrecy, o r "no t telling, " a s th e effortles s defaul t category . I t presume s tha t 
asking the military t o "no t ask " and a  soldier to "no t tell " are comparable di -
rectives, accomplished b y refrainin g fro m certai n undesirabl e behaviors . Yet 
this assumptio n i s misleading , fo r th e silenc e demande d o f ga y an d lesbia n 
personnel i s excessive , and maintainin g thi s silenc e require s constan t decep -
tion an d lie s (Policy  Hearings 1993 , 569).The premis e underlyin g "don' t tell " 
suggests tha t gay s and lesbian s ar e the onl y one s wh o "com e out " and mak e 
others awar e o f thei r sexua l orientation , whil e heterosexua l orientatio n 
lacks thi s publi c face t becaus e heterosexual s rarel y mak e suc h declarations . 
Senator John McCain , fo r example , describe s th e "Don' t Ask , Don' t Tell " 
policy a s establishin g a  situatio n i n whic h "one' s sexua l preferenc e wa s no t 
asked; in tha t way , we tolerat e al l sexua l preferences " (Policy  Hearings 1993 , 
692). 

Such a  claim is grossly misrepresentative, because th e defaul t i s not silenc e 
but acknowledgment ; i t is silence tha t require s a n ac t o f will . A presumptio n 
of heterosexualit y operate s i n thi s cultur e suc h tha t individual s ar e assume d 
to b e heterosexua l unles s the y specificall y refut e tha t assumption . Thus het -
erosexuals ca n b e "out " withou t a  word, while ga y an d lesbia n visibilit y re -
quires a  more concerte d effort . Just a s important, however, heterosexual me n 
and women announc e o r "flaunt" their sexuality in countless ways every day . 
Sometimes thes e statement s ar e verbal : a  referenc e t o a  love r o r spous e b y 
name o r gender , th e us e o f gender-specifi c pronoun s whe n referrin g t o a 
sexual attraction , o r a  statemen t o f affectio n mad e t o one' s love r o r spous e 
in a  public setting . Heterosexual wome n an d me n ma y openl y discus s wit h 
others th e activitie s they engag e in with a  lover o r spouse, such a s having an d 
raising a  child , buying a  house, taking a  vacation, visiting relatives , celebrat -
ing a  birthday o r holiday , or simpl y goin g ou t fo r th e evening . They ma y in -
dicate thei r sexua l orientatio n throug h numerou s nonverba l message s a s 
well: adopting thei r spouse' s last name o r hyphenating i t with thei r own , dis-
playing thei r lover' s o r spouse' s pictur e o n thei r desk , wearin g a n engage -
ment o r weddin g ring , o r publicl y displayin g affectio n throug h touching , 
hand-holding, hugging , o r kissing . This sharin g o f one' s supposedl y privat e 
life occur s man y time s ever y day , without a  secon d thought , i n th e live s o f 
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heterosexuals. The comman d t o hid e one' s sexualit y thu s forbid s no t onl y 
explicit statements of identity but also hundreds, if not thousands, of every -
day forms o f verba l an d nonverba l expression . "Don't tell " in thi s way de -
mands a n all-encompassin g silenc e abou t one' s ow n life , a silence tha t ca n 
be maintained onl y by unwavering vigilance and ceaseles s self-censorship . 

This situation is exacerbated by the living conditions of active-duty mil -
itary personnel, whose work may require them to live together twenty-fou r 
hours a  day in very close quarters . In such an environment , there i s literally 
no distinction between supposedly private space and shared, public space.Yet 
this incursio n o f publi c int o ostensibl y privat e spac e i s not uniqu e t o th e 
military context . In fact , the public/privat e split , which ha s it s root s a s fa r 
back a s the Gree k polis, hearkens t o a  societal structur e tha t n o longe r ex -
ists.29 Give n rapi d technologica l expansion , the numbe r an d magnitud e o f 
the privat e space s tha t a  righ t t o privac y ostensibl y protect s ar e quickl y 
dwindling, and suc h space s may soo n b e difficul t t o fin d a t all . At a  mini-
mum, the adven t o f th e Informatio n Ag e an d th e encroachmen t o f tech -
nology into many of ou r everyday activities mean that it is no longer possi-
ble to manage and restrict the dissemination of information abou t ourselves. 
Despite our best efforts, such information invariabl y reaches sources beyond 
our knowledge o r control . 

The line between public and private space is being challenged by sophis-
ticated technologica l advance s i n way s i t ha s neve r bee n before . Alread y 
there is dissension about whether and how such spaces should be regulated . 
Electronic mail , the Internet , the World Wide Web, and other development s 
have create d a  new kin d o f space : "cyberspace." This share d spac e ma y b e 
inhabited by an enormous number of people from al l over the globe simul-
taneously, a concept tha t i s already challenging the ways in which w e thin k 
about the division o f public and private.30 These changes and others ensur e 
that whatever boundaries remain between public and private realms will be 
increasingly fluid an d elastic . 

Moreover, while the potential for securing a protected, private space may 
be appealing, privacy arguments are just as easily used to silence gays and les-
bians a s to liberat e us . The plian t boundarie s betwee n publi c an d privat e 
allow opponent s t o defin e an y expressio n o f same-sex  orientatio n t o an y 
other human being as a public act , no matter how private the setting might 
appear. This definition narrow s the realm of privat e life t o encompas s onl y 
that which goe s on inside an individual's head, so that al l words and behav-
iors fal l outsid e th e real m o f protecte d privat e expression . The structur e o f 
daily life an d interactions, both i n and ou t o f th e military, is such that ther e 



132 ^  AN D TH E BA N PLAYE D O N 

is little space for such secrets to be kept, even with great effort. There is very 
little informatio n abou t a n individua l tha t canno t b e accesse d b y a  deter -
mined pursuer, and the more one tries to hide information, the stronger will 
be th e resolv e o f other s t o discove r it . For thes e reasons , the privat e real m 
referenced by the privacy argument, with its impermeable, clearly delineated 
boundaries, no longe r exists , and i t would b e nearl y impossible fo r anyon e 
to re-create o r sustain . 

By examinin g th e connotation s o f secrec y in ou r culture , we ca n begi n 
to understan d th e rea l cost s o f Nun n s advice t o gay s and lesbians t o kee p 
their "private behavior private" (Policy Hearings 1993 , 501). In American so-
ciety, we are expected t o share good news , to spea k o f accomplishment s o f 
which w e ar e proud , to celebrat e publicl y ou r achievement s o r goo d for -
tune. We ar e als o helpe d throug h sorrowfu l times—divorce , heartache, ill-
ness, death—by our ability to share our grief with others . Our life cycles are 
built around public rituals and ceremonies, bringing people together to rec-
ognize and rejoice i n happy occasions and to commemorate sadnes s or loss. 
Advocating legal protection on the basis of privacy discounts the amount o f 
public discourse that swirls around ou r so-called private lives. It ignores th e 
ambiguity o f th e dividin g line between thes e realm s an d th e persona l cos t 
of attemptin g t o kee p secre t th e natur e o f on e s home an d famil y life , in-
cluding one s intimate relationships , in a context where such information i s 
usually shared . 

If w e live d i n a  cultur e wher e discussion s o f persona l life , family rela -
tionships, an d socia l lif e wer e widel y prohibite d o r rarel y presen t i n th e 
workplace o r other public settings , it might be possible and even reasonable 
to maintain this degree of secrecy But in American culture , where these el-
ements of so-called private life are frequently, even constantly, discussed, the 
idea tha t a  particular grou p o f peopl e ca n maintain silenc e i n suc h discus -
sions, and that suc h a  silence will not i n itself b e read as incriminating evi -
dence, is entirel y implausible . Abstention itsel f ca n b e implici t admission . 
"No comment " is itself a  highly charged comment , and there are moments 
of silenc e that communicat e fa r more tha n speech . Imposing the silenc e o f 
privacy o n on e particula r grou p an d no t anothe r i s unjus t an d unequal , a 
prescription fo r second-clas s citizenry . It is also impractical, as a pointed si -
lence ca n be nearl y a s incriminating a s a forthright declaration . The testi -
mony o f ga y nav y lieutenan t Richar d Dir k Sellan d illustrate s vividl y thi s 
phenomenon. When aske d by the senator s how other s in his unit knew h e 
was gay, he responde d tha t ther e was "no conduct , no actio n .  . . one lieu -
tenant tol d m e afterward s jus t simpl y th e fac t tha t o n Frida y nights , no t 
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hanging ou t wit h hi m an d a  few others , and no t discussin g women a t th e 
wardroom table, discussing my dates and so forth" (Policy Hearings 1993 , 575). 

Within thi s culture , then, secrecy i s never neutral . The nee d fo r inordi -
nate secretiveness or deception about one's personal life conveys, both to the 
circumspect individua l an d t o other s wh o perceiv e thi s caution , a sense o f 
something wrong, the sign of a  troubled life. We associate secrecy about ou r 
personal lives with shameful problems : alcoholism, child abuse, domestic vi-
olence, drug abuse, mental illness. We hide that which we judge disgraceful : 
our weaknesses , embarrassments , failings , th e "skeleton s i n ou r closets" — 
those thing s o f whic h w e ar e ashamed . Our cultur e maintain s a n implici t 
equation betwee n sham e an d secrecy , such tha t thos e thing s tha t caus e u s 
shame lead us to keep secret s while thos e things that we are forced t o kee p 
secret tak e on , by virtue o f thei r hiddennes s an d ou r deception , an aura o f 
shamefulness. Those thing s tha t ar e not shamefu l w e nee d no t kee p secret . 
Only tha t whic h i s stigmatized need s t o b e hidde n fro m publi c view . The 
more shockin g th e characteristi c o r deed , the mor e secretiv e w e mus t be , 
and th e fewe r peopl e w e ar e able t o tell . Our mos t shamefu l sin s are thos e 
we can confess t o no one , those we canno t an d do not tell . 

To the extent that it clears the way for a policy such as "Don't Ask , Don't 
Tell," the privacy argumen t implie s tha t ga y or lesbian identity is , by its na-
ture, offensive an d disgraceful an d best kept well hidden. Here, then, lies the 
heart o f th e problem o f the right-to-privacy argument s tha t abound in les-
bian and gay civil rights discourse generally and in the rhetoric o f th e mil -
itary debat e particularly . Th e separatio n o f statu s fro m conduc t bot h i s 
premised upo n an d invites a  defense o f privac y an d the attendan t sacrific e 
of the right to voice or visibility. Right-to-privacy argument s are antitheti-
cal to the achievement o f the right to speak or be seen. They argue for legal 
protection tha t extend s onl y t o wha t on e doe s ou t o f earsho t an d ou t o f 
sight, both i n relatio n t o th e la w an d i n relatio n t o other s wh o migh t b e 
likely to repor t on e t o th e law . Such a n approach t o ga y and lesbian right s 
reinforces sham e an d undermine s self-respect , precluding th e achievemen t 
of individua l o r collectiv e prid e an d empowerment . A t th e sam e time , it 
bolsters th e effort s o f anti-ga y force s t o portra y homosexualit y a s a sordid 
lifestyle an d gay s an d lesbian s a s engaging i n reproachabl e an d scandalou s 
behavior. 

By arguing for gay and lesbian rights based on the right to privacy, advo-
cates dispense with several of the most powerful an d effective tool s of social 
change we have at our disposal. The means of empowermen t availabl e to us 
are the same strategies tha t have been utilize d in the struggles o f othe r op -
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pressed minorities : the freedo m t o assembl e an d t o protes t th e denia l o f ou r 
rights throug h marche s an d othe r actions ; the abilit y t o lobb y fo r politica l 
change an d t o pursu e lega l redres s throug h th e courts ; and , crucially , th e 
freedom t o tel l the storie s o f ou r live s by comin g out . The freedo m t o spea k 
openly abou t ou r live s influence s directl y thos e i n ou r immediat e environ -
ments, an d indirectl y a  muc h broade r community . I f ga y an d lesbia n op -
pression i s characterize d b y invisibilit y an d silence , arguing fo r right s base d 
on privac y no t onl y fail s t o undermin e tha t oppressio n bu t actuall y codifie s 
it into policy . While som e civi l rights ca n be won fo r individua l gays and les -
bians o n th e basi s o f a  righ t t o privacy , significan t socia l chang e ha s neve r 
been accomplishe d whil e th e grou p strivin g to bring abou t an d reap th e be -
nefits o f tha t chang e ha s remaine d hidden . I f "comin g ou t mad e ga y liber -
ation possible " (Cruikshank 1994,9) , then a  return t o th e close t threaten s t o 
forestall furthe r gains . 

Awarding right s base d o n privac y represent s a  stringentl y limite d con -
cession t o a n oppresse d minorit y group , and an y victor y o n thes e ground s 
must b e considere d a  highl y qualifie d success . Perhap s nowher e ar e th e 
tremendous constraint s o n gay s an d lesbian s cleare r tha n i n Genera l Nor -
man Schwarzkopf' s explanatio n o f wha t i t would mea n t o accep t gay s in th e 
military unde r th e provision s o f th e "Don' t Ask , Don' t Tell " policy . H e 
states: 

If a  person choose s to come into the military and does not practice a  homo-
sexual lifestyle, practices celibacy, does not try and announce openl y that they 
are homosexual, does not choose to marry someone of the same sex and does 
not engag e in homosexual acts , then fo r al l intents and purposes they are not 
acting like a  homosexual. And i f the y ar e serving thei r countr y honorably , I 
see no reaso n wh y the y shoul d no t continu e t o d o so . (Policy Hearings  1993 , 
618)31 

Yet eve n thi s extensiv e lis t o f restriction s doe s no t exhaus t th e possibl e 
constraints. Despit e attorne y Gorelick' s assertio n tha t "somethin g lik e 
marching i n a  gay rights parade , having know n homosexua l friends , makin g 
a speech , or readin g book s ar e not , in an d o f themselves , evidence o r credi -
ble informatio n o f homosexua l conduct, " she adds , "Now, tha t i s not t o sa y 
that the y canno t b e considere d amon g othe r piece s o f informatio n b y th e 
commander i n makin g hi s o r he r assessment " in a n investigatio n o f h o m o -
sexuality (Policy  Hearings 1993 , 806). These statement s jointly suppor t th e as -
sertion tha t despit e a  "compromise" tha t ostensibl y allow s gay s an d lesbian s 
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to serve , ultimately i t remains the policy o f th e U.S. military tha t "as a gen-
eral rul e .  . .  homosexuality i s incompatibl e wit h militar y service " (Policy 
Hearings 1993 , 790). 

The "don' t tell " directiv e employ s th e fluid  boundarie s o f a n ever -
shrinking privat e real m an d a n ever-growin g domai n o f publi c lif e t o ob -
scure the questions it raises. The concept of "not telling" at first glance seems 
simple: it is a directive tha t prohibits statements acknowledging homosexu -
ality. Yet the difficulties embedde d here are innumerable, including the clari-
fication of what constitutes a statement, what constitutes homosexuality, and 
what constitute s acknowledgment . Despit e th e militar y s goal o f a  polic y 
characterized by the utmost clarity , each of these questions is far more con -
tentious, and the answers far more ambiguous, than the policy's catchy nick-
name implies. 

Insofar a s the "don' t tell " directive rest s on th e underlyin g right-to-pri -
vacy argument , i t raise s th e myria d difficultie s enumerate d above . An ex -
change between Senator William Cohen an d Gorelick illustrates how muc h 
is conceded i n th e privacy argument . When Cohe n ask s Gorelick whethe r 
the new policy is designed as a measure that allows gays to "engage in a ho-
mosexual ac t o r activities , provided i t i s no t disclose d o r discovered, " she 
replies, "No. The policy prohibits homosexual conduct. " She then confirm s 
Cohen's understanding tha t the measure o f privacy is intended t o "preven t 
the military from pryin g into the private life . . . but no t t o allow any activ-
ity on the part o f tha t individual" (Policy Hearings 1993 , 786). 

The consequence , if no t th e purpose , of privac y argument s i s to main -
tain, first, a clear line between self and Other and, second, the appearance o f 
uniform heterosexualit y an d th e absenc e o f lesbian s and gays , regardless o f 
the fact tha t everyon e knows they are present. "The militar y is far less con-
cerned with having no homosexuals in the service than with having people 
think ther e ar e no homosexual s i n th e service ' '(Shilts 1993 , 6).32 The pri -
vacy argument concentrate s o n accommodating fearful an d prejudiced het -
erosexuals who , pressured t o exten d civi l rights t o gay s and lesbians in th e 
military, do so only unde r th e conditio n tha t they need no t see , hear, or i n 
any way confron t thi s issue o r thi s group o f people . Such accommodatio n 
perpetuates compulsor y heterosexualit y an d it s attendan t privileg e whil e 
ensuring the continued erasur e of gay and lesbian existence. It neither chal -
lenges stereotypes nor encourages heterosexuals to change their attitudes o r 
actions. On th e contrary , it affirms th e acceptabilit y o f thei r present behav -
ior, resolutely reinscribing the military statu s quo. 
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CONCLUSION: " O U T I N G " HOMOPHOBI A 
IN MILITAR Y POLIC Y 

O n e o f th e mos t eviden t implication s o f th e Cammermeye r cas e an d th e 
military ba n generall y i s that th e prejudice s o f heterosexuals , rather tha n th e 
actual requirements o f nationa l security , govern militar y policy . This i s a key 
point argue d b y Cammermeye r s  lawyers, as wel l a s by othe r opponent s o f 
the ban . I n writte n testimon y submitte d t o th e Senate , a  grou p o f lega l 
scholars argue s tha t th e ba n i s unconstitutiona l base d o n precedent s i n 
which "th e U.S . Supreme Cour t ha s rule d tha t th e governmen t canno t dis -
criminate agains t a n unpopula r grou p base d solel y o n th e hostilit y o f oth -
ers towar d tha t group " (Policy  Hearings  1993 , 838) . More specifically , the y 
note, "Even i f th e governmen t coul d sho w tha t th e hatre d o f other s migh t 
cause som e disruptio n i n militar y efficiency , i t woul d stil l no t b e legitimat e 
for th e governmen t t o discriminat e agains t lesbians , gay me n an d bisexual s 
to minimiz e th e disruption " (Policy  Hearings 1993 , 857). 

The word s o f militar y leader s themselve s attes t t o th e attitude s o f som e 
heterosexual soldier s (i n additio n t o thei r ow n negativ e attitudes ) tha t li e a t 
the hear t o f th e ban . I n hi s testimon y t o th e Senat e committee , Captai n 
James Pledge r admits , "I d o no t thin k ther e i s any physica l o r menta l o r an y 
other differenc e i n [homosexual ] capabilitie s compare d wit h th e heterosex -
ual. But . . . i t i s the attitude s o f th e majorit y o f th e heterosexual s an d thei r 
reactions t o thi s typ e o f behavio r o r orientatio n whic h beget s behavior . 
Once i t becomes known , i t create s th e proble m tha t w e woul d face " (Policy 
Hearings 1993 , 557). Both th e "behavior " an d th e "problem " her e refe r no t 
to th e conduc t o f gay s an d lesbian s bu t t o th e reaction s o f heterosexual s t o 
the knowledg e o f ga y an d lesbia n soldiers . 

Despite th e relativel y ope n acknowledgmen t o f homophobi a a s the basi s 
for th e military' s exclusionar y policy , militar y leader s desig n creative , i f a t 
times absurd , rationales tha t blam e ga y an d lesbia n servic e member s fo r th e 
reactions o f thei r peers . I n hi s testimon y t o th e Senat e committee , C o m -
mander Li n Hut to n call s i t " a rea l tragedy " when goo d soldier s com e out . 
He states , "What thos e individual s hav e don e i s betraye d a  trust , an d the y 
have betraye d tha t leve l o f respec t tha t thei r peer s ha d fo r the m b y ac -
knowledging thei r sexua l orientation . .  . . They hav e broke n th e bon d wit h 
the res t o f th e group . And th e res t o f th e grou p wil l just no t trus t the m an d 
they wil l no t respec t them " (Policy  Hearings 1993 , 557). 

Similarly, Captain Gordo n Holde r identifie s th e prejudice s o f heterosex -
uals a s responses tha t ar e intentionall y evoke d b y gay s an d lesbians , a line o f 
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argument tha t bear s a  strikin g similarit y t o th e "logic " that blame s wome n 
who ar e battere d o r rape d fo r "provoking " male attacks . Holder asserts , "I n 
the cas e o f a  homosexua l perso n wh o suddenl y declare s themsel f [sic]  h o -
mosexual, I would as k what i s the motiv e I s it possible tha t you ar e seek -
ing a  power mov e her e t o gai n a n advantag e o r t o caus e a  divisiveness i n th e 
cohesion tha t we hav e worked ver y har d an d tha t we nee d i n orde r t o effec -
tively d o ou r jobs?" (Policy  Hearings 1993 , 557) . In ligh t o f th e baldnes s o f 
such statement s i n revealin g th e underpinning s o f th e militar y ban , Barr y 
Adam ask s rhetorically: "Can on e avoi d th e conclusio n the n tha t th e gay s i n 
the militar y questio n i s no t abou t gay s i n th e militar y bu t abou t th e dy -
namics an d practice s o f th e heterosexis t mind? " (1994 , 107) . 

The answe r i s readily supplie d b y th e testimon y o f Genera l Otjen . I n hi s 
deposition fo r th e Cammermeye r case , the genera l "candidl y admitted " t o 
have use d term s o f ridicule , such as  fag, fairy, queer,  and dyke,  t o refe r t o gay s 
and lesbians . Even mor e t o th e point , a s summarize d i n a  lega l brie f sub -
mitted o n behal f o f Cammermeyer , th e genera l "furthe r candidl y admitte d 
that heterosexua l servicemembers ' fear o f an d prejudic e agains t homosexu -
als form s th e basi s fo r heterosexuals ' claime d unwillingnes s t o serv e wit h 
homosexuals, testifying tha t i f ther e wer e n o suc h prejudic e ther e woul d b e 
no basi s fo r th e military' s concerns " (Plaintiff s Mem o 1994 , 15). 

The recognitio n tha t heterosexua l prejudic e lie s a t th e hear t o f th e mil -
itary ba n i s o f grea t lega l significance , because th e motiv e o f satisfyin g ma -
jority prejudic e fail s t o fulfil l th e rationa l basi s requirement . " A cardina l 
principle o f equa l protection la w i s that th e federa l governmen t canno t dis -
criminate agains t a  clas s i n orde r t o giv e effec t t o th e prejudic e o f others " 
(Cammermeyer v.Aspin  1994 , 55). Despite th e considerabl e latitud e grante d t o 
the militar y b y th e civi l court s i n deferenc e t o it s uniquenes s a s a n institu -
tion (Robso n 1992) , the militar y i s expressl y forbidde n t o den y th e consti -
tutional right s o f it s members : "There i s no t an d mus t neve r b e a  'militar y 
exception' to th e Constitution " (Cammermeyer  v.Aspin  1994,15).Thus , if th e 
military's various rationale s boi l dow n t o a  sanctioning o f heterosexua l prej -
udice agains t a n unpopula r group , it s ba n canno t b e legall y upheld . "Mer e 
negative attitudes , o r fear , ar e constitutionall y impermissibl e base s fo r dis -
criminatory governmen t policies " (Cammermeyer  v.Aspin  1994 , 52).There i s 
no justification fo r th e ba n tha t ca n withstan d suc h a  challenge . 

It i s o n thi s basi s tha t lega l schola r Janet Halle y argue s tha t "th e ke y t o 
winning suc h [ga y rights] case s is shifting th e debat e awa y from same-se x in -
tercourse t o antiga y discrimination " (i n Bul l 1994 , 30) . By continuin g t o 
focus o n "gay s i n th e military " a s oppose d t o prejudice  against  lesbians an d 

....
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gays i n th e military , we locat e th e sourc e o f th e proble m i n ga y an d lesbia n 
service member s rathe r tha n i n th e attitude s o f homophobi c militar y lead -
ers an d servic e members . A s lon g a s lesbians an d gay s ar e identifie d a s th e 
problem, the y wil l likewis e b e th e focu s o f th e solution . The solution s im -
plemented thu s fa r hav e resulte d i n thei r remova l o r marginalization . Simi -
larly, th e military' s emphasi s o n homosexua l sodom y alert s u s onl y t o th e 
prohibited behavio r o f thi s grou p an d make s i t appea r tha t th e behavio r i s 
specific t o them . I t divert s ou r attentio n fro m th e practic e o f sodom y b y 
other populations , even i f thi s practice i s more prevalen t amon g thes e othe r 
groups. 

As long a s we fai l t o undermin e th e discours e tha t frame s th e situatio n i n 
terms o f a  "ga y problem, " w e leav e unchallenge d th e underlyin g "homo -
phobia problem " tha t trul y need s resolution . Just a s w e ough t no t punis h 
women fo r th e pervasiveness o f sexis t behavior o r blame people o f colo r fo r 
the persistenc e o f racism , we ca n fin d n o acceptabl e rational e fo r eliminat -
ing gay s an d lesbian s fro m militar y service , n o matte r wha t th e sentimen t 
against them . We nee d loo k n o furthe r tha n recen t histor y t o fin d example s 
of th e magnitud e o f traged y an d injustic e tha t ensu e whe n a n argumen t fo r 
"national security " is employed t o giv e credenc e t o nationa l hatre d an d fear . 
Nazi concentratio n camp s an d World War I I internmen t camp s fo r Japanese 
Americans wer e "justified " unde r precisel y suc h a  rationale . 

As this chapte r illustrates , the assignmen t o f grou p identit y o n th e basi s o f 
a particula r sexua l behavio r i s no t onl y controversia l bu t inaccurate . Th e 
subsequent exclusio n o f member s o f tha t classificatio n fro m th e right s o f 
citizenship i s patentl y unconstitutional . Lega l challenge s t o th e ba n wil l 
benefit fro m a  mindfulness tha t "th e equa l protectio n claus e require s court s 
to scrutiniz e no t classe s bu t act s o f classification—no t preexisting , give n 
biological grouping s o f huma n person s bu t governmenta l determination s 
that certai n person s shal l belon g an d other s shal l no t belon g t o a  specia l 
favored o r disfavore d group " (Halle y 1991 , 356) . Mor e generally , a  broa d 
range o f lesbia n an d ga y right s initiative s woul d benefi t fro m thi s sam e 
mindful focus . Argument s fo r ga y an d lesbia n right s woul d b e wel l serve d 
by expendin g les s energ y o n establishin g claim s abou t th e immutabilit y o f 
sexual orientatio n an d directin g greate r effor t towar d challengin g hetero -
sexist biase s an d homophobi c fears . In doin g so , we ope n u p th e categorie s 
through whic h other s se e us and broaden th e horizon s withi n whic h w e ar e 
able t o vie w ourselves . 



C O N C L U S I O N 

Envisioning Ou r Futur e 

You can' t liv e i n a  post-revolutionar y fashio n i n pre-revolutionar y 
times. —Rit a Ma e Brown (i n Ponse 1978 , 188) 

A butto n markete d recentl y a t ga y an d lesbia n event s declares , "If w e giv e 
gays and lesbian s civi l rights , everyone wil l wan t them. " In fact , i t i s difficul t 
to identify an y other grou p o f America n citizen s who ar e currently less pro-
tected unde r th e U.S . Constitutio n tha n ar e gay s an d lesbians . "Ther e i s 
nothing i n curren t constitutiona l doctrin e tha t prevent s thos e otherwis e 
bound b y th e Constitutio n (publi c o r stat e entities ) fro m discriminatin g o n 
the basi s o f lesbianism " (Robso n 1990 , 39) . Despite th e substantia l progres s 
achieved b y lesbian s an d gay s ove r th e pas t thirt y years , ther e remain s n o 
legal protection fo r homosexual s a s a group. Instead o f movin g towar d elim -
inating discrimination , th e pendulu m sometime s seem s t o b e swingin g i n 
the opposit e direction . 

The backlas h agains t ga y an d lesbia n right s force s th e movement , alon g 
with individua l gay s an d lesbians , to reasses s ou r goals , strategies, and visio n 
for th e future . Lesbia n an d ga y right s advance s hav e prompted a  forceful re -
action from a  well-organized an d well-funded radica l right , whose resource s 
increase i n direc t proportio n t o it s constituents ' fears . A s anti-ga y force s 
grow increasingl y hostile , the ga y an d lesbia n movement' s respons e wil l li e 
somewhere o n a  continuum tha t run s fro m affirmation s o f differenc e t o as -
surances o f sameness . At on e en d o f thi s spectrum , th e assertio n o f differ -
ence correlate s wit h a n insistence o n greate r politica l voice an d cultura l vis -
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ibility fo r th e grou p an d al l its members. It demand s no t onl y rights , thoug h 
certainly right s are central , but als o liberation. At the othe r en d lies the effor t 
to assimilate , a  kin d o f politica l an d cultura l "layin g low. " Thi s approac h 
takes a  road les s contested , i n th e hop e o f gainin g lega l protection s eve n a t 
the sacrific e o f mor e fundamenta l socia l change . 

In recen t years , influentia l segment s o f th e ga y an d lesbia n movemen t 
have committe d themselve s t o th e latte r en d o f th e spectrum , concentratin g 
on lega l challenge s an d politica l access . Activist an d write r Urvash i Vaid dis -
tinguishes betwee n a  politics focuse d o n rights , which sh e term s a  strateg y 
of "legitimation, " an d on e whos e goa l i s liberation : 

Gay an d lesbia n legitimatio n seek s straigh t toleranc e an d acceptanc e o f ga y 
people; gay and lesbian liberatio n seek s nothing les s than affirmation , repre -
sented i n th e acknov/ledgmen t tha t quee r sexualit y i s morally equivalen t t o 
straight sexuality . Legitimation seek s to chang e heart s an d mind s by educat -
ing the genera l public t o understan d tha t ga y and lesbian peopl e ar e huma n 
beings. Liberation seek s that sam e shif t i n consciousness , but i t also looks fo r 
a transformatio n i n socia l institutions—i n government , family , religion , an d 
the economy . (1995, 37) 

Despite th e limitation s o f lega l actio n i n effectin g socia l change , "rights -
focused strategie s continu e t o b e adopte d b y group s seekin g reform . .  .  . 
Legal guarantee s ar e secure d a s symbolic victorie s an d a s the initia l ste p fo r 
powerless group s seekin g improve d socia l status " (Bumiller 1988 , 51). 

For man y o f u s wh o hav e suffere d oppressio n o r discriminatio n i n an y 
form, i t is easy to understan d th e attractio n o f rights-base d approaches . Civi l 
rights initiatives have an immediate, concrete appeal . They promis e t o secur e 
the basi c constitutiona l right s tha t lesbian s an d ga y me n hav e previousl y 
lived without : freedo m fro m discriminatio n i n area s suc h a s housing , em -
ployment, chil d custody , militar y service , lega l marriage , an d spousa l be -
nefits. Fo r individual s wh o liv e i n a  countr y tha t ostensibl y provide s thes e 
protections t o al l o f it s citizens , ye t i n practic e denie s the m t o particula r 
groups, the simpl e grantin g o f suc h right s ofte n seem s like th e ultimat e lux -
ury: al l w e ca n hop e fo r and , a t th e sam e time , to o muc h t o hop e for . W e 
continue t o figh t fo r th e privilege s other s tak e fo r granted . These include , 
but ar e no t limite d to , medical an d othe r insuranc e coverag e fo r ou r part -
ners an d families , rights o f hospita l visitation , the abilit y t o adop t childre n a s 
a couple , and th e recognitio n o f a  family relationshi p i n issue s o f guardian -
ship an d inheritance . Fo r ga y an d lesbia n couples , the possibilit y o f havin g 
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our relationship s legall y recognize d an d afforde d al l th e benefit s grante d t o 
heterosexual couple s is , as yet, only a  dream . 

Because eve n thes e mos t basi c right s ar e ofte n denied , i t i s difficul t t o 
look beyon d th e desir e fo r suc h fundamenta l securitie s t o pursu e a  broade r 
vision. Yet thi s i s precisely wha t w e mus t do . While civi l rights initiative s ar e 
a necessar y par t o f thi s socia l movement , a n elemen t o f ou r struggl e tha t 
need no t an d shoul d no t b e abandoned , the y represen t onl y one , partial ap -
proach t o gainin g freedom . I n prioritizin g civi l right s strategie s ove r othe r 
tactics, we ris k abandonin g necessar y demand s fo r chang e i n favo r o f assim -
ilation an d token concessions.Vai d term s th e contemporar y situatio n o f gay s 
and lesbians, brought abou t by the movement's emphasi s o n civi l rights, "vir-
tual equality, " whic h sh e describe s a s a  conditio n tha t "simulate s genuin e 
civic equalit y bu t canno t transcen d th e simulation " (1995 , 4). 

The case s o f Robert a Achtenber g an d Greth e Cammermeye r provid e 
unusually vivi d illustration s o f ho w civi l rights initiative s ca n simultaneous -
ly advanc e an d constrai n th e movemen t fo r ga y an d lesbia n liberation . I n 
both o f thes e cases , a  civi l right s approac h i s th e necessar y avenu e o f 
response, becaus e bot h wome n ar e fightin g t o advanc e withi n traditiona l 
institutions, seekin g acces s t o th e right s an d privilege s thes e institution s 
grant t o heterosexuals . Achtenberg , a  politician , an d Cammermeyer , a  sol -
dier, ar e no t pursuin g wha t w e generall y thin k o f a s "radical " change , o r 
change tha t goe s t o th e root s o f th e system . They are , in fact , wholl y com -
mitted t o th e mainstrea m institution s the y serve . They see k t o better , rathe r 
than t o undermine , these institutions throug h th e eradicatio n o f discrimina -
tory policies . So dedicate d ar e the y t o th e ultimat e goo d o f th e institution s 
that the y ar e willin g t o ris k persona l vulnerabilit y an d professiona l ruin , 
offering u p thei r ow n future s a s sacrifices t o wha t the y perceiv e a s a greate r 
good. 

The juxtapositio n o f thes e tw o cas e studie s illuminate s th e large r dy -
namics o f ga y and lesbian oppressio n tha t persist eve n in th e presence o f lib -
eral perspectives. One o f th e cleares t threads tha t runs throug h th e discours e 
of bot h case s is the implici t an d explici t insistenc e o n "no t telling " as a con -
dition o f libera l tolerance . For Greth e Cammermeyer , th e ac t o f tellin g wa s 
quite literal , a s he r singl e statemen t o f identit y represente d th e entiret y o f 
her misconduct . For Robert a Achtenberg , her introductio n o f he r "belove d 
partner" provide d th e gatewa y t o criticis m o f th e countles s way s sh e ha d 
"told." She ha d tol d throug h he r professiona l activis m (workin g a s a  lawye r 
for lesbian causes) , her politica l activism (appearin g a t the Sa n Francisco Ga y 
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and Lesbian Pride parade) , and he r personal life (choosin g a  woman a s her 
life partner an d deciding to have a child with her) . 

The distinctio n mad e in the rhetori c directe d agains t Achtenberg—tha t 
she is not just a  lesbian but a  lesbian activist—parallels the distinction draw n 
in th e militar y compromis e betwee n bein g a  homosexua l an d bein g a n 
avowed or admitted homosexual . The ke y in both instance s is the insistenc e 
on silenc e an d invisibility a s the condition s o f tolerance . When sham e an d 
societal condemnation ca n no longer be counted on to silence gays and les-
bians—an internalize d "don' t tell " that wa s highl y effectiv e historically — 
other tool s o f oppressio n appea r t o reinforc e invisibilit y an d silence . On e 
such tool has been a  rhetoric that offers toleranc e a t a high price: continued 
"discretion." Suc h discretio n translate s int o hiddennes s an d constan t self -
censorship, into keepin g th e "private " lives o f gay s an d lesbian s remove d 
from view . The deman d fo r thi s kind o f trade-of f i n both o f th e case s ex -
amined here alerts us to the limits of pursuing legal solutions to oppression , 
warning us of th e danger s we cour t b y putting to o muc h fait h i n such so-
lutions. It should remind us , as well, of the need to develop  a  long-term vi -
sion that exceeds the horizons o f civi l rights gains alone. 

THE LIMIT S O F LEGA L STRATEGIE S 

Ruthann Robson , a lesbian attorney an d legal scholar, reminds us that "th e 
law is a limited remedy fo r ou r marginalization" (1990, 45). As this analysi s 
shows, relying o n lega l discourse raise s a  number o f concern s fo r th e pur -
suit of gay and lesbian liberation. Participation in the legal system entails the 
adoption o f legal categories and concepts, despite the fact tha t legal ideolo-
gies are often to o narrow to describe or encompass gay and lesbian lives.The 
legal system classifies groups through a myopic focus on a single shared char-
acteristic, emphasizin g commonalit y a t th e expens e o f difference . Th e 
process through whic h suc h classificatio n i s accomplished ha s a number o f 
consequences, few o f whic h ar e beneficial t o ga y and lesbian advancemen t 
in the long term . 

The legal arguments that emerge from a  guiding civil rights agenda seek 
to protect gay s and lesbians by fortifying th e boundaries tha t divide huma n 
beings int o distinct , inflexibl e classification s base d o n sexua l orientation . 
Through thei r characteristi c doubl e gesture , suc h approache s champio n 
equality by simultaneously highlightin g the existence o f a  distinct group o f 
"homosexuals" and veiling this group behind th e cloa k o f "privacy, " invisi-
bility, and silence. The act of classification these initiatives undertake thereby 
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reinforces a  dominant belie f syste m that wants to separate , clearly and finally , 
an identifiabl e grou p o f insider s fro m a n equall y unambiguou s grou p o f 
"Others." The uncertaint y an d uneasines s tha t characteriz e America n atti -
tudes towar d sexualit y heighte n an d mak e mor e urgen t thi s impuls e t o spli t 
"us" fro m "them. " The fluidit y o f sexua l categorie s an d th e instabilit y o f 
their membership , th e impossibilit y o f identifyin g "outsiders " wit h cer -
tainty, an d th e genera l anxiet y aroun d se x an d sexualit y i n thi s cultur e al l 
contribute t o th e fir m resolv e o f dominan t institution s t o kee p differenc e 
clearly i n focus , an d t o kee p thos e bearin g th e mar k o f differenc e a t bay . 
Civil right s argument s strengthe n distinction s betwee n categorie s o f "het -
erosexual" an d "homosexual, " i n lega l case s an d publi c discourse , i n th e 
name o f equality . 

Classifying huma n being s int o convenien t lega l categorie s ha s a  numbe r 
of troublesom e consequences . T o begi n with , thes e categorie s fai l t o ac -
knowledge eithe r th e difference s betwee n lesbian s an d ga y me n o r th e di -
versity withi n thes e groups . Yet thes e difference s ar e a s importan t as , an d 
often mor e importan t than , th e commonalitie s amon g thos e wit h a  share d 
sexual orientation . I n Chapte r i , I  outline d th e historica l obscurin g o f les -
bian specificit y unde r th e generalize d term s homosexual  o r gay. This erro r o f 
merging th e categor y o f "lesbians " into tha t o f "ga y men" is committed no t 
only b y opponent s bu t als o b y th e lesbia n an d ga y right s movemen t itself , 
when i t mistake s solidarit y fo r sameness . 

Where opponent s an d supporter s fai l t o dra w distinction s betwee n ga y 
men an d lesbians , it i s difficult t o locat e particula r construction s o f "th e les -
bian" o r representation s o f lesbianism . This troubl e itsel f reveal s ho w civi l 
rights initiative s produce a  discourse tha t ignore s th e particularit y o f lesbia n 
oppression, that is , the oppressio n o f roughl y hal f it s constituents . A vas t dis -
tance separate s th e wor k o f th e lesbia n feminis t theorist s cite d i n Chapte r i 
from th e approache s o f powerfu l segment s o f th e ga y an d lesbia n right s 
movement tha t emphasiz e civi l right s strategie s leadin g t o assimilation . Too 
often i n thes e portion s o f th e movement , lesbian s ar e viewe d primaril y a s 
"gay women" or even "female gays, " with n o attemp t t o understand ho w th e 
two component s o f thes e term s migh t interact . An infusio n o f lesbia n fem -
inist perspective s woul d enhanc e th e sophisticatio n an d precisio n o f a  civi l 
rights discours e tha t claim s t o represen t bot h ga y me n and  lesbians . 

N e w approache s ar e als o neede d t o addres s th e issu e o f diversit y among 
lesbians, which i s largely overlooke d b y civi l right s approaches . Difference s 
of race , age, ethnicity, religion, class, physical ability , and othe r socia l distinc -
tions ma y pla y a  key rol e i n th e formatio n o f sexua l identities , sexual poli -
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tics, and even sexual practice. As a result, notable differences exis t among les-
bians, and the same is true for gay men (Clarke 1983).Therefore,i t ma y make 
little sense to ask or answer questions about the origins , identity, or conduc t 
that characterize s "homosexuality." The fals e assumption i s that on e answe r 
could appl y t o al l those who labe l themselves o r ar e labeled "gay" or "les-
bian." As in the cas e of heterosexuals , such question s will  inevitably hav e a 
multitude of answers, perhaps as many answers as there are gays and lesbians. 
Accounting for suc h differences require s conceptualizing a  plurality o f ho -
mosexualities—rather tha n a  single, uniform homosexuality—alon g wit h a 
multiplicity o f heterosexualitie s (Epstei n io87;Phela n 1994) . 

By adopting legal and other categories to name ourselves, we also obscure 
the multipl e difference s within  individuals tha t th e system s themselves can -
not accommodate . Classifications suc h a s "gay" and "lesbian" claim to rep -
resent comple x individual s b y extractin g on e particula r aspec t o f ou r be -
havior or identity, while blatantly ignoring all the rest. For some individuals, 
this singl e elemen t migh t seem , subjectively, to be a  dominant o r eve n th e 
dominant aspec t of thei r experience o r identity. For others, it will seem less 
important o r eve n completel y unimportant . I n al l cases, sexual orientatio n 
is misrepresented when i t is discussed as though i t exists in isolation; it is al-
ways intertwined wit h race , class, gender, age, religion, and numerous othe r 
variables (Herma n 1994) . 

This reduction o f complexit y t o a  single categor y i s not accidental . It is 
precisely th e functio n o f th e la w t o achiev e thi s oversimplification . "Th e 
representation in law does not reflect an y 'whole' conception o f the person. 
When individual s com e befor e a  court , they d o no t presen t themselve s as 
they would i n everyda y life ; instead, they com e before  th e cour t i n on e o f 
their roles." Within the framework o f the legal system, "victims of discrim -
ination struggle against their exclusion, not by asserting what they believe to 
be thei r tru e self-image , but b y aspirin g t o th e idealize d victimizatio n ac -
knowledged withi n th e law" (Bumiller 1988 , 61—62). In this way, legal cate-
gories necessaril y obscur e th e self-identitie s o f lega l supplicants , replacing 
them with identit y categorie s tha t a  patriarchal, heterosexist legal establish-
ment imposes . 

Instead o f offerin g a  mode o f empowerment , a  legal discourse tha t im -
poses the role of the victim may reinforce a  lack of control that gays and les-
bians already fee l i n s o many aspect s o f ou r lives , reinscribing ou r statu s as 
powerless outsider s (Bumille r 1988) . Such a  discourse inaccuratel y portray s 
the position o f gay s and lesbians in relation to structures o f power , denying 
the abundant and incontrovertible evidence that lesbians and gays are already 
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present withi n al l mainstream institution s a t al l levels, though ofte n hidden . 
It promote s a  view o f lesbian s an d gay s a s a  preexisting, identifiable clas s o f 
outsiders rathe r than a  group constitute d throug h processe s o f exclusio n an d 
discrimination. Within thi s framework, heterosexualit y remain s th e invisibl e 
and unchallenge d norm , whil e th e focu s remain s o n th e ga y an d lesbia n 
"victims" wh o mus t appea l fo r th e grantin g o f ou r rights . I n refusin g t o 
question th e suppose d "naturalness " o f heterosexuality , thi s strateg y fail s t o 
expose th e unstabl e an d provisiona l natur e o f sexua l categories , underscor -
ing instea d th e distinctio n betwee n "us " and "them. " 

This failur e i s a  crucia l on e becaus e "ther e i s a  profound nee d t o addres s 
the socia l constructio n o f al l sexualities and , in particular , heterosexuality . I f 
we ar e to reall y assaul t the notion o f th e naturalnes s o f sexuality , it is the 'un -
naturalness' o f heterosexualit y tha t need s assertin g an d no t th e 'naturalness ' 
of homosexuality " (Edward s 1994 , 157) . This rethinkin g o f heterosexualit y 
holds grea t promis e ye t ha s barel y begu n t o b e undertaken . We mus t begi n 
to as k "questions [that ] usefull y shif t th e focu s fro m lesbia n identit y t o het -
erosexist socia l institutions, " for "thi s shif t ha s th e signa l virtu e o f avoidin g 
the construction s o f lesbianis m tha t tra p us " (Phela n 1993 , 771)- The lan -
guage o f th e la w an d th e structur e o f lega l institution s ar e unabl e t o brin g 
about thi s shif t o f focus . The socia l constructio n o f al l sexua l identitie s i s 
ignored b y privac y argument s an d claim s o f immutability , s o tha t thes e 
strategies offer a t best limited solutions t o th e problems confrontin g gay s an d 
lesbians. 

Our fait h i n lega l avenue s o f chang e mus t als o be tempere d b y a n aware -
ness o f th e substantia l differenc e betwee n th e awardin g o f right s pe r s e an d 
the distributio n o f actua l benefit s (Herma n 1994) . While a  growing numbe r 
of institution s hav e adde d sexua l orientatio n t o thei r anti-discriminatio n 
statements, thes e sam e institution s hav e bee n muc h les s willin g t o suppor t 
this state d equalit y wit h materia l benefits . Fe w o f thes e organization s for -
mally recogniz e domesti c partnerships , and man y continu e t o den y t o part -
ners o f ga y o r lesbia n employee s th e healt h insuranc e an d othe r benefit s 
routinely grante d t o th e spouse s o f heterosexua l employees . This inequit y i s 
further magnifie d i n th e cas e o f th e federa l government . Accordin g t o th e 
governments Genera l Accountin g Office , ther e ar e 1,04 9 federa l statute s 
that confe r rights , benefits, an d privilege s o n individual s wh o hav e th e lega l 
right t o marry—benefit s tha t ar e denie d acros s th e boar d t o gay s an d les -
bians (Advocat e Repor t 1997 , 17). 

Another limitatio n o f lega l approaches i s that i n cour t case s involving les -
bian an d ga y rights , victories ma y impac t primaril y o n thos e involve d i n th e 
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current o r i n subsequen t lega l action . Losses , in contrast , ma y hav e wide -
spread impac t eve n o n thos e no t involve d i n lega l action . Th e denia l o f 
rights give s license t o homophobi a culture-wide . It legitimizes forms o f dis -
crimination tha t rang e fro m th e relativel y passiv e (e.g. , the refusa l o f hous -
ing) t o th e violently aggressive . In contrast , the grantin g o f rights , while cer -
tainly a cause for celebration , does not necessaril y hold th e promise o f wide -
spread dissemination . This i s th e cas e becaus e whe n right s ar e grante d t o a 
specific plaintiff , i t doe s no t mea n the y wil l b e availabl e t o al l gay s an d les -
bians. It mean s onl y tha t othe r gay s an d lesbian s wh o ar e denie d right s an d 
wish t o (an d hav e th e mean s to ) pursu e lega l actio n ma y hav e a  preceden t 
on whic h t o draw . 

Moreover, many lesbian s and ga y men wil l be unabl e o r unwilling t o pur -
sue legal action eve n if laws are enacted t o protect them. Legal battles are pro-
hibitively time-consumin g an d expensive , with cost s that ar e psychological a s 
well a s financial . Fightin g discriminatio n o n th e basi s o f sexua l orientatio n 
necessitates comin g ou t a s a gay man o r lesbian not onl y to family an d friend s 
but als o t o one' s communit y and , in case s o f widesprea d medi a attention , t o 
the entir e nation . A s a  result , gays an d lesbian s "ma y b e to o intimidate d b y 
virulent homophobi a eve n t o mak e us e o f thei r right s unde r suc h [anti-dis -
crimination] law s sinc e i t woul d requir e comin g ou t t o d o so " (Nav a an d 
Dawidoff 1994 , 208—9).The risk s involve d i n comin g ou t ar e suc h tha t eve n 
if th e lega l battl e ca n b e won , the persona l cos t ma y ultimatel y b e to o high . 

While notin g th e limitations o f ou r successes , however, we mus t als o rec -
ognize ou r potentia l fo r turnin g losse s int o triumphs . Community activis m 
spurred b y injustic e ca n transfor m a n apparen t defea t int o merel y a  tempo -
rary setback . Short-term losse s ca n energiz e ou r movement , yielding unan -
ticipated gain s in th e long run. In on e example , an anti-gay resolutio n passe d 
in 199 3 b y th e commissioner s o f Cob b County , Georgia , declare d tha t th e 
"gay lifestyle " was "incompatibl e wit h th e standard s t o whic h thi s commu -
nity subscribes. " A s a  resul t o f th e resolution , anti-discriminatio n activist s 
joined togethe r i n tha t count y fo r th e firs t time , forming th e Cob b Citizen s 
Coalition. The grou p worke d t o rescin d th e resolutio n an d attracte d a  grea t 
deal of nationa l suppor t fo r it s efforts. I t also sought t o effec t positiv e chang e 
in th e communit y throug h educationa l an d othe r outreac h efforts . Bot h 
supporters an d opponent s o f th e resolutio n no w agre e tha t th e resolutio n 
served a s a  springboar d fo r anti-discriminatio n organizatio n an d activis m 
that woul d no t otherwis e hav e occurre d (Manue l 1997 , F5). 

In anothe r cas e o f turnin g defea t int o victory , i n 1992 , Colorado voter s 
passed a n anti-ga y initiativ e know n a s Amendmen t 2 . Th e amendmen t 
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banned al l state and local laws protecting gays and lesbians from discrimina -
tion. Although this vote represented a  clear and painful los s for gays and les-
bians, it launched a  flurry o f gay and lesbian activism both in Colorado an d 
across the country , attracting th e suppor t o f man y straigh t allie s a s well. A 
national boycott of Colorado tourism was organized, costing the state an es-
timated $4 0 million i n conventio n busines s an d drawin g eve n greate r na -
tional attentio n t o an d suppor t fo r ga y an d lesbia n rights . An appea l pre -
vented the law's enforcement whil e th e Suprem e Cour t debate d it s consti -
tutionality. Finally, in what has been called "the most significant lega l victory 
ever for gay s and lesbians in th e Unite d States, " in Ma y 199 6 the Suprem e 
Court declare d Amendmen t 2  unconstitutiona l ("Civi l Right s o r Specia l 
Rights?" 1996). 

Such complexitie s highligh t th e way s in whic h lega l chang e an d socia l 
change are distinct yet interrelated. Achieving either one without th e othe r 
is insufficien t fo r sheddin g ou r second-clas s statu s (Vai d 1995). 1 We mus t 
refuse, finally, to sacrifice advance s in one area in order to make gains in the 
other. "W e mus t ente r th e aren a o f publi c discours e withou t vanishing . 
Strategies of simple assimilation are unacceptable" (Phelan 1993,779) . Using 
the legal system as an instrument o f equalit y demonstrates participation an d 
belief in the authority of dominant institutions. It thereby reinforces the key 
role of the system in regulating the social order, inevitably strengthening the 
system itself (Smar t 1989). 2 Moreover, it works toward the assimilation of an 
outside group , whos e identit y i s reshape d an d rearticulate d throug h th e 
terms an d concept s o f tha t dominan t institution . Althoug h th e la w ca n 
bring abou t importan t changes,  then, it canno t b e a  panacea fo r th e prob -
lems o f exclusio n an d oppressio n tha t gay s and lesbians suffer . I t ca n righ t 
only the wrongs that law itself create s or perpetuates (Bumille r 1988).Thu s 
we see the continued existenc e of racism decades after th e legal implemen-
tation of civil rights; thus widespread prejudice remains against groups based 
on gender , religion, national origin , and physica l disabilit y year s afte r suc h 
groups were granted legal protections. 

Disagreement persist s between thos e gays and lesbians who believ e "th e 
real challenge is to chang e attitudes , not laws," and those who identif y lega l 
changes as "the first step toward changing hearts and minds" (Shapiro, Cook, 
and Krackov 1993 , 48). Legal battles can positively influence socia l attitudes 
and behaviors . Those wh o procee d fro m a  legal viewpoin t thu s argu e tha t 
"progressive law reform signal s to bigots , and t o thos e who woul d discrimi -
nate, that such attitudes and behaviours ar e no longer acceptable" (Herman 
1994, 4)- However, the la w ha s a  limited rang e o f influence , s o tha t "eve n 
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where ther e ar e fe w lega l impediment s t o homosexuality , socia l more s ma y 
still constitute a  very powerfu l forc e fo r intolerance " (Mendus 1989,4) . As a 
result, "eve n afte r la w refor m an d antidiscriminatio n ordinances , a  whol e 
fabric o f discriminatio n remains " (Altman 1982 , 25). 

Neither lega l no r attitudina l chang e alon e i s sufficien t t o achiev e libera -
tion. If right s are granted but individuals ar e unable to exercis e them becaus e 
they fea r violenc e o r ostracism , then suc h right s ar e o f littl e use . Conversely, 
if socia l attitude s chang e bu t right s ar e no t granted , the situatio n wil l a t bes t 
simply commodit y gay s an d lesbians . I n viewin g u s a s "trendy " withou t 
offering an y mor e deepl y roote d o r lastin g guarante e o f rights , such a  con -
text woul d neithe r reduc e th e prevalenc e o f anti-ga y violenc e no r comba t 
other form s o f discrimination . At worst , it coul d creat e a  situation simila r t o 
that whic h Clinto n produce d whe n h e promise d t o lif t th e militar y ban . 
Some ga y and lesbia n servic e member s wer e lulle d b y hi s words int o think -
ing i t was saf e t o com e out , and the n wer e punishe d fo r havin g don e so . For 
all thes e reasons , "th e ga y movemen t mus t b e concerne d no t jus t wit h 
specific lega l an d electora l battles , but als o wit h th e fa r broade r an d mor e 
amorphous way s i n whic h homophobi a i s maintaine d throug h a  comple x 
structure o f institutions , values, and ofte n unconsciou s prejudices " (Altma n 
1982, 130-31) . 

In evaluatin g th e exten t an d th e limit s o f lega l change , we ar e reminde d 
as well of th e geographica l boundaries tha t circumscrib e ou r legal initiatives . 
Although th e lesbia n an d ga y right s movemen t i n th e Unite d State s ha s fo -
cused almos t exclusivel y o n th e concern s o f America n gay s and lesbians, the 
arguments w e mak e withi n ou r nationa l border s wil l inevitabl y impac t o n 
lesbians an d gay s internationall y a s well . I t i s especiall y crucia l t o kee p thi s 
global perspectiv e i n min d whe n makin g argument s abou t th e natur e an d 
origins o f homosexuality . I n particular , argument s tha t suppor t a  biologica l 
basis for homosexualit y ma y hel p protec t gay s and lesbian s i n th e U.S . based 
on thi s country's equa l protection laws . However, while these claim s will un -
doubtedly influenc e perception s an d treatmen t o f lesbian s an d gay s in othe r 
countries, any lega l protection s w e gai n throug h suc h contention s wil l en d 
at ou r nationa l border s (Schiiklen k an d Risto w 1996) . I t take s onl y a  cur -
sory knowledge o f histor y t o envisio n the action s tha t some countrie s migh t 
take agains t thos e wh o ar e perceived t o hav e a n inherent , genetic  deficienc y 
that make s the m inferio r beings . Thus claim s abou t th e biologica l basi s o f 
homosexuality ma y endange r gay s an d lesbian s i n othe r countrie s eve n a s 
they exten d th e right s o f America n gay s and lesbians . 

A fina l dange r o f employin g lega l categorie s i s the ris k o f confusin g th e 
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terms an d concept s tha t ar e legall y o r politicall y expedien t wit h th e term s 
and concept s tha t provid e a  fulle r pictur e o f ga y an d lesbia n life . "Becaus e 
the dominan t cultur e i s infiltrated b y lega l concepts , we als o us e legalis m a s 
part o f ou r commo n sense . .  . .  We us e lega l concept s withou t thinking " 
(Robson 1992 , 19) . The dange r i n adoptin g thes e term s a s ou r ow n i s tha t 
we ar e entice d int o "substituting ] lega l categorie s an d concept s fo r ou r les -
bian ones " (Robson 1992 , 17—18) . When thes e vita l distinction s ar e lost , w e 
easily becom e constraine d b y ou r us e o f dominan t categorie s i n ou r ow n 
self-explanations. Indeed , even wit h vigilanc e som e suc h effec t i s inevitable , 
for "dominan t framework s o f meanin g canno t b e harnessed b y socia l move -
ments withou t thos e framework s i n tur n shapin g an d reconstitutin g actor s 
and communities " (Herman 1994,6) . Despite th e possibilitie s tha t ma y lie i n 
the legal system and othe r existin g institutions, these institutions ar e unlikel y 
to provide u s with usefu l o r enlightenin g means o f understandin g ourselves . 
We mus t recogniz e th e limitation s o f thes e framework s fo r namin g our -
selves, defining ou r experiences , and representin g ou r lives . 

R E S I S T I N G T H E M A I N S T R E A M 

The case s investigated i n thi s book revea l how argument s fo r privacy uphol d 
the second-clas s statu s o f gay s an d lesbians . The insistenc e o n keepin g les -
bian an d ga y expressio n an d affectio n hidde n ca n produc e onl y inequality , 
unless we implemen t a  policy tha t enforce s o n everyone' s persona l life equa l 
"closetedness." There woul d be little joy in such a  repressive society . It woul d 
have t o preven t an y displays—symbolic , verbal , o r nonverbal—o f persona l 
feelings o r affectio n i n an y publi c forum : workplaces , airports , restaurants , 
movie theaters , sidewalks , eve n fron t porche s o r yards . I t woul d effectivel y 
impose o n everyon e th e kind s o f constraint s unde r whic h mos t lesbian s an d 
gays live now , an ide a tha t evoke s th e climat e o f Georg e Orwell' s 1984. 

It i s unlikely tha t anyone , of an y sexua l orientation , would advocat e suc h 
restrictions i f the y were uniforml y applied . An alternat e an d infinitel y mor e 
reasonable solutio n woul d b e t o allo w al l individual s t o mak e th e kind s o f 
statements an d displa y th e form s o f affectio n tha t ar e toda y considere d per -
missible an d appropriat e onl y fo r heterosexuals . I am no t suggestin g tha t w e 
permit o r encourag e sexua l display s tha t woul d no w b e considere d lew d o r 
indecent i f heterosexual s performe d the m publicly . I  a m proposin g tha t w e 
permit o r censo r equally  al l display s o f affectio n an d statement s o f sexua l 
identity b y anyone , regardless o f sexua l orientation . 

The privilege s grante d t o heterosexua l individual s an d couple s mus t 
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either b e revoke d o r distribute d fairl y t o all . This i s bu t on e elemen t o f a 
larger strategy t o dismantl e compulsor y heterosexualit y i n al l its many form s 
(Rich 1986) . It i s unlikel y an d possibl y undesirable , tha t w e coul d entirel y 
do awa y with th e institution s tha t creat e th e socia l fabric—those o f roman -
tic partnership an d family , structures o f community , and system s o f la w an d 
education, to nam e just a  few. Instead o f tryin g t o envisio n a  world withou t 
these, we migh t instea d imagine ways to redefin e thes e institution s i n funda -
mental ways . In som e cases , the proble m lie s primaril y i n recognizin g an d 
legitimizing ne w form s tha t ar e already takin g shape— a questio n o f ideolo -
gy laggin g behin d practice . The titl e o f Kat h Weston' s Families  We  Choose 
(1991), for example , coins a  phrase tha t accuratel y describe s th e formation o f 
many familie s today , and no t onl y ga y and lesbian families (se e Collins 1991) . 
The concep t o f domesti c partnership , whil e theoreticall y base d o n th e 
model o f heterosexua l marriag e an d ofte n employe d thi s way i n civi l right s 
arguments, represent s i n practic e a  tremendou s rang e o f committe d rela -
tionships tha t patriarcha l ideolog y doe s no t accoun t for . Some o f thes e rela -
tionships betwee n ga y men o r lesbians may look ver y muc h lik e the hetero -
sexual model . Other s resembl e i t ver y littl e o r no t a t all . I t i s equall y 
important t o not e tha t man y o f today' s heterosexua l relationship s bea r littl e 
resemblance t o thi s allege d "norm. " 

If ou r goa l i s no t simpl y t o reproduc e th e structur e o f th e nuclea r fam -
ily i n ou r ow n communities , neithe r i s i t t o replac e on e privilege d famil y 
form wit h another . The ter m family, lik e th e concep t o f a  committe d part -
nership betwee n tw o adults , needs t o b e understoo d i n muc h mor e varie d 
and multifacete d way s tha n i t ha s bee n i n th e past . The fac t tha t ther e i s n o 
term tha t mos t gay s an d lesbian s fin d appropriat e t o expres s th e natur e o f 
their intimat e relationship s suggest s tha t th e recognitio n o f thes e relation -
ships has the potentia l t o transfor m availabl e understanding s o f relationship s 
more broadly , for al l kinds o f people. 3 Nonetheless , we surrende r th e trans -
formative potentia l inheren t i n thes e othe r way s o f livin g an d lovin g whe n 
we trad e prid e i n ourselve s an d ou r ow n way s o f bein g fo r provisiona l tol -
erance fro m th e mainstream . 

It i s th e cos t o f thi s limite d acceptance , a s th e case s o f Achtenber g an d 
Cammermeyer illustrate , tha t w e mus t kee p i n th e forefron t o f ou r con -
sciousness. If we d o not , it will exact it s price from u s unaware. The ver y lan -
guage o f th e militar y ban , its label a s a "compromise," alerts us to it s failings . 
Constitutional right s ar e no t availabl e fo r negotiatio n o r compromise . They 
can b e neithe r partia l no r conditional , fo r whe n compromised , the y n o 
longer represen t th e ful l freedom s guarantee d t o al l of us . We mus t therefor e 



CONCLUSION ^  15 1 

always b e dissatisfie d wit h acceptanc e a t th e pric e o f assimilation , o r wit h 
any partia l grantin g o f institutiona l acces s tha t demand s th e sacrific e o f 
other basi c rights . This i s not t o sa y there wil l no t b e compromise s an d hal f 
steps alon g th e wa y o r tha t w e shoul d rejec t al l bu t tota l liberation . U n -
doubtedly, chang e wil l occu r onl y incrementally . Th e notio n o f a  tota l 
Marxist-style revolutio n neithe r i s realisti c nor , possibly , i s i t eve n i n ou r 
best interest . But w e mus t no t b e misle d int o believin g tha t provisiona l tol -
erance i s authentic acceptanc e o r tha t th e denia l o f differenc e make s differ -
ence disappear . 

As much a s we migh t wis h i t were otherwise , assimilation offer s n o pro -
tection agains t th e mos t terribl e manifestation s o f prejudic e an d discrimi -
nation—a lesso n w e tak e fro m th e assimilate d Jews i n Naz i Germany . W e 
can b e "model " citizens , hide o r den y ou r difference , an d silenc e ourselves . 
Still, the stereotype s tha t incite hatred an d violence agains t us will persist an d 
resurface a t th e momen t w e as k fo r to o muc h o r see m t o hav e acquire d to o 
much powe r o r privilege. The myth , and consequen t danger , of a  civil right s 
approach i s the belie f tha t i f we as k "nicely" enough, show tha t we ca n "be -
have" wel l enough , an d demonstrat e obedienc e withi n th e framewor k o f 
compulsory heterosexuality , the n w e wil l b e accepte d a s "normal " peopl e 
who simpl y hav e unusua l be d partners . The potentia l fo r eve n suc h provi -
sional acceptanc e ca n b e tempting . Fo r thos e o f u s force d t o liv e wit h re -
jection, "the notio n tha t homosexuality ha s been mainstreame d i s an illusio n 
we year n t o believ e becaus e w e ar e s o tire d o f bein g vilified , loathed , an d 
marginalized. We wan t t o b e accepte d an d loved " (Vai d 1995 , 5). 

Nevertheless, this is a temptation t o b e resisted . We mus t resis t i t not onl y 
because o f th e psychi c damag e involve d i n hidin g ou r loves , restricting ou r 
lives, and silencin g ou r voices ; we mus t als o rejec t i t for mor e pragmati c rea -
sons. Despit e it s apparen t promise , thi s assimilationis t approac h wil l no t 
make u s safe . Disappearance doe s no t eras e difference , no r doe s i t substan -
tially alte r it s consequences . Tr y a s w e migh t t o "blen d in " an d b e lik e 
"everyone else, " even thos e o f u s who ca n succee d ar e never assure d o f safe -
ty. As lon g a s ou r differenc e ca n b e targeted , discovered , an d punished , w e 
will no t b e safe . Just a s important , th e apparen t blendin g i n o f som e o f u s 
only accentuate s th e differenc e o f other s wh o canno t o r choos e no t t o 
blend in . We abando n thi s grou p whe n w e mak e assimilatio n ou r ai m (Vai d 

1995). 
Those o f u s wh o mos t closel y resembl e th e mainstrea m seemingl y hav e 

the mos t t o gai n fro m assimilation , but w e ar e also a t the greates t ris k for de -
veloping a  false sens e o f security . Assimilation entice s u s to sacrific e ou r ow n 
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brilliantly differen t "colors " i n exchang e fo r th e perceive d safet y o f main -
stream acceptance . However , ou r fragmentatio n an d self-denia l ar e to o hig h 
a price to pay for suc h conditiona l an d tenuous "acceptance. " Our bes t effort s 
to "blen d in " must alway s remai n illusor y an d fleeting . A t an y time , we ma y 
be plucked ou t o f th e complacenc y o f perceive d assimilatio n by those whos e 
perspective o n differenc e see s no t comple x huma n being s bu t onl y isolate d 
elements o f identity . When thes e element s ar e perceived a s fearful an d threat -
ening, they ar e despise d an d therefor e targete d fo r destruction . 

THE POWE R O F OPENNES S AN D TH E 
PROTECTION O F SPEEC H 

Another issu e thi s book raise s is the nee d t o protec t lesbia n an d ga y self-ex -
pression. Visibility an d voic e ar e ofte n sacrifice d i n civi l right s strategie s 
through thei r designatio n a s prohibited conduct . This leave s dominan t hier -
archies o f powe r an d privileg e intact . The trade-of f demande d b y th e dom -
inant ideolog y i s the grantin g o f right s onl y o n th e conditio n tha t othe r de -
mands ar e withdrawn . Fo r right s t o b e awarded , th e mor e disruptiv e chal -
lenges raise d b y politica l voic e an d visibilit y mus t b e quieted . "Se x an d 
gender outsiders—ga y men , transsexuals , lesbians, bisexuals—are constantl y 
invited t o lose their voices, or suffer th e consequence s (jo b loss , baseball bats ) 
of usin g them. " Consequently , '"don' t tell ' is more tha n a  U.S. military pol -
icy; it remains U.S . public policy , formally an d informally , o n se x and gende r 
nonconformity" (Gamso n 1996 , 80). 

At stak e here i s not onl y th e self-identit y o f lesbian s an d ga y men a s such 
but als o the abilit y t o tel l our storie s an d shar e ou r lives . The abilit y t o spea k 
of onesel f i n one' s ow n terms , to tel l th e stor y o f one' s life , marks th e dif -
ference betwee n existenc e an d nonexistence , communit y an d isolation , 
pride an d shame . Both ou r self-image s an d th e image s other s hav e o f u s de -
pend o n ou r freedo m t o shar e ou r stories . The importanc e o f storie s i n 
changing others ' attitudes canno t b e overestimated , for "ou r storie s hold th e 
power o f persuasion . We mus t counte r disinformatio n wit h th e trut h o f ou r 
lives" (Vaid 1993 , 28). Ensuring tha t suc h speec h i s protected mus t remai n a 
primary goa l o f th e lesbia n an d ga y right s movement , fo r "opennes s ha s 
enormous powe r i n the politics o f persona l relationships, " an arena tha t lega l 
initiatives canno t reliabl y acces s o r influenc e (Kopkin d 1993 , 8).This i s wh y 
individual act s o f comin g ou t a s lesbian o r ga y have alway s comprise d a  key 
strategy o f th e movement . Despit e thei r ambiguities , such act s ar e stil l rec -
ognized a s one o f th e most effectiv e mean s o f increasin g support fo r ga y an d 
lesbian rights . They facilitat e a n understandin g o f gay s an d lesbian s a s mul -
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tifaceted huma n being s instea d o f one-dimensiona l sexua l creatures . Fo r 
these an d othe r reasons , "the firs t nee d fo r ou r politic s i s the guarante e tha t 
[our word s an d voices ] wil l b e heard " (Phela n 1993 , 779). 

What ca n w e d o t o creat e spac e fo r thes e storie s an d a n audienc e fo r 
these voices ? W e mus t begi n b y criticall y examinin g ou r ow n individua l 
filters, the lense s throug h whic h w e perceiv e an d classif y differenc e an d th e 
ways i n whic h w e tal k abou t difference . W e mus t recognize , perhap s wit h 
some surprise , that althoug h w e ma y no t b e politician s o r lawyers , the lan -
guage we choos e an d the thought s w e expres s may have a  tremendous influ -
ence o n thos e aroun d us . Ou r choic e o f languag e speak s volume s t o ou r 
children an d families , ou r friend s an d coworkers , an d al l th e variou s com -
munities o f whic h w e ar e a  part . We nee d t o b e awar e o f ho w th e publi c 
discourse aroun d u s shape s ou r ow n attitude s an d belief s an d ho w th e 
expression o f ou r opinion s influence s th e attitude s o f others . We nee d t o 
make choice s abou t ho w w e represen t ourselve s an d eac h other , rather tha n 
uncritically adoptin g th e ready-mad e categorie s an d distinction s ou r cultur e 
imposes. 

Ultimately, al l sexuality an d sexua l orientation s nee d t o b e understoo d a s 
falling alon g a  continuu m o f possibilities , rather tha n a s a  se t o f categorie s 
by which t o divid e an d labe l huma n being s (se e Kinsey , Pomeroy, and Mar -
tin 1948 ; Institute fo r Se x Researc h 1953 ; Snitow, Stansell , an d Thompso n 
1986).The ide a tha t identitie s ar e sociall y constructe d i s not a n abstrac t the -
ory divorce d fro m th e everyda y world . O n th e contrary , varyin g under -
standings o f identit y permeat e al l of ou r lives . They influenc e th e degre e o f 
freedom w e hav e i n ou r choice s o f w h o m w e ca n becom e an d w h o m w e 
can love. The ac t o f comin g ou t ofte n implie s choosin g a  category, rejectin g 
one labe l o r bo x onl y t o adop t another . T o foste r a  liberator y vision , thi s 
concept migh t b e bette r understoo d a s an ongoin g process , a becoming, o r 
a "comin g int o oneself. " I n suc h a  reinterpretation , rathe r tha n selectin g 
from amon g preexisting, ready-made categories , we would refus e th e syste m 
of categorizatio n fo r th e purpose s o f self-understanding . Comin g ou t 
would the n denot e a  process o f transitio n an d growt h accessibl e t o anyone , 
not onl y gays and lesbians. It would b e a  process o f learnin g to trus t ou r ow n 
voices and listen t o ou r ow n hearts . Instead o f a  transition tha t close s one of f 
from lovin g hal f th e world , comin g int o onesel f mean s openin g onesel f t o 
loving those w h om w e wer e formerl y forbidde n t o love . It represents a n ex -
pansion, not a  reduction, o f possibilities . 

Allowing individual s t o nam e themselve s i s a tremendously empowerin g 
act tha t ha s application s t o a  variet y o f concret e settings . W h en w e labe l 
people, we narro w thei r possibilities , presenting the m wit h a  limited selec -
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tion o f categorie s fro m whic h t o choose . To a  degree , thi s i s a  necessar y 
process. Labels len d orde r an d predictabilit y t o ou r world . They allo w u s t o 
recognize an d all y ourselve s wit h other s wh o shar e ou r self-identification , 
fostering persona l a s well a s political empowerment . Nevertheless , the label s 
and categorie s ou r cultur e provide s ar e neithe r natura l no r sacred . They ar e 
constructions o f languag e an d th e othe r institution s tha t organiz e ou r soci -
ety, from educatio n t o religio n t o law . They ar e no t universal , eithe r acros s 
cultures o r acros s history. Thus thes e labels must be presented an d use d wit h 
considerable car e an d mindfulness , when use d a t all . When w e exten d the m 
to other s a s possibilities, we mus t exercis e particula r tentativeness , attentiv e 
to th e way s i n whic h th e complexit y o f individual s exceed s th e bound s 
of an y give n category . The nee d fo r suc h cautio n extend s t o al l wh o ar e 
entrusted wit h educatin g other s abou t difference : teachers , counselors , 
religious leaders , an d parents , t o nam e bu t a  few . H o w w e lear n t o thin k 
and tal k abou t difference , whethe r ou r ow n o r someon e else's , leaves a n in -
delible impressio n o n ho w w e perceiv e ourselve s i n relatio n t o th e worl d 
around us . 

Our responsibilit y extend s beyon d reconsiderin g ou r ow n use s o f th e la -
bels an d stereotype s tha t reduc e th e richnes s o f individua l variatio n t o a 
meager se t o f options . We mus t als o activel y resis t an d challeng e th e reduc -
tive definition s an d misleadin g representation s tha t other s perpetuate . Thi s 
act require s a  courageou s willingnes s t o spea k ou t agains t bigotr y an d ha -
tred. The wor d courage  i s derived fro m th e Lati n wor d cor,  meaning "heart. " 
It i s i n th e brav e ac t o f standin g u p fo r ourselve s an d fo r othe r oppresse d 
groups tha t w e trul y ac t with heart . In th e debate s surroundin g Achtenber g 
and Cammermeyer , opponent s disseminate d a  litany o f destructiv e an d de -
meaning stereotype s o f gay s and lesbians . While supporter s denounce d suc h 
negative images , they ofte n faile d t o advanc e alternative , diverse representa -
tions o f lesbian s an d gays . The suppor t w e se e i n thes e case s amount s mos t 
often t o toleranc e o f difference , bu t fe w see m willing t o embrac e differenc e 
actively. Instead , the y ar e silence d b y th e fea r o f familia r accusations : o f 
"flaunting" sexuality , o f rammin g i t dow n others ' throats , o f advocatin g a 
"homosexual lifestyle. " Such phrases coerce u s all into invisibilit y and silenc e 
by suggestin g tha t i f onl y w e woul d behav e correctly , i f onl y w e woul d b e 
appropriately quiet , discreet , and private , we woul d someho w wi n th e favo r 
of th e mainstrea m an d b e grante d ou r rights . This i s th e premis e tha t un -
derlies a n assimilationis t agenda . It encourage s u s to believe that , indeed, ou r 
silence will  protect us . 

Such a  belief i s but anothe r weapo n i n th e armor y o f ou r oppressors . As 
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we hav e see n repeatedly , no matte r wha t w e d o o r refrai n fro m doing , no 
matter how discreet we attempt to be, nothing less than absolute silence and 
complete closetednes s i s acceptable t o thos e who condem n us . As a result, 
accusations o f "flauntin g it " will occu r i n response t o an y kind o f honest y 
about ourselves , any verbal or physical expression tha t ca n be interpreted as 
conveying who we are. We know, as well, from the experiences of othe r mi-
nority group s tha t attemptin g t o wi n favo r fro m thos e i n powe r throug h 
"good behavior" or patience has never been a  successful strateg y for attain -
ing equality or liberation . 

We must refuse t o be cowed into silenc e and invisibility by such accusa -
tions. Such a  respons e wil l gai n u s nothing , despit e wha t ou r opponent s 
would hav e u s believe. We nee d t o abando n th e belie f tha t silence , discre-
tion, and patience wil l eventually win u s our rights . Instead, we must spea k 
up, come out, and present our society with alternatives to the narrow, stereo-
typical, hypersexual image s o f gay s an d lesbian s tha t stil l dominat e publi c 
discourse an d th e publi c imagination . We nee d t o b e advocates , to "flaun t 
it." We nee d t o counte r forcefull y th e destructiv e portrayal s tha t reduc e u s 
to sex, that deny the complexity of our lives, that ignore the diversity within 
our movement , and that force u s into a  single mold tha t i s male, white, and 
middle-class. 

In providing alternatives, we must offer no t one but many, so as not to re-
peat the mistake of homogenizin g ou r movement . We need to offe r a  mul-
titude o f differen t perspective s and different representation s o f lesbians and 
gays. This means  tha t i n ou r ow n movement , we nee d t o promot e divers e 
expression an d actively pursue divers e representation. We must no t depen d 
on a  few celebritie s t o com e ou t fo r al l of u s or permit a  small number o f 
high-profile professional s t o provide ou r primary representations . As many 
of u s as possible, from al l of ou r varied lesbia n an d gay communities, need 
to com e ou t s o that we may be seen in al l of ou r diversit y and ou r whole -
ness. We need t o com e ou t i n differen t forums , so that w e ca n be see n fo r 
"all of wh o we are" (Beck 1982 , xxx). We need to present ourselve s a s par-
ents, grandparents , daughters , sons , teachers , clergy , an d worker s i n ever y 
field; as rich an d poor, young and old , able-bodied an d disabled ; as women 
and men of different religions , races, and nationalities. We must refuse to col-
laborate in or to promote stereotypes of others in our movement or of othe r 
minority groups. In bolstering and perpetuating stereotypes, we demean no t 
only others but als o ourselves. 

We must, finally, demand to be seen and to be heard, not only erasing the 
picture tha t hatred has painted o f u s but providing our own , more accurat e 
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and more complete portrait of ourselves and the world that we hope to cre-
ate. Far from the ugly, threatening image our opponents advance, lesbian and 
gay visions of the future hav e much practical and moral value for the rest of 
the world. Their component s includ e th e freedom o f self-expression , new -
found respec t fo r familie s o f al l configurations, encouragemen t t o listen t o 
our hearts and trust where they lead, an escape from th e constraints of thos e 
labels and boxes tha t confin e o r suffocat e individua l mind s an d spirits , and 
the righ t t o love whomever we choose without penalty o r fear . 

This is not som e monstrous "gay agenda" that attack s families, children , 
religion, and morality. However, that is what our opponents would have the 
public believe, must have them believe in order to perpetuate hatred and fear. 
The way to counter these predominant images is not to remain silent or hid-
den bu t t o make ou r ow n visions come aliv e by speaking honestly o f our -
selves, our lives, and the transformations we hope to achieve. This is our duty 
regardless o f ou r ow n sexua l orientation , regardless o f th e breadt h o f ou r 
sphere o f influence. Every one of u s must participate in this effort, in ever y 
possible forum, at every possible opportunity , wherever we can do so with-
out unduly risking our safety or sacrificing those things we must have to sur-
vive. In creating this alternative image, a portrait forever in process, the artis-
tic visio n o f eac h o f u s is not onl y welcom e bu t vital . When w e al l speak 
and act , when we create a  vivid and colorfu l mosai c with th e stories of ou r 
lives, only then wil l those aroun d u s begin t o se e us and hear u s as we are , 
and as we can be. 

C O N C L U S I O N 

Clearly, resolving th e issu e o f ho w bes t t o pursu e liberatio n i s beyond th e 
scope o f an y single study , calling for broade r an d more varie d perspective s 
than can be provided by any one individual. These are issues for gays and les-
bians and ou r communitie s t o ponder an d for legal scholars and activist s to 
debate. They are questions that must concern al l of us who advocat e an end 
to homophobia , sexism, racism, and othe r forms o f oppression . They mus t 
inevitably b e o f concer n t o thos e who coun t a  lesbian o r ga y man amon g 
their family o r friends. They must , finally, concern al l of u s who work wit h 
or care about young people, those who are at the greatest risk from th e per -
ilous effect s o f oppression . This include s no t onl y ga y an d lesbia n yout h 
themselves bu t als o the legion s o f youn g people wh o ar e questionin g an d 
uncertain. Among this generation, the ravages of homophobia may become 
the roots of unmanageable , ultimately insurmountable self-hatre d an d fear . 
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These youn g peopl e stan d a s reminder s t o us , in thei r innocenc e and , 
often, thei r despair , o f wha t w e migh t otherwis e overloo k i n analyzin g th e 
movement. What i s at faul t i s not th e behavio r o r "conduct " o f lesbian s an d 
gay men , any mor e tha n desperatio n i s the faul t o f thes e youth . I t i s not ac -
tivism, speech, or self-identificatio n tha t create s th e "problem " of homosex -
uality. What doe s creat e th e proble m i s th e enforcemen t o f rigi d sex-rol e 
stereotypes an d th e condemnatio n an d labelin g o f thos e wh o d o no t con -
form t o them . The "symptoms " of suc h nonconformit y wil l vary. They ma y 
lie i n th e gende r o f one' s sexua l o r afTectiona l partner . Bu t the y ma y li e a s 
well i n ho w on e dresse s o r wear s one' s hair , i n one' s organizationa l mem -
bership o r participation i n certai n "suspect " events, in the restaurant s o r bar s 
one frequents , i n one' s fondnes s fo r o r aversio n t o sports , o r eve n i n one' s 
choice o f friends . The attitud e supportin g thi s rigid enforcemen t view s het -
erosexual lov e an d heterosexua l behavio r a s natura l an d normal , whil e an y 
alternative i s deviant an d perverse . It i s an attitud e whos e dua l components , 
heterosexism an d homophobia , ar e instille d i n al l o f u s an d enforce d wit h 
all th e strengt h tha t ou r society' s mos t powerfu l institutions—th e govern -
ment, military , schools, religion, law, and man y others—ca n muster . 

Individually an d collectively , w e nee d t o accep t responsibilit y fo r "out -
ing" homophobia an d heterosexis m whereve r w e fin d it . We mus t shif t th e 
burden o f justification an d accountabilit y fro m thos e who see k a n equitabl e 
application o f constitutiona l principle s t o thos e wh o woul d den y it . W e 
need t o banish formulations tha t blame th e victims for th e problem an d vig -
orously rejec t propose d solution s tha t compromis e ou r basi c right s an d free -
doms. We mus t identif y bigotr y an d hatred , not lesbia n an d ga y self-expres -
sion o r activism, as the villains, models o f unacceptabl e conduc t tha t require s 
regulation an d expulsion . We mus t expos e prejudic e an d discriminatio n a s 
the tru e example s o f offensiv e an d reprehensibl e acts . Finally, we mus t iden -
tify th e instillin g o f hatre d an d fea r o f differenc e a s th e rea l danger s tha t 
threaten t o corrup t ou r children' s heart s an d minds . 

The critiqu e o f civi l right s presente d i n thi s analysi s i s no t intende d t o 
advocate th e abandonmen t o f lega l avenue s fo r change . O n th e contrary , I 
support th e assertio n tha t 

lesbians need t o figh t fo r civi l rights legislation . These right s ar e part o f ou r 
collective empowerment . We need t o fight fo r the m eve n when th e terms o f 
legal discourse d o not square with ou r understandings o f ourselve s (whic h is 
to say, most of the time). We need to do this quite simply because without th e 
safety afforded b y these minimal guarantees we will never get to change any -
thing else . (Phelan 1994 , 126) 
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Nevertheless, a  civi l right s approac h i s ultimatel y inadequat e for  achievin g 
genuine socia l change because i t can do little to undermine th e existin g clas-
sifications tha t dominan t institution s hav e assigne d t o us . Rights-based ar -
guments hav e th e effec t o f reformin g th e existin g syste m rathe r tha n creat -
ing a  new vision , making the m a  necessary bu t no t sufficien t elemen t fo r a 
liberatory agenda . Because a  movement fo r liberatio n require s a  broader vi -
sion tha n lega l initiative s alon e ca n achieve , "right s loo k mor e attractiv e 
when w e conside r the m a s one momen t i n oppositiona l politic s rathe r tha n 
the whol e an d onl y goal " (Phelan 1994 , 125) . 

The emphasi s o n lega l strategie s ma y explai n wha t som e hav e identifie d 
as th e lac k o f a  coheren t o r overal l visio n o f transformatio n withi n th e 
mainstream o f th e lesbia n an d ga y right s movement , i n particula r amon g 
official, nationall y organize d ga y and lesbia n right s groups . The absenc e o f a 
vision ma y be bot h a  reason fo r an d a  consequence o f th e predominanc e o f 
civil right s strategies . I f influentia l sector s o f ou r movemen t lac k a  vision , 
they ca n d o littl e els e bu t refor m th e existin g system . Likewise, if refor m i s 
their primar y goal , there i s little nee d t o expen d energ y o n imaginin g wha t 
deeper socia l chang e migh t loo k like . Relying o n th e establishe d lega l sys -
tem an d it s categories contribute s t o refor m a t the cos t o f a  more expansiv e 
vision. Similarly , focusing o n homosexualit y a s differen t withou t challeng -
ing heterosexualit y a s the unmarke d nor m preserve s a  view o f th e worl d i n 
which gay s an d lesbian s ca n b e see n onl y a s minorities an d a s victims. This 
viewpoint conceal s th e prid e an d empowermen t tha t als o characteriz e ga y 
and lesbia n live s and reduce s th e complexit y o f wh o w e ar e t o a  single ele -
ment ou t o f th e man y tha t compris e ou r identities . As a  result o f th e limit s 
that civi l right s approache s hav e impose d o n self-expression , "ou r bigges t 
challenge remain s communicatio n o f wh o w e are , o f wha t i t mean s t o b e 
gay, of wha t th e societ y wil l look lik e when w e achiev e th e ful l equalit y w e 
seek" (Vai d 1993,28) . 

If w e see k t o chang e attitudes , i f w e see k t o eliminat e ga y bashin g an d 
other forms o f violenc e agains t gays and lesbians , if we see k to d o awa y wit h 
subtle form s o f prejudic e an d discriminatio n tha t ofte n escap e th e reac h o f 
the law , if w e see k t o creat e a  genuinel y saf e environmen t fo r lesbian s an d 
gays to com e ou t t o thei r parent s an d families , if w e see k t o preven t lesbia n 
and ga y yout h fro m bein g throw n ou t o n th e streets , if w e see k t o protec t 
such yout h fro m th e hopelessnes s an d fea r tha t ofte n lea d t o deat h b y thei r 
own hands—i f w e wish to bring into being this kind o f world , then we mus t 
pursue a  more profoun d for m o f socia l change . We mus t mak e accessibl e a 
vast variet y o f representation s o f ga y an d lesbia n individuals , relationships , 
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families, and communities—representation s create d b y lesbian s an d gay s fo r 
ourselves, for heterosexuals , and fo r ou r youth . "The importanc e o f educat -
ing th e public , young heterosexuals , an d al l segment s o f th e populatio n i n 
the trut h abou t homosexua l live s an d ou r aspiration s fo r equalit y canno t b e 
overstated. Straight peopl e stil l believe dangerou s an d mistake n myth s abou t 
homosexuals. Ou r exclusiv e focu s o n legal , legislative , an d administrativ e 
policy reform help s en d blatantly discriminator y practices , but i t leaves thes e 
myths intact. " In contrast , "by engagin g homophobi a i n the cultura l spheres , 
we challeng e suc h myth s wher e the y originat e an d wher e the y ar e perpet -
uated" (Vai d 1995 , 25). 

For thi s reason , cultura l visibility—th e disseminatio n o f th e wides t pos -
sible range o f ou r voices , our faces , and ou r lif e stories—mus t b e made avail -
able, even ubiquitous , in a  cultur e tha t toda y ofte n seem s onl y to o read y t o 
relegate gay s an d lesbian s ane w t o th e invisibilit y o f th e closet . To achiev e 
the visibilit y w e desire , gays and lesbian s mus t b e represente d an d b e abl e t o 
represent ourselve s openl y an d proudly , in al l arenas , in ever y aspec t o f na -
tional life—from th e medi a t o th e governmen t t o th e military—a s wel l a s in 
our ow n families , schools , workplaces, religious institutions , and loca l com -
munities. We mus t b e abl e t o reeducat e ou r societ y t o recogniz e tha t ou r 
families are  families, that ou r relationship s are  relationships, that lov e an d no t 
merely se x lie s a t th e hear t o f wh o w e are . "Until th e goodnes s an d wort h 
of ou r relationship s ca n b e perceived , we wil l continu e a s second-class citi -
zens" (Becker 1995,149) . Only whe n w e ca n b e see n an d hear d i n ou r gen -
uine diversity , rathe r tha n throug h th e stereotype s inflicte d o n u s b y a  re -
pressive, dominant ideology , will suc h a n awarenes s inscrib e itsel f widel y i n 
our culture . 

Mary Newcomb e asks , "What i s a lesbian vision?" She answer s a s follows: 
"It i s first a  voice. We hav e bee n silen t (an d silenced ) fo r to o long . We mus t 
affirm ou r identitie s an d spea k th e truth s o f ou r live s o r we wil l continu e t o 
suffer th e invisibilit y tha t ha s permitte d th e developmen t o f a  lega l syste m 
that doe s no t eve n acknowledg e ou r existence " (1991 , 7) . Ultimately, lega l 
and nonlega l goal s mus t b e intertwined , yieldin g a  visio n o f a  futur e i n 
which w e al l shar e th e freedo m o f self-expression . The projec t o f creatin g 
this futur e mus t b e th e responsibilit y o f al l o f u s who , like Robert a Acht -
enberg an d Greth e Cammermeyer , shar e a  drea m o f anothe r kin d o f soci -
ety—a societ y wher e differenc e i s value d an d embrace d an d wher e mind s 
and attitude s ar e broadene d b y th e peacefu l coexistenc e o f differen t kind s 
of relationships , families, households, and communities . In suc h a  vision, in -
visibility an d silenc e ca n pla y n o part . I t i s painfu l an d eve n absur d t o sug -
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gest tha t a  group exclud e itsel f fro m it s own liberator y vision , that i t shoul d 
organize o n behal f o f it s ow n right s onl y t o disappea r agai n a s a  conditio n 
of it s legal advances . Nor shoul d suc h a  vision accep t th e silencin g o f thos e 
who creat e it . As anyon e wh o ha s trie d t o maintai n suc h a  silence know s al l 
too well , doing s o foster s a  feeling no t o f safet y bu t rathe r o f constan t fea r 
and dread . Silence i s inevitably accompanie d b y th e terro r o f discovery . N o 
liberatory visio n can , or should , accommodate th e psychi c spac e an d energ y 
that suc h a  fear entails . 

Instead, i n suc h a  vision , lega l equalit y wil l represen t onl y on e compo -
nent o f a  new kin d o f opennes s tha t toda y mos t lesbian s an d gay s ca n onl y 
imagine. This vision , ou r vision , will forese e an d incorporat e man y way s o f 
loving, many way s o f bein g a  man o r a  woman—ways tha t d o no t depen d 
on th e constraint s o f "appropriately " gendered role s o f sexua l conques t an d 
submission. Finally , such a  vision wil l no t suppres s bu t wil l celebrat e same -
sex desir e an d emotion . I t wil l embrac e an d rejoic e i n tha t whic h i s centra l 
to ou r existenc e a s huma n being s an d crucia l t o th e fulfillmen t o f ou r 
human potential : the abilit y t o love . 



NOTES 

NOTES T O TH E PREFAC E 

i . Mar k Blasiu s cite s a  198 9 stud y commissione d b y th e U.S . Departmen t o f 
Health an d Huma n Service s whic h report s tha t "ga y yout h ar e tw o t o thre e time s 
more likel y t o attemp t suicid e tha n heterosexua l youth , an d u p t o 30 % o f thos e 
teenagers wh o d o commi t suicid e ar e ga y o r lesbians " (1994 , 37 m 18) . A  secon d 
study, published i n th e journal Pediatrics  in June 1991 , reports tha t "3 0 percen t o f ga y 
youth attemp t suicid e nea r th e ag e o f fiftee n an d . . . almos t one-hal f o f ga y an d les -
bian teen s interviewe d sai d the y ha d attempte d suicid e mor e tha n once " (Blasiu s 
I994,37"38n. 18) . 

NOTES T O CHAPTE R I 

i . Th e militar y appeale d Cammermeyer' s reinstatemen t whil e sh e remaine d a n 
active membe r o f th e Washington Stat e Nationa l Guard . She transferre d t o inactiv e 
status i n Ma y 1996 . Finally , wit h Cammermeye r nearin g retirement , th e militar y 
ceased it s effort s t o discharg e her . However, i t continue d it s legal figh t t o eras e fro m 
the book s th e judicial decisio n tha t reinstate d he r an d declare d th e ba n unconstitu -
tional. In Octobe r 1996 , a federa l appeal s cour t decline d t o issu e an y rulin g o n th e 
case, declarin g i t moo t becaus e Cammermeye r ha d bee n reinstate d an d th e rule s 
under whic h sh e was discharged ha d been supersede d b y the "Don' t Ask , Don't Tell " 
policy ("N o Rul ing " 1996 , 41). 

2. W h e n referrin g t o th e socia l movemen t fo r lesbia n an d ga y civi l rights , I  us e 
variants o f th e phras e "lesbia n an d ga y right s movement " o r "lesbian/ga y right s 
movement" rather tha n th e mor e commo n "ga y rights movement. " I  believe tha t th e 
disappearance o f lesbian s unde r th e ostensibl y nongendere d ter m gay  i s on e o f th e 
problems afflictin g th e movement , a s I  discus s throughou t thi s book . Althoug h i t 
may appea r unwieldy , the longe r phras e wil l see m les s so a s we becom e mor e famil -
iar with it s use , and I  believe it s accurac y an d inclusivenes s ar e wel l wort h th e sacri -
fice o f brevity . 

3. Debora h K . Kin g coin s th e ter m multiple  jeopardy  t o conve y th e impac t o f 
multiple form s o f discriminatio n o n wome n o f color . Sh e explains , "Most applica -
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tions o f th e concept s o f doubl e an d tripl e jeopardy hav e been overl y simplisti c i n 
assuming that the relationships amon g the various discrimination s ar e merely addi -
tive." In contrast , "multiple jeopardy" refers "no t onl y t o several , simultaneous op -
pressions but to the multiplicative relationship s amon g them a s well" (1988, 47). 

4. Onl y tw o book s b y speec h communicatio n scholar s hav e focuse d o n dis -
course b y o r abou t gay s an d lesbians . James Chesebro' s edite d collectio n title d 
Gayspeak, publishe d i n 1981 , is currentl y ou t o f print . Mor e recently , R . Jeffre y 
Ringer edite d a  1994 compilation title d Queer  Words, Queer  Images, which examine s 
representations o f gay s and lesbian s i n a  variety o f contexts . To date , however, n o 
book ha s taken a  rhetorical approac h i n examinin g lesbian an d gay civi l rights dis -
course. Nor has any book analyzed public speech by or about lesbians, separate fro m 
that b y o r abou t ga y men o r homosexualit y i n general . Moreover, only on e articl e 
in a  mainstrea m journa l o f rhetorica l studie s ha s focuse d specificall y o n lesbian , 
nonfictional discours e (se e Kurs and Cathcar t 1983) . 

5. I n the area of literary studies , see Castle 1993 , Faderman 1994 , Griffin 199 3 a, 
Hoogland 1997 , Jay and Glasgo w 1990 , Meese 1992 , Munt 1992 , Palmer 1993 , Pol-
lack and Knight 1993 , Roof 1991,Wolf e an d Penelope 1993 , and Zimmerman 1993 . 
Examples o f suc h work i n cultura l studie s include Doa n 1994 , Grirfm 1993b , Hart 
1994, Stein i993,Trau b 1991,Weis s 1993 , and Wilton 1995 . In the field o f history, see 
Ainley 1995 , Brown 1986 , Faderman 1981 , Faderman 1991 , and the Lesbian Histor y 
Group 1989 . For lesbia n feminis t reading s i n psychology , se e th e Bosto n Lesbia n 
Psychologies Collectiv e 1987 , Brown 1989 , Brown 1992 , and Kitzinger an d Perkin s 
1993-

6. Institutiona l form s o f oppressio n ar e certainl y no t th e onl y consequenc e o f 
increased visibility, however. Too frequently, the alternativ e i s violence: "Where th e 
discipline o f remainin g 'in th e closet ' to enforc e th e norm s o f heterosexis m break s 
down, homophobic individual s (wit h o r without recours e t o institutiona l support ) 
restore disciplinar y powe r throug h forc e o r violence " (Blasiu s 1994 , 33). The inci -
dence o f ga y bashing and othe r hat e crime s directed agains t gays and lesbians gives 
brutal testamen t t o th e accurac y o f thi s claim . According t o th e U.S . Justice De -
partment, there were 2,395 a c ts o f anti-gay violence reported nationally in 1995.Th e 
figure rose to 2,529 incidents in 199 6 (Vozzella 1997).Thes e numbers do not include 
numerous incident s tha t were undoubtedly neve r reported . 

7. I  am indebted t o Tricia Lootens for he r contributions t o my thinking on thi s 
point. 

8. Som e writer s hav e recently argued , however, that Stonewal l i s better under -
stood as a "galvanising symbol [s/c] " than as an accurate historical marker of the birth 
of th e ga y right s movemen t (Plumme r 1995 , 90). Kenneth Plumme r dispute s th e 
characterization o f Stonewal l a s the "first " radical action by lesbians and gays , not-
ing that by the time the riots occurred, more advanced traditions of gay and lesbian 
radicalism o n th e West Coas t an d in parts o f Europ e wer e alread y well established . 
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Supporting thi s interpretation, Urvashi Vaid writes, "Stonewall was neither th e wors t 
example o f polic e brutalit y agains t ga y people i n N e w York, nor wa s i t th e firs t tim e 
that ga y peopl e ha d fough t back " (1995 , 55). 

9. Heterosexism  ma y b e define d a s "tha t ideologica l structur e tha t assume s het -
erosexuality a s the no r m an d homosexualit y a s deviant and , indeed, despicable" (Alt -
man 1982 , i n ) . 

10. Thi s exclusio n parallel s privileged gays ' and lesbians ' disregard o f othe r form s 
of oppression . Examples includ e th e lac k o f acknowledgmen t b y man y whit e gay s 
and lesbians o f th e problems o f gay s and lesbians o f colo r and th e ignoranc e o f man y 
middle-class gay s an d lesbian s abou t th e issue s facin g thos e wh o ar e working-clas s 
or poor . 

11. Althoug h Blasiu s offer s th e contrastin g vie w tha t "sexis m an d heterosexis m 
are discrete  form s o f domination, " he , too , concede s tha t "lesbian s an d ga y me n ar e 
affected b y an d ofte n ac t t o eliminat e bot h o f them " (1994 , 29n. 13) . 

12. I  us e th e ter m choice  here i n a  broa d sense , an d no t t o addres s th e issu e o f 
whether lesbianis m i s a choice o r a  biological imperative . While lesbian s may o r ma y 
not hav e a  "choice " abou t w h o m w e ar e sexuall y attracte d to , w e ar e face d wit h 
choices ever y day . Circumscribed b y th e threa t o f homophobi a an d discrimination , 
we mus t choos e dail y whethe r t o acknowledg e o r ac t o n ou r sens e o f sexua l iden -
tity an d attraction . 

13. Moniqu e Witti g clarifie s thi s poin t whe n sh e writes , "Although wome n ar e 
very visibl e a s sexual beings , as social being s the y ar e totall y invisible " (1992 , 8). 

14. Thi s i s a characteristic o f clas s as well a s gender oppression . It i s true no t onl y 
for wome n w h o ru n households , for example , but als o fo r worker s w h o clea n offic e 
buildings o r universit y classroom s a t night . Such wor k frequentl y goe s unnotice d b y 
those w h o mos t benefi t fro m it . 

15. A n exceptio n ma y b e foun d i n Mar y Daly' s boo k title d Websters'  First New 
Intergalactic Wickedary of  the  English  Language  (1987) . However, th e length s t o whic h 
Daly mus t g o i n orde r t o escap e th e patriarcha l an d heterosexis t trapping s o f lan -
guage demonstrat e precisel y ho w ingraine d i n languag e suc h biase s are . I thank Pa m 
Lannutti fo r drawin g m y attentio n t o thi s example . 

16. Thi s woul d no t b e tru e i n a  climat e i n whic h heterosexualit y i s no t pre -
sumed. Fo r example , comin g ou t a s ga y o r lesbia n t o othe r participant s a t a  lesbia n 
and ga y prid e marc h o r a  women's musi c festiva l ha s littl e impact . I n suc h contexts , 
it i s heterosexuals wh o mus t decid e whethe r t o "com e out " t o counte r a  presump -
tion o f homosexuality . 

17. Ru than n Robso n offer s a n exampl e o f th e risk s involve d i n adoptin g lega l 
concepts. I n seekin g domesti c partne r benefits , sh e explains , "w e ma y argu e i n a 
court o f la w tha t a  lover i s equivalent t o a  spouse . . . ou r love r i s expressed an d lim -
ited t o th e lega l term s se t unde r th e rul e o f law—heterosexua l marriage. " However , 
she continues , "In makin g thi s argument , w e migh t los e ou r ow n definitio n o f ou r 
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lover. If w e refus e t o argu e thi s way, based o n th e belie f tha t ou r love r i s nothing lik e 
a wife o r husband , we migh t preserv e ou r lesbianis m bu t probabl y los e th e benefits " 
(1992,12). 

18. Despit e th e claim s o f quee r theor y t o b e inclusiv e an d t o transcen d restric -
tive categories , it has ofte n bee n criticize d fo r it s high leve l o f abstractio n tha t erase s 
lesbian experienc e an d specificity , particularl y th e experience s o f lesbian s o f colo r 
(Anzaldua 1991 , 251). It ha s als o bee n faulte d fo r it s insistence o n subsumin g al l les -
bians unde r th e generic , undefinable, ultimatel y male-centere d designatio n "queer, " 
thereby erasin g gende r distinction s betwee n lesbian s an d ga y men . 

19. I  have placed th e ter m pro-gay  in quotatio n mark s because i t implies a  degre e 
of affirmatio n tha t no t al l supporter s o f ga y an d lesbia n right s share . A  "pro-gay " 
position advocate s equa l right s fo r al l citizens regardles s o f sexua l orientation . Som e 
individuals who personall y condem n homosexualit y nevertheles s suppor t suc h a  p o-
sition, believing tha t sexua l orientatio n shoul d no t b e th e basi s fo r discrimination . 

NOTES T O CHAPTE R 2 

i . Th e Senat e Committe e o n Banking , Housing, and Urba n Affair s wa s respon -
sible fo r votin g o n Achtenberg' s nominatio n initiall y an d submittin g thei r recom -
mendation t o th e entir e Senate . The Committee' s vot e too k plac e o n Ma y 5 , 1993. 
The nominatio n passe d b y a  vote o f fourtee n t o four . 

2. Thi s quot e fro m Helm s appeare d i n th e Washington  Times  o n Ma y 6,199 3 .Th e 
reporter wrot e tha t Helm s "sai d h e wil l tr y t o bloc k th e nominatio n .  . .  'Because 
she's a  dam n lesbian . I ' m no t goin g t o pu t a  lesbian i n a  position lik e that.' " Helm s 
added, "I f yo u wan t t o cal l m e a  bigot , fine " (Mos s 1993 , A3). Dur ing th e debate , 
Helms wa s aske d whether th e quot e wa s accurate . He responded , "It doe s no t soun d 
like me , but I  ma y hav e sai d it " (Congressional  Record,  May 19—24 , 1993, S6101). 

3. A n articl e i n th e San  Francisco  Chronicle furthe r support s thi s clai m wit h th e 
contention tha t " a cor e grou p o f abou t 1 0 conservativ e senator s i s fightin g agains t 
Achtenberg, basin g thei r oppositio n o n everythin g fro m he r sexua l orientatio n t o 
her libera l view s o n civi l rights . Some hop e t o us e th e figh t t o embarras s Presiden t 
Clinton" (Lync h an d Lochhea d 1993 , A6). 

4. I n a n interestin g sid e note , Senato r Sa m Nunn , th e mos t prominen t Senat e 
critic o f effort s t o lif t th e ban , voted i n favo r o f Achtenberg' s nomination . 

5. Ru than n Robso n explain s tha t "rac e i s the paradig m suspec t clas s because o f 
the historica l developmen t o f th e equalit y doctrine " (1992 , 82). 

6. Fo r a n excellen t lesbia n feminis t analysi s o f Hardwick  an d th e limitation s o f 
the sexua l privac y argument , se e Robso n 1992 , especially 65—67 . 

7. Al l unspecifie d pag e reference s precede d b y a n " S " refer t o th e tex t o f th e 
Congressional Record, May 19-24,1993 . 

8. I  a m gratefu l t o Ann e Layto n fo r he r reflection s o n prejudic e tha t ar e incor -
porated here . 
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9. A s th e California  Journal o f July 1,1993 , notes : 
The Suprem e Cour t i s not th e onl y institutio n i n Washington tha t i s obsesse d 
with precedent . The painfull y cautiou s politician s i n Congres s prefe r t o stic k 
with th e tried-and-tru e wheneve r possible . But onc e the y hav e bee n coaxe d 
or coerce d int o doin g somethin g new , that become s a  precedent the y follo w 
just a s comfortably . Thus , th e nex t ga y o r lesbia n nomine e fo r a  senio r posi -
tion ma y merel y b e "anothe r Achtenberg " t o th e habit-boun d creature s o f 
the Senate . ("Achtenber g Confirmation " 1993 ) 

This assessment , in fact , was quickl y born e out . As the San  Jose Mercury  News  subse -
quently reported , openl y ga y paten t lawye r Bruc e Lehma n wa s easil y confirme d b y 
the Senat e onl y a  month later , "without a  peep fro m Helms " (Shepar d 1994 , A2). 

10. Tha t Achtenber g i s viewed b y he r opponent s a s a representative o f gay s an d 
lesbians i s no t i n doubt ; Helm s refer s t o he r a s "the showpiec e o f th e homosexua l 
movement i n th e Unite d States " (S6352) . 

11. Suc h comparisons , however , rais e a  complicate d se t o f issue s fo r thos e be -
longing t o bot h racia l an d sexua l minorities . 

12. I n repeatin g thi s comparison , however , I  d o no t mea n t o impl y tha t rac e o r 
sex, an y mor e tha n sexua l orientation , shoul d b e accepte d a s a  biologica l o r "nat -
ural" category; the critiqu e o f biolog y suggeste d her e applie s equall y t o ofte n undis -
puted categorie s suc h a s rac e an d se x (Fus s 1989 ; Winant 1990) . Nevertheless , i t i s 
precisely th e virtuall y unchallenge d statu s o f thes e categorie s a s natura l tha t legit -
imizes claim s t o th e "naturalness " of a  particular sexua l orientation . 

13. Thi s quot e i s late r foun d t o hav e bee n misattribute d and , a s Senato r D o n 
Riegle subsequentl y point s out , i n fac t i s take n fro m a  lette r t o th e edito r i n tha t 
same paper , an d no t fro m a n editorial . I n a n angr y respons e t o thi s misattribution , 
the Chronicle  printed a n editoria l o n Ma y 2 0 i n whic h i t explicitl y endorse d Acht -
enberg's nominatio n (S6177) . 

14. Onl y tw o othe r senators , both Achtenber g supporters , us e th e wor d lesbian 
at all . Senator Diann e Feinstei n an d Senato r Edwar d Kenned y eac h us e i t once , bu t 
neither instanc e undermine s th e negativ e connotatio n attribute d b y Helms . Fein -
stein argue s tha t because "Rober t a Achtenber g i s a lesbian, she is being subjecte d o n 
the floor  o f th e Senat e t o a  barrag e o f unseemly , nasty , an d untru e allegations " 
(S6201). Kennedy likewis e comments,"W e hav e heard considerabl e discussio n abou t 
the fac t tha t Rober t a i s a lesbian. I admire he r willingnes s t o b e ope n abou t w h o sh e 
is. But i t i s her skill s an d no t he r sexua l orientatio n tha t i s a t issu e here " (S6220) . 

15. Fry e s metaphor o f oppressio n a s a birdcage i s helpful i n examinin g th e l im -
itations o f a  metapho r tha t take s a  line a s th e representativ e barrie r an d crossin g a s 
the mean s o f escape . She writes : 

Consider a  birdcage. If yo u loo k ver y closel y a t just on e wir e i n th e cage , you 
cannot se e th e othe r wires . I f you r conceptio n o f wha t i s befor e yo u i s de -
termined b y thi s myopic focus , you coul d loo k a t tha t on e wire , up an d dow n 
the lengt h o f it , and b e unabl e t o se e why a  bird woul d no t just fly  aroun d th e 
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wire any time i t wanted t o go somewhere... . It is only when you ste p back, 
stop looking at the wires one by one, microscopically, and take a macroscopic 
view of the whole cage, that you can see why the bird does not go anywhere. 
. . . I t is perfectly obvious  that th e bird is surrounded b y a  network o f system -
atically related barriers , no on e o f whic h woul d b e the leas t hindrance t o it s 
flight, but which, by their relations to each other , are as confining a s the solid 
walls of a  dungeon. (1983 , 4-5) 
16. I n a  striking exampl e o f th e pervasivenes s o f masculinit y a s an underlyin g 

norm, Murkowski illustrate s this point with th e need t o wear a  necktie—the quin -
tessential apparel of the heterosexual male. Murkowski argues , "Many o f the people 
who wor k her e wea r a  necktie t o wor k ever y day . Wearing a  tie doe s no t mak e a 
person an y smarter , any bette r o r mor e qualified . I t i s a  matter o f conformity. " I f 
someone doe s not confor m i n this way, he continues , "if i t is a member o f my staff , 
I might say, hey, maybe we ought to get rid of thi s person. That's the situation in the 
case of thi s nominee" (S6i69).The equatio n here of heterosexual male fashion wit h 
conformity i s perhaps a s revealing as any direct discussio n o f differenc e an d the in -
terlocking barrier s limitin g th e acces s o f minorit y group s t o politica l power . The 
nonmale, nonheterosexual i s linked her e with offensiv e nonconformity , with bein g 
"out o f line." 

17. Domenici , who i s highly critica l o f Achtenber g o n severa l counts , never -
theless says he will vote for he r nomination becaus e "while my doubts are great . . . 
this nomine e come s ver y clos e t o th e poin t bu t doe s no t cross  the  line at whic h I 
would vote to deny the President a  nominee o f his choice" (S6355; emphasis mine). 

18. Th e bombin g o f a n Atlant a ba r calle d th e Othersid e Loung e o n Februar y 
21,1997, illustrates one danger o f obscurin g these connections. The media reporte d 
that the lounge is a "gay bar," when, in fact, it is primarily a  lesbian bar. The distinc -
tion i s particularly important because this incident was preceded by another bomb -
ing, at an Atlanta abortion clinic . Only by realizing that this was primarily a women's 
bar coul d th e police an d the public recogniz e th e possibility tha t th e attack s migh t 
be related and tha t the targets might hav e been women (Colber t 1997) . 

19. Th e San  Francisco  Chronicle  late r reporte d tha t "th e Bo y Scout s issu e wa s 
brought u p s o often tha t som e tourist s sittin g in th e Senat e visitors gallery becam e 
confused a s to whethe r the y were hearin g debat e o n th e Scout s o r a  HUD nomi -
nation" (Lynch 1993 , A6). 

20. No t coincidentally , durin g thi s discussio n a  numbe r o f senator s opposin g 
Achtenberg's nominatio n stoo d u p t o announc e tha t the y ha d been Boy Scout s o r 
that thei r sons were Boy Scouts (S6206 ; S6215; S6221; S6355). Not coincidental , ei-
ther, is the similarit y between th e symboli c positio n o f th e Boy Scout s and tha t o f 
the U.S . military. Even the Boy Scout slogan "Be Prepared" suggests a kind o f mil -
itary readiness that informs the spending patterns of our national budget. In this way, 
the antagonis m se t up between gay s and the Boy Scout s evokes the controversy , al-
ready heated a t this time, surrounding gay s and lesbians in the military . This antag -
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onism may represent a  displacement o f th e military issue that call s on the emotion s 
already aroused by this difficul t debate . 

Clues to thi s parallel are the repetition o f th e argumen t tha t the Scout s prohibi t 
"announced o r avowed  homosexuals " from becomin g eithe r scoutmaster s o r scout s 
(S6212; emphasis mine ) an d a  reference t o Achtenber g a s "candidly an d unapolo -
getically lesbian " (S6353) . Although i t i s never stated , the implicatio n i s tha t thos e 
who d o no t disclos e thei r sexualit y ar e no t necessaril y exclude d fro m th e Bo y 
Scouts. Such a stance parallels the "Don't Ask , Don't Tell" policy that was being sug-
gested (an d was later adopted) i n response to protests over the exclusion of gays and 
lesbians from th e military . 

21. Nevertheless , this challeng e t o biologica l motherhoo d i s extrem e eve n fo r 
anti-gay discourse . More typica l i s th e exampl e o f a  Washington  Times  article i n 
which a  photograph o f Achtenberg' s famil y identifie s "Robert a Achtenberg , he r 
lover, Mary Morgan , and Judge Morgan' s son" (Price 1993 , Ai). 

NOTES T O CHAPTE R 3 

1. A s used in the Department o f Defense policy , the term homosexual  is define d 
as "a person wh o engage s in , desires t o engag e in , or intend s t o engag e i n homo -
sexual acts."The phrase "homosexual acts " refers to "bodily contact , actively under -
taken o r passively permitted, between member s o f th e sam e sex for th e purpose o f 
satisfying sexua l desires" {Policy Hearings 1993 , 30). 

2. Althoug h initiate d thirt y years prior t o the military board hearing , Cammer -
meyer's years of service total twenty-seven because she was separated from th e mil -
itary for thre e years after th e birth o f he r firs t chil d in 1968 . Military regulation s a t 
the tim e prohibite d wome n wit h childre n unde r ag e sixtee n fro m servin g i n th e 
armed forces . However , thi s regulatio n change d i n 1972 , and Cammermeye r re -
turned t o he r military caree r (Cammermeye r 1994) . 

3. Afte r disclosin g her sexua l orientation , Cammermeyer continue d t o serv e in 
her position a s chief nurs e o f th e Washington Stat e Nationa l Guar d fo r mor e tha n 
three years, pending her military board hearing . 

4. Fo r a  complete , autobiographica l accoun t o f Cammermeyer' s lif e an d th e 
events leading up to her discharge , see Cammermeyer 1994 . 

5. However , Cammermeyer's cas e was neither the first nor the only challenge to 
the ban. Thus the significance o f thi s military "victory" was undoubtedly mitigate d 
by the fac t tha t despit e th e state d policy , several openl y ga y service member s wer e 
still in uniform a s a result o f civi l court decisions . Perry Watkins, for example , was a 
gay man who repeatedl y tol d hi s superior officer s o f hi s homosexuality ye t was al-
lowed to serve for seventeen years. He was eventually discharged by the military but 
subsequently reinstate d b y a  civil court , which rule d tha t i t was unfai r t o dismis s a 
soldier whom th e military had known al l along was gay. 

6. Th e willingness of many gay activists to rally around the issue of ga y and les-
bian rights in the military, despite their misgivings, was not universally shared. In one 
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example, a  grou p callin g itsel f QUAS H (Queer s Unite d Agains t Straight-actin g 
Homosexuals) poste d a  display o f quee r guerrill a ar t tha t referre d disparagingl y t o 
the "'military takeover ' of ou r movement" (Deitcher 1995 , 137). For a discussion o f 
the ambivalenc e man y gay s and lesbians fel t abou t thi s issue, see Deitcher 1995 , es-
pecially 176-77 . 

7. Som e writer s have argued tha t th e preoccupation wit h acces s to the militar y 
"reveals a gay political agenda that is not merely moderate but conservative" (Smith 
1993,14). A contrasting view suggests that disagreement about the military issue may 
be a  function o f clas s differences (Cruikshan k 1994) . The militar y ha s long been a 
primary sourc e o f employmen t fo r working-clas s me n an d women , an d thu s th e 
military ba n disproportionatel y impact s o n an d concern s working-clas s gay s an d 
lesbians. 

8. B y emphasizin g th e symboli c importanc e o f thi s debate , I  d o no t wis h t o 
minimize its material consequences for enormous numbers of gays and lesbians. Al-
though ther e i s no way to calculat e precisely how many gays and lesbians currentl y 
serve in the military, the testimony o f Dr . Lawrence Korb, former assistan t secretary 
for defens e unde r Ronald Reagan , offers som e suggestion o f th e magnitude o f th e 
issue. Korb cites a military report estimating that as much as 10 percent of the armed 
forces may be gay or lesbian. He notes that "even a t five percent that' s 100,00 0 peo-
ple o n activ e duty . .  . .  Since onl y roughl y 1,40 0 ar e bein g discharge d eac h year , 
there's another roughl y 99,00 0 in there" (Department o f th e Army 1991 , 53) . 

9. Tha t this belief stil l persists among some military leaders is evident in the tes-
timony o f Maste r Chie f Davi d Borne , who compare s th e clai m tha t th e ba n dis -
criminates agains t gays to the clai m tha t a  child moleste r i s "discriminated against " 
by not being allowed to work i n a  day-care cente r (Policy  Hearings 1993 , 607). 

10. Eve n opponents o f lifting the ban were finally forced t o concede the folly o f 
such a  position. One suc h exampl e i s Charles Moskos , Jr., who, despite identifyin g 
many problems that would result from lifting the ban, asserts that "the argument tha t 
homosexuals are susceptible to blackmail is illogical. (If there were no ban, a gay ser-
vice member could not be manipulated by the threat of exposure.) No evidenc e ex-
ists that homosexuals, under present rules, have been greate r security risks than any -
one else " (1994, 63). 

11. However , this determinative link between statement and action is not attrib -
uted equall y to othe r groups . As argued in Judge Thomas S . Zilly's decision, for ex -
ample, simply statin g that on e i s an alcoholi c o r dru g abuse r i s not sufficien t caus e 
for punitiv e actio n o r dismissal . Instead, any action o n th e par t o f th e military "re -
quires actua l evidenc e o f substanc e abus e o r tha t th e individual' s statu s impair s hi s 
or her ability to function i n the military" (Cammermeyer v.Aspin 1994 , 30m 13). 

12. I n term s o f practica l consequences , sinc e th e polic y wa s implemente d i n 
1994, the number o f discharge s for homosexualit y ha s actually increased by 42 per-
cent. In 1996 , the numbe r o f separation s reache d it s highes t leve l sinc e 1987 , with 
850 people discharged ("Coul d I t Be a Witch-Hunt?" 1997,15). Such numbers can -
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not accoun t fo r thos e gay s an d lesbian s wh o ar e harassed , given poo r evaluations , o r 
forced ou t o f th e militar y b y othe r mean s becaus e o f thei r sexua l orientatio n 
(Lehring 1996) . 

Yet eve n thes e number s d o no t tel l nearl y th e whol e stor y o f th e cost , in dollar s 
as wel l a s i n huma n lives , of maintainin g th e militar y ban . A  repor t fro m th e Gen -
eral Accountin g Offic e i n 199 2 disclose d tha t fro m 198 0 to 1991 , it cos t th e militar y 
$494 millio n t o trai n peopl e w h o wer e subsequentl y discharge d unde r th e anti-ga y 
policy. Although th e cos t o f th e military' s investigation s int o homosexua l allegation s 
for tha t sam e perio d ar e no t known , the repor t estimate d tha t i n 199 0 alone , the cos t 
was greater than $2. 5 million (Cammermeye r 1994,293) . Randy Shilt s estimates tha t 
"in th e pas t decade , the cos t o f investigation s an d th e dollar s spent replacin g ga y per -
sonnel easil y amoun t t o hundred s o f millions " (1993 , 4). Still mor e costl y i s the tol l 
the polic y take s o n huma n lives , a s live s an d career s ar e ruined ; som e me n an d 
women commi t suicid e whe n th e fea r o f discover y become s to o muc h t o liv e wit h 
(Shilts 1993) . 

13. Ther e i s onl y on e othe r provisio n i n th e U C M J unde r whic h suc h behav -
iors ma y b e prosecuted . Articl e 13 4 is a  Genera l Articl e tha t reads : 

Though no t specifically mentione d i n this chapter , all disorders and neglects to th e 
prejudice o f goo d orde r an d disciplin e in the arme d forces , all conduct o f a  nature 
to brin g discredi t upo n th e arme d forces , an d crime s an d offense s no t capital , o f 
which person s subjec t t o thi s chapte r ma y b e guilty , shall b e take n cognizanc e o f 
by a general, special, or summary court-martial , according to the nature and degre e 
of th e offense , an d shal l be punished a t the discretio n o f tha t court . 
14. O f th e twenty-on e state s wit h sodom y laws , onl y si x (Arkansas , Kansas , 

Maryland, Missouri , Oklahoma , an d Texas ) outla w homosexua l bu t no t heterosex -
ual sodomy . Th e remainin g fiftee n (Alabama , Arizona , Florida , Georgia , Idaho , 
Louisiana, Massachusetts, Michigan, Mississippi , Minnesota, Nor t h Carolina , R h o d e 
Island, South Carolina , Utah, and Virginia ) prohibi t noncoita l se x between an y sex -
ual partner s (Pric e 1997) . 

15. A  mor e complet e definitio n i s supplied b y th e R A N D Repor t , a n indepen -
dent stud y commissione d b y th e Clinto n administratio n i n 199 3 (Otje n 1994 , 204). 
It read s a s follows : "I t i s unnatura l carna l copulatio n fo r a  perso n t o tak e int o tha t 
person's mout h o r anu s th e sexua l orga n o f anothe r perso n o r o f a n animal , o r t o 
place tha t person' s sexua l organ i n th e mout h o r anu s o f anothe r perso n o r o f a n an -
imal o r t o hav e carna l copulatio n i n an y openin g o f th e bod y excep t th e sexua l part s 
with anothe r perso n o r t o hav e carna l copulatio n wit h a n animal. " 

16. I n a  fascinating comparison , Cammermeyer' s lawyer s quot e i n thei r brief th e 
1942 report o f th e Genera l Board o n th e issue of integratin g African American s int o 
the navy . The lawyer s inser t th e ter m heterosexual  wher e white  appear s i n th e origi -
nal an d homosexual  wher e another  race  appears . The boar d stated : 

Enlistment fo r genera l servic e implie s tha t th e individua l ma y b e sen t any -
where—to an y shi p o r statio n wher e h e i s needed. Men o n boar d shi p liv e i n 
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particularly clos e association ; i n thei r messes , one ma n sit s besid e another ; 
their hammocks or bunks are close together; in their common tasks they work 
side by side; and in particular task s such as those o f a  gun's crew, they form a 
closely knit , highl y coordinate d team . How  many  white  men  [heterosexuals] 
would choose , o f thei r ow n accord , tha t thei r closes t associate s i n sleepin g 
quarters, at mess , and i n a  gun's cre w shoul d b e of  another race  [homosexual]? 
How man y woul d accep t suc h conditions , if require d t o d o so , without re -
sentment an d just as a matter o f course?  The Genera l Board believes that the 
answer is "Few, if any," and further believe s that if the issue were forced, there 
would be a lowering of contentment , teamwork and discipline in the service. 
(Memo in Suppor t 1994,44 ) 
17. Joan Acke r explain s th e natur e o f a  gendered organization : "To sa y that a n 

organization i s gendered mean s tha t advantag e an d disadvantage , exploitation an d 
control, actio n an d emotion , meanin g an d identity , ar e patterne d throug h an d i n 
terms o f a  distinctio n betwee n mal e an d female , masculin e an d feminine " (1990 , 
146). 

18. A s Defense Departmen t genera l counse l Gorelic k testifie d a t th e hearings , 
"The court s hav e . . . rejecte d th e notio n tha t a  status-based polic y i s appropriate." 
This precedent alerted the government a s early as 1981 that "if we did have a status-
based as opposed to a conduct-based rule , that it would be vulnerable in the courts" 
(Policy Hearings 1993 , 777). 

19. Despit e hi s openin g disclaimers , Thurmond late r rebuke s tw o ga y servic e 
members who testif y befor e th e committee , saying, "Your lifestyle i s not normal . It 
is not normal for a  man to want to be with a  man or a woman with a  woman" (Pol-
icy Hearings 1993 , 567). He refers to homosexuality as "abnormal" (688) and a "hand-
icap" (689), and he asks all the gay service members who testify o n one panel if they 
have ever considered seekin g "psychiatric o r medical help" to "correct" their situa -
tion (688) . 

20. Defender s o f the ban claim that there is an escape clause for those who have 
made such a statement. Built into the policy is a "rebuttable presumption" provision 
which state s that when on e has made such a  statement, the presumption i s that i t is 
true, but th e individual may "rebut" this presumption b y proving otherwise , that is, 
proving "tha t h e o r sh e doe s no t engag e i n homosexua l act s an d doe s no t hav e a 
propensity o r inten t t o d o so " (Policy Hearings  1993 , 702-3; see also 713) . The onl y 
proof tha t woul d suffic e woul d hav e t o establis h tha t th e individua l wa s drun k o r 
otherwise mentall y incapacitate d a t th e tim e o f th e statemen t an d di d no t kno w 
what he or she was saying, and that the statement simply was not true. Although this 
clause i s made muc h o f durin g th e hearings , Defense Departmen t representative s 
concede tha t while thi s rebuttable presumption wa s also incorporated int o th e ol d 
policy, it has never successfully bee n used to clear a service member from th e charg e 
of homosexuality . 

21. Althoug h technicall y th e military recognizes three categorie s o f sexua l ori -
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entation—heterosexuality, homosexuality , an d bisexuality—fo r al l practica l pur -
poses, bisexuality drops out o f th e discussion and leaves only the binary opposition . 
The reasons for this exclusion of bisexuality, which characterizes discussions of sex -
ual orientation in many other forums a s well, are too complex to address within th e 
scope o f thi s study. Nevertheless, it is probably saf e to surmise tha t because bisexu -
ality confounds th e comfortabl e divisio n o f "them" and "us" that homophobia up -
holds, it is easier to ignore than to confront th e ambiguity of bisexual status or con -
duct. For perspectives on bisexuality, see Beemyn and Eliason 1996 ; Hall and Pram -
aggiore 1996 ; Rose, Stevens, and th e Of f Pin k Collectiv e 1996 ; Tucker 1995 ; Eadie 
1993; and George 1993. 

22. Cammermeyer' s forma l statemen t t o Agent Troutman reads , in part: "I am a 
Lesbian. Lesbianism is an orientation I  have, emotional in nature, towards women. It 
does no t impl y sexua l activity . . . . I  wan t th e Governmen t t o se e m e a s a huma n 
being, not a  woman wh o ha s sex with othe r wom[e]n . My sexua l preference i s ir -
relevant" (Memo in Suppor t 1994,9) . 

23. Th e obscurin g o f lesbian s behin d inaccurat e stereotype s o f ga y me n i s 
prevalent elsewher e i n the testimon y o f th e Senat e hearing . For example , in a n ar -
ticle written by a retired Marine Corps colonel and submitted for the record by Sen-
ator Conrad Burns, the author argues that "homosexual conduc t in the society does 
not present a  convincing exampl e from whic h t o conclude tha t ope n homosexual s 
can conduct themselves , in general, with the restraint necessary to avoid serious dis-
ruption i n efficiency an d combat effectiveness " (Policy  Hearings 1993 , 503). He bases 
this assertion in part on comparisons of the number of sex partners of gay men ver -
sus tha t o f heterosexua l men . (Intriguingly , th e number s fo r ga y me n com e fro m 
studies don e i n the lat e 1970 s and earl y 1980s , while th e number s fo r heterosexua l 
men com e from studie s completed in 198 9 and 1990. ) He als o cites statistics for th e 
rates o f sexuall y transmitte d diseases , alcoholism , an d attempte d suicid e amon g 
gay men. The onl y clai m he make s abou t lesbian s i s that "betwee n 2 5 percent an d 
50 percen t o f homosexua l me n an d wome n ar e alcoholics. " However , eve n thi s 
"finding" is cited from a n article titled "Alcoholics Anonymous an d Gay American 
Men' (Policy  Hearings 1993 , 503; emphasis mine). Despite the obvious omissions here, 
he draw s th e sweepin g conclusio n tha t "ope n homosexua l behavio r i s no t cor -
rectable t o th e standard s o f goo d orde r an d disciplin e establishe d by al l the Arme d 
Forces and that such individuals do not seem good candidates for successful militar y 
service." 

In another example , Senator Murkowski voice s his opposition t o lifting th e ban 
based o n th e ris k o f AID S (Policy  Hearings  1993 , 469). The argumen t itsel f i s erro-
neous because, as Senator John Kerry observes , the disease is increasing faster i n th e 
heterosexual communit y tha n i t i s in th e homosexua l communit y (Policy  Hearings 
1993, 489). Moreover, th e positio n i s unconvincin g give n th e military' s polic y o f 
testing all military personnel fo r HI V ever y six months. Just as important, however, 
is the fact tha t such an argument exclude s lesbians from th e clas s of "gays" entirely, 
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for lesbian s hav e a  lower rat e o f infectio n tha n ga y me n o r heterosexua l me n o r 
women an d muc h les s risk o f contractin g th e diseas e throug h sexua l contac t tha n 
does any other sexuall y active group (Editors  o f th e Harvard  Law Review 1990,19). 
Senator Kerry reflect s tha t if the military' s goal is to eliminat e the problem o f HI V 
infection i n it s ranks , "I d o no t kno w wha t yo u do , go t o a n all-lesbia n arm y o r 
something" (Policy Hearings 1993,489) . 

24. I n a n apparent , i f failed , attemp t t o correc t th e accuracy  o f hi s statement , 
Thurmond the n added, "Or [heterosexuals ] d o not admit they do. Homosexuals d o 
admit they practice sodomy. " 

25. Th e misinterpretatio n o f sodom y statute s to sugges t thei r specificit y t o ho -
mosexuality has been pervasive in legal arguments a t even the highest levels (Halle y 
1991). One o f th e most blatant example s o f thi s error appears in Bowers  v. Hardwick, 
in which the state of Georgi a "justified it s facially neutra l statute based on its 'inter-
est in prosecuting homosexua l activity' " (Editors  o f th e Harvard  Law Review 1990, 
21). The Suprem e Cour t itself  magnifie d th e mistak e whe n "th e plurality opinion 
in Bowers restricted] itsel f to reviewing the constitutionality o f the Georgia statut e 
as applied to homosexual sodomy even though the gender of Hardwick's partner was never 
stated in the original complaint, the only official recor d o f th e incident" (Currah 1995 , 
67-68). 

26. Thi s view echoes the homophobic applicatio n of Christia n charity : love the 
sinner, hate the sin . The Catholi c Church , for example , holds the position tha t "be-
cause of homosexuality' s involuntar y nature , it cannot o f itsel f b e morally culpabl e 
(although homosexua l acts  stil l are)" (Sullivan 1993,26) . 

27. Althoug h the appropriateness of the sodomy statute is itself highly arguable, 
debate on thi s issue is beyond the scope of m y discussion . 

28. A n interestin g side note concern s th e considerabl e slippag e tha t occur s be -
tween th e categorie s o f "speech " and "conduct," an ambiguity tha t regularly func -
tions to protect an d maintain patriarcha l power. Most frequently , as in thi s case, this 
slippage i s a n effec t o f linkin g categorie s o f speec h an d conduc t throug h th e 
medium o f se x and manipulating th e definitio n o f sexua l acts as speech o r as con-
duct, depending on dominan t interests . Perhaps the most notable example is that o f 
pornography, whic h i s define d a s speec h an d protecte d a s suc h unde r th e Firs t 
Amendment, even though pornography clearl y involves conduct: violent sexual acts 
involving pain, injury, or even death, carried out through coercion or physical force, 
are regularly performed o n women's bodies to produce pornography (Dworki n an d 
MacKinnon 1988) . Yet, despite the startlingly broad definition o f what may be pro-
tected a s "speech" in this context , the military maintains tha t in the absence o f an y 
activity whatsoever , a verbal statemen t o f homosexua l identit y i s itself a n instanc e 
not o f speec h but o f conduc t and , as such, is not subjec t t o Firs t Amendment pro -
tection. 

29. I  thank Celest e Condi t fo r drawin g my attention t o the origin s o f thi s dis-
tinction i n Greek thought . 
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30. A  simple exampl e i s the us e o f E-mai l fo r "private " discussions, perhaps o f 
illegal activities . Whereas phon e tappin g i s subject t o lega l restriction s an d readin g 
someone else's mail is a felony, E-mail is a publicly accessible medium (record s of E -
mail sent and received ar e kept by systems operators an d can be readily accessed by 
legal authorities ) tha t mos t o f u s nevertheles s us e freely , a s though i t wer e privat e 
and protected . 

31. Senato r Warner point s ou t th e enormit y o f th e expectation s suc h a  policy 
places on gay and lesbian service members: "You ar e asking homosexuals to take an 
oath o f celibacy , mental and physical, for the balance of thei r terms of activ e duty. I 
think that is unrealistic, unfair, and discriminatory. It is not a  step forward, it is a step 
back" (Policy Hearings 1993 , 736). 

32. On e explanatio n fo r thi s hypocris y i s tha t "th e militar y establishment , 
schools, churches al l understand th e importance o f th e close t in maintaining insti -
tutional order . That is why the services never cared a damn about gays who di d no t 
proclaim their identity, by word or deed. It is why school superintendents have lived 
for centurie s wit h lesbia n an d ga y teachers, but pani c when anyon e come s out . It's 
why churches countenance lesbian nuns and gay priests and ministers as long as they 
lie about themselves " (Kopkind 1993 , 577). 

NOTES T O CHAPTE R 4 

i. Fo r a thorough analysi s of the connections between legal reform an d attitud e 
change, see Cuklanz 1996 . 

2. Mor e specifically, "while some law reforms may indeed benefit som e women, 
it is certain tha t al l law reforms empowe r law" (Smart 1989,161) . 

3. Th e term partner is sometimes used, for lack of a better word, to describe each 
member of a committed relationship between two gay men or lesbians.Yet it is often 
rejected a s sounding too forma l an d impersonal , as though on e were referrin g t o a 
business associate. Lover is sometimes used, but many couples find i t too personal o r 
misrepresentative o f wha t i s valued in th e relationship . Some lesbians and gay me n 
use the ter m mate,  and other s prefer spouse,  especially i f the y hav e participated i n a 
commitment ceremony . Still others, with o r without a  degree o f irony , use husband 
or wife. 
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