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Capitalism and Gay Identity

Jorn D’EmiLio

John D'Bemifio is a historian of the United Stutes, and lesbianfgay United States history is
one of his chief research intorests, In this essay ke explains that leshian and gay peaple have
ot been present throughout history, that in the United States Jor instance there was no teshian
of gay identity and subculture wngil itie in the nineseenth century, when the development
of capitalism made our emergence possible. Capitalism required o systemt of labor based on
wages, rather than on either largely self-sufficient housebold or slas 7 ond swages gave
individuals a velative dilonomy, shich was the wecessary material condition Jor the making
of leshianism and gapness. A sound Teshianfgay politics in our own times, D' Epnilio concludes,
mevist be grounded i just such 4 demystified view of vur past as ke hopes his work in this essay
#nd elsewhere may help to provide, Jobn D'Bumiliy is the euthor of Sexual Politics, Sexual
Communities: The Making ofa Homosexual Mirority (1983), and of Making Trouble:
Essays on Gay History, Politics, and the University (1992); axd he is professor of History
at the University of North Carolina, Greensboro. . a

For gay men and lesbians, the 19705 were years of significant achievement. Gay
liberation and women's tiberarion changed the sexual landscape of the nation. Hundreds
of thousands of gay women and men came out and openly affirmed same-sex eroticism,
We won repeal of sodomy laws in half the states, a partial lifting of the exclusion of
lesbians and gay men from federa] employment, civil rights protection in 2 few dogen
cities, the inclusion of g2y tights in the platform of the Democratic Party, and the
climination of homosexuality from the psychiatric profession’s Tist of mental illnesses,
The gay male subculture expanded and became increasingly visible in large cities, and
lesbian feminists pionecred in building alteraative institutions and an alternative cultuee
that attempted vo cmbody a fiberatory vision of the future, o

In the 1980s, however, with the resurgence of an active right wing, gay men and
lesbians face the fuere warily. Our victories appear temuous and fragile; the relative
freedom of che past few years seems too recent to be permanent. fu some ports of the
lesbian and g2y male community, a fecling of doom is growing: analogies with Mc-
Carthy's America, when “sexqal perverts™ were a special target of the Right, and with
Nazi Germany, where gays were shipped to concentration camps, surface with increasing

a.na:n:aw. mﬁqsrnn:rmnnm:rnanzwn«rwnﬁi strategies are in order if we want to
preserve our gains and move ahead, : .

! believe that 3 New, WOre accurate ¢

83y men and lesbians had no history that we could use to fashion our goals and strategy.
In the ensuing years, in building a movement without a knowledge of our history, we
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instead invented a mythology. This mythical rwmﬂonm.mnni or personal experience, .wimnr
we read backward in time. For instance, most lesbians and gay men E.nrn 1960s firse
discovered their homosexual desires in isolation, unaware mm onvan.m, and without nnwoﬁmnm
for naming and understanding what &Q___. felt. From nrmm experience, we om:ﬁzmn 2
myth of silence, invisibility, and isolation as the essential characteristics o gay __m in
the past as well as the present. Zonn%nn.._unnwnma.ﬁﬂn mwnnn_.mo many ov_.unnmmHM_ uim”
public policies, and cultural beliefs, we projected this into an image of the abys al past;
until gay liberation, lesbians and gay men were always the victims of systematic, un-
i i terrible oppression. .

&m&.ﬂmﬂ“@?ﬁrm r»ﬁwﬂamu& our political perspective. They have contribuced, .mon
instance, to an overreliance on a strategy of coming out—if every gay man u.:n_ lesbian
in America came out, gay opptession would end—and rmqn. allowed us to igaore the
institutionalized ways in which homophobia and ﬁnnﬁownxﬁa are Rvnomxnnm.. .Hrmw
have encouraged, at times, an incapacitating despair, oﬁuan_v:% at moments like che
present: How can we unravel a gay oppression so pervasive and nnnruszm.w.

There is another historical myth that enjoys neatly universal acceptance E‘nrn gay
movement, the myth of the *“eternal homosexual.” .ﬁﬁ argument runs moaﬂwtum Enn
this: gay men and lesbians always were and atways s:z‘ be. We are Qqnn%ﬂwnmd. not just
now, but throughout history, in all societies »sm‘ all periods. This myth served 2 mow:“m
political function in the first years of gay liberation. In the early 1970s, irmn.ém._uﬂn :
an ideclogy that either denied our existence or defined us as m@n_aowvnw_n ::.rﬁ uals
or freaks of nature, it was empowering to assert chat “we are nﬁirmnn-. But in recent
years it has confined us as surely as the most homophobic medical theorties, and locked

in place. )
o ammwpmdwwwvwno challenge this myth. [ want to argue that gay men and wn.&._wa
have not always existed. Instead, they are a product .om r_mﬂ.oas u:.m.r»é come Enm
existence in a specific historical era. Their emergence s um.mo.nmﬁnm with the n.ngﬁﬁm o
capitalism; it has been the historical development of capiralism—more specifically, its

free labor system—that has aflowed large numbers of men and women in the late twen-

i f a community of similar
th century to call themselves gay, to see themselves as part o mmus f

M.._uns MMM %MBQ._“ and to organize politically on the basis of ¢that identity.! Finally, 1

want to suggest some political lessons we can draw from this view of history,

What, then, are the relationships between the free labor system of capitalism and

homosexuality? First, let me review some features of capitalism. Under capitalism, wark-

ers are “free” laborers in two ways. We have the freedom to look for a job. We own

our ability to work and have the freedom to sell our labor power for wages to anyone |

willing to buy it. We are also freed from the ownership of mﬂﬁ_._mam except our _nwon
power. Most of us do not own the land or the tools nru.n produce what we need, but
rather have to work for a living in order to survive. So, if we are free to sell our labor
power in the positive sense, we are also freed, in the negative sense, from any other
alternacive. This dialectic—the constant interplay between namm.o_nﬁon and some measure
of autonomy—informs all of the history of those who have lived under nuv:w:w:._.m
As capital—-money used to make more Emnn«lnxwp.w&. so does this system of ree
labar, Capital expands in several ways. Usually it nxmwsm_m in the same place, nwﬁmona._sm.
small firms into larger ones, but it also expands by taking over new areas o_.. production:
the weaving of cloth, for instance, or the .vwrw_mm.cm bread. mE».:%. capital expands
geographically. In the United States, capitalism :.:ﬂv:u‘ ook oot in the Zo:rnwmn. at
a time when slavery was the dominant system in the South and when ,sosnum:wrwn
Native American societies occupied the western half of the continent. During the nine-
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teenth century, capital spread from the Atlantic to the Pacific, and in the twentieth,
U.S. capital has penetrated almost every part of the world.

The expansion of capital and the spread of wage labor have effected a profound
transformation in the structure and functions of the nuclear family, the ideology of
family life, and the meaning of heterosexuzl relations. It is these changes in the family
that are most dizectly linked to the appearance of 2 collective gay life.

The white colonists in seventeenth-century New England established villages
structured around a household economy, composed of family units that were basically
self-sufficient, independent, and patriarchal. Men, women, and children farmed land
owned by the male head of household. Although there was a division of labor berween
men and women, the family was truly an interdependent unit of production: the survival
of each member depended on the cooperation of all. The home was a workplace where
women processed raw farm products into food for daily consumption, where they made
clothing, soap, and candles, and where husbands, wives, and children worked together
to produce the goods they consumed.

By the nineteenth century, this system of household production was in decline.
In the Northeast, as merchant capitalists invested the money accumulated through trade
in the production of goods, wage labor became more common. Men and women were
drawn out of the largely self-sufficient household economy of the colonial era into a
capitalist system of free labor. For women in the nincteenth century, working for wages
rarely lasted beyond marriage; for men, it became a permanent condition.

The family was thus no longer an independent unit of production. But although
no longer independent, the family was still inteedependent. Because capitalism had not
expanded very fat, because it had not yet taken over—or socialized—the production of
consumer goods, women still pecformed necessary productive labor in the home. Many
families no longer produced grain, but wives still baked into bread the flour they bought
with their husbands™ wages; or, when they purchased yarn or cloth, they still made
clothing for their families. By the mid-1800s, capitalistn had destroyed the economic
self-sufficiency of many families, but not the mutual dependence of the members.

This transition away from the household family-based economy to a fully developed
capitalist free labor economy occurred very slowly, over almost two centuries. As late
a5 1920, 50 percent of the U.S. population lived in communities of fewer than 2,500
people. The vast majority of blacks in the early twentieth century lived outside the free
labor economy, in a system of sharecropping and tenancy thae rested on the family, Not
only did independent farming as 2 way of life still exist for millions of Americans, but
even in towns and small cities women continued ro grow and process food, make clothing,
and engage in other kinds of domestic production.

Buc for those people who felt the brunt of these changes, the family ook on new
significance as an affective unit, an institution that produced not goods but emetional
satisfaction and happiness. By the 1920s among the white middle class, the ideology
sutrounding the family described it as the means through which men and women formed
satisfying, mutually enhancing relationships and created an environment that nurcured
children. The family became the setting for a “personal life,” sharply distinguished and
disconnected from the public world of work and production.?

The meaning of heterosexual relations also changed. In colonial New England,
the birthrage averaged over seven children pet woman of childbearing age. Men and
Women needed the labor of children. Producing offspring was as necessary for survival
3 producing grain. Sex was harnessed to procreation. The Puritans did not celebrate
heterosexuality but rather martiage; chey condemned aff sexual expression outside the
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pnarriage bond and did not differentiate sharply between sodomy and heterosexual
fornication.

By the 1970s, however, the birthrate had dropped to under two. With the exception
of the post-World War 1 baby boom, the decline has been continuous for two centuries,
paralleling the spread of capitalist relations of production. It occurred even when access
to contraceptive devices and abortion was systematically curtailed. The decline has in-
cluded every segment of the _uowapnmoslﬁ_u% and rural families, blacks and whites,
echnics and WASPs, the middle class and the working class.

As wage labor spread and production became socialized, then, it became possible
to release sexuality from the “imperative” to procreate. Ideologically, heterosexual
expression came to be a means of establishing intimacy, promoting happiness, and ex-
petiencing pleasure. In divesting the household of its economic independence and fos-
tering the separation of sexuality from procreation, capitalism has created conditions
chat allow some men and women to organize a personal life around their erotic/ emotional
attraction to their own sex. It has made possible the formation of urban communitics
of lesbians and gay men and, more recently, of a politics based on a sexual identity.

Evidence from colonial New England court records and church sermons indicates

that male and female homosexual behavior existed in the seventeenth century. Homo-
sexual hehavior, however, is different from homosexual identity. There was, quite simply,
no “social space” in the colonial system of production that allowed men and women to
be gay. Survival was structured around participation in a nuclear family. There were
certain homosexual acts—sodomy among men, “lewdness” among women—in which
individuals engaged, but family was so pervasive that colonial society lacked even the
category of homosexual or lesbian to describe a person. It is quite possible that some
men and women experienced a stronger attraction to their own sex than to the opposite
sex—in fact, some colonial court cases refer to men who persisted in their “unnatural”
attractions—but one could not fashion out of that preference a way of life. Colonial
Massachusetts even had laws prohibiting pnmarricd adults from living outside family
units.?

By the second half of the nineteenth century, this situation was noticeably changing
as the capitalist system of free labor took hold, Only when individuals began to make
their liviag through wage labor, instead of as parts of an interdependent family unit,
was it possible for homosexual desire to coalesce into a personal identicy—an identity
based on the ability to remain outside the heterosexual family and to construct a personal
life based on attraction to one’s own sex. By the end of the century, 2 class of men and
women existed who recognized their erotic interest in their own sex, saw it as a trait
thas set them apart from the majority, and sought others like themselves. These early
gay lives came from a wide social spectrum: civil servants and business executives, de-
partment store clerks and college professors, factory operatives, ministers, lawyers, coaks,
domestics, hoboes, and the idle rich: men and womes, black and white, immigrant and
native born.

In this period, gay men and lesbians began to invent ways of meeting each other
and sustaining a group life. Already, in the carly twentieth century, large cities contained
male homosexual bars. Gay men staked out cruising areas, such as Riverside Drive in
New York City and Lafayette Park in Washington. In St. Louis and the nation’s capital,
annual drag balls brought together large numbers of black gay men. Public bathhouses
and YMCAs became gathering spots for male homosesxuals. Leshians formed literary
societies and private social clubs. Some working-class women “passed” as men to obrain
bester paying jobs and lived with other women—lesbian couples who appeared to the
world as husband and wife. Among the faculties of women’s colleges, in the settlement
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houses, and in the professional associations and clubs t
lifelong intimate relationships supported by a web O%MMTMMJMMMMMEMm “..._“_M MMM% sz_
1930s, large cities such as New York and Chicago contained lesbian mwau._, These worm
of living could evolve because capitalism allowed individuals to survive b ond the
confines of the family.* e beyond the
mwaiﬂno.‘,....cw? ideological definitions of homosexual behavior changed. Doct
mﬁo_omnm, theories about homosexuality, describing it as a condition 852%5 : n_._MM ema
inherent in a person, a part of his or her “nature.” These theoties did E:mnn nnmnw_”
scientific _unﬂ._n%noumrmv elucidations of m.n?mo:w_w undiscovered areas of ruo%_nm o
rather, they were an ideological response to a new way of organizing one’s personal —m .
The movs_M:umaos orm the medical model, in turn, affected the nozmnmczmanmm of “%m
women and men who experie i
omeeive thrmash i %Mzn:m.mmm homosexual desire, so that they came to define
- Hr.awm new forms of gay .Ennnﬂw and patterns of group life also reflected the
differentiation m.m people according to gender, race, and class that is so pervasive in
nm_wnu__m_u societies. Among whites, for instance, gay men have traditionally been more
visible _..rB.._ lesbians. This partly stems from the division between the public male sphere
and nmw private female sphere. Streets, parks, and bars, especially at night, were “male
space.” Yet the greater visibility of white gay men also reflected their _ﬁwnn numbers
The Kinsey studies of the 1940s and 1950s found significantly more men than women
with wnwmow:_sva_w homosexual histories, a situation caused, I would atgue by the fact
that capitalism had drawn m.m more mea than women into the lzbor force, and at higher
wages. Men could more easily consteuct a personal life independent of attachments to
the opposite sex, whereas women were more likely to remain economically dependent
on men. Kinsey also found a strong positive correlation between years of schooling and
leshian activity. College-educated white women, far more able than their working-class
””nn_.w.m Hhmum.wmmonn themselves, could survive more easily without intimate relationships
. %ﬂo”ummﬂo%_w.m-n_wmmm immigrants in the early twentieth century, closely kait kin
networks an ethic o vﬁa;.mor&mﬂﬂ placed constraints on individual autonomy
_ t made gayness a %m.ﬁ.m_w option to pursue. In contrast, for reasons not altogether
clear, E.v»: black communities appeared relatively tolerant of homosexuality. The pop-
ﬁuﬁq in .n._pa 1920s and 1930s of songs with lesbian and gay male arnﬂnw!:m.%.
) ‘Oman, m—mmcﬁu Hn. on Me,” :m_mmw Man,” “Fairey Blues”—suggests an openness about
Domosexual expression at odds with the mores of whites. Among men in the rural West
in the 19405, Kinscy found extensive incidence of homosexual behavior, but, in contrast
Mwhwnﬂwa ﬂnu in _pmmm cities, little consciousness of gay identity. Thus even as capitalism
) M_.Mamm nmﬂww“ﬂ”wumﬂﬂmaomwn by m%@:»:w ﬁBEmojzﬂsw more individuals inco wage
oot 2 »m.nnm_..nm m: wmm.nMnnhn ﬂ“w.m.w itional communities, different groups of people
nnnzon.ﬂwﬁﬂwnﬁgm of wmnunn_wn men and women 1o act on their erotic/emotional pref-
s o M m_ﬁwn sex, along with the new consciousness that this preference made
o it nmr. e no the monam_uo‘z of an urban suhculeure of gay men and leshians.
et nﬂum mnowwm the Hou_m_m this subculture remained rudimentary, unstable, and
o e M . r ow, then, did ﬁ_wn noﬂ_u_nx. well-developed gay community emerge
oy it y the time the mmw.__rnnmn_on movement exploded? The answer is to be
nd during World War II, a time when the cumulative changes of several decades
coalesced into a qualitatively new shape.
d The war severely distupted ﬁ.m:‘mozm_. patterns of gender relations and sexuality,
temporarily ereated a new erotic situation conducive to homosexual expression. It
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Ecn_nn& millions of young men and women, whose sexual identities were just forming,
out of their homes, out of towns and smatl cities, out of the heterosexual environment
of the family, and dropped them into sex-segregated situations—as Gls, as WACs and
WAVES, in same-sex rooming houses for women workers who relocated to seek em-
ployment. The war freed millions of men and women from the settings where hetero-
sexuality was normally imposed. For men and women already gay, it provided an op-
portunity to meet people like themselves. Others could become gay because of the
temporaty freedom to explore sexuality that the war provided.?

Lisa Ben, for instance, came out during the war. She left che small California town
where she was taised, came to Los Angeles to find wotk, and lived in a women’s boarding
house. There she met for the first time lesbians who took her to gay bars and intreduced
her to other gay women. Donald Vining was a young man with lots of homosexual
desire and few gay expetiences. He moved to New York City during the war and worked
at a large YMCA. His diary reveals numerous erotic adventures with soldiers, sailors,
marines, and civilians at the Y where he worked, as well as at the men’s residence club

where he lived, and in paks, bars, and movie theaters. Many Gls stayed in port cities -

like New York, at YMCASs like the one where Vining worked. In his otal histories of
gay men in San Francisco, focusing on the 1940s, Allan Bérubé has found that the war
years were critical in the formation of a gay male community in the city. Piaces as different
as San Jose, Denver, and Kansas City had their fiest gay bars in the 1940s. Even severe
repression could have positive side effects. Pat Bond, 2 lesbian from Davenport, [owa,
joined the WACs during the 1940s. Caught in a purge of hundreds of lesbians from
the WAGs in the Pacific, she did not retarn to lowa, She stayed in San Francisco and
became part of a communiry of lesbians. How many other women and men had com-
parable experiences? How many other cities saw a rapid growth of lesbian and gay male
communities??

The gay men and women of the 1940s were pioneers. Their decisions to act on
their desires formed the underpinnings of an urban subculture of gay men and lesbians
Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the gay subculture grew and stabilized so that people

coming out then could more easily find other gay women and men thaa in the past.
Newspapers and magazines published articles describing gay male life. Literally hundreds”

of novels with lesbian themes were published.’® Psychoanalysts complained about the
new case wich which their gay mate patients found sexual parcners. And the gay sub-
culture was not just to be found in the largest cities. Lesbian and gay male bars existed

in places like Worcester, Massachusetts, and Buffalo, New York; in Columbia, South -

Carolina, and Des Moines, lowa. Gay life in the 1950s and 1960s became a nationwide
phenomenon. By the time of the Stonewall Riots in New York City in 1969—the event
that ignited the gay liberation movement—our sitvation was hardly one of silence, in-
visibility, and isolation. A massive, grass-roots liberation movement could form almost
overnight precisely because communitics of lesbians and gay men existed.

Although gay community was 2 precondition for a mass movement, the oppression
of lesbians and gay men was the force that propetled the movement mto existence. As
the subculture expanded and grew more visible in the post-World War Il era, oppression
by the state intensified, becoming more systematic and inclusive. The Right scapegoated
“sexual perverts” during the McCarthy era. Bisenhower imposed a total ban on the
employment of gay women and men by the federal government and goverament con-
tractors. Purges of lesbians and homosexuals from the military rose sharply. The FBI
instituted widespread surveillance of gay meeting places and of lesbian and gay orga-
nizations, such as the Daughters of Bilitis and the Mattachine Society. The Post Office
placed tracers on the correspondence of gay men and passed evidence of homosexual
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nn:wma_‘ OM to employers. Urban vice squads invaded private homes, made sweeps of
leshian Wﬂ MM% Em_w bars, nz.ﬂnuwm.nm gay men in public places, and fomented local ,W:nr
hunts. The danger -Eﬁ?& in being gay rose even as the possibilities of being gay were
enhanced. Gay liberation was a response to this contradiction.

Although lesbians and gay men won significant victories in ¢
up some safe wonmm_ space in which to ann.mén can hardly n_wwa_»nﬂ HWMW MMM"GW MMM__
blow to rnﬂmnownﬁms and homophobia. One could even argue that the enforcement of
gay oppression has 1685‘ changed locales, shifting somewhar from the seate to the
arena of extralegal violence in the form of increasingly open physical attacks on lesbians
and gay men, &E& as our movements have grown, they have generated a backlash that
threatens t0 Wipe out our gains. Significantly, this New Right opposition has taken
msm.n as a “pro-family’” movement. How is it that capitalism, whose strucrure made
m.omm_”‘_M _.Hrn_uwﬁnnmnsnn of a gay identity and the creation of urban £ay communities
appe nable to accept men an ians in i i i |
rc_dowﬂorﬁ s mownnmmmwuﬂ u uwww_._-,”wsa in its midst? Why do heterosexism and
The answers, I think, can be found in the contradictory relationshi itali
to the mua._:r On the one hand, as I argued earlier, n»mmnvmwnwrﬁ m_.un_amwwn““wwm_ﬂ”m_“m
the material wu.w; of the nuciear family by taking away the economic fuactions that
cemented the ties between family members. As more adults have been drawn into the
free labor system, uzm. as capital has expanded its sphere until it produces as commodities
most maa.un_m and services we need for our suevival, the forces that propelled men and
ﬁnn into mﬁ.d__mnw »Em_ kept them there have weakened. On the other hand, the
wﬂ p nwumw”n ‘om nww_s__.mn society has enshrined the family as the source of love, wm.mn.mo:v
and o _M n.mﬂ.vnm security, the place where our need for stable, intimate human relationships
. This elevation of the nuclear family to preeminence in the sphere of personal li
M.w not accidental. Every soctety needs structures for reproduction Wzn_ nEEmeﬂ.MM WMM
e momw_@_m_nw are not [imited to the nuclear family, Yet the privatized family fits ,En:
5:& capitalist relations of production. Capitalism has socialized production while main-
W__Ezm that the mﬂmunQ.Om socialized labor belong to the owners of private property.
onaﬂw“m ,ﬂﬂmw nﬂwmﬂnmzsw _ﬁm.&mo been progressively socialized over the last two
o oznn,w. ; m..m_ ols, the media, peer groups, wE_ employers taking over functions
e clonged to parents. Znannrn_aw.m. capitalist society maintains that repreduction
o mnnvasm are private ..ﬁrm. that .ﬁ_._:mmn: “belong™ co parents, who exercise the
omm_._ o oidnnm_.:w. Enomom_nu:ﬁ capitalism drives people into heterosexual families:
ch generation comes of age having internalized a heterosexist model of intimacy and
woﬂwwww_ Hn_uﬂmsw_u_mm. Materially, Q.v.mnm_wa weakens the bonds that once kept families
nom: : MN. MM that hwﬁn. members expenience a growing instability in the place they have
o Emnnawmm_unma %Eznmm and emotional secutity. Thus, while capitalism has knocked
e m oundation away from family [ife, leshians, gay men, and heterosexual
55.%”. have _ua.no.an the scapegoats for the social instability of the system.
of o E_nm vM»_ﬁs. _M. persuasive, has mﬁmﬁ.mnm&onm for us today. It can affect our perception
:.S:W ty, OMH ro_.ﬂﬂu_waan of _uom._ﬂnp_‘ goals, and our decisions about strategy.
the reae M.:m:n that Mww_w1 E.i gay identity and communities are historically created,
coroll: of M. process o n».w_m_rmﬁ development that has spanned many generations. A
oo omw of this argument is that we are not a fixed social minority composed for all
v M certain Wn..ngnumm of the population. There are more of us than one hundred
il W » more of us than monmw years ago. And there may very well be more gay men
esbians in che future. Claims made by gays and nongays that sexual orientation is
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fixed at an catly age, that large numbets of visible gay men and lesbians in society, the
paedia, and the schools will have no influence on the sexuaf identities of the young, are
wrong. Capitalism has created the material conditions for homosexual desire to express
itself as a central component of some individuals’ lives; now, our political movements
are changing consciousness, creating the ideological conditions that make it easter for
people to make thac choice.

To be sure, this argument confirms the worst fears and most rabid rhetoric of our
political opponents. But our response must be to challenge the underlying belief chat
homosexual relations are bad, a poor second choice. We must not slip into the oppor-
tunistic defense that society need not worry about tolerating us, since only homosexuals
become homosexuals. At best, a minotity group analysis and a civil rights strategy pertain
to those of us who already are gay. It leaves today’s youth—tomotrow’s lesbians and gay
men—to internalize heterosexist models that it can take 2 lifetime to expunge.

I have also argued thac capitalism has led to the separation of sexnality from
procreation. Human sexual desire need no longer be harnessed to reproductive imper-
atives, to procreation; its expression has increasingly entered the realm of choice. Lesbians
1nd homosexuals most clearly embody the potential of this split, since our gay rela-
tionships stand entirely outside a procreative framewaork. The acceptance of our erotic
choices ultimately depends on the degtee to which society is willing to afhirm sexual
expression as a form of play, positive and life-enhancing. Qur movement may have begun
as the struggle of a “minority,” but what we should now be trying to “liberate” is an
aspect of the personal lives of all people—sexual expression.’!

Finally, I have suggested that the refationship between capitalism and the family
is fundamentally contradictory. On the one hand, capitalism continually weakens the
material foundation of family life, making it possible for individuals to live ontside the
family, and for 2 lesbian and gay male identity to develop. On the other, it needs to
push men and women into families, at least long enough to reproduce the next generation
of workers. The elevation of the family to ideological preeminence guarantees that
capitalist sociery will reproduce not just children, but heterosexism and homephobia. In
the most profound sense, capitalism is the problem.

How do we avoid remaining the scapegoats, the political victims of the social
instability that capitalism generates? How can we take this contradictory relationship
and use it to move toward liberation?

Gay men and lesbians exist on social terrain beyond the boundaries of the heter
osexual nuclear family. Our communities have formed in that social space. Our survival
and liberation depend on our ability to defend and expand chat terrain; not just for
ourselves but for everyone. That means, in part, support for issues that broaden the
opporwunities for living outside iraditional heterosexual family unirs: issues like the
availability of abortion and the ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment, affirmative
action for people of color and for women, publicly funded daycare and other essential

social services, decent welfare payments, full employment, the rights of young people—
in other words, programs and issues that provide a material basis for personal autonomy.

The rights of young people are especially critical. The acceptance of children as
dependents, as belonging to parents, is s deeply ingrained that we can scarcely imagine
what it would mean to treat them as autonomous human beings, particularly in the
realm of sexual expression and choice. Yet until that happens, gay liberation will remain
out of our reach.

But personal autonomy is enly half the story. The instability of families and the
sensc of impermanence and insecurity that people are now experiencing in their personal
relationships are real social problems that need to be addressed. We need political so-
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lutions for m_.n.mn difficulties of personal life. These solutions should not come in th
form of a radical version of the pro-family position, of some left-wing pro o:.__ e
w:.nn.m&g mﬁ. m:d__.%. Socialists do not generally respond to the nx_u»cmnmﬂmwn Wsww o
nomic inequality Jm industrial capitalism by calling for a return to the family farm nnom
handicraft maoazncoa‘ We recognize that the vastly increased productivity &EW\ ca :&ﬂ:
has made possible Em socializing production is one of its progressive features m%ﬁ:ﬁ.ﬂﬂ
we should not be teying to turn back the clock to some mythic age of the rm_.um.w mmEmua
We do need, however, structures and programs that will help to dissolve _.mwm
_uocan_u:m.w that isolate the family, particularly those that privatize childrearing, We need
community- or worker-controlied daycare, housing where privacy and noﬁs,.Ein co-
exist, Sn_mw_u.o%g.m institutions—from medical clinics to performance nn:ﬁnmlﬁrmﬂ en-
large the social unit where each of us has a secure place. As we create structures beyond
the nuclear m_::.@ that provide a sense of belonging, the family will wane in si imnwnn
Less »mum Wn.mw will it seem to make or break our emotional secarity. ¥ B
n this respect gay men and lesbians are well situated to pla: i
excluded from familics as most of us are, we have had to deﬁ.@ mowwmwmm“__.“w”_mﬂmﬂwwﬂw
of support that do not depend on the bonds of bload or the license of the state, but that
are freely chosen and nurtured. The building of an “affectional noEaEEQ:. must be
as mouch a part of our political movement as are campaigns for civil rights. In this wa
we may prefigurc the shape of personal relationships in a society grounded in equali ;
ﬁ&. justice rather than exploitation and oppression, a society where autononu 1 d Q.ﬂ
curity do not preclude each other but coexist. YR

NoTtEes

This essay is a revised version of a lecture gi i i
1 ' given before several audiences in 1979 and 1980.
FPE_WW_JSE_ to the mc:os:um groups for giving me 2 forum in which to talk and get feedback:
amaO HWEOR Gay Alliance, the San Francisco Lesbian and Gay History Project, the organizers
M.q?“w unuumwsnmw /ﬂna_n 1980 at San Jose State University and the University of California at
:iEw“ ¢ coordinators of the Student Affairs Lectures ar the University of California at
Lisa Duggan, Estelle Freedman, Jorathar Katz, Carole
. m, | . 3 Vance, Paula Webster, Bert Hansen,
M_MM m_EHBa..m_rEﬂ:o Stansell, and Sharon Thompson provided helptul criticisms of an nE.:Mn
n_._am_..o %Mv_.mnnw”_unmrsﬁuw n>_u H_Wmﬂzr E_mu Bérubé and Jonathan Katz for generously sharing with me
fn res mnnswm_nw . mber Hollibaugh for many exciting hours of nonstop conversation about
1. I do not mean to suggest that no one has eve identi
L s 1 proposed thar gay identity is a product of
_m.wanwnmw Mwuhmn. See, for instance, Macy McIntosh, “The Homosexual Role,” .Mwﬁme_ %&?3 16
wgrm..—wuqrumv .cqnm.mnx ﬁ_aw.n_na" Ooimah Out: Homosexual Politics in Britain (New York: Quartet
o ﬂom o Iu._mn is also implied in Miche! Foucaule, The History of Sexulity, vol. 1: An Introduction,
u_.& " M i F_H ey .m%ms_. York: Pantheon, me.wmu. However, this does represent a minority viewpoint
ol Mnm E_M above have not specified how it is that capitalism as a system of production
oy 2o E _:oﬂ the emergence of 2 gay male and lesbian identity. As an example of the “eternal
Uiy Xua Mn esls, see John Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality {Chicago:
il «w_Nmo Chicago Press, 1980), where “gay people” remains an unchanging social category
cmw : nnnmq" centuries of Mediterranean and Western European history
- See Eli Zarewsky, Capitalism, the Family, and P, f Li .
1976); and Paula Fass, The Uai;&. P ol oo ot 6 00E (e Yok,
; 3 and the Beautiful: i i :
Ot Ty e Beautiful: American Youth in the 19205 (New York:
3. Robert F. Qaks, * "Things Fearful ' i
Ce <, gs Fearful o Name": Sodomy and Buggery in Seventecnth-
m»hw_..m New England,” Journaf of Social History 12 (1978): 268-81; |.R. Roberts, “The Case of
P orman and Mary Hammeond,” Sinister Wisdom 24 {1980): 57-62; and Jonathan Katz, Gay
rican History (New York: Crowell, 1976), pp. 16-24, 568-71.
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4. For the period from 1870 to 1940 see the documents in Katz, Gay American History, 4
idem, Gay/Lesbian Almanac (New Yotk: Crowell, 1983). Other sources include Allan Béryl,
“Lesbians and Gay Men in Early San Francisco: Notes Toward a Social History of Leshians
Gay Men in America,” unpublished paper, 1979; Vern Bullough and Bonnie Bullough, “Leg
anism in the 1920s and 1930s: A Newfound Study,” Signs 2 {Summer 1977): 895-904,

5. On the medical model see Weeks, Coming Ows, pp. 23-32. The impact of the med;
madel on the consciousness of men and wotnen can be seen in Louis Hyde, ed., Rat and the D,
The Journal Letters of F.O. Matthiessen and Russell Cheney (Hamden, Conn.: Archon, 1978), p- 471
and in the story of Lucille Hart in Katz, Gay American History, pp. 258-79. Radelyffe Hall's ¢l §
novel about lesbianism, The Well of Loneliness, published in 1928, was perhaps one of the my;
important vehicles for the popularization of the medical model. ;

6. See Alfred Kinsey et al., Sexual Behavior in the Human Male (Philadelphia: W.B. Saunde
1948) and Sexual Bekavior in the Haman Female (Philadelphia: W.B. Saunders, 1953).

7. On black music, see “AC/DC Blues: Gay Jazz Reissues,” Stash Records, ST-106 {197
and Chris Albertson, Bessie (New York: Stein and Day, 1974); on the persistence of kin networks
in white ethnic communities see Judith Smith, “Qur Own Kind: Family and Community N
works in Providence,” in A Heritage of Her Own, ed. Nancy F. Cott and Elizabeth H. Pleck {New;
York: Simen and Schuster, 1979}, pp. 393-411; on differences between rural and urban mg
homeeroticism see Kinsey et al., Sexwal Behavior in the Human Male, pp. 455-57, 630-31.

8. The argument and the information in this and the follewing paragraphs come from n
book Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual Minority in the United Stat
1940-1976 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983). I have also developed it with referen
to San Francisco in “Gay Politics, Gay Community: San Francisco's Experience,” Sociafist Revi
55 (January-February 1981): 77-104.

9. Donald Vining, A Gay Diary, 1933-1946 (New York: Pepys Press, 1979); “Pat Bond’
in Mancy Adair and Casey Adair, Word Is Out (New York: New Glide Publications, 1978), it
55-65; and Allan Bérbé, “Marching to a Different Drummer: Coming Qut During World W
11,” a slide/talk presented at the annual meeting of the American Hisrorical Association, Decemb
1981, Los Angeles. A shorter version of Bérubé’s peesentation can be found in The Advoca
Qctober 15, 1981, pp. 20-24.

10. On leshian novels see The Ladder, March 1958, p. 18; February 1960, pp. 14-15; April
1961, pp. 12-13; February 1962, pp. 6-11; January 1963, pp. 6-13; February 1964, pp. 12-193
February 1965, pp. 19-23; March 1966, pp. 22-26: and April 1967, pp. 8-13. The Ladder w
the magarine published by the Daughters of Bilitis.

11. This especialiy needs to be emphasized today. The 1980 annual conference of d
National Organization for Women, for instance, passed a lesbian rights resolution that deh
the issue as one of “discrimination based on affectional /sexual preference/otientation,” and
plicitly disassociated the issue from other questions of sexuality such as pornography, sados
sochism, public sex, and pederasty.

12. 1 do not mean to suggest that homophobia is “caused™ by capitalisin, or is to be fou
only in capitalist societies. Severe sanctions against homoeroticism can be found in European feud
society and in contemporary socialist countries. But my focus in this essay has been the emergen
of a gay identity nnder capiralism, and the mechanisms specific to capitalism that made chis possitlel
and that reproduce homophobia as well.
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