Visioning Difference:  Lesbian and Gay Experiences in Multi-Cultural Britain and The Theory and Method of Differential Oppositional Consciousness.

‘Because different groups are oppressed in different ways, each has the possibility (not the certainty) of developing insights about systems of social relations in general in which their oppression is a feature’.

(Harding, 2004: 9)

There are many different kinds of communities in Great Britain which at first glance may appear to have disparate agendas for political and social change, yet the struggles of the lesbian and gay movement have parallels to those fought by multi-cultural and immigrant communities everywhere.  As a group however the opinions of gay people from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds are often not reflected in research studies, even though these are particularly vulnerable groups for ‘hate crime’. The Stonewall riots in New York in 1969, led to the modern gay liberation movement that originally modelled itself on Black Militancy to transform ‘“stigma” into a source of pride and strength’. (D’Emilio, 1989: 466)  Legal and social change has also been driven by British and European legislation such as The Human Rights Act of 1998, The Employment Equality (Sexual Orientation) Regulations of 2003 and the Civil Partnerships Act of 2005, which gave gay people rights and responsibilities similar to those of heterosexual couples.  Yet despite changes of this kind there remains a discrepancy between a veneer of acceptance and recent research findings that reveal a high incidence of harassment and bullying of gay people in the workplace and the doubling of homophobic verbal abuse in schools since 1984. (Building Confident Communities Report, 2005, Hunt & Jenson, 2006, Savage, 2007) What are the experiences of lesbians and gay men in different cultural communities in Great Britain and how can positive identities founded on ‘difference’ be protected and different communities learn from each other to benefit all? The Method and Theory of Differential Oppositional Consciousness proposes the use of ‘coalitions across differences’ made up of ‘oppositional actors’ who ‘claim new grounds for generating identity, ethics, and political activity’ in order to re-vision ‘difference’ as something to be nurtured, ‘an essence of what is good in human existence.’ (Sandoval, 2004: 199, 204)   

Introduction

As a member of a community of lesbian artists and art researchers in this country, my research focuses on the life stories of this group of women and the impact on their lives of social, cultural and political changes in the United Kingdom since the end of World War II.  Artists with this cultural identity have three areas of ‘difference’ in that they are female, artists and have a different sexual orientation whilst living in what feminist writer Janice Raymond calls ‘hetero-relational’ society, or ‘the wide range of affective, social, political and economic relations that are ordained between men and women by men’. (Raymond, 1986: 2)  My own interest in this subject area has evolved over a lifetime struggling to be ‘different’ whilst attempting to ‘fit in’ to various situations where fitting in was never easy.  I wished to discover more about my own cultural identity, but circumstances always seemed to prohibit me from doing so.  When discussing issues affecting different cultural communities however, it is important to remember other kinds of differences, as communities built on a singular notion of cultural identity, can never fully reflect the views and concerns of all of their members.  Artists who are lesbian can find themselves in particularly vulnerable positions also as women who do not fit neatly into classifications of what is considered ‘normal’ or acceptable for females within our society.  Both artists and lesbians are often viewed with particular suspicion and historically speaking women have needed to fight for recognition for the art they make.  Female artists continue to experience pressures from conflicts caused by a need to develop their artistic careers and the ‘training’ women receive for ‘the basic social organization, the biological family’. (Firestone, 1972: 12)  Given many lesbian artists are childless and must create families other than families of origin; it might seem they would be more likely to forge successful artistic careers. Many infact do, but there are other factors, which can militate against this kind of focus, which cannot be fully examined within the remit of this paper.  To give just one illustration however, artists who are lesbian can experience difficulties in relationships, involving two women through what can be conflicting needs for autonomy and inter-dependence.  There also often exist high levels of commitment in lesbian relationships compared to heterosexual ones and high expectations for understanding and fulfillment because of these expectations.  (Renzetti, 1992)  Given continuing assumptions about what is considered ‘normal’ behaviour for women however, creative lesbians can find themselves in positions that are potentially isolating unless able to adopt what are in effect strategies of resistance.

Harrison wrote gay people have three alternatives in a culture which does not morally sanction homosexuality: conformity, rebellion or transformation. (1985: 20)  These tactics can be observed not only in the history of the lesbian and gay liberation movement in this country itself, but in other communities with cultural differences where there have been struggles for social and legal justice.  It should be remembered also a proportion of immigrants are lesbian or gay, but whereas immigrants may be strangers in a foreign land, gay people can also feel like foreigners in the strange land in which they live. Gay people have fought to hold onto and nurture an identity, that has felt both threatened and threatening within many cultures, and it is understandable the gay and lesbian liberation movement had as an aim the transformation of  “stigma” into a source of pride and strength’. (D’Emilio, 1989: 466)  Gay people from different ethnic backgrounds have suffered additional oppression through the colonization of Africa and Asia, slavery, ongoing racism, sexism and homophobia.  Pride therefore has been a major objective and component of the gay movement so now Black lesbian women feel more able to ‘confirm and celebrate our success in surviving the different forces of oppression designed to silence us or make us resort to heterosexuality out of fear’. (Mason-John & Okorrowa, 1995: 72)  I must state at the beginning however my own background is white English, and I therefore write from a position of white privilege and as someone with no experiences of the oppression from which I, as a white woman, am immune.  As a lesbian however, I have experienced the widespread oppression of women and lesbians within hetero-relational society.  I also write as an older lesbian who belongs to a particularly under-researched and invisible group of women, whose social and health care needs have largely been ignored in the United Kingdom.  My own experiences and interests therefore hopefully provide me with sufficient insights to make what Hardstock calls a ‘standpoint’ - that is, ‘not simply an interested position (interpreted as bias) but [is] interested in the sense of being engaged’. (Hartsock, 2004: 36)  In attempting to engage in this subject area therefore, I will consider some of the experiences and difficulties voiced by lesbians and gay men from different cultural backgrounds including my own, in order to inform all of us.  

As a white woman, I have attempted to distinguish between the various words that are used to describe different ethnicities, as the term ‘Black’ itself appears to be used in differing ways.  Some Asians regard themselves as Black for example, whereas Black is also taken to include everyone descended through one’s parents, from Africa, Asia, Latin America and the original people of North America and Australasia.  Many people in the USA however now prefer the term ‘people of colour’ and Black refers to African-Americans only.  (Hensman, 1995: 23)  One woman in a sample of artists is British born and of Asian-African descent, but when asked how she refers to herself, responded ‘the term ‘women of colour’ does include for me, white women.  I think we are all of colour, and culturally determined’.  I had never considered my own cultural identity in that way before, but was reminded we all originate from one bloodline, or are a part of a whole.  The artist went on to describe her experiences at Art College, where she had links with two other people of colour based on their common experiences of ‘otherness’ but said she did not share the frustrated anger they felt about their own positions.  She thought she had more in common with a group of women of mixed sexual orientation in the Anthropology and Sociology Departments where she would engage in political discussions ranging from feminism to class.  We all have a desire to belong to a group, and it is relevant at this point also to emphasise the work of artist and psychoanalyst Alice Miller, who believes all human beings have a primary need for ‘respect, understanding and being taken seriously’. (Miller, 1983: 58) This of course is particularly important in childhood but adults have a deeply rooted need for these things too.  I will return to the importance of feeling comfortable within a group or community with whom we have things in common later, but it is important also we all share our difficulties for as feminist writer Adrienne Rich writes it is only through the sharing of painful experiences that women ‘create a collective description of a world which will be truly ours’. (Rich, 1995: 16)  In doing so, we not only illustrate our commonalities with each other but the richness of our diversity also, whilst opening up the possibility of learning from each other to benefit all.  In any discussion of this kind however, it is necessary to situate the content within a historical context.  In order to vision a different future, it is important to identify in the first place what we want to move away from as well as move towards. (Westkott: 1983) I will therefore refer throughout to ideas from US Third World Feminism and The Theory and Method of Differential Oppositional Consciousness, (DOC) which suggests ways to nurture and protect ‘difference’ as ‘an essence of what is good in human existence’ (Sandoval: 199) 

The Politics of Power

The United Kingdom has a long history of involvement by gay people in political and social action, which aimed to bring about legal and social change, and lesbians have historically been at the forefront of major revolutionary political movements, such as British feminism, the Suffrage movement and the Gay Liberation Front.  (Hamer: 1996)  Although lesbianism has never been illegal in this country, the word ‘lesbian’ came into common usage with the introduction of theories developed by early twentieth century sexologists about women who are sexually/emotionally attracted to each other although historically Sapphists have been around much longer than that.   Emma Donoghue however cautions against setting a particular date when women began to label their love this way or have a distinct sexual identity, as ‘the change from a concept of sex acts between women to a concept of lesbian identity was very gradual. .  . These ideas overlapped for several centuries.’ (Donoghue, 1993: 20)  Raymond also contests feminist ideas of the 1970’s that any woman (even those who are heterosexual) could ‘choose’ to become a lesbian.  She provides a more definitive description of lesbians as ‘women who are prime in each other’s lives . . have a knowledge of and will to affirm Lesbian being . . and the will to assume lesbian acts, erotic or political’. (Raymond, 1986: 18)  This point continues to be contentious, although there is no doubt there are differences between women who view their sexual orientation as an act of political and cultural rebellion and affirm that in public and those who do not.  There are lesbians therefore who want ‘assimilation’ into heterosexual culture and many others who do not. The political and erotic acts to which Raymond refers are also the driving force of many within the gay community, for they are infact the fuel that drives the development of gay life in this country.  ‘Coming out’ (or revealing one’s sexual orientation) has been used by gay people as a political tactic for many years in order to alter public perceptions and as an act of personal empowerment.   ‘Coming out’ however used to have additional dangers for male homosexuality meant imprisonment until attitudes began to change following recommendations by the Wolfendon Committee in 1957, which lead to the decriminalization of homosexuality in 1968.  Homosexuality was not de-classified as a mental illness in America until 1980 however, and attitudes have been even slower to change in Europe.  It wasn’t until 1992 infact that homosexuality was removed as a mental disorder from the UK International Classification of Diseases and the World Health Organization under the International Classification of Diseases.  (Davies & Neal, 1996: 19) The medicalisation of gay people has had a profound impact on individual lives, for it is not easy to like yourself after all when you are classified as a disease. 

We all however have a tendency to look for labels to categorise different groups of people, and labelling theory as it is called, developed from ‘the notion that people know who they are by interpreting the responses of others: this is the way they build up their own sense of identity’. (Goffman, 1963, pp. 15-18)  Labelling and the words we use to label carry powerful messages and act as shorthand to identify particular groups of people who are different in some way.  For example, we have a tendency to categorize older people as ‘the elderly’ or describe someone with schizophrenia as ‘a schizophrenic’ when none of us like being categorized in that way.  It is much less offensive to call an older person ‘an elder’ or ‘a senior’ or even say someone is ‘a person with schizophrenia’; yet pointing this out can also attract disparaging comments about ‘political correctness’ from people who are more often than not in very privileged positions themselves.  The words, we use however, are much less important than the attitudes that usually accompany them. (Open University, 2001, Mod. 1) It is important also to remember sexual orientation is only one aspect of a person’s identity, although sexuality is fundamental to how we live our lives and a part of identity from a very early age.  I would at this point therefore like to ask the reader (whose sexuality I am totally unaware of) to consider when s/he first became aware of her own?  I ask this question because assumptions are constantly made, the ‘development’ of lesbian or gay sexual orientation begins at puberty, whereas mothers of gay children and gay people themselves usually know of their ‘gay/ness’ or ‘difference’ from heterosexual children from a very early age.  (Rafkin, 1996) This fact alone causes all sorts of problems when we consider education from primary schooling onwards has at its heart the idea of ‘heterosexually imagined futures’. (Epstein, 2003:53)  It can be difficult however to build up a positive self-identity or good self-esteem in the absence of informed discussions which allow for other ways of ‘being’ within our educational system, which mostly ‘promotes’ heterosexuality.

Shame and fear about one’s sexual orientation can then lead to health problems and research consistently reveals an accepted link between illness and all kinds of poverty. (Gomm, 1996) Studies also show migrant communities of different nationalities have higher rates of mental illness than groups who have remained where they are. (Schaechter, 1965, Krupinski, 1967, Magnus et al., 1970)  There could be many reasons why this is the case, not least people who stay in their country of birth, are less inclined to be considered ‘different’ than if they attempt to settle into a country with a distinct cultural difference also.  At this point, it is also pertinent to consider exactly what we mean by ‘mental illness’ and whether the conflicts that are involved in attempting to settle into what can be hostile cultures actually cause distress rather than the other way around.  That is not to minimise the serious psychological or emotional difficulties people can experience and we must remember also gay immigrants and asylum seekers may in addition have troubling experiences before arriving in this country.  Communities can also become very isolated through language problems and conditions later in life through diet, living conditions, epidemic diseases and warfare, are known to originate from events earlier in life.  (Open University, 2001, Mod. 2) There are many factors involved therefore when examining this area which cannot all be examined within the remit of this paper.  It is important however to question the assumptions that are contained within the labels we all use as a part of our daily language.  My own personal experiences and those gained working with people in mental health services have revealed to me how actions of sensible self-preservation in stressful circumstances can come to be labelled ‘mental illness’.  As the saying goes however, just because you are paranoid, does not mean someone is not out to get you.  Yet as Banyard & Graham Bermann point out, coping strategies are seldom viewed in ways which ‘document women’s strengths in the face of oppression, appreciating the constraints of their coping choices because of the power of various social institutions.’ (Banyard & Graham-Bermann, 1993: 312) The same goes for men as well, but often people cope in the only ways known to them at the time with whatever resources are available, and must often fight against invisible and powerful societal forces.  Suicide rates are known to be particularly high for lesbians and gay men as discrimination and victimisation lowers self-esteem and negates or reduces opportunities to develop a positive self-identity.  Unfortunately however these problems continue and lesbian and gay people are murdered, tortured and imprisoned all over the world.  

Anger from these kinds of experiences however has driven people in the gay and lesbian movement to engage in political activism, and liberal feminists, lesbian feminists, separatists and the post-modern gay male movement have worked together to bring about change.  This is un-surprising for as lesbian artist Terri Wolverton observed ‘the contented are seldom drawn to revolution, rarely summoned by utopia’s song’. (Wolverton, 2002: 42)  Revolutionary tactics and left-wing politics led to the formation of the Gay Liberation Front in London in June 1970 which ended with a demonstration in Trafalgar Square.  Protestors also demonstrated at the Maudsley Hospital in London, where pre-frontal lobotomies were carried out on gay people until as recently as 1971.  The gay liberation movement has not only benefited from the individual actions of gay men and women but also from European legislation in the United Kingdom.  The European Union itself emerged from racial hatred and the genocide experienced during World War II meant it always had an aim of ending discrimination and hatred of that kind.  The Treaties of the European Union safeguard and protect workers from discrimination based on race and ethnicity although there has been a lack of legislation to specifically tackle hate crimes like racism and homophobia across its 25 member states.  Hate crime has connections to labelling theory in that an individual or group of people with a distinct label or identity is attacked.  Hate crime offences can also have a particularly pernicious effect on the well being of both the victim and the victim’s family.  (Gavrielides, 2007) The Association of Police Officers describes hate crime as ‘a crime where the perpetrator’s prejudice against any identifiable group of people is a factor in determining who is victimised’. (ACOP, 2007.  See also Recommendation 12, Stephen Lawrence Inquiry Report, 1999. Available at URL: http://www.hrw.org/campaigns/september11/) 

The Legislative Line

With the introduction of recent protective legislation however, it is timely to examine what impact that has had.  It is important also to remember at this juncture legislation is at a very early stage of implementation and is yet to have a full effect.  We should also remember many gay people have positive experiences in different kinds of situations in this country and attitudes in general towards gay people have improved.  It should be noted however three quarters of gay people in a large survey of almost 900 LGBT people in Brighton reported they had experienced hate crime while only one quarter reported it. (Browne & Law, 2007)  Finding an identifiable lesbian and gay population on which to accurately conduct research also presents difficulties, as for example the 2001 Census does not mention sexual orientation.  Research, which is specific to gay people, can then be limited to self-selecting small-scale studies, which might not accurately reflect the diversity of all of those within the lesbian and gay community.  This is not to deny the importance of smaller studies, but throughout this paper I have attempted to use information collected from larger research studies.  The same difficulties in collating accurate information can be found in surveys related to mental health and ethnicity, as distorted research findings are sometimes drawn from small numbers in ethnic communities.  It was discovered however the best information is produced by surveys that collect data in a standardised way from representative samples of people.  (Open University, 2001, Mod. 2)  For example, there were an estimated 280,000 racially motivated incidents of hate crime in England and Wales in the UK 2000 British Crime Survey and in 2005, 4,660 defendants were prosecuted for racially aggravated offences, an increase of 29% from 3,616 for the previous year.  The Metropolitan Police alone reported 11,799 incidents of religious and racist hate crime and 1,359 incidents of homophobic hate crime in the 12 months to January 2006, with the victim in effect being attacked because of his or her own individual or social attributes. Whilst most of this crime involves relatatively minor legal offences like graffiti, harassment, intimidation and vandalism it can also have a serious emotional and psychological impact on the victim, and lead to other health problems.  Hate crime can affect ability to work and other relationships which then of course can cause financial and housing problems.  European Union law has the power to affect change in this area, that would be enforceable by the European Court of Justice, and although the Articles of Convention don’t specifically safeguard against hate crime, they have an intention to do so.  Even the UK’s Commission for Racial Equality, feels the European Union should introduce legislation that protects against hate crime.  (Gavrielides, 2007)  
The European Convention of Human Rights Act of 1953 introduced equal rights legislation that eventually led to the UK Human Rights Act of 1998, which established employment and partnership rights for gay people that are enforceable in our national courts. (Gibson, 1999)  It is now illegal to discriminate or treat less favourably, anyone in the workplace on the grounds of sexual orientation, religion or belief since the introduction of the Employment Equality (Sexual Orientation) Regulations 2003 and the Employment Equality (Religion or Belief) Regulations 2003. Figures however reveal the presence of many hostile or discriminatory attitudes towards gay people in the workplace although I should add here heterosexual white workers also suffer from these kinds of experiences too. Bullying in the workplace has infact become quite endemic in our employment culture and causes a great deal of ill health and sickness absence. (UK National Workplace Bullying Advice Line)  Between January 2004 and August 2006, 461 cases of religion or belief discrimination were taken to employment tribunals and two thirds of these had race discrimination as a secondary jurisdiction. 470 cases were brought where sexual orientation discrimination was the main jurisdiction.  ACAS considers this number to be only a small proportion of actual cases however, with men taking 60% of cases forwards, when compared to women.  (Savage, 2007, ACAS Report)  It is interesting therefore to ask why this is.  Although lesbians and gay men have an understandable suspicion of the historical homophobia of the police and legal system, Carol Gilligan has also observed when women experience conflicted situations, they ‘come to question the normality of their feelings and to alter their judgements in deference to the opinions of others’.  She cites observations by Piaget that ‘boys in their games are more concerned with rules; girls are more concerned with relationships, often at the expense of the game itself.’ (Gilligan, 1982: 16)  Women therefore can be reluctant to speak out or criticise that which they believe to be wrong, but instead of using their own power in this way, focus on repairing relationships instead.  Relationships with bullies however are not easily resolved as bullies have difficulty power sharing and justify their own actions, witness the many despots who have led their countries to war.  The late, American born Caribbean poet, novelist and essayist, Audre Lorde, has been described as the first Black lesbian icon in this country.  She wrote women ‘distrust their own power – or ‘the erotic as power’ – within western society; they ‘have come to distrust that power which rises from our deepest and nonrational language. . . We have been warned against it all our lives by the male world, which values this depth of feeling enough to keep women around in order to exercise it in the service of men, but which fears this same depth too much to examine the possibilities of it within themselves’. (Lorde, 1991: 147)  Bullies in effect – whether they are male or female - are afraid of their own feelings.  I will return to the subject of the uses of personal power later, other than to point out at this stage also bullies usually have poor communication skills and an inability to express their own emotions properly.  They can also be very charming, popular, and articulate when with other people, but engage in abusive behaviour in relationships involving a deliberate imbalance ‘as a means to achieve power and dominance’. (Renzetti: 117) 

More specifically homophobia can be organised by individuals and groups of people, and includes harassment, intimidation, verbal and/or physical abuse.  It is also conducted in more subtle and unspoken forms to bring about feelings of exclusion and isolation and managers are often involved in the bullying too. In most cases employers deny allegations which are brought against them, and even transfer blame onto the victim.  In 52% of cases brought to employment tribunals on the grounds of sexual orientation discrimination, there have been settlements of a medium amount of £2,748 paid to victims.  This figure reduces to £1,700 in cases of race and other types of discrimination, compared with average payments of £500 for unfair dismissal.  More cases are brought against private sector employers than public ones, with the wholesale and retail industries, hotels and restaurants having particularly high representations in these figures.  Employees, who are immigrants, asylum seekers and/or women, carry out a large amount of the work in these sectors of course, which is also often carried out on a part time basis.  Government figures from the Department of Trade and Industry, estimate there are approximately 3.6 million gay people in this country (or 6% of the total population) making up 1.7 million of the entire workforce of 28.8 million workers.  (Savage, 2007, ACAS Report)  It is worth noting here also the work of Wages Due Lesbians, (WDL) who are one of the longest standing and most successful lesbian groups in this country for both white and Black lesbians. WDL have fought against anti-racism and highlighted the commonalities in their own struggles with the concerns of the Black community for better health care, housing and wages.  It is important also to highlight their findings concerning ‘the link between homophobia, poverty and economic exploitation’. (Mason-John, 1995) It is clear then there are commonalities in the struggles of different groups to be treated fairly and respectfully.  In the case of lesbians and gay men, the introduction of the Civil Partnerships Act of 2004 afforded gay couples similar legal rights and responsibilities to married couples and to September 2006, 15,672 gay couples ‘tied the knot’ in this country.  Although more popular with gay men than lesbians, it is estimated there will be between 11,000 and 22,000 civil partnerships by 2010 and the figure for lesbians is increasing. (Office of National Statistics, 2006)  Yet the opinions of LGBT people about Civil Partnerships are divided, with some regarding ‘gay marriage’ as a step towards equality, which also challenges societal ‘norms’, while others feel anger and disgust at the assimilation of gay couples into heterosexual culture. Opinions are also divided according to age, with 90% of gay people under 26 years stating they would have a Civil Partnership, while only 50% of the over 55’s would.  (Browne & Law, 2007)  Although there is no doubt Civil Partnerships offer legal protection to many gay couples, it should be remembered also assimilation means ‘to integrate somebody into a larger group so that differences are minimised and eliminated’. (Encarta: 79)  The area of education of course, is very important in doing exactly this.

Viewing Each Other

To date therefore, there have been many improvements in the lives of LGBT people, and the lesbian and gay liberation movement has been at least partially successful in achieving many of its aims.  There is no doubt the isolation once felt by many gay people has been reduced and information is now much more freely and openly available, although there are regional variations also and many people still live in oppressive and isolated social situations.  Although research findings can often only provide a partial picture, it is important also to maintain what Raymond calls an ‘undivided vision . . . based on two sights-seeing – near – and far sightedness’.  In using this analogy Raymond is referring to the importance for women in particular not to be ‘crushed by the contrast between what the world is and the way it ought to be’ (Raymond, 1991: 342) This is an important point also as it is only too easy to simply give up and feel there is nothing that can be done do to improve what can seem overwhelming problems.  As a woman my research makes particular reference to the work of feminist writers and the experiences of women, but I imagine many men also would endorse Raymond’s words.  Despite the fact many important feminist texts were written in an earlier era, feminism has I believe, even more relevance for lesbians today, if not for many gay men too.  Standpoint Theory for example, is based on the work of Sandra Harding, and focuses on the importance of ‘thinking from women’s lives’ by analyzing and questioning the experiences of women in different situations within society to learn more about nature and social relations. (Harding, 1991) In the same year, Chela Sandoval proposed the Theory and Method of Differential Oppositional Consciousness (DOC).  Her work emerged as a response to calls from ‘Third World’ feminists of colour who felt separated by virtue of culture, race, class and gender from the ‘white woman’s movement’ of US feminism who felt unable to recognise their own experiences of race oppression within it.  Sandoval describes the large amount of social change since the end of World War II and describes the four main theoretical oppositional ideological modes that have existed of liberal feminism, revolutionary, supremacist and separatism which emerged as ‘effective oppositional stances in relation to the dominant social order’.  (Sandoval, 2004:196)  An alliance of women however called for a third category of social identity or ‘in-between space’ to create a new way of understanding otherness that is different to the male/female social identity of white heterosexual feminism. Sandoval’s theory adds a fifth ideological mode which she calls “differential” to ‘enable movement “between and among” the other modes. . . in order to disclose the distinctions among them.’ (2004: 202)  The method of DOC depends upon flexible, responsive practitioners who respond to current power situations by adopting ‘the ideological form best suited to push against its configurations, a survival skill well known to oppressed people.’ (P204)  There have been other suggestions of words to describe otherness but Raymond’s term of ‘insider outsider’ is a useful metaphor for members of communities who have cultural differences. (Raymond, 1986: 234)  It is a particularly interesting term for lesbians also as lesbians have a long tradition of ‘outlaw’ status as ‘insider outsiders’ for it suggests a moving in and out of the dominant social order of heterosexuality.  She further notes women who have been oppressed experience power as corrupting and damaging, and find the notion of personal power difficult for it feels alien to them.  Many women have difficulty viewing power as having the potential for use in constructive ways but Raymond’s work emphasises the positive applications of female power through women working together. (Raymond, 1986)  This is particularly important point for groups of oppressed women, who often have a need to empower themselves, but also of course for groups of oppressed men too.

I will use a visual metaphor of my own as I proceed as visual images can help us understand concepts in a way words sometimes cannot.  For example, a few years ago, I underwent an operation on a cataract, which had been there from birth for over 50 years.  This later resulted in my eyesight being so disturbed it took 6 months for me to adjust to my new vision.  Interventions of whatever kind therefore, can alter our sight, simply because we have become so used to seeing whatever is infront of our eyes.  Pert provides a scientific explanation of the way this happens by describing the manner in which Native Americans were unable to ‘see’ European ships when they first approached their shores.  Their minds simply could not take in the possibility of what was infront of their eyes. She explains in order to avoid being overwhelmed, the nervous system “scans” ‘the outer world for material that it is prepared to find by virtue of its wiring hookups, it’s own internal patterns, and its past experience’. (Pert: 1997: 148)  We can only ‘see’ certain things therefore unless we are prepared to challenge our ‘vision’ in some way.  Altering vision is also the function of educational interventions, although to be in a position to successfully articulate important insights, people in minority groups must first negotiate an obstacle course of a different kind.  The roots of disempowerment can be found in the interactions that take place within our schools and colleges between those who belong to the dominant social order and those who are ‘different’ in some way.  Young children and teenagers in schools can be particularly vulnerable although the importance of race may take precedence over sexuality for the self-protection and survival of young Black or Asian teenagers at different stages of their development.  A study of one hundred 15 to 16 year old girls in three London schools in the 1980’s for example, discovered a girl’s reputation could become based on her sexual availability to boys and the use of specific words like ‘slut’ or ‘slag’.  Male sexuality on the other hand, was perceived like ‘a force or natural energy that seeks release. . It is a bit like a missile – once launched no stopping it’. (Lees, 1986: 18)  Racial and sexual abuse often combine to become categorisations or forms of labeling which constrain the freedom of young girls to be who they really are.  Very often, the same girls will have little knowledge of their own bodies or sexual organs and do not view their sexuality as being powerful in any way.  They can be influenced by what they see in the media and negative and prejudicial attitudes about lesbian and gay sexuality then get handed down from one generation to another. Black women are then personified as having sexual freedom, while in many interviews ‘seduction by lesbian girls was a constant theme’ which as they say is ‘astonishing really in the light of the real harassment that girls experience in their day to day life from boys’. (Lees: 145)  

Teachers are also reported turning a blind eye to sexual and racial abuse and are guilty of double standards about male and female sexuality.  Lecturer Nicholas Addison traces these double sexual standards back to the 1880’s, when panic about lust arose out of male anxiety and a fear of the feminist challenge to traditional heterosexual female roles.  He cites the notorious cases of homosexual dandies like Oscar Wilde in 1895 and Simeon Soloman in 1873 who were men who did not conform to traditional male images.  Lust then ‘threatened both the family and national decay’ causing the sexual practices of men to become split between procreation and respectability with a spouse and ‘sexual gratification with “others” less constrained by propriety’. (Addison, 2002:178)  These attitudes can then of course be re-enforced within educational institutions and Alan Skelton also describes the difficulties gay teachers face in order to feel safe enough to ‘come out’ in Higher Education, where there is often reluctance on the part of heterosexual colleagues to accept the possibility of bringing positive aspects of homosexuality to teaching situations.  Skelton also highlights how important it is for representatives from minority groups to be included in decision-making processes within education and writes ‘a range of cultural meanings can be circulated in and through the sort of one-liners mentioned here – the shreds of discourse each of us experience every day, delivered like a flash and difficult to recognise, assimilate and challenge’. (2002: 215)  Former teacher turned academic, Debbie Epstein, has also spent many years researching sexuality and education and described the ways in which white, heterosexual students isolate and exclude those with any kind of cultural difference as a means of controlling (and policing) femininity.  (Epstein, O’Flynn & Telford, 2003) Minority students then either focus on work to the exclusion of all else or drop out of education entirely, for they feel unable to cope with the ‘burden of aloneness’. (Epstein, 1994: 51)  Epstein also emphasises the importance of challenging heterosexist views in education when heterosexuality is ‘normalized and thus made compulsory by a variety of means that change through the different phases of education’. (Epstein, 1994: 15)  Discourse therefore is a very important tool for controlling different kinds of cultural identity.

Inter-racial racism is also common in schools unfortunately and Black boys can experience racism from Muslim boys as well as white boys.  The LGBT community can also be intolerant of other kinds of differences and attitudes to race vary in different cultures and can become engrained in young people’s minds.  For example, one young gay boy described how in Jamaica light skinned people call those with darker skins ‘dum does’ and light skinned people call darker people ‘pot bottom’. (Epstein, 1994: 56)  In a recent survey in Brighton, 80% of Black, minority or ethnic respondents also felt marginalized by their cultural identity and experienced bullying, abuse, discrimination or exclusion from other LGBT people. Respondents in focus groups also described the ways in which their ‘other’ identities (such as those of ethnic origin and disability) separated them from the LGBT community itself, and they experienced a lack of understanding from LGBT service providers. Yet 86% of respondents in the Brighton survey said they might volunteer to help other LGBT groups or services on a voluntary basis.   (Browne & Law, 2007: 20) Examples of this kind of intolerance are not hard to find and I recently witnessed a classroom conversation during which a Jamaican learner laughed out loud as he described ‘batty boys’, a term used in Jamaican culture to describe homosexuals.  He was talking about someone else in the group but his words went unchallenged by the tutor, who instead responded positively to his humour.  It was probably the case she was embarrassed herself and didn’t know what to do, but her actions in effect condoned the use of oppressive language from one group of people with a cultural difference of another.  This kind of reaction however does not tackle ignorance and potentially leaves young lesbian and gay students from all cultural backgrounds un-supported, vulnerable and isolated within both the LGBT community itself, and within educational and employment situations.  This is a particularly important point for young adults, as ‘coming out’ is a time when young people must actively seek out other gay people for support and information.  If this transition is carried out with relative ease it can have a big impact on the ability of the person to accept and feel confident about their own sexuality and to eventually feel proud of it.  Yet a 1984 survey of 416 young gay people living in the Greater London area, revealed 14.5% of young lesbians were thrown out of their homes (compared to 9% of gay men) and many young women fear violence if they do not conform to straight feminine stereotypes. (Trenchard & Warren, 1984)  Attitudes seem to have changed very little, with the more recent 2007 Brighton survey also revealing 25% of LGBT people in general and 22% of lesbians have experienced homelessness at some point in their lives.  20% of LGBT respondents also reported having poor emotional well-being.  Although 74% of LGBT people said they had good relationships with families of origin, 28% of gay parents stated their child had been bullied or taunted at school because of the parents sexual or gender identities. (Browne & Law, 2007)  There is a great deal therefore that is still to be accomplished within educational settings as well as those in the workplace, if some of these problems are to be addressed and alleviated in the future.

Towards Transformation?

Eleanor Roosevelt addressed the United Nations in 1958 and told her audience,

‘Where after all, do universal human rights begin?  In small places, close to home. . Such are the places where every man, woman, and child seeks equal justice, equal opportunity, equal dignity without discrimination.  Unless these rights have meaning there they have little meaning anywhere’.  (Eleanor Roosevelt, 1958) 

As Roosevelt implies the actions we all take in our daily lives are of great importance, for if equality is experienced in ‘small places close to home’ it is in some way really achieved.  As Raymond notes also however, it is easy to feel overwhelmed by the scale of problems that need addressing, when success can often only be achieved through a series of smaller battles that are carried out with a vision.  The gay and lesbian liberation movement has been at least partially successful in achieving many of its aims and has reduced the isolation once felt by many gay people.  Public perceptions have also changed, and human rights legislation has provided legal safeguards for many gay people.  A growing number of gay and lesbian owned businesses have also been established and gay people are now targeted as an identifiable consumerist group for what is commonly called the ‘pink pound’.  This however can also of course lead to the kind of commercialism that occupies the attention of the ‘gay scene’ in particular, and can exploit gay workers too.  There are however increasing numbers of women, (particularly amongst the over 50’s) who are pooling financial resources and supporting each other to start up their own businesses.  These also allow women a greater degree of control over their destiny, autonomy and provide independence.  What is described as ‘gay community’ however is not inclusive of all gay people and there is a continuing need to improve the conditions for disadvantaged groups of people within these communities who are handicapped or isolated in some way.  It is important to remember also, some voices are spoken on so few occasions they are not heard in the way they should be.  Older lesbians and gay men with physical or mental health needs in all cultures for example, are a particularly invisible group of people whose needs are often ignored, and research highlights the continuing need to improve services for these people.  

Creative work can help address some of these kinds of issues and provide illustrations of what can be achieved.  Helen Simpson for example is a lesbian artist employed by the Norfolk and Waveny mental health partnership, who obtained NHS funding that pays for her time to help form an artist’s group called The Well.  Groups of survivors of the mental health system have been more successful in recent years in taking back their own power removed from them by repressive practices during the 18th and 19th centuries, with the growth of industrialized capitalism.  During this time ‘people’s physical bodies were seen as resources available to meet the interests of the state’. (Danaher, Schirato & Webb, 2000: 125) It could be argued they still are, but Helen’s role in this venture is a good example of what Sandoval calls a self-conscious agent who responds sensitively to the needs and wishes of a group of people with a particular cultural difference, whilst re-locating resources and power away from what has been an oppressive institution.  The funding Helen obtained then enabled the artists to hire a room at a local arts education centre where they organize themselves and meet also monthly at an artist’s studio or in each other’s homes, to make art and organize exhibitions.  They then sell and take commissions from the artists to fund the group.  It is important therefore for communities to consider the concerns of other voices that are less easily heard.  Lesbian artist Veronica Slater is another example of this way of working, for she too is a kind of visual saboteur, who utilises what Sandoval calls mobile power (2004: 197) Veronica regards the links she forms through travel as being intrinsically important to her art practice. Her present artwork looks at the impact of colonizers on the eco-agriculture of countries like New Zealand and Australia with the idea of ‘cultural filters’ through which we are conditioned to view the landscape (in the manner Pert suggests).  These filters then subvert the meanings in her paintings and force the viewer to consider new ways of seeing which challenge traditional cultural ones.  Her visual work challenges the inequalities of exclusionary practices, which maintain structures of oppression, in a way that ‘sabotages the present to form the future’ (Mahlendorf, 1985: 12).   The work of both Helen and Veronica and the people they work alongside provide good examples of how women operating as insider outsiders can re-vision a future lived on their own terms which empowers other people also.  Storytelling and image making is therefore vitally important for any community, for history is created predominantly through images and words.  We conjure up a picture of how it could be and how it is, and it is vitally important therefore for gay people to record their own histories in order not to perpetuate the historical invisibility of all of us.  The Jamaican writer Michelle Cliff describes this kind of work as literary archaeology, as she investigates and discovers the historical absences and silences of her own African past.  (Cliff, 1985: 95)  This of course is also the work of any lesbian art researcher as well and learning about our own lives can make an enormous difference to well-being for if we know about ourselves, we can also defend ourselves too.

Unlike the situation in America and Canada however, it is becoming increasingly difficult to find lesbian studies, women’s studies or Black studies in higher education in this country, as once again these subjects become invisible.  It is important however that women in particular do not to lose their own cultural history or the power of the dominant and oppressive social order will be re-enforced once again.  The highlighting of facts and the recording of personal histories is vitally important therefore if the experiences of people from different cultural backgrounds are not to be ‘invisibilized’ once again. The lesbian feminist artist, activist and writer Carolyn Gage writes of the ‘integrity of resistance – of finding the form that has the most integrity for the individual who practices it.  Perhaps it is the wholeness of our truth that hurts the enemy’.  (Gage, 1997: 94)  In my opinion she is right, and there is a need for those of us who can to find our own ways to make a difference if we can to the futures of us all and where we can not to turn away from the responsibility that entails.  There remains a need for proper diversity and equal opportunities training within our educational system that begins at primary school level, of a kind that does not merely tick boxes about sexual training, but tells real stories about real lives and the ways in which our lives can be made much more difficult than they need be.  The oppression gay people suffer is painful and creates an anger that needs articulation if it is not to overwhelm, when all too often too many gay people suffer in silence or even worse.  Audre Lorde however wrote of the need to ‘partake of the power of each other’s feelings’ to ‘share the feelings of others who participate in the experience with us . . . [women] . . . have been raised to fear the ‘yes’ within ourselves, our deepest cravings’ (Lorde, 1991: 152)  Lorde here is not speaking here about sexual cravings, or what is commonly described as eroticism within our highly sexualised culture, although she did not isolate her own lesbian sexuality from other parts of who she really was.  Rather she is referring to our other desires, our deepest feelings and our need ‘to give up, of necessity, being satisfied with suffering and self-negation and the numbness that so often seems like their only alternative in our society’. (1991: 151)  It is preferable instead to use a positive sense of our own individual potential and personal power to bring to life Sandoval’s suggestion of ‘coalitions across difference’ in which ‘oppositional actors claim new grounds for generating identity, ethics, and political activity.’ (Sandoval: 199).  Groups made up of people from different cultural communities can then work together across communities of difference to address mutual concerns, rather than feel the need always to be in total alignment with one community ethos alone, which inevitably will not suit all community members for we are all different also.  In order to be able to fully articulate a different kind of vision however, a freely available and diverse cultural knowledge and history needs to be present within education and workplaces, when all too often that is not the case at this moment in time.  It is important therefore to work to improve this situation to make sure diverse cultural information is available to everyone in all curriculum and libraries throughout this country, for big battles can only be won through lots of smaller victories.  I will conclude with the very clear words of feminist writer, Alice Walker, who reminds us all of our continuing needs to listen and to learn, 

‘Existence means being part of the world community, and being alert to which part it is that I have joined.  It is knowing how to change to another part if that part does not suit me.  To know is to exist’. (Walker, 1983:126)  

Diane Walker (2008)
The author would like to thank Momodou Sallah of the Youth and Community Division and Gen Doy, Professor of the History and Theory of Visual Culture at De Montfort University, Leicester, England for their contributions to this study.
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