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Introduction


Sexual prejudice is a prevalent problem in our society today.  In particular, homonegativism, more commonly known as homophobia and heterosexism, creates a range of problems from strained relationships to discrimination and even violence.  (Jung, 33; Stewart, 185; Blumenfeld, 3, 6-8; Fone, 421)  How do these attitudes develop?  Are there ways to change them and if so, how?  How are these attitudes related to behavior?  Within this paper I will attempt to answer these questions.  The problem for society is homonegativism.  If there is a solution to this problem, then it needs to be found and implemented.

Some Definitions


In beginning a discussion of sexuality it is helpful to define the main terms that will be used.  People often have different opinions of what certain terms mean.  Clear-cut definitions of terms such as heterosexual (opposite gender attraction or activity) and homosexual (same gender attraction or activity) are often hard to achieve, as they can reflect different aspects of a person’s sexual orientation (one component of a person’s sexual identity).  A person’s sexual identity consists of several components.  In includes the person’s biological sex (their physical gender), gender identification (the sense of self as male or female (Eliason, 26)), social sex role (how society defines being male and female), and sexual orientation. (Jung, 16-17)


Sexual orientation includes three general areas.  These are arousal patterns (including fantasy), affective preferences, and behavior (patterns of physical contact with others).  (Jung, 16-17)  It is worth noting that behavior is the one of the three categories that is voluntary to the individual.


There exists in our society a significant amount of negative attitude toward homosexuality.  Generally speaking, this attitude is referred to as homonegativism. (Bergling, 71)  Homonegativism is a subset of sexual prejudice: any prejudice relating to gender or sexuality. A more common term for this phenomenon was introduced in 1972 by psychologist George Weinberg called homophobia.  (Eliason, 27)  This term is defined as the irrational fear, dislike, or hatred of homosexuals and homosexuality.  “Homophobia does not exist in isolation and shares many characteristics with other forms of prejudice such as racism and sexism.”  (Stewart, 185)


This term, though, can often limit discussion about homonegativism.  Another term increasing in usage is heterosexism.  Heterosexism, also called cultural homophobia (discussed later), was proposed in 1977 and is the belief that heterosexuality is the only normal or natural option for human relationships and that heterosexuality is superior to homosexuality. (Eliason, 27)  Heterosexism is the assumption that everyone is heterosexual.  “It denotes prejudice in favor of heterosexual people and connotes prejudice against bisexual and, especially, homosexual people.” (Jung, 13)


Although homophobia and heterosexism are often lumped together, there is not necessarily a connection between the two.  As Jung and Smith said, “Heterosexism is analogous to racism and sexism.  Homophobia finds appropriate analogies in racial bigotry and misogynism.” (Jung, 14)  Where homophobia is basically strong emotional negative attitudes toward gay people, heterosexism is a (conscious or unconscious) bias “that straight people are more important that gay people, or that gay people do not exist.” (Stewart, 184)


Heterosexism is very similar to heterocentrism, the belief that heterosexuality is the normative form of human sexuality.  In heterocentrism, heterosexuality is the measure by which all other sexual orientations are judged.  (Jung, 14)


One last form of homonegativism to note is biphobia.  Biphobia is akin to homophobia in that it is a fear or dislike of bisexuality.  Biphobia can often be found in the gay community as well as the straight community.  Where heterosexuals that are biphobic are usually afraid of the homosexual side of bisexuality, homosexuals that are biphobic often express the opinions that bisexuals are “traitors” or not really part of the gay community.


Lastly, throughout this paper I will refer to the process of coming out.  Coming out is “the process, often lifelong, in which a person acknowledges, accepts, and in many cases appreciates his or her lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender identity.  This often involves sharing this information with others.” (Sears, 66)  (Note that a transgender identity is when a person is psychologically a different gender from what they are biologically or when a person has the anatomy of both genders.)

The Nature of the Problem

If one remains unconvinced that American culture is deeply heterosexist, analysis of the use of language about gays, the portrayal of gay and lesbian people in the media, and the legally sanctioned discrimination against gays provides ample evidence that antigay prejudice abounds. (Jung, 32)


In the late 1950s, in The Nature of Prejudice, Gordon Allport (ca. 1954) noted that

…the most deep-rooted prejudice in the United States was directed against homosexual people, who, if they could be more easily targeted, would suffer even greater violence.  This discrimination is widespread, and it has been present since the early colonial period.  “As early as 1656,” writes Adrienne Rich, “the New Haven Colony prescribed the death penalty for lesbians.” (Jung, 33)

It is somewhat disturbing to notice that despite the omnipresent American rhetoric of freedom, in a country that was founded on the ideals of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, American culture still denies lesbian, gay, and bisexual people the freedom to be themselves.  This is especially true of lesbian, gay, and bisexual youths, even though Freud’s research made it clear that many psychological problems arise when childhood sexual desires are repressed. (Blumenfeld, 170)  American culture still regards it as a tragedy if a youth turns out to be lesbian, gay, or bisexual.   “The fact remains that no matter how visible or successful individual gay men and lesbians become, no matter how encouraging is their social progress in America today, they remain second class citizens without full protection of the law.” (Fone, 421)


The areas where this problem persists are many.  Society plays a very large influence ranging from appearance to family and adoption.  Religion is also an incredibly powerful force in either ending or propagating homonegative attitudes.  The government as well, existing to work for the people, does little in the face of extreme homophobic problems unless pressured heavily to do so.  “Indeed, homophobia remains nearly untouched by the other battles fought against social and religious hostilities, against racism, against sexism, against prejudice itself.  It is contested, but it is still unconquered.” (Fone, 420)


“The problem is with the person who hates, who is prejudiced, not with the victim.” (Pharr, 48)  However, this problem with the person who hates still creates a plethora of problems for the victim.  One example is adoption rights.  In many states gay men and lesbians are not allowed to adopt children.  Often there is a fear that homosexuals are child molesters.  However, statistics have shown that well over 90 percent of child molesters are heterosexual men, so sexual orientation itself is not enough on which to base adoption decisions.  “The real issue emerges most clearly in custody cases.  Children are taken away from lesbian mothers or gay fathers, not because of molestation, but because they will provide ‘bad role models.’” (Blumenfeld, 169)


This is but one example.  The federal government, along with many state governments, have been very slow to move to offer protection on the basis of sexual orientation.  This leaves a large number of its citizens at serious risk of injury, murder, job loss, and housing discrimination, based solely on sexual orientation.  “Across the nation, the homophobia that law mandates, government enforces, and many people and institutions seemingly approve is most terribly manifest in the increasing incidents of violence directed against some Americans, exclusively because they are gay.” (Fone, 421)
Heterosexism is not just another “ism,” nor one of a long list of trivial injustices identified by small special interest groups.  As we suggested at the beginning of this chapter, it is a deeply rooted problem with extensive implications because it is related to the core human experience of being sexual.  The fact that we have been so willing to accept heterocentrism uncritically is, arguably, the most significant contributor to this antigay prejudice.  Christians have helped to create the climate in which this heterocentric norm has flourished. (Jung, 33)


As mentioned before, the homonegative attitudes of society don’t just affect adults.  Homosexuality is statistically the biggest reason behind teen suicides.  (Nichols, 55)  Those youth that don’t suffer the pains of growing up gay, often remain closeted, creating even more severe psychological stresses.  (Jung, 171)  Schools can be very homonegative places.  This is especially tragic when we realize that people learn the most when they are young, making this the best opportunity to be teaching love and equality instead of prejudice and hate.


  “Language too has its violence….In language lie the assumptions of a culture, its rules of conduct, what it will acknowledge as possible and permissible….Language marks out the limits of the possible.  It tells us what to think because it is impossible to think outside of language.” (Blumenfeld, 43)  John Fortunato said  “Imagine, if you will, asking black clergy to sit on a ‘Committee on Race’ and listen open-mindedly to a discussion of whether or not black people are by nature intellectually inferior to white people (discussions that have not been unknown in South Africa)….The appropriate response to injustice is outrage and protest – not polite dialogue.” (Jung, 3)

Ultimately, the problem of homonegativism can be summed up as follows:  “Homophobia alienates mothers and fathers from sons and daughters, friend from friend, neighbor from neighbor, Americans from one another.  So long as it is legitimated [sic] by society, religion, and politics, homophobia will spawn hatred, contempt, and violence, and it will remain our last acceptable prejudice.” (Fone, 421)

How We All Are Hurt


In dealing with homonegativism, one thing we often fail to realize is that homonegative attitudes affect and hurt more than just the gay, lesbian, and bisexual community.  The heterosexual (or straight) community is hurt as well.  In short, when one group is discriminated against, all people will pay the price.

Writers of recent years have demonstrated how maladaptive heterosexual masculinity is individually (in terms of personal psychological adjustment, physical health, and personal happiness) as well as how maladaptive this is for the human species and the entire planet (due to increased likelihood of interstate warfare and ecological destruction). (Stewart, 241)

Another of the uncounted costs of heterosexism is that gay and lesbian adults are inhibited (and sometimes prohibited) from being healthy role models and counselors for gay youth.  Openly gay and lesbian schoolteachers are almost always fired from their jobs.  Gays and lesbians are not trusted to lead youth groups or provide support to young people for fear that they will influence the young to become gay. (Jung and Smith, 98)


Homophobia locks people into rigid gender-based roles that can inhibit creativity and self-expression.  It inhibits one’s ability to form close, intimate relationships with members of one’s own gender.  It limits family relationships.  It prevents heterosexuals from accepting the gifts and benefits of sexual minorities: theoretical insights, social and spiritual options, contributions from arts and culture, to religion, family life, and all aspects of society.  In some cases it increases teen sexual involvement (as people have sex to “prove” they are straight) thereby increasing risk of teen pregnancy and STDs.  (Blumenfeld, 11)


Heterosexual relationships can suffer as a result of homophobia.  When people label certain behaviors as more feminine than masculine or more homosexual than heterosexual, the number of sexual behaviors deemed acceptable decreases.  These limitations can lead to routine sexual interactions that are inflexible and affect sexual frequency and decrease overall sensual enjoyment.  (Holt, 3)


Homonegativism inhibits appreciate of other types of diversity thereby making it unsafe for everyone.  “The persecution of gays, lesbians, and bisexuals also endangers the freedom of other groups – indeed, any group.  For persecution rarely confines itself to one group.” (Blumenfeld, 272)  Ultimately, homonegativism diverts energy from more constructive endeavors.

The suppression of sexual diversity inevitably results in social turmoil.  Families and communities are divided on the issue.  Suicides are occasioned by the discovery, or the fear of discovery, of secret sex lives…. By continuing to discriminate against lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals, the United States is losing the respect of many in the world community (Blumenfeld, 272-273)


In a very diverse and constantly changing society the desire for sameness can hold a strong attraction.  However, we should be thankful that we are not all the same.  Without diversity, society would lose the creativity and vitality that can only be gained from difference.  “An appreciation of diversity, not just a tolerance of minorities, is what will promote future American progress.” (Blumenfeld, 273)

“If what we think is right and wrong divides still further the human family, there must be something wrong with what we think is right.” – William Sloan Coffin, The Courage to Love

Literature Review


The literature on sexual prejudice, though by no means exhaustive, was much more extensive than anticipated.  The sources found covered issues ranging from the history of sexual prejudice (a subset, often, of the history of sexuality) to commonalties and roots among sexually prejudiced people to ways to eliminate sexual prejudice.  We will begin with an analysis of the history of sexual prejudice as a means to understanding why things are the way they are today.

History of Sexual Prejudice


Sexual prejudice, particularly homonegativism, has been with us for at least the last two millennia, if not longer.  Though homosexual love and practices between males were accepted in classical Greek society, by the ninth century B.C.E., Lycurgus, a Spartan lawmaker, passed a law punishing homosexuals by banishment or death.  (Stewart, 189)  Similarly, in about the fourth century C.E. Rome, previously tolerant of same-sex practices, legally limited same-sex eroticism when Christianity influenced the empire and became the state religion.  These laws would form the beginning of anti-homosexual influence in secular law for Europe, England, and America.


When Rome fell, a relative calm fell on Europe (except for Spain) where homosexuals and other minorities were generally accepted.  This lasted until about the twelfth century when Catholic church dogmas became standard law.  (Fone, 140)  In 1102, the ecclesiastical Council of London issued one of the first of these edicts against “the shameful sin of sodomy.”  Clerics were deposed and laypersons were deprived of legal status.  Religiously, early opinions believed that a man who engaged in a homosexual act could rejoin the faithful if he repented, but according to the Council of Nablus is 1120, “once tainted, never changed.” (Fone, 141)  By the end of the thirteenth century some legal treatises recommended not just loss of legal status for homosexual acts, but loss of life.


The death penalty in England was not repealed until 1861.  Records show that many men and women were executed under such laws.  In the late 1800’s Oscar Wilde was arrested under the Labouchiere Amendment of 1885.  (Bergling, 55)  Wilde had been accused of relationship with Lord Alfred Douglas by Douglas’ father, the Marquess of Queensbury.  Wilde lost in his libel suit and was later convicted of crimes against morality and served a two-year prison sentence.


In France, however, the French Revolution removed the death penalty from all laws dealing with sexuality in 1789.  By 1810, the new Napoleonic Code removed all penalties for adult consensual sexual activities.  (Stewart, 189)


America, adopting much of it’s legal system from England, carried out its first execution for alleged homosexual acts in the British colony of Virginia in 1624 or 1625.  (Stewart, 189)  By the beginning of the 1900s, most states had enacted specific laws on homosexuality restricting not only sexual activity, but public discussion and assembly.  Despite this, in 1924 the Society for Human Rights, the first formal gay movement group in the U.S., formed in Chicago.


In World War II Germany, Hitler used Paragraph 175 of German law to imprison thousands of homosexuals, along with the Jews, blacks, gypsies, and other minority groups.  It is estimated that over sixty percent of all homosexuals placed in concentration camps were exterminated.  Tragically, when the Allies liberated the concentration camps, the homosexual prisoners were simply transferred to other prisons to finish out their sentences.


The era of McCarthyism that started in America shortly after the war included a purging of homosexuals from federal government.  Ironically, this purging and investigation seems to have helped form the modern gay liberation movement in America.  Harry Hay, considered to be the founding father of this movement, helped form the Mattachine Society in April 1951.  The arguments being brought forth at this time claimed that homosexuals were a minority group like any other in America.  Donald Webster Cory asserted that “there is no homosexual problem except that created by heterosexual society.” (Fone, 393-394).


Though Hay began his work in the 1950s, the modern gay liberation movement itself isn’t considered to have really started until the Stonewall Riot of June 1969, in New York City.  (Stewart, 208)  Up until this time police raids on gay bars were common, but this time at the Stonewall Inn, the patrons were tired of putting up with it.  This spontaneous attempt at fighting back against an oppressive system provided a turning point for homosexuals in America.  Soon after, states began to slowly decriminalize same-sex activity.  (Stewart, 208)  In 1973 the American Psychiatric Association removed homosexuality from its list of mental disorders.  (Stewart, 208)  Within the last two decades the religious-political right has turned its focus to homosexuality, but at the same time, gay rights organizations, such as the Human Rights Campaign, have also gained influence and advanced great strides towards achieving equal rights for homosexuals.  (Stewart, 209)

Queer Theories


In some sense, to ask what causes someone to be homosexual or bisexual can form the foundation of homonegative attitudes.  To imply that homosexuality is a deviation (even a natural deviation) from heterosexuality is heterosexist at best.  (Jung, 20)  However, when approached from the standpoint that we are all sexual beings and that all forms of sexual expression (homosexual and heterosexual) are forms of simple diversity, then trying to understand how sexual orientation forms can be a tool in understanding some assumptions within homophobia.


Generally speaking, there are two main schools of thought on the source of sexual orientation, with strong evidence, support, and criticism in each.  (Bergling, 26-28)  Presented here is a rough generalization of the two positions; both are complex enough to warrant their own separate papers.


The first theory is often called the nature theory.  It says we are born the way we are, a combination of genetics, biology, and hormonal chemistry all set in place before birth.  This theory holds that outside forces do not influence our sexual orientation, only how we deal with it. (Bergling, 26)


The second theory is often referred to as the nurture theory.  It states that how we are raised and the things that influence our lives determine our sexual orientation.  This theory encompasses the possibility of change and flux of our sexual orientation over and extended period of time.  (Bergling, 27)


There are also a growing number of people that believe it is a combination of the two theories: part natural and part socially conditioned.  (Bergling, 28)  As with the nature of sexual orientation being a rather continuous phenomenon, not as easily defined in categories as we like to believe, perhaps the source of our sexual orientation is equally difficult to contain and label.


So what kinds of homonegative attitudes are there?  Jung and Smith (1993) proposed a five-position model for moral beliefs on homosexuality.  They define the first four positions as homophobic (to varying degrees) and the last as nonhomophobic.  In position one, homosexuality is equated with immorality.  Homosexuality is a sign of the brokenness of the world and is considered evil.  Position two relates homosexuality to alcoholism.  In it, homosexuality is akin to a disease that should (or at least could) be cured.  In position three, homosexuality is considered to be a defect, such as blindness.  It is something to be pitied as less than standard.  Position four treats homosexuality as an imperfection, such as color blindness.  It is not something can or should be fixed, but it is also not quite the fullness of heterosexuality.  Finally, position five treats homosexuality (indeed, all sexuality) as simple variation that occurs in life, much like left-handedness.  (Jung, 25)  One orientation is not better or worse than another.


Another way of viewing the matter is by a scale of attitudes.  Eliason (1996) proposes a six stage scale of attitudes toward homosexuals.  The first, and most nonhomonegative, position is Celebration – recognizing that gay, lesbian, and bisexual people are unique and should be cherished, at least for the contributions they make to society.  The second position is Acceptance – the recognition that all people deserve equal rights based on their humanity, not their individual human characteristics.  Some argue that this position is not a positive category as Celebration is.  Why should we need to accept something like sexual identity?  Was there something wrong to begin with?


The first of the clearly negative categories is Tolerance – the belief that people have the right to lead the life they choose as long as they keep it private.  The fourth overall category is Disapproval, the disdain for all forms of sexual expression that are not heterosexual, which is followed closely by Disgust (the category that comes closest to fitting the psychological definition of a phobia).  Lastly is the category of Hatred, where the person feels threatened by homosexuality, sometimes to the point of acting out in violence.


Even though there are different levels of homonegative attitudes, there are still many similarities between different kinds of homophobes.  Gregory Herek identified nine characteristics of people found to be homophobic (Stewart, 188):

1. Less likely to have had personal contact with lesbians and gay men;

2. Less likely to report having engaged in homosexual behaviors or to identify themselves as lesbians or gay;

3. More likely to perceive their peers as manifesting negative attitudes, especially if the respondents are males;

4. More likely to have resided in areas where these negative attitudes are the norm (e.g., the midwestern and southern United States, Canadian prairies, and in rural areas and small towns), especially during adolescence;

5. Likely to be older and less well educated;

6. More likely to be religious, to attend church frequently, and to subscribe to a conservative religious ideology;

7. More likely to express traditional, restrictive attitudes about sex roles;

8. Less permissive sexually or manifesting more guilt or negativity about sexuality;

9. More likely to manifest high levels of authoritarianism and related personality characteristics.


Often, homophobic heterosexuals are more homophobic concerning homosexuality in people of their gender.  It used to be believed that males were also more homophobic than females.  While this still seems to be true in many cases, it appears that this is changing as more females are experiencing homosexual approaches and awareness of homosexuality increases.


As shown by the above models, homonegativism (or in this case, homophobia) is better represented by homophobias.  Elisabeth Young-Bruehl (Fone, 6) argued that the four primary prejudices (sexism, racism, anti-Semitism, and homophobia) fall into one or another combination of categories: obsessional, hysterical, or narcissistic, with homophobia being the only one that fits in all three.  Or, it may also be helpful to consider the homophobia of each gender to itself and to its opposite separately.


Perhaps the easiest method is to consider each type of homophobia categorically.  Kantor proposed many different categories of homophobes:  those that are grandiose and narcissistic (know-it-alls who think they have all the answers), unoriginal or derivative (they think they are clever, original thinkers when all they do is steal the same ideas and platitudes from others), prone to reason implicitly (reasoning from second-hand sources, such as newspapers, not first-hand sources, such as actual gays and lesbians), simplistic or stereotypical, and prone to excessiveness.  Kantor also stated that many homophobes are generally bigoted and often not limited to just being homophobic.  He posits the suggestion, though, that homophobes, whatever their type, are really being self-referential, that is, their homophobic attitudes are really reflecting something about themselves.  (Kantor, 4-7)


Oppression (and homonegativism is a form of oppression) is about power and control.  It works best when it convinces one group that they (or “We”) are fundamentally different from another group (“Them”).  This division works on a basis of a defined norm, “a standard of rightness and often righteousness wherein all others are judged in relation to it.” (Pharr, 53)  This norm must be backed by institutional power (who in the society or institution does the power “naturally”, or by mandate, fall to?), economic power (who has the money or wealth to affect something?), and violence or the threat of violence.


A defined norm also can maintain its power by a system of lack of prior claim of the oppressed (often referred to as an appeal to tradition); defining the oppressed as the Other and keeping the Other invisible, distorted, stereotyped and isolated; and often by blaming the victim (or Other) for the problems faced as an oppressed group.


Referring again specifically to homonegativism, homophobia manifests itself in three ways: overt homophobia (which includes violence, verbal abuse, name-calling, and character assassination – these are forms of personal and interpersonal homophobia), institutional homophobia, and societal homophobia.  Institutional homophobia is often the same as heterosexism.  When the government and churches will not validate same-sex unions, when businesses will not hire homosexuals, these are example of institutional homophobia at work.


Societal, or cultural, homophobia is the invisibility or denial of homosexuals in society.  When schools overlook or avoid information related to homosexuality (such as ignoring the fact that an author was gay or that homosexuals were executed in Nazi concentration camps along with Jews), when teen suicide statistics are repressed, when positive gay role models are seldom portrayed, and gays and lesbians are asked to keep their personal lives quiet, these are examples of societal homophobia.  James S. Tinney (Blumenfeld, 6-8) suggested seven overlapping categories of manifestation of cultural homophobia: conspiracy to silence, denial of culture, denial of popular strength, fear of overvisibility, creation of defined public spaces, denial of self-labeling, and negative symbolism or stereotyping.


But why are people homonegative?  What is the reason behind holding this (or for that matter any) prejudice?  Homophobes who do not deny their homophobia cite several factors to back their viewpoint: culture, human nature, preference, healthy (mature) asceticism, nondiscrimination (they don’t discriminate, so it shouldn’t matter), and provocation.  Many homophobes cite religion as the backbone for their beliefs and attitudes.


Jamie Wurzel (Stewart, 191) identifies four basic functions of prejudice:  utilitarian, self-esteem or protective, value-expressive, and cognitive.  Utilitarian function avoids punishment and gains reward while self-esteem function allows for the protection of self-esteem while faced with potential weakness or limitation.  Value-expressive function provides a validation for expressing one’s values and cognitive function provides a way of categorizing and understanding the world.


Within homonegative attitudes, being homophobic, at least for males, could be a way of supporting traditional masculinity.  “Contemporary American heterosexual masculinity is based on the characteristics of toughness, success, aggressiveness, independence, and dominance.” (Stewart, 241)  It is also characterized by not being feminine or homosexual.  By directing hostility toward gay men, a heterosexual male prevents questions regarding his own sexuality (protective function).  By expressing his disapproval of gay men, he validates his beliefs and receives support from his peers (value-expressive function).  The fact that these functions help to prove that the person is not gay may be one possible factor in explaining why some of the most rampant homophobes are also gay – they must deny who they really are (one hates in others what they hate most in themselves).  These functions of homophobia may serve to deny one’s own homoerotic attractions and feminine characteristics.


Another belief is that homonegativism is often closely tied with sexphobia (fear or disgust of sex and sexuality).  A person may have learned that “sex equals bad” and the best way they can cope with these anxieties is by attitudes of homophobia.

Sexphobia and Gender Control

The sexist slant to heterosexism is not new.  Women counted for so little that even their “sexual sins” were not worth attention; hence the lack of concern for lesbianism in [ancient] history.  Rosemary Haugton comments on this phenomenon with a touch of sarcasm: “Moralists (male, of course) were divided on whether sexual relations between women were even possible; they argued learnedly about whether sexual ‘sin’ between women could even occur, given that the poor things lacked the essential appendage for intercourse (as they understood it) to take place.” (Jung, 101)


Thus far it has been shown that homonegativism, like any other form of oppression, is about control and fear.  But what kind of control?  And what is the root of this fear?  If we can answer these questions we may be able to find a way to break the power that homonegativism has.  I have stated that homonegativism is often tied with sexphobia, and indeed one root of homophobia is a general fear of sexuality.  But another strong root of homonegativism can been seen when we look critically at our society’s gender roles.


Gay men are often seen as being weak and effeminate and lesbians are often portrayed as manly and “butch”.  These portrayals imply that a love for the same gender equates to a desire to become the other gender.  It is this stereotype that people seem to have the biggest problem with.

We dislike effeminate men first and foremost because they are behaving like women.  In a male-dominated society that places men way up here and women way down there, any many who would surrender his God-given place of superiority in our social hierarchy just isn’t worth a damn.  It’s a worldview that’s embedded deep within the social psyche, one that affects every man to some extent, whether he’s straight or gay. (Bergling, 58)


The truth of the matter is that no matter how much we as a society want to believe that there is equality of the genders, we are living in a very patriarchal society.  Socially, we still limit not only what women are allowed to achieve, but what men are allowed to experience. “We have an elaborate sexual mythology that assigns specific traits to masculinity and to femininity.  Anger and disgust directed at effeminate men is based upon horror at the idea that someone is challenging the rules.” (Bergling, 59)  Little boys and girls are taught from a very young age that there is a certain way to act and rarely is any kind of crossover allowed.  When a gender division is accepted, it is always in girls who act like boys (they are called tom-boys), never in boys who act like girls (they are called sissies).  “The problems with effeminacy…derive less from the fear and contempt of homosexuality than from a deep hatred of women created to sustain a patriarchal culture.” (Bergling, 59)  What does it say about a society’s gender values when the worst insult that can be directed toward a man is to say that he is like a woman?


“We have this macho image of males, that males hold all the power.  That kind of machoism isn’t just a factor in homophobia, either; it’s also a factor in rape….if someone has a callous attitude about women or gays, they’re apt to behave in a violent way towards both or either group.” (Bergling, 75)  Making this relationship between homophobia and misogyny, between heterosexism and sexism, we can begin to see how one prejudice is related to another.  We can also begin to see that a prejudice directed at one group is likely to affect other groups as well and in the end all people will hurt because of it.

The Fallacies Inherent within Homonegativism


The fallacies of homonegativism break down into two general categories: the fallacies of reason and the fallacies of action.  (Kantor, 177-188)  Fallacies of reason are the false and incorrect claims that homonegative people make about homosexuality.  Fallacies of action are the double standards that exist between heterosexual people and homosexual and bisexual people.


One of the strong reasons given for homonegative attitudes is an appeal to tradition.  “Popular movements are invalidated and minimized, their participants cast as enemies of the people, and social change is obstructed by those holding power who cast themselves as defenders of tradition and order.” (Pharr, 58)  The issue seems to be that since homosexuals have been treated unequally all this time, there can be no equality.  But there is a first time for everything and just because something never has happened does not mean that it never can happen.


There are other, more often listed reasons for homonegative attitudes as well.  People believe that giving homosexuals and bisexuals equal rights and status with heterosexuals will undermine the family, destabilize society, weaken procreativity, confuse youth, and allow homosexuals to prey on the vulnerable.  These are all imaginary consequences created by an unexamined heterosexual bias.  “The political Right argues loudly that homosexuality poses a direct threat to the stability of the “traditional” nuclear family.  In actuality, however, it is homophobia that strains family relationships by restricting communication among family members, loosening the very ties that bind.” (Blumenfeld, 10)


The fallacies of action come from a double standard in definition of heterosexuality and homosexuality.  Most people see being heterosexual as just being.  It is not interpreted or understood as a consequence of anything.  It is not viewed as a solution to some problem, or something one worked out or was pushed to by circumstances.  With this sort of view, all people are heterosexual, and some people somehow come to act otherwise.  No one is, in the same sense, a homosexual.  “There is an underlying assumption…that anyone who has the choice will ultimately choose heterosexuality, that lesbians and gay men choose homosexual relationships because they are unable to be heterosexual.” (Blumenfeld, 72)

If a woman comes on to a man, this is usually not considered an affront but a source of pride to him and he is flattered by the attention….Men and women cannot know if there is mutual interest unless they ask and respond to each other….it is impossible for gays and lesbians to know if someone else is gay or lesbian unless they ask. (Stewart, 254)


In working from this view, any public expression of homosexuality is seen as a public expression of sex, of “flaunting it”, so to speak.  The assumption is that “polite society” should not have to hear about the activities of homosexuality.  But what is not noticed here is that heterosexuals flaunt their sexuality all the time.  Heterosexuals will share personal information about their lives, such as what they did that weekend with their spouse, how their children are doing, or plans for a wedding or anniversary.  Heterosexuals often put up pictures of their spouse and loved ones in their office.  Heterosexuals are allowed to hold hands, hug, kiss, dance, and display affection in public areas.  Heterosexuals are granted health benefits based on their marital status.


Homosexuals get none of these things.  For a gay man to talk about what he and his partner did that weekend or for a lesbian to put a picture of her partner on her desk is offensive.  For homosexuals to show public displays of affection is considered bad taste and lewd.  And lesbians and gays are rarely allowed to include their lovers in health benefit programs (in some cases they are legally prevented from doing so).

The Gains of a Nonhomonegative Society


The benefits of a society that is not full of homonegativism are many.  With homonegativism removed, we would be able to remove our concern for the gender of the people involved and instead focus on areas where people abuse one another with their sexual practices: incest, rape, objectification of sexual partners, and all forms of coercive sex, including marital rape.  “There is precious little enough love, affection, and tenderness in the world; it would be a great step forward for humankind if we granted people their right to love.” (Pharr, 46)


Gay, lesbian, and bisexual people have realized that coming out has the potential to strengthen their commitments and participation with other people.  “The energy presently expended to protect a secret identity would be more usefully and positively invested in using the gifts they, like every heterosexual person, possess…. When the blinders of our prejudices are removed, we see instead that the lives of all can be enriched by the unhindered exercise of such freedom.” (Jung and Smith, 96)


Imagine what life would be like for homosexuals in a world absent of homonegativism.  Lesbians and gay men would be able to be open about their relationships and would receive support, positive reinforcement, and even outside validation for them.  On the job, they would be able to socialize without inhibition and live with a greater sense of job security.  As parents they would be able to raise their children free from fear of losing custody.  “Rather than wasting time and energy trying to suppress their true nature or assuming an unsuitable role, they are encouraged to see their uniqueness as a special spiritual gift and to maximize their capabilities to help others.” (Blumenfeld, 264)


“Contrary to popular stereotypes, gays and lesbians do not seem to be as restricted by gender roles as are heterosexuals.” (Blumenfeld, 122)  In a nonhomophobic society, this fluidity of gender roles could translate beyond the homosexual realm.  Heterosexuals would be able to more easily find fulfilling relationships with their partners since they would in turn no longer be so rigidly defined to a certain kind of behavior.  “More flexible notions of same-sex friendship in nonhomophobic societies mean less of a need to compartmentalize people on the basis of sexual behavior and less social consternation should the relationship between same-sex friends become erotic.” (Blumenfeld, 271)  Society would become safer since there would be no more threat of violence due to homophobia or sexism.  “If American families would adopt an appreciative attitude when faced with difference, much conflict and strife could be avoided when a family member turns out to be gay, lesbian, or bisexual.” (Blumenfeld, 268)

Sanctioning homosexual lifestyles will indeed reveal something about adult society….it will reveal that we are capable of recognizing and overcoming prejudices that rob us of much of the richness of life.  The young…will perceive that responsible sexual behavior is determined by love, justice, and commitment not by prohibition and control. (Jung and Smith, 97)

Methods


All of the subjects in this study were Tennessee Tech students from Psychology 2010 and Sociology 1010 classes.  A convenience sample was used.  Each interview was done in a study room of the Tech library.  This allowed for privacy and confidentiality while conducting the interview, yet the large glass window between the study room and the library served to give subjects a measure of security; they would not feel cut off from the outside world while answering questions that could potentially make them uncomfortable.


Each subject was asked to fill out a two page survey which measured their homophobia and heterosexism levels, their sexism levels, and parts of their own sexuality (as based on the Klein Scale of Sexual Orientation) (Keppel, 3-5).  After completing the survey, subjects were interviewed verbally.  The interview was recorded on audio tape and later transcribed on computer.


Interview questions asked more on their views of homosexuals and homosexuality, how comfortable they were with sexual issues, and what kind of sexual education they had received.  Questions also asked about the subject’s religious background and what their religious views were in relation to homosexuality as well as their parent’s views of homosexuality.


Ten subjects were interviewed in this manner.  Five were male, five were female.  Subject ages ranged from 18 to 29 and were from freshman to senior level.  All ethical guidelines were followed during the course of this study.

Results


This study was designed to look for a correlation between levels of homonegativism and a variety of variables such as gender, age, religious background, sexual identity, and family background.  Part of the survey portion was also designed to determine if a correlation existed between levels of homonegativism and levels of sexism.  Since there were only ten respondents, an in depth statistical analysis is not possible.  However, some correlations can be drawn based on the data acquired.


The numerical scores were derived from the written survey.  Part of the survey was adapted from Wendell A. Ricketts’ and Walter W. Hudson’s Index of Homophobia.  The majority of the questions were modified and five questions were added to look at the subject’s levels of sexism.  The twenty-five questions on homonegativism were compiled to generate the subject’s H Value while the five questions on sexism were compiled to generate the subject’s S Value.  The higher the value, the more homonegative or sexist the subject was.  The second page of the survey consisted of a portion of the Klein Model of Sexuality.  A copy of the survey can be found in the appendix.


From this pool of subjects gender, age, and sexual identity did not seem to have any significant (or consistent) bearing on levels of homonegativism.  However, religious and family backgrounds did seem to have an impact on their H Values.  Subjects with higher H Values reported a more specific religious background (such as specifically listing their denomination) and were also more likely to believe in a literal interpretation of the Bible.  Subjects with a less defined religious background or with no religious background, as well as those that reported not believing in a literal Biblical interpretation, had lower H Values.


Subjects that reported their parents being comfortable talking to them about sex also had lower H Values than those whose parents were uncomfortable discussing sexual issues with them.  This would lend support to the theory that people that are homonegative often are not comfortable with sexual issues.  In this case, parents’ comfort with sex has an impact on the child’s comfort with sex.


It is also significant to note that there was no strong correlation between a person’s H Value and how acquainted they were with gay, lesbian, or bisexual people.  Some subjects claimed to know gay people as at least acquaintances yet still had high H Values and some respondents didn’t know any gay or bisexual people, yet scored very low H Values.


No one in the study noted a difference in sexual identity and political identity.  Aside from some slight confusion about the meaning of political identity, it would seem that most people do not see a difference in the two.  One person even made the remark that people should say what they are and be honest about it.  This would cause one to wonder how important political identity is in a person’s overall sexual makeup.


Possibly the most exciting finding of this study was the correlation between H Value and S Value.  As shown by Figure 1, in many cases a very strong connection exists between a person’s levels of sexism and levels of homonegativism.  The H Value scale has a range of 0 to 100 and the S Value scale has a range of 0 to 20, which gives a very even mapping distribution of five points on the H Value scale to every point on the S Value scale.  Shown this way, over half the subjects had H Values and S Values that were nearly aligned with each other.  More accurate statistical data is desirable, which could only be [image: image1.wmf]Figure 1: H Value and S Value Comparison
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obtained with a different study geared toward collecting data from more subjects.

Conclusions and Recommendations


One continuous issue noted was lack of knowledge of issues related to sexual orientation and gay, lesbian, and bisexual people.  The majority of the respondents claimed that gay people were treated poorly on Tech’s campus, but couldn’t easily state how, or said that they didn’t really know how gay people were treated, as the issue seemed to be generally ignored.  From their past, they said that sexual education in school was limited to reproductive and biological knowledge.  The classes on sex education barely, if ever, discussed sexual orientation and when they did it was only briefly and in relation to another issue.  There was an assumption of heterosexuality that made it almost taboo to discuss anything that was non-heterosexual.


From this it would seem that better education on sexual issues and sexual orientation diversity is needed.  Perhaps sexual orientation and sexual lifestyles needs to be included more openly in high school sexual education classes.  Perhaps classes on diversity that worked as an interdisciplinary or interdepartmental study on the college level would be beneficial.


As far as continuation of this study, it would be helpful to develop a numerical model to determine a person’s level of sexphobia and compare to a person’s H Value.  It might also be useful expand the questions related to the S Value (to allow for greater accuracy) and then acquire data from more subjects to determine if a broader correlation exists.  The data so far suggests that what the literature says is true:  a fear of homosexuality is often representative of a deeper fear of sexuality and gender.


We have now analyzed some of the roots and issues behind homonegative attitudes and we have looked at how these attitudes can be harmful, not just to the gay, lesbian, and bisexual community, but to all people, regardless of sexual orientation.  But we have not looked yet at what can be done to end sexual prejudice, and without methods to bring sexual prejudice to an end, studying its backgrounds and effects is nearly pointless.


We must begin by setting achievable goals and determining the steps that must be taken to then achieve them.  The overall goal is to strip homophobia and heterosexism of their power.  To stop that power, we must stop contributing to it.  One way of doing this is by simply acknowledging the various aspects of sexual orientation in our lives, and doing so openly.  We must drop the assumptions of heterosexual identity on the part of others.  We must be openly supportive of gay, lesbian, and bisexual identity.  We must stop supporting things that require invisibility on the part of gay, lesbian, and bisexual people.


“Positive exposure to gay people and a deconstruction of negative stereotypes – at as early an age as possible – might serve to reduce homophobic violence.” (Bergling, 75)  Do not be afraid to discuss sexuality with your children.  Positive heterosexual role models exist everywhere.  Allowing children to see positive homosexual role models as well will teach them that there is nothing to fear in differences and will make them more open and celebrating of diversity.


For adults whose hostile attitudes derive from their need to be accepted by others, we must create gay-positive social norms among heterosexuals.  For those who feel a need to be religious, we must present alternative, non-discriminatory religious perspective.  Homonegative heterosexuals need to have friends that are openly gay.  This means that gay people need to come out!  “Coming out is a potent (perhaps the most potent) method of reducing antigay, anti-lesbian, and anti-bisexual beliefs” (Sears and Williams, 66)  “The greatest obstacle to combating heterosexism is the invisibility of lesbian, gay, and bisexual issues, individuals, and materials on campuses.” (Rothblum, 27)  “It is only by coming out to the people to whom we are closest that significant change can occur.” (Sears and Williams, 74)


Heterosexual people that are gay-friendly can help as well.  By being openly supportive of gay people, heterosexuals show that there really is nothing to fear.  Heterosexual males can challenge the current model of masculinity (which we have shown limits many heterosexual males) by stating their support of gays, lesbians, and bisexuals.  A change in the idea of heterosexual masculine identity would go a long way toward ending prejudice due to perceived roles and issues within the gay, lesbian, and bisexual community.


We must educate ourselves and we must be willing to take risks.  Great things are not accomplished without some kind of risk involved.  But equality for all and an end to prejudice and discrimination are great things worth working toward.  This kind of change will only strengthen our society.  It may be a difficult road, but the rewards gained from it will be a proud heritage to pass on to future generations.
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		Subject:						11								H Value:														S Value:																																														Sexual Attraction						Sexual Behavior						Sexual Fantasies						Emotional Preference						Social Preference

		1		2		3		4		5		6		7		8		9		10		11		12		13		14		15		16		17		18		19		20		21		22		23		24		25		26		27		28		29		30		Gender		Major		Class		Age		Religion		Relig. Freq.		Hometown		Past		Present		Ideal		Past		Present		Ideal		Past		Present		Ideal		Past		Present		Ideal		Past		Present		Ideal

		1		5		1		5		1		1		3		5		1		5		1		2		5		1		5		5		1		5		1		5		1		5		1		1		5		1		1		1		1		5		M		CMPE		FRE		18		N/A				Nashville, TN		6		6		7		0		7		7		7		7		7		4		4		4		4		4		4

		Average H Value =  32.2 Average S Value =   3.8 Average Age = 22.2





Statistical

		Ans. 1		Males		Females		Total		Ans. 2		Males		Females		Total		Ans. 3		Males		Females		Total

		1		2		0		2		1		1		0		1		1		4		2		6

		2		2		2		4		2		1		0		1		2		0		0		0

		3		0		3		3		3		0		0		0		3		1		1		2

		4		0		0		0		4		1		2		3		4		0		0		0

		5		1		0		1		5		2		3		5		5		0		2		2

		Ave		2		2		2		Ave		3		4		4		Ave		1		3		2

		Ans. 4		Males		Females		Total		Ans. 5		Males		Females		Total		Ans. 6		Males		Females		Total

		1		0		0		0		1		2		0		2		1		3		2		5

		2		0		0		0		2		1		1		2		2		2		2		4

		3		0		0		0		3		1		1		2		3		0		1		1

		4		1		1		2		4		0		1		1		4		0		0		0

		5		4		4		8		5		1		2		3		5		0		0		0

		Ave		4		4		4		Ave		2		3		3		Ave		1		1		1

		Ans. 7		Males		Females		Total		Ans. 8		Males		Females		Total		Ans. 9		Males		Females		Total

		1		1		1		2		1		0		0		0		1		2		1		3

		2		0		1		1		2		1		1		2		2		0		1		1

		3		0		2		2		3		0		1		1		3		1		2		3

		4		1		1		2		4		2		3		5		4		1		1		2

		5		3		0		3		5		2		0		2		5		1		0		1

		Ave		4		2		3		Ave		4		3		3		Ave		2		2		2

		Ans.10		Males		Females		Total		Ans.11		Males		Females		Total		Ans.12		Males		Females		Total

		1		0		0		0		1		3		1		4		1		0		4		4

		2		0		0		0		2		1		3		4		2		2		1		3

		3		1		1		2		3		1		1		2		3		0		0		0

		4		0		2		2		4		0		0		0		4		2		0		2

		5		4		2		6		5		0		0		0		5		1		0		1

		Ave		4		4		4		Ave		1		2		1		Ave		3		1		2

		Ans.13		Males		Females		Total		Ans.14		Males		Females		Total		Ans.15		Males		Females		Total

		1		0		0		0		1		3		1		4		1		0		0		0

		2		0		0		0		2		1		3		4		2		0		1		1

		3		0		0		0		3		1		1		2		3		0		0		0

		4		2		4		6		4		0		0		0		4		2		2		4

		5		3		1		4		5		0		0		0		5		3		2		5

		Ave		4		4		4		Ave		1		2		1		Ave		4		4		4

		Ans.16		Males		Females		Total		Ans.17		Males		Females		Total		Ans.18		Males		Females		Total

		1		0		1		1		1		3		0		3		1		0		0		0

		2		1		0		1		2		2		3		5		2		0		0		0

		3		1		3		4		3		0		0		0		3		0		1		1

		4		1		1		2		4		0		1		1		4		2		4		6

		5		2		0		2		5		0		1		1		5		3		0		3

		Ave		3		2		3		Ave		1		3		2		Ave		4		3		4

		Ans.19		Males		Females		Total		Ans.20		Males		Females		Total		Ans.21		Males		Females		Total

		1		1		0		1		1		1		2		3		1		0		0		0

		2		2		1		3		2		0		0		0		2		1		0		1

		3		1		3		4		3		3		1		4		3		0		2		2

		4		0		0		0		4		0		2		2		4		3		2		5

		5		1		1		2		5		1		0		1		5		1		1		2

		Ave		2		3		2		Ave		3		2		2		Ave		3		3		3

		Ans.22		Males		Females		Total		Ans.23		Males		Females		Total		Ans.24		Males		Females		Total

		1		0		0		0		1		0		0		0		1		1		0		1

		2		0		1		1		2		3		1		4		2		0		1		1

		3		1		1		2		3		1		2		3		3		2		3		5

		4		3		3		6		4		0		2		2		4		2		1		3

		5		1		0		1		5		1		0		1		5		0		0		0

		Ave		4		3		3		Ave		2		3		3		Ave		3		3		3

		Ans.25		Males		Females		Total		Ans.26		Males		Females		Total		Ans.27		Males		Females		Total

		1		0		0		0		1		2		1		3		1		3		1		4

		2		0		0		0		2		1		3		4		2		1		4		5

		3		0		0		0		3		2		1		3		3		1		0		1

		4		2		1		3		4		0		0		0		4		0		0		0

		5		3		4		7		5		0		0		0		5		0		0		0

		Ave		4		4		4		Ave		2		2		2		Ave		1		1		1

		Ans.28		Males		Females		Total		Ans.29		Males		Females		Total		Ans.30		Males		Females		Total

		1		3		1		4		1		2		1		3		1		0		0		0

		2		1		4		5		2		0		4		4		2		0		0		0

		3		0		0		0		3		2		0		2		3		0		0		0

		4		1		0		1		4		1		0		1		4		1		1		2

		5		0		0		0		5		0		0		0		5		4		4		8

		Ave		1		1		1		Ave		2		1		2		Ave		4		4		4





H and S comparison
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		5		5

		6		6

		7		7

		8		8

		9		9

		10		10

		Average H Value =  32.2 Average S Value =   3.8 Average Age = 22.2		Average H Value =  32.2 Average S Value =   3.8 Average Age = 22.2
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Figure 1: H Value and S Value Comparison
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Values

		Subject		H Value		S Value

		1		16		2

		2		57		11

		3		28		5

		4		25		4

		5		28		0

		6		23		4

		7		55		5

		8		35		3

		9		47		2

		10		8		2

		Average H Value =  32.2 Average S Value =   3.8 Average Age = 22.2






