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Chapter 11: Nonfiction
VIRGINIA WOOLF (1882–1941)
Daughter of man of letters Leslie Stephen, Virginia Woolf was born in London and grew up in an environment of wealth and culture, meeting many of the most distinguished intellectuals of the time. Unlike their brothers, Virginia and her sister were not sent to school or university but educated at home. From her mother’s death in 1895 to her father’s in 1904, she was responsible for running the household; after that, she moved to London and became the center of the intellectual and artistic Bloomsbury Group. In 1912, she married Leonard Woolf; a decade later, she began a long relationship with the writer Vita Sackville-West. Woolf’s experimental fiction helped to define modernism as a literary movement and earned her a reputation as a major English novelist. Her continuing attacks of depression and her fear of a Nazi invasion of England led to her suicide in 1941. Among her works are the novels Mrs. Dalloway (1925), To the Lighthouse (1927), and The Waves (1931), and the nonfiction A Room of One’s Own (1929), from which this excerpt is taken, and Three Guineas (1938).

Shakespeare’s Sister 
(1929)
It would have been impossible, completely and entirely, for any woman 
to have written the plays of Shakespeare in the age of Shakespeare. Let 
me imagine, since facts are so hard to come by, what would have happened 
had Shakespeare had a wonderfully gifted sister, called Judith, let us say. Shakespeare himself went, very probably—his mother was an heiress—to the grammar school, where he may have learnt Latin—Ovid, Virgil and Horace—and the elements of grammar and logic. He was, it is well known, a wild boy who poached rabbits, perhaps shot a deer, and had, rather sooner than he should have done, to marry a woman in the neighbourhood, who bore him a child rather quicker than was right. That escapade sent him to seek his fortune in London. He had, it seemed, a taste for the theatre; he began by holding horses at the stage door. Very soon he got work in the theatre, became a successful actor, and lived at the hub of the universe, meeting everybody, knowing everybody, practising his art on the boards, exercising his wits in the streets, and even getting access to the palace of the queen. Meanwhile his extraordinarily gifted sister, let us suppose, remained at home. She was as adventurous, as imaginative, as agog to see the world as he was. But she was not sent to school. She had no chance of learning grammar and logic, let alone of reading Horace and Virgil. She picked up a book now and then, one of her brother’s perhaps, and read a few pages. But then her parents came in and told her to mend the stockings or mind the stew and not moon about with books and papers. They would have spoken sharply but kindly, for they were substantial people who knew the conditions of life for a woman and loved their daughter—indeed, more likely than not she was the apple of her father’s eye. Perhaps she scribbled some pages up in an apple loft on the sly, but was careful to hide them or set fire to them. Soon, however, before she was out of her teens, she was to be betrothed to the son of a neighbouring woolstapler. She cried out that marriage was hateful to her, and for that she was severely beaten by her father. Then he ceased to scold her. He begged her instead not to hurt him, not to shame him in this matter of her marriage. He would give her a chain of beads or a fine petticoat, he said; and there were tears in his eyes. How could she disobey him? How could she break his heart? The force of her own gift alone drove her to it. She made up a small parcel of her belongings, let herself down by a rope one summer’s night and took the road to London. She was not seventeen. The birds that sang in the hedge were not more musical than she was. She had the quickest fancy, a gift like her brother’s, for the tune of words. Like him, she had a taste for the theatre. She stood at the stage door; she wanted to act, she said. Men laughed in her face. The manager—a fat, loose-lipped man—guffawed. He bellowed something about poodles dancing and women acting—no woman, he said, could possibly be an actress. He hinted—you can imagine what. She could get no training in her craft. Could she even seek her dinner in a tavern or roam the streets at midnight? Yet her genius was for fiction and lusted to feed abundantly upon the lives of men and women and the study of their ways. At last—for she was very young, oddly like Shakespeare the poet in her face, with the same grey eyes and rounded brows—at last Nick Greene the actor-manager took pity on her; she found herself with child by that gentleman and so—who shall measure the heat and violence of the poet’s heart when caught and tangled in a woman’s body?—killed herself one winter’s night and lies buried at some cross-roads where the omnibuses now stop outside the Elephant and Castle.1
That, more or less, is how the story would run, I think, if a woman in Shakespeare’s day had had Shakespeare’s genius. But for my part, I agree with the deceased bishop, if such he was—it is unthinkable that any woman in Shakespeare’s day should have had Shakespeare’s genius. For genius like Shakespeare’s is not born among labouring, uneducated, servile people. It was not born in England among the Saxons and the Britons. It is not born today among the working classes. How, then, could it have been born among women whose work began, according to Professor Trevelyan, almost before they were out of the nursery, who were forced to it by their parents and held to it by all the power of law and custom? Yet genius of a sort must have existed among women as it must have existed among the working classes. Now and again an Emily Brontë or a Robert Burns2 blazes out and proves its presence. But certainly it never got itself on to paper. When, however, one reads of a witch being ducked, of a woman possessed by devils, of a wise woman selling herbs, or even of a very remarkable man who had a mother, then I think we are on the track of a lost novelist, a suppressed poet, of some mute and inglorious Jane Austen, some Emily Brontë who dashed her brains out on the moor or mopped and mowed about the highways crazed with the torture that her gift had put her to. Indeed, I would venture to guess that Anon, who wrote so many poems without signing them, was often a woman.

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
What kind of education does Woolf say Shakespeare received? What kind would Judith receive?

2.
How do Judith’s parents demonstrate their love for her?

3.
How does Judith’s father try to get her to marry?

4.
How do theater people respond to her desire to act and to write?

5.
Woolf writes that Judith’s “genius was for fiction and lusted to feed abundantly upon the lives of men and women and the study of their ways.” What kept her from doing this?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
What are the dangers of challenging the limits of what you are allowed to do—in this sketch? in your own life?

2.
Write a paragraph stating Woolf’s thesis. Why is creating Judith as a character an effective way of making this argument?

3.
Are there any ways in which women today who want to write are barred from certain kinds of experience?

SOJOURNER TRUTH (1797?–1883)
Isabella (later Isabella Van Wagener) was born a slave in New York state, escaped in 1827, and in 1829 moved to New York City, where she worked as a servant. She developed her speaking talent working with an evangelical preacher. In 1843, she had visions and heard voices that led her to take the name Sojourner Truth and to begin touring the country preaching religion and, soon, the abolition of slavery. Near the end of the Civil War, she helped recruit black troops for the Union army. She was a powerful and a popular speaker, and at an 1851 women’s rights convention in Akron, Ohio, she turned the tide in an angry debate between feminists and conservative ministers with the following speech, recorded by a convention participant.

Ain’t I a Woman? 
(1851)
Well, children, where there is so much racket there must be something out of kilter. I think that ’twixt the negroes of the South and the women at the North, all talking about rights, the white men will be in a fix pretty soon. But what’s all this here talking about?

That man over there says that women need to be helped into carriages, and lifted over ditches, and to have the best place everywhere. Nobody ever helps me into carriages, or over mud-puddles, or gives me any best place! And ain’t I a woman? Look at me! Look at my arm! I have ploughed and planted, and gathered into barns, and no man could head me! And ain’t I a woman? I could work as much and eat as much as a man—when I could get it—and bear the lash as well! And ain’t I a woman? I have borne thirteen children, and seen them most all sold off to slavery, and when I cried out with my mother’s grief, none but Jesus heard me! And ain’t I a woman?

Then they talk about this thing in the head; what’s this they call it? [Intellect, someone whispers.] That’s it, honey. What’s that got to do with women’s 
rights or negro’s rights? If my cup won’t hold but a pint, and yours holds a quart, wouldn’t you be mean not to let me have my little half-measure full?

Then that little man in black there, he says women can’t have as much rights as men, ’cause Christ wasn’t a woman! Where did your Christ come from? Where did your Christ come from? From God and a woman! Man had nothing to do with Him.

If the first woman God ever made was strong enough to turn the world upside down all alone, these women together ought to be able to turn it back, and get it right side up again! And now they is asking to do it, the men better let them.

Obliged to you for hearing me, and now old Sojourner ain’t got nothing more to say.

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
Why is it significant that Sojourner Truth uses the Bible to argue for women’s rights?

2.
What is ironic about her argument concerning intellect?

Suggestion for Writing

1. Rewrite her speech as a straightforward argumentative essay. What is lost?
JUDY BRADY (b. 1937)
Judy Brady was born in San Francisco and earned a B.F.A. in painting at the University of Iowa. She married in 1960 and raised two children. Brady currently lives in San Francisco, where she works as a writer and political activist and earns her living as a secretary. She edited the volume 1 in 3: Women With Cancer Confront an Epidemic (1992). “I Want a Wife” originally appeared in the first issue of Ms. magazine.

I Want a Wife 
(1971)
I belong to that classification of people known as wives. I am A Wife. And, not altogether incidentally, I am a mother.

Not too long ago a male friend of mine appeared on the scene fresh from a recent divorce. He had one child, who is, of course, with his ex-wife. He is obviously looking for another wife. As I thought about him while I was ironing one evening, it suddenly occurred to me that I, too, would like to have a wife. Why do I want a wife?

I would like to go back to school so that I can become economically independent, support myself, and, if need be, support those dependent upon me. I want a wife who will work and send me to school. And while I am going to school I want a wife to take care of my children. I want a wife to keep track of the children’s doctor and dentist appointments. And to keep track of mine, too. I want a wife to make sure my children eat properly and are kept clean. I want a wife who will wash the children’s clothes and keep them mended. I want a wife who is a good nurturant attendant to my children, who arranges for their schooling, makes sure that they have an adequate social life with their peers, takes them to the park, the zoo, etc. I want a wife who takes care of the children when they are sick, a wife who arranges to be around when the children need special care, because, of course, I cannot miss classes at school. My wife must arrange to lose time at work and not lose the job. It may mean a small cut in my wife’s income from time to time, but I guess I can tolerate that. Needless to say, my wife will arrange and pay for the care of the children while my wife is working.

I want a wife who will take care of my physical needs. I want a wife 
who will keep my house clean. A wife who will pick up after me. I want a 
wife who will keep my clothes clean, ironed, mended, replaced when need be, and who will see to it that my personal things are kept in their proper place so that I can find what I need the minute I need it. I want a wife who cooks the meals, a wife who is a good cook. I want a wife who will plan the menus, do the necessary grocery shopping, prepare the meals, serve them pleasantly, and then do the cleaning up while I do my studying. I want a wife who will care for me when I am sick and sympathize with my pain and loss of time from school. I want a wife to go along when our family takes a vacation so that someone can continue to care for me and my children when I need a rest and change of scene.

I want a wife who will not bother me with rambling complaints about a wife’s duties. But I want a wife who will listen to me when I feel the need to explain a rather difficult point I have come across in my course of studies. And I want a wife who will type my papers for me when I have written them.

I want a wife who will take care of the details of my social life. When my wife and I are invited out by my friends, I want a wife who will take care of the babysitting arrangements. When I meet people at school that I like and want to entertain, I want a wife who will have the house clean, will prepare a special meal, serve it to me and my friends, and not interrupt when I talk about the things that interest me and my friends. I want a wife who will have arranged that the children are fed and ready for bed before my guests arrive so that the children do not bother us.

And I want a wife who knows that sometimes I need a night out by myself.

I want a wife who is sensitive to my sexual needs, a wife who makes love passionately and eagerly when I feel like it, a wife who makes sure that I am satisfied. And, of course, I want a wife who will not demand sexual attention when I am not in the mood for it. I want a wife who assumes the complete responsibility for birth control, because I do not want more children. I want a wife who will remain sexually faithful to me so that I do not have to clutter up my intellectual life with jealousies. And I want a wife who understands that my sexual needs may entail more than strict adherence to monogamy. I must, after all, be able to relate to people as fully as possible.

If, by chance, I find another person more suitable as a wife than the wife I already have, I want the liberty to replace my present wife with another one. Naturally, I will expect a fresh, new life; my wife will take the children and be solely responsible for them so that I am left free.

When I am through with school and have a job, I want my wife to quit working and remain at home so that my wife can more fully and completely take care of a wife’s duties. 

My god, who wouldn’t want a wife?

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
What is the point of this essay? Is Brady simply trying to explain how hard a wife works?

2.
What does Brady achieve by making her point indirectly? Why doesn’t she simply tell us how she feels about being a wife? How does the choice of form—satire—serve the writer’s purposes?

3.
How does repetition function in the essay? Why do so many sentences begin with “I want . . .”—in fact with “I want a wife who . . .”? What effect does this have on the reader?

4.
Brady names a great many things she wants a wife for. How does she organize them? Is the ordering of the paragraphs in which she lists her wants significant?

5.
How does the mention, in the second paragraph, of Brady’s divorced male friend serve her purpose in the essay?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
Would a parallel essay, “I Want a Husband,” have equal force? Explain.

2.
Try writing an essay modeled on this one, but protesting some other social role you think unfair, one that you might be or imagine yourself in—“I Want a Secretary,” for example.

3.
Study a number of television or magazine advertisements that depict housewives. How closely do they correspond to the role of wife as Brady describes it? What attitudes do they express towards the role or roles they depict?

EDMUND WHITE (b. 1940)
Edmund White was born in Cincinnati, Ohio, attended the University of Michigan, and has worked as an editor of The Saturday Review and as a creative writing instructor at several universities. Among his novels are Forgetting Elena (1973), Nocturnes for the King of Naples (1978), Caracole (1985), and the semi-autobiographical trilogy, A Boy’s Own Story (1982), The Beautiful Room is Empty (1988), and The Farewell Symphony (1997). He has also written nonfiction, including States of Desire: Travels in Gay America (1980) and The Joy of Gay Sex (1977).

Sexual Culture
(1983)
“Do gay men have friends—I mean,” she said, “are they friends with each other?” Since the woman asking was a New Yorker, the owner of one of the city’s simplest and priciest restaurants, someone who’s known gays all her life, I found the question honest, shocking, and revealing of a narrow but bottomless abyss between us.
Of course New York is a city of total, even absolute strangers rubbing shoulders: the Hasidim in their yellow school bus being conveyed back to Brooklyn from the jewelry district, beards and black hats glimpsed through mud-splattered windows in a sun-dimmed daguerreotype; the junkie pushing the baby carriage and telling his wife, the prostitute, as he points to his tattooed biceps, “I haven’t partied in this vein for years”; Moonies1 doing calisthenics at midnight in their Eighth Avenue center high above empty Thirty-fourth Street. . . . But this alienation wasn’t religious or ethnic. The woman and I spoke the same language, knew the same people; we both considered Marcella Hazan fun but no substitute for 
Simone Beck.2 How odd that she, as lower-upper-middle-class as I, shouldn’t know whether gay men befriended one another. 

It was then that I saw how mysterious gay culture is—not homosexuality, which is merely an erotic tropism, but modern American gay culture, which is a special way of laughing, spending money, ordering priorities, encoding everything from song lyrics to mirror-shiny military shoes. None of the usual modes for a subculture will do, for gay men are brought up by heterosexuals to be straight, they seek other men through what feels very much like a compulsion though they enter the ghetto by choice, yet once they make that choice it reshapes their lives, even their bodies, certainly their wardrobes. Many gay men live among straights as Marranos, those Spanish Jews who pretended during 
the Inquisition to convert to Christianity but continued to observe the old rites in cellars, when alone, in the greatest secrecy. Gays aren’t like blacks or Jews since they often are black or Jewish, and their affectional preference isn’t a color or a religion though it has spawned a culture not unlike an ethnic minority’s. Few Jews have Christian siblings, but most gays have straight brothers and sisters 
or at least straight parents. Many American Jews have been raised to feel they belong to the Chosen People, at once superior and inferior to gentiles, but every gay discovers his sexual nature with a combination of pain and relief, regret at being excluded from the tribe but elation at discovering the solution to the 
puzzle.

Gays aren’t a nationality. They aren’t Chicanos or Italo-Americans or Irish-Americans, but they do constitute one of the most potent political forces in big cities such as New York, Philadelphia, Washington (where gays and blacks elected Marion Barry mayor), Houston, Los Angeles, and San Francisco (where gays are so numerous they’ve splintered into countless factions, including the lesbian S/M group Samois and the Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence, a group of drag nuns, one of whose members ran in a cowl and wimple as a candidate in the last citywide election). Not ethnic but a minority, not a polis but political, not a nationality but possessed of a costume, customs, and a patois, not a class but an economic force (not only as a market for records, films, vacations, and clothes but also as an army of worker ants who, for better or worse, have gentrified the center cities, thereby creating a better tomorrow for single young white heterosexual professionals).

Imagine a religion one enters against one’s parents’ will—and against one’s own. Imagine a race one joins at sixteen or sixty without changing one’s hue or hair texture (unless at the tanning or beauty salon). Imagine a sterile nation without descendants but with a long, misty regress of ancestors, without an articulated self-definition but with a venerable history. Imagine an exclusive club that includes a P.R. (Puerto Rican) boy of sixteen wearing ankle-high black-and-white Converse basketball shoes and a petrol green shirt sawed off to reveal a Praxitelean stomach—and also includes a P.R. (Public Relations) WASP executive of forty in his Prince of Wales plaids and Cole-Haan tasseled loafers.

If one is gay, one is always in a crucial relationship to gayness as such, a defining category that is so full it is nearly empty (Renaud Camus writes: “Homosexuality is always elsewhere because it is everywhere”). No straight man stands in rapt contemplation of his straightness unless he’s an ass. To be sure, heterosexuals may wonder over the significance of their homosexual fantasies, though even that morbid exercise is less popular now than formerly; as Barbara Ehrenreich acutely observes in her new study of the heterosexual male revolt, The Hearts of Men, the emergence of gay liberation ended the period in which everyone suspected everyone else of being “latently” homosexual. Now there are open homosexuals, and heterosexual men are exempt from the automatic suspicion of deviance.

No homosexual can take his homosexuality for granted. He must sound it, palpate it, auscultate it as though it were the dead limb of a tree or the living but tricky limb of a body; for that reason all homosexuals are “gay philosophers” in that they must invent themselves. At a certain point one undergoes a violent conversion into a new state, the unknown, which one then sets about knowing as one will. Surely everyone experiences his or her life as an artifact, as molten glass being twirled and pinched into a shape to cool, or as a novel at once capacious and suspenseful, but no one is more a Homo faber3 (in the sense of both “fabricator” and “fabulist”) than a homo. It would be vain, of course, to suggest that this creativity is praiseworthy, an ambition rather than a response.

Sometimes I try to imagine how straights—not fundamentalist know-
nothings, not rural innocents, not Freudian bigots, but educated urban hetero-
sexuals—look at gay men (do they even see lesbians?). When they see gay men, what do they see? A mustache, a pumped-up body in black jeans and a tank top, an eye-catching tattoo (braided rope around the biceps)? And what do they think (“they,” in this case, hypocrite lecteur,4 being you)? Do you see something at once ludicrous and mildly enviable in the still youthful but overexercised body of this forty-year-old clone with the aggressive stare and soft voice? If you’re a woman, do you find so much preening over appearance in a grown man . . . well, if not offensive, at least unappetizing; energy better spent on a career, on a family—on you? If you’re a man, does it incense you that this jerk is out of harness, too loose, too free, has so lightly made a mockery of manhood? Once, on a radio call-in show a cop called in to tell me he had to admire the old-style queens back when it was rough being queer but that now, jeez, these guys swapping spit wit’ a goil one week, wit’ a guy the next, they’re too lazy, they just don’t know the fine art of being a man, it’s all just too easy.

Your sentiments, perhaps?

Do you see gays as menacing satyrs, sex fiends around whom it’s dangerous to drop your soap, and as feeble sissies, frail wood nymphs locked within massive trunks or limbs? Or, more positively if just as narrowly, are you a sybaritic het who greets the sight of gays with cries of glee, convinced you’ve stumbled on liberty hall, where sexual license of every sort—including your sort—is bound to reign? In fact, such sybarites often do regard gay men as comrades in arms, fellow libertines, and fellow victims in a country phobic to pleasure.

Or do gays just irk you? Do you regard them as a tinselly distraction in your peripheral vision? As errant, obstinate atoms that can’t be drawn into any of the usual social molecules, men who if they insist on their gayness won’t really do at any of the solemnities, from dinner parties to debutante balls, all of which depend on strict gender dimorphism for a rational seating plan? Since any proper gathering requires the threat of adultery for excitement and the prospect of marriage as a justification, of what earthly use are gays? Even the few fearless straight guys who’ve invaded my gay gym drift toward one another, not out of soap-dropping panic but because otherwise their dirty jokes fall on deaf or prettily blushing ears and their taunting, butt-slapping mix of rivalry and camaraderie provokes a weird hostility or a still weirder thrill.

And how do gays look at straights? In Andrew Holleran’s superb new novel, Nights in Aruba, the narrator wonders “what it would be like to be the head of a family, as if with that all my problems would drop away, when in fact they would have merely been replaced by another set. I would not have worried about the size of my penis, the restrictions of age, the difficulty of finding love; I would have worried about mortgages, tuition, my youngest daughter’s asthma, my competition at Shearson Loeb Rhoades.” What makes this speculation 
so characteristically gay is that it is so focused on the family man, for if the 
nineteenth-century tart required, even invented the convent-bred virgin to contemplate, in the same way the homosexual man today must insult and revere, mock and envy this purely imaginary bourgeois paterfamilias, a creature extinct except in gay fantasies. Meanwhile, of course, the family man devotes his time to scream therapy and tai chi, ticking off Personals in the Village Voice5 and wriggling out of visits from his kids, two punked-out teens who live in a feminist compound with his divorced wife, now a lesbian potter of great sensitivity and verve if low energy.

So much for how the two sexes (straight and gay) regard each other. If the camera were to pull back and frame both worlds in the lens, how would the two systems compare?

The most obvious difference is that whereas heterosexuality does include two sexes, since homosexuality does not it must improvise a new polarity moment by moment. Such a polarity seems necessary to sexual desire, at least as it is 
constructed in our culture. No wonder that some gay men search out the most extreme opposites (someone of a distant race, a remote language, another class or age); no wonder that even that convinced heterosexual Flaubert was finally able to unbend with a boy prostitute in Egypt, an exotic who provided him with all the difference desire might demand. Other gay men seek out their twins—so that the beloved, I suppose, can stand in for oneself as one bows down to this false god and plays in turn his father, teacher, son, godfather, or god. Still others institutionalize the polarity in that next-best thing to heterosexuality: sadomasochism, the only vice that anthologizes all family and romantic relationships.

Because every gay man loves men, he comes to learn at first hand how to soothe the savage breast of the male ego. No matter how passive or girlish or shy the new beau might be in the boudoir, he will become the autocrat of the dinner table. Women’s magazines are always planning articles on gay men and straight women; I’d say what they have most in common, aside from a few shared sexual techniques, is a body of folk wisdom about that hardhead, that bully, that maddeningly self-involved creature, the human male. As studies have surprisingly shown, men talk more than women, interrupt them more often, and determine the topics of conversation and object to women’s assertions with more authority and frequency. When two gay men get together, especially, after the first romantic urge to oblige the other wanes, a struggle for conversational dominance ensues, a conflict only symptomatic of larger arguments over every issue from where to live to how and whom to entertain.

To be sure, in this way the gay couple resembles the straight duo that includes an assertive, liberated woman. But while most of the young straight liberated women I know, at least, may protect their real long-range interests (career, mode of life, emotional needs) with vigilance, they’re still willing to accommodate him in little social ways essential to harmony.

One benign side of straight life is that women conceive of men as “characters,” as full-bodied, multifaceted beings who are first social, second familial, third amorous or amicable, and only finally physical. I’m trying politely to say that women are lousy judges of male beauty; they’re easily taken in by such superficial traits as loyalty, dependability, charm, a sense of humor. Women don’t, or at least didn’t, judge men as so much beefcake. But men, both straight and gay, start with looks, the most obvious currency of value, worth, price. Let’s say that women see men as characters in a long family novel in which the men are introduced complete with phrenology, genealogy, and one annoying and two endearing traits, whereas men see their partners (whether male or female) as cars, makes to be instantly spotted, appraised, envied, made. A woman wants to be envied for her husband’s goodness, his character, whereas a man wants to be envied for his wife’s beauty, rarity, status—her drivability. Straight life combines the warmth and Gemütlichkeit6 of the nineteenth-century bourgeois (the woman) with the steely corporate ethos of the twentieth-century functionary (the man). If gay male life, freed of this dialectic, has become supremely efficient (the trapdoor beside the bed) and only momentarily intimate (a whole life cycle compressed into the one-night stand), then the gain is dubious, albeit an extreme expression of one trend in our cultural economy.

But of course most morality, that is, popular morality—not real morals, which are unaffected by consensus, but mores, which are a form of fashion—is nothing but a species of nostalgia, a cover-up for pleasurable and profitable but not yet admissible innovations. If so many people condemn promiscuity, they do so at least partly because there is no available rhetoric that could condone, much less glamorize, impermanence in love. Nevertheless, it strikes me that homosexuals, masters of improvisation fully at home with the arbitrary and equipped with an internal compass that orients them instantly to any social novelty, are perhaps the most sensitive indicators of the future.

The birthrate declines, the divorce rate climbs, and popular culture (movies, television, song lyrics, advertising, fashions, journalism) is so completely and irrevocably secularized that the so-called religious revival is of no more lasting importance than the fad for Kabuki in a transistorized Japan—a temporary throwback, a slight brake on the wheel. In such a world the rate of change is so rapid that children, once they are in school, can learn little from their parents but must assimilate new forms of behavior from their peers and new information from specialized instructors. As a result, parental authority declines, and the demarcations between the generations become ever more formidable. Nor do the parents regret their loss of control, since they’re devoting all their energy to cultivating the inner self in the wholesale transition of our society from an ethic of self-sacrifice to one of self-indulgence, the so-called aristocraticization of middle-class life that has dominated the peaceful parts of this century in the industrialized West.

In the contemporary world the nineteenth-century experiment of companionate marriage, never very workable, has collapsed utterly. The exact nature of the collapse isn’t very clear yet because of our distracting, probably irrelevant habit of psychologizing every crisis (thus the endless speculations in the lowbrow press on the Irresponsible Male and the Defeminized Female or the paradoxical and cruelly impracticable advice to women readers to “go for it all—family, career, marriage, romance, and the reveries of solitude”). We 
treat the failure of marriage as though it were the failure of individuals to achieve it—decline in grit or maturity or commitment or stamina rather than the unraveling of a poorly tied knot. Bourgeois marriage was meant to concentrate friendship, romance, and sex into an institution at once familial and economic. Only the most intense surveillance could keep such a bulky, ill-assorted load from bursting at the seams. Once the hedonism of the ’60s relaxed that tension, people began to admit that friendship tranquilizes sexual desires (when mates become siblings, the incest taboo sets in) and that romance is by its very nature evanescent though indefinitely renewable given an endless supply of fresh partners. Neither sexual nor romantic attraction, so capricious, so passionate, so unstable, could ever serve as the basis for an enduring relationship, which can be balanced only on the plinth of esteem, that easy, undramatic, intimate kind of love one would say resembled family love if families were more loving.

It is this love that so many gay couples know about, aim for, and sometimes even express. If all goes well, two gay men will meet through sex, become lovers, weather the storms of jealousy and the diminution of lust, develop shared interests (a hobby, a business, a house, a circle), and end up with a long-term, probably sexless camaraderie that is not as disinterested as friendship or as seismic as passion or as charged with contradiction as fraternity. Younger gay couples feel that this sort of relationship, when it happens to them, is incomplete, a compromise, and they break up in order to find total fulfillment (i.e., tireless passion) elsewhere. But older gay couples stay together, cultivate their mild, reasonable love, and defend it against the ever-present danger of the sexual allure exercised by a newcomer. For the weak point of such marriages is the eternally recurring fantasy, first in one partner and then the other, of “total fulfillment.” Needless to say, such couples can wreak havoc on the newcomer who fails to grasp that Bob and Fred are not just roommates. They may have separate bedrooms and regular extracurricular sex partners or even beaux, but Bob monitors Fred’s infatuations with an eye attuned to nuance, and at a certain point will intervene to banish a potential rival.

I think most straight people would find these arrangements more scandalous than the infamous sexual high jinks of gays. Because these arrangements have no name, no mythology, no public or private acknowledgment, they’re almost invisible even to the participants. Thus if you asked Bob in a survey what he wanted, he might say he wanted a “real” lover. He might also say Fred was “just a roommate, my best friend, we used to be lovers.” So much for explicit analysis, but over the years Bob has cannily steered his affair with Fred between the Scylla of excessive fidelity (which is finally so dull no two imaginative gay men could endure it) and the Charybdis of excessive tolerance (which could leave both men feeling so neglected they’d seek love elsewhere for sure).

There are, of course, countless variants to this pattern. The men live together or they don’t. If they don’t, they can maintain the civilized fiction of romance for years. They plan dates, honeymoons, take turns sleeping over at each other’s house, and avoid conflicts about domestic details. They keep their extracurricular sex lives separate, they agree not to snoop—or they have three-ways. Or one of the pair has an active sex life and the other has abandoned the erotic arena.

Are gay men friends with each other? the woman asked me.

The question may assume that gays are only sexual, and that a man eternally on the prowl can never pause for mere affection—that a gay Don Juan is lonely. Or perhaps the question reveals a confusion about a society of one gender. Since a straight woman has other women for friends and men for lovers, my questioner might have wondered how the same sex could serve in both capacities.

The first supposition—that gay men are only sexual—is an ancient prejudice, and like all prejudices mostly untrue but in one sense occasionally accurate. If politically conscious homosexuals prefer the word gay to homosexual, they do so because they want to make the world regard attraction to members of the same gender as an affectional preference as well as a sexual orientation.

For instance, there are some gay men who prefer the feel of women’s bodies to men’s, who are even more comfortable sexually with women, but whose emotions crave contact with other men. Gay men have unfinished emotional business with other men—scary, promising, troubling, absorbing business—whereas their sentiments toward women (at least women not in their family) are much simpler, more stable, less fraught. Affection, passionate affection, is never simple; it is built out of equal parts of yearning, fear, and appetite. For that reason the friendship of one gay man fiercely drawn to another is as tense as any heterosexual passion, whereas a sexless, more disinterested gay friendship is as relaxed, as good-tempered as a friendship, say, between two straight men.

Gay men, then, do divide other gays into two camps—those who are potential partners (lovers) and those who are not (friends). But where gay life is more ambiguous than the world at large (and possibly for that reason more baffling to outsiders) is that the members of the two camps, lovers and friends, are always switching places or hovering somewhere in the margin between. It is these unconfessed feelings that have always intrigued me the most as a novelist—the unspoken love between two gay men, say, who pretend they are just friends, cruising buddies, merely filling in until Mr. Right comes along (mercifully, he never does).

In one sense, the public’s prejudice about a gay obsession with sex is valid. The right to have sex, even to look for it, has been so stringently denied to gays for so many centuries that the drive toward sexual freedom remains a bright, throbbing banner in the fierce winds whipping over the ghetto. Laws against sex have always created the biggest problems for homosexuals; they helped to define the very category of homosexuality. For that reason, the gay community, despite its invention of a culture no more eroticized than any other, still cannot give up its origin in sexual desire and its suppression.

But what about the “excessive” promiscuity of gay men, the infamous quickies, a phenomenon only temporarily held in check by the AIDS crisis? Don’t the quickies prove that gay men are essentially bizarre, fundamentally lacking in judgment—oversexed? Of course, gay men behave as all men would were they free of the strictures of female tastes, needs, prohibitions, and expectations. There is nothing in gay male life that cannot be attributed either to its minority status or to its all-male population. All men want quick, uncomplicated sexual adventure (as well as sustained romantic passion); in a world of all men, that desire is granted.

The very universality of sexual opportunity within the modern gay ghetto has, paradoxically, increased the importance of friendship. In a society not based on the measured denial or canalization of sexual desire, there is more energy left over for friendship. Relationships are less loaded in gay life (hence the celebrated gay irony, a levity equivalent to seeing through conventions). 
In so many ways gays are still prisoners of the dominant society, but in this 
one regard gays are freer than their jailers: because gay relationships are not disciplined by religious, legal, economic, and political ceremonies but only by the dictates of conscience and the impulses of the heart, they don’t stand for anything larger. They aren’t symbols but realities, not laws but entities sufficient unto themselves, not consequential but ecstatic.

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
Why does White begin with that question, whether gay men “are friends with each other”? What does it reveal about the questioner? What, ultimately, is White’s answer?

2.
How, according to White, is gayness like and unlike a nationality, a race, or a religion?

3.
“If one is gay, one is always in a crucial relationship to gayness as such.” Explain.

4.
Why might gay men prefer the term “gay” to “homosexual”? What’s the difference?

5.
What is White saying about gay male “promiscuity”?

6.
What is White’s critique of “bourgeois marriage”?

7.
In what ways might White’s “lower-upper-middle-class” status affect his perceptions of gay life? How might life be different for, say, a poor or working-class gay man?

8.
Explain White’s last sentence.

Suggestions for Writing

1.
Does White’s essay on gay culture shed any light on heterosexual culture? What might heterosexuals learn from gays?

2.
Take some aspect of White’s analysis of gay culture and compare it to what you know or can find out about lesbian culture. How might you explain the similarities and the differences?

3.
If you are heterosexual, try imagining what it would be like to have to hide all evidence of your heterosexuality. You might even try this for a weekend and write about your experience.

WOMEN AND MEN: PAPER TOPICS

1.
Discuss what light the experience of the sexual outsider, as depicted in one or more works, can shed on traditional sex roles. (Suggestions: White, “Sexual Culture”; Villanueva, “Crazy Courage”; Grahn, “Boys at the Rodeo”)

2.
Pick a poem and a short story that explore similar themes and analyze how the choice of genre shapes meaning. Could each be rewritten in the other genre? If so, what consequences would the change of form bring? (Suggestions: Yamamoto, “Seventeen Syllables” and Cofer, “Orar: To Pray”; Mason, “Shiloh” and Hughes, “The Lovepet”; Naylor, “Etta Mae Johnson” and Shakespeare, “When my love swears that she is made of truth”)

3.
Analyze how their social class affects the relations between men and women in one or more works. (Suggestions: Lawrence, “The White Stocking”; Mason, “Shiloh”; Bentley, “How Much Can I Stand?”)

4.
Trace and compare the images of entrapment and liberation in two or more poems. (Suggestions: Piercy, “The woman in the ordinary”; Kingsolver, “This House I Cannot Leave”; Yeats, “Leda and the Swan”; Erdrich, “Jacklight”)

5.
Analyze the critique or rewriting of myths or fairy tales in one or more poems. (Suggestions: Rukeyser, “Waiting For Icarus”; Broumas, “Cinderella”; Rich, “Diving Into the Wreck”)

6.
Compare any two works as comments on the meaning of “masculinity.” (Suggestions: Grahn, “Boys at the Rodeo”; Updike, “A & P”; Marvell, “To His Coy Mistress”; Hemingway, “The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber”)

7.
Discuss the significance of the presence or absence of relationships between women in one or more works. (Suggestions: Naylor, “Etta Mae Johnson”; Broumas, “Cinderella”; Bloch, “Six Years”)

8.
Discuss how one or more stories and/or plays show the problems men and women have understanding each other. (Suggestions: Toomer, “Fern”; Glaspell, “Trifles”; Ibsen, A Doll’s House; Gilman, “The Yellow Wallpaper”)

9.
Using one or more works, discuss how race, class, or ethnic identity shapes the experience of being a woman or being a man. (Suggestions: Yamamoto, “Seventeen Syllables”; Shakespeare, Othello; Baraka, “Beautiful Black Women”; Mirikitani, “Breaking Tradition”; Sojourner Truth, “Ain’t I a Woman?”)

10.
Explore the use of humor in one or more works. (Suggestions: Brady, “I Want a Wife”; Corso, “Marriage”; Donne, “The Flea”)

11.
Compare the images of love in two or more poems. (Suggestions: “Song of Solomon”; Blake, “The Garden of Love”; Senghor, “You Held the Black Face”; Whitman, “I Saw in Louisiana a Live-Oak Growing”)

12.
Explore the role of irony in one or more works. (Suggestions: Woolf, “Shakespeare’s Sister”; Chopin, “The Story of an Hour”; Glaspell, “Trifles”; Shakespeare, Othello)

13.
Analyze the methods of argument in one or more of the nonfiction selections.

14.
Examine how setting significantly contributes to the theme in any one of the stories or plays in this section.>

1A tavern.

2Brontë (1818–1848), English novelist; Burns (1759–1796), Scottish poet.

1Cult followers of the Reverend Sun Myung Moon.>
2Chefs and cookbook authors.

3Man the constructor or builder [Latin].

4Hypocrite reader [French].

5New York City alternative weekly newspaper. 

6Congeniality, agreeableness [German].

