











Chapter Seven

ity,” the social enforcement of the sexual closet, is bardly a problem
anymore.
NATION WRITER ANDREW KOPKIND'

The first pair of battling gays consisted of a pudgy young man and bhis
trashy friend who stole wallets from his tricks. The next segment fea-
tured a wild queen and his even more flamboyant cousin, who
flounced onstage wearing his windbreaker like a feather boa, as he
flirted with the audience like Pearl Bailey on speed. These feuding cous-
ins were followed by a young man who complained about his friend’s
routinely offering fellatio to long distance truckers; and, finally, we
bad a young lesbian couple who argued about the butch’s penchant
for dressing up like Pete Rose at company softball games. . . . There
were several times when I had the impulse to shout, “There’s more to
us than what you see here!” but these impulses never coincided with a
moment when Ricki asked me to speak, at which times I was so torn
between the desire to be funny and the desire to blow wp the studio
that I was neither charming nor insightful. In fact, I was so sad at first
that I might have thrown myself under a camera crane, except that the
afternoon contained one tender mercy—the studio audience. Those
kids, who bad looked so threatening on my way into the building,
were actually far less homophobic then they appeared. In fact, I was
nothing less than astounded as, one by one, they gave the thumbs up
sign to the young queens onstage. This led me to believe that shows
like Ricki Lake’s—for all their absurdities—may actually be creating a
more tolerant future. These shows, however vacuous, may be eroding
bomophobia by their sheer lack of commitment to any point of view.

COMEDIAN AND RICKI GUEST JAFFE COHEN”

Not long ago I watched Dan tell Matt he loved him, he was sorry for
hitting him, it will never happen again, please meet him for dinner tomorrow
night. I've seen Matt through a lot of dates and boyfriends, and through
at least one trick at a gay bar, but he really seemed to love Dan. Dan is
a handsome doctor, and that night was wearing a suit and tie. Young,
handsome-in-a-Los-Angeles-way Matt had a black eye; I have lost track of
his profession (something medical, for sure) since he went into rehab a few
months back. A couple of days later I watched a black gay city government
professional placing bets with his female coworker on the sexual preferences
of a cute male focus-group participant. Not long afterward I encountered
two attractive men, looking exactly like chiseled soap-opera hunks, dis-
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cussing their upcoming cohabitation (“it’s a big step”), as Trevor, the
brother-in-law of one of the gay boys, awkwardly offered his blessing and
their friend Mateo bought them drinks to celebrate. No sissies here. Nothing
out of the ordinary or stereotypical in the villains-and-victims sense; just
good-looking, professional men who happen to be gay. In fact, they are men
who, if you lived on Melrose Place, or in the New York of Spin City, or in
All My Children’s Pine Valley, could be your next-door neighbors.

By the conventions of much gay and lesbian media advocacy, this is a
dream come true. There are still some problems (none of the making out
that the straight Melrose Place characters get to do all the time, always the
bridesmaid and never the bride), but the 1990s have witnessed a storm of
“happen to be gay” television, culminating in the much-hyped coming out
of Ellen’s central character and star. It is as if the clean-cut, only-difference-
is-what-we-do-in-bed homosexuals walked off the talk show sets to become
characters on Melrose Place, Roseanne, NYPD Blue, Friends, Ellen, and All
My Children. Having made the move from occasional soupy movie-of-the-
week issue to soap and sitcom regulars, lesbians and gay men look more
or less like everybody else on sitcoms and soaps: clean, with really good
apartments.”’ They have gone from troubled double-lifesters in search of
familial acceptance to hip lesbian ex-wives with babies, and gay neighbors
who, like their straight counterparts, have drug problems and dysfunctional
relationships with lovers, and turn from good to evil and back. Their homo-
sexuality is more or less incidental, not much more than a spicy character
flip.

This dramatic new visibility in commercial television fiction, and the
slower changes in commercial popular nonfiction media?'—Melissa
Etheridge and her lover, for instance, regulars in People magazine, were
recent cover girls for Newsweek’s examination of gay families, months be-
fore Ellen DeGeneres came out on Time’s cover—is only the spread of the
logic and imagery of TV talk shows, which long ago incorporated lesbians,
gay men, transgenders, and bisexuals into their daily dramas. Although you
won’t find a dyke or a queen on Melrose Place, the trajectory of talk show
and TV-fiction lesbianism and gayness has been similar: from issues to rela-
tionships, from isolation to integration.

Yet I find this dreamy integration into TV land a bit disturbing; I crave
a drag queen mud fight, or a young Latina lesbian with attitude telling her
ex-husband to “talk to the hand.” The mostly white, “straight-acting,”
middle-class professionals taking their place at the tables of episodic TV are
certainly a breakthrough in visibility, but they embody a rather specific,
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narrow version of the collective they wind up symbolizing—much different,
and arguably much narrower, than talk show visibility. The undeniable
expansion of cultural visibility of lesbians, gays, transgenders, and bisexuals
way beyond the limits of talk shows is not so much a cause for celebration
as a reminder of the dilemmas of visibility. Indeed, even when the fight to
get people to stop denying our existence was the most obvious, consuming
one, things were never that simple; even for bisexuals and transgenders, still
struggling simply to be publicly recognized, it is not that simple. The process
by which sex and gender nonconformity goes public has always been, will
always be, about much more than sex and gender alone.

Within the yawning mindlessness of talk shows a deeper set of lessons
lurks, one which the genre, built as it is from the tense fibers of class, gender,
and racial division, makes especially clear. Strip the tight rope a bit, and
you find that the walk is so shaky because it takes place on many ropes at
once. We have seen how all kinds of boundaries, symbolic and social, are
disrupted when gender and sexual nonconformists move into public space
to challenge their own stigmatized status: not only between “normal” and
“abnormal,” but also between polite middle-class and raucous working- and
underclass cultures (and the racial associations they drag with them), be-
tween mainstreaming and antiassimilation forces in lesbian, gay, bisexual,
and transgender politics, between “public” and “private.” Walking the tight
rope means moving through the turbulence of these attached conflicts, and
the way we become visible is shaped by them. There is no way it can be
otherwise,

The clash of class cultures on which talk shows are built, for instance,
structures the fate of sex and gender nonconformists’ visibility as much as
that of anyone else making an appearance. Having discovered the profitable
appeal of younger, less educated, more boisterous guests, talk shows have
come to feature calm, educated, older guests less and less; they simulta-
neously appropriate, exaggerate, and give expression to the straightforward,
not-afraid-of-conflict emotionalism of some underclass and working-class
cultures. At the same time, using the low-risk strategy of class voyeurism,
many shows select guests from the bottom of the social barrel. Nearly any-
one can feel superior watching people whose speech, dress, bodies, relation-
ships, and accents mark them as “trash.” Legitimacy, in talk show land as
elsewhere, is associated with symbols of social class (educated speech, calm
manner, clean dress); uneducated speech, rambunctious manner, and showy
dress signify a dismissible lower status. If talk shows are filled with “trashy”
people (many of them people of color), and also with queers, sexual differ-
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ence is easily conflated with class and racial inferiority; if “classy” white
gay people have no monopoly on the conversation, sexual difference can no
longer be legitimized by an association with higher educational, racial, and
class status. Those seeking mainstream legitimacy therefore avoid the stigma
of rowdy, poor and working-class, mixed-color shows, aligning with the
polite, middle-class, predominantly white strand of talk shows. The two-
headed monster thus not only splits itself, but amplifies the class divisions
of the populations on which it greedily feeds.

The class structure of talk shows makes for a double-edged visibility, with
greater class diversity and thus with more stereotype shattering and more
stigma gathering. The long-standing invisibility (both outside and within
gay and lesbian communities) of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender peo-
ple of color, and of those from lower economic statuses, is cracked open by
the talk shows; yet at the same time the shows, with their selection of nasty,
noisy, exhibitionist, not-great-to-look-at poor and working-class guests, en-
courage those interested in social acceptability to disown the visibility of
some of their own. A predicament already present in the politics of sexual
social change is brought to a head: as we make ourselves visible, do those
among us with less status get to speak just as anyone else (increasing the
risk of further stigma as the price for democratic diversity) or do the more
acceptable get the upper hand (reproducing class and racial hierarchies as
the price for gaining legitimacy)? Any path to visibility must face down this
question.

This question is especially critical in a period when one edge of the sword
is increasingly cutting the path. With the recent “discovery” of gay and les-
bian markets, it is primarily those with buying power who come to be seen
and heard, even in the publications and programs produced by and for gay,
lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people. *As the economic logic of na-
tional advertising begins to drive publications aimed at the lesbian and gay
community,” Fred Fejes and Kevin Petrich claim, “the only voice being
heard is that of an upper income, urban, de-sexed white male.” “The in-
creasing circulation of gay and lesbian images in consumer culture has the
effect,” Rosemary Hennessy adds, “of consolidating an imaginary, class-
specific gay subjectivity for both straight and gay audiences.”* As affluent,
assimilated gays and lesbians are being marketed and marketed to, talk
shows, with their restless class cultural mix, are a refreshing reminder. They
highlight the unavoidable complications of class in the necessary pursuit of
visibility.

The difficulty goes even deeper, though, much deeper than any talk show
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will ever go. Talk shows accentuate not only the tension between legitimacy-
buying and diversity-promoting visibility but also central dilemmas of col-
lective identity. A sense of collective identification—that this is us, that we
are each other—is personally and politically critical: it is an anchor, offering
the comforts and resources of family and, at least in this political system,
a foundation from which to organize and wage political battles. Identity
requires stable, recognizable social categories. It requires difference, know-
ing where you end and where others begin. It thus makes good sense to do
as gay and lesbian movements, modeling themselves on civil rights move-
ments, have done: to build a quasi-ethnicity, with its own political and cul-
tural institutions, festivals, and neighborhoods. Underwriting this strategy,
moreover, is typically the notion that gays and lesbians share the same sort
of essential self, one with same-sex desires.?® All of this solidifies the social
categories of “gay” and “lesbian,” clarifying who “we” are and are not,
even as it also stabilizes the categories of “heterosexual man™ and “hetero-
sexual woman.”

At the same time, though, it is exactly through the fixed, dichotomous
categorization into apparently distinct species of gay and straight (and male
and female) that antigay, antibisexual, and antitransgender oppression is
perpetuated. Even as the categories that mark us as different are necessary
for claiming rights and benefits, it is only when they are unworkable that
we are really safe; if there is no sure way to distinguish gay from straight,
for instance, the basis for antigay legislation disappears. From this angle,
muddying the categories rather than shoring them up, pointing out their
instability and fluidity along with their social roots, is the key to liberation.
The political advantages of scrambling the code are always also in competi-
tion with those of keeping it clear, not only for people who want to retain
their status in a sexual hierarchy, but also for people resisting that hierarchy:
a coherent sense of collective identity, a cohesive foundation from which to
fight, for instance, for rights as gay people.

This tension between a politic that treats the homo-hetero divide as a
given and goes about the business of equalizing the sides, and a politic that
seeks to attack the divide itself, always present in contemporary gay and
lesbian politics, has come to the fore most recently with the controversial
emergence of “queer” movements in politics and academia. Queer theory
and politics, as Michael Warner puts it, protest “not just the normal behav-
ior of the social but the idea of normal behavior.”* Especially with the vocal
challenge from transgendered and bisexual people—not so easily fit into the
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gay-straight and man-woman binary worldview—the question of the unity,
stability, viability, and political utility of sexual identities has been called
into question. The queer politics of “carnival, transgression, and parody,”
with its “antiassimilationist” and “decentering” politics, has been met with
heavy resistance from those rightly seeing it as a threat to civil rights strate-
gies.” The problem, of course, is that both the category strippers and the
category defenders are right: fixed identity categories are both the basis for
oppression and the basis for political power.

As we have seen, talk shows create much of their sex-and-gender fare,
especially when transgender and bisexual people are involved, on exactly
this tension. Talk shows, even though they reinstate them, mess up those
reassuring dichotomies, turning solid lines into broken ones, steel bound-
aries into elastic ones. On talk shows, the categories stretch and contract,
stretch and contract. Much talk show visibility, for one thing, is “queer,”
in the meaning of the term favored by academics, spotlighting “a prolifera-
tion of sexualities (bisexual, transvestite, pre- and post-op transsexual, to
name a few) and the compounding of outcast positions along racial, ethnic,
and class, as well as sexual lines—none of which is acknowledged by the
neat binary division between hetero- and homosexual.”?¢ This very prolifer-
ation is a challenge, as all of the panicky, hostile stifling of it seems to testify.
And over and over, the shows self-consciously create minicrises in telling
the difference between male and female, gay and straight. These are anxious,
freak-out, sometimes scary moments for many people, like meeting a mutant
who claims to be your sister, like having the floor under your feet suddenly
drop away.

For lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender collectives, in particular, these
disruptive moments of visibility are a crisis: both an opportunity to challenge
the cultural logic of homo-hetero distinction, and a threat to the sense that
“we” make the kind of sense we need, politically, to make. Talk shows,
with their peculiar interest in the out-there and the in-between, tap and bleed
this queer dilemma. The ubiquity of people who do not quite fit the simple
categories advances an important cultural agenda, by reminding viewers
that the “neat binary division between hetero- and homosexual” is not as
neat as all that, tarnishing the certainty of clear, natural differences between
sexualities and genders. Even with all the attempts to defuse the identity
threats housed by these sorts of disruptions, the sense that “normal” and
“natural” are distinguishable from their opposites unravels in bits and
pieces. Media visibility, talk shows tell us, is riddled with this difficulty—
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and the more diverse and democratic it gets, the more the dilemma comes
alive. Walking onto the public stage, we have only the horns of this dilemma
to keep our balance.

Going public

You know you’re in trouble when Sally Jessy Raphael (strained smile and
forced tear behind red glasses) seems like your best bet for being heard,
understood, respected, and protected. That for some of us the spooky, hol-
low light of talk shows, and the tinny, high pitch of their microphones, have
seemed a safe haven should give us all pause. In a society that has made
television such an important arbiter of worth, and where power circulates
in part through the televisual certification of political subjects, profiting from
those of us starved for voice and affirmation is a cinch; in a society so rigidly
committed to the heterosexual-as-normative, so violently uncomfortable
with sexual and gender diversity, it is not surprising to find lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and transgender people historically confined to the most unserious
spaces, or blocked from openly announcing themselves in the more serious
ones. In such a place, the petty negotiations and funky crumbs of talk shows
look like portentous war plans and extravagant meals. In the end, it is not
so much the often trite, hard-to-hear things that get said on talk shows that
educate, but the fact and form of their existence: what they say about the
society that calls them into existence and makes them happen as strangely
and amusingly as they do.

The rope on which bisexuals, transgenders, gays, and lesbians balance as
we emerge into visibility gets especially tangled in a time and place where
the “public” into which we walk is a space in turmoil; the gusts from strug-
gles over public space make the whole walk a rough one. Talk shows, which
make their money through publicizing personal issues, only make this anxi-
ety easier to see. Sex and gender nonconformists participate in, and deto-
nate, an anxiety about the shifting boundaries between public and private—
much as they have taken a place in other “moral panics,” such as the 1950s
equation of homosexuality and communism, where pervasive fears and anx-
ieties attach to sexual “deviants.”?” The very televised presence of gay, les-
bian, bisexual, and transgendered people makes public space, to many peo-
ple, appear to be crawling with indecency. In an environment where public
and private have blurred into new forms,?® gay, lesbian, bisexual, and
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transgender visibility comes to symbolize a breakdown in the meaning of
publicness.

The charge of public indecency is, moreover, a call to get out: this is 71y
space, it says, and you do not belong here. Becoming media-visible, espe-
cially if your social identity is rooted in a status previously understood to
belong to the realm of “private” life, calls the question on who owns public
space. The issue of what can and cannot be spoken about and seen in public,
which the televised collective coming out of the last twenty years evokes, is
really the issue of who is and is not considered a legitimate member of “the
public.” This ongoing cultural war over public space and public participa-
tion is what makes talk shows-—even when they are devoid of anything
remotely political—socially relevant, and turns them into such zany, vi-
brant, coarse scenes. In part, they exist to isolate the socially challenging in
a discredited space, offering the heady opportunity to be lords and ladies
of a vapid kingdom, while the real powerhouses command the rest of the
empire. In part, they exist to provide a concrete locale at which the question
of just what public space can look like, and under just whose jurisdiction
it falls, is kept alive for everybody to look at and toss around. Entering
media space means joining this fight, and the other ones attached to it, with
these questions and predicaments scribbled on your hand. It means climbing
the ladder from the hard ground below, eyes focused on the many fingers
fighting each other for the chance to make you fall, and dancing across the
tight rope, calmly explaining and zestily hollering, with all proud indecency,
that whoever we may be, this place is ours.
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