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Introduction

The Proof is in the Details

In the Information Age of the 21st century we are becoming 
increasingly mired in the minutiae of the lives of others, whether it matters or 
not. Most of us couldn’t care less what Paris Hilton wore to last night’s party, 
yet there she is—in full, living color—projected into our living rooms every 
night.

Of course, sometimes this “social stuff’ should matter; one only has to 
look at some of the touchstone topics of our time: terrorism, violence in schools, 
and homosexuality. While these are hot issues in general, it is in the specifics 
where the real story lies, and it is the job of writers to translate and stimulate and 
make us look again, to tie it all together and make us care even about this 
minutiae.

This is especially true in the arena of popular culture studies. This stuff 
may, at times, seem to be minutiae, but it is important because popular culture is 
a reflection of social attitudes. When we open dialogue about sociocultural 
issues, there is hope for change. Along those lines we have a great issue to 
present to you here at the beginning of the new year.

In a Popular Culture Review first, “Spectres of Fear: Jihadism as the 
Global Bogeyman,” by Arthur Saniotis, discusses terrorism. While he offers 
evidence from Australian culture, he could be talking about any nation which 
has had to deal with terrorists in their midst.

Then there are two offerings on Goth subculture. This subculture in 
particular has received a bad reputation for inciting violence as it has been 
associated with alienated children shooting their schoolmates. First up is “Goth 
and Industrial Cultures: Differential Interpretations,” authored by David Lopez 
and Karith A. Meyers. The article is an excellent look at the Goth scene in 
general. Next, “George Trakl and the Goth Band L’ame Immortal,” by Gabriele 
Eckart and Kevin Stueve, offers a specific and thorough look at music produced 
in the name of Goth. Both articles make it clear that affiliation with Goths is not 
necessarily a symptom of a problem looming on the horizon. Involvement in the 
subculture is simply an avenue for self-expression along certain lines. It must be 
remembered that not long ago the metal band Iron Maiden was sued over lyrics 
which supposedly led to the suicide of a listener who specifically mentioned one 
of their songs (which vocalized thoughts about suicide) in his suicide note. For 
those who are disaffected, alienated, or generally out of touch with reality, any 
reason will do to justify one’s actions.

Next on the list of hot topics is homosexuality. Mel Sheesholtz (“Out of 
Focus on the Family: A Response to Argument about Same Sex Marriage”) 
gives us a most in-depth critique of Dr. James Dobson’s “Eleven Arguments
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Against Same-Sex Marriage” (from Dobson’s book Marriage Under Fire: Why 
We Must Win This Battle). In another vein entirely, H. Peter Steeves presents us 
with a new look into the Disney film Beauty and the Beast in “Yep, Gaston s 
Gay: Disney and the Beauty of Beastly Love.”

The rest of the journal offerings makes for a mixed bag of topics. Dina 
Titus’s “Behind the Irony Curtain: Lenin Loses His Head in Las Vegas” is a 
humorous look at a casino’s misstep in placing a larger-than-life statue of Lenin 
in front of one of its themed restaurants. The only thing not explained is: How 
did Lenin’s head end up in a Las Vegas thrift shop? While we are talking about 
cities, ‘“Sweet Desolation’ and Seduction in Toni Morrison’s Jazz," by Geta 
LeSeur, tells us how a City is a character player on the cultural stage.

In “‘Self Matters’: Latter-Day Notes on the Culture of Narcissism,” 
Steven Carter points out the dangers of too much introspection: the disturbing 
trend of “the postmodern cult of victimhood.” While this article puts us squarely 
in the present day, Eric Jarvis (in “The Comic Strip Pogo and Liberal Satire 
During the Vietnam Era”) harks back to an earlier time to inform us that 
political satire in the comic pages did exist before Doonesbury.

And, to wrap things up, Matthew Kapell and Suzanne Becker prove to 
us in “Patriarchy, the Christian Romance Novel, and the Ecosystem of Sex” that 
(in the world of popular culture) critique of the romance fiction genre carries 
weight too. In the words of the authors: “Romance fiction is internationally 
popular. No doubt, whatever any feminist epistemology purports, women who 
read romance fiction will go on reading it for a long time to come.”

Romance matters too.

Mindy Hutchings
Associate Editor, Popular Culture Review 
popular_culture_review@yahoo.com

mailto:popular_culture_review@yahoo.com


Behind the Irony Curtain: 
Lenin Loses His Head in Las Vegas

The notion of someone “losing his/her head” in Las Vegas is not that 
unusual. Indeed, Las Vegas, due largely to its own advertising devices, has long 
been hailed as the place to go to escape from reality, to lose oneself in a fantasy 
world of legalized debauchery, to act a little crazy, dress scantily, drink too 
much, gamble, and carouse to all hours of the morning. Furthermore, big wins 
and losses are the rule of thumb; and the local press, perhaps encouraged by the 
industry, provides little coverage of individuals who respond in bizarre ways to 
sudden, dramatic shifts in their fortunes. But when Vladimir llich Lenin loses his 
head in Las Vegas, then it is a story worth pursuing.

The following paper recounts the woeful tale of Lenin in Las Vegas 
and attempts to place it in historical context, analyzing it as an example of 
observational irony in a postmodern setting. So let us step behind the irony 
curtain as we look first at the events that unfolded.

The Events
In March 1999, the Mandalay Bay Resort and Casino, built and 

operated by the company formerly known as Circus Circus Enterprises, opened 
at the southern end of the fabulous Las Vegas Strip. The $950-million, 3700- 
room megaresort includes a Four Seasons Hotel, an artificial beach complete 
with wave machine, and a theatre designed to accommodate Broadway 
productions with Chicago as the opening show. In keeping with the new Las 
Vegas emphasis on gourmet dining, the upscale resort also features several tony 
restaurants catering to a high-end clientele, including the Foundation Room, 
Aureole, China Grill, and Red Square.1

Based in South Miami Beach and created by Jeffrey Chodorow, Red 
Square capitalizes on the recent martini revival and offers a selection of some 
200 vodkas served at a bar consisting of a slab of ice. Drinks start at $8.00 and 
carry such clever monikers as Sputnik One, Moscow Idaho, and Revolution no. 
9; the Chernobyl is especially explosive. There is also a glassed-in vodka freezer 
kept at -10 degrees with individual lockers for private stocks which rent for 
$1500 a year. Patrons are given fur coats and hats or Russian army jackets to 
wear into the locker for tasting at the appropriately low temperature.2

Accompanying the vodka is a menu of “updated Russian classics and 
perestroika-inspired continental specialties” which have been critically 
acclaimed by Gourmet magazine.3 Likewise, local food reviewer Michael 
Paskevich noted, “The food is as good as the cool decor.” He further touted the 
creative appetizers, including Siberian nachos, but doubted that too many
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people living in Moscow are chowing down on wasabi-honey-glazed tuna steak 
at $24.50 a la carte.”4 And caviar, of course, is a featured item.

The “cool decor” mentioned by Paskevich is dominated by weathered- 
look propaganda murals and authentic Russian antique lighting fixtures. Historic 
periods clash as gilt mirrors, red velvet drapes, massive chandeliers, icons, onion 
domes, and even a faded mural of an Orthodox Madonna from an earlier era 
converge with hammers and sickles and oversized “heroic-worker socialist” art 
reproductions. Waiters in black Cossack tunics display the red embroidered 
slogan “join the party” emblazoned across their backs. This double entendre also 
graces matchbooks and bar napkins. Similarly, a recorded phone message greets 
callers with, “The Cold War is over, but you can still join the party and unite 
with your fellow workers at Red Square, where you’ll find plenty of 
comradeship.”

The most dramatic feature of this new themed restaurant/bar on the 
Strip, however, was a 20-foot, 4500-pound statue of Vladimir Lenin in his 
classic pose with one outstretched hand and the other clasping a worker’s cap. 
Placed in the walkway outside the front door of Red Square to attract patrons, 
the statue followed a trend in Las Vegas toward large, garish renderings of 
historical landmarks and personages; and, much like the Eiffel Tower replica at 
the Paris and Michelangelo's nude David at Caesar's, Lenin figured to be a 
popular photo op for passing tourists.5 But the public's response was different 
from expected.

Almost immediately, the hotel began to receive letters and calls, mostly 
from veterans, protesting the statue, and several letters to the editor appeared in 
the local newspapers. One called Lenin “the most bloody dictator that ever 
existed in the 20th century,”6 and another opined that honoring him with the 
statue was an “insult to many patriotic Americans.”7 Yet another claimed that 
the “horrid display goes against the moral fiber of every anti-Communist 
resident of this state.’8 Nicklas Didushak, a Ukraine native living in Las Vegas, 
asked, “Why the hell did they put in that statue? Why not put a Swastika 
there?”9 Jack Hildebrand, a veteran from Orange County, California, agreed: 
“It’s an insult to humanity. Why are they glorifying a monster? It's like putting 
up a statue of Stalin or Hitler.”10 And perhaps most bothersome of all to the 
owners of Mandalay Bay was a comment by Las Vegan Jane Borden: “I don’t 
ever intend to wander through there. I wouldn’t go anywhere there’s a statue of 
Lenin.”11

Succumbing to public pressure, hotel management decided to remove 
the head from the statue and sprinkle the shoulders with artificial pigeon 
droppings.12 According to Mandalay Bay spokesperson Sarah Ralston, “We 
debated how to deal with the issue. We ran an extensive search of news clips on 
what happened in the Eastern bloc to the real Lenin statues after the fall of 
communism. In many cases, townships had neither resources nor manpower to 
physically remove these statues that often weighed hundreds of tons. What they
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Lenin statue, with head. Photograph by author.
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did was lop the head off. It makes the point. If there's any confusion about the 
symbolism, that now goes away.”13 Added Mandalay Bay president Glenn 
Schaeffer, the pigeon droppings give Lenin “that lived-on, urban look which 
authenticates the version of the statue which is most prevalent today.”

But the narrative does not end there. In the process of removal, Lenin's 
head disappeared. Some feared it had been stolen; others accused the hotel of 
staging a publicity stunt. At any rate, a $5000 reward was offered for a “250 
pound, two foot high and 15 inches wide, with mustache and beard, bald head 
with a weathered bronze look.”15 Three weeks later, in early June 1999, the 
missing head was discovered at a local thrift shop where it had been dropped off 
anonymously in the middle of the night along with a huge pallet of other 
donated items. The head was returned to the hotel where it was frozen in a block 
of ice and placed as a table in the center of the vodka locker.16 This action seems 
to have satisfied the critics, and Red Square is more popular than ever as an 
eating and drinking establishment on the contemporary Las Vegas scene.

The Analysis
When Red Square first opened, several local columnists wrote cleverly 

about the great irony of finding Lenin in Las Vegas, a proletarian hero in a city 
which epitomizes capitalism run amuck, where slot machines are the opiate of 
the masses.17 But is this glib observation correct? What exactly is irony, a word 
heard frequently in the media, in the classroom, and in everyday conversation; a 
word whose definition is vague, unstable, and multiformed; a word which 
nonetheless has achieved full colloquial status together with a certain 
modishness that has led “how ironic” to best “what a coincidence” and even 
“how odd” in the vernacular.

Definitions of Irony
In common usage, the term irony seems to refer to situations in which 

“circumstances have defeated certain expectations, in which fate has repudiated 
someone’s intentions or labors.” A little probing, however, indicates that irony is 
far more complex and virtually impossible to define. The term irony has a long 
rhetorical history and there is an extensive, if somewhat obscure, body of 
literature devoted to its analysis, most of which, however, is inconclusive. After 
considerable research, one scholar concluded that trying to explain irony was 
like trying to explain why the Sphinx was smiling when she told Odysseus her 
riddle.18

Similarly, Andrew Wright noted that the difficulties with irony stem 
not from the fact that it has no definitions but from the fact that it has too 
many.19 A.R. Thompson argues that irony is only irony when the effect is one of 
mingled pain and amusement,20 while Guido Almansi suggests that the truly 
ironic is the ambiguously ironic.21 Meanwhile, other writers have identified
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numerous varieties of irony—rhetorical and situational, verbal and 
observational, implicit and explicit, intentional and unintentional, stable and 
unstable, dramatic, cosmic, double irony, disparaging and self betraying irony, 
irony of simple incongruity, irony of dilemma, and ingenue irony, to mention a 
few.22

Not to be outdone, noted ironologist D. C. Muecke has categorized 
irony according to effect, medium, technique, function, object or victim, 
practitioner, tone, and attitude. He further organizes these various species into 
three basic kinds and identifies three elements within each kind. He then 
delineates three grades of irony (covert, overt, and private) and four modes 
which cut across the grades to create twenty forms of irony, one of which 
includes seven types. After subjecting the reader to this schematic nightmare, 
Muecke concludes, frustratingly for the intrepid student, that coming “to grips 
with irony seems to have something in common with gathering the mist; there is 
plenty to take hold of if only one could.”23

A review of the rhetorical history and etymology of the term takes the 
reader back to ancient Greece where the word “eironeia” is first recorded in 
Plato’s Republic. Applied to Socrates, it seems to have meant something like “a 
smooth, lowdown way of taking someone in.” Cicero later defined irony as 
“saying one thing and meaning another.”24 This definition lasted for fifteen 
centuries, until the English classical period, when irony became associated with 
mockery and satire. Irony was universalized during the Romantic period when it 
evolved from being simply word play to being conceptualized as an elaborate 
philosophical orientation. Theorists began to see irony as more than a rhetorical 
device employed by authors; it was viewed as something unintentional, 
occurring in nature over time with no discernible author, something observable 
and therefore representable. Thus, irony came to signify a way of recognizing 
contradictions and disparities not just in writing but in the world at large.25 
Finally, the postmodernists see irony as the process whereby one finds meaning, 
in art and in life, by making a game of the world’s inherent meaninglessness, 
clearly an ironic endeavor itself.26

There is considerably more literature on the subject of irony in 
language and art, i.e. verbal or intentional irony, than on observational irony, 
sometimes called the irony of events. Even the works on political irony focus 
specifically on the written texts of theorists ranging from Derrida to Foucault, 
from Kierkegaard to Richard Rorty. John Seery’s book on irony within the 
antinuclear movement,27 Paul Fussell’s treatise on the irony of war in the 
twentieth century,28 and Adele Barker’s look at popular culture in post-Soviet 
Russia are some exceptions;29 but they too assume the reader knows what is 
meant by ironic and therefore offer only vague definitions of observational 
irony. In fact, Seeiy concludes that one cannot interpret irony; one can only 
“suspect it.”
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Do we then “suspect” that the story of Lenin in Las Vegas is ironic? 
The answer is yes. There are layers of observational irony that envelop the story 
as a whole, in addition to threads of it found woven throughout the chain of 
events. There is what we shall call, at the risk of appearing a bit Muecke-ish, 
irony of place, of time, and of events, or locational, temporal, and situational 
irony.

Locational Irony
The irony of place or locational irony is the most obvious and heavy 

handed. Clearly, discovering a larger-than-life statue of a communist 
revolutionary in a Las Vegas casino is a situation which “defeats expectation.” 
A casino generally—with its emphasis on individualism, immediate 
gratification, and luck—is an unlikely setting for a Marxist who contrarily 
values communalism, labor, and need. Furthermore, the city of Las Vegas itself, 
called by art critic Robert Hughes, “the Disney World of terminal greed,” 
epitomizes capitalism with a vengeance.30 Former bookies and band members 
can become gambling moguls; tipping is an art form; and opulence and 
materialism are badges of honor. Likewise, the 24-hour commercial culture is a 
matter of civic pride—where else can you buy a lawn mower at 3:00 in the 
morning?

A second ironic element of the story involving place is that Lenin could 
evoke such a negative response in a city where virtually anything goes, a city 
that has been deemed so “unfailingly piquant and over the top that it is sui 
generis, its own highly peculiar self.” Where according to Time Magazine, “in 
no other peacetime locale are the metaphors and ironies so impossibly juicy.”31 
Or where, in the words of Hunter Thompson, “When the going gets weird, the 
weird turn pro.”32

Surely observers are surprised to learn that citizens are offended by a 
mere statue of Lenin in a setting as tolerant of the bizarre as Las Vegas—in a 
city whose motto is, “What happens here, stays here”; where role models 
include showgirls in feathers and flying Elvi; where the mushroom cloud 
released during atmospheric atomic weapons testing was hailed as a tourist 
attraction; where you can ride a roller coaster atop a 115-story tower and get 
married just down the street at a drive-through wedding chapel with a 
mechanical arm that throws rice on your windshield.33

A third element of locational irony is embedded in the recent trend in 
Las Vegas to build caricatures of places known round the world. These famous 
sites are fairly accurately replicated but with flair and fantasy. Accordingly, after 
the opening of New York New York, one visitor extolled its virtues by declaring 
that it was just like the Big Apple but without the street crime and garbage.34 
Hughes also recognized this feature of Las Vegas, albeit less enthusiastically, 
when he wrote, “Las Vegas is a city in which every cultural citation is fake. The 
city is built on simulation, quotation, weird unconvincing displacements, in
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which cultural icons are endlessly but never convincingly quoted.”35 Ralph 
Rugoff agrees: “Las Vegas,” he wrote, “is a comic spectacle. [It] has become a 
place you visit in order to go someplace else, but your destination is a joke.”36

In addition to the New York New York with its Manhattan skyline and 
its Statue of Liberty, there is the Luxor with its Sphinx, Caesar’s Palace with its 
statues (classical and Renaissance) and Roman Forum, the Paris with its Arc de 
Triomphe and Eiffel Tower, the Bellagio overlooking Lake Como, the Venetian 
with its Doge’s Palace, and the Excaliber with its knights and turrets. Why not a 
Red Square with its own lifelike statue of Lenin? As Jan Carter, a casino visitor, 
commented, “This whole place is about fantasy. Why would anyone take it 
(Lenin’s statue) seriously?”37

Temporal Irony
There is also an element of irony in the timing of the sequence of 

events, which we call temporal irony. At the close of the millennium, a statue of 
Lenin went up in the United States just as statues of the Soviet founder were 
coming down all across Eastern Europe and Russia. For some 65 years Lenin 
was revered and deified in the Soviet Union as the ultimate hero of the 
revolution. Though he died in 1924, Lenin’s image survived, “peering out from 
millions of icon-like pictures, memorialized in countless statues—his stem 
visage looking to a distant radiant future.” After Lenin, a series of Soviet leaders 
came and went, but he remained, the ultimate father figure, lying in state in the 
mausoleum in Red Square. Called a “sacred” place that provides an 
“inexhaustible source of revolutionary energy,” this mausoleum has been visited 
by tens of millions of Russians who waited patiently in long lines, often in 
freezing weather, to pay their respects to the embalmed hero of the revolution.38

The “Cult of Lenin,” while somewhat overshadowed during the reign 
of Stalin, lasted for seventy years, serving to legitimize Soviet policy and glorify 
the motherland. As late as 1967, Lenin played a key role in the celebration of the 
50th anniversary of the Russian Revolution and was further exalted in 1970 
when the nation commemorated the centennial of his birth. In both instances, 
civic, political, and cultural life was saturated with the slogan, “Lenin lives.” 
Factories, publishing houses, looms, kilns, bakeries—everything that could 
produce artifacts contributed some manner of Lenin-abilia for the occasions. 
There was no way to escape the ubiquitous trappings of the cult: Banners with 
his gargantuan face hung from the sides of buildings and a balloon with his 
portrait hovered over Moscow. The GUM department store featured a bed for 
three because (as the ad read) “Lenin is always with us.”39

This virtual deification changed almost overnight, however, with the 
collapse of the Soviet Union. Throughout Russia and much of Eastern Europe, 
likenesses of Lenin were abused, besmirched, and exploded; many statues were 
pulled down or beheaded; and the city of Leningrad returned to its pre
revolutionary name of St. Petersburg.40 Lenin remains a hero to some, as
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evidenced by President Clinton's visit to Lenin Park in Hanoi where a workman 
commented that “if Lenin were alive today, he would be happy to see Clinton 
coming here with a message of peace among all peoples.”41 But clearly the cult 
of Lenin fell with the Berlin Wall and the breakup of the Soviet Union.

Ironically, in the West, where for decades Lenin had been personified 
as the enemy of freedom and democracy, the opposite was happening. With the 
Cold War over and officially declared won, Americans no longer had to fear the 
Soviet threat. What was formerly perceived as a danger to national security was 
quickly reduced to kitsch, manifested in Matrishki (nested wooden dolls) shaped 
like Soviet leaders, a Stoli ad campaign using constructivist art (in propaganda 
poster format) to encourage U. S. consumption, the export of other Russian 
vodkas to the U. S. in various Cold War packaging, an HBO movie starring 
Robert Duvall as Joseph Stalin, and restaurants such as Red Square.42

This new fascination with Russia contributed yet another ironic twist to 
the tale of Lenin in Las Vegas. At the very same time that the public flap was 
occurring over the Lenin statue at Mandalay Bay, just down the street at the Rio 
Hotel and Casino an exhibit of imperial artifacts was drawing large crowds. The 
exhibit, entitled “Treasures of the Tsars,” featured Faberge eggs, crown jewels, 
and other collectibles belonging to the Romanoffs. Sold in the gift shop 
alongside art books and egg replicas were samples of Soviet kitsch—Red Army 
hats, hammer and sickle pins, and yes, busts of Lenin.43

Situational Irony
Finally, there is situational irony in the circumstances and events 

themselves, beginning with the initial choice of Lenin as a marketing tool for a 
capitalist venture catering to bourgeois tastes. The history of advertising shows 
that exotica and promises of “foreignness” lure consumers, but Lenin is no Juan 
Valdez and the images of Soviet Russia that he conjures up are much less 
appealing than those of “down under” brought to mind by a character like 
Crocodile Dundee.44 The choice of Lenin also flies in the face of the literature 
on cultural tourism, which suggests that using folklore is much better than 
political themes for attracting visitors.45 Indeed, one Las Vegas tourist 
commented that he would have preferred a statue of a Cossack dancer to a 
beheaded Lenin.46

Furthermore, while the hotel’s response to public pressure was 
predictable, its course of action is clearly ironic. Instead of removing the statue, 
hotel executives chose to behead it. Although claiming it was the politically 
correct alternative, the hotel actually perpetuated a great hoax: Lenin lost his 
head in a town where most people lose their ass.

Additionally, the hotel's actions, both in chopping off his head and then 
in misplacing it, precipitated extensive use by the media of the phrase “Lenin 
lost his head.” This figure of speech typically suggests that someone has gone 
crazy and is acting unpredictably. Well, Lenin literally lost his head, but many
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would argue that it was Las Vegas that went crazy, first in its original 
conspicuous excesses and later in its over-reaction to this brazen reminder of 
them.

Finding Lenin’s missing head in a thrift shop is also an event of 
considerable ironic proportions. At first glance, a thrift shop seems an 
appropriate place for Lenin, not a reversal of expectations; after all, he is the 
hero of the downtrodden masses reduced to scrounging among the discarded 
possessions of the elite in order to survive. A closer look at the thrift shop/swap 
meet phenomenon of today, however, indicates that these emporia no longer 
function exclusively—in some cases, even primarily—as dispensaries of 
necessities for the poor. Quite the contrary, they have become treasure troves 
frequented by the well-to-do in search of bargains. Collectors comb through the 
secondhand stalls searching for everything from vintage fashions to Barbie 
dolls, from Coke memorabilia to Fiestaware, in their bourgeois ardor to acquire 
more unnecessary material possessions—at discount prices.

Yet another example of situational irony involves the disposition of 
Lenin’s head after it was found in the thrift shop. Frozen in a block of ice and 
entombed in a freezer locker, Lenin’s face is a haunting reminder of those 
doomed detractors who rejected his ideology and were exiled to Siberia where 
the temperatures can be much colder than -10 degrees.

One must also consider this entire narrative within the context of 
Lenin’s own writings. For example, in his 1917 essay, “State and Revolution,” 
Lenin criticized the oppressing classes for having converted Marx into a 
“harmless icon” and “for robbing his theoiy of its substance, blunting its 
revolutionary edge, and vulgarizing it.”47 Is it not ironic that while trying to 
restore the fighting edge of Marx, without realizing it, Lenin thus prophetically 
sketched his own eventual fate? But surely he would never have guessed his 
denouement in Las Vegas.

Lenin's position on public art provides yet another ironic twist. In a 
1917 treatise, “On the Monuments of the Republic,” Lenin insisted that art under 
socialism should no longer serve the elite of society, “those suffering from 
boredom and obesity,” but rather it should serve to glorify the laboring people. 
Especially important to Lenin were “the statues—be they busts or bas reliefs of 
figures and groups.” These statues were not to be made of marble, bronze or 
granite; on the contrary, they were to be extremely modest in their production 
and should take advantage of cheap and readily available materials such as 
plaster. Lenin felt that these works should react to the moment and, above all, 
should not be permanent.48 How ironic that the hotel, in caving to the anti-Lenin 
protesters, simultaneously followed Lenin's own directive. The relatively cheap 
gypsum and plaster statue proved easy to behead and thus clearly met the 
standard (which is also the mantra of Las Vegas, where buildings are imploded 
rather than being remodeled) put forth by Lenin himself: “Let all things be

•>*49temporary.
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Finally, it is clearly cosmic irony that we find in the epic poem, written 
by Vladimir Marakovsky shortly after Lenin’s death, these immortal words: 
“And in future times / looking back / at these days / Lenin’s head / is what you’ll 
first see.”50 Similarly, a delegate to the Central Committee in 1919 commented, 
“And although Ilich has a head like no other on earth, it is still necessary that 
around that head there be people.”51 Surely he did not envision those “people” as 
affluent martini drinkers.

Conclusion
Having thus made the argument that the tale of Lenin losing his head in 

Las Vegas is an ironic one, let us conclude by suggesting that perhaps the 
greatest irony of all is that the whole affair seems so right, so appropriate and 
predictable, so Las Vegas. Where else in the world could this have happened? 
And while amused, who among us is the least bit surprised that it did happen in 
Las Vegas? Therefore, perhaps in the big picture, the events do not contradict or 
reverse our expectations, and thus the story of Lenin losing his head in Las 
Vegas is not ironic at all.

University of Nevada Dina Titus
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“Sweet Desolation” and Seduction 
in Toni Morrison’s

From the “Sixty million and more” to the great unwashed “Ninety 
percent,” and from '"Five-cent nickel, /  Ten-cent dime, /  Busting rocks is busting 
time” ( Beloved40) to “When I was young and in my prime / 1 could get my 

barbecue any old time” ( Jazz60)—this is the leap from Beloved (1988) to Jazz 
(1992). To recognize the pain of slavery and the promise of Emancipation in the 
first is to recognize the promise of the Promised Land and the pain of urban 
reality in the second. In Beloved, finding grace in haunted houses, even in a pool 
of baby’s blood, becomes paramount. With Jazz, it is a matter of snaking past 
adulterous murderers and into the flights of frenzied fancy, to a place of solace 
and understanding amid all that chaos: “Nobody says it’s pretty here; nobody 
says it’s easy either. What it is is decisive, and if you pay attention to the street 
plans, all laid out, the City can’t hurt you” (8). Or, can it?

Is the “tomorrow” of Toni Morrison to be found in the northern city, far 
from the southern plantations like Sweet Home (in )? Is it found in the
“clarinets and lovemaking” (7) that drift from third story rooms over bustling 
streets? The “city as character” in Jazz is more than a mere literary notion; the 
pages are alive with the sights, sounds, colors, shouts, music, touch of the pulse 
of city life, to such an extent that, as the novel progresses, no matter where you 
look, the sight of stoops and the crazy, beautiful, elegant sound of Ellington are 
never too far off:

A city like this one makes me dream tall and feel in on things.
Hep. It’s the bright steel rocking above the shade below that 
does it. When I look over strips of green grass lining the river, 
at church steeples and into the cream-and-copper halls of 
apartment buildings, I’m strong. (7)

The strength of the City for this novel is beyond the scholastic and the trivial. It 
is a strength more in tune with the melding of the personal with the societal than 
with the novelistic representation of the Great Migration of southern Blacks to 
northern urban centers. Morrison’s city is more than a Promised Land; it is a 
rightful place for the beaten and bruised, the weary and downtrodden. It is also a 
place of forgetfulness and solitude, right there in the middle of the hustle and 
bustle of crowds.

In Jazz, the transient nature of life presents a supernatural truth that 
pervades everything, including character and action. Transience flows alongside 
fate/predestination, upholding an eternal continuum from which objects in the 
novel, characters, and actions emerge and recede. Within this literary work, the
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“city” of Harlem serves to model the transitory life it both represents and 
maintains, much like Biosphere II (in Tucson, AZ) is a reconstruction and 
miniature representation of Earth, a system sustaining life.

Harlem is the primary environment and dominating force working on 
the key characters: Joe, Violet and Dorcas. The mass of the City—the thousands 
it holds, the power it wields, the impressions it makes—appears ominously 
greater then it is. Since it is built on transience, we have an equalizer between 
this entity and the characters. What divorces the City and its people, however, is 
simply this: The City knows itself and the power it wields, while the main 
characters in the novel must progress from being pawns to conquerors of their 
own lives—their own fate. Kimberly Connor explains that Morrison’s characters 
are usually in a liminal state, a state of “transition, journeying though mysterious 
circumstances and personal histories to the innermost dimensions of their 
psyches, often leading to a triumphant discovery of selfhood” (Connor 181-82).

The journeys for Joe and Violet include their move from the rural 
South to the urban North, as well as their individual lifelong searches. For Joe, it 
is a spiritual hunt for his evasive, crazy mother, Wild. Violet, on the other hand, 
is seeking Golden Boy, “the golden-skinned baby that made her yearn to be 
‘White. Light. Young again’ [Morrison 208], as she later confesses” (Rodrigues 
257). The subconscious necessity for the fulfillment of these spiritual searches is 
what propels Joe and Violet to uproot themselves from their Southern 
community and move to the North. On the surface, the pressing social conflicts 
against Blacks in the South were what caused them to migrate north during the 
early twentieth century. Eusebio L. Rodrigues notes:

Morrison extends the range of her fictional world by giving us 
rapid and vivid glimpse of their [Joe and Violet] life in the 
rural South after emancipation.. . .  close up. The stories of Joe 
and Violet are set against the bleak conditions in the South at 
the time: segregation, the exploitation of labor by white 
landowners, the miserable wages paid, brutal eviction from 
lands and houses, the injustices and deceptions practiced on 
people deliberately kept illiterate (254).

A long way from the walnut trees of Vesper County, Virginia, more 
then a train ride, “five times in four different cars” (127), where Joe and Violet 
dance unaware of the City’s call and lure and the dangers that await them. 
Initially, it is only excitement, excitement from long trips and the immense 
move from the “Southern Sky” to “a northern one” (127):

The train shivered with them at the thought but went on and 
sure enough there was ground up ahead and the trembling 
became the dancing under their feet. Joe stood up, his fingers
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clutching the baggage rack above his head. He felt the dancing
better that way, and told Violet to do the same (30).

That the dance could continue, to linger in love and companionship— 
there is the sweet desire of Jazz. If only such community could exist in one pair 
among many, with and without the hustle and bustle, with and without the 
“sweet tooth” (219) for pain: “It was loving the City that distracted me and gave 
me ideas. Made me think I could speak its loud voice and make that sound, 
sound human” (220).

The City does dance and walk all over its people; that’s what cities do. 
They call and they lure, like a “Come Hither” stare reflected in yellow 
lamplight, and then they draw blood. They shoot from swaying hips. They slash 
at dead girls’ faces. They narrate scary stories. But still the people come. Like 
Joe, who knows his folly in bed beside Dorcas, but who cannot help himself, 
imprisoned as he is by those “hoofinarks” (130)—the people board trains and 
kick off crop dust and, in spite of themselves, look to the City for what they 
can’t find within. If it is a child unborn that they seek, they search the City; a 
wild mother unknown, they leave the bushes and come to the avenues. All to the 
high pitched moan of a trumpet, rifling and scatting, and waiting for something, 
anything.

The North offered a place of refuge, a promised land of social and 
economic opportunities, which the South denied African Americans. Joe and 
Violet gelled with the flux of African Americans traveling north; they appeared 
to be just another couple tired of racial oppression and desiring a breath of 
“fresh air.” Morrison reveals though her novel that these reasons, though part of 
the overall purpose, did not create a large enough canopy to cover the entire 
truth. Underlying all conscious purposes, roared the River Fate, impelling Joe 
and Violet, individually, to journey to the City. As a unit, a couple, they make 
the trip together; as a spiritual journey, each makes the trip alone. Here we have 
a point of intersection, where Fate (working in the lives of two individuals) 
interacts with the charisma, the attractive power of the City. Fate compels the 
couple to move; Harlem beckons them to come. Joe and Violet remain within 
this realm of convergence for the next twenty years or so, as their fates tangle up 
with Harlem, then becomes unraveled there as well.

Just as Morrison likes to dislocate accepted realities in order to direct 
her readers to discover what she deems to be truths, in Jazz she utilized her 
creative power as an author and took clay—the City—and breathed life into it. 
Harlem, does not merely act as a setting, but as an active presence in the novel. 
A City now personified, has a voice.

Traveling on a train, moving in towards Harlem, the train jolts and 
jiggles, causing the anxious and expectant Joe and Violet to dance. “Her hip 
bones rubbed his thigh as they stood in the aisle unable to stop smiling. They 
weren’t even there yet and already the City was speaking to them. They were
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dancing . . . the City . . . danced with them, proving already how much it loved 
them” (32). Like a welcoming hostess, the City was sending out its invitation “to 
come.”

The voice of the City travels on the multiple voices of its people. “It 
uses city idiom; its language is simple and colloquial, but not quite clear” 
(Rodrigues 260). It is in the gossip of the women at the hair salon and ladies’ 
society. The City speaks as the internal conscience condoning or condemning 
the individual, distributing worldly wisdom and laissez-faire guidance.

The City’s contrary voice whispers anarchy to the orphans it makes and 
the orphans it takes. Harlem killed Dorcas’ parents, burned them in their beds 
while Dorcas slept at a friend’s house (57). The would-be surrogate parent, Aunt 
Alice, had been mind-controlled by Harlem’s power and therefore became a 
castrated guide for the orphaned Dorcas. Essayist Graham Hodges discusses this 
phenomenon, elucidating on the transitions African Americans were making by 
moving to the North. They were leaving their communal villages, each an exile, 
only to coagulate with people they had never met before. Each became 
disconnected from filial ties and roots, the result of which was to feel entirely 
separated from history and from family (Hodges 111). Having no community 
structure, one could assert little authority. Thus, Dorcas was left to be raised by 
the negligent mindset of the City, which could be all-permissive and all- 
denying.

While the City made Dorcas an orphan (and absorbed her into itself), it 
welcomed the already-orphans, Joe and Violet. Joe who never knew his mother, 
Wild, nor did he ever truly know his father. Meanwhile, Violet suffered 
similarly, as her mother, Rose Dear, committed suicide and her father was a 
drifter. The last parental force she had was her grandmother, True Belle, who 
always spoke so favorably of Golden Boy. Because of True Belle’s favoritism 
for this ideal, golden-haired, golden-skinned boy, Violet never felt completely 
accepted. She was always in search of his perfection. So Harlem took them in; it 
voiced its greeting and soothed their bruises with its massaging, vibrating 
reception. Harlem has breath too.

Breath synchronizes with the movement of blood in the veins. “There is 
no air in the City but there is breath, and every morning it races though him like 
laughing gas brightening his eyes, his talk, and his expectations” (34). The 
breath of the City is the pulse of its dwellers. Harlem can frame any person in 
just that way to “pump desire” and “chum a man’s blood” (34). Consequently, 
its breath is like the wind: it rises and falls without being seen, but its effects are 
all over the place. Morrison notes here that sexual desire does not always 
indicate love and Rodrigues writes that, “The City pumps desire and transforms 
love into a soaring ‘love appetite’ (67). “Only a nameless parrot in a cage can 
utter an ‘I love you’ in the City” (259). Consequently, the City’s breath 
heightens the senses, catalyzing them to reach ecstasy quickly. This rate seems 
to parody a slow-rising constant love.
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The breath of Harlem causes a man’s heart to race not only in sexual 
desire, but also in the desire to succeed. The City causes a person’s heart to race 
in expectation, to hope and believe he/she can accomplish impossible dreams. 
The glamour and promise of the City captivates its dwellers. “That kind of 
fascination, permanent and out of control, seizes children, young girls, men of 
every description, mothers, brides, and barfly women, and if they have their way 
. . . they feel more like themselves, more like the people they always believed 
they were . . .  the City is what they want it to be: thriftless, warm, scary and full 
of amiable strangers” (35).

The term “amiable strangers” is unique here; it implies that people in 
the City do not know you well enough to be called friends. Meanwhile, they are 
friendly enough to permit you to go about your own way, do your own thing. In 
their lack of expectations for you, you are free to try and accomplish whatever 
you want. In Jazz, Morrison writes, “Do what you please in the City, it is there 
to back and frame you no matter what you do. And what goes on, on its blocks 
and lots and side streets, is anything the strong can think of and the weak will 
admire. All you have to do is heed the design—the way it’s laid out for you, 
considerate, mindful of where you want to go and what you might need 
tomorrow” (8, 9).

But Morrison’s description on the permissiveness of the City seems to 
suggest that the City likes to give its dwellers licenses to drive, even if they may 
lack the maturity such driving requires. This calls into question the wisdom— 
and patemal/fratemal love—of the City. What parent gives their six-year-old 
child a bike and then doesn’t warn them of riding it in the street? Or show them 
how to be safe on the street? It would be a negligent parent, a lazy parent, or a 
parent who simply doesn’t care. The paradoxical parenting by the City is seen 
when we read, “One thing for sure, the streets will confuse you, teach you or 
break your head” (72). Similarly, the “amiable strangers” in the City reflect the 
City’s attitude of “leave and let live—it is the humanitarian thing to do . . .” Or 
is it? The humanitarian way, then, gets people killed everyday!

It has a rhythm—jazz. It has a will.
The American city’s music of choice in the 1920s was jazz. The City 

adopted it while welcoming the first waves of migrating African-Americans in 
the late 1800s and early 1900s. “Jazz . . . sprang from the mud and blood of the 
Delta and traveled west and north with migrating African-Americans to Kansas, 
Oklahoma, Illinois, Ohio, New York, and elsewhere” (Ryan 158). When the 
City met jazz, it liked it immediately. It took it up and wore it in style—like 
John Travolta in his white suit and swagger in Saturday Night Fever.

This suave jazz rhythm became Harlem’s mode of self-expression. The 
“love” of the City reached Joe and Violet on the incoming train. “Joe stood up, 
his fingers clutching the baggage rack above his head. He felt the dancing better 
that way, and told Violet to do the same” (30). And Joe and Violet were 
disposed to feel “at home” with the City because its heartbeat was their own
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rhythm; it came from their own people. “Darkness dissolves as we listen to this 
slow and soft music that, like Joe’s two-colored eyes . . .  is both sad and happy” 
(Rodrigues 263). But jazz, like the City, wholly righteous and pure, was refined 
gold; the music has its impassioned slurs and deceptive promptings.

Jazz seemed to have a lulling effect on the dwellers, an effect which 
induced them to drop their resignations and give into temptations. “Even the 
grandmothers sweeping the stairs closed their eyes and held their heads back as 
they celebrated their sweet desolation” (67, 68). It is Aunt Alice, surrogate 
parent to Dorcas, who seems to be the only character who takes precautionary 
measures against the intrigue of the City and its misleading rhythms. “Alice 
Manfred wasn’t the kind to give herself reasons to be in the streets. She got 
through them quick as she could to get back to her house” (72, 73). By avoiding 
the streets, she sought to preserve herself and her niece; but the City has 
complete authority to act intrusively and decisively with any individual who 
exists within its zoning boundaries. Through Dorcas’ death, Alice learned that 
she could not keep the City out, no matter how hard she tried. “Alice Manfred 
had worked hard to privatize her niece, but she was no match for a City seeping 
music that begged and challenged each and every day. ‘Come,’ it said. ‘Come 
and do wrong’” (67). Alice believed jazz imbibed sin into her niece, leading 
Dorcas into a rebellious mindset which in turn lead her to her violent death—a 
tragic ultimatum. Eusebio Rodrigues writes, “The story of Dorcas reveals the 
tremendous impact the City makes on the young and the defenseless. It deludes 
them into believing that they are free to do what they want and get away with it. 
They do not realize the insidious ‘plans’ of the well laid-out streets of the City 
that makes people do what it wants” (Rodrigues 259).

Though the City has a will—and its motivations should be called into 
question—the effects of its melodic coercion are not always negative. At the end 
of the novel, it is jazz that reunites Joe and Violet, with a “community”—as seen 
in their newfound relationships with Alice Manfred and Felice (Dorcas’ best 
friend).

Violet begins visiting Alice and the two, through discussions, help each 
other to heal. Violet learns from Alice the truth to which she had been numbed. 
Though she is continually manacled by the City around her, she can still take 
charge of her own life, making choices to once again be captain of her own fate. 
Alice tells her, “You want a real thing? . . . I’ll tell you a real one. You got 
anything left to you to love, anything at all, do it” (112).

Meanwhile, Alice—who has barricaded herself from the City and a 
community—learns that she cannot keep the City outside; its dynamism is too 
great. Though the death of her niece and the odd, subsequent visits of a violent 
stranger (Violet), Alice begins to soften, or accede, to the rhythms of the City 
and regains a sense of communal support. Far beyond the “scandalizing 
threesome” (6) that erupts both before and after young Dorcas’s death, the City 
cries for more pain, more pain. But why do the people listen? Drown out the
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sound with “Trombone Blues,” won’t you? Turn Duke to full wail, crank the 
Victrola, send Okeh Records twenty-five cents, a small price to pay for the 
means to drown out the City’s unceasing call for pain.

Violet’s desire for a child, of her own, leads her to steal a baby on the 
street. Rememories of a mother, a “wild black girl” (160), who sequesters 
herself deep in the woods, far from the City’s crowds. What is it that Joe and 
Violet long for in the City’s impersonal space? Is it anything like Golden Gray’s 
search for his father? “Violet started sleeping with a doll in her arms” (129) and 
Joe fell for “little half moons clustered underneath cheekbones, like faint 
hoofmarks” (130). The pair from the woods seeks love in the City. They seek 
beyond themselves and each other: “In this world the best thing, the only thing, 
is to find the trail and stick to it” (130). They find the trail, yes, but it leads them 
away from that which they seek: Knowledge and love in the “blocks and lots 
and sidestreets” (9) of the Promised Land.

They both seek, and find, Dorcas. She is Violet’s child and Joe’s lost 
love (even mother love) simultaneously, and, for both, that which is created for 
them to destroy. They cannot destroy the dirty City, so they destroy the product 
of the City, a child whose parents are consumed in the City’s fire, whose love is 
wanton, flighty, deadly. Joe shoots the child and Violet tries to ruin the corpse. 
Joe takes his hunter’s instinct, seeks his prey, “rambling, just rambling all 
though the City” (130), and he catches it, shoots it, shoots the girl who gave him 
her “first time”—“And mine,” says the City’s hunter, “in a manner of speaking” 
(134)—shoots her to the sound of tenor saxophones and rent parties and empty 
whisky bottles. And Violet picks up the violent thread and follows it back 
though the streets, to the corpse, and pulls out her flashing knife. But neither 
member of this pair, not Joe with his gun, not Violet with her knife, can kill off 
the City’s pain. It’s there in the parades of veterans and in between the slices of 
bread in White House sandwiches, waiting, crouching, behind walls and trash 
cans, to pounce:

I was sure one would kill the other. I waited for it so I could 
describe it. I was so sure it would happen. That the past was an 
abused record with no choice but to repeat itself at the crack 
and no power on the earth could lift the arm that held the 
needle. I was so sure, and they danced and walked all over me 
( 220).

Jazz also serves to restore the love within the marriage it once 
contrived to destroy. Yes, Violet remained married to Joe, even after his 
adulterous affair with Dorcas and his eventual murder of the girl, but the 
underlying relational threads of the marriage had long-since dissipated. Couple 
conversation prior to and during Joe’s affair, had emaciated to a language of 
transaction, mere grunts of acknowledgement and silence. Part of this waning in
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conversation came directly from the imposing structures of Harlem, walls and 
streets which separated its people in ways that a rural village never would—or 
could. Like Alice, Violet and Joe began to experience the corrosion of their 
colloquial selves in the City. Morrison writes of the City’s effects on Violet by 
saying, “Violet shuts up. Speaks less and less until ‘uh’ or ‘have mercy’ carry 
almost all of her part of conversation” (24). Violet’s withdrawal begins to puzzle 
and depress Joe. “He is married to a woman who speaks mainly to her birds. 
One of whom answers back: ‘I love you’” ( 24). So, when Joe finds Dorcas, he 
not only uses her to fill the void left by his absent mother, but he uses Dorcas to 
fill the empty space in his heart which cries out, “Love me!” All of this marriage 
erosion began to occur when Joe and Violet moved to the City. They began to 
lose touch with themselves and with each other, because the “jazz” had lulled 
their responses.

But once again, near the end of the novel, the couple begins to entertain 
guests, such as Felice. Joe and Violet are reopening themselves to community. 
Violet has taken Alice’s advice and has begun to love again all that she has left 
to love—Joe. The two begin acknowledging each other in the home. “He calls 
loudly to her as he closes the door behind him and she calls back: ‘Vi?’ ‘Joe?’ 
As though it might be another” (222, 223). And they begin taking day trips on 
the train to “the stairway of the lions” and to the drugstore for “her vanilla malt 
and his cherry smash” (223). Finally, their conversation blossoms from silence 
to staying at home and “figuring things out, telling each other these littler 
personal stories they like to hear again and again” (223).

And then Felice, who has lost her best and only friend, gains two new 
friends in Dorcas’ place: Joe and Violet. Jazz brings the three together for dinner 
at the couple’s home as Felice buys Okeh records at Felton’s and the three 
listen, talk and dance. Through it all, we see that the City has a good deal of 
power and charisma, logic and will. It moves in a rhythm sending coercive 
vibrations though its people to achieve its will. This will does not promise good 
things to all involved, but it does give its citizens opportunities to respond 
though individual choices to the life scenarios it presents. In short, Alice’s 
advice to Violet was pure gold. Alice took her own advice too, taking the 
initiative to leave Harlem and move back to Springfield where there are no 
“tree-lined streets” (222).

Harlem, in Jazz, has been given life—with all of the graces and 
complications which assist mortality. Because it is created, it can (and will) one 
day, die. This reality reveals the soft underbelly of the City (its time is limited) 
and its purpose to live and bum without repentance. The motto of its personhood 
is carpe diem—seize the day! The transitory nature of the City makes it 
conquerable. Like mankind, it will one day pass away, only to—perhaps—return 
again, but in a different, resurrected form. By giving Harlem life, Morrison 
better delineates the supernatural forces which are working for and against her 
characters. Fate cannot be seen, but in many ways Morrison has given Fate the
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face of the City. Fate is the supernatural truth that wears the transitory mask of 
the City. Thus, the City acts much like a Greek or Roman god. Such gods took 
on human forms and human natures: the propensities to love, hate, quarrel, and 
selfishness. And, while they acted no differently than the humans they both 
helped and destroyed, they were imbued with power to alter the courses of 
human lives. By allowing the City to contrast with her characters, Morrison 
establishes the primary plot of Jazz: Though supernatural forces compel us to 
fulfill certain spiritual missions, humans have been given certain god-like 
powers of their own; the greatest power being the ability to make choices for 
ourselves. Thus the winds of the breath of the gods (or the City) can assume 
some control of our futures. Cities seem to represent an inner need to transcend 
self and community. They often call us to the center of life which is symbolic of 
the impossibility to escape the universe of humans where one principle of 
individuation cannot help thumping another.

Something transitory, by definition, is a changeling—a shape shifter. It 
can be here today, gone tomorrow and appear differently to different people. Its 
ephemeral mystery is so deceptive that even its integral truth—its very 
essence—withdraws into subjectivity. A transitory being may be constructed, 
eradicated, and then rebuilt. It can give assertions and then seem to contradict 
them the next minute. But, in the space of apparent contradiction—constituting 
the gray backdrop behind the black and white—novelist Toni Morrison reveals 
spiritual truths in her literature. These truths can be easily overlooked by 
readers, but reveal the original foundations to the impermanent realties we 
acknowledge with our five senses. “Morrison’s fiction is populated with the 
supernatural, the effect of which is to dislocate the reader into seeing reality in 
new ways.. . .  She points to the kind of knowledge that comes from the realm of 
religion: myth, faith and spirit.. . .  Toni Morrison gives us a new cosmology and 
a new theology to interpret it and asserts once again that the dream is truth” 
(Connor 182, 210-11).

University of Arizona, Tucson Geta LeSeur
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Spectres of Fear:
Jihadism as the Global Bogeyman

Abstract
This article examines jihadists, who are presently engaged in a <(war 
of terror” against the West and the Muslim world. Using Marina 
Warner's idea o f the “bogeyman, ” I contend that jihadists are 
constructed by global audiences as phantasmagoric entities— 
ambiguous, hyperbolic, and monstrous. Jihadists evoke the 
indeterminacy o f modernity which has shattered the modernist belief 
of the “existential safety o f larger totalities ” (Bauman 1999:39) 
assured by western governments.

I examine some o f the historical influences which inform and contour 
present day jihadists ' liminal features. I then explore aspects o f  
Australian social imaginary post-September 11, 2001, which has 
manifested fear o f the Muslim Other via increasingly nationalist 
discourses over the potential violation o f national space by 
“undesirable persons ” who are imagined to embody a counter will.

Marina Warner has been at the forefront in examining the significance 
of fairytales and myth becoming western constructions of Otherness. In this 
respect, Warner’s book, No Go the Bogeyman, addresses attitudes of scariness as 
the “defining flavour of the modem sensibility (1998:4). For Warner, fairy tales 
and myths underpin the pan-human fixation with alterity. Alterity (in the form of 
monsters, ghouls, ogres, cannibals, and ghosts) mirrors the human concern with 
ambivalence and the macabre. The interplay between alterity and myth is 
embodied in the figure of the bogeyman—the ultimate representation of 
Otherness. Warner’s treatment of the bogeyman is a sojourn into the “dark side” 
of the human personality where the grotesque is fused with witless delight. This 
sense of the bogeyman’s paradoxical nature is proffered throughout Warner’s 
narratives as an image of human ambivalence. For example, Warner writes:

Thus, the state of pleasurable fear has emerged in our own 
times as a common response to philosophy’s old command,
“Know thyself’; the changing features of the bogeyman mirror 
the insecurities and aggression of those who see him (6).

In the contemporary period the themes of aggression and insecurity have 
increasingly informed the oeuvre of the western world in response to the 
escalation of Jihadism. Jihadism refers to a fundamentalist interpretation of
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Islam; its adherents relying on militantly- and tactically-based violence and 
terror with an ultimate aim of destroying the Other (Hage 2003, 126). An 
interesting aspect of the West’s recent response to Jihadism has been to 
consolidate a view of terrorists—i.e. Osama Bin Laden and his Al-Qaeda 
terrorist network (among other terrorist organisations)—as the personification of 
evil. The need to classify Bin Laden and his organisation in this way indicates 
the level of trauma which the West is presently undergoing. John Carrol 
poignantly states that the West has been caught unaware by a “new phenomenon 
of mastermind terrorism” which has become adroit in asymmetric 
(unconventional) strategies (Carrol 2002, 7).

The destruction of the World Trade Centre on September 11, 2001, was 
a formative event, prompting western nations to implement a series of strategies 
for retrieving existential control. These included securing airways, stringent 
border protection, and collapsing the infrastructure of global terrorist networks. 
September 11 initiated a change in the scope of terrorism, from a regional 
phenomenon to a global insurgency movement. While Jihadist activities in the 
Muslim world predate September 11, the scale of horror of this event occupies a 
special place in the Western imagination, and has promoted Jihadists, such as 
Bin Laden, as the new global bogeyman. In this essay I use Warner’s notions of 
the bogeyman as a trajectory for exploring Jihadism as the new global threat.

The Sublimation of Terror: Chimera Re-invented
“Imputations of evil reveal more about the accusers than the accused,” 

says Marina Warner (386). Evil has often been intrinsically consigned to the 
phantasmagoric. In the West, the paradigm of monstrosity is principally 
informed by the Other as elusive and inscrutable. In Warner’s locution, the 
bogeyman portends the disrupture of the taken-for-granted world; it is a rogue, 
oblivious to the conventions of the physical and social laws of the universe, and 
is, therefore, liminal.

Warner’s belief that the bogeyman inhabits a travesty of the ordered 
world (89). is particularly disturbing to the western psyche which is fixated on 
control. As Kathy Bail writes, “control is a nineties obsession” (1997, 38). 
September 11 shattered this modernist obsession and showed how the excessive 
use of force by the Other could be propagated with lethal precision in the West. 
The West’s response has been two-fold: to mitigate the disabling psychological 
effects of the Jihadists with claims of pursuing terrorist organisations and their 
global network, and second, by recalling essentialist discourses of the Muslim 
Other. This second strategy evokes the “inventive fantasy” of the West (Warner 
18).

One of most influential essays of this fantasy genre is Samuel 
Huntington’s work, The Clash o f Civilisations (1993). Here, Huntington 
presents a potential doomsday scenario between imagined rivals along cultural 
lines. While non-original, his idea of the historic schism between Islam and the
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West, fits neatly into the present western angst of the Muslim Other. In critique 
of Huntington, Hippier (2000) states:

In many cases the protagonists of an Islamic Threat try to keep their 
polar worldview of a struggle between Good and Evil, between Us and Them 
intact, and only switch enemies. In its final form the result is to interpret the 
World in Huntington’s terminology: “The West against the Rest.” (1993, 41)

Huntington is wrong. The clash that is being waged now is not between 
civilisations but between competing teleologies. Western teleology is based on a 
linear time model which progresses via its technology and market system toward 
the domination of the human species. Human dominion reaches its zenith by 
rewriting nature’s genetic blueprint—in effect, creating an alter-nature: Genesis 
rewritten. In contrast, Bin Laden’s Jihadist teleology heralds a new world order 
governed by a Wahhabist interpretation of Islam. His vision is apocalyptic: to 
establish a pan-Islamic Caliphate governing the world.

Carrol suggests that Bin Laden and Al-Qaeda’s strategy for contesting 
the West is based on the fundamental notion of “Know thine enemy.” In 
Achkar’s terms this means employing “asymmetric means,” defined as 
“unconventional approaches that avoid or undermine” the enemy’s strengths and 
exploit its weaknesses (2002, 59). As history shows, Bin Laden has been 
masterful in demoralising his western opponents through the art of stealth.

Bin Laden’s success in remaining imperceptible to the American 
goliath has mobilised his mass appeal in the Muslim world, ascribing to him the 
preternatural. Interestingly, Al-Qaeda’s ability to cross international borders at 
will with deadly efficiency shares an affinity with another kind of supernatural 
bogeyman—the jinn. In Islam, the jinn are referred to as an invisible and 
powerful race of beings which were created by God before the creation of 
humanity. In Muslim cosmology the jinn bring about balance between the 
unbounded powers of nature and the need to reconcile them to the human social 
order. While humans may befriend or summon jinn the latter “cannot be readily 
controlled,” and may cause humans harm due to their capricious nature (Jackson 
1998, 51). The analogy between volatility and invisibility, though largely 
imaginary, enables Muslims to distance themselves from the jinn in order to 
prevent the latter’s encroachment into the human domain. It is only after 
September 11 that the West has been seriously committed in curtailing Al- 
Qaeda’s ability to exploit international boundaries. Although the invasion of 
Afghanistan had uncovered some aspects of Al-Qaeda’s terrorist activities, the 
failure of the government of the United States and other western nations in 
finding Al-Qaeda cells on their home soils has been a source of anxiety, 
fostering the growing belief of Al-Qaeda as an inviolable nemesis. However, it 
is my interest with the jinn as bogeyman which I want to discuss further.

The role of the jinn as a metaphor of “cultural invisibility” aptly 
conveys Al-Qaeda’s terrifying hold on the western psyche. The metaphor of 
“cultural invisibility” and unbridled force are integral in catapulting Al-Qaeda’s
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“intransigent hatred” against the West. The doctrine of hatred is intrinsically tied 
to invisibility where it converts modem day Jihadists into cold, ruthless and 
covert killing machines. Ernesto Che Guevara’s exposition of this doctrine is a 
precursor of the Jihadi manifesto:

Hate is a factor in the struggle . . . We must carry the war as 
far as the enemy carries it: into his home, into his places of 
recreation, make it total. He must be prevented from having a 
moment’s peace . . . Attack him wherever he may be; make 
him feel like a hunted animal wherever he goes (1987, 357).1

If the jinn provide a cultural category for understanding the “bogeyness” of Al- 
Qaeda, it is the Chimera which evokes the hyperbole of Jihadism. Warner’s 
analysis is insightful here.

Warner’s attention to Chimera as a prime embodiment of “protean 
elusiveness” (243) is symptomatic of the West’s fascination with the fantastic 
(Desprez 1998, 243).2 According to Greek myth, the Chimera was a female 
hybrid monster: part lion, part goat and part snake. Although she is finally killed 
by the hero Bellerophon astride the white magical steed Pegasus, it is the 
metaphor of Chimera as a “monstrous embodiment of illusion itself’ (Warner 
1998:18) which encapsulates the contemporary western mindset of Jihadists.

Probably nowhere has the elusive quality of Chimera been more 
cogently expressed in modem times than by the ideology of Jihadism. Jihadism, 
as espoused by Bin Laden, embodies the phantasmagoric powers of Chimera. 
Drawing from an ancient Islamic paradigm which divided the world into two 
distinct domains—Dar-ul-Islam (domain of Islam) and Dar-ul-Harb (domain of 
war)—Bin Laden has reconstrued the latter to mean the domain of apostates 
(munafiqun). In this way, even pious Muslims living in non-Muslim countries 
are considered as being complicit with the “evil Westerners”; therefore, they too 
are worthy targets for Al-Qaeda. It is now clear why the Al-Qaeda terrorists who 
demolished the World Trade Centre were so indifferent to the prospect of 
Muslim casualties. Yet the sheer scale of this wanton act of carnage was so 
unimaginable, so grotesquely diabolical, that it could only have been committed 
by a modem day Chimera.

To some degree, Al-Qaeda draws its inspiration from the ancient sect 
of terrorists called Nizari. The Nizari saw themselves as purifiers of Islam which 
they believed was becoming increasingly corrupted from within. To support 
their actions, the Nizari professed the Prophetic tradition which obligated all 
Muslims to fight injustice through either physical or verbal means. The Nizari 
took this one step farther by using terror as an instrument for accelerating their 
desired objective. Terror was considered as a legitimate form of arbitrary power 
that was capable of eradicating unwanted denizens in order to restore the social 
status quo. Terror provided a logical prescript for ushering ambivalence by
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nullifying others when unaware. Bin Laden’s alleged assassination of his long 
time friend and mentor, Abdullah Azzam, falls into this Machiavellian ideal.3

Rapoport claims that Nizari victims were usually prominent figures 
who had deviated from “true Islam,” and who had “ignored warnings to change 
their behaviour” (1990, 121). Nizari assailants referred to themselves as fidayeen 
(consecrated or dedicated ones)—indicative of the way they saw their actions as 
a religious duty (122). Young boys were often chosen to become fidayeen. 
According to Rapoport, the Nizari would sometimes place a neophyte fidayeen 
in “the service of a high official” (121). After several years of faithful duty, the 
fidayeen would be ordered to murder his master with a knife, the Nizari’s 
favourite weapon. For ordinary Muslims a fidayeen’s apparent “immunity for 
personal or ordinary feelings” led to the widespread belief that Nizari were 
“hashish eaters” (hashashin), “the source of the word assassin” (121).

Muslim awe of the Nizari has resurfaced in the form of global 
terrorists, skilful in different types of invisibility: adept in camouflage, 
remaining undetected, smuggling, dispersing, and incubating terrorist cells. Al- 
Qaeda’s knack for remaining elusive has increased after military operations in 
Afghanistan in 2002. While a large part of Al-Qaeda’s infrastructure and 
leadership were nullified, this has prompted Al-Qaeda to diversify, making it 
“more difficult to detect and eliminate” (McCullough, Keats, and Burgess 2002, 
3). For example, the group has exchanged currency for gold and diamonds, 
which are easier to smuggle across borders, and increased its reliance on 
informal money transfers, known as haw alas, that are virtually untraceable.

Attacks by Al-Qaeda in Saudi Arabia and Morroco in May 2003 
confirm Jihadists’ talent for monstrous deception. Moreover, the media lexicon 
for describing Al-Qaeda gives rise to an imagery which is found in the insect 
world. For instance, an analysis of the Al-Qaeda cell reveals the insect principle 
of “mimicry as self protection” (Warner 1998, 176): a self-sufficient unit which 
is both separate from, yet linked to, a loosely affiliated global network of terror 
cells, able to segment and disperse when under attack and to disappear either 
underground or into enemy territory, until called again for action (Carrol 2002, 
94). The insect principle of segmentation was revealed by the newly appointed 
Al-Qaeda spokesman, Thabet ibn Qais who recently claimed that a new Al- 
Qaeda leadership had been created which is shielded from U. S. intelligence 
agencies and whose names are unknown to the old Al-Qaeda leadership 
(Shahzad 2003, 1).

This is the inexorable dilemma of the West. The West’s prodigious 
technology and empiric power cannot control the Chimera’s wrath. Having 
learnt much of their deadly art from western agencies, modem Jihadists have 
constructed their own blueprint for Armageddon. Keith Hart is more blatant: “So 
now we have an unlimited war on terrorism, waged against the same Islamic 
fundamentalism that the CIA once encouraged in the Mujaheddin” (Hart 2002, 
5). To borrow a Hobbesian phrase of governance, Jihadism’s power has been its
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ability to keep the world in awe. It was awe of the Chimera’s monstrous 
semblance which fascinated the Greeks and medieval Europeans. Chimera 
represented the horror of foreboding events, or what Jackson (1998) and 
Bauman (1999) opine as the indeterminacy of human life. Awe, like terror, is a 
response of the irrationality of the Other. A post-mortem of the World Trade 
Centre event—which Friedman calls “a new cyborgian Frankenstein . . .  a 
device for historical perception” (2002, 14)—has abandoned the modernist 
belief of the “existential safety of larger totalities” assured by western 
governments (Bauman 1999, 39).

“Bogeyfying” Australian Muslims in Australian Popular Imagery
Rather than considering Islamism4 and its violent methods as a radical 

fringe movement in the Muslim world, the western world has tended to view 
Muslim societies as a monolith, handcuffed to pre-modernity. This popular 
conception has made it almost impossible for Australia’s 300,000 plus Muslims 
not to be indicted by many non-Muslim Australians as supporters of Islamism.

The extent of Islamophobia in Australian culture was identified in a 
2003 survey of more than 5,000 Australians. Over half of the survey respondents 
“said they would be concerned if a relative married a Muslim” (Hughes 2003). 
The survey also indicated Australian Muslims are being increasingly 
marginalised, and as being “unable to fit” into Australian culture. (Hughes 
2003).

Like many other western nations, Australian culture was beset with the 
nightmare of international terrorism post-September 11, 2001. By many 
accounts this event prompted an existential crisis for many Australians. The 
otherwise laidback and temperate ideals of Australian culture had been shaken 
by a growing angst of an imperceptible Other—the same Other who had 
committed the crimes of September 11, 2001. Fear that a similar event could 
happen in Australia seemed more probable than possible. Such a fear was 
brought to the fore with the infamous Bali bombings of October 12, 2002, which 
were referred to by Australian commentators as “Australia’s September 11.” 
The Indonesian-based Islamist group Jamaah Islamiyyah claimed responsibility 
for the bombings which killed 202 people, of which 88 were Australians.5 The 
profound shock of the Bali bombings caused a national angst which had been 
unprecedented in the modem era (Gordon, The Age 30, November 2002,1).

The mass carnage of the Bali bombings was yet another reminder of the 
indeterminate nature of jihadists. The subsequent Australian media depictions of 
Jamaah Islamiyyah foregrounded their “bogeyness.” Much of Australian anger 
was focused on the Bali bomber Amrozi bin Nurhasyim who was routinely 
showed smiling with his Indonesian captors. Dubbed by the media as the 
“smiling assassin” the young jihadist reaffirmed, to the Australian audience, 
orientalist fantasies of Muslims—savage, cruel and mys-occident.
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National memorial services held throughout Australia became theatres 
of “symbolic convergence,” coining Bormann, for privileging “Australian” 
qualities of “mateship” “openness” and “tolerance,” as enunciated by a defiant 
Australian Prime Minister John Howard (Gordon, The Age 25, October 2002, 2). 
Eminent people such as the Anglican Bishop to the Australian Defence Force 
evoked the metaphor of the “imagined community” by emphasising that all 
Australians needed to mourn (1).

Popular discourses of fear were played out via the Tampa crisis which 
foregrounded the practice of “bogeyfying” Muslims. On August 27, 2001, 
Captain Arne Rinan of the Norwegian freighter MV Tampa made three mayday 
calls “reporting a medical emergency” to the Australian immigration authorities 
claiming that his vessel had 438 refugees on aboard, most of whom were Afghan 
asylum seekers.6 Concerned with national security, the Howard government 
refused permission to allow the Tampa to enter Australian waters, an action 
which drew international criticism (Nahid and Moore, November 11, 2003). 
Kabir and Moore note that the Tampa crisis provoked a similar backlash against 
Australian Muslims as was witnessed during September 11 (6). Overnight, the 
Tampa asylum seekers elicited national polemics which defined them as either 
as deserving poor needing compassion or as possible threats to the nation. 
Amplified in this debate was a concern to construct the other, to manage their 
apparent indeterminacy.

Carrol affirms that in the post-September 11 world the penchant for 
fantasy making leads to state sponsored forms of paranoia (Carroll 2002, 92), or 
what Wark calls the “security hypothesis” (1997). Consequently, western 
nations have been compelled to re-establish an illusion of control of the Other, 
which cannot be securely possessed (Jackson 1998, 130). In Australian popular 
culture, the social ramifications of post-September 11 have manifested in 
increasingly nationalist discourses over the potential violation of national space 
by “undesirable persons” who are imagined to embody a counter will to the 
dominant Anglo-Celtic culture (Hage 1998). Hage and Perrera (2000, 8), claim 
that the politics of “whiteness” has been integral to the way Australian national 
space is imagined in terms of “absolutist space,” as referred to the phrase “One 
Nation.” New South Wales backbencher Reverend Nile underscored the present 
angst against Australian Muslims when he demanded that Muslim women be 
banned “from wearing the chador in public as they could be used to conceal 
weapons.”7 Similarly, former One Nation party stalwart David Oldfield said, 
“The dress of Muslim women is used to mask the tools of death carried by 
terrorists.”8

Maha Krayem Abdo, president of The United Muslim Women’s 
Association responded that Nile’s comments would incite further violence 
among Australians.9 Abdo’s condemnation of Nile’s exemplifies the extent to 
which Australian Muslims are publicly denouncing “incendiary” comments 
about them. Joe Wakim, of the Australian Arabic Council censured Niles: “Are
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we going to sink to those sorts of levels of us and them where everybody is a 
potential something or other, everybody is a dormant problem until they’re 
inflamed?”10 Many other leading Australians, both Muslims and non-Muslims, 
publicly denounced Niles.

While suspicion of Australian Muslims has increased post-September 
11, 2001, Australian Muslims further remonstrated via “the Islamic Council of 
Victoria submission to the Review of the Australian Security Intelligence 
Organisation (ASIO)” (Cleland 2002, 2), in relation to new anti-terrorist laws 
which gave it increased powers. Leading Australian Muslim community leaders 
such as Alex Kouttub, secretary of Melbourne’s Australian Arabic Council, 
indicated that the raids had serious implications for mitigating civil liberties in 
Australia (Stephen, Green Left Weekly, November 6, 2002). ASIO had been 
accused by various Australian civil rights activists and legal experts of profiling 
Muslims during their raids on the households of Indonesian Muslims in October 
2002. The Australian government quickly responded by defending the raids, and 
that ASIO had not deliberately targeted Muslims.11

Peter Me Mahon in Online Opinion, dated January 7, 2003, accuses the 
Australian prime minister, John Howard, of instigating a cynical “anti-terror” 
campaign in order to ensure his leadership position. For Me Mahon the 
campaign of fear aptly displayed by the Howard government after September 11 
and the Bali bombings is “not in proportion to the real threat of terrorism, but it 
serves the direct interests of the mass media and the Howard government and 
they will try to perpetuate it.” In Mary Douglas’s words, such public 
manoeuvres are rooted in colonialists’ belief of the Other as “matter out of 
place” (1969).

The present cultural uncertainty has evoked the question “How are we 
to protect ourselves from terrorists?” In attempting to answer this it must be 
emphasised that each culture produces its own forms of individual and collective 
strategies for offsetting ambiguity, as Jackson (1998) reminds us. One such 
strategy has been to focus on national borders. The significance of Australia’s 
fixation with borders and boundaries is elaborated in Ghassan Hage’s essay on 
ants (1998, 37-38). Ants per se, Hage tells us, are not undesirable when in their 
“correct” place, that is, outdoors. Only when ants invade our households are 
they viewed as pests fit for extermination. Carrol replaces ants with termites to 
suggest that even the prolific science of the pest exterminators is impotent due to 
termites’ resistance (2002, 94). In this domain, the analogy of nation states to 
bounded bodies ensures a reliance on xenophobic and exclusivist practices 
whenever national borders are threatened or are believed to be vulnerable by 
unwanted outsiders.12 On this theme Hirschfeld and Cams note:

Uncertainty dominates the current environment, in sharp
contrast to the clearer challenges of yesterday. We do not
know whom we may fight years from now, and there are few
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unambiguous threats of any magnitude. As a result, we 
frequently generate inadequate and uncompelling evidence in 
an attempt to find threats, or to assert that enemies, 
adversaries, or competitors exist, or will exist. (1997, 65).

The origins of this cultural paranoia can be traced back to the 1850’s 
during the Australian gold rushes in Victoria, which attracted thousands of 
Chinese migrants. Fearing further Asian arrivals into Australia, the colonial 
authorities “introduced restrictions on Chinese immigration.”13 In 1901 and 
1903 the new federal government restricted non-European migration.14 By this 
stage, the press viewed Muslims living in Australia as morally reprobate 
(Saniotis 2003). For instance, R. S. Ross, editor of the Barrier Truth wrote an 
article on March 13, 1903 entitled “The Afghan Menace,” where he deemed 
Afghan Muslims to be sexually depraved, brutal and grossly superstitious, and 
compared to them birds of prey (Cleland 2002, 4).15

Just as its historic counterpart, the contemporary Australian media has 
tended to act as gatekeeper in matters of national security. In his book entitled 
Dog Whistle Politics and Journalism, Australian journalist Peter Manning 
accuses the Australian press of engaging in “dog-whistle journalism”—the 
practice of manipulating certain words, phrases and images in order to distort 
reality. Manning’s book analyses the news coverage of four major Australian 
newspapers, (Sydney Morning Herald, Sun-Herald, Daily Telegraph, Sunday 
Telegraph) twelve months prior and after September 11. Using statistical and 
literary analyses of more than 12,000 articles Manning concludes that nearly 
60% of reporting of Muslims and Arabs associates them with terror and 
violence.16

The practice of conflating Arab/Muslim/Terrorist has been so 
widespread throughout the Australian media that it has coaxed Muslim 
Australians to demonstrate their “loyalty” to Australia. As Victoria Mason, 
citing James Conner argues, “loyalty is indicative of emotional links to spaces 
and places” ranging from the personal to national levels (Mason 2004, 241). It is 
when spaces and places are perceived to be under threat by an ambiguous Other 
that society often deploys a process of witch hunting. In an opinion article I had 
written in 2002,1 call this process “rituals of allegiance” which “are strategically 
directed to measure . . . the level of a person’s” “Australianess.”17 Such rituals 
have ranged from Australian Muslims being asked by the media whether they 
would wage war against Australia, to the media demanding Australian Muslims 
condemn the actions of Islamist terrorists. Although, Australian Muslim 
organisations have publicly denounced Islamist terrorism, such actions have not 
necessarily dissuaded the media’s targeting of Muslims.

Such manoeuvrings reflect the extent to which mainstream media is 
informed by Samuel Huntington’s “clash of civilisations” thesis which pits 
Islam against the West. A leading exponent of this logic is The Australian
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columnist Angela Shanahan who pointed out that the apparent moral lapse of 
Australian Christian society would enable Islam to enter.18 Similarly, The 
Sydney Morning Herald journalist Paul Sheehan “spoke the obvious and 
unpalatable” that Australians are concerned that a large Muslim population has 
entered Australia without “consultation or consent.”19 Spectres of “lurking” 
Muslims was also raised by columnist Piers Ackerman in his article “Opening 
our doors to a wave of hatred,”20 while Herald Sun journalist Andrew Bolt 
doubted the place of Islam in a “secular, multi-ethnic nation like Australia.”21 
Bolt’s conspiracy theory continued: “Again and again, we’re offered proof that 
too many of our Muslim leaders work in ways that threaten us. This must be 
exposed, not covered up. The longer this contagion is left to fester, the sicker we 
may all become.”22 Responding to a young Australian Muslim’s call for jihad 
during the TV program A Current Affair, Adelaide talk-back radio host Bob 
Francis proposed “Rule bloody 303 with those bastards. Right in the middle of 
the head!”23

Conclusion
The spectre of jihadism provides an insight for exploring alterity in the 

form of the “bogeyman.” In the western psyche the “bogeyman” is a powerful 
symbol for inciting ambivalence. Employing clandestine tactics which are often 
undetectable, jihadists have demolished modernity’s concern with control. 
Based on the dictum of “Know thine enemy” jihadists have been able to 
obliterate the icons of western market culture. Western societies have begun to 
realise post-September 11, 2001, that not since the totalitarian terror of fascism 
and communism has there been such an ideological force which mocks the 
rudiments of western civilisation.

For Warner, the wanton destructiveness of the bogeyman is procured 
by his ability to sometimes consume (as the cannibal) that which he has 
dominated (1998:13). Bin Laden’s recipe for terrifying the West resonates with 
cannibalistic desire. Terror (its preparation and consumption) is not only about 
avenging the Muslim world, but is a way of spreading an apocalyptic 
imperialism. Using Warner’s phraseology the spectre of Jihadism spotlights the 
horror of ambiguity and its transgression of interpersonal and intercultural 
boundaries in which we construe and author our lifeworlds—Chimera 
transfigured.

Fear of transgression of intercultural boundaries by jihadists has 
inevitably led to ordinary Muslims being fantasized as potential nemesis. 
Indeterminacy of jihadists became indeterminacy of Australian Muslims in 
general. As a previous colonial power with a long histoiy of “Othering,” it is 
perhaps not surprising that some elements of Australian culture have made this 
link. The reactionary behaviours of Australian media seem to underline their 
penchant for orientalism as a rhetorical device.
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I would like to conclude here via Rene Girard who tied magical power 
with violence. For him the scapegoat embodied Otherness whose annulling 
ensured the continuation of society. In this way, the bogeyman fused myth, 
power and redemption. In Australian culture, representations of the bogeyman in 
the form of Australian Muslims are related to the exercise of redemptive power 
by dominant individuals who deem their actions necessary for offsetting 
ambivalence (Mast 1997).

University of Adelaide Arthur Saniotis

Notes
1 “In February 1998, Bin Laden issued a religious ruling (fatwa) which called on all 
Muslims to kill U. S. citizens and their allies.”
2 Louis Deprez’s essay “The Chimera” is found in Warner (1998,240-245).
3

I am reminded here of an episode from Machiavelli’s famous treatise, The Prince where 
the young Oliverotto invites his uncle Giovanni Faglioni and his friends to dinner. In an 
act of unspeakable treachery Faglioni and all other guests are murdered by Oliverotto’s 
soldiers while dining (Machiavelli, 1986, 64-65).
4 thI define Islamism as a 20 century political ideological movement which is a 
conservative form of Muslim fundamentalism; a system of social governance which 
incorporates all aspects o f society. Islamism offers a comparatively uncompromising 
interpretation of Islam which opposes more liberal Muslim ideologies.

The bombing occurred at the Sari club in the Balinese town of Kuta at approximately 
11.30 pm when the club was full with tourists.
6 Rinnan claimed that the asylum seekers had been rescued from a leaking Indonesian 
boat.
7 The Age 21 November. 2002. p. 1.g

New South Wales Legislative Assembly Hansard, 22 November, 2002.g
“Fred Nile attacks Muslim women’s traditional dress” AM - Thursday, 21 November, 

2002 http://www.abc.net.au/am/stories/s731622.htm
10 The World Today 1 November. 2002.
11 The Australian Attorney-General, Daryl Williams stated "We are doing what is 
necessary in the interests of the Australian community and it will be done under proper 
legal means, and . under well-established, strict procedures." New South Wales Labor 
premier, Bob Carr pointed out that the ASIO raids were necessary due to the "terrible 
terrorist incident" in Bali. Carr further claimed that security organisations "must take 
account of the possibility o f sleeper cells having been set up in Australia, planted in 
Australia, even a decade ago, ready to be activated when required.”
‘ASIO raids a test of purpose’ Sydney Morning Herald, Smh.com.au 1 November 2002.
12 Michael Humphrey’s essay called “Humanitarianism, Terrorism and the Transnational 
Border” (2002), outlines the linkages between border protection and Australian 
government’s Asylum policy. Aspects of this relationship are also discussed in Ghassan 
Hage’s Against Paranoid Nationalism (2003).

http://www.abc.net.au/am/stories/s731622.htm
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13 ‘Abolition of White Australia Policy’ Department of Immigration and Multicultural 
and Indigenous Affairs.
14 This approach towards immigration became known as “The White Australia Policy” 
which continued until the last quarter of the 20th century.
15See also Christine Stephens, Tin Mosques and Ghantowns: A History of Afghan Camel 
drivers in Australia, OUP Melbourne (1989, 149).
16 NSW Legislative Assembly Hansard,, 14 May. 2004.
17 Saniotis (2002).
18 Angela Shanahan, The Australian 15 October. 2002, cited in Arthur Saniotis 18 
November, 2002.
19 Cited in The Bulletin 12 September. 2001.
20

Daily Telegraph 18 September. 2001.
21 Cited in Mason (2004,239).
22

Herald Sun 13 February 2004, cited in Forum on Australia’s Islamic Relations, 16 
February 2004.
23 5AA Adelaide 16 October. 2002
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Out of Focus on the Family: A Response to 
Arguments about Same-Sex Marriage

Before impugning an opponent’s motives, even when they 
may be rightly impugned, answer his arguments.
—Sidney Hook

Gay marriage. The prospect has sent politicians and religious leaders 
into a frenzy to “protect marriage” from American citizens who want to get 
married. Why? What are their arguments for this seemingly paradoxical 
behavior? Why, when America insists that an enlightened society must be 
inclusive and that a rational culture embraces differences as a source of 
strength—and after decades of sometimes feverish efforts to enfranchise 
virtually every minority group in America—why are many politicians and so- 
called “religious leaders” determined to keep gay men and women 
disenfranchised, especially when it comes to the legal right to a civil marriage?

Politicians echo religious leaders. One politically active religious leader 
has the ear of President George W. Bush, who consults with him on a regular 
basis. James Dobson is founder, head, and chief spokesman of Focus on the 
Family (FOF), an evangelical, ultra-conservative lobbying group and 
international media empire. Dr. Dobson’s words are heard by more than 200 
million people on more than 3000 radio stations and 80 television stations in 116 
countries from Japan to Botswana and in 15 languages from Spanish to Zulu. In 
a November 12, 2004, article on Slate.msn.com, Michael Crowley, senior editor 
at the New Republic, dubbed James Dobson “the religious right’s new 
kingmaker” and “America’s most influential evangelical leader, with a 
following reportedly greater than that of either Falwell or Robertson at [their] 
peak.”

In his June 2004 book, Marriage Under Fire: Why We Must Win This 
Battle, from Multnomah Publishers (whose express purpose is, according to 
their web site, “to spread His Word in the world. That’s why we’re here—to 
change lives for the glory of His kingdom”), Dr. Dobson offers “Eleven 
Arguments Against Same-Sex Marriage.” With all his power and influence, it 
behooves every American to examine the arguments of a man who is a force to 
be reckoned with in America’s faith-based political scene. 1

1. The legalization of homosexual marriage will quickly destroy the 
traditional family.

“Destroy”? How could allowing committed men and women (no matter 
their sexual orientation) to marry possibly destroy traditional families? Will 
existing traditional families suddenly disintegrate? Will the heterosexual
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population suddenly stop marrying and creating traditional families? Will 
divorce, remarriage, and the nontraditional1 families they create suddenly 
become extinct as well?

It would seem far more likely that the marriage of fundamentalist 
religion to ultra-conservative political ideology espoused by groups such as FOF 
can destroy families and lives. It is already doing so in parts of Africa where 
religion holds sway over governments that reject the idea of “equal civil rights.” 

In 2003 I began corresponding with a 25-year-old Ugandan. He was an 
accomplished dancer, musician, painter, and sculptor living in Kampala. Some 
of his art had been purchased by the President of Uganda. He was finishing his 
studies in Organizational Studies at the university. The future looked bright, 
until his evangelical Christian parents discovered he was gay. His lawyer father 
informed the police and had his son arrested. According to Kamal Fizazi, 
Regional Program Coordinator for Africa and Southwest Asia, International Gay 
and Lesbian Human Rights Commission, “Ugandan law punishes same-sex love 
with life imprisonment. Under this harsh law, even individuals who elude 
imprisonment face constant fear, stigmatization, and the threat of extortion by 
the police.”

Upon release—pending further legal action—straight friends
abandoned him and he was dismissed by dance companies and barred from art 
exhibits that received public funds, which virtually all of them did. His family 
disowned him and his unfinished art was destroyed. Homeless, broke and alone, 
naturally he considered suicide, but felt “God” had something planned for him.

Finally, after months of harassment, re-arrests, and releases pending 
further legal action, the police appeared at the home of the woman where he’d 
been hiding. Since he couldn’t pay the officers the 1.5 million Ugandan shillings 
(about $756 US) they required to “lose” his file, he was told to leave the country 
or be arrested. But because of his arrest record he could not leave the country. 
Two days later I lost touch with him. Some time later I learned his fate: arrested, 
convicted, sentenced to life without parole. But his life sentence lasted only ten 
days. He was beaten to death in prison by a group claiming to be doing “God’s 
work.” One of the last e-mails I received from him ended with:

PS: there is no hope to find help/refuge from churches here.
They are very much against us and since the church in 
America embraced a gay bishop it has become almost the 
main topic of condemnation in the churches all over here. It’s 
all very terrible and disgusting and I believe they are all just 
selfish and with hatred hearts —yet claiming to be of God!! I 
don’t go to churches here any more.2

Dr. Dobson asserts that homosexual marriages will “quickly” destroy 
traditional families. Legal same-sex marriages have been occurring in
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Massachusetts since May 17, 2004, but last Sunday’s Boston Globe (November 
28, 2004, sixth months after gay marriage became legal in Massachusetts) 
featured the usual number of heterosexuals planning to marry and start 
traditional families. In fact, traditional families and nontraditional ones in 
Massachusetts and elsewhere across the nation seem totally unaffected by the 
existence of legal gay marriage. Moreover, as Andrew Sullivan noted in 
Virtually Normal: An Argument About Homosexuality, “The distinction between 
‘families’ and ‘homosexuals’ is . . . empirically false; and the stability of 
existing [traditional] families is closely linked to how homosexuals are treated 
within them” (104). Most gay men and lesbian women are the product of 
traditional families, many of which were tom apart by misplaced shame inspired 
by faith-based intolerance. Legal gay marriage would do much to destigmatize 
homosexuality and, therefore, may actually help save some future traditional 
families.

All parents want their children to be happy and live full, productive 
lives. Being homosexual is a difficult road made more difficult by the dogmatic 
rhetoric of Dobson and other ideologues. It has tom families apart more than a 
few times. Those traditional families that have survived put their love for each 
other above religious dogma. Those that thought religious dogma more 
important often lost their families and destroyed what they said they were trying 
to protect, as was illustrated by the Fields family in Georgia. From 
Advocate.com, October 29, 2004:

Tess Fields, the lesbian daughter of Georgia Christian 
Coalition leader Sadie Fields, is speaking out against her 
mother’s campaign to amend the Georgia state constitution to 
ban same-sex marriage. Just days before Tuesday’s 
referendum, Tess Fields sent a letter to The Atlanta Journal- 
Constitution’s editorial page, criticizing what she called her 
mother’s “bigotry” and “abject hostility toward gay and 
lesbian people.” . . .

Sadie Fields said her daughter’s sexuality and their strained 
relationship is deeply painful for her. The Christian Coalition 
leader . . . said that she loves her daughter and prays for her 
daily. “I would give my life for her, but I can’t affirm her in 
her choices,” she said. Sadie Fields said she would continue to 
support the proposed amendment because she says it’s the 
right thing to do. “The amendment issue is larger than just one 
relationship,” Sadie Fields said. “It’s not just about me and my 
daughter. It’s about the future of this country.”
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Dr. Dobson based his dire prediction of the effects of same-sex 
marriage on “evidence from the Scandinavian countries that de-facto 
homosexual marriage destroys the real Me Coy” (47). There are six independent 
“Scandinavian” countries. Although they may all share some common cultural 
traits—such as an ontological tradition of the “logic of liberty” advocated by 
John Stuart Mill, who believed that experimenting with various ways of living 
would allow societies to determine which were the most advantageous to growth 
and stability—each has its own social and political dynamics. To make such an 
unqualified straight-line comparison is invalid logically and sociologically, as is 
the claim that “de-facto homosexual marriage” is the cause of declining 
marriage rates.

To set the record straight, Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Finland, 
Greenland, and Iceland allow couples to establish legal partnerships other than 
marriage. Although these registered arrangements give same-sex couples some 
of the benefits and protections of civil marriage, the couples are not legally 
“married.” In that sense, “domestic partnerships,” “civil unions,” “domestic 
unions,” “legal partnerships” (and any other designations that are concocted) do 
indeed provide viable alternatives to marriage and thereby contribute to that 
institution’s declining numbers. It’s only common sense: more options, same 
population choosing among them. Perhaps it would be better to just use 
“marriage” for all unions instead of opening up a Pandora’s Box of kind-of-like 
and somewhat-similar arrangements available to both heterosexuals and 
homosexuals.

Other evidence from Scandinavian countries further contradicts 
Dobson’s argument. According to the Central Population Registry, Denmark has 
continued to see a statistical increase in the number of male-female couples 
marrying per capita during the fifteen years since “de-facto homosexual 
marriage” has existed (www.dst.dk). On August 1, 1993, Registered Domestic 
Partnerships became legal in Norway, giving same-sex couples the same rights 
as mixed-sex couples. Since then, all the dire predictions have proven baseless. 
Monika Persson, reporting from Eidsnes, Norway, summarized in a Grand 
Forks Herald article on October 7, 2004:

I still can remember the commotion and discussions that 
followed. Yet, now it seems so far away that just thinking the 
issue was controversial leaves me with a bitter taste of 
wrongfulness and ignorance. Of course, someone always will 
be opposed to the issue, but the subject itself is old, worn out 
and accepted many years ago by most Norwegians.

At first glance, one might wonder why Dr. Dobson chose the folksy 
“real Me Coy” description of “traditional marriage” in his opening salvo. The 
answer may be rhetorical. Aside from offering out-of-context scripture verses

http://www.dst.dk
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reinforced with FOF’s own religious dogma and political agenda, James 
Dobson—as well as Louis Sheldon of the Traditional Values Coalition, and 
Jerry Falwell in his ministries’ publications—like to use down-home, folksy 
rhetoric to portray themselves as “just average folk.” How many “average folk” 
are regularly heard on 3,000 radio stations and 80 television stations in 116 
countries? How many “average folk” command such political and financial 
influence?

Dr. Dobson begins by focusing on three “reasons” for his first 
“argument.” The first of these is:

When the State sanctions homosexual relationships and gives 
them its blessing, the younger generation becomes confused 
about sexual identity and quickly loses its understanding of 
lifelong commitments, emotional bonding, sexual purity, the 
role of children in a family, and from a spiritual perspective, 
the “sanctity” of marriage. Marriage is reduced to something 
of a partnership that provides attractive benefits and sexual 
convenience, but cannot offer the intimacy described in 
Genesis. (47)

Throughout his “arguments,” Dobson employs one-dimensional 
straight-line logic: if X happens, Y will as a direct, inevitable, and immediate 
result. Such unqualified thinking doesn’t even work on the most simplistic of 
levels. If I drop a book, it will fall to the ground. If I stick my finger into an 
electrical outlet, I will get shocked. Right? Well, that depends. I’d have to be 
standing on Earth—and not in the space shuttle—for the book to fall as I expect, 
and the electrical outlet would have to be “live” to provide a shock. Nearly 
every “simple” situation has a qualifier that could be applied to it. Dobson’s 
simplistic thinking has no validity whatsoever in complex sociological 
situations. There are far too many variables for such gross generalizations and 
prognostications. That said, examine his first “reason” a little closer.

To assert that if gays marry, all members of “the younger generation” 
will en masse become confused about their “sexual identity” is an exaggeration 
at best. Most people know from an early age whether they are attracted to the 
same or the opposite sex. True, there is a small minority of what have been 
called “waverers,” pre- or just post-adolescent men and women uncertain about 
their sexuality, so they experiment. This seems a natural expression of being 
human: when confronted with conflicting data, experiment to find your Truth. 
Experimentation can go very wrong, but most people need to do it. It’s how 
humans grow and learn. It’s how individuals find out who they are and what 
they are about. The alternatives to such self-discoveries are psychologically and 
sociologically destructive: depression and repression, low self-esteem and self- 
hatred, hollow, unfulfilled, and unexpressed lives of quiet desperation.
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As for Dr. Dobson’s concern about younger generations losing their 
“understanding of lifelong commitments, emotional bonding, sexual purity, the 
role of children in a family, and from a spiritual perspective, the ‘sanctity’ of 
marriage,” the younger generations have grown up with a near 50% divorce rate 
and equally high rates of infidelity. They already know the reality of “lifelong 
commitments, emotional bonding, sexual purity, the role of children in a family, 
and . . . the ‘sanctity’ of marriage,” and homosexuals had nothing to do with 
them learning that lesson. Instead it could be said that they may be inspired by 
gay people’s fight for the right to marry and commit to a lifelong emotional and 
spiritual bond. The younger generation is a lot more savvy than faith-based 
ideologues give them credit for.

Dr. Dobson also predicts that if gays marry, marriage will be “reduced 
to something of a partnership that provides attractive benefits and sexual 
convenience, but cannot offer the intimacy described in Genesis.” Logic and real 
life experience confirm that if a marriage isn’t a “partnership,” it is most likely 
doomed to fail. Married partners would not think of their mate as a “sexual 
convenience,” nor would they have married solely for the “attractive benefits” 
afforded by law.

“Intimacy described in Genesis”? Upon re-reading the First Book of 
Moses called “Genesis,” I found virtually no mention of intimacy, but I did find 
a lot of hate and wrath, sanctioned murder and mutilation, implied incest (where 
did Mrs. Cain come from if Adam and Eve were the only two procreating 
humans?), and sanctioned polygamy. (“And Lamech took unto him two wives: 
the name of the one was Adah, and the name of the other Zillah.” Gen. 4:19). 
This is rather ironic since Dr. Dobson asserts in his second “reason” that “the 
introduction of legalized gay marriages”—allegedly in opposition to biblical 
scripture—“will lead inexorably to polygamy and other alternatives to one 
man/one woman unions” (48). Polygamy was the norm in more than a few 
theocratic cultures. Harems were the right of divinely appointed rulers. And 
there was a time not that long ago when the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter- 
Day Saints argued for the biblical basis and morality of polygamy, beginning 
with Genesis 4:19, Genesis 29:17-28, and II Samuel 3:2-5 that say a man may 
have more than one wife; and on into II Samuel 5:13 and I Kings 11:3 that says 
marriage shall not impede a man’s right to take concubines in addition to a wife 
or wives. Again, just to set the record straight, according to Robert Wright in 
The Moral Animal: The New Science o f Evolutionary Psychology, “A huge 
majority—980 of the 1,154 past or present societies for which anthropologists 
have data—have permitted a man to have more than one wife” (78).

Dr. Dobson’s “third reason marriage between homosexuals will destroy 
traditional marriage is that this is the ultimate goal of activists, and they will not 
stop until they achieve it. . .  . The intention here is to create an entirely different 
legal structure” (50, italics Dobson’s). Homosexuals can’t destroy “the sanctity” 
of traditional marriage. For all intent and purposes, that’s already been done and
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not by gays who have been forbidden to marry.3 Even those clamoring to 
“protect marriage” aren’t doing a very good job preserving its “sanctity.”

The California-based Bama Group is a marketing research company 
that “has been providing information and analysis regarding cultural trends and 
the Christian Church since 1984.” In a report entitled “Bom Again Christians 
Just As Likely to Divorce As Are Non-Christians,” issued September 8, 2004, 
they noted that: “Among married bom again Christians, 35% have experienced a 
divorce. That figure is identical to the outcome among married adults who are 
not bom again: 35%.” They also noted that “nearly one-quarter of the married 
‘bom agains’ (23 percent) get divorced two or more times” (www.bama.org).

Demographers put the American homosexual population at about 2%. 
It’s unrealistic, at best, to assert that whatever percentage of that 2% who 
actually marry have the ability to “destroy traditional marriage,” which is 
obviously not their intention or they would not be fighting so hard to participate 
in the institution. Dobson further asserted that the gay community is trying “to 
create an entirely different legal structure,” but it is not they who keep trying to 
reshape the judiciary by unseating, removing, or defeating judges whose legal 
decisions they don’t like. That’s been the agenda of the Christian Right and 
Focus on the Family.

While addressing a “Take a Stand for Marriage” rally in Sioux City, 
Iowa on October 2, 2004, Dr. Dobson once again asserted “Now judges are 
telling us they want to redefine the definition of marriage. We say, not in our 
lifetime.” But the FOF head ignored what the judge he came to attack said when 
not acting in his professional capacity. From the Advocate.com article reporting 
on the rally:

Organizers said Dobson was drawn to Iowa by the November 
ruling of Iowa district judge Jeffrey Neary terminating the 
civil union of a lesbian Sioux City couple joined in Vermont.
The Iowa Family Policy Center, sponsor of the rally, is the 
group whose legal arm appealed Neary’s dissolution decree.
Dobson said the court system is determined to allow same-sex 
marriages, led by activist judges who are creating laws rather 
than interpreting them. He encouraged the audience to voice 
their opinions by voting and “maybe find some of these people 
another line of work.”

“I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but you’ve got one of them 
right here, Judge Jeffrey Neary,” Dobson said at the rally.

The Judicial Accountability Group, a political action 
committee formed in September to try to unseat Neary, had 
information tables at the event entrance and distributed printed

http://www.bama.org
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materials asking residents to vote against retaining Neary.
Neary told The Sioux City Journal that he is not an activist 
judge and is not out to change the definition of marriage. He 
said he was simply resolving a dispute between two parties. 
Dobson “is dead wrong if he thinks I favor same-sex 
marriages or same-sex unions. The truth of the matter is, I 
don’t. I am just as firm a believer as he is in the sanctity of 
traditional marriage,” Neary said.

Dr. Dobson is obviously unfamiliar with or uninterested in the 
professional ethics Judge Neary demonstrated in rendering his decision. But 
that’s the essence of Dobson’s theocratic thinking: no separation of church and 
state, no separation of personal beliefs and professional responsibilities. What he 
calls “activist judges” are men and women charged with upholding existing laws 
that mandate all citizens be treated equally, regardless of the jurist’s personal 
beliefs. Nevertheless, the faith-based conservative group Iowa Family Policy 
Center—with FOF’s “moral” support—launched a campaign to have District 
Judge Neary from northwest Iowa voted off the bench. The legal community 
staunchly defended Neary based on his exceptional record on the bench. He won 
a 93% approval rating for a six-year term in the Iowa State Bar Association’s 
election-year poll of its members. That was among the higher approval ratings 
of the 74 Iowa judges up for retention in the general election. He also earned 
unanimous support from the Sioux County Bar Association.

2. Children will suffer most.
In logic and rhetoric, this is called “begging the question”: diverting 

attention from the issue at hand (same-sex civil marriage) to a related issue that 
has more emotional appeal. In Ain’t Nobody’s Business I f  You Do: The 
Absurdity o f Consensual Crimes in a Free Society, bestselling New York Times 
author Peter McWilliams made the case that when, in the course of a complex 
sociologic or political argument, someone begs the question at hand and shifts 
the entire argument to the “protect the children” mantra, it’s a clear sign that 
person has run out of valid, logical arguments.

Dr. Dobson claims the reason that same-sex marriages, as well as the 
families and homes they create, will cause children to suffer the most is 
“Because homosexuals are rarely monogamous, often having as many as three 
hundred or more partners in a lifetime—some studies say it is typically more 
than one thousand—children in those polyamorous situations are caught in a 
perpetual coming and going” (53-54). Notice the rhetorical sleight-of-hand: not 
“coupled homosexual”; Dr. Dobson has subtly shifted his argument to single 
homosexuals. Multiple partners are also the norm for single heterosexuals, as 
well as for more than a few married ones. But the misrepresentation has only 
just begun.
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Dobson asserts that “some studies say” that homosexuals “typically” 
have more than one thousand sex partners. The footnote attached to that 
assertion references “A.P. Bell and M.S. Weinberg, Homosexualities: A Study o f 
Diversity Among Men and Women (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1978), 308- 
9; see also Bell, Weinberg and Hammersmith, Sexual Preference (Bloomington, 
IN: Indiana University Press, 1981).” The title of the first text immediately 
suggests the ruse: “Homosexual///^” and “Diversity.” Dobson makes a blanket 
statement about all homosexuals today based on one table in a book about 
“homosexualities” and the “diversity” of behaviors. The book’s publication date 
confirms the deception. Data more than a quarter century old must be put into 
proper historical and cultural contexts, especially when dealing with a subject 
that has seen profound changes in the intervening decades.

Bell and Weinberg gathered their data in the mid 1970s, during the 
height of the so-called “bathhouse culture” when, as Andrew Sullivan has noted, 
the homosexual subculture “all but submerged itself in a sexualized frenzy” 
(122). That “sexualized frenzy” ended rather abruptly when a mysterious 
retrovirus appeared and, in a matter of years, wiped out “a whole generation of 
homosexual men: hundreds of thousands of them,” while faith-based activists 
like Dobson and Jerry Falwell urged political leaders like Ronald Reagan to do 
nothing about the epidemic (See “Is Reagan’s legacy still hurting gays?” 
Advocate.com June 7, 2004). But, even during the days of the bathhouse culture, 
the statistics required geographical qualification, as was astutely noted by Mindy 
Hutchings while reviewing the draft of this article:

300 to 1000 different partners is a lot of people! Especially 
when, demographically, gays only make up 2% of the 
population and not everyone lives in a very large city where 
this would be even remotely possible. Therefore, those who 
did have a very large number of partners were an even smaller 
minority of the minority.

The pages in Bell’s and Weinberg’s book (308-9) cited by Dobson 
contain tables. The one he alleged was “typical” of all homosexuals today 
appeared on page 308, in Appendix C, reproduced here:
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Table 1 -  Sexual Partnerships
Number of WHM BHM
Homosexual 
Partners Ever

(N=574) (N = ll

0 1 0% 0%
1 2 0 0
2 3-4 1 2
3 5-9 2 4
4 10-14 3 5
5 15-24 3 6
6 25-49 8 6
7 50-99 9 18
8 100-249 15 15
9 250-499 17 11
10: 500-999 15 14
11; 1000 or m ore

R2
Demographics .09

28

b

19

BH M -W H M  .09 .11

WHF BHF Pilot
(N=227) (N=64) Study

(N=458)

3% 5%
9 5

15 14 1%
31 30 3
16 9 4
10 16 5
8 11 8
5 8 12
1 2 20
1 2 13
0 0 14
0 0 20

R2 b
Demographics .04 
BHF -  WHF .05 .17

Aside from the fact that in order to be properly understood within the 
parameters of the study, this table needs to be cross-referenced with the other 
119 charts, tables, and graphs in the appendices of their book, Dr. Dobson seems 
interested only in gay men. The “White Homosexual Female” (WHF) and 
“Black Homosexual Female” (BHF) results contradict his assertion and, 
according to current statistics reviewed by Gary Gates (a demographer at the 
Urban Institute in Washington, D.C., and coauthor of The Gay and Lesbian 
Atlas), two-thirds of the same-sex couples who applied for marriage licenses in 
Massachusetts on May 17—the first day gay and lesbian couples could legally 
be issued marriage licenses in this country—were women. This is not surprising 
since 43% of lesbians are “coupled” at any one time. Other pertinent 
demographics from May 17 in Massachusetts include:

•50% of the same-sex couples who applied for marriage 
licenses had been together for at least a decade;
•The most predominant age group was 40 to 49 years-old (the 
median age was 43);
•40% of those female couples said they had children in their 
households.

According to the Adoption Family Center, there are an estimated 6 to 
14 million children who have a gay or lesbian parent, and between 8 and 10 
million children who are being reared in gay and lesbian households. Dobson 
was right. These children will suffer the most if their parents are prohibited from 
giving them the obvious and the subtle benefits legal marriage confers. And 
what about children who fmd themselves inexorably drawn to the same sex? 
Currently these young people face a most difficult road, but:
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as gay marriage sank into the subtle background 
consciousness of a culture, its influence would be felt quietly 
but deeply among gay children. For then, at last, there would 
be some kind of fixture; some older faces to apply to then- 
unfolding lives, some language in which their identity could 
properly be discussed, some rubric by which it could be 
explained—not in terms of sex, or sexual practices, or bars, or 
subterranean activity, but in terms of their future life stories, 
their potential loves, their eventual chance at some kind of 
constructive happiness. (Sullivan, 184)

As Andrew Sullivan noted, the battle for marriage equality “is not for political 
victory but for personal integrity” (186).

The second reference listed in Dr. Dobson’s citation—Bell, Weinberg 
and Hammersmith, Sexual Preference (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 
Press, 1981)—is most perplexing since a theme in the book is “Sexual 
orientation, whether it be heterosexual, homosexual or bisexual, does not appear 
to be something that one chooses. Recent studies suggest that sexual orientation 
has a genetic or biological component, and is probably determined before or 
shortly after birth.” This, of course, is all the more reason to destigmatize 
homosexuality by legalizing same-sex marriage.

Despite the statistics he ignored in the table cited above, despite the 
stable family statistics evidenced in Massachusetts on May 17, 2004, and despite 
citing a study that argues against his prohibitionist position, the founder of 
Focus on the Family continues to explain his “reason” with another attempt at 
folksy wit:

It [the alleged coming and going of homosexual partners] is 
devastating to kids, who by their nature are enormously 
conservative creatures. They like things to stay just the way 
they are, and they hate change. Some have been known to eat 
the same brand of peanut butter throughout childhood. (54).

Of course children want stability and their parents to remain together, 
but Dr. Dobson is not campaigning to make divorce illegal (as mandated in 
Deut. 22:19 and Mark 10:9), just against homosexuals who want to marry and 
create families and those who have already created viable, functional, loving 
families despite the obstacles placed in their way.

3. Public schools in every state will embrace homosexuality.
“Embrace homosexuality”? Very simply put, this is verbal imagery 

meant to inflame and mislead. Public schools teach facts and realities: 
Homosexuals have existed in all cultures and in all times and have been among
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every culture’s most renown citizens; in 21st century America, gay citizens are 
demanding equal rights, including the civil right to a civil marriage. Those 
factual social and cultural realities could initiate discussions and incite critical 
thinking. History, political science, human development, gender studies, 
religious studies, American studies, social science, and civics: the topics could 
be discussed in many different academic venues.

But Dr. Dobson and Focus on the Family are opposed to critical 
thinking and discussion of social and cultural realities and are especially 
opposed to young people talking about their differences and learning to respect 
each other’s position, even if they don’t agree. FOF mounted a vigorous 
campaign against the Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network: discussion 
groups in high schools aimed at bringing students together to talk about their 
differences and their beliefs and, hopefully, understand their similarities and 
each other a little better. Focus on the Family’s continued opposition to this 
bedrock practice of a civil society is evident in an article offered on their web 
site (July 17, 2004):

Citizen Magazine Feature—“Never Too Young to 
Indoctrinate”

The Gay, Lesbian, and Straight Education Network has 
teamed up with the National Education Association to plant its 
pro-homosexuality message in every American classroom.

http://www.family.org/cforum/citizenmag/features/a00l3413 
.cfm - 30.4KB - Highlight - Focus on the Family

If they’re successful, public schools teach students to think critically 
and independently. That’s what Dobson, Louis Sheldon of Traditional Values 
Coalition, Jerry Falwell, Pat Robertson et al may fear the most: younger 
generations who think critically and independently, who examine the paradigms 
that have lead us to where we are and decide if that’s where they want to be. Not 
surprisingly, in every poll conducted by social scientists, major newspapers, and 
network news agencies, people under 30 years of age generally support equal 
rights for gay Americans. For example, a nationwide poll conducted by The New 
York Times and CBS News and reported by Katherine Q. Seelye and Janet Elder 
in The Times on December 21, 2003, found that, “The most positive feelings 
toward gay people were registered among respondents under 30.” Similar 
findings occurred in the nonpartisan Field Poll, released May 2004, that also 
reported voters ages 18 to 34 overwhelmingly thought gay marriage should be 
legalized.

http://www.family.org/cforum/citizenmag/features/a00l3413
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4. Adoption laws will be instantly obsolete.
Another sweeping generalization and non-sequitur argument. The 

overriding criterion in all adoption cases is “the best interest of the child.” On 
June 16, 2004, the American Medical Association voted to endorse the 
legalization of same-sex adoptions. The resolution stated, in part: “having two 
fully sanctioned and legally defined parents promotes a safe and nurturing 
environment for children.” Dr. David Fassler, a delegate from the American 
Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, reaffirmed that, “All the scientific 
evidence points to no differences among children raised in heterosexual or 
homosexual families” (www.ama-assn.org).

On the other hand, Dr Dobson offers no sources or evidence, 
elaboration, or explanation for this argument against same-sex marriage that 
reads, in toto:

From the moment that homosexual marriage becomes legal, 
courts will not be able to favor a traditional coupling of one 
man and one woman in matters of adoption. Children will be 
placed in homes with parents representing only one sex on an 
equal basis with those having a mom and a dad. Even the 
polyamorous couples won’t be excluded. The prospect of 
fatherless and motherless children will not be considered in 
the evaluation of eligibility. It will be the law.

“From the moment that homosexual marriage becomes legal”: they 
have been legal in Massachusetts since May 17, 2004. There are still millions of 
children awaiting adoption. Unfortunately, the only changes in adoption laws 
seem not to have been “in the best interest of the child,” but aimed at rebuking 
their same-sex parents. Consider this news item from Advocate.com, September 
15, 2004, “Oklahoma’s antigay adoption law challenged”:

An antigay adoption law widely considered to be so extreme 
that it could leave children adopted by same-sex couples in 
other states orphans in the eyes of Oklahoma officials was 
challenged in federal court on Wednesday. The suit, filed by 
the gay rights group Lambda Legal, seeks to overturn the law, 
which was passed hastily at the end of the Oklahoma 
legislative session earlier this year. Lambda is representing 
same-sex couples who adopted children while living in other 
states and later moved to Oklahoma with their children or 
want to visit the state with their family. “This drastic law 
could be interpreted to nullify legal adoptions of children by 
same-sex couples in other states when they are in Oklahoma,” 
said Brian Chase, staff attorney in Lambda Legal’s South

http://www.ama-assn.org
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Central regional office in Dallas. “What we are talking about 
here are Oklahoma legislators who disapprove of gay people 
and lashed out by passing a law that punishes children for 
having gay or lesbian parents.”

Specifically, the law says that Oklahoma “shall not recognize an adoption by 
more than one individual of the same sex from any other state or foreign 
jurisdiction.”

This faith-based political trend is even more disheartening when 
contrasted with existing research on children being reared by same-sex parents. 
Judith Stacey, professor of sociology at New York University, has reviewed the 
research available about children of gay or lesbian parents. Her findings were 
reported in “Children of Gay Parents Doing Just Fine” (Advocate.com, April 16, 
2004). The title says it all, but Dr. Stacey did report some “modest but 
interesting” differences discussed in the article:

A few studies suggest that lesbian parents tend to be more 
egalitarian and gender-neutral in their child-raising techniques.
These parents tend to share child care and work outside the 
home in a more equal way, according to this research. The 
boys in these families “were less aggressive, more tolerant,” 
said Stacey. “The girls were more self-confident, with a wider 
sense of career perspectives.”

Further evidence that children parented by same-sex couples are doing 
just fine came in late 2004 from Charlotte J. Patterson, professor of psychology 
at the University of Virginia, Stephen T. Russell, professor of human 
development at the University of Arizona, and Jennifer Wainright, Ph.D. 
candidate at the University of Virginia, in their longitudinal, comparative study 
of children being reared by same-sex parents and those being reared by 
opposite-sex parents. Their findings were published in the December 2004 issue 
of the Society for Research in Child Development’s journal Child Development.

Patterson and her colleagues based their research on a sample of 
twelve-to-eighteen year-old adolescents from eighty-eight families drawn from 
the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. Forty-four of the study 
participants were parented by same-sex couples and forty-four were parented by 
opposite-sex couples. The two groups were matched by demographic 
characteristics including age, income levels, social situations and other factors to 
ensure they were comparable. Pertinent results included:

•Teenagers of same-sex parents are developing as well as the 
children of opposite-sex parents;
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•Good quality family relationships are more important 
contributors to successful development than family type;

•Teenage offspring of same-sex couples have similar dating 
and romantic relationship behaviors as children of opposite- 
sex couples;

•On measures of their psychosocial adjustment and school 
results, such as grades and test scores, both groups had similar 
outcomes, and their adjustment was not affected by the type of 
family—whether same sex or opposite sex parents.

5. Foster-care programs will be impacted dramatically.
Dr. Dobson laments that “foster-care parents will be required to 

undergo ‘sensitivity training’ to rid themselves of bias in favor of 
heterosexuality, and will have to affirm homosexuality in children and teens.” It 
seems only appropriate that he objects to foster parents not being allowed to 
teach children bigotry and hatred. Andrew Sullivan has made the point that:

If . . . young men and women were taught in childhood to 
respect the few among their midst who were homosexual, the 
result might not merely be beneficial for the few homosexuals 
. . .  It might also be beneficial for inculcating in young men a 
respect for women that is conducive to responsible courtship 
and successful marriage, and a respect for the other that is 
conducive to stability in a pluralist society as a whole 
(Sullivan, 114-115).

But a respectful, pluralist society is not what Focus on the Family or 
Operation Rescue wants. As the founder of the latter, Randall Terry, put it: “We 
don’t want equal time. We don’t want pluralism.” Mr. Terry was equally blunt 
about what he does want from his “Christian” followers:

I want you to just let a wave of intolerance wash over you. I 
want you to let a wave of hatred wash over you. Yes, hate is 
good. . . . Our goal is a Christian nation. We have a Biblical 
duty, we are called by God, to conquer this country. We don’t 
want equal time. We don’t want pluralism (Fort Wayne,
Indiana News-Sentinel, August 16,1993).

The call-to-hatred and the all-or-nothing mentality assures failure. But, 
in the meantime, such faith-based fanaticism should not be allowed to infect any 
child in a foster care program. (It should be noted that Mr. Terry and his former
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wife were once foster parents and eventually adopted their now twenty-four 
year-old son, Jamiel Terry. Jamiel “came out” in his essay “A Rising Son” 
published in the May 2004 issue of OUT magazine. After that, he was no longer 
welcome in the Terry home.)

“Affirm homosexuality”? It seems more a matter of acknowledging 
reality. A young gay person would not appropriately be placed with foster 
parents who believed and acted as if their ward were a “sinner” and his/her 
sexuality “an abomination to God.” Actually, no children should be placed in a 
home where they would automatically be seen as damned “sinners” and their 
burgeoning sexuality an evil to be denied. It would certainly not be in their best 
interests, psychologically or sociologically. Imagine being locked into a “home” 
where the “loving” parental figures said who you were was a perversion 
condemned by God. As Gary Cohan, M.D. , noted in his March 2004 
Advocate.com article “Rx: Marriage”:

After 20 years of practicing medicine in the gay community, I 
can report that many diseases and most self-destructive 
behaviors are tied to low self-esteem. Alienation from 
families, shame, social isolation, hate-fueled violence, and 
being called “faggot” does so much damage to the young 
psyche that many of my adult patients now struggle with the 
tragic aftermath: depression, substance use, and sexual 
compulsivity to fill the emotional void.

6. The health care system will stagger and perhaps collapse.
The whole of Dobson’s arguments reads as follows:

This could be the straw that breaks the back of the insurance 
industry in Western nations, as millions of new dependents 
become eligible for coverage. Every HIV-positive patient 
needs only to find a partner to receive the same coverage as 
offered to an employee. It is estimated by some analysts that 
drastic increases in premiums can be anticipated and that it 
may not be profitable for companies to stay in business.

And how about the cost to American businesses? Will they be 
able to provide health benefits? If not, can physicians, nurses, 
and technicians be expected to work for nothing or to provide 
their services in exchange for a vague promise of payments 
from indigent patients? Try selling that to a neurosurgeon or 
an orthopedist who has to pay increased premiums for 
malpractice insurance. The entire health care system could 
implode. (58)
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“Millions of new dependents”? Millions of newly married 
(heterosexual) dependents are added each year. It’s more than a bit difficult to 
believe that the total number of gay Americans who choose to marry could 
possibly result in millions more. And even if it did, does that legitimate and 
justify excluding them from the civil institution called “marriage” and the 
benefits it confers? They too are taxpaying citizens.

“Every HTV-positive patient. . .” Playing on stereotypes and fears is a 
standard MO for faith-based political activists. Aside from the fact that 
heterosexuals also have HTV and most insurance companies have “preexisting 
condition” clauses, should a genome scan be performed on every woman who 
wants to marry to make sure she does not carry the genes that predispose her to 
breast cancer? How about refusing to insure anyone who gets a suntan in the 
summer? It’s a fact that such exposure to the sun causes skin cancer, which is 
very expensive to treat.

It’s also a fact that marriage lowers health risk and, therefore, health 
costs. A May 2004 news release from the American Heart Association attests 
this. It detailed the research of Dr. Stephen Morewitz, who presented his finding 
in “Marital Status as a Risk Factor for Hypertension Impairment” to the 
American Heart Association’s 5th annual Scientific Forum on Quality of Care 
and Outcomes Research in Cardiovascular Disease and Stroke, Washington, 
May 16-17, 2004. Dr. Morewitz and his researchers analyzed data from the 
National Health Interview Survey, which included information from more than 
30,000 adults. The study concluded that married persons are less likely to have 
high blood pressure or suffer from related health problems
(www.americanheart.org). The same conclusion was reached by Gary Cohan, 
M.D., FACP, and expressed in his article “Rx: Marriage,” posted on 
Advocate.com, March 12, 2004.

But knowledge of the health benefits of marriage is not new. E. J. 
Graff, in her book What Is Marriage For?, quotes British public-health 
statistician William Farr, who remarked in 1858 that “Marriage is a healthy 
state. The single individual is much more likely to be wrecked on his voyage 
than the lives joined together in matrimony.” Graff added that:

The data have been eerily consistent ever since: whether 
measuring by death rate, morbidity (health problems such as 
diabetes, kidney disease, or ischemic heart disease), subjective 
or stress-related complaints (dizziness, shortness of breath, 
achiness, days in bed during past year, asthma, headaches), or 
psychiatric problems (clinical depression or debilitating 
anxiety after a cancer diagnosis), married people do better 
than unmarried—single, widowed, divorced. (48)

http://www.americanheart.org
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So gay marriage could help lower millions of people’s blood pressure, 
reduce their risk for other illnesses and thereby save insurance companies 
money, since that corporate interest seems to be one of Dr. Dobson’s main 
concerns. As for the rest of his unsupported prognostications, some 45,000,000 
Americans don’t have any health insurance. If gay marriages could precipitate 
making health care a right for all citizens of this country, shouldn’t they be 
encouraged?

Finally, the version of Argument Six that first appeared on Focus on 
the Family’s web site differed slightly from the version that ultimately appeared 
in Marriage Under Fire. In the web site version, the line: “It is estimated by 
some analysts that drastic increases in premiums can be anticipated and that it 
may not be profitable for companies to stay in business,” read: “It is estimated 
by some analysts that an initial threefold increase in premiums can be 
anticipated; even with that, it may not be profitable for companies to stay in 
business.” In neither case are “some analysts” identified, nor is any citation or 
documentation provided. One has to wonder where Dr. Dobson got the 
“threefold increase in premiums” figure, and why it was toned down to “drastic 
increases” for the printed version. Once again, Dr. Dobson’s attempt to inspire 
fear is without basis. In a report released May 6, 2004, the Human Rights 
Campaign documented that:

Private employers are instituting domestic-partner health 
insurance benefits for gay employees at the rate of three 
companies a day. . . . The analysis by the Human Rights 
Campaign Foundation found that more than 1,000 private 
employers and colleges and universities added domestic- 
partner benefits in 2003, 18% more than the year before. Some 
40% of the Fortune 500 companies now offer domestic- 
partner benefits, including nearly 70% of the 50 top 
businesses. . . . The report says providing such benefits 
enhances morale, productivity, recruiting, and 
competitiveness. One of the study’s authors, Kim Mills, said 
the 18% rise is an indication that employers are deciding that 
such benefits are good for business, (www.hrc.org)

“The Dollars and Cents of Gay Marriage,” an article by David R 
Francis, appeared in The Christian Science Monitor, August 30, 2004. It 
documented that, once again, Dr. Dobson has no legitimate argument, only fear 
tactics:

“Did you ever wonder why more and more companies, state 
and municipal governments, and colleges and universities are 
granting benefits to gay workers’ partners and children? One

http://www.hrc.org
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big reason: It’s cheap. On average, it would add 1 percent—2 
percent tops—to employers’ benefit costs,” says Susan 
Sandler, editor of a newsletter, HRfocus, for the Institute of 
Management and Administration in New York. .
“Legalizing gay marriage isn’t that costly in economic terms.
In fact, research suggests it should save money for federal and 
state governments.”

It would seem same-sex marriage would be good for government and good for 
business.

7. Social Security will be severely stressed.
The whole of this argument reads:

Again, with millions of new eligible dependents, what will 
happen to the Social Security system, which is already facing 
bankruptcy? If it does collapse, what will that mean for elderly 
people who must rely totally on that meager support? Who is 
thinking through these draconian possibilities as we careen 
toward “a brave new world”? (59)

“Who is thinking through these draconian possibilities?” The 
Republican Party is, and made the case to the U. S. House Judiciary 
Subcommittee during May 2004 hearings on the proposed Federal Marriage 
Amendment. Rep. Spencer Bachus, an Alabama Republican, cited a recent 
General Accounting Office report that detailed 1,138 federal laws in which 
marital status is a factor in receiving benefits, rights, or privileges. The laws 
affect everything from a spouse’s ability to collect Social Security, disability, 
and veterans’ benefits to legal rights to file joint tax returns, apply for joint 
homeowners’ insurance, or claim family leave to care for a sick partner. Bachus 
also cited a Congressional Budget Office cost estimate of a bill proposed by 
Rep. Barney Frank (D-MA) to offer domestic-partner benefits to federal 
employees. The CBO predicted that providing health care and retirement 
benefits to the partners of current and former federal workers would cost an 
estimated $1.4 billion between 2004 and 2013 (www.cbo.gov). $1.4 billion 
between 2004 and 2013? In late 2003, President Bush spent $1.5 billion on a 
single faith-based PR campaign to “protect marriage.”

In 2004 the Congressional Budget Office found that allowing same-sex 
couples to marry would actually boost federal income tax revenues by $400 
million per year until the end of this decade mainly because of the so-called 
“marriage penalty.” Social security payments would rise over time, as would 
spending on spousal health insurance benefits for federal workers. Other 
expenditure items would be much lower, however, since spending on Medicaid

http://www.cbo.gov
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and Supplemental Security Income (SSI) would fall. The net impact, according 
to the CBO, would be a federal budget savings of nearly $1 billion per year.

8. Religious freedom will almost certainly be jeopardized.
What Dr. Dobson fears is that his brand of faith-based political rhetoric 

will be recognized for what it is and that it has nothing to do with “religious 
freedom.” That’s exactly what happened in Canada, as Dobson acknowledges 
but, as usual, misrepresents:

Censorship is already in full swing. One of our Focus on the 
Family radio programs on the subject of homosexuality was 
judged by the Canadian Radio and Television Commission to 
be “homophobic.” The radio station that carried the broadcast 
was censured for airing it, and I have not been able to address 
the issue in Canada since. (60)

Dr. Dobson and Focus on the Family are on record supporting 
increased censorship of American airwaves. They rallied when Howard Stem 
was censured and radio stations carrying his broadcasts were fined. Why should 
they complain when the same rules of civil decency are applied to them, or to 
fellow televangelist Jimmy Swaggart, who said in a sermon broadcast on Omni 
1, a Toronto multicultural station, and throughout the U. S. in mid-September 
2004: “I’m trying to find the correct name for i t . . . this utter absolute, asinine, 
idiotic stupidity of men marrying men. . . . I’ve never seen a man in my life I 
wanted to marry. And I’m gonna be blunt and plain; if one ever looks at me like 
that, I’m gonna kill him and tell God he died.”

Nevertheless, Dobson laments that “it is likely that non-profit 
organizations that refuse to hire homosexuals on religious grounds will lose their 
tax exemptions. Some Christian colleges and universities are already worrying 
about that possibility” (60). One could reasonably argue that organizations that 
discriminate—for whatever reason—should not be tax exempt. Their actions are 
contrary to the ideals of this country, as well as common sense. That seems 
especially applicable to “Christian colleges and universities” in which facts and 
reason, knowledge and critical thinking are supposed to underwrite a diverse 
curriculum dedicated to the open exchange of ideas. Dobson also complains 
that:

Pastors and priests in Canada are wondering if they can preach 
from Leviticus or Romans 1 or other passages from the 
writings of the apostle Paul. Will a new Bible be mandated 
that is bereft of “hate speech”? (60)

Faith-based fear-mongering. There really is no more succinct 
description of Dr. Dobson’s rhetoric. Virtually no one, Jew or Gentile, preaches
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or practices all Levitical law. Leviticus 24:10 clearly says, “Bring forth him that 
hath cursed without the camp; and let all that heard him lay their hands upon his 
head, and let all the congregation stone him.” Leviticus 20:14 sanctions burning 
sinners to death, while Leviticus 24:11-16 calls for a community gathering in 
order to stone to death those who plant two different crops in the same field or 
wear garments made of two different kinds of threads. And Leviticus 15:19 
commands that, during her menstrual cycle, a woman must be “put apart seven 
days: and whosoever toucheth her shall be unclean” and, of course, needs to be 
punished in the name of God, as would anyone who works on the Sabbath, 
including those who “work” the Sabbath for political gain.

Moreover, St. Paul’s epistles spoke of fulfilling the nature God had 
given each of us:

For by Paul’s argument, the key issue is that individuals act 
according to their own nature as it is revealed to them (as 
Christ was revealed to the Romans). By this logic, the person 
who is by his own nature homosexual would be acting against 
his nature by engaging in heterosexual acts [and thereby 
committing a sin]. His destiny is homosexuality, just as the 
destiny of the Romans after Christ was monotheism. (Sullivan,
29-30)

Since homosexuality has existed in all cultures and in all times, from 
ancient Greece and Rome to the “homosexual” Christian saints of the Middle 
Ages who left a considerable body of love poetry dedicated to their partners:

He was the refuge of my spirit, the sweet solace of my griefs, 
whose heart of love received me when fatigued by labors, 
whose counsel refreshed me when plunged in sadness and 
grief. .. What more is there, then, that I can say? Was it not a 
foretaste of blessedness thus to love and thus to be loved?

—Saint Aelred, from his eulogy for his lover, Simon

From prehistoric rock paintings left by the San people in modem day Zimbabwe 
to Native American berdache (who were venerated for their “Two-Spirit” 
orientation), homosexuals have always been present and are often among the 
most creative and well respected members of their societies. One would 
naturally conclude, therefore, that homosexuality is part of God’s plan and the 
specific nature the Divine ordained for some individuals throughout human 
history. St. Paul urged that we be and act according to that God-given nature. 
That’s the essence of his arguments in the Epistles: being faithful to one’s 
nature.
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“Will a new Bible be mandated?” No one is suggesting a new Bible, 
although Thomas Jefferson thought writing one without the miraculous and 
dogmatic stuff would be a good idea (see professor of history Joseph Ellis’s 
award-winning biography American Sphinx: The Character o f Thomas 
Jefferson). The Bible is what it is, and the histories of the organized religions it 
represents are filled with bloodshed and hatred. The Bible can be an inspiring 
literary text, but it can also be used to incite fear, hatred, and bigotry, as well as 
justify and sanction heinous acts against humanity. In the hands of the State, 
religion has historically become a weapon of mass destruction.

9. Other nations are watching our march toward homosexual marriage and 
will follow our lead.

Dr. Dobson cites a personal conversation with “Darrell Reid, president 
of Focus on the Family Canada, [who] told me recently that his country is 
carefully monitoring what is happening in the United States. If we take this step 
off a cliff, the family on every continent will splinter at an accelerated rate” (61). 
Both Dobson and Reid would seem to be more than a bit behind the times:

Canadian Prime Minister Jean Chretien, a Catholic, has 
supported a proposed law that would conform to court rulings 
in defining marriage as a union between two people, rather 
than a man and a woman.

“As prime minister of Canada, he has the moral responsibility 
to protect the equality of Canadians,” spokesman, Thoren 
Hudyma, told the Globe and Mail newspapers in explaining 
that Mr. Chretien’s duty was to the public, not his Church.

—AP, July 31, 2003

In Belgium, where three-quarters of the population is Roman 
Catholic, the Flemish Christian Democrats who voted in favor 
of the law [legalizing same-sex unions] said the issue boiled 
down to supporting all kinds of families. “For us, what’s 
important is sustained relationships,” said Luk Vanmaercke, a 
party spokesman. “We do not want to exclude gay couples 
from sustained relationships. On the contrary, we want to 
encourage them to take that responsibility too.”

“It’s the Vatican’s good right to make statements like this 
[condemning state-sanctioned same-sex marriage], but here in 
the Netherlands, we have separation of church and state,” said
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Kathleen Ferrier, a spokeswoman for the largest Dutch
conservative party, the Christian Democrats.

—AP, July 31, 2003

As of November 2004, the supreme courts in Ontario, Quebec, British 
Columbia, Manitoba, Nova Scotia, Saskatchewan and the Yukon Territory have 
cleared the way for state-sanctioned same-sex marriage. The Newfoundland 
government said it would not oppose efforts by two couples to overturn the 
province’s ban on same-sex marriage.

Immediately after taking office in April 2004, Spam’s Prime Minister 
Jose Luis Rodriguez Zapatero vowed to allow gay marriage and fight 
discrimination. In late June 2004, Justice Minister Juan Fernando Lopez Aguilar 
confirmed that pledge after Spanish lawmakers approved a resolution urging the 
government to amend Spain’s civil code to permit gay marriage. The Spanish 
people agreed. Agence France-Presse reported on July 12, 2004, that a June poll 
conducted by The Centre for Sociological Investigations showed 66.2% of a 
random sample of 2,400 people said they felt gay and lesbian couples should be 
allowed to marry, and three-quarters of those polled said that where children are 
concerned, the overriding factor is the good of the individual child regardless of 
its guardians’ sexual orientation. The poll also showed the Catholic Church to be 
steadily losing influence as it retreats further and further into dogma seen as 
incompatible with contemporary social needs and cultural realities 
(www.aQj.com).

Not surprisingly, the Catholic Church—which enjoyed close ties with 
and special privileges under Gen. Francisco Franco’s right-wing regime—has 
lashed out against the new Spanish government. On September 27, 2004, Juan 
Antonio Martinez Camino, spokesman for the Spanish Bishops Conference, said 
the church had nothing against gays and lesbians, but felt a union of two people 
of the same sex is simply not a marriage. Allowing it would create “a counterfeit 
currency in the body of society,” Martinez Camino claimed in an interview on 
Spanish National Television. Such legislation, he said, was like “imposing a 
virus on society, something false that will have negative consequences for social 
life.” To say the Catholic Church has nothing against gays and lesbians is 
untrue. The Church has been actively campaigning against homosexuals for 
decades while covering up its own internal pedophilia sex scandal. Perhaps the 
church’s unrelenting, often hypocritical and usually demeaning attacks on gay 
people—which have become more numerous and more vicious in the last few 
years—are part of the reason so many Spaniards and other nationals are turning 
their backs on the divisive Church.

While attending the 48th International Eucharistic Congress in 
Guadalajara, Mexico (October 2004), Javier Lozano Barragan, a prominent 
Mexican cardinal, denounced same-sex marriages and likened homosexual

http://www.aQj.com
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partners to “cats and cockroaches” simply living under the same roof. Lozano, 
president of the Pontifical Council for Health Pastoral Care, was complaining 
about Spain’s movement toward legalizing same-sex marriages. “One of the 
great goals of the culture of death is destruction of the family,” proclaimed the 
cardinal. Not being a “prince of the Church,” seeing how loving, committed 
same-sex couples constitute a “culture of death” is beyond my comprehension.

Moreover, like many other European nations, Spain is taking further 
steps to keep chinch and state separate and thus ensure its sovereignty as an 
independent nation. Deputy Justice Minister Luis Lopez Guerra called the 
separation “a road map” to correct what he deemed “undeniable advantages” 
enjoyed by the Catholic Church. The changes include dropping government 
subsidies for Catholic schools and removing the check-off box on Spanish 
income tax returns that sends 0.5% of the tax bill to the Catholic Church. No 
doubt this loss of privilege and income are also part of the Church’s displeasure 
with the new Spanish government.

The Catholic church will also be angry with Ireland where, in late 
October 2004, a bipartisan committee met to discuss the need to modernize 
Ireland’s family law, including the possibility of granting gay couples rights 
similar to those enjoyed by married heterosexual couples. All parties agree that 
the Irish constitution, written in 1937, reflects outdated values for the 21st 
century. “If you look at the provisions for the family in the constitution, they 
were written when women were seen as being tied to the kitchen sink,” said 
committee chairman Denis O’Donovan, who confirmed that lawmakers would 
“take an objective look” at the possibility of granting legal status to gay couples. 
Jan O’Sullivan of the opposition Labour Party said gay couples should have “the 
same rights that everyone else has, whether you call it marriage or something 
else.” Those sentiments were echoes by Ireland’s prime minister, Bertie Ahem, 
a practicing Catholic:

They [same-sex couples and their families] say, ‘We want 
more equality and we want to be treated fairer.’ I agree with 
that. I totally agree with that. . . . These people who are in 
relationships which are not illegal, they’re not immoral, 
they’re not improper. We should try to deal with some of the 
issues they have to surmount in their daily lives. And I think 
that’s the fairest, caring and Christian way to deal with this 
(www.Advocate.com; 365Gay.com).

Also in late October 2004, German lawmakers expanded the rights of 
same-sex couples by allowing registered domestic partners to adopt each other’s 
children. The union of same-sex couples is already legal under Germany’s 
domestic partnership law. Even before registering their partnership, same-sex 
couples can get engaged, a step that grants certain legal rights in Germany,

http://www.Advocate.com
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including the right not to testify against one’s partner in court. In November 
2004, the United Kingdom passed civil partnership legislation that gave same- 
sex couples almost all of the rights, privileges, and benefits of opposite-sex 
married couples. “We are glad to see the increase in the numbers of European 
countries recognizing same-sex partnerships,” said Patricia Prendiville, 
executive director of the International Lesbian and Gay Association. “This 
clearly demonstrates that same-sex relationships are not only becoming socially 
acceptable in Europe, but Europe is also moving toward true democracy where 
all forms of discriminations are removed” (www.ilga.org).

While other countries move forward, Focus on the Family and similar 
organizations advocate moving backwards into the good old days of religious 
intolerance and denial of reality, when science was heretical and equal access to 
and treatment for all under the law was a ridiculous idea widely acknowledged 
as an immoral perversion of “God’s law,” as that law was interpreted by the 
purveyors of religious dogma with a self-aggrandizing political agenda.

10. The gospel of Jesus Christ will be severely curtailed.
Aside from the fact that this “argument” has absolutely nothing to do 

with the civil right of gay people to marry, Dr. Dobson references “the gospels 
of Jesus Christ,” but cites (a-contextually) a cryptic chapter and verse from 
Malachi: “Has not the Lord made them one? In flesh and spirit they are His. And 
why one? Because He was seeking godly offspring. So guard yourself in your 
spirit, and do not break faith with the wife of your youth” (Malachi 2:15). This 
is to be expected because nothing Jesus allegedly said could be used to support 
the campaign against gays. Quite the contrary, the Gospels call upon the faithful 
to dedicate themselves to creating a more ethical and just world. They also call 
for proactive efforts to assure justice and equality for all “God’s children,” 
especially the disenfranchised. But, appropriately, Malachi 2 is addressed to 
politically-motivated “spiritual leaders”:

Malachi 2:1: And now, O ye priests, this commandment is for 
you.

Malachi 2:9-10: Therefore have I also made you contemptible 
and base before all the people, according as ye have not kept 
my ways, but have been partial in the law. Have we not all one 
father? Hath not one God created us? Why do we deal 
treacherously every man against his brother, by profaning the 
covenant of our fathers?

Malachi 2:17: Ye have wearied the LORD with your words...

Rhetoric such as that espoused by Dr. Dobson has indeed set brother 
against brother and sister against sister, disrupted families and ended

http://www.ilga.org
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friendships. He and FOF certainly have a biased view of what the laws should 
be and, God knows, their continual ranting and damning of gay people have 
wearied many and turned more than a few away from their brand of “religion,” 
as Dr. Dobson himself noted:

The younger generation and those yet to come will be 
deprived of the Good News, as has already occurred in France, 
Germany, and other European countries. Instead of providing 
for a father and mother, the advent o f homosexual marriage 
will create millions o f motherless children and fatherless kids.
(62; italics mine)

If the “Good News” is the derogatory rantings of dogmatic “religious” 
leaders with an extremist political agenda, then one can only hope the venom is 
curtailed as soon as possible. Irrationality, abuse of the English language, and 
the annihilation of science and common sense reach their zenith in Dr. Dobson’s 
statement “the advent of homosexual marriage will create millions of motherless 
children and fatherless kids” (italics mine). Simple biology: the sperm from a 
human male and the egg of a human female are needed to create a child. 
“Parents” are something different, and if same-sex couples—who have had to 
fight so hard for the privilege of parenting—can provide a child (whose 
heterosexual genetic contributors are missing in action) with a loving, nurturing 
family and home, then would that not be in the child’s and society’s best 
interests?

Dobson and his Focus on the Family, Rev. Sheldon and his Traditional 
Values Coalition, and the ministries of Jerry Falwell (who said the U. S. 
“deserved” the 9-11 attacks for tolerating homosexuality and abortion) have 
become little more than Doomsday cults, a fact confirmed in Dobson’s final 
“argument.”

11. The culture war will be over, and the world may soon become “as it 
was in the days of Noah” (Matthew 24:37).

Dobson claims: “This is the climactic moment in the battle to preserve 
the family, and future generations hang in the balance. This apocalyptic and 
pessimistic view of the institution of the family and its future will sound alarmist 
to many, but I think it will prove accurate . . . ” (63).

It is alarmist. It is irrational. But such exaggerated—often ridiculous- 
rhetoric is common among the spokesmen for the Christian Right and their 
political brethren such as Senator Rick Santorum (R-PA), who said, on the floor 
of the U. S. Senate during its debate of the Federal Marriage Amendment, “the 
future of our country hangs in the balance because the future of marriage hangs 
in the balance. Isn’t that the ultimate homeland security—standing up and 
defending marriage?”
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Senator Santorum, who votes in concert with the Christian Right’s 
wishes, is one of the seven top-ranking Republicans in the U. S. Senate. His 
name has been mentioned as a possible presidential or vice presidential 
candidate in 2008. He is also well known for his attitude toward gay Americans. 
In an Associated Press interview on April 22, 2003, while referring to the 
Lawrence v. Texas sodomy case then before the Supreme Court, the senator 
claimed that “if the Supreme Court says that you have the right to consensual 
[gay] sex within your home, then you have the right to bigamy, you have the 
right to polygamy, you have the right to incest, you have the right to adultery. 
You have the right to anything.” His juxtaposing of gay sex and man-on-dog sex 
in that same interview was also cause for alarm among many Pennsylvanians he 
supposedly represents:

SANTORUM: Every society in the history of man has upheld 
the institution of marriage as a bond between a man and a 
woman. Why? Because society is based on one thing: that 
society is based on the future of the society. And that’s what?
Children. Monogamous relationships. In every society, the 
definition of marriage has not ever to my knowledge included 
homosexuality. That’s not to pick on homosexuality. It’s not, 
you know, man on child, man on dog, or whatever the case 
may be. It is one thing. And when you destroy that you have a 
dramatic impact on the quality—

The senator’s statement was cut short by the stunned AP interviewer: 
“I’m sorry, I didn’t think I was going to talk about ‘man on dog’ with a United 
States senator, it’s sort of freaking me out.”4

PUT SIMPLY . . .  As far as the United States is a republic founded 
upon the belief in equality and justice for all citizens, the civil institution of 
marriage should not be sequestered by religious ideology. Marriage, like any 
viable social institution, is essentially an organic system and as such must grow 
and evolve as culture and times change. No one would deny “gay marriage” is a 
substantive evolutionary change, but one that can—indeed must—be 
accomplished if society is to evolve and be true to its beliefs in equality and 
justice for all. As Jonathan Rauch noted in Gay Marriage: Why It Is Good for  
Gays, Goodfor Straights, and Goodfor America:

Striding still is not an option. There is no going back to 1950. 
Homosexuals are increasingly open and ordinary and will not 
retreat into the closet. The days when homosexual unions 
marital or nonmarital—were invisible are gone, and gone for 
good. Homosexual relationships will enjoy increasing social 
recognition and respect even outside marriage. If your first
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choice is for the whole gay thing to go away, remember that 
children can demand their first choice or nothing, but adults 
must often deal in second choices. If you can never accept 
same-sex marriage as just or moral, I ask you nonetheless to 
consider: If gay marriage is outlawed, what will come in its 
place? The world is changing, and marriage, like it or not, is 
changing, too. (8-9)

As the Greek philosopher Heraclitus said, “Change alone is 
unchanging.” From Advocate.com, November 22, 2004:

Just a few weeks ago, Oregon state senator Ben Westlimd 
voted yes on Measure 36 to ban same-sex marriages in 
Oregon. Now, the central Oregon lawmaker is hard at work 
drafting a civil unions bill for the 2005 legislature to give gay 
and lesbian couples some of the rights bestowed on married 
couples. “It’s just the right thing to do,” the Tumalo 
Republican says. “Nothing in Measure 36 prevents the 
legislature from affording equal rights and privileges to same- 
sex couples.”. ..

And from 365Gay.com, November 22, 2004:

(Pretoria) South Africa’s Dutch Reformed Church has issued a 
formal apology to the nation’s gay community for years of 
religiously fueled homophobia.

For decades the church has condemned homosexuality, fought 
laws extending rights to gays and lesbians, and battled against 
the recognition of same-sex relationships.

At its general synod in October The Dutch Reformed Church 
agreed that its anti-gay attitude was rooted in the past and 
voted to make peace with the gay community. . . .  “We would 
like to ask for forgiveness for the pain and suffering that we 
caused you and your families in the past,” said [Dr. Kobus]
Gerber [the new leader of the denomination]. “We accept that 
what we did in the past was wrong.” . . .

Penn State Abington College Mel Seesholtz
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Notes
1 Like all arguments, those swirling around same-sex marriage are encoded in words. The 
irony in this case is that the central word, “marriage,” didn’t enter the English language 
until the 14th century and is shrouded in layers o f different, often conflicting meanings. 
The religious see it as a divinely ordained union, but its secular, contractual history 
predates the origins of the three Western monotheistic religions. “Biblical marriage” 
meant the man owned the woman (or women, since polygamy was condoned by 
scripture). And no one seems clear on what marriage is or what it is for. Religions claim 
it is fundamentally a procreative union, but infertile people are not forbidden from 
marrying, neither are people beyond child-bearing age. As Andrew Sullivan has noted, 
“In secular society, marriage was largely a matter of business: cementing family ties, 
forging social and economic alliances, providing social status for men and economic 
security for women, conferring dowries . . . marriages were mergers and acquisitions” 
(16). Philosopher Richard Mohr quipped that today, at least legally, marriage is “nothing 
but an empty space, delimited only by what it excludes— gay couples,” siblings, parents 
and children, and certain individual who lack the mental ability to understand or enter 
into legal contracts. Jonathan Rauch elaborated on the point by explaining that there are 
no rules or behaviors that automatically negate a marriage:

If a man beats his wife . . .  he may be convicted of assault, but the 
marriage is not automatically dissolved. Couples can be adulterous 
(or “open”) yet still be married, as long as that is what they choose to 
be. They can be celibate, too; consummation is not required. They 
can live together or apart, in the same house or in different countries: 
there is no residency or cohabitation requirement. There is no upper 
age limit. Spouses need not know each other or even meet before 
receiving a marriage license. They need not regularly see each other; 
a prisoner o f war or a sailor or adventurer can be separated from his 
wife for years and be no less married. They can have children or not.
Not only can felons marry, they can do so on their way to the electric 
chair. . . . Within those rules, a marriage is whatever the spouses 
agree that it is. So the laws say almost nothing about what marriage is 
for: just who can be married. (14-15)

So for the sake of simplicity (and sanity), I will adopt what seems to be the Christian 
Right’s definition o f “traditional marriage”: one man and one woman exercising their 
state-granted marriage license by exchanging vows in a church. Excluded from 
“traditional marriage” would be civil ceremonies and the “civil unions” they producs, 
even though the parties involved are called “spouses” and the unions are legal 
“marriages,” unless o f course the spouses are of the same sex. Then the unions are called 
“illegal,” except in Massachusetts where the couple has full legal rights as married 
spouses.
Confusing, isn’t it? Even the pope seems to have trouble with the wording:
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Spouses rightly deserve specific and categorical legal recognition by 
the state . . .  while any attempt to equate marriage with other forms of 
cohabitation violates its unique role in God’s plan for humanity.

—Pope John Paul II to New Zealand Bishops, September 2004

“Marriage equality” is somewhat easier to define. Same-sex couples want the civil right 
to enter into the state-sanctioned civil union called “marriage.” There is no threat to 
“traditional marriage.”
Like “marriage,” the meaning of “family” becomes confused when “traditional” is the 
operative adjective. But again I’ll defer to the Christian Right’s definition. “Traditional 
families” are produced by “traditional marriage”: first-time husbands and wives and their 
biological children all living together under the same roof. Single-parent households and 
divorced parents remarrying with stepchildren are not “traditional families” even though 
they may have begun with a “traditional marriage” and are every bit as viable, loving, 
and nurturing as “traditional families.” They are also extremely common in America 
today. The “families” of same-sex parents are not “traditional” either, even thought hey 
are as viable and loving and nurturing as “traditional families” and their nontraditional 
heterosexual counterparts. The major difference is that they do not have the legal 
recognition traditional or more conventional nontraditional families do.
In contrast, “family equality” is easy to define. Same-sex parents seek the legal 
recognition and socioeconomic benefits and stability that recognition would bring to their 
children and their families. Once again, there is no threat to “traditional families.”
2 Uganda now leads the way in the "final solution" to the gay problem. From 
365Gay.com, November 30, 2004:

(Kampala) The government of Uganda has issued a warning to the 
UN joint program on HIV/AIDS that it risks being thrown out of the 
country if  it offers AIDS education to gays.

Homosexuality is illegal in the country and [Information Minister 
James Nsaba] Buturo said that contacts with gays in which UNAIDS 
gave sexual advice would be a crime.

The government has recently called on police to crack down on 
homosexual activity.

3
For specific statistics, see “State of Our Unions” at http://marriage.rutgers.edu.

4
The complete transcript of Sen. Santorum’s AP interview is available at 

www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?file=/news/archive/2003/04/22/nationall737EDT
0668.DTL.
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Goth and Industrial Cultures 
Differential Interpretations

An earlier version o f this paper was presented at the Annual Meeting 
of the California Sociological Association October 15, 2004, 
Riverside, California. The authors wish to thank Tom Bernard fo r  the 
use o f his photographs and Evil Club Empire Promotions for their 
cooperation in this study.

Following the Columbine High School tragedy, news media widely 
reported the teenage gunmen to be adherents to the Gothic and Industrial 
cultures (GIC) (Arciaga 1999; Brooke 1999; Dority 1999; Purdum 1999). The 
members of these cultures are often stereotyped as prone to depression, 
violence, and Satan worship (Gunn 1999; Porter 2003; Robinson 2003). More 
recently, in Southern California, a teenage girl was killed by her friends who 
were later described as “Goth teen killers” (KCAL 2004) and were believed to 
be in a deadly “Goth love triangle” (Reitman 2004:62). Additionally, those 
involved in GIC have been cast as anti-social and rebellious (Hodkinson 2002; 
Tait 1999). This paper presents an ethnographic exploration of GIQ comparing 
results with perceptions of said culture held by the larger society. Kantian 
philosophy and symbolic interaction frames this comparison.

Transcendental Deduction and Symbolic Interaction
In exploring processes of knowledge, Kant’s Critique o f Pure Reason 

suggests we make sense of our social world by categorizing the observed. Kant 
refers to this process as transcendental deduction (1781/1929). We are able to 
understand the world due to the presence of mental categories that exist prior to 
(i.e., a priori) encountering experience (Friedrich 1949: xxix-xxx; Strawson 
1966). Through the use of these mental categories, one is able to understand a 
disorderly world (Jaspers 1957:33)

Addleson (1990:120) argues philosophers should adopt the tools of the 
symbolic interactionists as this method is well suited to the study of meaning. As 
a philosopher, Kant (1781/1929) did not explicitly address the processes of 
transcendental deduction. Such processes are found in symbolic interaction 
(Cooley 1962; Mead 1969). Symbolic interaction posits meanings are attached 
to symbols and we develop our “self’ through interpreting and categorizing 
these symbols. The processes of development of the self can be extended to 
understanding the larger world. As one forms their self through the 
interpretation and categorization of symbols, they also develop their a priori 
worldviews via the same mechanism.
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We suggest the process of transcendental deduction by those involved 
in GIC differs from that of the larger population. For members of GIC, a priori 
categorizations exist which give the culture meaning by virtue of their 
familiarity and experience with GIC. Such experiences, and the resulting 
categorizations, do not exist for the larger society. Due to the larger society’s 
need for meaning, it categorizes GIC as deviant. The history of Goth’s affiliation 
with things viewed as deviant dates to the eighteenth century.

Goth and Industrial
Historically, the term “Gothic” was most commonly used to 

characterize the pointed arches and flying buttress styles of medieval barbaric 
architecture (Germann 1972:181-182; Gunn 1999; Robinson 2003) and a literary 
genre of late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century fiction featuring themes of 
sinister darkness, gloom, and horror (Botting 1996; Gunn 1999). The modem 
Goth culture had its beginning in the United Kingdom in the late 1970s as it 
emerged from the rebellious punk rock scene (Porter 2002; Robinson 2003). 
Along with the successes of bands such as Bauhaus, Joy Division, and Siouxsie 
and the Banshees, the Gothic label became popular with music fans and the 
artists. Self-identified Goths lay claim as well to more contemporary bands such 
as Autumn, Lycia, and Christian Death (Gunn 1999). The music is generally 
dark, ambient, melancholy, haunting, angst-ridden, and often contains 
depressing lyrics (Gunn 1999; Hodkinson 2002; Porter 2002).

Hodkinson’s (2002) study on Goths in the United Kingdom found that 
music and its performers were most directly responsible for the emergence of 
the stylistic characteristics of Goth. One of the most notable starting points of 
the Goth subculture came with the success of the Bauhaus 1979 single “Bela 
Lugosi’s Dead.” It featured dark and mysterious lyrics with a funereal-tone 
music tempo along an androgynous style that eventually was adopted by many 
among the band’s following. Hodkinson notes that Siouxsie Sioux’s stylistic 
onstage appearance in 1981 was characterized by “black back-combed hair and 
distinctively styled heavy dark make-up accentuating the eyes, cheekbones and 
lips;” and, for the next two decades, both male and female Goths would imitate 
Siouxsie’s style (2002:36). Some variances to Siouxsie’s presentation of dark 
femininity and Bauhaus’s androgyny appeared with the addition of ripped 
fishnet tights and shirts. Overall, the most obvious and important element used 
to define Goth fashion and style is the color black (Hodkinson 2002:36; Khalili 
2003:16-17; Porter 2002; Robinson 2003).

Early on, Goths generally wore a white foundation on their faces that 
highlighted thick black eyeliner, cheekbone-accentuating blusher, and dark 
lipstick (Porter 2003). Also associated with Goth are the various images 
originating in macabre fiction such as crucifixes, bats, vampires, and elements of 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century fashions. These Victorian period fashions of 
corsets, lacy or velvet tops and dresses, and frilly white shirts are often worn by
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both sexes. Goths of both genders wear considerable amounts of silver jewelry, 
including earrings, nose rings, bracelets and necklaces along with the more 
recent additions of piercings to lips, eyebrows, tongues, and navels (Hodkinson 
2002; Porter 2003).

Like Goth, Industrial music developed around the mid-1980s. Unlike 
Goth, Industrial culture was not an offspring of punk, but was bom out of 
performance art, most notably through the group Throbbing Gristle (Dugiud 
1995). The term “Industrial music” is attributed to Throbbing Gristle’s recording 
label, Industrial Records. Early Industrial groups pursued the idea of 
“transgressive culture” where noise was music (e.g., train locomotives, factory 
sounds, jack hammers, etc.). Since these early years of pre-industrial history, the 
genre has evolved into two distinct classes: experimental (or noncommercial) 
and dance (or commercial). In the former category, performers are more aligned 
with the original incarnation of Industrial music. The latter group incorporates 
power rock, techno, and EBM (electro beat music). In the early to mid-1990s, 
groups such as Ministry, Skinny Puppy, and KDFM were at the forefront of 
Industrial music. More recently, groups such as Funkervogt and VNVNation 
have contributed to the genre. Industrial music (and, by extension, the culture) 
emphasizes the theme of responding to living in a de-humanized, subversive 
society with paranoia and aggression. Goth and Industrial music are often 
listened to at the same venue as both share themes of dispossession, alienation, 
and fear.

Methods
Site:

McCall and Becker (1990:5) argue questions are answered by “going to 
see for yourself, studying the real world, and evaluating the evidence so 
gathered.” Heeding this call, a Goth-Industrial nightclub located in Hollywood, 
California, served as the research site. The nightclub Blue operates as one of the 
locations for the promotion company Evil Club Empire (ECE). On Thursday 
nights, Blue transforms into Perversion. Situated just south of Hollywood 
Boulevard in the heart of that city, Blue is a mid-sized club with main and back 
areas (i.e., rooms). The rooms are separated by a wall. Two hallways on each 
side of the wall allows patrons to easily travel between each room. Both rooms 
contain full bars, DJ booths, and dance floors. Perversion is advertised as 
featuring an “Industrial Room: EBM, Electro Tec, Dark Techno” music and a 
back area “Gothic Room: Goth, Ethereal, Dark Eighties” (see Appendix A). The 
club is patrolled by in-house security. Capacity ranges from 200 to 500 people 
on any given night.

Data:
The categorization of Goth and Industrial by the larger society as 

deviant has been well established in the literature (Gunn 1999; Hodkinson 2002;
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Tait 1999) and reinforced by the media (KCAL 2004; Reitman 2004). 
Ethnographic fieldwork, informal discussions, and photographs were used to 
assess categorization of GIC among those involved in the culture.

Between January and June 2004, Perversion was visited once weekly. 
In addition, Perversion sponsors a forum web page where patrons share thoughts 
on the club experience, fashion, current events, and commentaries. Along with 
the forum postings, several club “regulars” spoke informally with the 
researchers over the course of the observation period.

The forum also posts photographs from the week’s Perversion. A club 
photographer walks about and selects patrons, in his estimation, that capture the 
essence of Perversion, and/or are fashionably consistent with GIC. The 
photographer is employed by ECE. He approaches patrons and requests 
permission to be photographed. The photographer has been active in ECE for 
approximately three years. Written permission was obtained by the photographer 
to use his copyright protected photographs in this study.

These photographs were the basis of our “shooting script,” a 
conceptually developed structure driven by a “grounded theoretical development 
process” (Suchar 1997:36). Shooting scripts are a tool employed by visual 
sociologists, a method designed to investigate social reality by testing and 
comparing experience with theoretical assumptions (Ball and Smith 1992; 
Wagner 1979). The shooting script frames the focus of inquiry such as 
establishing the presence of immigrant (sub)-cultures (Gold 1994; Lopez 2000; 
Lopez 2001). Our script in the present study was the representation of Goth and 
Industrial cultures. The authors viewed weekly photo postings on Perversion’s 
web page and those that best represented GIC (as based on prior research) were 
downloaded. From these, eight final photos were selected to be included in the 
study. In the tradition of symbolic interaction, interpretation of meanings 
attached to the symbols presented were based on the literature and informal 
discussions.

Results and Interpretation
The Scene:

Club patrons (self-labeled as “peeps” [for “people”] and referred to as 
such hereafter) tended to be in their 20’s, but ages ranged from 18 to 45 (and in 
one case, 50). Most were Non-Latino White, about a third Latino, a small 
number of Asians, and a smaller number of African Americans. Occupations 
represented were: bank teller, sales representative, business manager, travel 
consultant, software consultant, hairstylist, model, waitperson, and student. 
Consistent with the predominant age of peeps, occupations were concentrated in 
service or entry level management/professions.

More peeps frequented the Industrial room than the Goth room. Both 
rooms were dimly lit in black-blue light with occasional spinning color bursts 
from spotlights and artificial fog. In the back, tattered couches lined the dance
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floor; while, in the front, heavy black “boxes”—where peeps could stand atop 
and dance—lined the front, back, and one side of the large dance floor. In 
addition, in the front room, video projections were shown. Most of the 
projections were humorous, satiric, artsy, but all were adult-themed (i.e., sexual 
activity and nudity were common in the video projections). The music was loud 
in both rooms.

The preferred color of dress was black, but peeps also mixed in various 
colors in splashes. Stylistically, fashions were generally consistent with previous 
research (Gunn 1999; Hodkinson 2002); however, “pancake” white face make
up was not as prevalent. Women tended to dress sensually (e.g., corsets, 
stockings and garters, low-cut tops, etc.). The men ranged from suits to bondage 
pants and t-shirts (or no shirts). Welding goggles were popular in the Industrial 
room and Tartan plaid skirts or pants were also sported. A look not reported 
elsewhere but seen at the site was a variation on the schoolgirl theme (plaid 
skirt, knee socks, white button down shirt, and red tie). Also in style during the 
observation period were stockings or knee socks with horizontal stripes 
(reminiscent of the type worn by the deceased witch squashed by Dorothy’s 
house in Wizard o f Oz). Assorted bondage clothing and accessories were present 
(PVC skirts, tops, etc., collars, and an occasional mask). On more than one 
occasion, a peep wore a Nun (e.g., see the “Bondage Nun” on the Perversion 
flyer), or Priest outfit.

Although alcohol was consumed, no one ever appeared intoxicated to 
the point of incapacitation or had to be escorted from the club. The use of drugs 
was not observed nor were fistfights. Peeps reported being drawn to the club for 
the music, fashion, and overall scene. A “meat market” vibe or mentality was 
not present as “hitting on” the opposite sex was not the primary activity, nor 
necessarily encouraged. In fact, “Monolith” (a regular) described the scene as 
“sexually ambiguous.” This was manifested in the dance ritual, or lack of it.

In many clubs featuring dancing, generally the ritual involves a male 
approaching a female and asking to dance. The couple proceeds to the dance 
floor, dances, and then there may or may not be further interaction (e.g., talking 
or having a drink). This was not the case at the research site. The norm was to 
dance singly. Couples dancing was rare, if not non-existent. Dancers, both Goth 
and Industrial, were in their own worlds driven by self-expressive catharsis. 
Also, not commonly seen at the site was the sexually charged “dirty dancing” 
where couples grind against one another or the lap dance variation popular 
among mainstream college aged club patrons. However, the few times this did 
occur, in every instance, it was a female with a female.

Dandies and Skulking versus Rivetheads and Stomping:
Goth and Industrial are related, but distinct. Although present in the 

same venue, Goth affects in music, style, and scene differ from Industrial 
affects. What adherents to both genres share is a sense of self-expression. Goths
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tended to be more artistically inclined as seen in their style of dance and attire. 
Industrials were more aggressive and hard-edged. This is seen in the different 
types of dancing. In Goth dancing, movements were flowing, dramatic, and 
ballet-like (see Photo 1). During Industrial dancing, limbs jerk in geometric 
patterns, arms making circles in the air, hands pointed to the sky, and legs 
kicking kung fu-like or pounding into the ground (see Photo 2). One regular, 
“Delilahh,” referred to Goth dancing as “skulking,” and Industrial as 
“stomping.”

Generally, peeps would spend the majority of their time in either the 
backroom (Goth) or front room (Industrial) and this was consistent with their 
style. In other words, “Dandies” (see Photo 3) were more common to the 
backroom, while “Rivet Heads” were more likely to be found in the front (see 
Photo 2). However, peeps ventured between each room depending on their 
mood (ethereal versus aggressive), or, the music that was playing. To better 
understand the difference, in the forums we posed the question: “What is the 
difference between Goth and Industrial?” The responses that emerged portrayed 
Goth as more introspective, solemn, and gentle while Industrial was “aggro” 
(i.e., aggressive), apocalyptic, and energized. Below, some selected responses 
that articulate well the difference:

•I have always heard other people call Industrial “Angry 
Techno.”
•Goth = flowery pretty shit. Industrial = Stompy aggro shit.
See? Easy.
•Goth rock (esp. Darkwave stuff) is like emerging from a 
shelter and finding that the entire world has been destroyed, so 
you weep, but suddenly you discover the most beautiful 
flower you ever saw, which you had previous overlooked . . .
Industrial rock goes over and stomps on the flower then looks 
for radiated mutants to dance on.
•Take chamber music, now add a healthy dash of evil. That’s 
Goth. Take electronica, and add two parts evil, and a healthy 
mix of the sound of two angry Germans having a fight with a 
washing machine full of car parts [That’s Industrial].
•Gothic = Music to pet butterflies to. Industrial = Music to 
stomp ants to.

The photographs not only offer a visual representation of the scene at 
the research site, but they also corroborate the perceptions expressed in informal 
discussions and presented in the literature; namely, the difference between Goth 
and Industrial. The media often refers to Goth and Industrial synonymously. 
However, this categorization is inaccurate and contributes to the 
misrepresentation of the cultures, especially Goth.
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Photo 1, courtesy of Tom Bernard.
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Photo 3, courtesy of Tom Bernard
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Photo 5, courtesy of Tom Bernard.
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Photo 7, courtesy of Tom Bernard.
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In Photo 4, the subject epitomizes the classic look of a “Goth Chick” 
(the self-selected moniker). Her hair is straight, raven black. She wears black 
lace, silver jewelry, and her make-up is darkly accented. She appears sullen. The 
bright, light colors worn by the woman in Photo 5 sharply contrast with those in 
Photo 4. Color is more common among Industrial adherents, and in fact this 
woman dances primarily in the front room. Her posture is open, seductive, and 
less restrained than that of the Goth Chick.

As Goth Chicks, are part of the culture, so is the “Goth Dandy.” The 
Goth Dandy takes great care in establishing his look (Dandies are primarily 
males, although not all male Goths are Dandies). Photo 3 provides an example 
of this look. Tuxedo shirt, smoking jacket, skull-capped walking stick, top hat, 
and white gloves “dandify” this club peep. In addition, he holds a fruity-drink, 
wears red lipstick, and eyebrow pencil. His costume, props, and the studied 
manner of his pose present a feminine quality. This is quite different than the 
Industrial in Photo 6. A black leather jacket compliments the rugged, factory 
look of the peep. He exudes masculinity as emphasized by the goggles atop his 
head. On the forum, peeps were asked the meaning of goggles.

Goggles are generally a fashion choice. The also serve to keep the hair 
out of one’s eyes when stomping. Differences were expressed on the genesis of 
the headgear. Some viewed goggles as developing out of the “rave” scene, while 
others attributed them to the influence of “anime” (a type of cartoon animation 
originating in Japan whose characters wear them on their heads). Most agreed 
they were representative of a post-apocalyptic wasteland (think the 1979 film 
Mad Max). This was articulated by one peep when she wrote, “They’re to keep 
that pesky nuclear fall-out from getting in your pretty little peepers.” Strict 
standards existed for types of goggles and how they were to be worn. A 
“Newbie” (a peep new to the scene) who violated these expectations was subject 
to ridicule. Only welding goggles were acceptable. One peep wrote, “If I see 
anyone wearing swimming goggles, I’m going to rip them off their Newbie 
head!” Although goggles are designed for eye protection, this is not how they 
are to be used at the club; they were to be propped up on the head or hung 
around the neck (see Photos 7 and 8, respectively).

Photo 8, like Photo 4, captures the Goth Chick style. However, the look 
is more vampire-like, and burgundy (a popular Goth color) is present in both 
women’s hair and the boa one of them wears. The averted eyes contrast with the 
full frontal smiles of the Industrial peeps in Photo 7. In addition, the bright blond 
colored hair of the woman peep is more common to Industrials than Goths. The 
male peep bears evidence of energetic stomping as seen in the perspiration that 
covers his body whilst the ubiquitous goggles hang around his neck. The woman 
in Photo 1 is not stomping, but skulking, the dance style consistent with her 
choice of wardrobe (i.e., Gothic). She ethereally flows whereas the Rivetheads 
in Photo 2 are in full stomp mode: geometric, aggressive, and pounding.
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Contextualized in Kant’s transcendental deduction (as processed 
through the mechanics of symbolic interaction), the data suggests that how GIC 
is categorized (i.e., transcendentally deduced) by its participants differs from the 
categorization common in the larger society. The meaning (or lack thereof) of 
symbols for participants in GIC differ from the meanings attached to the same 
symbols by the larger society. For GIC participants, the symbols and rituals 
associated with the culture are associated with a passion for the music, an 
identification and attraction to the scene, and an opportunity for actualization 
through self-expression. This interpretation is quite different than that of the 
larger society’s categorization of GIC as being socially deviant and whose 
members are prone to violence and Satan worship.

Conclusion
Data from ethnographic fieldwork and visual sociology, among this 

population at this site, was inconsistent with representations of GIC common in 
the larger society. Involvement in the culture was motivated by a fondness for 
the music, the club atmosphere, and a desire for self-expression. Criminal 
activity was not present; in fact, those observed presented themselves as orderly, 
expressive, and tolerant. We suggest that GIC is not the deviant subculture prone 
to violence as depicted in the media and categorized as such by the larger 
society.

We do not wish to suggest that GIC is not without those who may act 
violently or be perceived as deviant. Like any culture or society, GIC has its 
share of misfits who serve to reinforce negative conceptions. There are some 
aspects of GIC that may deservedly be categorized as deviant. For example, on 
at least three occasions a club patron was observed wearing a Nazi SS uniform 
(complete with swastika). Although on the periphery of GIC and not embraced 
by most members, there does seem to be a “Neo-Nazi” contingent. In addition, 
on the margin of GIC is a bondage, dominant/submissive, sadomasochistic 
sexual theme that even the most accepting person may categorize as “deviant.” 
Just how these two ideologies/lifestyles attached to GIC and their significance 
vis-a-vis the culture remains unclear. That is a topic best left to another study.

California State University, Northridge D. A. Lopez and Karith A. Meyers
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Georg Trakl and the Goth 
Band L’ame Immortelle

Since the beginning of the 1990s, the German-speaking countries have 
become the center of the Gothic youth subculture, a subculture that emerged 
from punk in the early 1980s. There are approximately sixty thousand members 
(called “Grufties”) in Germany and Austria. They have their fanzines, 
magazines, and chat rooms on the Internet. Once a year, around Easter, they 
gather in Leipzig to celebrate the famous “Wave Gotik Treffen.” Other 
important festivals are the “Zillo-Festival” in Hahn and the “Hau Ruck! 
Festival” in Vienna.

Gothics dress in black and many paint their faces white. With these 
colors, as well as accessories like crosses, grave lamps, spiders, bats, and skulls, 
the Gothic subculture responds in a diffuse way to the gloom and doom that can 
be found in many Western, industrialized societies. Their rapid technological 
rationalization of the life-world leads to feelings of alienation. Many Gothics 
also express their feelings in music—a music that “emphasizes minor chords; 
sparse, minimalistic rhythms; and slower tempos, creating a recognizable ‘eerie’ 
or ‘gloomy’ texture” (Gunn 37). Many Gothic bands bring together music and 
poetry in their songs.

Gothic fantasies have always been strongly interested in the past. 
Critics have shown that this strong interest in history arises from the sense that 
“[f]orces from the past act undeniably but inexplicably on the present” (Turner 
205). These forces are feared at the same time they are romanticized. The 
periods of the past most strongly echoed in the contemporary Gothic subculture 
are the medieval period, Romanticism, French Symbolism, and German 
Expressionism. In their performances, some groups try to make the “authentic 
music” of the period in which they are interested; others combine it with modem 
influences, electronics, and neo-classical elements. Many bands use the poetic 
text of a period and interpret it musically. Death is the unifying theme running 
through all of these texts appropriated by the Gothics. Georg Trakl—one of the 
so-called “Asthetiker des Schreckens” (artists of horror ) (Cersowsky 231)—is 
naturally a poet who strongly attracts Gothic bands. For example, the German 
group Das Ich set to music Trakl’s poem “Verfall,” changing the title to 
“Staub.” Although the song is hardly suitable for dancing, it became very 
popular among Goths; Trakl’s famous picture “blasser kinder todesreigen” (the 
deadly dance of pale children) seemed to function as their mirror image.1

Of most importance for this discussion is the Austrian band L’ame 
Immortelle. They chose Trakl’s early poems “Nachtlied” and “Die tote Kirche” 
for musical interpretation. Between the first and second verse of “Nachtlied,” 
they inserted a third poem, Trakl’s “Ballade,” thereby giving “Nachtlied” a
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Gothic twist. This study will explore L’ame Immortelle’s adaptation of three of 
Trakl’s poems and show how the band sharpens the poet’s critical message and 
cultural pessimism.

The band is a trio consisting of Thomas Rainer (vocals, lyrics, and 
music), Sonja Kraushofer (vocals), and Hannes Medwenitsch (music). They 
have become renowned for a special mixture of light and dark classical ballads 
about love and loss that are followed by dark electronic tracks; many songs are 
danceable. The band was founded in 1996 in Vienna after Thomas Rainer (bom 
in 1979) had become dissatisfied with his old group of friends. He describes his 
dissatisfaction as follows:

Meine damaligen Freunde dachten anders, fuhlten anders, oder 
konnten einfach nicht zu ihren Gefiihlen stehen. Es war 
angesagt, den harten Mann zu markieren. Romantik und Liebe 
wurden als nicht vorhanden abgetan. Ich sah auch niemals 
einen meiner Freunde weinen. Niemals ein Ausbruch von 
Emotionen, niemals ein Funke dessen, was unser Leben 
eigentlich lebenswert macht. [My friends in those days, 
thought, felt differently, or, just couldn’t admit to their 
feelings. You had to play the strong man. Romanticism and 
love were dismissed as non-existing. I also never saw one of 
my friends cry. Never an outbreak of emotions, never a spark 
of what actually makes our life worth living.] (73)

Looking for new perspectives, Rainer dressed in black and went to a 
Gothic party. There, he was surprised to find: “Es wurde nicht uber Alkohol, 
FuBball oder andere belanglose Sachen gesprochen, man diskutierte, 
philosophierte und aus dem Hintergrund schallten mir unbekannte Klange 
entgegen.” [One didn’t talk about alcohol, soccer or other trivial things, one 
discussed, philosophized, and from the background I heard sounds that were 
unknown to me]. (73) At a similar party, Rainer, who for many years had taken 
lessons in piano, bass guitar and vocals, met Hannes Medwenitsch and they 
decided to make Gothic music. For their band they chose the French name: 
L’ame Immortelle (The immortal soul), choice that Rainer explains: “Sie wohnt 
nicht in jedem von uns. Die Seele muss sich ihre Unsterblichkeit im Laufe des 
Lebens verdienen” (It doesn’t live in every one of us. The soul has to deserve its 
immortality during life) (Petrunova). In 1997, soon after Rainer’s former 
classmate Sonja Kraushofer had joined the band as a singer, they issued their 
first demo tape, Lieder, die wie Wunden bluten (Songs that bleed like Wounds, 
title is a quotation from Trakl). Almost overnight, the work of the band became 
renowned in the Goth scene.

Around 1909, when he was about 22 years old, Trakl wrote “Nachtlied” 
(Night song), a poem about feelings of loneliness and alienation:
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Uber nachtlich dunkle Fluten 
Sing ich meine traurigen Lieder,
Lieder, die wie Wunden bluten.
Doch kein Herz tragt sie mir wieder 
Durch das Dunkel her.

Nur die nachtlich dunklen Fluten 
Rauschen, schluchzen meine Lieder,
Lieder, die von Wunden bluten,
Tragen an mein Herz sie wieder 
Durch das Dunkel her. (Trakl 76)

[Over dark nightly floods 
I sing my sad songs,
Songs that bleed like wounds.
But no heart brings them back to me 
Through the dark.

Only the nightly dark floods 
Are roaring, my songs sobbing,
Songs that bleed from wounds,
Bring them back to my heart
Through the dark.] (Trakl 76, translation by authors)

One track of L’ame Immortelle’s first album sets “Nachtlied” to music. 
In addition to its subject matter, the band might have chosen this poem because 
Trakl does not yet reject the voice of a poetic ego here as he did in most of his 
later poems.2 This enables Thomas Rainer (who stated in an interview that his 
favorite book is a collection of Trakl’s poems) to shout out his own frustration 
and suffering from feelings of loneliness and alienation, simply by identifying 
with this poetic ego.

Although aware of Roland Barthes’ observation that language manages 
very badly “when it has to interpret music” (quoted in Gunn 33) since its sensual 
character defies any essential correspondence between sound and sign, we may 
try to describe what we hear when we listen to “Nachtlied.” However, it must be 
remembered that other listeners might hear and describe it differently.

The instruments used are computer-generated: violin, acoustic guitar, 
electric bass, and a snare drum sound. However, it is important to note that the 
music is secondary to the text. Different from some rock music where one can 
hardly hear the text, here, the music only frames the text. The interpretation of 
the poem begins with otherwordly sounding voices and a pulsing electronic 
sound that becomes louder, then softer again—the studio manipulation is 
evident. It provides a backdrop for the first four lines of the poem spoken by
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Thomas Rainer. Rainer’s voice is calm and reflective and a slight echo effect is 
applied. After Rainer finishes his “sprechgesang” (spoken song) of the poem’s 
first four lines, a new sound is introduced which oscillates in short bursts 
between the left and right stereo channels. During the pause between verses, 
Sonja Kraushofer’s clear voice can also be heard in the distance singing: “Durch 
das Dunkel her” (Through the dark). After a sound similar to blowing wind, 
Rainer’s voice sounds as it did in the first verse, except somewhat louder when 
it interprets Trakl’s “Ballade”—a poem that goes beyond the statement of 
general sadness and hints at a crime:

Ein schwiiler Garten stand die Nacht.
Wir verschwiegen uns, was uns grauend erfafit.
Davon sind unsere Herzen erwacht
Und erlagen unter des Schweigens Last.

Es bliihte kein Stem in jener Nacht
Und niemand war, der fur uns bat.
Ein Damon nur hat im Dunkel gelacht.
Seid alle verflucht! Da ward die Tat. (72)

[As a sultry garden stood the night.
We concealed from each other what fearsomely grasps us.
Our hearts awoke from that
And succumbed under the weight of the silence.

No star was blooming in that night
And nobody was there to beg for us.
Only a demon laughed in the dark.
Be cursed! All of you! There was the deed.] (72, translation
by authors)

When Rainer speaks the word “verschwiegen” (concealed), a vibration 
in his voice which makes it sound distorted becomes ever more noticable and 
increases until the end of the song. This vibration creates a sense that something 
is going wrong. The introduction of repeated short bursts of a noise, the harshest 
sound introduced thus far, also helps to reinforce the feeling that control is being 
lost. From the line “Ein schwiiler Garten” (A sultry garden) until “des 
Schweigens Last” (the weight of the silence), the voice increases in intensity.

The third verse of the song (the second of “Ballade”) starts immediately 
after the second, and Rainer’s voice is markedly louder. With the line “Und 
niemand war, der fur uns bat” (And there was nobody to beg for us) a new 
bitterness can be detected. From this point on, the emotional charge of the voice 
increases. After the word “Damon” is spoken, the distorted surges increase in
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intensity as well. In the last line, “Seid alle verflucht! Da ward die Tat” (Be all 
cursed! All of you! Then was the deed) the word “verflucht” (cursed) is 
especially emphasized.

The fourth and final verse of the song—consisting of the last five lines 
of Trakl’s “Nachtlied”—begins immediately after the third. In comparison to the 
previous verses, Rainer’s voice has lost all signs of stability. When he 
transforms the former simile “Lieder, die wie Wunden bluten” (Songs that bleed 
like wounds) into the much stronger image “Lieder, die von Wunden bluten” 
(Songs that bleed from wounds), the words are no longer spoken but screamed, 
drowning out most of the sounds heard previously in the background. As after 
the first verse, Kraushofer once again sings “Durch das Dunkel her” (through 
the dark); however, this time it is repeated five times. After her last recitation, 
electronic noises continue for another thirty seconds and then the song ends.

It has been said that “die Traurigkeit, die dem lyrischen Werk von 
Georg Trakl den Grundton schenkt, am meisten die allgemeine Stimmung der 
Zeit in den ersten Jahrzehnten des zwanzigsten Jahrhunderts widerspiegelt” (the 
sadness, which gives Trakl’s work its basic tone, mostly reflects the general 
mood of the first two decades of the twentieth century) (Trakl, jacket 
description). A similar deep sadness is expressed in all songs of L’ame 
Immortelle and other Gothic bands; it reflects the basic mood of this youth 
subculture. In a song called “In the heart of Europe,” the musical artists of 
L’ame Immortelle tried to describe the reason for their sadness. Rainer who 
most of the time writes his lyrics in German, used English, the language of 
globalization, to outline these reasons:

Here in the heart of Europe 
No one stands up proud no more 
Here in the heart of Europe 
Our culture is a dying whore

No room for individuality 
Grey masses [that] think one way only 
Move like robots through the streets 
In our thinking we stand lonely.

These lines reveal the already mentioned basic concerns of the 
contemporary Gothic subculture: that life in Western society has been 
rationalized socially and culturally to a degree that suffocates the individual. 
There is only one small step from this concern to a Gothic way of making sense 
of the world. David Punter stated: “Certainly the reduction of life to that which 
can be programmed and assessed by machine, as Gothic has always known, is a 
process of the monstrous; the discernment of our own inner monstrosities . . . 
then becomes an essential task.” (8)
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Besides the expression of sadness about a deeply alienated form of life 
in L’ame Immortelle’s interpretation of Trakls “Nachtlied,” we can clearly 
detect this discernment of the monstrous that is not outside, but inside. In the 
inserted text of Trakl’s “Ballade,” the song refers to a demon’s laughter and then 
a horrible deed seems to be committed: “da ward die Tat” (then was the deed).

In a later release of the album Lieder, die wie Wunden bluten a bonus 
track was included that set another one of Trakl’s poems to music, “Die tote 
Kirche”:

Auf dunklen Banken sitzen sie gedrangt
Und heben die erloschnen Blicke auf
Zum Kreuz. Die Lichter schimmem wie verhangt,
Und triib und wie verhangt das Wundenhaupt.
Der Weihrauch steigt aus giildenem GefaB 
Zur Hohe auf, hinsterbender Gesang 
Verhaucht, und ungewiss und suB verdammert 
Wie heimgesucht der Raum. Der Priester schreitet 
Vor den Altar; doch iibt mit miidem Geist er

Die frommen Brauche—ein jammerlicher Spieler,
Vor schlechten Betem mit erstarrten Herzen,
In seelenlosem Spiel mit Brot und Wein.
Die Glocke klingt! Die Lichter flackem triiber—
Und bleicher, wie verhangt das Wundenhaupt!
Die Orgel rauscht! In toten Herzen schauert 
Erinnerung auf! Ein blutend Schmerzensantlitz 
Hiillt sich in Dunkelheit, und die Verzweiflung 
Starrt ihm aus vielen Augen nach ins Leere.
Und eine, die wie aller Stimmen klang,
Schluchzt auf—indes das Grauen wuchs im Raum,
Das Todesgrauen wuchs: Erbarme dich unser—
Herr! (Trakl 97)

[They sit crouded together on dark benches
And raise their dead eyes
To the cross. The lights glimmer as if covered,
And gloomy and covered is the head full of wounds.
The incense ascends from the golden vessel
To the top, expiring hymns
Die, and uncertainly and sweetly
The room darkens, as if haunted. The priest walks
In front of the altar, but with a tired spirit he is practicing
The pious customs—a deplorable player,
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In front of poorly praying people with rigid hearts,
In a soulless play with bread and wine.
The bell is ringing! The lights are flickering gloomier—
And paler, how covered the head lull of wounds!
The organ roars! In dead hearts 
Memories arise! A bleeding face of pain 
Conceals itself in darkness, and despair 
Out of many eyes stares after it into the void.
And one voice that sounded like all 
Sobs—while the horror in the room grew 
The horror of death grew: Have mercy on us—
Lord!] (Trakl 97, translation by author)

Like “Nachtlied” and “Ballade,” “Die tote Kirche” is one of Trakl’s 
“jugenddichtungen” (poetry written as a youth) about which very little criticism 
has been written. Different from Trakl’s other early poems, “Die tote Kirche” 
does not employ a poetic ego; however, there is still a strong relation to the 
“reale empirische Wahmehmungswelt” (real empirical world of perception) 
(Eykman 55) that in Trakl’s later poetry will disappear. Different from other 
Gothic bands, L’ame Immortelle in most of its songs is very specific in its 
criticism of today’s society ruled by market and media. Instead of accumulating 
conceptual key words, poetic ciphers and metaphors in their lyrics, they usually 
speak about concrete experiences—as Trakl does in his early poetry—and then 
(haw a nihilistic conclusion.3 Trakl’s poem “Die tote Kirche” probably attracted 
the band because Gothic vocabulary like “tote Herzen” (dead hearts), “Grauen” 
(horror), or even “Todesgrauen” (horror of death) is integrated in the concrete 
description of a church ceremony that reminds the musical artists of their own 
experiences with church ceremonies that were empty of spiritual value.

It has been shown that in Trakl’s early poetry there is also still an 
unbroken relationship “zu einer geglaubten iiberirdischen gottlichen Ordnung,” 
(to a believed heavenly order) (53) which will be absent in his later texts. 
Eykman writes:

Wer es untemimmt, ein unvoreingenommenes Bild von Trakls 
Verhaltnis zur Religion zu zeichnen, muB widerspruchliche 
und unvereinbare Ziige nebeneinanderstellen. Auf der einen 
Seite lebendiger christlicher Glaube, auf der anderen 
suchendes Ringen, Abkehr von der Kirche, Leugnen der 
Transzendenz. [Whoever tries to draw an unprejudiced picture 
of Trakl’s relation to religion must put contradictory and 
incompatible characteristics next to each other. On the one 
hand, there is a lively Christian belief, on the other a searching
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struggle, turning away from the church, denial of
transcendence.] (64)

We can use Eykmann’s statement about Trakl to characterize many German and 
Austrian Gothic bands’ position towards religion. Their lyrics are full of 
religious vocabulary as a sign of protest against the more and more rationalist 
and technology-oriented march of human society where “the heart” and “the 
soul” (Stueve) are lost. At the same time, we find sharp criticism of the spiritual 
emptiness, the dogmatism and the abusive paternal authority of the church.

As we have seen, Georg Trakl launched his first attack on the church in 
his poem “Die tote Kirche.” In its musical interpretation, L’ame Immortelle 
provocatively tries to highlight the poem’s relevance to life in Vienna around the 
turn of the millennium. As in “Nachtlied,” the music is only a vehicle of 
delivery for the lyrics. It lacks development; is static because it does not matter. 
What matters is the text. Although in the broadest sense, one could dance to this 
music, it seems to be much more important to listen to the words.

The song begins with a dark-colored string instrument that repeats the 
same tone throughout most of the song (ostinato). The first two lines are spoken 
softly. The next line is louder and the word “verhangt” (concealed) is spoken 
with special emphasis. The following line marks the first major change in the 
song. Rainer’s voice becomes unstable and scratchy and a new melody is added 
to the song. The instrument begins with one note, then repeats a pattern of three 
notes through most of the song beginning with: “Und triib und wie verhangt das 
Wundenhaupt” (And gloomy and covered is the head full of wounds) until “Vor 
schlechten Betem mit erstarrten Herzen” (In front of poorly praying people with 
rigid hearts). The second major change in the song begins with the following 
line. All instruments stop except for the drums and Rainer’s voice is pitched to 
give this line of the song the most emphasis thus far: “In seelenlosem Spiel mit 
Brot und Wein” (In a soulless play with bread and wine). Before the line “Hullt 
sich in Dunkelheit, und die Verzweiflung” (Covers itself in darkness, and 
despair), the string instruments join in again. The word “Verzweiflung” is sung 
more than spoken, in contrast to the rest of Rainer’s vocal work on this song. 
Later a new melody played by one of the string instruments is added in the 
background; it repeats until the song ends.

The vocal delivery is very guttural making the music sound demonic: 
“Das Todesgrauen wuchs” (The fear of death grew) is repeated twice, then the 
words “Erbarme dich unser” (Have mercy on us) are spoken once, before 
“Erbarme dich unser—Herr!” (Have mercy on us—Lord!) is screamed three 
times. The words are then repeated with satanic laughter. There is a short pause; 
the words “Die tote Kirche lebt” (The dead church is alive) are then repeated 
twice, once again ending in the devil’s laughter: “Das Todesgrauen wuchs: 
Erbarme dich unser—Herr!” (The fear of death grew: Have mercy on us— 
Lord!). The song continues with all of the instruments playing their familiar
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melodies, but the drums drop out before the end. The fact that Rainer sometimes 
screams Iraki’s verses, as well as the repeated growling vocals “Die tote Kirche 
lebt,” doubtlessly stresses the poems’ relevance to the band’s own experience 
and point of view.

Eykman has shown how in German Expressionism the criticism of the 
church led to an elevation of art as a substitute for religion. Quoting Doblin’s 
observation: “Die Kunste treten als Surrogate der Religionen auf, sie sind 
zerflossene Religionen” (The arts appear as surrogate religions, they are melted 
religions), he states: “Sie [die Kunst] sammelt all jene ziellos gewordenen 
religiosen Krafte und wird so selbst etwas den Menschen Ubersteigendes.” (Art 
collects all religious efforts that lost their destination und thus becomes 
something that transcends men.) (132) Similarily, the members of the 
contemporary Gothic scene, which has a lot in common with Expressionism, see 
themselves and their artistic activities.4 On the one hand, these activities are 
desperate statements of “einer Seel’ [die] urns Uberleben ringt” (A soul that 
straggles for survival) (L’ame Immortelle, “Stem”) in a superficial society that 
thrusts aside the theme of death. On the other hand, these activities have a quasi
religious function. Bruno Kramm from the band Das Ich had this to say about 
his band’s performance in a church in New York: “We felt like preachers” 
(Interview Leguay 3). However, what Gothic artists “preach” is very different 
from official religion; it has a touch of the Satanic; see, for instance, the laughter 
of the demon in L’ame Immortelle’s interpretations of Trakl’s “Ballade” and 
“Die tote Kirche.”

As Elisabeth Jane Wall Hinds pointed out while referring to the satanic 
subject matter in Gothic literature as well as in some youth subcultures, these 
occult references play on the already established mass cultural mythology in 
order to forge a sense of the subversive more than through any “real” belief in 
Satan or occult practices. Supplying Gothic writers or the members of a new 
subculture with a shock element, this subversive satanic dimension helps them 
to carve out an identity in contrast to mainstream culture.

Wall Hinds also shows that Gothic novels and rebellious youth 
subcultures, such as Heavy Metal, have in common the fact that, in their 
beginnings, they reject commodified art. They do so because of the 
commodification itself and the resulting emptiness of value. However, while 
they reject it, they “attempt to reinsert absolute value into the apparently value
less free-play of commodity consumption.” This absolute value is not religious, 
but it pretends to worship a deity “thereby subscribing to the concept of 
transcendence.” In the Gothic subculture, this deity is the devil, who by means 
of his alternate spirituality destroys “the Hallmark-card ‘spiritualism’ of 
commodity culture” (Wall Hinds 158).

In conclusion, we can say that L’ame Immortelle, in its musical 
interpretation of Trakl’s three early poems, aggressively points out the relevance 
of Trakl’s pessimism to life in Austria today—almost one hundred years after
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these poems were written. Thereby, they tacitly destroy the idea of historic 
progress. However, by combining Iraki’s poems “Nachtlied” and “Ballade” in 
one song, as well as by adding to the music satanic laughters, they sharpen 
Iraki’s pessimism and give it a satanic twist that is typical of the contemporary 
Gothic subculture and its interpretation of early German Expressionism.

Southeast Missouri State University Gabriele Eckart
Independent Scholar Kevin Stueve

Notes
1 See Eckart, Gabriele. Stueve, Kevin. “Die Rezeption Georg Irakis und Gottfried Benns 
in der Jugendsubkultur.” Die Schatzkammer XXVII (2001): 107-22.
2 According to Christoph Eykman, there is still a poetic ego to be found in one third of 
Iraki’s early poems, but only in approximately one sixth of his later poems (97).
3 A typical example are the following two verses from the song “Stem”:

Was ist es was mich dazu bringt 
Sobald Menschen mich umringen 
Und Worter wie aus Stromen fliefien 
In eine Rolle mich zu zwingen

Dass in der Hiille die da scheint 
Als ob nur Freude ihr entspringt 
Em schwarzes Loch stets um sich greiff 
Eine Seel’ urns Uberleben ringt

[What is it that causes me 
As soon as there are people around 
And words flow like streams 
To force myself into a role

That in the cover which seems 
As if only happiness can spring from 
A black hole is growing 
A soul is struggling for survival]

4 In addition to making music, they write poems, short stories, philosophical “letters” 
(which they publish on their web-sites), as well as producing artwork and films.
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“Self Matters”:
Latter-Day Notes on the Culture of Narcissism

“Oh, well,” sighed Narcissus the hunchback, “on me it looks 
good.”
—W.H. Auden

According to my calculations, I should already be a much 
bigger movie star than I am.
—Aaron Eckhart, American actor

The assassinations of the sixties, followed by the disillusionment of the 
seventies, produced a sea change in the way Americans feel about heroes. In an 
attempt to define postmodernism, social commentator Todd Gitlin noted that the 
turbulent sixties “exploded our belief in progress, which underlay the classical 
faith in linear order and moral clarity.”1 What Richard Nixon began, Bill Clinton 
brought to—shall we say—a climax. A vacuum needed to be filled. Somewhere 
between the fascinating presidencies of these deeply flawed men, the familiar 
postmodern phenomenon of celebrity-as-hero had come of age.

Conventional heroes are, or were, supposed to stir deep emotions in 
us—most notably reverence and awe; we place them, or they place themselves, 
at a certain moral, even esthetic distance. This is how it should be with heroes, 
or so we’ve always been taught. But no longer. In the late eighties, the World 
Almanac and Book o f Facts published a survey in which 4,000 high school 
seniors were asked to name their heroes. The top ten list included actor Harrison 
Ford, singer Bruce Springsteen and guitarist Eddie Van Halen, Madonna, 
Michael Jordan, Prince, Sylvester Stallone, Bill Cosby, and—most popular of 
all—comedian Eddie Murphy. Ronald Reagan made the list too—“Dutch” 
Reagan, whose presidency, as we know, owed much to his skills as an actor.

In this cultural climate, “traditional” heroes—even when they manage 
to capture the public imagination—inevitably play second fiddle to celebrities. 
In the summer of 1997, when Mother Teresa and Princess Diana died within a 
week of each other, the European and American public mourned Diana with an 
almost hysterical frenzy while, in the end, Mother Teresa’s passing was 
relegated to an historical footnote.

Social scientists point to a fundamental element of narcissism in all of 
this on the part of ordinary people. Unlike heroes of the past, contemporary 
celebrities function as servomechanical extensions of their fans, who preen in 
front of them as in front of a mirror (the casual nickname “Princess Di,” 
popularized Diana, enabling her fans to think of her as an intimate 
acquaintance). Ten thousand Eddie Van Halens grew up in the eighties and
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nineties playing grunge music in garages. In those days, hundreds of thousands 
of kids bought Nike basketball shoes so they could “be like Mike”—Michael 
Jordan. Long before karaoke became a household word, the day of the wannabe 
had arrived.

By late summer 2002, the blurred line between celebrities and 
wannabes had been erased altogether. The popular TV program American Idol 
featured off-the-street aspirants to fame and fortunes in a talent-show format, 
culminating in a face-off between two mediocre singers, Kelly Clarkson, a 20- 
year old woman from Burleson, Texas, and her 23-year-old opponent, Justin 
Guarini from Doylestown, Pennsylvania. Viewers were asked to phone in their 
preference. Clarkson, the winner, was rewarded with a record contract with 
RCA, plus something called an “arena tour.” During the competition between 
Clarkson and Guarini, no fewer than fifteen million Americans voted.

Even more bizarre was the appearance of Brian “Kato” Kaelin on a 
show called Houseguest. Kaelin, let’s recall, was a featured (and very clumsy) 
witness in the 1995 murder trial of O.J. Simpson. A spectacularly untalented 
drifter who came to Hollywood to get into acting, Kaelin decided to capitalize 
on his TV exposure during the trial by acquiring an agent who, for years, tried 
with little success to make a cinematic silk purse of his client. Finally, 
Houseguest producers arranged for Kaelin to move in temporarily with an 
“ordinary American” family, parents and five teenage girls. “Spontaneous” 
interactions among them, including what the producers hoped no doubt would 
be sexual sparks ignited between Kaelin and the fluttery young girls, would be 
filmed in a reality show format.

Kaelin’s case is instructive. If flimsy Hollywood celebs like Zsa Zsa 
Gabor and George Hamilton have long been famous for being famous, the Kato 
Kaelins of the postmodern era are, or are becoming, famous for not being 
famous. This represents a significant transformation in affect among those 
millions of Americans who, in the new millennium’s first decade, tune in shows 
like American Idol and Houseguest. Insofar as an element of admiration, even 
envy, is involved, what psychologists call the narcissistic idealization at the 
heart of celebrity worship is related, however distantly, to hero-worship. No 
longer does the new narcissist identify with “winners,” as Christopher Lasch has 
argued;2 now it’s losers we look for, indeed long for, in the magic mirror of 
television.

Celebrity mania comes in many shapes and sizes. The post-9/11 
lionization of New York City firefighters deserves special mention, if only 
because it was commonly (and wrongly) confused with hero-worship or the 
“need” for heroes in the popular media. One Friday night in a downtown 
Manhattan bar five weeks after 9/11, a journalist overheard a group of 
firefighters talking candidly and revealingly about how much easier it was to get 
laid after 9/11 than before. But if it’s true that human beings like to distance 
themselves from heroes by putting them on a pedestal, what they don’t want is
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to “get laid” by them, lest these heroes become down-to-earth servomechanisms: 
extensions of our mundane desires—extensions of us.

Ask any rock star, however, and he or she will cheerfully acknowledge 
that sleeping with fans (on the part of those “privileged” enough to do so) has 
always been a popular contemporary pastime. A few short weeks following 
9/11, New York City firefighters had become a collective commodity: FDNY t- 
shirts alone accounted for millions of dollars in profits, not all of which went to 
relief organizations. Firefighters routinely appeared on radio and TV talk shows; 
one made an appearance as an opera singer on public television. On the eve of 
9/11 2002, ESPN televised a football game featuring survivors from the FDNY 
and the NYPD. Before 9/11, needless to say, ESPN had little or nothing to 
broadcast about amateur adult athletic competition in New York or anywhere 
else.

All this seems innocuous enough compared to the transformation, in 
mid-summer 2002, of two California teenage rape victims into eager media 
celebrities. On a July afternoon near the high desert town of Antelope Valley, 
sixteen-year-old Tamara Brooks and seventeen-year-old Jackie Marris were 
abducted at gunpoint, tied up, and raped by a drunken ex-felon who was later 
shot to death by Kern County Sheriffs deputies. Immediately after being 
assaulted, one girl stabbed the perpetrator in the neck while the other smashed 
him in the face with a whiskey bottle.

When a rape occurs, the policy of print and electronic media is not to 
divulge the name(s) of victims. From the beginning, however, the case of 
Tamara and Jackie was different. The girls agreed to tell their story on national 
television, Tamara explaining,

Me and Jackie want to get the message across to everybody to 
never give up on anything . . . .  If you ever give up, you’re 
lost. Whatever obstacles you have, you’ve got to fight your 
way through.3

The platitudinous (not to mention rehearsed) sound of Tamara’s words, 
along with the response of her father, Sammie Brooks, a teacher at Antelope 
Valley College, raised suspicions about media exploitation of the girls. Brooks 
commented, “I think she’s having fun with the publicity. People wanting to see 
her and have her on TV and magazines is good healing for her.”4 He didn’t 
add—perhaps he didn’t know—that talk show bookers often tell guests who’ve 
gone through traumatic experiences that discussing what happened on TV is 
therapeutic. The transparent truth is, of course, that TV producers are more 
interested in audience ratings than they are in the psychological welfare of 
victims like Tamara and Jackie. Sammie Brooks went on to explain that he 
hadn’t seen his daughter since the police rescued her and Jackie because she
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was, as he put it, “on tour.” He added ambiguously, “It gives her something to 
draw on so the horror of the experience will be balanced.”5

Hollywood producers contacted the parents of both victims, asking to 
buy the rights to the story. All three major networks, ABC, CBS, and NBC, 
competed for the rights to interview the girls, who at first wanted to go on all of 
them. They were finally convinced by NBC to appear exclusively on The Today 
Show with Katie Couric (a staffer admitted buying one girl an $80 pair of pants, 
explaining that she “felt bad” about what Tamara and Jackie had gone through).6 
For her part, Tamara said she found Couric “really cool and sweet.”7

As long as everyone involved, including the parents, managed to 
convince the public (and themselves) that transforming the brutal rape of 
Tamara and Jackie into a media event was good for the girls, few raised 
objections about possible ulterior motives. At the end of the day, and in the 
mish-mash of values attending the case almost from the beginning, a bottom line 
was hard to find. After her appearance on TV, and a month or so following the 
abduction and rape, a cheerful Tamara told reporters that she was enjoying the 
ongoing media attention. “It’s fine,” she said. “I guess you could say I’m like a 
celebrity.”8 At least no one could say that these innocent kids’ fifteen minutes of 
national TV exposure hadn’t been hard-won. Still, just two weeks after their 
appearance on “The Today Show,” the media had lost interest in Tamara and 
Jackie. No word yet as to whether a made-for-TV movie deal might be in the 
offing.

Of course Tamara and Jackie were legitimate victims who were lucky 
to escape with their lives. The problem is that, as a culture, we’ve lost 
perspective on just what a victim is, or is perceived to be.9 We also refuse to 
admit that at the heart of the postmodern cult of victimhood is yet another form 
of (thinly disguised) narcissism.

As innocent teen-agers turned media celebrities, Tamara and Jackie had 
narcissism thrust upon them, so to say. The same can hardly be said of the 
untold millions of American victim-wannabes hooked on countless therapy 
protocols designed to appeal to what Robert Hughes calls “the [mythical] 
prelapsarian inhabitant” within. Hughes elaborates:

The cult of the abused Inner Child has a very important use in 
modem America: it tells you that personal grievance 
transcends political utterance, and that the upward production 
curve of maudlin narcissism need not intersect with the 
descending spiral of cultural triviality. Thus the pursuit of the 
Inner Child has taken over just at the moment when 
Americans ought to be figuring out where their Inner Adult is, 
and how that disregarded oldster got buried under the rubble 
of pop psychology and specious short-term gratification. We 
imagine a Tahiti inside ourselves...
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Basking on the warm sands of their inner Tahiti, Hughes concludes, 
“everyone [becomes] his own Noble Savage.”10 But this is only one pernicious 
symptom of the postmodern American cult of the self, which, ten years after 
Hughes wrote these words and thirty years after its emergence on the cultural 
scene, has assumed monstrous proportions.

Your Sacred Self. . .Self Matters. . . Your Authentic Self. . .In the twenty- 
first century’s opening decade, the list of self-help or -enhancement book titles 
in America is unending. Entire sections of Borders and Barnes & Noble 
bookstores are given over to this flourishing genre, and professional self-help 
gurus like Wayne Dyer (Your Sacred Self), Dr. Phil McGraw (Self Matters), and 
Ric Giardina (Your Authentic Self) have become national figures.

To demonstrate how hard, if not impossible, it is to tell where self
esteem leaves off and narcissism begins in contemporary culture, consider the 
following passage from the third edition of Matthew MacKay’s and Patrick 
Fanning’s best-selling book, Self-Esteem. MacKay and Fanning escort us 
through a day in the life of a person in dire need of “cognitive techniques for 
assessing, improving, and maintaining . . .  self esteem.”

We begin with a post-shower ritual:
Now you’re out of the shower and dried off. You’re getting 
dressed in your favorite clothes. See the colors of the clothes.
Feel the textures as you slowly draw each article of clothing 
on over your clean, warm body. Tell yourself, “I deserve nice 
things. I deserve to feel good.”
Next stop, needless to say, the mirror:
Admire your clothes. See how nice you look in them. Stand 
up straight and feel how clean and refreshed your skin feels 
under the clothes, how strong and resiliant [sic] your muscles 
feel when you stand straight. Notice with pleasant surprise 
that your usual aches and pains are gone at this moment. Tell 
yourself, “I look fine.”
“If a self-critical thought comes to mind,” the authors 
interject, “shrug your shoulders and let it pass. Tell yourself,
‘I’m actually OK just as I am.’”l 1

Far from producing true self-esteem, these effete exercises amount to 
little more than self-hypnosis (indeed, the authors follow up with a chapter 
entitled “Hypnosis for Self-Acceptance”). One wonders just what sort of “self’ 
MacKay and Fanning desire their readers to “esteem.” The Stepfordian 12 
protocols outlined above (and those of many other self-help authors) routinely 
airbrush the rigors of growth—struggle, sacrifice, disappointment, and failure— 
from common human experience.
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Indeed, what role does suffering, the eternal teacher, play in then- 
never-never lands of the psyche? MacKay and Fanning don’t say. They and their 
best-selling colleagues would do well to consider Nietzsche’s splendid dictum 
that the man who despises himself nevertheless esteems himself as a self- 
despiser. Nietzsche meant that self-loathing and the sort of self-esteem mental 
health specialists like MacKay and Fanning espouse are opposite sides of the 
same coin, the coin being, of course, narcissism: a.k.a. taking the self too 
seriously for any reason.

California State University, Bakersfield Steven Carter
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One extreme, but telling, example o f this. In May 2003, a most disturbing story 
appeared in The Bakersfield Californian.

Thursday, a severely emotionally disturbed eighth-grader 
attacked a Walter Stiem Middle School teacher, breaking her 
vertebrae.

While that teacher lay in the hospital, another began to 
speak out against the violent past of the boy, even as Bakersfield City 
School staff denied it.

The 200-pound pupil was chasing a special education aide 
through the school courtyard Thursday when he ran up to [art teacher 
Vicki] Smart, who was on yard duty, she said.

As she tried to run away, he grabbed her with bruising 
force, and then, grimacing, forced her to the ground, her legs splayed 
out straight in front o f her.

Then he pushed down on her back, pressing her nose to her 
legs and snapping vertebrae, Smart said.

District Director o f Special Education Donald Dever said 
school staff and administration had done all they could to prevent 
such an attack.

“That young man did not have a violent streak,” Dever said
Friday.
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But [special ed teacher Charlotte] Orton said she had seen 
this pupil’s violent behavior before. It was well-documented at Stiem 
and past schooling mentioned his aggressive behavior as well, she 
said. Two weeks ago, the same student attacked her at the end of her 
class, she added.

Charlotte Orton went on to inform the Californian that she told a team of specialists 
assigned to the boy of his violent behavior, but Superintendent Dever dismissed Orton’s 
claim, arguing that “Orton’s run-in with the student was an accident, and that school staff 
did not know about any violent past.” Then, astonishingly, Dever shifted the blame away 
from the “confused and frightened” student onto his mentors, who “should prevent an 
attack like this from happening.” (“Teachers, district differ on boy’s violent streak,” The 
Bakersfield Californian, May 31, 2003, A1-A4).
In other words, the real victim is a violently insane 200-pound 12-year old who wouldn’t 
have done what he did if  his mentors had found a way to deal with him properly—  
precisely how, the superintendent didn’t say.
Of course the sick boy’s moral, legal, and psychological culpability isn’t at issue here. At 
issue, rather, is the contemporary cultural assumptions embedded in the superintendent’s 
shameless attempt to cover up for the failure o f the administration, and therefore himself, 
to see the boy for what he is and remove him from the learning environment before he 
kills someone. Because this child and countless others who are “challenged” emotionally 
and mentally have been transformed into culture heroes in the postmodern Era of the 
Underdog, it’s the “system” that must be at fault: morally, legally, psychologically.
In a flip-flop from an older (i.e., elitist) cultural dispensation, the word “special” is no 
longer used to describe unusually advanced, precocious students, many of whom are 
destined to make significant contributions to society. Instead, the word is now applied to 
the educational protocols o f those “challenged” special ed students who, sadly but truly, 
can contribute little.
^ Robert Hughes, Culture o f Complaint: The Fraying o f America (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1993),. 8.
^ Matthew MacKay and Patrick Fanning, Self-Esteem, 3rd. ed. (Oakland, CA: New 
Harbinger Publications, Inc..), 222-223.
^ I take the term “Stepfordian” from the 1970s film The Stepford Wives. In this film, 
lifelike robots were designed to replace the flesh and blood wives of men in Stepford, an 
all-American suburb. The robots were always happy, never “down,” much less 
discontented or self-critical. They embodied, in short, the precise affect and ontology 
enthusiastically recommended by MacKay.





The Comic Strip P o g o  and Liberal Satire 
During the Vietnam Era

During the early 1950s, the comic strip Pogo became the most widely 
read daily strip in America. Created and written by Walt Kelly, it was set in 
Georgia’s Okefenokee Swamp and was best known for its broad farce, 
whimsical humor, and Southern slang. The strip’s lead character, Pogo Possum, 
was the essence of common sense and decency, and its storylines took in much 
of the political and social news of the day. In fact, Pogo was one of the first 
newspaper comic strips to satirically deal with controversial current events. It 
was perceived by most to be “liberal” in tone and during the opening years of 
the decade it had become particularly famous for lampooning Senator Joseph 
McCarthy and the “Red Scare” menace that surrounded him.1

However, Pogo's popularity and the sting of its liberal satire began to 
falter in the mid-1960s. McCarthy was gone and many of the issues that 
surfaced in this new era proved to be difficult to fold into a comic strip. The 
civil rights movement and the escalating problems of race in America gave 
Kelly problems. In his mind, the movement’s honorable goals and its 
increasingly questionable means seemed to diverge.2 Also by the mid to late 
sixties, the war in Vietnam and the rise of the “new left” opposition to it were 
troublesome to Kelly. On the one hand, radical youth, the counterculture, and 
anti-war protests appeared to be disrupting the nation, while, on the other hand, 
America’s role and tactics in the war were becoming worrisome. Thus, for 
Pogo, the decade proved to be elusive and difficult subject to grasp. The strip’s 
ambivalence became something of a mirror to the uncertainties of liberals who 
felt irrelevant as the issues around them seemed to spin out of control.

Kelly’s dislike of the youth movement was obvious at first and then 
lessened over time, while his early support for the war grew fainter as the 
fighting went on. Some of his first written views on these topics were not 
penned into the strip, but were in a commentary about his 1965 world tour, a 
week of which was spent in South Vietnam. He wrote a number of columns 
during this one week, including interviews with American servicemen and South 
Vietnamese civilians. The articles displayed sincere feelings for the people of 
South Vietnam and sympathy for their sufferings. They also portrayed a 
uniformly consistent image of intelligent, courageous, and confident American 
soldiers who always maintained their respect for their South Vietnamese allies. 
Kelly also reported on the violent nature of Vietcong tactics and their attempts 
to destabilize the South’s society. He did not hesitate to quote American 
soldiers’ dislike and disgust for the emerging anti-war protests back in the 
United States, nor did he try to qualify or be objective about the issues he found. 
At this point, the war appeared to be justified and necessary.
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Kelly’s original distaste for radicalized youth and anti-war protests 
could be seen as that of a moderate 1950s liberal who instinctively shied away 
from violent or disruptive tactics. In 1965 he was getting his first view of this 
burgeoning youth culture and he did not particularly like what he saw:

If success consists of reaching your goals, there are a lot of 
successful young people rampant in these days. It should be 
pointed out, of course, that they have a low success threshold.
If your goals are low, you can reach up and touch them from a 
slouch position on a lounge. These people have, then, 50 or 60 
years ahead of them of accumulated rubber-stamp folksongs, 
touch-me-not dancing and odds and ends of rubbish flying 
about, obscuring their vision, as trash in a no-gravity space 
capsule. It is hard to figure out a generation that believes in 
contact lenses and non-contact frug.4

Kelly attempted to conclude this uncharacteristically bitter critique with a leaven 
of humor. Instead, he made it even worse: “It makes a lot of us yearn for the 
good old days of crooked politics, dirty jokes, war and segregation, all of which 
are now, naturally, in the past.”5 It all sounded like the valedictory of a 1950s 
liberal facing a yawning generation gap. Kelly’s liberalism, such as it was, had 
become sorely tested.

Some of his mood began to find its way into the Pogo strip. In 1965, a 
number of the swamp characters (critters) discussed the nature of reform. They 
eventually concluded that most people did not know what the term meant. The 
solution they arrived at was to establish a string of “reform” schools in order to 
educate these people. One could surmise that sixties youth might be candidates 
for such schools.6

The Vietnam War itself was rarely mentioned directly in Pogo. When it 
did appear, however, it was described over time in increasingly negative terms. 
Some of this disenchantment surfaced in a 1966 introduction to a Pogo book 
(made up of a collection of recent newspaper strips) when Kelly aired his 
uneasiness about the war: “Our own nation at this writing is engaged in the grim 
business of dropping bombs on a country with which we are not at war. 
Certainly no laughs here.”7 In a 1967 Pogo sequence, one of the swamp critters, 
Howland Owl, discussed his own role in an upcoming presidential election in a 
Shermanesque manner. “If I were nominated, I would not run.” When asked 
what he would do if he was elected anyway, Owl responded that, “if elected I 
would not serve.” Then, twisting the old saying a little, he was asked how he 
would react to “an honest draft.” The answer was: “Draft? If drafted I wouldn’t 
go to Vietnam!”8 Kelly’s own disgust with the policies of the Johnson 
administration was summed up in an introduction: “. . . S.E. Asia, Poverty,
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Napalm, Great Society . . . Moon, yet. Labels for ego all.”9 However, only in 
1968, perhaps the worst year of the decade with its wrenching social and 
political turmoil, does Kelly and Pogo focus on the war. The year included a 
presidential election that was dominated by Vietnam and Kelly satirized it by 
drawing in a group of wind-up toys let loose in the swamp. For the first time in 
Pogo's history the faces of actual candidates were used. In the past the faces of 
Joe McCarthy, Nikita Khrushchev and Fidel Castro had been seen on animal 
characters in the Okefenokee, but never those of presidential hopefuls and never 
on any kind of toy. In 1968, this custom changed and most of the field of 
candidates made an appearance.10 This included George Romney as a “model 
that talks too much” and had a “built-in trick.” It started to talk and “presto, it 
puts its foot in its mouth.” Nelson Rockefeller was a “cute fox” that walked a 
tightrope, Ronald Reagan was dressed in a clown’s outfit and Richard Nixon’s 
face featured an elephant’s trunk. He was a toy, it was said, “that runs at the 
drop of a hat.” George Wallace was Chicken Little (“The Sky is failin’”) riding 
a white horse backwards.11

The candidates who were the most linked to the issue of the war, 
however, were Eugene McCarthy and Robert Kennedy. McCarthy was depicted 
in the strip as a knight with a gaunt face riding a zebra. At first, Kelly had him 
riding a wooden horse and then, without explanation, he changed mounts. 
McCarthy carried a pennant with “Wholly Grail” written on it and he spent most 
of his time spouting off pious poetry:

And if we once a gala had 
a gala Party now in sad 
flight from sureness 
pugned with pureness 
was nobleness a shallow fad?12

His promise consisted of having “no more war games,” a pledge that led some 
swamp folk to complain that he should offer more. “He wont’ get no-wheres 
promisin’ ‘no more’ of anything.”13

Along the way McCarthy picked up a hitch-hiker, a wind-up runner 
with the face of Robert Kennedy. From then on, as Knight McCarthy moved 
about, Kennedy is seen holding the reins of the zebra. He keeps saying, “Let me 
show you the way from here on.” To complete Kelly’s take on the McCarthy- 
Kennedy rivalry, he has the knight protesting each time: “Stop helping me!’ 
Eventually, as the two figures run through the swamp, side by side, fresh from 
the Oregon primary (that McCarthy won) they are last seen moving off to 
California. It was wondered “if they still sees eye to eye and tooth to tooth.
As it turned out, of course, it did not really matter, as McCarthy lost the 
California primary and Kennedy lost his life to an assassin waiting for him in a 
hotel kitchen.
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In these sequences of Pogo, Kelly portrayed McCarthy as a somewhat 
pompous Don Quixote, a noble but hopeless figure. Robert Kennedy, on the 
other hand, was presented the way that many in the McCarthy group saw him— 
as an opportunist, a “hitch-hiker” on the anti-war campaign. However, later, 
after Kennedy’s death, when this series was reprinted in book form, Kelly added 
a footnote to his introduction:

The cartooned figure of Senator Robert can be found here. 
Normally the cartoonist drops the caricature of one who has 
departed. But, in truth, it is hard to comprehend that this friend 
is gone. Besides, he believed in the fun we all shared. To that 
extent also, he lives on.15

The most important, and controversial, caricatured figure in Pogo 
during the Vietnam era, as one would expect, was Lyndon Johnson. In 1968, 
Johnson decided not to seek another term as president following the nightmare 
of the Tet offensive and his poor showing in the March New Hampshire primary 
against Eugene McCarthy. Still, Johnson is the key figure, the lightning rod, of 
the period. He was also one of the most controversial and disliked political 
figures in public life.16 It was with all this in mind that Kelly decided to include 
Johnson in the strip. Johnson had made appearances in Pogo as early as 1965. In 
that year he was played by a swamp character (Albert the Alligator) wearing a 
Stetson and always saying things like “OF Hoss.”17 In 1967, Johnson appeared 
in somewhat more negative tones, part of a surreal sequence in a Pogo book set 
in a pre-historic “Pandemonia.” Johnson’s face was drawn on the body of a 
centaur, with a cowboy hat pulled down over his eyes. He spent most of his time 
shaking hands and asking “to put it there ol’ buddy.” In this series the Great 
Society was satirized, since the centaur was called the “Loan Arranger” who 
rescued folks for a living. He also protected the inhabitants from a Red Dragon 
that had a Mao look-alike as a rider.18

Finally, in 1968, Johnson had his third incarnation in the Pogo strip. 
This time he was transformed into a longhorn steer “with vision problems.” The 
series started with the steer having somehow gotten his head caught in wooden 
Mount Rushmore cut out. In a weakly veiled reference to Vietnam, Kelly had 
Johnson admitting at one point that “once I stick my head in, don’t seem like I 
gets out easy.” It was asked at that point, “how he get his head in in the first 
place.”19

It was soon determined that the steer needed new glasses and that 
assumption triggered a string of puns and political inside jokes. Because of his 
poor vision, Johnson claimed to be thinking about starting a new career (another 
reference to reality) and that he might become part of a comic strip. He asked 
Pogo, “where is we at right chere now?” The answer, of course, was that they
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were all in a “comical strip.” Pogo then went on to explain that “in this line we 
larfs at bad jokes, make faces, chase each other with guns—an’ we wink and 
giggle.” Johnson responded wistfully that it “sound like home.”20

The bulk of the Johnson sequences dealt with a number of “sight” gaps 
surrounding the steer’s eye test. Punchlines had to be read off of a typical 
reverse pyramid-shaped eye chart. One chart, for instance, said: “I did not 
expect to be elected President to preside over the dissolution of Her Majesty’s 
Empire.” The steer could not, or would not, read that line. Another, with a bit 
more of a satirical bite, read: “How beautiful for space or skies and ample wanes 
of graves.” Johnson’s response to all this was to claim that “our people will 
never, whether in advance or retreat be deterred. My vision is to fight the 
credible dream.” This led one character to observe that there was a “visibility 
gap” there.21 Following this eye chart business, Johnson’s longhorn steer 
personification disappeared from the strip and the other wind-up toy candidates- 
for-president took over.

On the basis of Johnson’s treatment in Pogo it might be fair to say that 
Kelly’s satirical criticism of the President, while apparent, was hardly vigorous. 
In fact, Pogo managed to deal with Johnson with minimal references to either 
war or anti-war issues. Kelly could not be listed as one of Johnson’s serious 
critics even in 1968 when LBJ was under fire from all quarters and could not 
safely or easily appear in public for fear of angry demonstrations. There was no 
hint of Johnson the daily “baby killer” in the Okefenokee swamp world. Also 
the strip never alluded to Johnson’s problems in the New Hampshire primary or 
to his March 31, 1968, television speech that ended with the announcement of 
his withdrawal from the presidential race. “I will not seek and I will not accept 
the nomination of my party for another term as your President.”22 This was a 
Sherman-like declaration that, as has been seen, Kelly liked to use in the strip. 
This time he passed the chance to make any satirical reference to it.

Interestingly enough, after the election was over, the strip’s characters 
mistakenly think that they “have seen a ghost”—a distant silhouette of the old 
longhorn steer. They decide to “run up an see the old fella.” And Pogo claimed 
that “I alius had a soft spot in my heart for him.” As it turned out, what they had 
seen was a cut out wooden sign in the shape of a steer advertising a brand of 
chewing tobacco. If the Pogo character represented Kelly’s views (and he 
normally did), the “soft spot” comment can be perceived as a defining 
statement.23 For Pogo, and for Kelly, Lyndon Johnson was no Joe McCarthy and 
the strip was not going to treat in him in the same rough manner.

By this point in his life, Kelly had become a 1950s, middle-of-the-road 
liberal with a sense of nostalgic loss. In an increasingly polarized political 
milieu involving, among other things, war, counterculture, and violence, the 
sequences of Pogo that dealt with the Vietnam experience pointed to the strip’s 
irrelevancy as serious political satire. In the early 1950s, college youth had read 
Pogo avidly and had been “supporters” of the possum’s presidential candidacy
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in the 1952 “I Go Pogo” campaign which had spawned political buttons and 
even campus riots.24 Pogo had no such campus readership in the late 1960s. 
Older siblings of sixties youths perhaps had cheered on Pogo’’s earlier anti- 
McCarthyism strips, but in an era of fire-fights, tear gas, and Battles of Chicago, 
Pogo's satirical bite was nearly toothless. Even its humor often seemed strained 
and tired.25

Despite this, however, and in spite of the relative mildness of the LBJ 
sequences in Pogo, a number of American newspapers decided to censor them 
or remove them from the comics page. This reaction says a great deal about the 
overheated political culture of the era. Some editors dropped the strip while the 
steer character was present or they put Pogo on the editorial page of the paper.26 
Kelly’s usual response to this type of censorship was mild. He generally 
provided non-political strips as substitutes for the offending political satire. This 
rather pliant, accommodating policy was offered until 1972, when, as a very sick 
man who was only a year away from his death, Kelly refused to supply any 
more substitute strips.27 The substitution option, while not well known, still 
could add to the general impression of the strip’s loss of critical virtue, even 
though Kelly often redeemed himself by reprinting the “banned” sequences in 
the next Pogo book.28

Eventually, Kelly did reconcile himself with the nation’s radicalized 
and socially conscious youth. In a 1970 article written for the Milwaukee 
Journal (February 22), he recreated a link to his own past idealism:

If we identify with possessions and powers that are transient, 
how is it possible to scoff at the youth, who for at least this 
one young, blinding moment, realizes that these are not the 
things he yearns for? We old grumps will remember that one 
of the drives of our youth was to “make the world safe for 
democracy.” Now, as goblins loom on every side, we are with 
George Washington. We can not tell a lie. Youth looks at the 
big bomb, big government, big labor, big crime, big britches 
and we must admit with him, in the words of a Pogo character,
“We gotta make democracy safe for the world.”29

Kelly had come a long way from his 1965 yearning for the “good old days” of 
war and segregation. Still, the era and its divisive issues took a depressing toll 
on him, a cartoonist who had always enjoyed his life and work. As early as 1966 
he would lament: “As our people move in all directions with great grim purpose, 
the safety valve of humor seems to be missing. Humor is not escape. Sleep is 
escape. Humor is relief.”30 Because the 1960s were so different from the 1950s, 
when problems appeared to be clear and less morally ambiguous and Pogo had 
made its reputation, it no longer provided many people with either the “relief’ of
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the humor or a satirically relevant critique of society. In this, it was a mirror of 
modem American liberalism.31

In the last years of his life, Kelly and Pogo turned to the problems of 
the environment as suitable topics. As part of this relatively “safe” and 
straightforward cause, Kelly coined the last memorable Pogo line: “We have 
met the enemy and he is us.”32 It was phrase, one suspects, that could have been 
used for many of the ills of the Vietnam era. As Kelly grew increasingly ill, he 
had younger artists bring out Pogo under his supervision. Finally, former Pogo 
strips of the 1950s were republished in place of the missing new material, a 
fitting return to Pogo's heyday. Because Kelly died in October of 1973 (at the 
age of 60),33 he was, therefore, unable to seize much humor or satire from the 
breaking Watergate scandal. It can only be surmised that the constitutionally 
challenging antics of Richard Nixon and his “plumbers unit” would have 
provided the type of clear-cut moral issues that had motivated and energized the 
early Pogo. Perhaps the strip would have once again risen to the place of 
relevant liberal satire that it had lost in the 1960s.

King’s University Eric Jarvis
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Yep, Gaston’s Gay:
Disney and the Beauty of a Beastly Love

Once upon a time in a land not far away a young prince lived in a shining castle. 
Although he appeared to have everything his heart desired, the prince was unfulfilled. Then, one 
winter’s night a woman came to the castle and offered him “her flower* in return for his agreeing to 
marry her, take her in, and protect her from the bitter cold. Uninterested and even somewhat 
repulsed by her feminine form, the prince sneered at “the gift" and turned the woman away. But 
she warned him not to reject society’s norms. And when he dismissed her again, the woman left, 
and in her place appeared all of the townspeople, angry and judgmental. The prince tried to explain 
himself, but it was too late, for everyone had seen that there was no lust for women in his heart. 
And as punishment they indicted him, labeling him a hideous beast—an abomination to nature— 
and agreed to shun him and all who would call him friend. Ashamed of his monstrous urges, the 
Beast concealed his desires as he concealed himself in his castle at the margins of society, looking 
from afar, longing for a magic cure: to see himself transformed to mirror society’s ideal. Sexual 
union with a woman, though, was the only thing so enchanted—it atone had the power to make him 
into a real man up until his twenty-first year. If he could learn to love a woman and earn her love in 
return by the time he entered adulthood, the curse would be lifted and he could rejoin society. If 
not, he would be doomed to be seen as a beast for all time. As the years passed he fell into 
despair and tost all hope. For who could ever learn to love a beast?1

* * *

Little towns full of little people can be notoriously judgmental and 
conservative. It is no surprise, really, that Belle—the heroine of Walt Disney’s 
Beauty and the Beast—fears suffocating in her poor, provincial, French village. 
Like Gaston, her hyper-masculine suitor, she is different. And the last time 
someone was different in these parts, the townspeople cursed him, labeled him a 
beast, and forced him into exile. They would undoubtedly do the same to the 
next neighbor to come out. What options, then, are left for survival?

Disney’s version of Beauty and the Beast is, in the end, a story about 
neither. As such, the true focus of the narrative is Gaston, with both Beauty and 
the Beast serving as tragic foils, reflections of Gaston in a twisted magic mirror. 
Seen anew, the film at heart is a tale of the persecution of gays, the “curse of 
heterosexuality,” and the struggle to come to terms with sexual preference in a 
world in which “socially-acceptable,” “normal,” and “morally good” are thought 
to be interchangeable. Inevitably, the main characters, each at different stages of 
awareness and acceptance of their own sexuality, find that throughout it all there 
is only one constant—the immoral and violent treatment by society of those 
labeled “different.” Though the movie ends in marriage for Beauty and the 
Beast, it ends in death for Gaston; the trappings of the classic conceptions of 
comedic and tragic narrative conclusions are thus both present. As this is 
Gaston’s story, though, the drama is without doubt, and in a strikingly non- 
Disney way, a tragedy.
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A Beast is a Beast of Curse of Curse
On the surface, as the opening narration tells us, the prince has been 

turned into a beast, cursed for his shallow aesthetic, for having shunned an ugly 
woman who wished to exchange a rose for a night’s shelter in the castle. In 
thinking through the curse, too much attention can easily be paid to the woman’s 
haggard appearance, too little to the symbol of the rose. Which, exactly, was the 
prince turned off by?

Literally, the prince rejected the idea of being with a woman, rejected 
taking her flower. Metaphorically, this plays out in terms of the prince rejecting 
a norm of society. The question, then, is how best to interpret this norm. 
Allegorically, for purposes of the story, the norm is turned into “Don’t judge a 
book by its cover” rather than “Men should love only women,” but the particular 
choice of metaphor is telling here, for there is—in both norms—an unspoken but 
widely accepted truth that this is what one is supposed to say even if one knows 
it is not completely true on some level. That is, it is interesting that what stands 
in for the prince’s breaking of heterosexual norms is his breaking of a parallel 
norm concerning beauty and not, for instance, a norm concerning murder. When 
townsfolk say “Do not commit murder,” they say it with sincerity and with a 
more or less earnest commitment to its prescriptive truth. When they say “Don’t 
judge a book by its cover,” they utter the words with somewhat less sincerity. 
They say such things knowing that they represent a norm we are expected to 
uphold in word more than deed, for the truth of the matter is that sometimes 
judging a book by its cover makes a good deal of sense. Everyone knows this, 
even if few speak it out loud.

The movie, of course, is complicit in the ruse—fully aware that the 
standard the prince has violated is arbitrary and his punishment unjust. This, in 
fact, is the point of the narrative, and it suggests that the true point of view of the 
film’s creators is one that finds the curse immoral, not the Beast’s behavior. This 
is hinted at, for instance, in the postmodern play on the meaning of Belle’s 
name. As the townspeople point out in song, it’s no wonder that her name means 
“beauty,” for Belle’s looks have no parallel. How strange, then, that the prince is 
originally turned into a beast for caring too much about beauty—for loving only 
beauty—yet the Beast is turned back into a prince once he literally falls in love 
with Beauty. To follow the narrative naively—i.e., to think that this is Beauty 
and the Beast’s story and that the Beast needs merely to learn not to judge a 
book by its cover—this would make no sense. Why, then, is the curse finally 
broken? In the end, is the prince/Beast still not supposedly favoring Beauty?

Indeed, to make it clear that the movie knows very well that the curse is 
unjust and arbitrary, that there is more going on here than meets the eye, the 
enchantress—in all of her judgmental meddling—tells the prince a lie. “Beauty 
is found within,” she tells him before turning him into a beast. It is a claim that 
will turn out to be false on multiple levels. Beauty (literally, Belle) comes from
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without, from outside the castle and outside the Beast’s circle of friends. Not 
only does she come from the outside, but she is the most outwardly beautiful 
woman in town—something we are told repeatedly. What lesson could the 
prince be presumed to have learned, then, falling for her in the end? It’s not as if 
he has learned to love a hag. And yet, the curse is broken. Consequently, we are 
forced to reconsider the true nature of the rule the Beast had violated all those 
years ago: Clearly, it was not about caring too much for beauty because he is 
still doing just this in the end. Rather, he has relented, given in to the 
heterosexual norms of society, finally seeking love with a woman. And for this, 
he is rewarded and no longer seen as a beast.

Against such a reading, it has been suggested that Disney’s story 
actually reinforces and champions heterosexual norms—and is thus not gay- 
friendly—precisely because the Beast is cursed until he loves a woman. The 
pronouns in the enchantress’ spell supposedly make it clear: “If [the Beast] 
could learn to love another and earn her love in return.. .”2 The enchantress does 
not leave open the possibility that love with a him could break the spell for the 
Beast. What such analysis misses, however, is that while it is true that 
heterosexual love is being forced on the Beast, heterosexual love is being forced 
on the Beast. The denouement is, after all, a coupling that is mandated—one that 
results from a curse. Read appropriately, the narrative thus does not indict the 
Beast; it indicts society, calling on the audience to identify in part with the 
Beast.

Indeed, this is an extremely complex narrative and identification 
because the audience must come to realize that if the Beast succeeds in his quest 
to rejoin society—to be human again—he will be forced to do so at the expense 
of his true nature. Success for the Beast means a tragic end—for himself, for 
Gaston, and for us all. It means that the Beast has given in to society’s demands 
to hide what he is. Once, as a young prince, he was brave enough to come out 
and state his true feelings. The price was years of isolation and rejection. In the 
end, he will have his curse lifted, but the Beast we are given is not a hero. We 
pity him, but we cannot admire him. He will not stand up and demand to be 
taken for what he is; he longs only to find a way to regain society’s trust and 
acceptance by bending to its demands. He will not fight for the right to walk 
proudly through the village, his rainbow fur-flag freely flying; he wishes only to 
obscure what he is, hide his desires, and thus be accepted. And so, if he is 
successful, it will be a shallow peace, one gained at the cost of truth and love 
and any hope for a meaningful happily-ever-after.

We see the young prince—pre-curse—in artistic representation only (in 
stained glass and in a painting hanging in the west wing of the castle which is 
tom in the first few moments of the film). He exists as a child and a non-beast 
only as aesthetic imagination and representation. Static, he is without agency or 
true body. We know nothing of his past, of his parents, of his boyhood. His 
being is thus reduced to the choice he made to reject women: And even this
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choice is represented passively, told in still images and related to us through the 
voice of a narrator. Later in the film, piecing together the puzzle, we learn that 
the prince was eleven years old, just approaching puberty, when the enchantress 
showed up on his doorstep.3 It is at this time of becoming and the awakening of 
desire that the boy chooses incorrectly. Clearly, the enchantress, and by 
extension society, see the prince’s rejection of heterosexuality as a choice, but 
there is an indication that the prince is not really choosing—that we, the 
audience, should realize that these things are determined early on.

What glimpses we have of the pre-curse prince provide us with a 
picture of a somewhat effeminate boy. The prince’s face is beautiful, with full, 
pouting lips.4 His eyebrows are long, thin, and perfectly plucked. His hair—even 
before becoming a beast—is long and flowing. He does not want for 
conditioner. He looks more like Fabio than the traditional Disney hero: this is no 
butch Prince Charming. In the first two stained glass panels we are shown, the 
prince is depicted first with a sword and then a scepter, two phallic images 
filling his little noble hands. In the larger stained glass we see the prince in the 
center. To the left is the moon and a night scene of the village with a man and a 
woman. To the right is the sun and a day scene with another man and woman. 
The prince is caught between, neither day nor night engulf him. Below him is 
the furrowed field. He hovers above, neither urban nor rural. A knight’s horse is 
to his left, a dog to his right—the prince stands between animality and humanity 
as well as masculinity and femininity, day and night, here and there. He is 
displaced, alone, different from the veiy start.

After a decade of being punished for his difference, though, he now 
wants to be accepted—not for what he is, but for what he can pretend to be. The 
Beast knows what Belle means for him; she’s not a true love but a ticket back 
into mainstream society. This is no romantic. “Of course! . . .  I’m not a fool” the 
Beast roars at his staff when they ask if he’s considered the possibility that “this 
girl” could lift the curse for them all. And so he sets his sights on heading back 
into the closet and marrying. He determines to act macho, saving Belle from the 
wolves, but not too macho, because a woman also wants a sensitive man who 
likes feeding birds and playing in the snow. He rejects his past sense of 
flamboyant style: When getting ready for his first “date” with Belle, his staff 
makes him up with highly-teased curly fur and cute little bows in his hair. He 
quickly rejects the look—he is committed to pretending to be something new, 
and so he and his hair are made to appear straight. After a night of dining and 
dancing and acting like he has true feelings for the girl, the staff is impressed at 
the Beast’s ability to pretend. “I knew you had it in you!” says Cogsworth the 
clock/butler (who earlier had joked that the Beast admit to Belle that his true gift 
to her would be a set of “promises [he didn’t] intend to keep”). More cautious, 
more conniving—this is the new Beast.
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The new Beast no longer stomps around the castle, resentful and angry 
at Belle for what he must do. This is a Beast who conceals, who now hopes the 
young girl won’t go into the special forbidden room where he keeps a portrait of 
himself, a rose, and a lovely hand mirror. This is a Beast who now gets angry 
when his staff does a big production number (he lives, after all, in a castle where 
everyone sings and dances and loves show tunes). This is a Beast who is broken, 
who admits defeat, who hides his fairy tail beneath a gentleman’s cape. But try 
as he might, his true nature is there for anyone who still wishes to see it. Even at 
the moment of his transformation into Man, the Beast does not step easily into 
the role. In a classic Disney reversal, it is not a sleeping Beauty who needs the 
kiss of her prince to end the story. Rather, the defeated prince—fresh from 
wrestling in sweaty combat with Gaston—is awakened, saved by the kiss of 
Beauty’s tear, ready to embark on a life of lies.

Beauty is Proof, Proof Beauty
But of course one must wonder why Beauty agrees to this. Once she 

discovers the Beast’s penchant for show tunes, flowers, and fur, why does she 
agree to play along, to take up the traditional “masculine” role, reviving him 
with her tears and declaration of love? To see the answer, one must accept a 
rather startling fact about Belle’s character. Belle is not really a very nice 
person. She is a selfish, scheming, shallow manipulator—worse, by far, than 
Gaston, whose outward egotism is merely an act.

From the start, Belle holds her neighbors in contempt—they are little 
people with little dreams, she proclaims, and she wants “so much more than 
they’ve got planned.” Belle is certain that she is better than everyone around her, 
that she deserves more out of life than these simple folk. As she walks through 
town in the film’s opening scene, she sings her disparagements: The baker has 
his “same old bread and rolls to sell,” the quiet village is full of “little people” to 
whom she feels no connection and for whom she has no respect, she deserves 
much more than the “provincial life” with which everyone else seems content. 
The tmth is that from the start, Belle appears to be more of a snob than a 
heroine. She is not satisfied merely to wish for something new, she wants 
something more than everyone else. She is not prepared merely to see herself as 
different; she feels she is better than everyone else.

At first it appears that Belle’s shallow character will only admit caring 
for her father—that this Beauty is only kin deep—but even this is a ruse. Belle 
doesn’t work and she has no plans to marry. Consequently, she needs her father 
to get by—at least for now. And so when he (and the possibility of his 
invention’s prize money, which he promises will be the start of a new life for 
them both) is at risk, she takes off to rescue him.

It would undoubtedly be going too far to maintain that Belle is surely a 
lesbian. There are hints that this might be the case, but in the end the narrative is 
less than conclusive. We know that Belle is uninterested in the men in town,
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especially Gaston, the most handsome man around. She mocks his proposal of 
marriage (‘“Madame Gaston!’ Can’t you just see it? ‘Madame Gaston!’ His 
little wife. No sir, not me. I guarantee it. . .”), and in the process mocks the 
institution of marriage itself. True, Belle is a bit of a tom-boy, though she still 
dresses rather “girlie.” Most interesting, though, are the comments the townsfolk 
make about Belle being . . . different. The townspeople have an eye for these 
things, and they will not accept any deviation from their established moral 
norms. They once ran the prince out of town—out of humanity, even—and they 
now have their eye on Belle:

Look there she goes that girl is strange, no question.. . .  Never 
part of any crowd. . . . No denying she’s a funny girl that 
Belle. . . . Look there she goes that girl is so peculiar. . . .
What a puzzle to the rest of us is Belle. . . . [BJehind that fair 
fa9ade, I’m afraid she’s rather odd. Very different from the 
rest of us—she’s nothing like the rest of us—Yes, different 
from the rest of us is Belle.. . .  A most peculiar mademoiselle.
It’s a pity and a sin, she doesn’t quite fit in. .. . She really is a 
funny girl that Belle.5

Not only do the townspeople note that Belle is different, but they raise the 
possibility that her difference constitutes a sin. This religious condemnation will 
be echoed later in the “The Mob Song” when the town residents set off to kill 
the Beast for his sexual sins, singing “Grab your sword, grab your bow, praise 
the Lord and here we go!” That the town may be home to a moral majority 
further suggests that the problem the locals have with the Beast’s and Belle’s 
lifestyles is not just that they are different, but that they are taken to be sinfully 
different.

The most straightforward and naive reading of Belle’s difference is not 
that she is a lesbian but rather that she is a feminist trapped in a backwards town, 
surrounded by male chauvinists, dreaming of a new freedom. Most 
commentators do not see Belle’s difference as a sexual orientation difference, 
but rather as a difference based on her strong sense of independence and 
rejection of stereotypical female roles. There is good reason to question this 
reading, though.

Belle is far from a feminist. Her dream, after all, is to be a princess.6 
She is looking for someone to take care of her, spoil her, and give her the finer 
things in life. True, Belle rejects the role of the traditional housewife: she 
doesn’t want to clean up after, cook for, and tend to a husband. Domestic work 
is not on her agenda—ask not for whom this Belle toils!—but her rejection of 
domesticity and its associated labor is not in the name of independence and 
equality. Rather, Belle is the one who wants to be pampered, to have a husband
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rich enough to have a staff to work for her. If anything, Belle is rebelling against 
her class- not her gender-identity. After all, she longs to live off her father’s 
prize money and she reads stories about princes falling in love with girls such as 
herself. The idea that she is a feminist simply does not fit.

All of this comes together when Beauty finally meets the Beast. But if 
it is true that Belle is selfish, why does she agree to take her father’s place in the 
Beast’s dungeon, thinking she will be locked up forever? Belle is, indeed, 
making a trade, but she is not really planning on trading her own freedom for her 
father’s. Her scheme is to trade her father’s protection (and potential prize 
money) for the Beast’s royalty and riches.

Seeing that this is so is key to unpacking the true meaning of the 
narrative, so let us take a moment to make a case for such a reading. Before 
Belle will agree to switch places with her father, she asks the Beast to step into 
the light. When he does, his outward form is exposed. He is towering and 
muscular, frightening and furry. Belle recoils a bit, but this is an act—as is much 
of what follows. In fact, when Belle first asks the Beast to show himself, she 
does so with an arched eyebrow and in a sly voice. At this moment, we see in 
Belle’s demine demeanor a flash of recognition and insight. What she is 
recognizing is the nature of the story in which she now finds herself a player. 
She knows that this is not a true Beast but an enchanted prince. She knows that 
the prince is rich and powerful, with servants ready to attend to her every need. 
She knows that she can get everything she wants out of life if she simply plays 
along, moves the narrative forward, and helps break the curse. And we know 
that Belle knows all of this because the filmmakers go out of their way to show 
us that Belle’s favorite book is—somewhat postmodemly—Beauty and the 
Beast.

In the opening scene of the film, Belle takes a moment from insulting 
all of the townspeople to stop into a bookstore and charm its owner into giving 
her a copy of her favorite book for free.7 It is a book she’s read twice before, we 
are told, and while she speaks to the shopkeeper, wanders around town, and sits 
down near the central fountain to read it again, she points out what her favorite 
parts are. “Daring sword fights, magic spells, a prince in disguise,” she sighs. 
All of these elements will play out in Belle’s real life, making it easy for her to 
recognize the narrative in which she later becomes involved. That is, when Belle 
meets the Beast, she knows very well that she is finally going to have her shot at 
being a princess. Belle has been studying that book. “Here’s where she meets 
Prince Charming,” she sings early on while leafing through its pages by the 
fountain, “but she won’t discover that it’s him ‘til chapter three.” No such 
surprises, then, for Belle in real life. Perhaps the prince does not get turned back 
into his human form until the third act of the movie, but Belle is obviously well 
aware who he is at the start. To make it all the more clear, we are even shown a 
page in Belle’s book with a picture from the story she is reading. As Belle sings 
about the prince yet undiscovered, she points to a plate in the book depicting a
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castle in the background, a furry beast-like prince walking on all fours to the 
left, and a young girl on the bottom right with dark hair and a blue dress 
suspiciously looking very much like Belle. We know, then, that Belle is aware 
of the story and her potential place in it. When she later finds these events 
unfolding in her own life, when she asks the Beast to step into the light, she does 
so with a cocked eyebrow and a coy voice that suggests she has just become 
aware of what’s really going on around her. When the Beast shows himself, 
confirming Belle’s suspicion, she at once knows how the story will end if she 
plays it correctly, and so she takes up the part of the reluctant Beauty and agrees 
to trade places with her father in the Beast’s dungeon knowing that this will set 
into motion the narrative that will eventually make her a princess.

But if this is the case, why does Belle run off soon after agreeing to 
stay (at which point she is attacked by wolves), and why does her internal 
monologue—voiced in song while playing outside in the snow—suggest that she 
is discovering something new about the Beast and perhaps making the decision 
to stay with him and “fall in love” with him much later in the film? Such points 
would seem to argue against the reading that Belle is knowingly playing a part.

It is quite possible that all of Belle’s hesitations are an act, that all of 
these rejections and proclamations are fiction, that by running away and feigning 
an initial lack of interest in the Beast, Belle is consciously playing the role in the 
narrative that she is expected to play: the initially reluctant Beauty. However, it 
often appears that there is indeed something more going on, something there that 
wasn’t there before. Belle seems truly to have second thoughts early in the film 
and a realization of her commitment to the Beast much later.

Such initial hesitations only make sense if we see Belle as a lesbian 
who is conflicted about her choice to take up union with a man in exchange for 
seeing her material wishes come true. If she follows through with such a deal, 
she will bargain away her sexuality as the price for her wealth and power. Even 
so, and though there are these moments of hesitation, Belle seems ready to go 
through with it. What finally seals the deal, then, is when Belle realizes that she 
need not make such a huge sacrifice. This is the turning point in the relationship, 
the moment after which Belle is sweet to the Beast and prepared to “love” him 
to the end. It occurs when the two are playing outside. Belle’s sudden realization 
is given voice in the song “Something There.” What she suddenly realizes is the 
true nature of the curse: She realizes that the Beast is gay.

Outside in the snow, the Beast frolics with the little birds and plays 
with his huge snowballs. This is a Beast with his guard down. He is not adopting 
his hyper-macho pose: He allows himself to smile and laugh, being kind and 
sweet and “dear.” His body is no longer twisted to some hyper-masculine ideal: 
It fails him as he falls down in the snow. His massive hyper-male demeanor is 
dropped as well: He doesn’t seek to attack nature, but to be part of it; he will not 
kill the wolves to prove his manhood, but let dozens of birds perch peacefully on
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his body in communion. The Beast is, for a moment, not trying to be an 
idealized version of the excessively heterosexual man he thinks he needs to be in 
order to win over Belle and break the curse. And Belle takes this moment to put 
all the pieces together, to see what is truly going on—to see that the Beast has 
been pretending all along. As she comes to the realization, she wonders how she 
could have missed it for so long: “And so I’m sure! I wonder why I didn’t see it 
there before.” The hints were dropped, the show tunes were sung, the truth—and 
the Beast—were out there from the start. Ducking behind a tree to collect her 
thoughts and compose herself, Belle is struck by the irony of it all. Will she, as a 
lesbian, marry a gay man? With a new look of determination, she sings how it is 
“new and a bit alarming—who’d have ever thought that this could be?” (The 
castle staff agrees: “It’s so peculiar!”) But Belle knows that this is the answer to 
all of her problems: “True . . .  he’s no Prince Charming, but there’s something in 
him that I simply didn’t see.” The Beast is gay, and thus Belle need not sacrifice 
as much as she had thought. She can have her prince without having to have him 
too. And in the end, the curse will be broken, the scheming Beauty will get what 
she wants without resorting to sleeping with a man, and die Beast will succeed 
in his desired transformation, losing his fur and gaining a beard in the process.

Lefou I’m Afraid I’ve Been Thinking
But there are complications. There is Gaston. And if he has his way, 

there will be no broken curse and no false union.
The character of Gaston is a new addition to the story of Beauty and the 

Beast—a Disney addition. We should, then, pay special attention to his presence 
in the film. No minor character, this is Gaston’s story at heart. And as such, it is 
a tragic recounting of a man forced deep into the closet, an intolerant society 
that keeps him there, and a final misguided burst of repressed emotion exploding 
scattershot in the end, dooming the hero to wrong action and death.

Yes, Gaston is the hero—or at least on the way toward being the hero. 
And for the narrative to fall together he must be seen as such, though he acts 
without courage at the final moment of choice and crisis. But before 
condemning Gaston we need to understand him, for he has been generally 
misunderstood, taken to be the epitome of selfishness and egotism rather than 
oppression and despair.8

Like the Beast, Gaston is gay. Unlike the Beast, Gaston has seen how 
society deals with those who are labeled as such; consequently, he is determined 
to avoid the cursed fate. To ensure he will not be marginalized and 
dehumanized, Gaston adopts an outward appearance of extreme hetero
masculinity, hence his macho behavior and souped up XY physique. Early test 
sketches by the animators had Gaston drawn with a powdery white wig and 
somewhat openly gay affectations—a far cry from the character that made it to 
the screen. Indeed, supervising Gaston animator “Andreas Deja [initially] drew a 
Gaston who was far more foppish than he later became,’ but this would not do
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because the whole point of Gaston’s character, his self-made false identity, is the 
tragic need to hide his true nature in the name of self-preservation in an 
intolerant society. Consequently, it is interesting to think of the test drawings as 
if they were the embodiment of a real person at some early stage in his life. In 
his early years Gaston discovers that such a dandy demeanor is dangerous, and 
so he works out, encasing himself in a costume of male muscles, remaking 
himself in the image of idealized macho manhood, trading in his sway for a 
swagger. This, then, is the Gaston we meet in the film. It is a ruse that fools all 
of the townspeople, but one need only look past the fair fa9ade, and the real 
Gaston—trapped and lonely and desperately frightened of being exposed— 
comes into fiill relief. Indeed, a close investigation shows the not-so-hidden 
truth just there beneath the chiseled surface.

Consider: Every girl in town wants to be with Gaston—the three 
blonde Bimbettes throw themselves at him at every turn. Why, then, does he 
insist on pursuing Belle who turns him down repeatedly and publicly? Because 
she can be counted on to turn him down repeatedly and publicly. Belle is the 
only female around who has made it clear that she wants nothing to do with 
Gaston (ostensibly—we know, though no one else seems to know for sure— 
because she is a lesbian); consequently, she is safe to pursue. Gaston knows that 
by making plans to woo and marry Belle he will never actually have to go 
through with anything. Furthermore, by making the pursuit public he can ensure 
that his heterosexual cover is maintained. Everyone will think that Belle is the 
strange one for rejecting the manly and desirable Gaston. In order to secure the 
success of the ruse, Gaston even prepares a public wedding and, when he has 
Belle alone for the impromptu proposal, he lays on the macho act to the extreme 
thus guaranteeing that she will say no. Stressing how she will have to cook and 
clean and care for their many children, Gaston privately says everything he 
knows that Belle hates to hear, thus setting the stage for his own rebuffing. 
When the rejection comes it is public and brutal. It gives the townspeople 
something funny and shocking on which they can focus their collective 
attention. This, too, is part of Gaston’s plan. He later (publicly) complains about 
being “rejected, publicly humiliated,” but the truth of the matter is that Gaston’s 
overly-inflated ego is itself a mechanism to throw the public off the track of a 
deeper truth. Gaston carefully cultivates his enlarged ego and then orchestrates 
its public puncturing at every turn as a sort of circus for the masses: Give them 
something to talk about so they will not need to look more closely and find 
something “worse” to talk about on their own. As a result, Gaston marches 
around town and pursues the one girl he knows he needn’t worry about catching.

The Beast and Gaston thus have much in common—large, muscular, 
hairy bodies; hangers-on willing to attend to their every need; desires to marry 
Belle to prove (falsely) their heterosexuality.10 The parallels are clear in nearly 
every scene: Just as the Beast is surrounded in his castle lair by Lumiere (the
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enchanted candlestick/butler) and other subservient staff lackeys, so Gaston is 
surrounded in the tavern by Lefou and other subservient village lackeys. These 
two back-to-back scenes (the Beast imprisoning Belle in his castle and Gaston 
plotting in the tavern) are visually alike as well—both end with a camera shot 
pulling out through a window and into the snow falling on the cold, judgmental, 
surrounding world.

Consider further: In the tavern scene Lefou is consoling Gaston after 
Belle’s public rejection of his marriage proposal. This is an act, we know, on 
Gaston’s part. He is just where he wants to be—in a men’s club getting his 
wounds licked. Gaston’s relationship with Lefou is especially intriguing. 
Throughout this scene, as throughout the movie, Lefou plays two roles: he is 
both a partner/sidekick/secret lover to Gaston and an embodiment of Gaston’s 
phallus.

These two roles are not mutually exclusive, nor are they without 
literary precedent. The court jester has long been seen as the animated Id of the 
court, the personification of the king’s sexual desire run free, the embodiment of 
the royal penis. The classic painted red clown’s nose undoubtedly has some of 
its origin here. Lefou, as the protagonist’s phallus, allows Gaston an outlet for 
his repressed sexual urges. Note the way Gaston continuously pulls on Lefou 
and strokes him and holds him and beats him. It is a violent relationship only on 
the surface. When Gaston visits Belle’s house to hatch his plan with the asylum 
director, he leaves Lefou in the snow to keep guard. Later, we see Lefou frozen 
and cut off from Gaston, his bulbous head and even more bulbous nose turned 
blue—as Gaston is bound to be, waiting for (or even being with) Belle. At other 
times, Lefou assumes the role of partner, caring for Gaston, cheering him up, 
loving him and lovingly heckling him, playing the part of the paramour hidden 
within the context of sidekick. These two aspects of Lefou are not at odds with 
one another: The phallus can be the object of love, and the lover can be the 
objectified phallus. In the tavern scene, both manifestations of Lefou are 
evident—as is Gaston’s willingness to let his guard down when surrounded by 
potentially like-minded men.

Seen anew, the scene is a glimpse into the heart of Gaston—not that of 
an egotistical antagonist, but a misunderstood and soon to be tragically 
misdirected hero.

In the tavern the village men are drinking while Gaston sits moping in 
his beastly throne-like chair. “That girl has tangled with the wrong man,” he 
declares in a moment of truth. Lefou as lover is distressed to see his partner 
feeling down and so decides to cheer him up; Lefou as phallus is running around 
happy and wild (he didn’t want to be with Belle anyway) and so celebrates. 
Anticipation is in the air: Everyone is about to launch into a fabulous Broadway- 
style production number with Lefou taking the lead. As the song begins, the first 
thing the mischievous Lefou does is run to one of the men at the bar and take his 
belt off, causing the man’s pants to fall down and his heart-print underwear to be
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exposed. Lefou takes the belt over to Gaston and straps it on toumiquet-like, 
ringing the base of Gaston’s neck. Gaston is getting excited; his juices are 
starting to flow. “No one’s slick as Gaston,” sings Lefou. “No one’s neck’s as 
incredibly thick as Gaston’s.” Gaston’s neck and head enlarge from the rush of 
blood, and with some straining, he bursts the belt. Lefou keeps up the party, 
trying further to convince Gaston that he is not alone and that he is cared for. 
Hopping on top of the heads of the men seated before him, Lefou assures Gaston 
that they all “play for the same team.”11 As if to prove the point, the men stand 
up and begin grabbing Gaston’s phallus, literally swinging Lefou through the 
air, back and forth in rhythmic unison. Lefou, highly excited now, takes a beer 
and—perhaps prematurely—shoots the liquid, foamy head and all, onto 
Gaston’s face, at which point Gaston finally gets into the song in earnest, lunges 
at Lefou, and begins beating him. Our hero ends up in an orgiastic pile of men, 
happily wrestling with them and biting the random body part thrust toward his 
mouth. His boast that “every last inch of [him is] covered with hair” 
undoubtedly makes everyone wonder just how many hairy inches of Gaston 
there are. Lefou then proclaims, and Gaston confirms, that “no one spits like 
Gaston,” though it appears that Lefou swallows (as he is seen literally 
swallowing what Gaston spits). Gaston juggles and plays with some of the 
“eggs” he finds in the tavern, claims that he’s eaten many of them since he was a 
boy and enjoys them even more today, and then remarks that—in case anyone 
was still wondering about those inches—he is, today, “roughly the size of a 
barge.” Feeling more at ease in his surroundings now, Gaston reclines sideways 
in his chair, lets his legs dangle over the arm, points his right foot up in the air in 
a balletic, graceful arch, and proclaims his pride in his interior decorating skills. 
At this point Belle’s father, Maurice, arrives—an unwelcome guest to the party. 
He is worried that he has seen a real life homosexual (“a monster!”), and hopes 
to find support among the men to go hunt it down and save his daughter from 
such an influence. Maurice’s attitude, though, is currently unwelcome, and so he 
is mocked and tossed outside. But the party is nonetheless interrupted by the old 
man’s rambling intolerances; the mood is apparently and unfortunately broken. 
In his hate and discrimination, Maurice at least manages inadvertently to give 
Gaston a new idea for putting on a public spectacle in which Belle can once 
again burst Gaston’s ego while reinforcing his heterosexuality to the outside 
town at large. Gaston bends down to talk it over with Lefou, whose head, of 
course, is poking out between Gaston’s legs. The two get up, embrace, and 
dance all around the tavern (Gaston, naturally, leads). Everyone cheers and 
laughs, Gaston is happy once again, and all pretenses are—for one final fleeting 
moment—dropped as Gaston and Lefou walk arm in arm between adoring lines 
of friends in a mock wedding/commitment ceremony. The oppressive mores of 
the outside world are, if only for that instant, put on hold inside the tavern. And 
as we see Lefou hook his arm onto Gaston’s, the two singing about marriage and
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walking down the makeshift aisle, the camera pulls back to reveal that the rice 
everyone seems to be throwing is really the snow falling outside. Snow falling 
on the cold, judgmental, surrounding world outside.

Mounting the Beast
It’s not easy being Gaston. Yet, who is to blame when one is in the 

closet? The intolerance of society at large is certainly the main evil, but is there 
any culpability on the part of those who live the lie, those—like Gaston and the 
new Beast—who accept the evil and by accepting it in some form perpetuate it? 
Or is such denial merely a necessary evil for survival’s sake? Classically put, in 
ethical terms this is a question of active versus passive duties—perhaps a 
question of moral heroism as well. To participate actively in hateful 
discrimination is indefensible. For many, it is less clear that morality also 
demands one harm one’s self in the name of changing the system as a whole for 
others.12 This is not an easy dilemma. Gaston’s is not an easy dilemma.

The truth of the matter is that the distinction between active and passive 
duty is perhaps a construct in many cases, thus making the moral language 
dubious and the moral debate muddled in cases such as these. We all have our 
sins—of omission and commission and many points in between. To their credit, 
the Disney filmmakers do not avoid wading into these waters. Gaston is neither 
the pure hero in a corrupt world nor the weak villain unwilling to fight for what 
is right. He is conflicted. He is a victim, surely, but also a victimizer. Gaston is 
morally troubled and morally troubling. And when he meets his downfall, we 
are angry with him for having chosen poorly, but we feel for him as well.

It all begins to fall apart when Gaston sees the Beast for the first time. 
There is an attraction there, to be sure. The film has already set up the meaning 
of the mirror. Gaston looks into mirrors throughout the movie and feigns love 
for what he sees. Now the magic mirror, when Gaston looks into it, shows him 
the Beast—of course he will love what he sees. But more troubling is the fact 
that the eerie reflection is itself a depiction of one possible version of Gaston. 
The Beast is Gaston out of the closet, and at first Gaston hates the Beast for his 
courage and his openness: Even if the price is being labeled a monster, at least 
the Beast is being true to himself. When Gaston realizes moments later that the 
Beast is not so courageous, that he is hoping to use Belle to break his curse and 
take up a life of lies in much the same way that Gaston has been using Belle for 
similar ends, Gaston is instantly disgusted. It is a self hatred more than anything, 
the inability to look into the mirror and accept what he sees there looking back. 
But of course, the magic mirror is a one-way mirror. The Beast does not look 
back; Gaston-as-Beast does not have eyes to see. His humanity, his sight, his 
agency have been stripped away. This, then, will be Gaston’s fate if he lets on as 
to his true nature, becoming what he sees in the mirror. And so his disgust turns 
to rage. Gaston knows now that Belle is going to take part in the Beast s ruse. 
“If I didn’t know better I’d think you had feelings for this monster,” he tells
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Belle in anger. “He’s not the monster, Gaston. You are,” replies Belle. And this 
is the first moment of choice, the crossroads for Gaston. Belle, his one hope for 
continuing the farce of his public sexual identity, has called Gaston’s orientation 
into question in front of the whole village. Belle has figured it out. And now she 
has brought the issue to a head, publicly announcing the truth that Gaston had 
worked so hard to obscure. At this moment he is free to deny the accusation or 
embrace it, to take the lies even further or to correct Belle and suggest that he is 
indeed gay but there is nothing monstrous at all about it. Overcome with 
emotion, Gaston cannot sort out his attraction to the Beast, his hatred of self, and 
his overall fear and sadness. And so he chooses. And he chooses poorly.

Gaston grabs the mirror from Belle and, in response to her accusation, 
shouts that she is crazy. He waves the mirror around at the villagers. Their own 
possible-selves are reflected back at them in the form of the monster they 
created as such and have themselves become. They turn from the mirror, and 
themselves, in fear. To divert attention from Belle’s indictment, Gaston 
unleashes his fury at the Beast—really, we must remember, at himself—pulling 
out the most disgusting and immoral cliches about homosexuals he can muster. 
“The Beast will make off with your children,” yells Gaston. A woman concurs, 
adding that gays (monsters) have enormous sexual urges, that they are 
insatiable, that complacent villagers will eventually sacrifice their children to 
these “monstrous appetites.” All gays are over-sexed child molesters. And 
Gaston nods in silent affirmation. “Praise the Lord!” sing the townspeople. “We 
don’t like what we don’t understand, in fact it scares us, and this monster is 
mysterious at least.” The villagers take up arms and torches, no longer content to 
marginalize the Beast. They want him dead. And in a tragic bit of irony, they are 
“counting on Gaston to lead the way.”

As Gaston prepares for the battle and incites his neighbors to murder, 
his language becomes strangely sexually charged. It is a side effect of his own 
rampant emotions, his combination lust and disgust for the Beast. The crowd 
sings for Gaston to “mount [his] horse.” And Gaston counters with a line about 
“screwing] courage to the sticking place”—a literate reference for this 
supposedly dumb he-man, and an interesting choice of words for the current 
circumstances. “It’s one exciting ride,” shouts Gaston, moments after 
proclaiming his desire to mount the Beast as well—or at least to mount his head 
on a wall. Whipped into a combination sexual- and fear-frenzy, the villagers 
follow Gaston to the castle and prepare to do battle, to fight for the purity of the 
heterosexual straight and narrow life. In a pun or perhaps a hip Freudian slip, 
Gaston invites the men fighting at his side to “take whatever booty [they] can 
find” once inside the castle. “But the Beast,” he says with a mad mixture of sex 
and violence on his mind, “is mine.”

The village men approach the castle with a humongous pole, a giant 
erect log they plan to use to ram down the doors of the Beast’s secret place. It
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will be the townspeople’s combined massive (hetero?-) phallus versus whatever 
the Beast can pull out in his defense. But the Beast is depressed. His plan to use 
Belle and break the curse is not working, and he is tired of living beyond the 
fray. As the townspeople beat down the doors with their pole, violating the 
Beast in a most intimate way, a hopeless Beast can only say “Let them come.” 
Indeed, the climax is near.

Once inside, the villagers are confronted with their own homophobia, 
and they are quickly (and comically) defeated by their own intolerances. The 
castle staff, in a bit of guerrilla warfare, separates the villagers and deals with 
them alone and in small groups. Each staff member uses his or her own nature to 
construct the attack: Mrs. Potts leads a team of cups who pour hot water on the 
intruders; Lumiere bums his oppressors; the knives in the kitchen stand on 
guard, ready for slicing and chopping. Instead of retreating and pretending to be 
something they are not, the castle staffers for once embrace their identities—it is 
a refreshing thing to see. Ingeniously, the enchanted royal defenders use the 
villager’s homophobia against them at every turn, all while the song “Be Our 
Guest” is reprised, suggesting that it is a service for which the village men 
should one day thank them. One man is forced into the animate armoire and 
emerges dressed in women’s clothes and makeup. The thought of cross-dressing 
sends him running away in panic.13 One particularly nasty villager turns the 
feather-duster/French-maid upside down and begins plucking out her feathers in 
an apparent hetero-rape metaphor. Lumiere saddles up behind the rapist, blows 
himself (puffing air into his candlestick thumb), and sends a shot of flames up 
the attacker’s rear end. Indeed, several of the village men are attacked “from 
behind,” getting their bottoms burned or kicked or poked. In perhaps the most 
meaningful of such scenes, Cogsworth slides down the banister toward an 
invader below, his scissors held out at crotch level, the sharpened point 
glistening as it heads toward the man’s backside. (The camera even takes up the 
scissors-phallus’ point of view during the scene!) The meaning of this moment 
is enhanced due to the fact that Cogsworth was the only member of the castle 
staff previously uncomfortable with the master’s way of life. Out of all the castle 
inhabitants, Cogsworth feared the Beast the most. He was uptight about any 
possible gay overtures, even embarrassingly and nervously chastising Maurice 
when the old man first stumbled into the castle, opened up Cogsworth’s glass 
pants/door, and fiddled with his long, swinging pendulum. That Cogsworth is 
now open to a little fiddling, a little anal poking, is an important moment in the 
film, though he still has reservations about Lumiere kissing him in the end. (Lest 
it be thought that Cogsworth is the only hetero-staff member, Lumiere, clearly, 
chases after the sexy French maid as well. But there is something about Lumiere 
that assures us he happily can be “lit at both ends.”) Unfortunately for 
Cogsworth, the recipient of his scissors attack is Lefou, who is startled but 
unsurprisingly unscathed. We see Lefou back in full force in the next scene, 
threatening the kitchen staff before finally running off for fear of too many
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knives doing the stabbing. And with Lefou’s defeat, the staff has achieved 
victory, the village men are in retreat, and the attack is over.

But while the attacking mob has been getting its comeuppance, Gaston 
has been alone, hunting the Beast. It is a hunt layered with multiple meanings. 
Though Gaston has been shown throughout the film using only a gun, he has 
failed to bring it along for this pursuit. He carries, instead, a bow and arrow. The 
switch, we know, is important. The arrow’s shaft is more phallic, more 
indicative of Gaston’s desire to penetrate the Beast’s body even as he destroys 
him. The bow and arrow are, after all, the symbol of cupid and the possibility of 
love. Throughout the battle, Gaston will refuse to reach for a gun, choosing 
instead his arrows, a dagger, a large phallic club he fashions from stone tom 
from the castle. In each case, Gaston seeks to pierce the Beast’s body or to 
pummel it with a stone-hard shaft. The feelings he has for the Beast are 
muddled, but they are passionate and require close physical contact.

The Beast sees the arrow coming, but does nothing to prevent Gaston 
from taking the shot. The two wrestle around on the roof of the castle, and the 
Beast is ready to let Gaston have his way with him until he sees Belle down 
below. She has returned to be by her prince-in-hiding’s side, and with the 
renewal of the possibility of the curse being broken the Beast comes alive and 
begins to fight back.

Now in Gaston’s taunting and mockery there is the hint of true self- 
loathing, the self-hatred and despair that resides at the core of this conflict. 
“Were you in love with her Beast?” he shouts into the shadows. Of course the 
answer is no. Neither was Gaston while he was pursuing Belle. Voicing the 
question, Gaston condemns the Beast for his ruse, and thus condemns himself. 
“Did you honestly think she’d want you when she had someone like me?” he 
continues. The “you” here is the Beast, but in reality it is the mirror-version of 
Gaston, the Gaston who is out and openly gay. The “me” here is the Gaston we 
have come to know on screen, the man living in a hetero-shell, a camouflage of 
flesh and macho mannerisms that at once both mock and decry straight 
stereotypes. (Note that Gaston does not say: did you think she’d want you “when 
she had me,” but rather “when she had someone like me”—had, that is, what 
Gaston can pretend to be.) The question is not really a question at all, then, but a 
declaration: surely Belle could never love an openly gay man; more generally: 
surely love cannot come to an openly gay man; more to the point: surely Gaston 
cannot be loved but can at best only hope to live a fake life with a fake wife and 
an empty heart. Gaston’s mockery of the Beast is thus his final statement of 
sorrow and self-abhorrence. He must kill this Beast-self, and in so doing kill the 
possibility of his own exposure and, inevitably, his own possible fulfillment.

Gaston is winning, but the battle soon turns. Fighting back, the Beast 
grips Gaston by the neck—that same neck that burst the belt in the tavern and so 
secretly impressed the local men—and by this neck he dangles the defeated



Yep, Gaston’s Gay 141

Gaston over the edge of the roof and the open ravine below. Gaston is done. His 
face is a mix of confusion and sorrow, fear and repugnance. He is lost— 
vulnerable and despondent. It is the most exposed Gaston has ever been. “Don’t 
hurt me,” he cries with only the Beast able to hear. “I’ll do anything. Anything!” 
And with this offer, an offer that is at its heart an admission, the Beast 
recognizes who Gaston is and what he is hiding. But more than this, the Beast 
knows, too, that he is Gaston, one possible version of Gaston, a monster about to 
become Gaston if all goes as planned with Belle. The Beast’s face changes. His 
rage melts; his eyes turn sad and understanding. He places Gaston back on the 
roof, releases him, and utters his final request so that only Gaston can hear it. It 
is something other than a demand. It is said in a soft yet firm whisper. It is a 
solicitation as much as an imperative, spoken in hope that Gaston will heed its 
advice and rescue both himself and the Beast as well. It is, in the end, a simple 
yet impossible prescription in a world of mobs and despair and a Belle drawing 
near. “Get out,” whispers the Beast to a shocked Gaston: get out, be truly strong; 
come out, be newly reborn; stay out, and save us both.

But Gaston will not come out. And neither will the Beast. Leaving 
Gaston on the lower roof, the Beast begins to climb to where Belle is waiting for 
him, placing his hand in hers when he reaches her position. If Gaston does not 
come to rescue him, he will soon be forced to carry through with his plan to 
marry this girl. But the Beast asks and hopes for too much. Gaston attacks from 
behind, producing the embarrassingly small dagger he has been hiding all along, 
fatally plunging it into the Beast’s furry body. The wounded Beast turns, causing 
his attacker to lose his footing. We do not see him die, but we watch Gaston fall 
into the ravine, never to return again. His scream echoes until it is still; his body 
gets smaller until it is covered in mist. For fear, for societal demands, for lack of 
character, for self-loathing, Gaston was not able to rise. The Beast, too, will 
shortly disappear, with Belle’s false love proving the only source for survival— 
resurrection in a different yet familiar form. With Gaston gone, the Beast is 
cleared to take his place. The Beast is dead; long live the prince. Gaston is dead; 
long live Gaston.

Tale as Old as Time
Perhaps it is a mob song as old as rhyme. But that doesn’t make it any 

easier to hear—even less so given the terrible truth that its age hides, the truth 
that violent intolerance has been part of our cultural fabric for so long. Beauty 
and the Beast is a brave film, art that delights and inspires even as it holds its 
magic mirror up to us and confronts us with what we have become, how we 
have constructed our village, what we have allowed to continue around us 
perhaps passively, perhaps actively, most likely in some manner a little of all the 
above.

The narrative is clear: we are all in this together. In our little town 
where the freedom to choose one’s partner is forbidden, no one will be happy,
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no one will find fulfillment. Intolerance for some inevitably results in such a 
deep moral social crisis that all are doomed—and thus fulfilling heterosexual 
relationships are not to be found here as well; consequently, they are painted as 
absent, silly, meaningless, and unsatisfying. Where, after all, we must wonder, is 
Belle’s mother? Where are the prince’s parents? Where is Mr. Potts (was it a 
bad case of spout envy)? The Bimbettes who offer Gaston the possibility of 
socially-acceptable love are shallow airheads. Lumiere, when he goes after a 
woman, gives a perverted laugh and tackles the task as if it were a sport. And the 
village businessman who should be concentrating on his customer’s needs is 
seen leering, instead, at her breasts—to which the woman cagily responds: 
“Bonjour. How is your wife?!” To say that one kind of love is beastly is to 
condemn all love, to slander love itself. It is not, then, that gay relationships will 
have failed or that straight relationships will have failed. It is that all 
relationships have failed and are doomed to continue to fail in a context of 
exclusion for some.

Gaston is on the way toward being the hero, especially when we realize 
that his persecution of the Beast is merely symbolic of his self-persecution, that 
his death is thus a form of suicide, that his harassing of Belle is, in the end, a by
product of the society she perpetuates and does nothing to change. But like a 
real hero, Gaston has real weaknesses. By painting him literally evil (as a naive 
reading of the movie would suggest) but at heart oppressed and longing for love 
and acceptance (as our reading has suggested), we get a Gaston that is 
conflicted, a fully drawn character who, in the final moment, does not die for his 
sins or for our sins but for the possibility that we might wake up, realize what 
we have done, shake off our intolerances, and sin no more.

And thus the ending is open. The film itself concludes not with the 
traditional declaration of resolved conflict, but with a question—literally two 
questions, really.

Mrs. Potts’ son, Chip, has been transformed from the teacup that he 
used to be back into a human again, and he watches as the also newly 
humanized Beast-prince dances with Belle in an apparent marriage celebration, 
a celebration to which the hypocritical townspeople seem to have shown up. The 
prince and Belle spin around as the music plays, the beautiful animation 
catching each character’s reflection in the polished dance floor, reminding us of 
the truth exposed in magic and not-so-magic mirrors all around us if we are only 
open to them.

“Are they going to live happily ever after?” Chips first asks. It is not 
enough to conclude with a pat declaration of eternal happiness in this Disney 
story, for the Beast has chosen to live a life of lies—and so has Belle and so has 
the town—pretending to be what he is not in order to gain his social acceptance 
and humanity. It is, in fact, the second coming of Gaston. And so, Chip rightly 
has to wonder: Is this a happy ending? Will these two really be happy together
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once the party is over? His mother reassures him that it will all be all right, but 
Chip is wiser. He has been told throughout the movie that he is too young to 
understand certain things, but Chip has learned. And so he thinks for a moment, 
ponders the implications of this sad ending for himself and for us all, and asks 
his mother a final question: “Do I still have to sleep in the cupboard?”

It is a light moment on the surface, but a troubling query at heart. Chip 
is unsure of his identity, how society sees him, what is expected of him, who he 
is and what he may be or be thought to be. If the supposedly happy ending is one 
in which the Beast goes into the closet and dresses like a prince, will Chip have 
to go into his cupboard at some point as well? The film thus ends with Chip’s 
final question up in the air and unanswered, with the possibility of closets and 
cupboards and mobs gathering again at a moment’s notice when anyone dares 
step out. It ends tragically, yet honestly, with the possibility of an unhappily- 
ever-after unless new action is taken, for no one, it turned out, could be brought 
to love—truly love—a beast. Though the beast was made and unmade by us all.

But once upon a time there was a man named Gaston. He could have 
loved a beast, could have loved himself, could have shown us all about a love 
bereft of any adjectives, restrictions, or curses. He could have been a fully 
realized hero. And this is his story.

DePaul University H. Peter Steeves

Notes
‘The actual introduction to Walt Disney’s animated film Beauty and the Beast (1991) is 
as follows:

Once upon a time in far away land, a young prince lived in a shining 
castle. Although he had everything his heart desired, the prince was 
spoiled, selfish, and unkind. But then one winter’s night an old 
beggar woman came to the castle and offered him a single rose in 
return for shelter from the bitter cold. Repulsed by her haggard 
appearance, the prince sneered at the gift and turned the old woman 
away. But she warned him not to be deceived by appearances for 
beauty is found within. And when he dismissed her again, the old 
woman’s ugliness melted away to reveal a beautiful enchantress. The 
prince tried to apologize but it was too late, for she had seen that 
there was no love in his heart. And as punishment, she transformed 
him into a hideous beast and placed a powerful spell on the castle and 
all who lived there. Ashamed of his monstrous form, the Beast 
concealed himself inside his castle with a magic mirror as his only 
window to the outside world. The rose she had offered was truly an 
enchanted rose which would bloom until his twenty-first year. If he 
could learn to love another and earn her love in return by the time the 
last petal fell, then the curse would be broken. If not, he would be
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doomed to remain a beast for all time. As the years passed he fell into 
despair and lost all hope. For who could ever learn to love a beast?

2Interestingly, the curse is gender specific in the Disney movie (and in the video release 
of the movie), but gender neutral in the soundtrack release. On the soundtrack, the 
narrator’s voice-over says that the Beast must love someone and earn “their” love in 
return, rather than “her” love. While this soundtrack version is grammatically incorrect, it 
also shifts the meaning of the curse somewhat. The difference here is intriguing: one 
wonders which came first, the movie voice-track or the soundtrack— and why is there a 
difference? I will be using the movie version of the curse as the definitive rendering as 
this essay is a reading of the movie; however, even given the soundtrack change and its 
lack of a gender specific pronoun, there is ample evidence, I believe, to support the 
position for which I am arguing.
*In the song “Be Our Guest,” Lumiere sings that the staff has been enchanted for ten 
years. We are told that the magic rose will lose its final petal on the prince’s twenty-first 
birthday. Since that day has now come, we can thus assume that the curse took place 
when the prince was eleven years old ( 21 - 1 0  = 11).
4It is important to note at this point that such stereotypes will become important to our 
analysis of the film, but the film itself employs the stereotypes with a subtle and, indeed, 
masterful touch. This is no cliche-ridden work of art. If it suggests that gay men like 
interior design, floristry, and show tunes, it does so with fiill awareness that the 
stereotypes are at once both instantly recognizably artistic tropes meant to indicate an 
other-than-straight orientation and at the same time the sort of stereotypical 
generalizations that are repressive and are meant to be shaken up and done away with by 
this critique. Though Disney’s Beauty and the Beast is a tragedy, it is revolutionary and 
empowering if read correctly.
5This long quote is a set of utterances sung by various villagers in the opening song 
“Belle.”
6We know that this is so because her favorite book is about a girl becoming a princess. 
This book is, in the end, Beauty and the Beast. We will take up this point in more detail 
below.
7Belle is showing her true nature here. The shop is clearly a bookstore and not a library, 
yet Belle has been borrowing books from the doting, smitten, older owner rather than 
buying them. And now the poor man gives Belle her favorite book for free, though she 
clearly has no sexual interest in the store owner. (Neither, of course, does she care for any 
of the men staring through the store window at her— an important point in the movie 
because it makes it clear that Belle has many potential male suitors [not just Gaston] and 
no interest in any of them.) The gift of a book by a male suitor in which Belle has no real 
interest will become a theme, echoed when the Beast gives Belle the castle library and its 
contents. In both cases the books are offered as something of a prelude; in both cases the 
man says [in nearly identical words] “if you like it so much, its yours”; and in both cases, 
Belle has no real interest in the suitor but merely wants something from him and isn’t 
afraid to use her charms to get it.
8For an example of such a thoughtful yet, I would argue, misdirected interpretation of 
Gaston, see Susan Jeffords, “The Curse of Masculinity: Disney’s Beauty and the Beast” 
in From Mouse to Mermaid: The Politics of Film, Gender, and Culture, Elizabeth Bell, 
Lynda Haas, and Laura sells, ed. (Bloomington: Indiana U P, 1995), 169-170.
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9Christopher Finch, The Art o f Walt Disney (NY: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1995), 299.
10But of course, given the choice, Belle will reject Gaston and go along with the Beast 
simply because the latter is rich and royal. Gaston is thus doomed to lose the battle and 
the comparison.
uIn the song “Gaston,” Lefou sings: “You can ask any Tom, Dick, or Stanley. And 
they’ll tell you whose team they prefer to be on.”
12For many, purposively drowning a child is one thing, watching a child drown in 
turbulent waters while doing nothing to save him is another, and refusing to pay taxes to 
increase the number of lifeguards on duty thus likely increasing the number o f adolescent 
drownings in a year is still another. Or is it? To provide a detailed answer would take us 
too far off topic, but I have touched on such matters elsewhere, arguing that 
active/passive debates in ethics are always misguided and need to be founded by a more 
communitarian understanding of moral theory in general [Cf., e.g., my Founding 
Community: A Phenomenological-Ethical Inquiry (Kluwer, 1998), esp. ch. 4].
13This cross-dressing fear mirrors an earlier scene in which we first meet Maurice. An 
explosion in Maurice’s cellar causes a wooden barrel to lodge itself around the old man’s 
waist. When he shakes it off, the barrel splits and ends up looking like a skirt. Maurice 
quickly, and perhaps a bit too frantically, wiggles his way out of it.





Patriarchy, the Christian Romance 
Novel, and the “Ecosystem of Sex”

In a 1977 Le Monde review of the film Enqu te sur la Sexualit'e 
[Inquiry Into Sexuality] by Michele Foucault, a culture’s pervasive shift in 
consciousness to an ideal of sexual tolerance is used to find meaning in the film 
participant’s varied responses to questions about sex in their lives. The film’s 
director, Paolo Pasolini, randomly interviewed people on a beach, ball-playing 
children, bored bathers, clusters of prostitutes on the boulevard, and workers 
from factory jobs. To rationalize the responses, Foucault points out that “the 
older people fear a regime that will upset the old ensured ecosystem of sex (with 
the prohibition of divorce that binds the man and the woman unequally, with the 
brothel that figures as a complement to the family, with the price of virginity 
and the cost of marriage)” (Foucault 1994, 230). Young and old people alike 
mistrust the change. Foucault declares the atmosphere, “The Gray Mornings of 
Tolerance,” and theorizes, “they know that it [the transformation] is tied to 
economic transformations likely to renew the inequalities of age, fortune, and 
status” (1994, 231). Would that Westerners be as alert to their own culture’s 
transformation in sexual ideology, changes in the Western ecosystem of sex, and 
question the inevitable ramifications that affect inequalities.

This paper will focus on one aspect affected by Western culture’s 
changing ecosystem of sex: romance fiction. Specifically, we set out to examine 
Christian or inspirational romance fiction (IRF), especially in relation to secular 
romance fiction. The ever-growing market for ERF over the last ten years of the 
twentieth century is astonishing, and while there is considerable historic 
criticism of the secular romance fiction market, few have ventured into the 
magnetism of the IRF market. First-hand interviews with women who read IRF 
offers curious insights which have direct connections to Western culture’s 
current ecosystem of sex. Many authors of secular romance fiction have changed 
the role of their female protagonists to personify a woman that more resembles 
today’s accepted feminine qualities: strong-spirited, in control of her life, 
determined to accomplish the goals she sets for herself, and quite sexually 
uninhibited.

Are women reading romance fiction simply for a “good read” as some 
romance novel authors suggest? Alternatively, there seems to be an underlying 
need for some women to validate their relationships with men in a patriarchal 
society. Feminists, such as Kate Ellis, have long criticized the romance fiction 
market as “patriarchal indoctrination by which women learn to see themselves 
as objects for men” (Ellis 1987, 217). To begin to unravel this phenomenon, it is 
helpful to consider the size of this burgeoning market, and specifically when the 
IRF market began to come into its own.
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In 2003, the Romance Writers of America’s marketing research 
concluded the following; 2,093 romance print titles were released on the market 
accounting for $1.41 billion in sales; romance accounts for 45% of all popular 
fiction titles (Romance Statistics 2004). Romance fiction growth in sales has 
steadily increased from only 38.4% in 1998 (Hall 2000). IRF accounts for 6% of 
the overall romance book market, a percentage that has grown steadily over the 
last decade.

When secular romance fiction hit the grocery store bookstands, the 
market for the product came alive. As the market grew, book covers become 
radically more sexually suggestive each year and the sexual liaisons depicted in 
the novels began to border on soft pornography. At the same time, oddly 
enough, the sub-genre of IRF came into being, minus the steamy, lurid covers, 
and no sex, of course; but, like its secular counterparts, marriage consummates 
the relationship between the heroine and hero in the end.

To understand the growth of the IRF sub-genre of romance fiction, a 
short look at the history of secular-romance fiction is helpful. Romance novels, 
without a Christian influence, have been in existence for centuries. “The 
Mysteries o f Udolpho (1794) is a direct ancestor of the Brontes’ novels, of du 
Maurier’s Rebecca, Holt’s Mistress o f Mellyn, and every modem Gothic 
thriller,” writes Daphne Clair, a romance novel author (1992). These novels 
reflect societies where men were entirely dominant and marriage was the only 
career in which a woman had hope of being socially accepted. A girl who lost 
her virginity out of wedlock in these societies would be doomed to the then very 
real dangers of prostitution and disease, or death in childbirth (1992, 62) all of 
which is excellent fodder for romance fantasy fiction. Clair goes on to say:

Romance offers fantasies that address the sometimes intimate 
concerns of women in a male world. After the First World 
War maimed a generation of men, Edith Maude Hull gave 
their women The Sheik (1921), a healthy, uncomplicated male 
with straightforward lusts who took the initiative in no 
uncertain terms and didn’t ask that his partner be strong, 
compassionate, and understanding. Half a century later, in the 
very teeth of women’s liberation, Kathleen Woodiwiss’ The 
Flame and the Flower and Rosemary Rogers’s Sweet Savage 
Love generated a flood of immensely successful rape- 
romances that enraged feminists, created guilt in many avid 
readers, and were cited as perpetrating the notion that women 
really do like being forced. (We might assume then that men, 
major consumers of thrillers, westerns, and detective fiction, 
enjoy being beaten up, tortured, shot stabbed, dragged by
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galloping horses, and thrown out of moving vehicles) (1992,
69).

Clair, not without irony, defends a woman’s right to read whatever she desires, 
hopefully without the chastisement of her own sex.

In the world of romance fiction writing, there is an unwritten rule that 
the heroine always gets her man, the proof is in the struggle, and the novel 
always has a happy conclusion. However, about a decade ago in the wake of 
such back-and-forth criticism between feminists and secular-romance novel 
writers, a quiet beginning was emerging for IRF.

“The success of evangelical fiction signals a fundamental change in 
attitude among its core market of conservative Christian readers,” wrote Nick 
Harrison for Publishers Weekly (Harrison 1998, SI). Conservative Christians 
were initially suspicious and perceived religious fiction as make-believe or 
something less than the truth, until writers like Jerry Jenkins (Tyndale’s Left 
Behind series) and Tim LaHaye (Bible-prophecy expert) would become so 
popular. The first three books of the Left Behind series, an apocalyptic fictional 
scenario based on the book of Revelation in the Bible, sold more than a million 
copies; the fourth (Soul Harvest) was released in June of 1998 with a sold-out 
first printing of 150,000 (1998, S2). As of this writing, the ninth book of the 
series is available, selling as well as the previous titles. Evangelical Protestant 
Christian publishers would soon be in competition with general trade publishers 
hoping to cash in on the mass appeal of religious fiction. As soon as fiction 
became acceptable to the body of religious conservatives, IRF would come into 
its own as well, soon dominating the romance market.

Probably the best known IRF writer is 68-year old Janette Oke (her last 
name rhymes with folk). The success of her career is a beacon to many would be 
IRF writers. Oke’s first novel, Love Comes Softly, was published in 1979. By 
1998, it had sold 1,020,000 copies, had been translated into a dozen languages 
(including Icelandic and Indonesian), and had been expanded into an eight-book 
series that, combined, has sold nearly 5 million copies. As of 1998, her 33 
Christian romance novels had sold nearly 15 million copies (Hensley 1998, 32). 
Business was booming in the IRF market and by looking at the changing 
ecosystem of sex in Western culture at that same time gives meaning to the 
phenomenon.

For a better known example (of this changing ecosystem) from secular 
culture, we’ll turn for a moment to Norma Jean Baker, a brunette with a pretty 
face and nice figure. She was working in a defense factory when a photographer 
took a picture of her that would eventually bring her to 20th Century Fox. Fox 
would literally sculpt her into a Betty Grable successor: a girl made into a 
product, the physical self became a commodity. The product, Marilyn Monroe, 
would be designated by Playboy magazine as the female sex symbol of the 
twentieth century. Underneath the beautiful, dumb blonde image was Norma
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Jean Baker, entrapped by celebrity status with all of the addictive, seductive, and 
mesmerizing issues which surround such a life. A synthetic symbol of beauty 
that, ironically, commits suicide at 36 years old, and becomes a sexual icon 
imprinted on the national consciousness as the standard for beauty (Oates, radio 
interview).

Norma Jean Baker’s life being made into a product, called “Marilyn 
Monroe,” epitomizes the transformation in sexual ideology that has taken place 
in Western secular culture over the last half of the twentieth century. Granted, 
much of Hollywood thought of Marilyn Monroe as a tramp (Oates), but the 
wheels of mass media’s power to transform a human being into an unrealistic, 
profitable product were set in motion. Not until 1999, would a book be 
published that so succinctly documents the power and profit behind the 
manipulation of humans into products, most typically women. Jean Kilboume’s 
Deadly Persuasion: Why women and girls must fight the addictive power of 
advertising, draws on the last twenty years of the toxic sexual environment 
which has put women and girls at such risk of sexual exploitation.

In the wake of this era of sexual exploitation, feminists would decry 
what Shulamith Firestone called a “state of mock worship,” where she explains, 
“Gallantry has been commonly defined as ‘excessive attention to women 
without serious purpose,’ but the purpose is very serious: through a false 
flattery, to keep women from awareness of their lower-class condition” 
(Firestone 1993, 448). Firestone points out the political uses of romanticism 
over the centuries that has imposed limitations on women and kept sexual 
oppression going strong. Unrealistic images of women and men completely 
entangled in sexual overtones to the point that touching in any way becomes a 
form of eroticism have become the definition of the self in Western culture 
(1993, 452).

Secular romance fiction would follow suit in the 1970s by becoming 
even more sexually explicit that it had ever been before. “From about 1986 to 
1990, for example, oral sex went from being forbidden to being implied to being 
described in juicy detail” (Rosin 1985, 2). Sexual permissiveness permeates 
Western culture today even in the presence of the threat of AIDS. Overall, 
values and acceptance are still defined by outward appearance.

By the early eighties, secular romance plots would expand to include a 
heroine who works outside the home and is in command of her life and her job. 
New themes reflecting the self-assertiveness of a heroine in the workplace 
would come into Harlequin’s romances with the hero sometimes actually being 
concerned that the heroine will place her career before him (Rabine 1985, 41). 
Leslie Rabine comments: “In the world of Harlequin, the god descends from the 
executive suite and comes to her,” and the shackles of the office or factory job 
are “romanticized and eroticized” (1985,47).
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As we pointed out with Foucault earlier, people fear a regime that will 
upset the old ensured ecosystem of sex. The rise in acceptance of ERF was the 
result of a backlash among fundamental Christians against the onslaught of 
sexual permissiveness, the radical feminist stance against heterosexuality, and a 
growing feminist movement for a woman’s right to move out of a life that 
revolved totally around domesticity and into the workplace with equal status to 
men. Viewed all together, one could consider this to be an overall stance against 
patriarchy. A closer look at IRF plot scenarios validates this assumption.

In Janette Oke’s benchmark IRF novel, Love Comes Softly (1979), it 
takes the entire novel, 188 pages, for Marty to fall in love with her new husband, 
Clark1. He asks her to marry him as she is leaving her first husband’s funeral, 
pregnant with her dead husband’s baby. Marty accepts Clark’s proposal. As they 
live on the frontier of the American West, she has little other alternative than to 
marry this man (whose own wife died recently) and care for his 16-month old 
daughter. The story is also of Marty’s “conversion to the Lord.” She was a 
Christian before marrying Clark, but certainly not as devout as Clark. When 
Clark prays before he eats his first meal with her, she comments that she was not 
that accustomed to someone “who had a God outside of Church” (Oke 1979, 
24).

The story emphasizes the hardships for females in frontier life: 
burdensome work, cramped winter isolation, and the joys of simple new clothes. 
Clark is portrayed as the perfect man and husband, always doing just the right 
things for Marty. When her baby is bom, he loves it as his own. She, on the 
other hand, is slow to be completely attentive to him and trust her feelings for 
him. She has to learn to be a better person. Her desire to love him, to 
consummate the marriage, does not happen until the last page of the book.

IRF plots carry the message that all things are possible to those who 
love God and keep His commandments. God is love, so a relationship that 
includes God is a stronger, deeper one. God is the center of the conflict 
resolution and the source of a protagonist’s growth, strength, understanding, 
wisdom, and love (Jeffers, personal communication with Becker). Yet it might 
come as some surprise that through the use of traditional Christian patriarchal 
values, in many ways, the protagonists of IRF novels actually have more agency 
than those of the secular brand. Where secular romance novels often demand the 
heroine to eventually capitulate and realize she simply must give herself to the 
love of the hero, IRF plots very often force the heroine to “save” the hero for 
Jesus and God’s love. The irony is firmly noted by one former Bostonian radical 
feminist who had become a born-again Christian in 1986:, “Yes, the heroine 
must save the male for a male god before she can love him. Before I was bom 
again, this would have really upset me.”2

IRF plots are as varied as secular plots, however, and vary drastically in 
the amount of religious vernacular as well. The plots are often the reverse of the 
simple plot synopsis given above—it is the male hero who must save the
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heroine. Above all, one rule is clear: the reader will find no blatant sexual 
descriptions or foul language. Novels often go for over 200 pages before there is 
even a hint of a kiss. However, marriage and a desire for having children is a 
given. This does not mean that themes such as rape and prostitution are not 
found in these novels. Francine Rivers’ Redeeming Love (1997) takes no less 
than 464 pages for a prostitute to be converted to Christianity by, again, a 
perfect Christian man, who never falters in his forgiveness of her sin. The 
epilogue states that even after sixty-eight years of marriage, her grave marker 
would read, “Though fallen low, God raised her up, An angel” (Rivers 1997, 
464). It should be noted here that, according to many of our informants, this 
theme and this book in particular is not carried in some Baptist Bookstores, as it 
is too sexually suggestive.

Readers form definite opinions regarding the differences in secular and 
IRF plot scenarios. One “bom again” Christian informant from Texas explained 
this. Lori Wick is her favorite IRF author, she said, because, “whether the main 
character is a man or a woman they go through a character change, and I leam 
something, some lesson about myself. Maybe something that is a sin that I did 
not even know was a sin, like worry.” She said Wick often portrays both female 
and male characters as having problems that they are working out. Men are not 
always portrayed as “perfect.” The man nurtures the woman. This, she says 
makes her consider that, “thinking about the Christian men I know, they are not 
so patient or perfect.” This informant’s comments were typical of the women 
interviewed for this research, although she was a bit more frank, honest and 
open about not only her reading habits, but her life as a Christian as well. Others 
share her criticism of Christians not being more “of the world.”

Jane Almquist is a clergywoman, a hospital chaplain, and she writes 
romance fiction. She says that she believes in love stories with happy endings, 
because she sees them in her work with couples in hospitals all the time. 
Almquist writes, “Living in a career that has traditionally been the exclusive 
realm of men, I appreciate stories about women who demand, and are given, the 
respect they deserve” (Almquist 1999, 37). She sees the building of a sub
culture of Christian fiction, rock music, radio, and television as Christians 
simply “preaching to the choir,” ducking responsibility, “being in the world but 
not of it”, and generally isolationist. Almquist says, “Romance—and life— 
includes conflict and making mistakes and making up and getting back together 
and yes, even sex” (1999, 45). In addition, the fact that the guidelines for one 
inspirational publishing house specifically states that clergy characters will be 
male was enough to convince Almquist that secular romance was a more 
welcome home for her writing.

As noted before, there is an implied irony in a genre that has very 
strong female characters that has at its masthead the preservation of Western 
patriarchy. Women’s lives in romance fiction, be it secular or IRF, totally
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revolve around men. Feminists seek to equalize power with men; and, as a 
result, romance novels appear anathema to the feminist project. Even some 
traditionalist romance fiction readers are put off by what they call the “rape 
sagas” found in many of the novels. One romance fiction writer, Penelope 
Williamson, however, argues against the criticism that romances are simply a 
“series of sexual encounters strung together, a sort of lightweight pornography 
for women.” She explains, “Nothing could be farther from the truth. 
Pornography is sex without love; in romance, love is center stage” (Williamson 
1992, 126). This explanation doubtless holds little weight with feminists of any 
category. Yet, another female writer, Hanna Rosin, points out, “By introducing 
God, the Christian love stories violate the central principle of a romance: that the 
plot revolves around subtle shifts between two lovers, the hero and the heroine. 
God robs the hero of his chance to save the damsel in distress, and prove his 
mettle” (Rosin 1997, 2)

Postmodern feminism may tend to rationalize the romance fiction 
market as a surrogate form of rationale for living in a patriarchal driven culture. 
Better for a woman to “escape” into a romance novel than sleep with Prince 
Valium. Although, there are plenty of women who do both, women who read 
romance fiction, both secular and IRF, commented that reading these novels was 
a way of “calming down” and “letting go of the cares of the day.” Janice 
Radway’s work, Reading the Romance, is far less critical of the women who 
read romance than Ann Barr Snitow’s, “Mass Market Romance: Pornography 
for Women is Different,” and Tania Modleski’s, Loving with a Vengeance: 
Mass-Produced Fantasies for Women. Radway questions the backlash against 
the feminist approach for secular romance fiction, placing the reasoning for its 
intense popularity on changes in market approaches (Radaway 1984, 19). A 
point with which we agree, until IRF plots are taken into account. Radway takes 
issue with the topic of rape in secular fiction by pointing out: “This curious and 
artificial distinction that they [readers] draw between ‘forceful persuasion’ and 
‘true rape’ is a function of the very pressing need to know how to deal with the 
realities of male power and force in day-to-day existence” (1984, 76).

Criticism of women who read romance fiction (secular or IRF) is, at 
best, suspect in itself. One romance writer contends, “To belittle romance fiction 
is to belittle women” (Arnold 135). However, romance publishers, such as 
Harlequin, promote their lines but rarely its female authors. Leslie Ravine 
quoted Silhouette president P.J. Fennel as saying, “We’re out to get brand name 
loyalty, so we’re not selling individual titles” (Rabine 1985, 57). This might be 
one more example of how women in professional fields are treated as second- 
class citizens. Female romance fiction writers have to fight their own battles 
with the patriarchy of publishing giants. From the tone of Jayne Krentz’s book, 
which profiles romance writers’ articles about writing romance, writers are 
listening to the voices of their readers as much, if not more, than the voices of 
their publishers.
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Romance fiction is internationally popular. No doubt, whatever any 
feminist epistemology purports, women who read romance fiction will go on 
reading it for a long time to come. There are actually worse fantasies out in the 
world of fiction than romance. As Daphne Clair writes, “A smoking .45 and six 
corpses at his feet is a male fantasy. A woman will settle for one live hero as 
hers. And if she places a dainty foot upon his neck, it is only to invite him to kiss 
it” (Clair 1992, 71). IRF must be given similar latitude in presenting stories for 
the women who read them.

Wayne State University Matthew Kapell and Suzanne Becker

Notes
While both authors read multiple IRF works, including all those listed in the appendix, 

we both benefited greatly from suggestions and insights of multiple readers of such 
works, all of whom, it is certain, were far more knowledgeable in this topic than we.
2 The vast majority of those readers who spoke with us did so only on the condition that 
their names not be used. All refused to be recorded. This particular reader told Kapell, 
“Why should I trust you? You’re a liberal-humanist academic, aren’t you?”
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