ESaAY

Harry Hay’s Essentialism

DouGLAs SADOWNICK WITH CHRrIS KILBOURNE

“Wr are o Sepormie Prople, with, in several meanuralble respeois, @
mether different wimdow on the workd, @ differenr consconsmess witich
miry be friggered inte being by our lovely rexmsallee.”

Harry Hay, 983

ARRY HAY'S FIRST FORAY into gay ac

tivism was his attempt to organize homosex-

uals on behall of a politically progressive

candidate in 1948, Two years later, e would

find & like-minded other —Rudi Gemrneich —

with whom he would create the most impor-

tand homosexual organization of its time, the Mattachine Soci-

ety. The name referred 1o & Renalssance European folk dance

and spoofing social satire called "Les Manachines,” performed

in France by fraternities of what Horry Hay™s gaydar sensed

were hands of gay brothers in Renaizsance France (socidids

Jovenzes), In effect, Hary —who always wanted to be known

by his first name —was conscientiously promoting what would

lster be called an “essentinlist™ idea about homosexwals ag

early as in 1945, This provided the spiritual glue needed to gus-
i@in @ movement,

As an edecated Marxist and teacher, Harry

was inspired by the Marxist understanding of

At the heart of it was Harry's
use of varying sources in

for an unprecedented process nl'thvelupmg a viable md healthy
gay wdentity, “Without the idea of Gays as a cultural minority,”
writes Roscoe, “there would be no Gay identity and no Les-
bian/Gay movement woday,”™
At the heart of Hamry's essentialism was his use of varying
sources in anthropology, history, genctics, and biology 1o detect
an underlying symbolic patiern or gay “archetype” in pre-patri-
archal human history —a pattern that a more homophobic gaze
had been missing completely. From there Harry umcarthed the
presence of a “homosexual person™ —often scen in the form of
the Mative American berdache® —a figure who has walked the
earth since the Stone Age and who did much to functionally or-
ganize sockely and oversee ifs spiriual, religious, and healing
apparatuses, The emergence of the berdache as an inatitution, ac-
cording to Roseoe, eventually allowed for “an altemative gender
status for those whodse social differences are today termed ho-
mosexual.” Because the berdache was such a different person
From everyone ¢lse in the community, o mythos developed that a
“changeling”™ had been swapped by fairy presences who wene
not human. The berdache was therefore a spiritual being who
| possessed access o a magical realm unavail-
| able to his biological kin. In some culiures,
| this child would be called “two spirit” and in

Afirscan Americans as a “national minority,” anthropology, history, genet- others “the fool.”

and the idea that a “nation is a historically- ics, and biology to detect an Gay liberation, comceived now through
evilved, stable community of language., terr- underlying symbaolic pattern Harry's “gay window,” emerged as the maost
tory, economic life, and psychological make- of gay “archetype” in pre- consciously revolationary revival of the ber-
up manifested in o community of culnre.” patriarchal hurman history, dache archetype in modemn times: “There ane

Harry argued that gay Americans possessed

voices on the wind giving dimensions to the

two of the four criteria, as Wil P.m.:pm:: in has book on
Harry, Rodically Gay (the source of the following quotations): “a
language and a shared psychological make-up—and that this
was sullicient 1o consider them a cultural minority.” Grounded
im this “ethaic |I'|.irl|.:1'i.l.y"' thesis, Mattachine Erew o :!,[m meEm-
bers and became a nationwide movement by 1953, It was then
that the assimilationists booied Hamry oui due o his radical
views and difficult personality,

It iz amazing to consider that Harry developed his “ethnic mi-
nority thesis™ in o vinual vacuum, amidst the terrilying red-bait-
ing chimate of fascist MeCarthyism. As Roscoe put it, “no ong
lived a “Gay lifestyle,” ... Gays were merely “sick heteros” lead-
ing schizophrenic lives of secret desperation.” Equally aston-
ishing i how cognizant Harry was of his 19th-century fore-
bears, such as Edward Carpenter, Walt Whitman, and Earl
Ulrichs, and how he was able o synihesize their sex-inspired
thinking inio a more madem, activist formulation that allowed
Dvuplar Sadownick, PR, iz divector of te LGBT specialization in
clinical prychology ar Antiock Umiversity, Loz Angeles, He bz grangl ie
pivehologist Chris Killourne for his collaboraiton on this paper.
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mengnflh:ﬁpmr of Man. The time is sow for our minonty o
begin at last 10 comprehend what we have known for so long, ..
Even the Free Generation [the counterculture of the 707, m:k—
ing a widened angle of worldview, challenges us o throw off the
Dveam-destroying shackles of alien thought that we may exhibit,
at long last, the rich diversitics of our deviant perceptions.”™ But
Harry did more than just establish a theory in the 50's that would
come bo guide the modern gay movement worldwide, In 1979,
along with collaborater Mitch Walker and community organizer
Don Kilhefner, he helped to further the development of gay con-
sciousness through the establishment of the Radical Faerie
Moverment and its fostering of the first manifestation of gay-cen-
tered spirituality in modern times.

Besides Harry's seminal work in identifying qualities of ha-
mosexual social forms to help gays conceptualize themselves as
a people, he also developed many ideas that suggest the pres-
ence of gay traits located within each gay person’s psychology,
such as: the “gay window,” which is looking ai reality from a

Eﬁ“rdlﬁm-m:‘:hnnkm%"!ﬂu,mﬁwkmm'd
Walier Williams® The Spirir and the Fllesh for mone on the berdache.
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gay perspective; “analog vision,” metaphorical or symbolical
thinking as opposed 1o the binary (beterosexual) thinking; “sub-
JECt-i-subject consciousness,” or reating the other person as a
subject 1o love as onesell rather than as an object 10 be domi-
mated or controlled (another heterosexual habit, as he saw i
and “the gift of being gay.” an idea that was visionary as well as
antithetical to the common practice of pathologizing (or muni-
mizing) homose xaality.

Im his quest to develop a thearetical basis for his essentialism,
Harry conducted research to see what accounted for the non-ag-
gressiveness, altraism, cremtivity, and special forms of con-
sciousness he saw in gay people: “The struggls to wholeness, 1o
reach & level where Gay love is embraced as a true human
value, means the attainment of a high level of consciousness.”
As Roscoe tells us, Harry incorporated several sources — Roger
Sperry’s work on the bicameral brain, Konrad Lorenz® analysis

ml‘hﬂh’nm-uaprldu1"ulinﬂat:uchmb;mm;|_‘

| courage,” and Edward 0. Wilson's investigation on how “ge-

netic factors underlay “the sdoption of cerain broad roles™ —
1o conclude that gay “newral networks™ can be inherited in a va-
riety of ways, He speculated, according to Rodcoe, that “Gay
conscipusness might indeed have a neurological basis in a dis-
tinct psychic organization perhaps involving the relationship of
right and left hemispheres.”

Uhtimaely, this conceptualization allowed Harry to incorpo-
rate the Lorenzian concept of “triggering™ for homosexuals,
which is to say that when two gay men experience their firs) sex-
wal encounter, they undergo an ecstatic union ot just with each
other but with an entire way of being, an analog vision that re-
connects them with their berdache legacy. “Al the instant of first
eyelock,” Harry wrote, “it was as if an invisible arc of lightening
flashed between us, zapping into both our cagerly ready young

The Writer’s Journey to Harry Hay

Like maost college siadenis in gay shadies
programs hese days, | was tsugh! 1o treal my
gay idemtity with susplchon, o see i exclu-
sively a8 a tool of unjust power, @ mere label-
img device "constructed” by modemn socio-
political forces —not, as | do now, 5
possessing o transoendental essence or soul
capable of imaginatively transposting me
aleng with my fae brothers and sisters bo fhe
gardens of sncient Samera, where Gil
gamesh experienced his epochal rmance
with Enkbdu. Mo—as | view it naw, my paor
indoctrination by unfesling deconstructioni st
muderialist idealogy wik not exactly the besi
thing for my pay identity oF my parsil of
hoancse nual love. Tt wase't until afier 1 fi-
nally dragged my bun te gay-aifemmative
therapy almost fificen years ago that | began
i reslize hivw thes carmently mairstream aca-
demic approach corrosively colluded with my
intermalioed homophobia o make me feel
bomely, despernic, seli-haiing, and depressed,
with the only apparent sngwer b6 my woes
being compulsive sex and a adstcally code-
pendent relationship*

I now deeply disturbs me how this sill
popalar decorstractioms propaganda, shich
I chearly see now az a homophobéc wolf in
queer clathing. has destracied me from a vi-
sion of Gay Spirit and of gay essence which 1
now see a8 indispensable o my personal
well-being and development a3 a healthy,
self-respecting gay man, These values and
* While | iend b vake issise with issue with post-

mcsdarrasm when it is direcied againg gay

essemce, | also realize thal o has served an im-

porlas) emancipalory femotion inchellenging the

domasance of the beierosexisl, paciar, pairiaechal
povwer aruchee, | tually see pay essendialiam
aned gay poitmodermicm as the i childeens of

Mietzache s thought, with the lormer minimised

by e ey we of |sss

ideas :ubeutadlnﬂﬂj,'ﬂ.hm: mi,nuﬂ
farelalber of gay esvenlialism wheke work 1
had yet to discover, Bt back then [ credu-
losasly boughit the postmodem line that essen-”
tind values, even if those values were neces-
gary far the support of my own gay identity,
wene smepect and didn’t actaslly exist ax a
constitutionally rooded constnect, because |
w5 unanaesied indo the reality of my owa ar-
chetypal capacities. | consider this to be o
failure of sdequate schooling in gay libers-
tiom thought.

There were fimes in college asid gradusic
school when it did oocur o me that | was
abusing myself with skepticsl intellectualiny,
ansd that there musl be olher ways of scquir-
img self-knowlsdpe. Por example, one af my
mos] impoartant mentors was Aner Cande-
larice, wisom [ imed whin we were bath mire-
leen, in Mew York's Minth Circle bar, who
had no formal education bt had attained
encamous wisdom theough the hard knocks
of gay dreet activism. Unlike the decossbnue-
tionies thoaght in which [°d been steeped, he
had no such misgivings ahout his gayness as
being conwral 1o his being. There was some-
thing powerful in nee, ton, thai yearmed for
his inkikasony mlerest in getting me to “i0
open up” and pet into my body. 1 did know
on some level that my vawnted intellectual-
ism could unsmoos me from my libidinal roots
ardl inflale me imto some scademic mister of
the universe 1o fulfill my mother™s dreams of
grandiosity, The symbolsm af my uplight
difficulty in “relaxing™ and being ahle 1o
“give in” wos Bol lost on me. | kiew that il ]
could ot get Nucked, 1 was facked up,

Perhaps | was forced 1o grapple with this
becawse [ was in the grip of o divinely in-
spired love, the profundsty of which [ could
not deny. Whils Aner appreciated my brain-
ness, he didn’t like how | was using it in my

academic pursuils, | was in the closet then,
and he would call me every day o alk abouwt
whiad streel demonstration he was going ta.
When [ okl him that everything was nod
abowt being gay, he scrcamed al mee hal “yes
it was,” :I.I]iql_r- a cowand and iniﬂ'“‘
that gay people had 1o sand up for oureslves.
AL First [ was outraged, and then he said that
if 1 costimued to yell ol him, he was going o
come over night then and fuck me i the ass,
h|ﬂ'itil,i.|1lhnﬂj.fl'-dlrhmpﬂl':ni—
ar am opening of my bean —and soended the
demaonsiration in Washington with him,
where | had a spisieal awakening.

Aner ended up breaking my heart, which
was another spifinual awakering, especially
for an intellectual who had little scoess o his
feelangs. In retrospect, | can see how this
whole experience was the educstion | really
needed (0 make me receptive 1o what |
would expensence an my firsl np o Los An-
geles four years later. It was there that 1 wok
a pivotal um in my pourney of gay self-real-
ization (and West Cossl, gay-cemtered spiri-
mialiy), inchading, to my good fortune, some
direct involvement wilh Hasry Hay lamself, |
can’l believe now that [ didn"t know show
Hurry & that time. I coubdn't have been
mare than o few days after my firs arvival in
LA that I fousd out abaut this fabalous gay
booksiore in Silver Lake called A Differen
Light Boakstore, where Richard Labonte and
Jim Pickett opened my eves. | was awestruck
by Richard"s calm igmperament and his
grasp of gay liberation history and theory,
amdl especially intrigued when e cans ol w
me s a “Feerie.” He taught me (hat il was
Laos Angeles, rather than Mew Yook, that can
I soem 80 be the birthplace of the modem
gay movement. and thar Hasry Hay was cen-
Eral #o the esEablishment of ikis movemen,

= Douglor Sadowaick
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bodies roval systems of knowledge. ... Now through that Nlashing

arc al love, we two young faerbes knew the rrigeered tumull of
Giay conschousness im our vibrant young bodies.™

ARRY'S ESSEMTIALIZING ideaz are

clearly relevant historically insofar as they

were seminal in laying a theoretical founda-

tion for how gay people could further develop

themselves in ways previously unimaginable.

As powerful as these ideas were and ang, how-
ever, they nevertheless have several weaknesses that seriously
concern me nod only as a poliical activist and thinker but as &
sell-realizing gay man. First, there is no explicit, unifying psy-
chological principle in Harry's understanding of gay identity.
Second , the prablem of the psychological shadow — Jung's idea
of the dark side of the personality that containa our feelings of
inferiority, rooted to a great extent in unfinished family busi-
ness — is not dealt with. Finally, there is a failure to identify an
explicit form of homosexual libido motivating gay being and
becoming throughout his thowght.

These limitations, to my way of thinking, have seriously com-
promised our GLBT movement's progress. For example, over the
past forly vears, since Stonewall, the extraordinary militancy and
exuberamoe that used to be so appanent has tragically faded oaay,
a8 the forces of sssimilstion snd the anti-gay aspect of Ivory-
Toower-fundad  decaonatme mynist I!hul.lﬂ'!’ have fourished. It
seems ifonke thal the mone rights we obtain, the more we oom-
promise our essence by assimiloting to the powers that be. and
the more we disappear inte & mesningless, ephemeral existence,
@ gray sea of “fuidity.” Without an explicit guiding principle 1
“garn for ourselves Space in which to contemplate affirmatively
awir paarticilar diviensiony of sel-realizarion”™ (in Will Roscoe's
words), the existence of gay identity itse i is serionsly threatened,
in my view, polentially erasing all the gains of the Last fifty years,

Cne way 1o adidress the problems In Harry's thought, as well
as those in postmodemism, is to see how Haoy's collaborator
Mitch Walker extends Harmry's gay spirit vision by addressing
the missing psychological dimension of gay essentialist ideas,
infusing gay thought with the idea of erotic intelligence in a
way thai omly a shameless, self-respecting homosexual could.
In 1976, several yeors before their collaboration, Mitch had al-
1-“]1- Pnﬁil.ﬂl an uru,icﬂ,lmﬁ, I.I'I.'j'!l.:f].l of same-sexn bove amnd
soul i his anicle, “The Diouble: An Archetypal Configuration ™
the firsi publication of an affirmative analysis of gay wentrty m
a mainstream Jungion jourmal (Spring. 1976].

Whereas Mitch Walker felt profoundly mirrared by Harry in
his thinking, it wasa't long after their carly efforts to creats a
gay-centered epiritual movement that he became increasingly
disturbed by Harry's refusal 1o acknowledge how hypocntically
nor “subject-to-subject” his own behavior could be (sea The
Trouble with Harry Hay, by Smart Timmons, 19900}, Walker's
encounters with Hamy's psychological limitations did much to
maivate and consolidate his thinking about the imporance of
warkimg vigorously 1o confront the personal gay shadow and vi-
alent vestiges of hidden and denied internalized homophobia,
toxic shame, and unfinished heterosexist fomily business, s as
o maximize the gay spirit vision that Harry was so eloguently
conveying. 'Walker then devoted himselfl to developing and pro-
meing what he saw as the underlyving, psychologically roobed
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principle of the archetype of gay spirit as it unfolds within each
person’s subjective experience, and to integrate the person's
disowned homophobic shadow side with the help of the erotic
soul double—the personified symbol of homosexual essence,
This addressed all three of the main missing principles men-
tioned above: the need for an explicit, introvert psychelogical
explanation for gay identity; the importance of addressing gay
identity’s homophobic shadow side; and the fandamental need
for an erotic, libidinally intelligent gay soul image as the sym-
bl of homosexual self-realization.

With these additions, Harry's thought can be used as a theory
and as a practice for how w come into greater relationship with
ome's gay essence. That there now exists o practical and life-gn-
hancing supplement to Harmy's visionary ideas may be enough 1o
allow this form of gay essentialism o stand up to the dominance
of social constrectionist ideology in academda. As Mietzeche
teaches in The Genealogy of Morals, what is “useful™ may be the
best “truth” we have al a given moment, especially if it i “valu-
able in the highest degree.” In other words, “the Falseness of
judgmsent iz for us not necessarnily an objection to A judgment: in
this respsct our new langusge may sound strampest, The question
is 10 what extent it is life-promoting, life-preserving, perhaps
even species-cultivating.”

HAVE ATTEMFTED here o address enormously im-
portant ideas involving gay identity and the politics of
the gay psyche. At the same time, | shoukd note that |
have only touched upon the question of how 10 harness
Harry"s thought 1o psychoanalysis in a practical and ex-
periemial way, Gay essence should be a living presence
and should be experienced and engaged inside the reader’s un-
folding subjectivity as these words are read. For this reason, [ in=
vite concerned gay activisis, smdenis, intellectuals, and lay peo-
ple 1o inguire Turther into the fecund field of gay essence and its
further actualization,
For my own part, it has taken me decades (o develop and hone
a workable theory and practice of my personal gay Wdentity, It
upsels me that it has taken me this long, due 1o my all-too-tragic
limitations and the homophobic ieology of my formal educa-
tion. 1 have written this paper in the hope that readers today
could be inspired 10 learn more about the thought of Harry Hay
and how it periains, nof jusit to their own self-realization, but o
the future of an imperiled humanity. However, | firmly believe
that Harry's vision can only be fully actualized through the use
of a gay-centered approach to psychoanalytic understanding,
which alone can help us stand up to the seemingly indomitable
forces of homophobic violence inside our own psyches and in
the real world, We must not allow these forces o water down or
E!.l!ﬂ!ﬂ|lh the vital gAY essence about which Hu.rr}' scanped thias:

Mow 1hal we are beginming 10 pereeive how greal & weasuse of
commonalty we share collectively af the spiniual levels of our
big-cultural inheramce, just below the bevels of that inadequale
pihscle 'Eim[j Hedern makeshift of a Il.ngl.u'c we Fudries are
carthbound by, ff ix fiene we find mew walvs and means & confer
s comvale the forging of the mew langurpe we will need e com-
muimiomte e glorier of omer treasere, aiee it o be pay.”

Perhaps we can imagine that this new language to which Hnrr].'
n:[m i the Il.ngll;l: of the gay psyche,
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