IMPACT: International Journal of Research in c :
Humanities, Arts and Literature (IMPACT: IJRHAL) L ey N = 1=
ISSN (P): 2347-4564; ISSN (E): 2321-8878 H H 1"] \,:) S ! fi L
Vol. 6, Issue 5, May 2018, 243-250 7 ‘ ]

© Impact Journals /

LESBIANISM, HOMOPHOBIA AND SEXUAL VIOLENCE: A STUDY OF

LOVING HER AND THE WOMEN OF BREWSTER PLACE

C. S. Srinivas
Assistant Professor, Department of Mathematicstdahanities,

Mahatma Gandhi Institute of Technology, Gandipsftdétabad, Telangana, India

Received:04 May 2018 Accepted:17 May 2018 Published: 23 May 2018

ABSTRACT

The term “homosexual” emerged, as Michel Foucatdtes, as a clinical description for a type of widual,
rather than a sexual activity (43). Homosexualiég lalways been seen as pathological in westerregodivhile the Black
Power Movement challenged and redefined identitiitig® of “blackness,” the Gay Liberation movememil so to
homosexuality. These two movements were contingefianging dominant society’s myopic constructiohsacist and
heterosexist conceptualizations of racial and séxdantities. In-spite of all their achievementsgither of these
movements was able to create a space in the sooietyp empower individuals who were at once, blaeksl
“sexual minorities” in the American society. Andp movement what so ever, save some legislatiorns lbeen able to
curb homophobia and its resulting violence on LGBdople and more specifically, on LGBT women of wolo
Leslie and Mac Neil say that black lesbian idengitytrays the intersection of race, class, gended aexual orientation.

In “Double Positive: Lesbians and Race.” They comte
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INTRODUCTION

The majority of the most visible lesbian commuisitpomposed of white, middle class and upper dessians.
Because of this lesbians of color, as well as wuayldlass lesbians of all racial groups, often feesunderstood,

marginalized, or unrepresented by the better-knoammunity and organizations. (2)

Furthermore, they argue that, “[flor lesbians dbcpconflicts can abound” as they ‘have to integrdentities of
a leshian, a woman, and a person of color.” Bihatsame time, though “[w]hite lesbians are noepted by their white
cultural community, because they are leshians;"eythhave access to power because they are white” (1)
Thus black leshians stand at a multiple-margindlipesition and for them, “[c]hallenges manifest thnee principal
levels: identity, community, and intimate relatibips” (1). Many lesbians of colour describe a sewfsdisplacement, of
not feeling truly accepted or at home in eitherriggority lesbian community or in their ethnic commmity. This sense of
displacements is fostered and sometimes even eagedirby racism in the lesbian communities and bydphobia in
ethnic minority communities (2). Black sexual mities in the Gay Liberation struggle, similar tao$e in the Black
Power movement, were trapped within what Barbar&iSitentifies as the “contradictions” and “invigibes” of being

black and gay. They are further silenced, excluded, marginalized by homophobia and pervasive magisthe black and

| Impact Factor(JCC): 3.7985 - This article can be downloaded from www.impactjournals.us |




[ 244 C. S. Srinivas |

gay movements, respectivelhe Truth That Never Hurts26).

What is interesting to note is that homophobiaV¥estern attribute and did not exist in the Africammunities.
The genesis of the term “same-gender-loving” or SfBicidates this. As against the clinical terms fMgho have Sex
with Men’ (MSM) and Women who have Sex with Wom&WSW) which border on pathology, or the terms ‘gayd
‘lesbian’ which have a totalized Eurocentric coratimins, the term “same-gender-loving,” SGL, a teomed by activist
Cleo Manago, found more appropriate a descriptiwrnbmosexuals and bisexuals, particularly in tligcAn American
community, and has been was adapted as an Afroicatternative to the Eurocentric homosexual idierst of gay or
lesbian.

Cleo Manago, talks about the genesis of this terfftwhy the Term “Same Gender Loving” for Black P&op
He says: “[ajmong indigenous and African Samoanblaivaii, the term ‘samalinga,” meaning ‘same-gehdeused to
describe same-gender-loving (SGL) family membeend&inga love is respected and affirmed throughgMtanago).
He says that ‘the affirmation of same gender I@veharacteristic of their indigenous mores’ andesifurther references
to the respect given to SGL people in Africa’s BnskFaso, the ancient Dagara community who oftéer te them as

Gatekeepers. He says:

Among the Dagara, Same Gender Loving people arsidemd more dimensional, dual in consciousness,
spiritual and more insightful than heterosexuals.

They are called Gatekeepers because it is belithatdSGL folks have a heightened sense of connettidhe

spiritual realm, and a special ability to guide amndtect the community.
Gatekeepers are not only accepted, they are rev@iatiago)

Manago’s philosophy not only eradicates the sogialhibitive, marginalized identity crisis asso@dtwith black

gays or leshians; it gives a spiritual and spadetity to them.

In the section entitled, “The Transformative PowéfSGL”",” Manago further says that ‘love has beée real
goal of SGL members and is dedicated to discoveaimd) restoring their feelings and desire to conméttt other SGL
Brothers or Sisters.” He further states: “The t&ame Gender Loving asserts... [a] rich sense afkBksss while allowing
us to pronounce our love for ourselves and ounpast SGL reawakens and reaffirms our capacitgve Within our own
cultural establishment” and “that we give love,ttiae have love, and that all of us are cruciallte future of Black

people” (Manago).

Black women creative writers have voiced this affition and have tried to dispel the allegationsefual
deviance and licentiousness levied against theniméhegemonic white culture. While works like Antieés Shockley’s
Loving Herand Alice Walker'sThe Color Purplehave contributed to the genesis of black femalé Skaracters who
function as counter-hegemonic paradigms that exgienitbd constructions of black womanhood and acagents of true
social and political change, some others like @ldtaylor'sThe Women of Brewster Plaskow how SGL women suffer

brutal sexual violence.

Ann Allen Shockley’d oving Hermakes its mark as the first interracial lesbiad teith an “explicitly,” lesbian

love. Lane, says that “the operative word heresiglficitly” (v), because, of “an unapologetic affiation of lesbianism”

(Dubey 152) L oving Herinstantly hit both the literary as well as sodatles. It is hailed as “a groundbreaking textt no
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only because it is “the first African American nbveitten with an explicitly lesbian theme, butidtthe first to feature a

black lesbian as its protagonist.” (Lane v)

Renay Davis, the protagonist of Ann Allen Shockéeyoving Her oversteps convention and traditional
circumscriptions for black women to subvert nati@mtaideologies regarding sexuality, womanhood, daahily, and
challenge essentialist binaries that characteidmessex desire, homoeroticism, and homosexualitiyinvan interracial
setup especially during the Black Power/Black AM®mvements, when black writers were expected to e@spo
“blackness,” heighten black consciousness, and pr@macial loyalty and solidarity (Gayle 44). Irrégrounding a black
same-gender-loving woman protagonist during thetteof the LGBT movement, the writer accosts a pidethat

destabilizes the ‘middle-class/well-to-do’ and ‘tehirepresentations propagated by gay liberatisnist

Shockley finds the rubric of lesbian very limitieg she does not want to label her protagonist, \Rexsaone.
Though after several years in a heterosexual ngariRenay engages in an interracial same-sexaesdtip, she never
calls herself a lesbian. First, upon being callésbian” by Lorraine, a white lesbian who had eekefore encountered a
black one, “[a] warm flush heated Renay’s body”(o8ey 72). Renay seeing no visible changes inskér-or a
heterosexual woman concludes that she was callegshian” simply because she was with Terry. “Wrgndgments had
been made that way” (72). This is a forceful jussifion of the normalcy of a lesbian, problematyithe limited
constructions of lesbian identity, which neithepiteies nor reflects the complexity of Renay’s séXifa, desires,

and experiences. Hence an SGL rubric would be healefor further arguments.

Renay Davis is a gifted pianist and a dutiful mottveho leaves her abusive, alcoholic husband Jetosse for
Terry, a white SGL woman, whom she falls in lovéhwHer husband Jerome Lee is characterized dbldiek nationalist
discourse incarnate” and enunciates masculinistheterosexist ideologies (Lane ix). Renay managésdak away from
her victimization by taking their seven-year-oldughter Denise and quitting Jerome and their repredseterosexual

marriage for her sexual and emotional affair wigrry.

During the course of their courtship in collegepdee rapes Renay and the resultant pregnancy nhakedecide
to marry Jerome to escape social castigation. @mcizled, Renay is miserable as she has to confoderémne’s will and
specific gender roles failing which she has toeufferome’s violent beatings. Jerome becomes ahalic and doesn't
earn much. So, Renay maintains the householdngaibeir daughter and working in a supper club p&aist to pay the
bills. He misdirects his resentment over his irgbtlo support his family and his abandoned dreafmfinishing college

and becoming a professional athlete, onto Renagmieyells at her, beats her, and berates her.

Renay meets Terrence (Terry) Bluvard, a wealthytewriat the supper club where she plays the piano.
Renay receives a song request from Terry accompdmyiea twenty-dollar tip. Terry also invites Rertaycome and join
Terry at her table, before going on a drive with. luring the drive, Terry confesses her desireRenay. Renay reflects
on Terry’'s remarks but does not respond verbale Sinks that within herself “a desire to be loweul to love existed”
but she was not sure whether it “could it be methis form?” (Shockley 23). After a decisive violezpisode with her
husband, Renay accepts Terry’s invitation for aldafter work and accompanies Terry to her houseeHshe tells Terry
about her life with Jerome and her revulsion fanhEShe equates her life with him to a “drowningyiah unfulfilled, a

death.” In an act of consolation, Terry puts hansamaround Renay. Renay “surprised by her [own] fedd,” does not
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want Terry to remove them (Shockley 26); and, fribvere, Terry, after first receiving consent andradétion, kisses

Renay.

Shockley presents the passionate act of kissingvdmst two women as a fulfilling one for Renay, as
“she felt a warmth consume her — a warmth she la#mknown before. This deconstructs the hetereseensibilities
that stigmatize and assign abnormality to SGL assigas the connotations of pleasure, fulfillmerd aomfort that can be
experienced by a woman in a mutually respectingdsmxual relationship. That is why when Jerome $&isay’s piano
and hits her for asking him about it, she finalikds their daughter Denise and walks out of hesigbumarriage to live

with Terry.

In another instance, Shockley juxtaposes Renay)esaseexperiences with Terry against the roughneskthe
absence of desire in her heterosexual relationsitip Jerome. Whereas Jerome’s kissing Renay had beeked by a
roughness and absence of desire, the kiss shareebdre Renay and Terry is gentle and profoundlyilfuld.
With Terry, Renay experiences feelings of undisgdiipassion, erotic longing and desire and for tts fime orgasm
(Shockley 27-28). Renay confesses: “It had nevenlwdth [Jerome]... It had always been over in sdspthen he would
turn over and go to sleep” (28). The narrator, tiglo Jerome, wants to show that in a heterosextsticourse, the male
counterpart invests solely in his own self-gratifion, and exerts a level of dominance and poweingwsex over the

female.

Shockley’s passage which delineates the passi@matdender love-making between Terry and Renayeseav
dual function. Firstly, it legitimizes same-sex iloy and destabilizes heterosexist hegemonic notiegarding sexuality
and orgasm. Secondly, it shows transcending raeeayrks ‘golden brownness’ and Terry’s ‘whitenesg® anutually
appreciated, locating their physiological and hjital sameness. Alycee J Lane says in her forewmrthe novel:
“These moments of reflection become occasions farcEley to construct desire as exceeding and tesnleg race or,
more precisely, to construct the body as forgettang in its quest for joy” (xii). This sexual unipromises reciprocity in
sexual gratification, mutual growth and thereforeutmal fulfillment. With Terry, Renay feels *“alive gain,

living to love, loving to live” (Shockley 39).

By fostering a relationship, inclusive of her dateghDenise, with Terry, Renay contravenes conventad
nationalist ideology of nuclear family that comggsman-women and children and establishes a cepatadigmatic
model of family that transcends race. Even thougirylfunctions as the butch and Renay as the fertivag,relationship
is not oppressive or lop-sided. Terry fosters aelelationship with Denise, whereas Jerome wasepeally intoxicated
and seldom home to cultivate a father-daughtetioglship with her. Thus, the family unit of Renderry, and Denise
build alternative women-centered family/communitiee-legitimize black and larger nationalist constions of the

family paradigm and, subvert definition of ‘familfat confines it within an exclusively hetero-jatrhal framework.

When Renay has abandoned Jerome, he feels thatugteeome back: “She was a commaodity to him, soimgth
he had bought with a wedding license and, likgpalisessions, was a part of his many belongingimplosing her was
a loss of property (Shockley 42). Renay’'s emphstitement: “I’'m not coming back, Jerome Lee. EVen. getting a
divorce” (42), marks her progression from the posibf the silent subaltern to a person who haallffrgained access to

her voice. Renay contemplates:
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Why?” she asked. He had said nothing about beiny.s@/hy did he want her back?...to be the dooropain
which he could wipe his feet. Wasn't that what miolsick men wanted their women for? To take thegearat
themselves and the world about them, hold theirrspspew out their babies? This was what made tfeein

manly: the white man’s underdog having an undetdog(44)
Shockley thus brings out black male chauvinismtiedkind of position it relegates women too.

Loving Her also addresses the homophobic attitudes of blaek and women towards black SGL women:
“For her to be in love with a woman who was whitedaa lesbian... Fran [Renay’s friend] would nevaderstand”
(Shockley 31-32). Fran and Lazarius respond toytheng transgender black man in a heterosexist, pbotuc way.
Fran uses the sexually derogatory terfag!” while Lazarius asserts contemptuously that, ‘fisgtbody ought to take him
out in the alley and beat the shit out of him” (L93azarius represents that section of the soeiéiizh views violence as a

‘corrective measure’ for putative black sexual decie.

Jerome too displays his intolerant of individuaspecially black ones, who transgress establiskéztdsexual
boundaries. Upon discovering, that Renay has laft hot for another black man but for a white leshihe confronts her
derisively: “So! You're screwing around with bulkdirs... You are turning into a queer....Wait uhti¢ll the court about
your he-she friends. You won'’t get Denise or a godd. thing.... | ought to stay right here and viaither and then kill
you both!” (Shockley 127-130). Jerome’s remarkssiiate not only his extremely heterosexist and daimbic attitude,
but also his intensely violent condemnation of heexwality. Rather than accept same-gender lovamatiblack context,
he articulates, instead, a willingness to resortmorder as an extreme “panacea” for the black dedlifference,
which in the black community, is viewed as devianthe author shows sexuality-based fears and hiestiof black
nationalists and the black community at large thfodlerome. Renay’s having left him for a woman,amy emasculates
him but, far worse in his estimation, underminesrbie as a man; for, within the nationalist projemomen’s sexuality is
regulated through men who have orchestrated coouer female bodies and sexuality (Mayer 7). Jetsmesire to beat

Renay, evidences his need to recover dominion leeand his ‘lost’ manhood as well.

Renay, despite threats of a violent beating, reftseapitulate to Jerome or subscribe to sogetacriptions for
women. Instead, she further delegitimizes Jerorieistion as a black man as she asserts herselfybahd responds to

him resolutely:

Yes,... You want to beat me, to trample on me, reeegrovel because you despise what you can’'t change
A man should be able to control his woman—espsgcalblack man who can’t control anything else. Batyou
really want to know why you hate me? Because I'wavigsed your male deterioration Survived!
(Shockley 131-132)

In her bold, reprehensive and castigating rem&aRes)ay not only exerts her agency, but also hestemdent
abilities because she is able to override Jerompatsarchal authority. Renay staunchly articuldtes refusal to leave
Terry and return to Jerome and “the dirt.” In h&lKing back,” (9) to borrow bell hooks’ terminolpgRenay denigrates
Jerome to illustrate the ways in which he, evencbytain nationalist standards, does not meet theirements for
manhood. To this end, then, Renay’s ‘back talk’ naty demonstrates her unwillingness to be ‘policedt more
importantly signifies her evolution and hence moeemfrom objectification to subjectivity, being aactualized,
empowered, liberated self.
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Theresa and Lorraine, the two characters of thg,stdhe Two” fromThe Women of Brewster Pla¢E980) are
not as lucky as Renay. What Lorraine suffers iagrént example of the deep-seated homophobiaibldtk community
and the heinous physical and mental violence teftioon SGL women. Barbara Smith opines that “thatmpersonally
devastating homophobia comes from straight peojiiginvour communities, to name another examplehef appressed

being oppressive™{ome GirlsxIvi).

Theresa and Lorraine are two women who love eadoérand live in Brewster Place. They had to leawelén
Hills and then Park Heights for fear of homopholimence. This continuous changing of places oidersce and descent
from posh places is evidence of a continuous maligattion of sexual minorities. The two girls cotoeBrewster Place in
the hope of having a peaceful life but both of theemd up having extremely stressful and insecueslifhey understand
that they “weren’'t ever going to be accepted byyJapeople, and there was no point in trying” (Naylb63).
Theresa believes in belonging to a strong partharhosexuals for her sustenance and that beingb@éiesnakes her
different but Lorraine on the other hand, is emjghtitat it does not make her “different from anyaise in the world”
(165).

The story also deconstructs LGBT as a homogeniadejory by portraying Theresa and Lorraine as laidas
couple where Therese is insensitive towards thiénfge of Lorraine and is more self-assertive. “Whemeresa became
angry, she was like a lump of smoldering coal, hadfierce bursts of temper always unsettled Lag'a{Naylor 135).

Thus, there exists an indelible element of oppoessi the equation between Theresa and Lorraine.

Murray Lipp, a social justice activist, zeroes downthe three “root causes” for violence againsBIGeople in
“We Must Target the Origins of Homophobic Violen&eligion, Patriarchy and Heterosexism.” In thegtdlaylor deals
with all these three causes of homophobia or ‘nesisan which homophobia is ascertained. Lorraifi@lker kicks her out
of the house when she was seventeen years old fsih@ out about her sexual orientation. Lorraiost lher job as a
school teacher in Detroit because the school aitit®became aware of her sexual preferences. dw&er, though some
women like Mattie and Etta are not against theitasloouple, they face anti-LGBT prejudice from wani&ke Sophie,
who condemns them because she believes that, ahedible, homosexuality is “an abomination aghite Lord”
(Naylor 140).

C. C. Baker, the unemployed and aggressive bohenstory, knows “only one way to deal with womehent
than his mother” (Naylor 161) and Lorraine’s presemakes him uncomfortable because “the thougahpfwoman who
lay beyond the length of [his penis] power” is uregqatable to him and therefore he hurls insultseat ¢alling her “dyke,”
“butch,” “lesbo,” and “freak” (162). Because he wsto avenge his insult of being laughed at, B&ker and his gang of
five boys brutalize Lorraine and then rape her. Bheality and the resultant physical and psychigllgpain and trauma

of this gang rape left her insane and probablylidvfar life (169-73).

SGL women have become more assertive about thaiakerientation and have become bold enough tahibe
to defy limited and myopic construction of idemi&i But homophobia remains a raging concern. tesponsible for
keeping the status quo of the black female SGL sexaal subaltern. Rightly, stringent laws havédoenforced against
perpetrators of violence against SGL people s@ ggdtect them and to help them live in peace. Audirde’s advice in
overcoming the latent fear of difference and bemboldening factor for people trying to fight horhopia and its related

violence seems to be the guiding light in overcagrhis problem:

| NAAS Rating: 3.10- Articles can be sent to editor @ mpactjournals.us




L esbianism, Homophobia and Sexual Violence: A Study of 249
Loving Her and the Women of Brewster Place

| urge each one of us here to reach down into tiesp place of knowledge inside herself and touaht#rror

and loathing of any difference that lives theree 3¢hose face it wear3hen the personal as the political can begin to

illuminate all our choices. (113)
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