How “Gay” is “openly-gay” anyway?

By bentbastard

Last month when Dutch right-winger Pim Fortuyn was murdered, sorry, assassinated, he got the world’s attention, because of a number of reasons: he was the first Dutch political assassination, he was considered part of the neo-right spreading throughout contemporary Europe and because he was “openly-gay”. While some media outlets focused on his seemingly ‘radical’ political views (without critical mention to similar political views being held by our present government), his similarities to Pauline Hanson, his and his party’s (“Fortuyn’s List”) increasing popularity among voters and yes Fortuyn being “openly-gay”, other media outlets, however, kept offering up a view into his personality, that is, describing him as “flamboyant”. One wonders why the media seem to focus on this description, while other assassinated figures don’t seem to be treated as such, one then realises that ‘flamboyant’ is now a euphemism for ‘gay’. 

Yet this is of no real consequence, as it should be of no surprise to many that some media outlets would rather not mention the ‘g’ word. What is of concern is the reference to Pim being “openly-gay”. This begs the question how many different types of being “gay” are there for politicians, or any of us for that matter? Sure we know of so-called ‘closeted’ politicians (nudge nudge wink wink), but are politicians to be ‘outed’ as “openly-gay” every-time they are mentioned in the media. Thankfully, our very own, “openly-gay” Greens Senator Bob Brown has become immune to the constant referencing of his sexuality, and more known for his environmental work. Yet, can we suppose, therefore, that there are many types of being gay, six-degrees of “gayness”? Alfred Kinsey proposed in the 1950’s a scale whereby most people’s sexual behaviour can be marked: exclusive homosexuals one end; exclusive heterosexuals the other; with variations of bisexuality floating somewhere in between. Adrienne Rich in the 1980’s too proposed a “lesbian continuum”, where all women at sometime can be considered to fall within some homoerotic or homo-social lesbian state of being. 

To be ‘outed’ as “openly-gay” implies that all others are straight. To define someone (living or dead) in the public sphere as “openly-gay” assumes that, not only that everyone else is not “gay” (“openly” or otherwise) but also that being “openly-gay” is not the norm. Why is Pim’s “openly-gayness” an issue? In Dutch society sexuality is not an issue (as is evidenced by Pim’s pre- and post-death popularity), yet in the media (I can only comment on the media we consume) it is something worth a mention. 

Sydney Star Observer (9/5/02) ran its cover article on his “assassination”, as if this would be of interest to all its readers by mere fact that he was “openly-gay”, should the “gay” community support (or be interested in for that matter) a right-wing politician just because he is “openly-gay”. This proposition is as ludicrous as saying that all women should support (or be interested in) Pauline Hanson. The fact that a rainbow flag was flying at half-mast in Amsterdam (as SSO reported) is not testimony to ‘gay solidarity’ but evidence of the growing support of Europeans for right-wing politicians. 

If ‘outing’ one politician or another as “openly-gay” is too simplistic, (especially when boundaries are being challenged by queer identities) perhaps then we can propose a scale or continuum designed for the politicians: Fortuyn’s Scale? Brown’s Continuum? Either way we are reducing politicians to one-dimensional-beings based solely on sexuality. One-dimensionality is demeaning at best, and thus to label anyone as “openly-gay” sets up far too many negative connotations. Firstly it suggests that everyone else is straight (when we know all to well they – we – are not) and secondly that by being ‘outed’ as “openly-gay” suggests to the rest of us that we must rally around those “openly-gay” as if this is enough to warrant our unconditional support (or interest). While I do support Bob Brown, it is because of his endless work in saving our environment. I for one would not support an Australian Pim Fortuyn just because he is “openly-gay”. 
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