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CHAPTER THREE

The Myth of Marxist Homophobia

The argument that Marxism either ignores or relegates is-
sues of oppression to the back burner because it “privileges”
class has become pervasive in recent decades. These ideas
are put forward by those who want to separate class from op-
pression and see the two as running on different, parallel
tracks. It has created a mythology of Marxism'’s supposed
blind spot—or even hostility—when it comes to attitudes and
practices regarding homosexuality. At best, we are told,
Marxists put off the question of sexual liberation until after
the dilemma of workers’ power is resolved. At worst, the ar-
gument goes, Marxists are indifferent or unsympathetic to
the oppression of sexual minorities.

One typical criticism is cited from the Journal of Homosex-
uality in the widely read online encyclopedia, Wikipedia;

[Slexuality and the problematic of femininity/masculinity
were disowned as legitimate issues as Marxism came to
dominate. Utopian socialism’s methods...were narrowed by
Marxism to class struggle; utopian socialism’s goal—new
social relationships between people—was restricted to a
new economic order and redistribution of material goods.!
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Lenin and Leninism are subjected to particular criticism.
“Leninism, which dominated left political discourse, ‘rejected
many of the feminist and sex-radical traditions’ of the pre-war
left,” write anarchist historians on the Bolsheviks after the First
World War, “The Communist Party was—especially when com-
pared to the pre-war anarchists—a redoubt of heteronormative
attitudes.”™ As with similar historiographies, the anarchist his-
tory of homosexuality in the United States in which these

quotes are cited, Free Comrades, completely ignores the radical
sexual gains of the revolution in which Lenin played a leading
role (detailed below), while repeating well-worn hearsay and
conflating the Stalinist legacy with that of Marxism.
: The treatment of LGBT people in Stalinist and Maoist states
in the twentieth century has served to mask the earlier record
of the socialist movement regarding sexual freedom. Sexual mi-
r(x)on:es under Stalin and later Mao and Castro were impris-
f;‘;ei;(:;gﬁg% and generally tgrg.eted for abuse in states that

S e ? mantle of socialism. Tragically, many West-

il artﬁEfa—-ﬂmugh not' all—defended these abuses

s i toah tudes 'and bt?hawors that are anathema to the

il s 1:.J.rnan liberation that lies at heart of Marxism.

Vi Statle '€ legacy of McCarthyite anticommunism in the

S 1n particular, combined with the middle-class out-

look that oft ;
en dominates i C
ments, serve to diser in academia and modern gay move-

e edit, dismiss, and di o

of social St » and distort the contributions

on this t;zt;s?ir:)d ﬂ;; liberating potential of the Marxist tradition
D Letus set the record straight, so to speak.
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Marxism and oppression

Because the ruling class under capitalism is a small minority
of the population, it must use the institutional and ideological
tools at its disposal to divide the mass of the population
against itself in order to prevent the majority of exploited peo-
ples of the world from uniting and rising in unison to take
back what is rightfully theirs. Homophobic, sexist, racist, na-
tionalist, and other divisions in modern society reflect the
needs of the class that owns and controls capital. The Black
abolitionist Frederick Douglass put it aptly when he said of
the slaveholders, “They divided both to conquer each.™

Contrary to the dominant myth of socialism prevalent in
the academy, Marxists do not reduce the oppression of sex-
ual minorities—or anyone else—to the issue of class. Rather,
Marxists locate the source of racial, gender, sexual, and all
other oppressions within the framework of capitalist class re-
lations. As the earlier discussion of the nuclear family
showed, women’s oppression derives from the structure of
the family, in which the reproduction and maintenance (child
care, housework, cooking, etc.) of the current and future gen-
erations of workers are foisted upon individual families rather
than being the responsibility of society. Capitalism depends
on privatized reproduction to raise the next generation of
workers at little expense to itself. Likewise, the oppression of
LGBT people stems from the implicit challenge that sexual
minorities pose to the nuclear family and its gender norms.

Far from subordinating the issue of fighting homophobia
and transphobia to the class struggle, Marxists cannot con-
ceive of the liberation of the exploited without the liberation of
the oppressed. As any cursory look at the modern working
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class will show, class unity is inconceivable so long as these di-
visions are allowed to fester among working-class people who
are themselves Black, transgender, immigrant, and members
of every other oppressed group. Even straight, white, male
workers under capitalism experience oppression in the form
of the denial of decent health care, affordable housing, good
education, adequate leisure time, and any number of grievous
conditions imposed on them by the class that owns and con-
trols the means of production—that is, the ruling class.

LGBT people—like women and Blacks—experience a spe-
cial oppression in that they can be denied jobs and housing
(often legally), are subject to verbal and physical harassment,
and are treated as second-class citizens when it comes to mar-
riage and health care. They experience daily humiliations like
being accosted in public toilets for appearing to be the
“wrong” gender,

Socialists oppose oppression of every sort, no matter who

is affected. As Russian revolutionary leader Lenin wrote in
What Is to Be Done?:

Work'fng—class consciousness cannot be genuine political
consciousness unless the workers are trained to respond to
all cases of tyranny, oppression, violence, and abuse, no
matter what class is affected.... The [socialist’s] iriea[
should not be the trade union secretary, but the tribune of
the people, who is able to react to every manifestation of
tyranny and oppression, no matter where it appears, no
matter what stratum or class of the people it affects.’ :

for;; rlz ]f(tn;) tfhlf]- reason that socialists have been found in the
e struggles for sexual liberation from the nine-
e ury to t?le present day. The absence of freedoms

T people in countries such as the former Soviet
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Union, Cuba, and China is not, as will be shown, an example
of socialism’s blind spot to the oppression of gays but an indi-
cation of the distance that separates these societies from gen-
uine socialism.

Marxism, if it’s about anything at all, is about the op-
pressed and exploited taking control of society and running it
in their own interests. To argue, as do some academics, anar-
chists, and a few on the broad left, that those who are sexually
oppressed are theoretically and organizationally left outside
of socialists’ vision for a new society is a serious charge. The
facts, however, tell a different story.

“The queer Marx loved to hate”

There is an argument that the original sin of socialism lies
with the authors of The Communist Manifesto themselves,
Karl Marx and Frederick Engels. The most frequently cited
evidence for this comes from a brief exchange of personal
communication between Marx and Engels in 1869. The let-
ters concern a text by the sexologist Karl Heinrich Ulrichs
that Marx passed on to Engels for comment about the rights
of Uranians (the supposed “third sex”). These letters have
been popularized online® and snippets appear in queer theory
texts today. On June 22, 1869, Engels wrote Marx:

The Urning [title of Ulrichs’s work and his term for ‘a female
psyche in a male body, whose attraction is to other men] you
sent me is a very curious thing. These are extremely unnatu-
ral revelations. The pederasts [homosexual pedophiles] are
beginning to count themselves, and discover that they are a
power in the state. Only organization was lar.:kin,.g, but ac-
cording to this source it apparently already exists in secret.
And since they have such important men in all the old par-
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ties and even in the new ones, from Rosing to Schweitzer,
they cannot fail to triumph. Guerre aux cons, paix aus trous-
de-cul [war on the cunts, peace to the assholes] will now be
the slogan. It is a bit of luck that we, personally, are too old to
have to fear that, when this party wins, we shall have to pay
physical tribute to the victors. But the younger generation!
Incidentally it is only in Germany that a fellow like this can
possibly come forward, convert this smut into a theory, and

offer the invitation: introite [enter], ete.’

Marx replied regarding the aforementioned von Schweitzer,
“You must arrange for a few jokes about him to reach Siebel,
for him to hawk around to the various papers.”

There is no sense in attempting to polish a turd here, as
there is nothing politically enlightened or progressive about
the_se comments between the two leading figures of the Inter-
national Workingmens’ Association. Though it might be as-
serted that neither man ever intended his personal letters to
become a matter of public record—most of us would cringe at
:1}:1 ::l:-)sul:f of thg_e moden} equivalent of our correspon-
histori'calrgzln?é :tn:nl((iihattlj;lt is Wf)l’th considering both the
dreitte sociaﬁz;l - behavior of these two architects
werlé ‘nS] gsrfﬁcfent. however, to argue that Marx and Engels
o wereeu);gnsgners (?f the era in which they lived, though
R s :‘11 tedly influenced by the dominant Victorian
chogh Tk rag{; Industrial Revolution. These two men es-
day to champion i%lg::kdzgdal\lrd Ethn'ic E‘_stel‘eo‘types £ s
spent their lives €xposing and ogmel'] S llberaftlon, o tf.ley
and exploitation. Zanzing against oppression

Durin . -
ocallyiat dge g’\:i‘?hmt‘;?;?) E&IVILW?I, Marx and Engels unequiv-

gainst the slave-holding South,
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arguing, “Labor cannot emancipate itself in the white skin
where in the black it is branded.” In Marx’s opus on econom-
ics, Capital, he skewered capitalism for creating the horrors

of slavery and racism:

The discovery of gold and silver in America, the extirpa-
tion, enslavement and entombment in mines of the indige-
nous population of that continent, the beginning of the
conquest and plunder of India, and the conversion of Africa
into a preserve for the commercial hunting of black
skins.... Capital comes dripping from head to toe, from
every pore, with blood and dirt."

Even anti-Irish racism, central to the nineteenth-century
British Empire, came under fierce aftack by Marx and Engels,
who argued for British workers to side with Irish independ-
ence as a precondition for unified class struggle among the
ethnically divided workforce. Engels’s Origins of the Family,
State and Private Property laid the essential groundwork for a
Marxist understanding of the roots of women's oppression. By
applying a materialist analysis to the family, Marx and Engels
showed how women's oppression arises out of historically spe-
cific phenomena—the shift from classless, communal societies
without states to the rise of elaborate divisions of labor and
states to safeguard the accumulation of wealth by a newly de-
veloping ruling class. Origins of the Family explained how with
the rise of capitalism women’s unpaid labor in the home be-
came central, and with that, women'’s labor outside the home
became devalued. As Dana Cloud, a Marxist professor of com-
munications, notes, “The ideology of domesticity not only bur-
dens women with the tasks of reproduction and nurturance,
but also justifies wage differentials in the productive economy,
according to which women can be paid less than men.™!
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Al this refutes definitively the argument that Marxism is
interested only in questions of class. Marx and Engels's body
of writings and life’s pursuit have influenced generations of
revolutionaries who have fought for a better world, including
a sexually liberated one. Yet there is no reason to defend
every utterance and act as if they were infallible gods instead
of living men, warts and all. Nonetheless, why were Marx and
Engels essentially un-Marxist in their approach to the situa-
tion of gays?

The year of this exchange is noteworthy, since 1869 is the
date when the word “homosexual” was first coined by Aus-
trian-Hungarian writer Karl-Maria Kertbeny at the start of his
_Campaign against the Prussian law criminalizing those with—

in his words—“abnormal tastes.” This was the Victorian era
u'rhen the dominant medical texts still argued that masturba-
tion caused idiocy and even death, and it was more than
twenty-five years before the Oscar Wilde trial, which brought
ﬁrztcg;?il;t gif }tmmose:_xualit_y into international news for the
aizing countrisez’rg. Titlils period marked the dawn of industri-
l¥ing outside fys nr\f:] on of t1.1e social space for autonc')mou_s
fied gay community tea?amll}’ that allowed for a self-identi-
sticky facts regardiy ?ch evelop. In addition, there are the
ferred to thej o & the ways that gays thought of and re-

w i - -
regarding the I sexuality, as well as the historical record

tar
Johann Bap get of the letters, German politician and poet
oder

tiste von Schweitzer.
used by Mg

N historj o
rx a‘?;l;:l:ls a{l d activists who attack the language
els
onto the scene,

= Pply contemporary sensitivities to

- ex(:e the modern gay movement exploded

MSelf as “sick” anq « mple, the flamboyant Wilde described
abnormal.” It was he who popularized
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homosexuality as “the love that dare not speak its name.”**
Even in France, where the Napoleonic Code of 1810 wiped
away all laws against sodomy, gay men called themselves the
French terms for “fag” or “queer,” while lesbians referred to
themselves as “amazon,” “dyke,” or “tribad,” in the rare in-
stances they’d speak of their sexual proclivities at all.”

Though von Schweitzer is referred to by historian Hubert
Kennedy as “the queer Marx loved to hate,”"* the facts sur-
rounding the case tell a different story. For one, von Schweitzer
was in fact a convicted pederast, as Engels called him—that is,
a man who seduces boys. More than once he was arrested for
soliciting sex with a boy under the age of fourteen. Whatever
the wrongs of age-of-consent legislation that carry over into the
modern era, it should stand as a basic socialist principle that
sex between two people must be consensual. It is incompatible
for genuine consent devoid of the inequality of power to be
given by a child to a man of thirty.

The most glaring aspect of the characterization of Marx's
enmity toward von Schweitzer is the confusion of Marx’s po-
litical hostility with personal contempt. Von Schweitzer was a
right-wing social democrat who identified with the Lassallean
current of social democracy that aimed to reform and not
overthrow the state, as Marx and his adherents advocated.
Despite these differences, Marx was happy to collaborate
with von Schweitzer after Lassalle’s death. Regarding a popu-
lar account of Marx’s Capital that von Schweitzer wrote,
Marx told Engels in 1868: “[H]e is unquestionably the most
intelligent and most energetic of all the present workers' lead-
ers in Germany.” And Marx goes on to say he will argue with
von Schweitzer that “he must choose between a ‘sect’ and a
‘class.” At the time of the reactionary epistolary exchange
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between Marx and Engels, von Schweitzer was openly advo-
cating collaboration with the aristocratic prime minister of
Prussia who went on to become the first chancellor of Ger-
many, Otto von Bismarck, known as the “iron chancellor.” In
1870, according to Kennedy, von Schweitzer veered decisively
away from any claim to pro-working-class politics by voting
for war with France. By 1878, Bismarck had outlawed all so-
cialist activity in Germany.

None of this evidence is to forgive the decidedly backward
slurs from Marx and Engels about von Schweitzer. After all,
socialists must oppose oppression no matter what class it af-
fects and no matter what the political bent of the advocate. But
reducing the dispute between them to a snarky private ex-
change of homophobic bigotry ignores the historical record of
political collaboration with von Schweitzer that ended with an
ideological split. Whatever Victorian notions Marx and Engels
may have held toward homosexuality, historians present no
evidence that this affected their political practice.

In fact, it is quite striking how dismissive many modern-
day queer academics often are of some of the earliest at-
tempts at theorizing the history of human sexual and class
relations, put forth in 1884 in The Origin of the Family, Private
Property and the State. In one oft-quoted passage, Engels
refers to “the abominable practice of sodomy,”’¢ of which gay
historian Jeffrey Weeks has accurately surmised, “It would

have been extraordinary in the early 1880s if Engels had
thought otherwise.”® But in another one that is generally ig-
nored, Engels speculates about what human sexual relations
might be like in a future socialist society:

Wha_t we can now conjecture about the way in which sexual
relations will be ordered after the impending overthrow of
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capitalist production is mainly of a negative character, lim-
ited for the most part to what will disappear. But what will
there be new? That will be answered when a new genera-
tion has grown up: a generation of men who never in their
lives have known what it is to buy a woman’s surrender
with money or any other social instrument of power; a gen-
eration of women who have never known what it is to give
themselves to a man from any other considerations than
real love or to refuse to give themselves to their lover from
fear of the economic consequences. When these people are
in the world, they will care precious little what anybody
today thinks they ought to do; they will make their own
practice and their corresponding public opinion of their
practice of each individual—and that will be the end of it.*®

While here Engels is explicit about how heterosexual rela-
tions would undoubtedly be transformed by a socialist revolu-
tion, his broader point is that by removing the material
obstacles to sexual freedom the ideological barriers can fall.
This raises far-reaching possibilities for a genuine sexual rev-
olution on all fronts.

Sexuality and early socialists

Far more revealing of the attitude and practice of Marxists to-
ward gays is the position that organized socialists took once in-
dustrial states accelerated their attacks on the ear!i<?s_t visible
LGBT populations in urban centers. The first pohtzman.any-
where in the world to speak on record on the floor of a national
legislature for the rights of gays was August Bebel, leader of
the Social Democratic Party (SPD), who addressed th(? G:er~
man Reichstag on January 13, 1898.1 Though many socialists
broke with this mass workers’ party fifteen years later when
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they voted for German entry into the First World War, there is
no denying the political significance of the openly pro-gay atti-
tude of many members of the world’s largest socialist party up
to that time. Not only did leading SPD members such as Karl
Kautsky and Finance Minister Rudolf Hilferding sign a petition
demanding the repeal of the German anti-sodomy law, Para-
graph 175, but they also helped circulate the petition and en-
couraged thousands to add their names. Bebel argued:

The number of these persons [gays] is so great and
reaches so deeply into all social circles, from the lowest to
the highest, that if the police dutifully did what they were
supposed to, the Prussian state would immediately be
obliged to build two new penitentiaries just to handle the
number of violations against Paragraph 175 committed
within the confines of Berlin alone.?

Even earlier, the most prominent socialist journal, Die Neue
Zeit, defended the Irish writer Oscar Wilde in his 1895 trial for
sexual relations with the son of a well-known aristocrat. Ed-
uard Bernstein wrote in the journal that bourgeois attacks on
homosexual acts as “unnatural” were reactionary. Instead, he
argued for sympathetic language such as “not the norm” since
“moral attitudes are historical phenomena.” Wilde himself was
drawn to socialism and describes the potential for sexual liber-
ation in his essay, “The Soul of Man Under Socialism.”?

The SPD’s newspaper, Vorwdrts, popularized gay issues in
its pages. In preparation for a 1905 parliamentary debate on
gay issues, SPD member August Thiele did research using
works from the library of the first openly gay movement, the
Scientific Humanitarian Committee. Included in his thirty-four
pages of speeches in the Reichstag is this insightful nugget
that many members of today’s U.S. Congress would never
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admit: Anti-gay legislation is the legacy of “priestly cruelty and
intolerance” that “reminds one of the period of the Middle
Ages, of that time when witches were burned, heretics were
tortured, and proceedings against the dissenters were con-
ducted with the wheel and gallows.”

Some leading SPD figures, however, used the unpardon-
able tactic of attempting to slur the Nazis as promoters of ho-
mosexuality. This was partially an expression of the SPD’s
heterogeneous character—it had a right wing that supported
German imperialism and a focus on winning elections, which
renders its members’ advocacy for homosexual rights that
much more impressive given the unpopularity of the cause.
The prominent Nazi storm trooper, Captain Ernst R6hm, was
a gay man, as were several of the elite Nazi SS of the early
1930s. Before Roshm’s downfall, led by Hitler in the Night of
the Long Knives, some leftists engaged in outing members of
his fascist Nazi Party. This backward strategy of exposing
closeted gays who advocated a right-wing agenda onlj_,r fed the
atmosphere of witch hunts and calumny against lesbians .and
gays. One radical courageously took on his corr%rades ina
lengthy attack on gay-baiting in 1932: “We are fighting against
the infamous Paragraph 175 in whatever way we can, but we
have no right to join in with the chorus of.those who wcu}g
prefer to outlaw a man simply because he is homosexual. .
Jokes and denunciations of Rshm helped stoke the danger o
blowback on the very same sexual minorities \ivho were t]ajr
geted by the Nazis and thrown into concentration camps by

the thousands during the Second World War. Itis o:;e f:;hui g;
expose the hypocrisy of right-wingers for acting in efiance
r defend itself by using

their own codes, but the left .can neve
the reactionary ideas of the right.
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One of the earliest openly gay men, Edward Carpenter
lived with his lover George Merrill in England and was an influ-
ential socialist from the 1870s till his death in 1928. He was per-
haps the world’s first hippie socialist—a socialist bohemian
(and avid sandal-wearer) influenced as much by Walt Whitman
as by Karl Marx. His radical rejection of Victorian capitalism,
sexism, and sexual repression drove him to a life of writing and
organizing alongside William Morris, Eleanor Marx (Karl’s
daughter), and other leading British socialists of his day.®

Finding “civilization” oppressive and soulless, Carpenter’s
politics veered at times toward the Utopian or anarchist wings
of early British socialism. His vegetarianism and advocacy for
nudity would have placed him in happy company with modern
hippies, though his activities organizing the unemployed and
writings advocating women’s liberation through the disman-

tling of class society kept him in the socialist camp throughout
much of his life.

At the height of his popularity, in the early twentieth cen-
tury, Carpenter spoke be

fore audiences of thousands. Writing

and speaking in a society where not only was homosexuality il-
legal but the Oscar Wilde trial of the mid-1890s had also raised
hackles against same-sex love, Carpenter unabashedly drew
tpf: connections hetween a system based on economic compe-
tition and the breeding of a culture of sexual repression. He ar-
gu.et% that an intermediate-sex spirit—or as he put it, “Uranian”
SpIrit—was possible in €veryone and that socialism’s van-
guard might even he g £ay movement.%
Alfred Kinsey, the mid-twent'xeth-century American sex-

ologist acknowledged C ith hi
» @ arpenter along with his contem
rary social-democratic aj uin

A iede; ly Havelock Ellis as forerunners in
e theorization of the natural variety of human sexuality,
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Ellis was an early advocate for birth control, legal abortion,
and women’s sexual liberation. He married a leshian who
was as free as he was in their relationship to engage in open
affairs with women.?

The illegality of publishing explicit material about homo-
sexuality in Britain forced Ellis to publish his seven-volume
Studies in the Psychology of Sex (the first volume on homosexu-
ality was entitled Sexual Inversion) in the United States. His
aim in studying sexual variation and “anomalies” was not only
to prove that all human sexuality is natural, found elsewhere
in nature, but also to undermine the scientific pretexts used
to legally persecute those who deviate in any way from the
sexual norm. While he rejected Carpenter’s assertion of ho-
mosexuality as a “third sex,” he contended that sexual “inver-
sion” was a “quirk of nature.”

Despite Ellis’s ardent defense of the naturalness of human
sexual variation and his open discussion about and defense of
lesbianism and masturbation under the tyrannical moral code
of Victorian England, some of his arguments were tenuous
and even led to reactionary conclusions. For example, he de-
fended eugenics, the science of biological engineering,
though Ellis died before the Nazis put selective breeding into
horrific practice. As a middle-class reformer who remained
outside the socialist movement—though he inﬂuenceq a
range of activists from the socialist Carpenter to the anarch1§t
Emma Goldman—Ellis’s sexual radicalism was limited by his
biological determinism. As historian Jeffrey Weeks argues,
Ellis's ideological “weakness was [his] inability to ask why so-
cieties have continued to control sexuality and persecute sex-
ual minorities throughout the ages; and as a rt,a,sult [his]
eventual absorption into capitalist value structures. -
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This theoretical inquiry went largely unexplored until
workers took control for the first time in history in 1917.

The sexual revolution in Russia

The Russian Revolution of October 1917 was a mass struggle
of ordinary people led by workers in a largely peasant society.
American journalist John Reed reported on the revolution
from Russia: “This is the revolution, the class struggle, with
the proletariat, the soldiers and peasants lined up against the
bourgeoisie. Last February was only the preliminary revolu-
tion.... The extraordinary and immense power of the Bolshe-
viki lies in the fact that the Kerensky government absolutely
ignored the desires of the masses as expressed in the Bolshe-
viki program of peace, land and workers’ control of indus-
try.” Russian peasants were steeped in religious superstition
and society was a mix of semifeudal relations amid booming
industrialism. Yet, the revolution achieved reforms that most
modern LGBT people still fight for. The Russian Revolution
}lpended all previous structures of society, including the most
intimate relations between people. When that revolution was
ovgrturned by economic isolation, war, and reaction those
gains were jettisoned.

There are some who try denigrate the enormity of ad-
vances for LGBT people in the aftermath of the Russian Revo-
lution.®! Russian historian Igor Kon, for example, writes,

lished, on the one hand, God, ecclesiastical
AL solute moral values, and, on the other, the in-
d‘f’ldual's right to personal self-determination and love that
might stand higher than al social duties.” But facts are stub.

born things, In 1917, all laws against homosexuality were
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struck down by the new revolutionary government along with
the rest of the tsarist criminal code. Consensual Sex was
deemed a private matter and not only were gays free to live as
they chose without state intervention, but the Soviet courts
also approved of marriage between homosexuals and, ex-
traordinarily, there are even recorded instances of sex change
operations in the 1920s. In other words, the revolution accom-
plished this grandiose social-sexual leap three years before
American women achieved the right to vote and nearly ninety
years before the Supreme Court of the United States finally
struck down all sodomy laws.*

In defending the record of extraordinary improvements for
sexual minorities in the early Soviet Union, it is important to
grasp the context in which these gains were achieved. Russia
was a semifeudal, culturally backward, and predominantly
rural society upon which capitalist industry was grafted in a
few industrial centers like St. Petersburg. Only vulgar Marxis:ts
dare assert that under such conditions could a society leap in a
seamless, unwavering line from repression to liberation. Social
progress is more complicated and dialectical than linear evolu-
tion suggests. Russian revolutionary leader Leon Trotsky accu-
rately summed up the state of prerevolutionary Russia:

Russia's development is first of all notable for its backward-
ness. But historical backwardness does not mean a mere
retracing of the course of the advanced countries a hundred
or two hundred years later. Rather it gives rise to an utterly
different “combined” social formation, in which the most
highly developed achievements of capitalist technique and
structure are integrated into the social relations of. feu.dal
and pre-feudal barbarism, transforming and dominating
them, fashioning a unique relationship of classes.”
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This character of “combined and uneven development” that
Trotsky describes as existing in Russia necessitated the Bolshe-
viks' call for spreading the revolution internationally, to more
industrially and culturally advanced nations. The international
character of a successful revolution was central to Lenin’s and
Trotsky’s understanding of how the initial advances could be
expanded, lest the first shoots of a new order be destroyed by
civil war, isolation, and privation. In the end, it was not the Bol-
sheviks’ bad politics but the strangling of the revolution by im-
perialism that led to the impasse and rise of Stalin. .

A groundbreaking history by Dan Healey of sex and sexu-
ality in Russia before, during, and after the revolutionary pe-
riod provides fresh evidence of the enormous societal shifts
on questions of sexuality that the revolution engendered.”
Legal, political, and medical records of that era strike down
the antisex image of Bolshevism popularized by Hollywood
films such as the 1939 classic Ninotchka, in which the dour
?md humorless Soviet apparatchik portrayed by Greta Garbo
is wooed by the charm and wit of a dashing American. Given
the d_epth of historical distortion and outright lies, it is worth
quotmg at length from the 1923 pamphlet The Sexual Revolu-
tion in Russia, written by Dr. Grigorii Batkis, director of the
Moscow Institute of Social Hygiene:

The present sexual legislation in the Soviet Union is the
work of the October Revolution. This revolution is important
not only as a political phenomenon, which secures the politi-
cal rule of the working class. But also for the revolutions
which ema}laﬁng from it reach out into all areas of life...
4 The 30“_3131 legislation of the Russian communist revolution
ges not intend to be a product of pure theoretical knowl-
eh ge, but rather represents the outcome of experience. After
the successful revolution, after the triumph of practice over
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theory, People first strove for new, firm regulations along eco-
nomic h_nes. Along with this were created models governing
family life and forms of sexual relations responding to the
needs and natural demands of the people....

The war set in motion the broad masses, the 100 million
peasants. New circumstances brought with them a new life
and new outlook. In the first period of the war, women won
economic independence both in the factory and in the
country—but the October Revolution first cut the Gordian
knot, and instead of mere reform, it completely revolution-
ized the laws. The revolution let nothing remain of the old
despotic and infinitely unscientific laws; it did not tread the
path of reformist bourgeois legislation which, with juristic
subtlety, still hangs onto the concept of property in the sex-
ual sphere, and ultimately demands that the double stan-
dard hold sway over sexual life. These laws always come
about by disregarding science.

The Soviet legislation proceeded along a new and previ-
ously untrodden path, in order to satisfy the new goals and
tasks of the social revolution...

Now by taking into account all these aspects of the tran-
sition period, Soviet legislation bases itself on the follow-
ing principle:

1t declares the absolute noninterference of the state and so-
ciety into sexual matters, so long as nobody is injured, {md no
one’s interests are encroached upon. (Emphasis in 0“3“1:"1-1

Concerning homosexuality, sodomy, and various

other forms of sexual gratification, which are set down

in European legislation as offenses against public

morality—Soviet legislation treats these exactly the
same as so-called “natural” intercourse. All forms ?f
sexual intercourse are private matters. Only when theres
use of force or duress, as in general when there’s an injury or
encroachment upon the rights of another person, is there a
question of criminal prosecution* (Emphasis author's.]

91
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This is a rather extraordinary statement of principles for any
society, no less for one that in the midst of a global conflagra-
tion undertook revolution and endured civil war in which mil-
lions died, starvation was rampant, and industrialization was
catapulted back to the level of the eighteenth century.

Prior to the revolution, a weak bourgeoisie that owned and
ran industry under the tsar largely outlawed, yet tolerated, a
commercial sex trade of various sorts in the bathhouses and

brothels of major cities, according to Healey.*” An illegal gay*

subculture emerged in the latter years of the nineteenth cen-
tury in St. Petersburg and Moscow after the emancipation of
the serfs in 1861 brought vast numbers of mostly young men
to these cities for employment in industry, where they lived in
same-sex housing away from family and largely segregated
from women.*” Most recorded instances of lesbianism oc-
cured among women in Russian brothels who served the
cities’ male population, though a tiny number of wealthy
women also purchased sex from women for hire.* But out-
side of rare couplings between upper-class men who lived to-
gether, homosexuality in prerevolutionary Russia was
generally a closeted affair and sex was most often purchased
by older or wealthier men from younger and poorer ones.
However, even consensual sodomy between men was punish-
able by exile to Siberia, including hard labor if a minor were
involved. Misogynistic conceptions of women’s sexuality, as
in Europe, left lesbianism unlegislated; the constraints of nu-
clear family life rendered it nearly inconceivable.

The revolution changed all that. Dr. Batkis’s pamphlet was
not merely a toothless statement of intent: genuine changes in
sexual attitudes and behavior—beyond the elimination of the
penal code—did take place as a result of the Bolshevik Revoly-
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tion in 1917, One indication was in the choice of individuals to
represent the revolution internationally—the openly gay com-
missar of public affairs was Grigorii Chicherin, who served at
this post from 1918 till illness forced his retirement in 1930.%
This was not some back room bean-counter but a man who
worked alongside Red Army leader Leon Trotsky in negotiat-
ing peace with Germany at Brest-Litovsk and was entrusted to
be a prominent face of the revolution abroad. Chicherin was
an aristocratic-born diplomat who was lifelong friends with the
most prominent Russian gay poet, Mikhail Alekseevich
Kuzmin, the flamboyantly campy author of the first known
gay-positive novel in any language, Wings.*!

Much is often made of the supposed debate on the impor-
tance of sex and sexual freedom between revolutionary
leader Lenin and Commissar for Social Welfare Alexandra
Kollontai, who advocated “free love.” Even Healey joins in the
opprobrium in his remarks: “The implication of his [Lenin’s]
remarks for a politics of homosexual emancipation under so-
cialism was that this particular ‘freedom of love’ should wait
(as would all sexuality) until a proletarian revolution recon-
structed the material order.” This seems a rather stilted
reading of Lenin's thoughts that conforms to the Cold War—
and Stalinist—caricature of Lenin as a teetotalling aSC_eﬁf:- de-
spite his enjoyment of wine, sport, and, yes, even the intimate
company of women. In Lenin’s 1915 letters to the woman with
whom he was having an affair, Inessa Armand, he wrote that
the revolution would free love from “the constraints of reli-
gious prejudice, patriarchal and social strictures, the law, po-
lice, and courts.”* When he argues against prmlegu_lg ﬂfe
organizing of female prostitutes above other women, his crit-
ics presume Victorian rigidity on his part.
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Socialist Duncan Hallas describes the conditions in the
years following the revolution:

By May 1919 Russian industry was reduced to 10 percent of
its normal fuel supply. By the end of that year 79 percent of
the total railway track mileage was out of action—and this
in a huge country where motor transport was practically
nonexistent. By the end of 1920 the output of all manufac-
tured goods had fallen to 12.9 percent of the 1913 level.

The effect on the working class was catastrophic. As
early as December 1918 the number of workers in Petro-
grad had fallen to half the level of two years earlier. By De-
cember 1920 that city had lost 57.5 percent of its fotal
population. In the same three years Moscow lost 44.5 per-
cent.... War, famine, typhus, forced requisitioning by red
and white alike, the disappearance of even such manufac-
tured goods as matches, paraffin and thread—this was the
reality in the Russia of 1920-21. According to Trotsky even
cannibalism was reported from several provinces.*

In context, Lenin’s sentiments appear reasonable.

Lenin's infamous 1920 letter to revolutionary leader Clara
Zetkin decries some of the chaos of adolescent sex lives under
the revolution. He wrote that sexual gratification should not be
“as §in1p1e and inconsequential as drinking a glass of water.”*
Lenin argued that Marxists should strive instead for social re-
spor}sibility and honesty in intimate relations. In a stark rebuke
to his detractors, Lenin commented, “Communism is not sup-
posed to bring asceticism but joy in life and vitality by means of
a gratified love life.”*s Wilhelm Reich, an early twentieth-
century psychoanalyst who was an advocate of sexual liberation
a_nd Marxism at the beginning of his career, challenged the no-
t{on that Lenin’s ideas were prudish. Reich described the erup-
tion under the Bolsheviks of debate about issues concerning
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sexuality and writes about the frustrations expressed by work-
ers and Bolshevik leaders alike at not being able to put theoreti-
cal questions of the sexual revolution to the test due to material
limitations imposed by Russia’s isolation and poverty.’

Even if Lenin’s critics were accurate about his personal
opinions, and I believe they are not, it doesn’t erase the enor-
mous progress the revolution brought. In fact if the charges
are correct, they only give further credence to the reality that
the revolution was not some coup by Lenin and a small
cabal—as is often claimed—but a mass phenomenon, in which
debates and open disagreements about how to run a new soci-
ety dominated all political life.

When a new criminal code was written in 1922, sodomy,
incest, and age-of-consent laws were left out entirely. “Sexual
maturity” was to be determined on a case-by-case basis ac-
cording to medical opinion.* Prostitution became’a matter of
public health, not a crime, and a health commission was insti-
tuted to combat sexually transmitted diseases; policies of so-
cial assistance were enacted to provide women and young
men with alternatives to the sex trade in terms of employe-
ment and living arrangements. {

Contrast the treatment of Lenin and the Bolsheviks \Ylth
that of the anarchist Emma Goldman, who is regularly lion-
ized as the uncompromising sex radical of her day. In a letter
to Havelock Ellis in 1924, Goldman attacked the “narrow-
ness” of some of the lesbians she encountered_, whom she
called a “crazy lot’ whose fixation on the conditions of their
own oppression to the exclusion of all other matters grated on
her.”* Those quick to condemn every critical uttera}nce of
Lenin—often snéngged out of historical context——r’eadxly pro-
vide justification for what may have been Goldman's perfectly
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reasonable critique in the context of wider forces engaging in
revolutionary upheavals in her day.

Typical of the commentary about the revolutionary lead-
ers’ supposed ascetic ideal that dominates most historiang’
work is Aileen Kelly's comment that “The revolutionary was to
turn himself into a flawless monolith by suppressing all private
emotions, interests, and aspirations.... Not only art, literature,
and personal relations, but all intellectual enquiry, when not
directly relevant to the cause, were prohibited as the futile pas-
times of superfluous men.™ How does this square with the
fact that Red Army leader Leon Trotsky, Lenin’s closest collab-

orator during the revolution, wrote essays on art and literature -

published by the Soviet government in 1924, later released as
the book Literature and Revolution? In this work Trotsky, a
fulltime revolutionary, expresses startling familiarity with po-
etry, literature, and all manner of artistic expression. Trotsky
assesses the writings of openly gay poets like Nicolai Kliuev
wEthout ever commenting one way or the other on their sexu-
ality. Is not the right to be judged on the content of one’s work
and not on one’s sexuality a definitive and positive break from
long-standing bourgeois tradition?
mwflie;‘)(l}l;t_l;llfary Russizf also sought to break out of the nar-
P IWheultlial nadlgons by engaging with those outside
s ﬁ*egd 0f ad studied and agitated around questions of
om for years. A delegation of Soviet physicians

and research o
reformer Dy 1 T2vled t0 Berlin in 1923 for a visit with sex

b Therel\’:}?egnus Hirschfeld at his Institute for Sex Re-
about same-gex lo{r reque.Sted a screening of a documentary
discover had bee E o the Russians were surprised to
impressions of 1 althanned_ Hirschfeld’s journal records the

calth commissar Samashko: “[He] stated how
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pleased he was that in the new Russia, the former penalty
against homosexuals has been completely abolished.™"

Cross-dressing women who served in the Red Army, often
passing as men, were given positions of authority. The director
of the Institute of Neuro-psychiatric Prophylaxis in Moscow in
the 1920s, Lev Rozenstein, invited “Lesbians, militiawomen and
Red Armyists” to provide him with their life stories, and he
claimed that “women [in Soviet Russia] may legally take men's
names and live as men.” Rozenstein thought it was his job as
a psychologist to help his patients accept their same-sex de-
sire, a position way ahead of its day—in contrast, the American
Psychiatric Association maintained homosexuality on its books
as a mental disorder until 1973.

Soviet officials appear to have looked more favorably upon
women who dressed as men and acted in stereotypically mas-
culine ways than they did upon men who dressed as women
and mimicked “feminine” behavior; nonetheless, same-sex
marriage was approved in the courts. Male femininity was seen
as socially backward by some, but the law did not intervene to
stifle those who expressed themselves in that manner.” Clini-
cal psychologists openly discussed some physicians’ practices
of performing sex-change operations. The Moscow health de-
partment in 1928 discovered a “huge quantity of cases” of one
doctor who “changed sex and made women of men and vice
versa, using rather primitive surgical operations.”™ They seem
to have been mostly concerned with the ethical and physiologi-
cal ramifications of this practice, but did not pursue the issue
as a legal matter.

Bolshevik leader Alexandra Kollontai described the explo-
sive changes in sexual relationships in 1921: “History has never
seen such a variety of personal relationships—indissoluble
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marriage with its ‘stable family,’ ‘free uni.ons.' secret z‘idfiltery; a
girl living quite openly with he_r lover in so-called ‘wild mat:-
riage’; pair marriage, marriage in threes and even the compli-
cated marriage of four people—not to talk of the various forms
of commercial prostitution.™

Within weeks of the Bolsheviks taking power in 1917, they
abrogated patriarchal power in family life through edicts such
as “On the Dissolution of Family Life,” which “took away the
man’s right to a dominating position in the family, gave the
woman full economic and sexual self-determination, and de-
clared it to be self-evident that the woman could freely deter-
mine her name, domicile, and citizenship.”*® Abolishing the
family in law was relatively simple, but it could only go so far
without a wider and longer-term struggle to change the culture
and material conditions. Some communal kitchens and child-
care centers to free women from the home were established by
the revolutionary state, but many women whose lives had pre-
viously centered on taking care of children and the home were
left feeling inconsolable, their lives empty of purpose.”

Wilhelm Reich argued that part of the sexual revolution in
Russia was stunted by the limited time and material conditions
necessary 1o restructure “the mass psyche” because “the sub-
Jective factor is not just a product of economic forces” but also
"}hear motor force.”* In other words, there is a dynamic rela-
tEUHSth. between ideas and reality and neither time nor condi-
:1:::.1: ;}:izeg Itgi?;l:)i!f ;e:tl]]i;e revolutionary as;)irations. {\ttempts

G €r a new economic and social order
were not lumt_ed by the Bolsheviks' Marxist vision, but by pre-
B v
“You cannot ‘abolish’ the family: h o ver?rday b

y; You have to replace it. The ac-
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tual liberation of women is unrealizable on the basis of ‘gener-
alized want.”” The alternatives to the traditional family were
inadequate because they lacked the resources to provide the
kind of public child care, kitchens, laundries, and other means
necessary to construct a new society.

The degeneration of the revolution from its original
goals—including sexual liberation—was not due to some
original sin of Leninist or Bolshevik ideology, but rather to
the impossible conditions that revolutionaries faced. Years of
isolation from any other successful socialist revolution in an
advanced industrial state and the backwardness of Soviet in-
dustry combined to deteriorate all gains of the revolution by
the 1930s. All the original leading Bolsheviks were either
dead, executed, in exile, or in prison, with the sole exception
of Joseph Stalin, who gave political expression and leadership
to what was effectively a counterrevolution in the USSR.
Mass deindustrialization due to war, famine, homelessness,
and deprivation marked daily life for most working people.

Along with the reaffirmation of the sanctity of the nuclear
family and conventional gender norms came the reintroduction
of anti-sodomy legislation in 1934. Stalin looked to his cultural
spokesman Maxim Gorky to provide written justification for
the reversal in the daily Pravda. Justifying the recriminalization
of homosexuality as “a form of bourgeois degeneracy,” Gorky
argued, “Destroy the homosexuals—Fascism will disappear.™

The rise of Stalinism heralded the end of workers’ power
and along with it the reversal of material gains that allowed for
sexual minorities and women to lead free lives. Because r.hfa
USSR was in competition with the West militarily and 'indu§m-
ally, it needed more labor power, which required higher birth
rates and, therefore, a return to the nuclear family. Women
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were given medals for having more children and along with
this came the inevitable reversal of sexual freedoms that chal-
lenged the procreative sexual function that implies enforced
heterosexuality. All workers’ lives were diminished and con-
strained and gays were sent back into the closet.

Because of the internal degeneration of debate and
democracy inside the world’s communist parties (CPs),
which increasingly saw their role as defending the interests of
Moscow and not that of the working class, the CPs around
the world, including in the United States, promoted the same
narrow-minded and reactionary policies that the Soviet
regime practiced. To oppose the Communist Party’s antigay
policies from this period on is not to go against Marxism, but
rather to oppose its bloody antithesis, state capitalism—that
is, a state-controlled economy where workers do not control
the state.

Stalinism, Maoism, and homophobia

While the genuine Marxist tradition has stood squarely in
favor of sexual liberation, most states claiming the socialist
moniker in the twentieth century have failed to deliver any
real alternative to the sexual repression of capitalist societies.
These states—and the political organizations that have sup-
ported them—used the language of socialism to justify prac-
tices that are its opposite.

In the new political climate of the 1930s under Stalin, So-
viet social policies promoted “compulsory motherhood, com-
pulsory families, [and] compulsory heterosexuality.” Women
were needed in the factories and on the land to help Russia in-
dustrialize and compete more effectively with the West, and
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Soviet legislation simultaneously drove women into the work-
force in unprecedented numbers, while banning abortion and
curbing access to birth control. The late-thirties' drive toward
war necessitated both higher production levels and a reversal
of low birth rates. As Healey recounts, “a cult of motherhood
was celebrated, reaching proportions critical observers found
grotesque, as the lives of mothers of seven, eight, or ten chil-
dren were vaunted as examples of patriotism,” and the pages
of “Pravda condemned ‘so-called free love and all disorderly
sex life.”"%

The homophobic policies of the American CP, like its
other policy decisions, toed the line of the central authority in
Moscow. There were official purges of LGBT people in the
American CP, whose ideological impact cannot be underesti-
mated. It was the nation’s largest left-wing party, which at its
height in the thirties had tens of thousands of members,
many of whom played key roles organizing unions and ﬁght—
ing racial segregation. But rather than exposing the antiso-
cialist political underpinnings of a party that defended tl‘le
pact between Stalin and Hitler, the gulag work camps for dl.s'
sidents, the crushing of workers’ rebellions, most famously_m
Hungary in 1956 and Prague in 1968; gave support for the in-
ternment of U.S. citizens of Japanese descen? during Worl.d
War II; and openly embraced the bourgeots Democra.t;;
Party, the purges of LGBT members have been conflated virll
somehow representing a socialist perspective on sexua ty.
With the notable exception of the American CP’s seventY-Ye:f
alliance with the Democrats, however, both ‘the ief_tmand ti az
right have equated the CP’s reactionary 1::ract1ces with soc »
ism over the decades. For critics on the right, the OIt)}?relSJSSISR
and unenviable living standards of most workers in the
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and its satellite empire in Eastern Europe exposed the unde-
sirability of revolution; for those on the left, the rise of Stalip.
ism led to the conclusion that revolutions inevitably faj],
Either way, the experience of the so-called socialist states
gave rise to the notion that workers’ liberation—and sexual
liberation by extension—could not be won through revoly-
tion, discrediting the project of revolutionary socialism for
generations of left-wing militants. The inability of states like
China, Cuba, and the former Soviet Union to deliver on their
promises also led a generation of leftists to reject the working
class as the agent of change in society (the topic of chapter 6
on postmodernism, identity politics, and queer theory).

melﬁagﬁf ;ufi[:::e; t2008 fiisue of New Pf)litics, Bettina Aptheker,
Kotiches writegs agr 0 hormer American CP leader Herbert
i ﬁ‘ﬂies ok f)uif ow through thf: Second Wc:rld War
of the CP as sery Sixties gays anq lesblans: were drlv_en out
the McCarthy perintjy rflsks, es.pecxally during the height of
R th(; pou:;:sﬁftff}? She corroborates }.1er own
Ellen Kay bt with an account by sociologist

Th .
ualz girgtls:‘;f;;shlg made a decision to drop all homosex-
blackmail as statgr ecaus_e of_their presumed openness to
Was asked to Speakef ression increased. A local organizer
their rosignations T}(l} severallknown lesbians to request
ganizer, although g, ese lesbians were friends of the or-
ence with them Whee never discussed their sexual prefer-
lesbians “oheyeq» ang Shg met them, they all cried, but the
dent this activigt g resigned. Looking back on this inci-
though some m Ys that neither she nor the lesbians, al-

: 4y have i A
€o questi 5
Dsidered OPposing the p :1):(:221 ;lr:e assumption, ever
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Decades later, Aptheker’s own position paper for the party’s
Women's Commission was rejected due to her inclusion of les-
bian women in a historical account of early twentieth-century
organizing of the International Ladies Garment Workers
Union. Bettina Aptheker describes an unstated “don’t ask,
don’t tell” policy in the party by the late seventies, and the per-
vasive hostility to open discussion of the nature of sexuality
under capitalism continued under the guise that it would be a
“diversion” from class politics.*

While Mao’s China never officially banned homosexuality,
there is no doubt that sexual and gender conformity and hostil-
ity toward and imprisonment of lesbians and gays were the
norm there and as a result sexual minorities were driven un-
derground. During the Cultural Revolution (1966-76), homo-
sexuals faced what is estimated to have been the worst period
of persecution in Chinese history. Police regularly rounded up
gays and lesbians, who were charged with “hooliganism” or
disturbing public order, and threw them into prisons where
some were tortured and disappeared for years, Up until 2001,
the Chinese CP considered homosexuality a mental disorder—
it’s now been upgraded to a possible cause of depression—and
some Chinese officials continue to deny the existence of gays
in that society and even, despite obvious scientific evidence,
the existence of AIDS.®

Integration in the world capitalist market for the last three
decades and widespread access to international communica-
tions and travel have led to the possibility of hundreds of mil-
lions of Chinese living independently of families and expressing
their sexuality openly. Today middle-class Chinese can socialize
at dozens of gay and lesbian venues in major urban centers.5
This is not because embracing the capitalist market has been
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sexually liberating; rather, in China as in the United States, mjq.
dle-class gays and lesbians are treated as a market niche where
profit can be made. As with the Soviet bloc, China’s totalitarjan
regime brooks no official independent political initiative by
workers gay or straight—undermining any claims to having es-
tablished a “worker’s state.” The most glaring example of its in-
tolerance of democratic demands was projected on television
sets around the world with the massacre of workers and stu-
dents at Beijing’s Tiananmen Square in 1989.

Cuba: island of freedom?

In (;uba. though the 1959 revolution ushered in a number of
positive educational and land reforms, homosexuality was
b;'infled. Homosexuality in Cuba was not illegal prior to the rev-
gvl:;O:é btut af}erward LF}BT people were openly repressed and
e w1?h l‘goﬂfe?tl‘?tmn" camps from 1965-68 or forced into
s 125%06?‘;: Ctl)‘lmll'{als and “scum” in the Mariel Boat exo-
LGET I}eo,p : u sns in 1980. It is estimated that up to 60,000
to Aid Prodn;crtl‘ms Y gay men, were sent to the Military Units
Wire, fhey were ;(m (SMAPS) where, surrounded by barbed
cal sun for twed orced to cut sugarcane or marble under a tropi-
€ve 1o sixteen hours a day in order to meet unre-

alistic prodycti
on levels.5” Wh;
phenomenon, the ongo While the UMAPs were a temporary

as Renal : ing arrests and torments of artists such
p Areinas, author of Before Night Falls, and others led

to the “ever
knock ;:presem fear that at any moment there might be a
I the door to report for an int,

Perfunctorily <h: errogation, or simply to be
Under ti:}mgd- out by truck-load to the countryside,”
Havana was tume;l?an'backEd dictator Fulgencio Batista,

Into a sexyal playground for wealthy
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Cubans and American tourists; this was used by revolutionary
leader Fidel Castro to justify the repression of anyone who did
not conform to gender norms in dress and manner or who par-
took in same-sex activities, whether in private or public. In a
taped interview with American journalist Lee Lockwood in
1965, Castro defends barring “deviant” homosexuals from
jobs where they could influence young people and argues, “we
would never come to believe that a homosexual could embody
the conditions and requirements of conduct that would enable
us to consider him a true Revolutionary, a true Communist
militant.”® In 1971, the First National Congress on Education
and Culture reiterated the state’s position on “the social patho-
logical character of homosexual deviations” and resolved “that
all manifestations of homosexual deviations are to be firmly re-
jected and prevented from spreading.””

Cuba’s sexual policies, more so than any of the other so-
called socialist states, have had an enormous impact on the
American left and left-wing LGBT people in the United States.
The American Empire’s five-decade embargo and its attempts
to overthrow and discredit the Castro regime for having the
temerity to nationalize former U.S. properties in Cuba and to
thumb its nose at imperial arrogance rightly earned Cuba the
support and respect of antiimperialists. However, it is one thing
to oppose imperialist aggression toward Cuba—as any leftist
must—and quite another to paint its economic and social poli-
cies as socialist. Cuba is a one-party state in which independent
political activity—even by defenders of the revolution—as well
as independent unions and strikes are barred and the govern-
ing party claims to rule iz the name of the working class.

Left-wing organizations in the United States that wor-
shiped the Cuban Revolution as socialist, despite the lack of
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workers’ control and social policies they would have raged
against at home, defended Cuba’s earlier rfecor.d f)f abuse
against sexual minorities or simply ignored it. Similarly, re-
garding the Eastern Bloc countries, these leftists turned their
backs not only on the struggle for gay liberation, but on the
essence of Marxism—the self-emancipation of the working
class. From the Maoist Revolutionary Communist Party
(RCP), which until 2001 held that gays were counterrevolu-
tionary by nature, to the American Socialist Workers Party
(SWP), which for a time banned not only gays but also trans-
vestites from its membership, many leftists jettisoned the lib-
eratory core of socialism and engaged in torturous verbal
calisthenics to defend repression in the name of Marxism. In
order to argue that Cuba or China or the Eastern Bloc was
somehow socialist, they had to either deny the repression of
gays or defend it, and many groups vacillated between these
two practices.

The Workers World Party (WWP)—one current spinoff
group is the Party for Socialism and Liberation (PSL)—has
been quite active and vocal in LGBT struggles from the sev-
enties to the current day. Award-winning novelist and trans-
gender activist Leslie Feinberg is one of WWP’s most
prominent members. But WWP/PSL’s uncompromising de-
fense of virtually every country claiming to be socialist—from
Saddam Hussein’s Iraq and Kim il-Sung’s North Korea to
modern China (including a hearty defense of the Tiananmen
Square massacre)™ and Castro’s Cuba—leads to a bafflingly
simplistic gauge of these societies’ sexual policies and atti-
tudes. To raise criticisms in any way of these bureaucratic
and often tyrannical regimes, in WWP/PSL’s philosophically
dualistic view, is to place oneself at the service of empire. This
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has left them in the curious position of promoting countries
as workers' states that would imprison or torment some of the
very members organizing within the United States to defend
them! Workers World's paper explains:

There is no country in the world today that has an adequate
position with regard to ending the oppression of homosexu-
ally inclined people. But to single out any of the socialist
countries for special attack, as some leaders of the gay
movement in the U.S. have done, is to cover over the impor-
tant fact and, in addition, it lets the U.S. imperialists, the
ones who have a real stake in the maintenance of racism,
sexism, and anti-homosexual attitudes, off the hook.™

Following three years of heated internal party debate
over the question of homosexuality, a 1975 pamphlet on gay
liberation by the SWP first makes the case for gay rights on
the basis of civil liberties, but then argues that it would be
“cultural imperialism” to impose those expectations on
Cuba,™ as if sexual liberation were somehow an imperialist
value not to be imposed on so-called macho Latinos. Aside
from its obvious analytical sleight of hand, there is a subtle
racism in expecting Latinos to be heterosexuals who inher-
ently embrace bourgeois gender stereotypes. Documenta-
tion, including popular films like the 1994 Oscar-nominated
Strawberry and Chocolate, explores same-sexX relations in
Cuba, provides ample evidence of sexual variation in Cuban
society as rich as anywhere.

Historian and activist David Thorstad, who was an SWP
member for six years before resigning over their politics re-
garding sexuality and the gay movement, collected the internal
documents from the debate that raged from 1970-73. At-the
time the SWP was America’s largest Trotskyist organization,
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though its adherence to notions that the Eastern Bloc was
made up of “degenerated workers' states” and their starry-eyed
enthusiasm for Cuban “socialism” expressed their own confla-
tion of state ownership with Marxism, akin to the outlook of
Stalinism. Shockingly, just after the 1969 Stonewall Riots in
Greenwich Village provided the opening shot of the modern
gay liberation movement, they “unofficially” banned gays from
the party, and their youth group, the Young Socialist Alliance
(YSA), did in fact officially ban gays and lesbians in August
1970. While the ban ended soon afterward—party leader Jack
Barnes insisted it was “unenforceable”™ and it alienated them
from radicalizing youth—the debate around the nature of ho-
mosexuality was shelved by the leadership and a sort of don’t-
step-on-the-grass-policy perspective was put forward. Fears of
alienating workers by projecting an “exotic” or “far-out™ image
through cross-dressing or same-sex canoodling at party gather-
ings took hold and drove internal policing measures around
party members’ behavior. At the same time, internal critics ar-
gued that if a revolutionary party were to gauge its other posi-
tions and behavior according to what conservative workers
thought, then fighting racism or even engaging in any of the
countercultural behaviors of the day would be nixed as well.
Des.pite the SWP's initial reaction against gay and lesbian or-
ganizing and politics, the group undertook a three-year internal
fiebate that expressed members’ regular involvement in the var-
lous gay movement struggles.

Few groups were as crude as the RCP’s precursor, the
R9V01}Jtif3nary Union, in its rejection of homosexuality in the
late suftles. Its 1969 position paper is mind-bogglingly back-
war'd. illogical, and, to put it bluntly, insensitively stupid.
While opposing the criminalization of homosexuality, the Rev-
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olutionary Union argued against the nascent gay rights move-
ment on the basis that:

1) Because homosexuality is rooted in individualism it is a fea-
ture of petty bourgeois ideology which puts forth the idea
that there are individual solutions to social problems.

2) Because homosexuality is based on petty bourgeois ide-
ology and deals with the contradictions between men and
women by turning its back to it (at least in intimate per-
sonal relationships), homosexuals cannot be Communists,
that is, belong to communist organizations where people
are committed to struggle against all forms of individual-
ism, in all aspects of their lives.

3)  Gay liberation in its putting forth of gayness as a strategy
for revolution in this country is a reactionary ideology and can
lead us only down the road of demoralization and defeat.”

The impact of Cuba on New Leftists of the late sixties and
early seventies, at the start of the explosion of the modern
LGBT movement, was profound. Despite the travel ban to
Cuba, many American radicals organized young people to go
on work trips to cut sugarcane and pick fruit on the island to
help meet export quotas from Cuba to the USSR. The Vencer-
emos Brigades began in 1969 and included hundreds of for-
mer activists from Students for a Democratic Society and
others, including gay militants Allen Young and Leslie Cagfm.
a leading figure in today’s liberal antiwar movement. Stories
of the bitterly homophobic treatment meted out to many les-

bians and gays by other brigadistas, as well as by some
Cubans, made their way into the newly emergent gay }Jress in
ed the homophobia of the

the United States. Gays who protest ia of
Cuban government were claimed to have takerf partina cul
tural imperialist offensive” against the revolut{on, accm:dmg
to Young.™ Though Cagan and well-known lesbian folk singer
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Holly Near were barred along with other LGE':T folks from re-
turning on future trips, many militants continued to defend
the Cubans’ policies, arguing there was no “material basis for
the oppression of homosexuals.™
Much has changed in the last few years regarding sexuality
in Cuba, though it is hardly a bastion of sexual freedom. Raul
Castro’s daughter, Mariela Castro Espin, who directs the
Cuban National Center for Sex Education (CENESEX), ex-
plained in 2004, “Yes, I believe that people are a little more re-
laxed about a homosexual presence, both in public and in the
privacy of the family, but only a little bit relaxed, not more tol-
erant. We have much more work to do in our society for this
‘relaxation’ to mean real respect toward diversity.”® In 1988 ho-
mosexuality was decriminalized, though enforced AIDS testing
led to the compulsory quarantining of those who were HIV-
positive, most of whom were gay men. A society in which peo-
ple were free to express their sexual preferences would have
approached the crisis with a massive education campaign and
open discussion and debate about how to proceed, rather than
Impose coercive measures. Although Havana celebrated its
first International Day Against Homophobia in May 2008, one
month later the first-ever unofficial Cuban Gay Pride March
Wwas cancelled minutes before it was to start and organizers
i ar:"est‘ed for demanding an official apology for the past
‘E"lmmahzflt{or{ and poor treatment of gender and sex rebels in
ub‘a. Thxs 18 in .keep'mg with the crackdown on unofficial or-
ﬁﬂnllfamms and initiatives in Cuba. The 2009 “Diversity Is Nat-
a::l aial‘;‘ii'i‘li?.‘;“‘ihﬁd by CENESEX is both a step forward
P Marie\llec gment thi'lt discrimination and repres-
- astro Espin says of the campaign’s re-

form efforts to include gender identity and the rights of sexual
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minorities in Cuba’s Family Code, “The work that we are doing
will help to ease the prejudices behind these processes.”!

While Cubaphiles of the left argue that the progress that
has occurred is the fruit of revolutionary developments, this
explanation is incompatible with the facts. Fifty years have
passed since the revolution initiated the open repression of
LGBT people and decades later its worst aspects have been
mitigated, but the state’s denial of the democratic right to or-
ganize any independent movement for sexual liberation per-
sists. As socialist Paul D’Amato argues, “Oppression is not
the product of an unfinished revolution; oppression continues
to exist in Cuba because exploitation continues.... A society
that has not liberated the working class is incapable of achiev-
ing the full liberation of the oppressed either. The condition of
one is the condition of the other.”

The anti-Stalinist left and LGBT liberation

Narrowing the scope of the Marxist left to encompass only
those groups that styled their politics after Stalinist or Maoist
states, however, would negate the existence and organizing ef
forts of revolutionaries who stood apart from those traditions
that distorted and debased Marxism. In the historiography of
the left and LGBT liberation, this practice has served not only
to erase the radical and liberatory core of Marxism and its ealjly
German and Bolshevik traditions, but also to deny the exis-
tence of a large swath of the postwar left that retained tl::e com-
mitment of Marxism to fighting gay and lesbian oppression.
Christopher Phelps recently uncovered a long-out-of-print
document issued by members of the anti-Stalinist Young Peo-
ples Socialist League (YPSL), originally published in Young
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Socialist, “Socialism and Sex.” It was issued at the height of
the McCarthy period in 1952, a time when, writer James
Baldwin explained, “You weren't just in the closet, you were
in the basement. Under the basement.” In his preface to the
piece, Phelps recounts a conversation with the YPSL national
chairperson at that time, who was asked to formulate a plat-
form on the rights of sexual minorities. The author of “Social-
ism and Sex” wrote under the pseudonym, H. L. Small,
because he or she would have surely lost his/her job in those
years for writing a piece calling for “the freedom of the
legally of-age adult of both sexes to have sexual relations
with whomever he or she wishes of the same or opposite
sex.”® The author is careful to place the derogatory term

deviant” in quotes and explains that socialism can be a “con-

;t:uctive force in the transformation of America into a truly
4ppy country where the individual rights of all its people

(regardless of their departure from the Puritan ‘norm’) are
both observed and respected.”ss

m:giaiai}’ Slt‘w.:nties internal bulletin documents of the
P ev:;l‘;?i utl?nary group, thfe 'International Socialists,
live sexual val P basic civil libertarian live-and-let-
group of Sev:t:j ;hey’d held prior to the 1969 rebellion. This
teeth in the Frzed undred revolutionary socialists cut their
Pree Speech i om Summe:" de.segregation battles, Berkeley
dustrial work 10Vement_ anti-Vietnam War protests, and in-
bates in lhegeafie organizing struggles of that era. The de-
repression of b Ocuments take on the nature of sexual
. elerosexuals as well as homosexuals under cap-

talism: “The gfr
: uggle for homosexual Ij ion is i :
tique of the socialization ch 2 iberation s in part a cri-

rigid defig : aracteristic of our society, with its
tons of sex roles and prerogatives, and its rigid link-
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ing of these to social roles—a socialization which is as limiting
to all people as it is oppressive to homosexuals in particular.”’
They argue strategies for taking on homophobia in the work-
ing class as well as confronting a nascent gay separatism—
later known as queer nationalism—within the movements in
which they were involved. They explicitly reject the argument
that LGBT politics should be placed on the back burner in def-
erence to the class struggle: “The gay struggle...cannot afford

to ‘wait’ for the new society and its promise of liberation....

Thus we are for an independent gay movement, as well as for a

commitment to gay liberation by the revolutionary organiza-

tion.”®® These blunt discussions reflect the experiences of

LGBT members of the group as they plotted a path toward

deeper engagement with the movements around them.

Among the most prominent Marxist gay circles in the
English-speaking world was the Gay Left Collective (GLC) in
London, whose most well-known member was historian Jef-
frey Weeks. Their journal, Gay Left, which published from
1975-80, attempted to theorize how Marxists should ap-
proach questions and debates raised by the movement as well
as how to correct the real failings of revolutionary groups on
these issues. They go after leftists’ attempts to whitewash
Cuban homophobia, resurrect Engels’s and Edward Carpen-
ter’s writings, and rightly take on the British SWP for its
1950s-style backwardness on sexuality—‘homosexuality will
disappear naturally”® under socialism, a position the SWP
soon nixed—while foreseeing certain developments, like the
attempt to co-opt the movement into a market niche: “Indeed
the present requirements of capitalism are for privatized he-
donism to maintain the extensive consumerism on which the
system rests, and here homosexuals represent an attractive



114 SEXUALITY AND SOCIALISM

market rather than a social threat.”® While some of their writ.
ings appear to cave in to the developing gay separatism anq
identity politics that came into full bloom in later years, the

GLC was adamant in their attempt to wed gay liberation with
Marxism both in theory and practice.

In assessing the left’s political orientation around LGBT
politics, it is worth asserting that radicals too are impacted by
developments in their midst, unless of course they operate as a
sect. “It is not consciousness that determines life,” Marx fa-
mc_msly wrote, “but life that determines consciousness.”s! By
this, Marx meant that human society is shaped by neither
some abstract system of morals nor the ideas of a few great
Women or men—but, on the contrary, that material conditions

shape people’s ideas and conceptions. Socialists too are shaped
by the conditions and struggles around them and fashion their
ur.zderst'anding of the world and how to change it by engaging
with Shlfﬂl}g forces and new phenomena.

of 1-1-:1231‘11: ; S hardI.y surprising that small groups
would have :;cigg th; eruption of a new social movement
through arn from the emerging struggles and think

€W possibilities and ways of thinking and acting.
0 socialist, regardles . X

: s of how brilliant or perceptive, can
possib i p p ’
ineviltalglthatn'k thmugl} all the implications of questions that
sify. Hovgev:se- as society changes and contradictions inten-
%, 1Lis one thing for lefists to reflect aspects of

conservatism prior ¢,
; o the i 9
bressed; it is quite e eruption of struggles of the op

.- ﬂ]er -4 .
litical MOVements whey to disregard or belittle these po-

legitimate g they arise—or worse, to attack their

€ e . .
recent decac mands, as many Stalinists and Maoists did. In
eCades, hnwevEr -

ab ©T Virtually the entire organized U.S.
andoned their olq Positions and taken up the fight
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for LGBT civil rights, regardless of their varying analyses of
pseudo-socialist societies.

The explosion of AIDS and queer activism in the late
eighties and early nineties was a period of high involvement
by sections of the far left in the United States, most visibly the
International Socialist Organization (ISO). Founded in 1977,
after much of the left began its decline, the ISO from its incep-
tion has stood for the liberation of lesbians and gays and con-
tinued to grow in size and youthful participation throughout
the eighties and nineties and through the present period. Ad-
vocating a worldview of “Neither Washington nor Moscow,
but Workers’ Power East and West” enabled the ISO to
weather the political storms that swept through much of the
American left—that segment looked to Eastern Europe or
other self-declared socialist states—in the aftermath of the fall
of the Berlin Wall and collapse of the USSR. :

As the economic crisis in U.S. society unrave!s al.oPgmde
the right wing’s old culture wars against sexual minorities, so-
cialism is reemerging as a political touchstone for many stu-
dents and workers. Marxism’s real history and emancipatory
potential can play a role not just in advancing LGBT 'c§v11
rights in the modern era, but in advocating a broader vision
for sexual liberation for all in the future.




