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Abstract

This essayattemptsto identify theprominentproblemsof a strictly so-
cial constructionisttheoryasit pertainsto homosexuality. One’s sexuality
is neitherexplicitly innateandimmutable,nor asplasticandchangeableas
switchinga dial. Socialconstructionisttheorieson homosexuality - and,in-
deedon sexuality in general- have concentratedon the latter in a milieu of
socialcontrol. And while it is easierto understandthe labelling andcate-
gorisingof humansthroughhistoricalstudyof themethodsof socialcontrol,
for laws controllinghumanactions,specificallysexual conduct,arewritten
in well keptrecords,thereis a lot to begainedby switchingthefocusto the
victim in suchcases,ratherthanexclusively focusingon theoffenders.

What I proposeis a partial redirectionof thestudieson “Queer” theory
from the offender, the homophobe,to the victim, the homosexual. While
maintainingthe perceptof cultural and temporalfactors,we can explore
theexistenceof a homosexual identity if we look towardsthe subject(the
homosexual) in orderto gain an understandingof his world view. Further
this partial redirectionleadsus to unify a moderateSocialConstructionist
theorywith a moderateessentialisttheory.

1 SocialConstructionist Theory
The socialconstructionisttheory is a very broadblanket covering various
subjectfrom economicsto one’s eatinghabits.It seemsto methattheterm

1



1 SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISTTHEORY

hasbeendiluted to the point of beingan amorphoussocial puzzlepiece;
usedwhenever thesolutionto a socialproblemis necessitated.

At its basiclevel all who ascribeto the socialconstructionisttheories
believe thatsexuality is definedin a backdropof temporalandcultural fac-
tors. In effect, physically similar sexual acts,suchas sodomy, have dif-
ferentmeaningsandsignificancethroughoutvariousculturesandhistorical
periods.[9, p. 43 ] A secondwidely sharedbelief of socialconstructionists
is that humanshave nothingwhich is innate,or immutable.Humansarea
very plasticspecies- in otherwords,the individual is constructedfrom the
societyandtimesin which he lives;sexual behaviour is a productof social
conditioningratherthanbiologicalfactors.

As it pertainsto sexuality, theradicalsocialconstructionistwould look
at thevaryingdegreesof sexuality, from strict heterosexuality to strict ho-
mosexuality, andwould seea rangeof possibilitiesin betweenthatseemto
meldtogether- asthegrey scalebetweenwhiteandblackonoppositeends.
Accordingto radicalsocialconstructionists, homosexuality, or for thatmat-
terany deviancefrom the“normal” missionarypositionof heterosexual sex,
asan identity emergedin thenineteenthcenturyasa resultof thedialectic
of industrialcapitalism.[5]

The ideologyof industrialcapitalismstemsfrom a systemof economic
productionanddistribution of goodsandservicescharacterisedby thepri-
vateownershipof the meansof production,the pursuit of profit, and the
commodificationof everyaspectof life.[4] As aresult,thehomosexual sub-
culture,beganwith thelabellingof deviantswho would not conformto the
normsof propagatingtheideologyof industrialcapitalism.For homosexual
couplesdo not reproduce;hencethey cannotperpetuate,nor replacethem-
selvesin the generationalpool of possiblelabourersto beexploited by the
bourgeoisie.

The attentionthen turns towardsthe bourgeoisieandtheir methodsof
socialcontrol to abatethehomosexual subculturewhich they have just cre-
ated.To seethe“other” in relationto the“self” socialconstructionistshave
turnedtheir attentiontowardsthe legislatorsandpersonsin power. By de-
tailing the differencesbetweenthe social control of possiblehomosexual
actsandtheactualtargetof thelaw, we canpull forth theintendedmeaning
of thelaw.[10]

For example,Jeffrey Weeksstatesthat,while laws werepassedanden-
forcedthat outlawed “buggery” the targetsof that law not only appliedto
homosexual sex, but also“betweenmanandwoman,manandbeast.” As a
result“therewasthereforeacrucialdistinctionbetweentraditionalconcepts
of buggeryandmodernconceptsof homosexuality.”[10, p. 123]
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The major problemwith the puresocialconstructionisttheorieson ho-
mosexuality is itsnon-falsifiability. MuchlikepureMarxism,orpureFreudian-
ism,it is difficult toascertainthethetruthvalueof any statementif thetheory
is continuallybeingrevisedwith anad hoc explanation.1

Secondly, is thepreeminentexistenceof historicalresearchwhichshows
the homosexuality existed prior to the nineteenthcentury.[5] Thereare a
numberof historicalrecordswhich show that therewasthis sub-cultureof
men who preferredtheir own sex. According to Rictor Norton, the neg-
ative connotationof the homosexual orientationappearedthroughoutthe
world andhistory, in countriessuchasChina,Japan,andArabic nations.
Wordssuchas“woman-hater” or “man-hater”wasassociatedwith homo-
sexual menandwomenrespectively.

2 EssentialistTheory

Theexistenceof thesex drive seemsto beevident in ancientworldsaswell
asthemodernworld. Hereis wheretheessentialiststepsinto his theoryon
homosexual orientations.Niclas Berggrenidentifiedthe essentialistviews
into two mutuallyexclusive categories:[1]

1. Humanshave a fixedsexual orientation,determinedat birth, andit is
that of perfectbisexuality. Social factorsare irrelevant both for de-
termininga person’s sexual orientationsaswell asfor people’s under-
standingof thisconcept.

2. Humanshave a fixed sexual orientation,determinedat birth, andfor
theentirepopulation,it is distributedalongacontinuum,rangingfrom
exclusive heterosexuality to exclusive homosexuality. Social factors
areirrelevantbothfor determiningaperson’ssexualorientationaswell
asfor people’s understandingof thisconcept.

While radicalessentialismto encompassexclusively any of thetwo the-
oriesabove is considerednaive, themoderateessentialistseesthemaspos-
sibleavenuesof contribution towardsa morecomplex essentialisttheory.

Anthropologically speaking,even the Sambiahave a certainportionof
their population(approximately5%)[3] who continueto have same-sex re-
lations,or toomuchheterosexual relations,evenaftercompletingtheir rites
of passageinto adulthood.

1Seemy Philosophyof Scienceessayon MichaelRuseandLarry Laudan’s discourseon cre-
ation sciencenot beingverifiable. This wasanextentionof Karl Popper’s minimum criteria for
demarcationof sciencefrom non-science.< http://polywog.navpoint.com/philosophy/science>.
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Essentialistsalsogive credenceto thebiologicalandpsychologicalfac-
torssurroundinghomosexuality. Specifically:

“that sexuality is stronglyinfluencedby natural,non-socialfac-
tors,suchasgenes,andthatpeople’s personalcharacteristics- in
additionto theirbodies- areshapedby evolutionaryforces...”[1 ]

Theview that thegenesarein controlof thepersonis not appealingto
anyonebut pureessentialists.In any politically correctcircle, this evidence
is stigmatisedas “f ascist” and shunnedas a “hyper-essentialist” point of
view.[2] Despitethe researchthat hasgoneinto this field of enquiry there
is, asof yet, any veridical evidence,much lesscontroversial evidence,to
supportit.

Researcherspresentingbiological“evidence”suchasSimonLeVay, Dean
Hamer, andJim McKnight2 oftenseemto conflatetheattackon socialcon-
structionismwith providing solid evidencefor theessentialistargument.As
aresult:[11]

“by never comingto grips with the complexity of...socialcon-
structionism...andby reducingthis modeof analysisto a ho-
mogeneousandsimplistic doctrinethat is antagonisticto biol-
ogy...we areleft with a book that hasno further ambitionthan
expandingandinflaming the political andintellectualdivisions
thatalreadyexist betweenthesciencesandthehumanities.”

Psychologically, theview hasbeenthatlocal environmentalfactors(not
to beconfusedwith sociologicalfactors)contributeto thesexualorientation
of a person.For example,experiencesasa smallchild thatreinforcepartic-
ularpatternsof behaviour mayleadtowardsanadaptationof thatbehaviour
asadults.

In sum,the essentialistnotion of homosexuality, in the eraof science,
is thatwe areslavesto our genes- every preference,andsexual desirethat
we have is in largepart “hard-wired.” Or like ananimal,we aresubjectto
stimulusandresponsebehaviouralpatterns,over whichwehave nocontrol!

2See: Simon LeVay, The Sexual Brain, Cambridge: MIT Press,1993. DeanHamer, The
Science of Desire: The Search for the Gay Gene and the Biology of Behaviour, New York: Simon
andSchuster, 1994. Jim McKnight Straight Science? Homosexuality, Evolution and Adaptation,
London:Routledge,1997.

4
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3 The Unified Theory
Social constructionismseemsto have gonetoo far by totally denying the
existenceof any trans-historicalandcross-culturalenquiryinto the homo-
sexual identity. Thenotion thathomosexual identity arosefrom thehetero-
sexual (andhomophobic)labelling,andborderpatrolling[5] (theseparating
of the“self” from the“other”) is toonarrow-minded.

However, theessentialistnotionof anindividualbeingsubservientto his
genesis equallypreposterous.Societyis not composedof animalssubject
to nature’s randomness.Thelevel of testosteronein amandoesnotgivehim
anexcuseto sexually violatewomen.

Unfortunatelymany gay activists believe in the power of natureas a
meansto meet their political ends. PepperSchwartz, in an opinion de-
nouncingthe essentialistargument,outlinesthe the methodologyof these
gayactivists:[7] if they canprove sexuality to bea genetictrait, thenthere
would be legal protectionfor homosexuals asa class. I readthis method-
ology as: legal protectionfor homosexuals ashandicapped.Searchingfor
a geneticexcuseasto why oneis moreattractedto blueeyesversusblack
eyesis in a similar vain to searchingfor anexcuseto homosexuality.

WayneDynesin asimilarnotepointsoutthepolitical doublestandardof
current“queer” theory: strategic essentialism.[2] In political arenas,some
gay and lesbianpoliticiansand theoristssecretlymaintainthe social con-
structionistarguments,while publicly citing theessentialistarguments.

What I propose,andby no meanscompletelysettlein this essay, is a
combinationof essentialisttheoryandsocialconstructionist theory. There
are certainnaturaluniversalswhich must be appeased(essentialist);how
theseuniversalsareappeasedis whatis sociallyconstructed.In otherwords,
thecliche“don’t throw thebabyout with thebathwater” canbeascribedto
boththeories.3

We may all be born with the genethat dictateshow thin or heavy we
are. This by no meansdictateshow we eat. Basedon the type of society
thatwe grow up in, we maylearnto eatheartily: to loadupon starcheslike
pastaandred meat. In othercultureswe may be broughtup to shareour
food equallyfirst amongstour peers.Very dependanton our eatinghabits,
wemay, or maynot fall subjectto this gene.

In this case,our eatinghabit is what is sociallyconstructed.Similarly,
theessentialistmaymake aclaimthatweall musteatto survive. Theessen-

3Somemayalsocall this“having yourcakeandeatingit too.” However, I insistthatthepositive
aspectsof boththeoriescover uniquegroundswhich may leadto a betterunifying understanding
of thehomosexual identity.
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tialist in this claim is correctin assertingthatwe all musteat. However, in
thesocialworld of humans,how and what weeatis sociallyconstructed.

In relevanceto thematerialat hand,we areall in someform or another
(at least- somelessandsomemore)sexual beings(essentialist).How we
acton our sexuality is exceedinglyinfluencedby societalforces(soc. con-
struct.).If this is not thecase,thenwhatis to explain themaleheterosexual
enteringa correctionalfacility, engagingin homosexual acts but still con-
sideringhimselfheterosexual. Theself-deceived inmateproposesasanex-
cusethat theonly reasonfor thehomosexual act is becausea femaleis not
available.[8]

Althoughthepreviousdenotesamovetowardssocialconstructionismas
a theory, we mustnot adoptsocialconstructionismblindly. As muchaswe
shouldevaluatethe socialattitudestowardshomosexuals,we alsoneedto
payattentionto historicaldocumentationbeforethenineteenthcenturythat
pointsto homosexuality asdeviation from thenorm.

In asmuchasthestudyof how homosexuality wassociallystigmatised
- historically, andculturally (aspreviously notedin theSambia)- we must
alsofocuson the existenceandexperiencesof a homosexual identity. We
mustattemptto gathermoreinformationfrom homosexualsratherthancon-
centratingon informationabouthomosexuals.[5]

Sexual identity is morethanjust acts,or behaviours of a particularna-
ture. It is, in effect, a way of life. While “normal” peoplemay not define
themselves in relationto homosexuals, gaysdo, indeed,definethemselves
in relation“normal” people. This is true of any minority ethnic, racial or
religiousclass.A heterosexual doesnot needto identify himself asone;a
whiteAnglo-Saxonprotestantdoesnotneedto identify himselfassuch.On
theotherhand,a black femalehastwo factorsto identify herselfas. If she
wereof Latino origin the fact that sheis a femalewould comebeforethe
factthatsheis black. If shewasof Americanorigin herracewould bemore
of anissuethanhersex.

Theidentityto aparticularclass,raceor ethnicity, however, asmuchasit
comesfrom within - classawareness,or consciousness- therearealsoexter-
nal factors.It comesfrom whatthepersonin theminority considersarehis
uniquecharacteristics- achievedor ascribedstatusesin orderof importance.
The fact that somepeopleconsiderthemselves heterosexual, even though
they have performedhomosexual acts,is asmuchasocietalattribution asan
internalidentity.

SexualIdentityis acomplex subjectthatdeservesmorethanjustanarrow-
mindedsimplisticexplanation:for eithertheessentialistview, or thesocial
constructionistview. We have muchto learnfrom enquiryinto sexual iden-
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3 THE UNIFIED THEORY

tity. This doesnotmeanthattheissueis settledoneithersideof thedebate.
Further, this is not anexhaustive attemptto defendor critiqueeithertheory.
However, this essayis written with all hopethat thereis a redirectionof
scholarlyforcesin an attemptto find an exhaustive andexplanitive theory
which is neithershortsightedlyessentialistnor dogmaticallysocially con-
structed.
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