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Community Commentary

Queer Thoughts
by Dr. Joyce Arnold

As had been anticipated in the last few weeks
of this session, the Tennessee General Assembly
did, in fact, pass the first step toward amending
the state constitution to ban same gender mar-
riage.  Attempts were made to avoid this out-
come: people lobbied, wrote letters and e-mails,
made phone calls, wrote letters to the editor. But
two days after Massachusetts became the first
place in the United States where lesbian and gay
couples can marry, Tennessee joined other states
in taking steps to toward amendment. In still
other states, that process was stopped. In short,
significant progress was made in the “gay mar-
riage” issue, but it is fair to say that at least as
much work is still ahead. And that is before con-
sidering that there are those of the LGBT com-
munities who do not favor marriage, as is their
right, of course. Looks like not only politics as
usual, but also a similar process to the expansion
of civil rights up and down, back and forth. 

Like many, I contacted my state
Representative and Senator, as well as those who
served on relevant committees. I actually ended
up contacting the entire Senate in the week
before the session was predicted to end. I wrote a
special letter to Senator Jeff Miller, who was the
leader of the amendment proposal, politely ask-
ing him to reconsider his position. I admit I had
no expectation that he would actually change his
mind, and his response confirmed that: “I dis-
agree with you vehemently.  As long as they push to
let their behavior qualify them for marriage, I will
fight back.  The right to marry a person of the oppo-
site sex is there for all.  I see nothing unequal about
the current status of the law. Yours in service, Jeff.”
I won’t print my entire reply, but concluded
with; “We are not ‘them’ Mr. Miller. We are sim-
ply individuals, couples, families, friends, and many
are your constituents.” 

During this same time period, I read a com-
mentary by Gary Bauer, now of the American
Values organization, regarding the
Massachusetts same gender marriages. Out of
curiosity, I went to the American Values website,
and among other things, found a “Questions and
Answers about Homosexual ‘Marriage‚’ section.

There is no doubt, as I read the Q & A’s, that
Mr. Bauer and Senator Miller share a perception
that those of us who are LGBT are ‘them.’  One
question in the American Values list is: “Isn’t
gay ‘marriage’‚ about equality and fairness?”  A
part of the answer: “A major study conducted by
Oxford University demonstrated that homosex-
ual conduct is three times more deadly than
smoking, this is documented medical fact.” Since
I was in a writing mood and mode, I e-mailed
Mr. Bauer, and requested citations to support
that, and other, statements. I received, very
quickly, the pertinent information, tracked down
the article cited, and among other things, found
a response from the authors of said article. 

Printed in the International Journal of
Epidemiology, researchers Robert S. Hogg, (of,
not Oxford, but the University of British
Columbia, Vancouver, by the way) write: “Over
the past few months we have learnt of a number of
reports regarding a paper (the one cited by
American Values) we published on the gay and
bisexual life expectancy in Vancouver in the late
1980’s and early 1990’s. From the reports it appears
that our research is being used by select groups in US
and Finland. These homophobic groups appear more
interested in restricting the human rights of gay and
bisexuals rather than promoting their health.”

Writing letters, asking questions, making
your thoughts known, these are good things to
do. No, Senator Miller did not change his mind,
but he does know that he will be challenged
when he refers to people as ‘them.’  The
American Values Q & A section has not removed
their obvious misuse of material, and I doubt
they will. Although they did remove the Bauer
commentary that got me there in the first place,
in which he had made similar arguments. But
whatever else, they also know that they will be
challenged when they make misleading state-
ments. In this election year, it is particularly
important to be aware of the ups and downs of
both the political process and the civil rights
expansion process, and particularly important to
let those in relevant positions know we are pay-
ing attention. 

Harry Stack Sullivan (1892-1949) was a gifted,
gay psychoanalytic innovator.  He was one of the
founders of the World Health Organization
(WHO).  His work on the interface between indi-
vidual and interpersonal dynamics challenged
some of the most basic beliefs of his world.  If we
will allow it, his ideas still challenge much of what
we consider bedrock knowledge. For instance,
what is insanity?  There are a variety of ways to
define that term: psychological, legal, medical, etc.
Most people I know tend to think that these pro-
fessional definitions fully describe insanity.  And
yet, each of these definitions rests on a more fun-
damental definition that I believe few of us consid-
er -- the societal definition.

Laws are constructed by individuals at a spe-
cific moment in a specific society, within an histor-
ical cultural context.  Psychological and medical
constructs are the result of specific individuals and
groups shaping knowledge into a societally-accept-
able language.  The societal definition is perhaps
the most simple of the definitions, for it seeks basi-
cally only to separate Me/Us from Other/Them.
Those who depart from what We do (or, more
importantly, what We believe We do) for what are
assumed to be psychological reasons are, to one
degree or another, insane.  So far this probably
seems like one of those philosophical meanderings
that sounds all fine and good, but has no practical
use.  Yet, at this point in our national life, it is a
challenge to some of our basic contradictions.  For
instance, We may define an individual serial mur-
derer as insane, but what about an assassin trained
by the CIA to kill foreign leaders who pose a threat
to our national security?  We assert that a suicide
bomber is insane, but what about the crew that
launches a missile killing thousands?  Indeed, what
if there was an attempt to define killing during
wartime as insane?  Our society would simply not
tolerate it.  

However, every instance of taking a human life,
no matter the context, involves the same basic psy-
chological dynamic.  Its key is to ignore Sullivan’s
One Genus Postulate quoted at the top of this arti-
cle and to degrade another human being to the
point that s/he seems different from us, less valu-
able, someone with whom we cannot empathize
(Other).  The Nazis used the term untermenschen
(subhuman) for their victims.  If we convince our-
selves that another person or group of people is
inferior to us it is much easier to view them as dis-

posable.  We may then deliberately take a life or
lives.  Were the Nazis fundamentally different
from us as human beings -- or is there a Nazi in
each of us?  I believe the latter and the test of each
individual and each society is to define that part of
us as insane - never to be acted-out.

All of this brings me to why I believe that we
must think about the nature of insanity.  We help
shape it.  Whether we know anything about law,
psychology, or medicine, we shape our society’s
view of insanity.  Since September 11, 2001, I
believe that we have been in a very dangerous
mindset.  We have used terms like terrorist, mad-
man, evil, criminal, etc. to describe individuals and
groups of people.  Our government has focused
our fear on these people, all the while degrading
them to the point that they become almost like ver-
min in our minds.  Recently, Secretary of Defense,
Donald Rumsfeld, described the systematic torture
of Iraqi prisoners by U.S. soldiers as “inhuman,”
“sadistic,” and “cruel.”  The acts and the soldiers
committing them are now Other (i.e. “inhuman”)
but what he probably does not realize is that, with
his disavowal of the humanity of these soldiers he
is perpetuating the fundamental problem that led
to their actions.  In the final analysis, the ability
and willingness to torture is a symptom of the
insanity of believing that one human being can be
superior to another -- a symptom of the insanity of
believing that killing is a sane approach to a prob-
lem.

I would be wildly hypocritical or disingenuous
to write as one who is beyond this form of insani-
ty.  I must accept my responsibility for it because
as Harry Stack Sullivan also rightly maintained
“There is nothing human that is alien to me.”  Is it
not logical that a man who was treated as Other by
large segments of society came to observe and
articulate this idea?  Is it not time that those of us
in this society who know how it feels to be treated
as inferior -- less than others - describe this mind-
set as a serious form of insanity?  Is it not time to
work toward a definition of any killing as inherent-
ly insane?  How different a society and world we
would have if the world’s only “super power”
began the search for sane solutions to problems. 

Carlton Cornett, LCSW is a psychotherapist in
private practice.  His latest book is The Soul of
Psychotherapy, published by Simon & Schuster.  He
can be reached at mail@carlton-cornett-lcsw.com.
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Gay Day at Dollywood
at Huge Success!

Organizers are elated that over 5,000 partici-
pated in the unofficial, second Annual Gay Day
at Dollywood, despite a couple dozen Klu Klux
Klan  (KKK) members protesting at the theme
park entrance in Pigeon Forge, Tennessee 

Participants told reporters that the presence
of the KKK motivated their attendance, rather
than to scare them off from donning their bright
red apparel and enjoying a fun day at Dollywood,
nestled in the great Smoky Mountains. 

The two dozen Klansmembers protesting
were not allowed inside the the park, holding
placards and signs spewing hate, remained out-
side the gates of Dollywood. The protesters were
not clad in their traditional KKK hoods & robes,
but were vastly outnumbered by police officers. 

Inside the theme park a sea of red was very
visible. Park officials had increased the number
of security officers present, no major problems
were reported.

Gay Day at Dollywood was first organized
last year by the now defunct Knoxville LGBT
Pride organization. Former Knoxville Pride
organizer Ryan Salyer, now the Executive  of
GDDW, wants to continue to provide an oppor-
tunity for the GLBT community to come
together as one to enjoy good music, food, fun
and fellowship with one another. Salyer, hopes
that this non-sanctioned Dollywood function,
will become as popular as Gay Day Orlando has
become over these past twelve years. This year’s
Gay Day Orlando will be Saturday, June 5.
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