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to spotlight the perversity of gender oppression while casting the
role of race into the shadows.”' Rather than vilify antipornography
feminists, who are hardly alone in holding such views, the point
that Ross is trying to make is that this conceptualization obscures
the ways in which societies with racial hierarchies in addition to
gender hierarchies routinely position “men” and “women” from dif-
ferent racial and ethnic groups unequally in relation to these struc-
turing gender and sexual norms, so that only some men are thought
to be “real men” and only some women are thought to be “real
women,” while other “men” and “women” are viewed as inferior,
along with their sexual practices.

It becomes especially difficult, then, to recognize that in such socie-
ties the oppression of “women of color,” as a specific class of “women,”
not only involves a matter of a racially unmarked class of men exert-
ing their dominance and control over a racially unmarked class of
women, but has also entailed, especially for black women, forms of
“racial and class domination through sexualized violence from the
period of slavery forward.”** Historically, this has included white
men’s practice of raping black women as a calculated strategy of con-
solidating their gender and racial authority over both black women
and black men. And as feminist analysis has illustrated time and
again, rape has a complicated relationship to sex. Strictly speaking,
the two are neither equivalent nor interchangeable.

Building on this theory, other scholars have persuasively argued
that “we cannot ignore the question of how men in subordinate social
positions in U.S. culture, particularly African American men, become
self-implicated in acts of domination through sexual violence,”
whether as perpetrators of that violence or as its victims.*® After
all, the subordination of black men and black women by white men
within patriarchal, white supremacist regimes “collides with the cul-
tural logic of rape.”** This collision is one of a conceptual nature, and
it emerges as soon as we realize that “graphic racial violence against
black men,” which is often imaged as castration or emasculation—or
male-on-male rape, is sometimes equated “with an abstraction of
men’s sexual violence against women.” Ross describes the conflation
in this way:

Paradoxically, this process of analogy and abstraction tends to keep the two acts
of violence—sexual and racial—bifurcated even as they are united symbolically in
the figure of race rape. It tends to construct violence against women as deriving
ultimately and/or solely from sexual oppression and violence against black men
as deriving necessarily from racial oppression. Sexual violence against black
men—and the sexual violence they perpetrate against others—is thus reduced
to a matter of racial jousting between men of European and African descent.
Racial violence against African American women then becomes exceptional,
rather than symptomatic and explanatory of racial violence itself.*
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In other words, violence that white men commit against black men is
not usually conceptualized as sexual violence but only as racial vio-
lence, while the violence white men may commit against black women
is always conceptualized as both sexual violence and racial violence.
But for Ross, “the awful social and psychic aggression of the assault
consists in the interrelatedness of exploiting sexual violation to
reinforce racial subordination and simultaneously exploiting racial
violence to reinforce sexual subordination.” In other words, “the
racial exploitation of men or women always presupposes the license—
and thus the right—to exploit them sexually.”*® So the two cannot
ever be disentangled; doing so, Kulick and Cameron would argue,
unproductively preserves an understanding of sexuality that keeps
it linked to its more narrow sexual orientation meaning so that other
meanings—those beyond the biological/reproductive definitions—
become difficult to theorize and to grasp.

This returns us more directly to the Abu Ghraib scandal and to the
following snide comment, one authored by a black female Christian
fundamentalist, whose homophobia allows her to think nothing of
lumping homosexuality in with prostitution, incest, adultery, and
pedophilia: “It struck me strangely that many people who were so
disturbed about the abuse that happened in a prison in Irag do some
of the same perverted things in their own homes and think it’s per-
fectly all right.”*"

To that writer, there is apparently no difference between consen-
sual male—male sex and the brutal U.S. torture of male prisoners
by, among other heinous practices, forcing these men to simulate oral
and anal sex while being bound, gagged, and having loaded weapons
pointed at their heads. This is in part because the author finds both
scenarios to be repulsive to her on moral and religious grounds, and
therefore any distinction between the two is unnecessary to note.
While this example may be somewhat crude, given that the antihomo-
sexual sentiment behind it prevents this writer from acknowledging
any critical differences separating the two, it is nonetheless impor-
tant to remember that even among progay commentators such confla-
tions have been commonplace. One example is the following remark
by gay journalist Patrick Moore. After viewing photographs of the
Arab prisoners tortured at Abu Ghraib, Moore writes:

The world was stunned by these images not only because of their brutality but
also because of their sexual nature. Homophobia in the American military is
nothing new, but the abuse of homosexual sex as a military tactic achieves a
new level of perverse ingenuity. Confronted with the use of their sexuality as
the ultimate tool of degradation, gay men now have another reason to fight
against the reelection of George Bush. We should be at the forefront of outraged
protests against these war crimes as we will ultimately pay the price for our sexu-
ality being further stigmatized.*®
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In this passage, Moore conflates same-sex consensual sex acts with
the simulation of those acts within the context of brutal torture,
and he does so in a way that makes it clear that he identifies person-
ally with those simulated acts, as if those acts were identical to the
acts he himself may engage in within the privacy of his own home
with a male partner. As Moore puts it, “we,” by which I imagine he
means gay men, “will ultimately pay the price for our sexuality being
further stigmatized.”

But what is the difference, I wonder, between Moore’s willful col-
lapsing of the distinction between gay men and Iraqi prisoners and
that of Ruth White, the Christian fundamentalist I quoted earlier?
For starters, in White’s case she collapses the two in order to condemn
them both, while in Moore’s he does so in order to defend one by con-
demning the other—that is, he defends gay male identities and
desires by condemning the U.S. military’s homophobic use of those
identities and desires for the sake of torture and dubious national
interest. For Moore, collapsing the two proves enabling, as it mobi-
lizes his critique against U.S. imperialism: “We,” he says, again
meaning gay men, “should be at the forefront of outraged protests
against these war crimes.” By taking this stance, however, Moore still
does not manage to escape drawing a conceptual link between consen-
sual gay male sex practices and the practice of torture. His logic elides
the specifically violent and ideological nature of those simulations,
thereby suggesting that the two identities and acts—gay men and
Iraqgi prisoners, same-sex sex acts and simulations of same-sex sex
acts—are the same, and therefore interchangeable.

But how are they the same? To insist upon this sameness uncriti-
cally, even if that insistence enables critical speech and provokes out-
rage is not only to misinterpret the historical practice of torture itself,
and the reasons marshaled for it, but it is also to place at the center of
one’s analysis a single defining feature of that brutal practice in a way
that reveals itself to be primarily self-interested, and only secondarily
interested in broader matters of human rights and social justice.
More importantly, doing so by raging at what one takes to be a recog-
nizable, and hence familiar, form of homophobia fundamentally
masks all the other features that may be just as relevant for the sake
of privileging merely one.

But, as Jasbir Puar writes in a 2004 article exploring the Abu
Ghraib controversy, “The reaction of rage misses the point: this vio-
lence is neither an exception to nor a simple extension of the violence
of an imperialist occupation. Rather, the focus on purported homosex-
ual acts obscures other forms of gendered violence and serves a
broader racist and sexist, as well as homophobic, agenda.”*® Puar
makes the salient point that Moore, as well as other white gay male
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commentators like him who have latched onto the Abu Ghraib
prisoner abuse scandal because of the ““deep sense of shame as a
gay man’’ the images invoke within him (the quote is Moore’s), “in
particular sets up the (white) gay male subject as the paradigmatic

victim of assaulting images.”® Puar goes on to ask:

Is it really prudent to foreclose the chance that there might be a gay man or
lesbian among the perpetrators of the torture at Abu Ghraib? To foreground
homophobia over other vectors of shame is to miss that these photos are not
merely representative of the homophobia of the military; they are also racist, mis-
ogynist, and imperialist. To favor the gay male spectator—here presumably
white—is to negate the intersectional audience implicated as viewers of these
images and, oddly, to privilege as victim the coherently formed white gay male
sexuality in the West over “closeted” and acts-qualified bodies, not to mention
the bodies of tortured Iraqi prisoners themselves.”!

As with Ross’s earlier point about the inadequacy of the closet para-
digm, Puar’s point is well taken. Not withstanding the fact that les-
bians and gay male American soldiers might have also been among
the perpetrators of the sexual abuse of Iraqi prisoners, what if some
Iraqi prisoners of war at Abu Ghraib were themselves homosexual?
If so, it should be quite apparent to anyone paying even the slightest
bit of attention that U.S. military forces would not have targeted
these men because of this fact; rather, they would have targeted these
foreign nationals first and foremost because they were Iraqi citizens,
and therefore viewed, whether they were or not, as potential threats
to our country’s security. And while it may be useful at times to
acknowledge that being a homosexual and being a foreign national
from the Middle East are sometimes deployed by our fellow citizens
in ways that seem to flaunt all human logic, as the preceding exam-
ples illustrate, we must nonetheless struggle to always keep in mind
that such deployments are rarely, if ever, in fact grounded in truth.
Far from it. This is because, as Puar puts it, “Calling the simulated
and actual sex scenes [at Abu Ghraib] replicative of ‘gay sex’ is an
eagy way for all-mass media, Orientalist anthropologists, the military
establishment, LGBT groups and organizations—to sidestep an
acknowledgment of both ‘perverse’ proclivities in heterosexual sex
and of the gender normativity immanent in some kinds of gay sex”
as well.”” In other words, “straight” sex sometimes too gets implicated
in contemporary media scandals—as in the various military rape con-
troversies that marked the 1980s and 1990s more generally—but we
seldom see heterosexuals becoming enraged because “their sexuality”
is being defiled by these acts. Why, then, should contemporary white
gay men feel so attacked?

This returns me to Ring of Fire, and to the filmmakers’ decision to
have Emile Griffith repeat the following statement at least twice in
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the documentary: “He [Paret] called me a maricén, and 1 wasn’t
nobody’s faggot.” I find myself wondering now, is it possible that
something more was at stake between the two foreign-born black
men (one Latin American, the other West Indian) than simply Paret’s
trying to say, rather simplistically, that Griffith was a homosexual—
in other words, that he was a man who willingly had sex with other
men, or was he trying to say something much different? Was the fact
that Paret called Griffith a “maricon” supposed to be taken by Griffith
as a comment about the former’s gender, or was it to be taken as a
comment about his sexuality? Both or neither? After all, is it a matter
of public record that the U.S. military was attempting to say that
male Iraqi prisoners of war were homosexuals by the specific forms
of sexual torture they devised to humiliate and “break” these men,
or were they simply trying to let these men, these “enemies of the
state,” know who wielded the power?

Always alert to the challenges of translation, Marlon Ross reminds
us that “we are dealing here with the phantom of language, with the
way that language seems to make the felt swelter of realities seem
both shadowy and fixed.” What this means in terms of the Abu Ghraib
scandal is that “in addition to the violating deficiencies of linguistic
representation, we are also dealing . .. with the embeddedness of ideo-
logical formations in which race [or differences between men and
nations] can be made manifest only through sexualized characteris-
tics and behaviors.”® In his essay “Syncretic Religion and Dissident
Sexualities,” Roberto Strongman touches on this point when he
argues that there is no necessary correspondence between U.S. con-
ceptualizations of same-sex identities and desires and those in Latin
American contexts. As Strongman puts it, “The Latin American
homosexual categories that find a niche” in such cultures through
the use of terms like “maricones, makome, bichas, and ekedes...do
not fit into the U.S.-fabricated gay and lesbian categories. These
forms of homosexuality are different from each other and from those
forms of homosexuality found in the United States because they have
developed within specific regional contexts.”®*

Indeed, one of the greatest distinctions between the two, for Strong-
man, is that whereas U.S.-derived understandings of same-sex iden-
tity and desire rely on a binary notion of secrecy/revelation, in which
the image of the closet can be said to predominate, for many Latin
Americans “the performance of desire is a much more defining
moment than the declaration; the act is more important than the
speech act.”™” Since it is not known whether Paret actually saw
Griffith engaged in same-sex sexuality with another man—saw him
performing such desire, that is—it is difficult to know if what he
meant by calling Griffith a “maricon” was what other people have
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taken him to mean, or if he meant something else entirely. Might
Paret just have been “trashing talking,” that is, telling Griffith that
he was going to kick Griffith’s ass because he, Paret, was the better
fighter—in other words, that he was more masculine?

As this essay has been gesturing toward all along, it becomes
imperative that we not conflate questions analytically related to nego-
tiations of gender with those having to do with sexual identity and
practice, since doing so unnecessarily entangles human categories
in ways that promote continual misreading rather than clarity. No
where is such vigilance more crucial than in sincere efforts at under-
standing what Fanon called the “lived experience” of people of color in
a white-dominated society.?®

This last point might be said to be corroborated in an essay black
American writer James Baldwin wrote near the end of his life, in
1985, in which he weighed in on the complex matter of culture, gen-
der, sexuality, language, and historicity with the following insight:
“The condition that is now called gay was then called queer. The
operative word was faggot and, later, pussy, but those epithets
really had nothing to do with the question of sexual preference: You
were being told simply that you had no balls.”®” It seems to me that
Baldwin’s words might serve as a kind of warning to contemporary
white lesbians and gay men who tend to overidentify with the various
labels, whether pejorative or otherwise, the dominant culture has
devised in order to keep the various hierarchies undisturbed and
firmly in place, and their own dominance unchallenged and secure.
After all, if it is true that Emile Griffith is a man who prefers male
sex partners to those who are female—and I for one do not know if
he is or not—the fact that he angrily exclaims, “I ain’t no faggot!”
in the film is a clear indication that he does not identify with terms
meant to degrade his character. And this is the case whether, for
Paret the term maricon meant that Griffith was a poor boxer or that
he had disgusting sex with men. Either term, once translated into its
pejorative meaning on the part of the person who utters it—in this
case, Benny “Kid” Paret— “may seem to define you for others,” as
Baldwin well knew, and said as much, “but it does not have the power
to define you to yourself.””® This is a lesson we should all be so lucky
to learn. It is certainly a lesson that Emile Griffith took to heart, but
unfortunately no one seemed to be listening to him, even though he
was the one speaking.®”
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