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Homophobic Criticism and Its Disguises: The Case of Stanley
Kauffmann

Doug Arrell

Early in 1966, Stanley Kauffmann, having only recently acceded to one of
the most powerful positions in the American theatre, that of the daily drama critic
for the New York Times, wrote a column entitled “Homosexual Drama and Its
Disguises.” In it he argued that, because homosexual dramatists were unable to
write openly about homosexual life, they were forced to portray it in a heterosexual
disguise, with the result that their works presented “a badly distorted picture of
American women, marriage, and society in general.” He noted that the modern
theatre dealt with other topics that were “equally neurotic, equally undesirable
socially,” and urged that the topic of homosexuality should be presented openly on
the stage as well. This would put an end, not only to the distorted and vindictive
portrayals of heterosexual institutions, but to “camp,” which Kauffmann viewed
as the exultation of “style, manner, surface” over content, and which he saw as the
greatest danger emanating from the homosexual dramatist.! The article generated
many letters in response, some praising Kauffman for taking a stand against “sick
literature and theatre,” others attacking him for denigrating the homosexual artist.
Kauffman followed it up with another article, “On the Acceptability of the
Homosexual,” in which he answered his critics, stressing in particular that his
main goal was to gain for the homosexual dramatist “the same freedom that the
heterosexual has” to write about his own life.

Both at the time and since, many gay commentators have viewed Kauffmann’s
articles as classic examples of critical homophobia, part of a virtual witch-hunt
against gay playwrights that occurred among New York drama critics in the early
Sixties.® But Kauffmann himself clearly saw the matter differently. In 1992 he
wrote a letter to the magazine American Theatre insisting that “the articles were
attacks on a society that (at that time) forced a gay writer to masquerade and then
criticized him for doing so” and he expressed the hope that they had played “some
infinitesimal part” in the changes in social attitudes to homosexuality since then.*
In fact, we know that the positive-sounding headline of the second article so angered
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Iphegene Sulzberger, the mother of the publisher of the Zimes, that she sent an
indignant letter to her son complaining about Kauffmann; this letter may have
played a part in Kauffmann’s being fired from his position a few months later.’
We thus have two contrasting views of Kauffman: was he a hero, even a martyr, in
the cause of fighting anti-gay prejudice, or was he a contributor to that prejudice?

This question is not easy to answer. Writers seeking to change society’s
attitudes may be forced to adopt the prejudicial language and assumptions of the
society around them to some degree just to be understood or to be permitted to
deal with the topic. A poem that Lord Byron wrote in 1809 about Samuel Beckford,
the eccentric author who was forced to flee England because of a homosexual
scandal, sounds on the surface intensely homophobic, with its references to
Beckford’s “deed accurst” and “unhallowed thirst/Of nameless crime.” But Louis
Crompton argues convincingly that this poem was really a tribute to Beckford,
with whom Byron identified as fellow exile from British homophobia; as Compton
notes, in 1809 “violently condemnatory language was the coin demanded of anyone
who had the temerity to mention homosexuality in print.”® In the same way, we
can see works like Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness or James Baldwin’s
Giovanni’s Room as having played a key role in fighting prejudice against gays
and lesbians when they were first published, even though they seem very
homophobic to many modern readers. On the other hand, we are also all familiar
with the people who present themselves as liberals sympathetic to an oppressed
minority, and who carefully present their views in positive-seeming terms, but
who in fact give disguised support for the prevailing prejudice. Sociologists use
the term “symbolic racism” to describe this phenomenon among certain North
American whites, who carefully veil their racism to avoid being labeled red-necks.’
Because this kind of erypto-prejudice is insidious and has the effect of making
prejudice respectable, it often seems more harmful than more direct expressions of
the same attitudes.

No one would deny that there are homophobic elements in Kauffman’s articles.
And so the question is, was Kauffman using these elements as camouflage in order
to fight anti-gay discrimination, or was he adopting the liberal stance of sympathy
towards the gay playwright in order to legitimize his support for society’s prejudice?

This dilemma parallels a much more famous case in which the issue of
prejudice in a critic was raised. In 1987, three years after the death of Paul de
Man, Yale professor and renowned critic of the deconstructionist school, it was
revealed that from 1940-42 in German-occupied Belgium de Man had written a
total of 170 articles for the Brussels newspaper Le Soir, which had been taken over
by the Nazis and was part of their propaganda effort. One article in particular,
“The Jews in Contemporary Literature,” which appeared in an issue of the paper
devoted to anti-Jewish polemic, seemed to many particularly outrageous. In this
article De Man argues that, contrary to the views of “vulgar antisemitism” and, he
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says, of the Jews themselves, Jewish influence has had “extraordinarily little
importance” in contemporary literature; in fact Jewish writers have “always
remained in the second rank,” and “despite Semitic interference in all aspects of
European life, our civilization has shown that its fundamental nature is healthy.”
Indeed, he concludes that “a solution to the Jewish problem that would lead to the
creation of a Jewish colony isolated from Europe would not have, for the literary
life of the West, regrettable consequences.”® For most readers in 1987, this article
was blatant evidence of antisemitism, and for some de Man’s authorship of it and
subsequent concealment of the fact were even signs of the dangerous moral
implications of deconstruction. But de Man had his defenders, including most
notably Jacques Derrida; Derrida argued in effect that de Man’s slighting reference
to “vulgar antisemitism” was really an attack on Nazi antisemitism, as exemplified
by the other articles in the same issue of the paper in which his column appeared.
In defending contemporary literature and denying Jewish influence on it, he was
going against the Nazi policy of viewing modernism as a product of Jewish
decadence. Of course, writing in this context required apparent conformity to
Nazi policies, but Derrida compares de Man to a “smuggler” whose careful
equivocations and -subtle non-conformity illustrate “a classic technique of
contraband.” In other words, while not denying the antisemitic elements in the
article, Derrida argues that de Man was not biased against the Jews; on the contrary,
beneath the apparent antisemitism was a covert attack on the antisemitic position.

In order to resolve the dilemma with respect to both Kauffmann and De Man,
one must look very closely both at the context in which they were writing, and at
the dynamics of the prejudice of which they may or may not be guilty. In his
valuable survey, The Social Psychology of Prejudice, John Duckitt emphasizes
the difficulties of defining “prejudice’’; indeed, most social scientists seem to have
been reduced to calling any negative attitude toward a group “prejudice,” since
otherwise, it appears, one has to go into the question of whether or not the negative
attitude is justified or not, and this leads to endless difficulties. But Duckitt makes
clear that the processes by which one group (the “ingroup”) develops a negative
attitude towards another group (the “outgroup”) have been well studied, and in
some cases it is evident that they are the result of emotional dynamics that have
nothing to do with accurate observation of the group who are the object of the
prejudice. It seems to me that we should only call “prejudice” the negative attitudes
which arise from these emotional dynamics. Whether the negative image of the
group is “true” or not is in fact irrelevant; if the image has been arrived at through
illegitimate means, through an irrational psychological need of the ingroup rather
than dispassionate observation of the outgroup, then it is prejudice. To identify
prejudice, then, we must look at the process by which the negative attitude was
formed, rather than at the attitude itself.

Duckett cites three main social dynamics that tend to create prejudice. The






