JUST HOW GAY ARE YOU?

‘Did you see her dad trying to dance? It was, like, so-o-o gay!’
‘Jessica says she wants to be an accountant: just how gay is that?’

In the Times Literary Supplement recently poet Hugo Williams broke the news to that fogey-ish readership that the latest adolescent term of abuse was ‘gay’. For anyone with a teenager or pre-teen in the family, or for those like me who haunt school playgrounds for professional reasons, this is old news. It’s quite true that that emblematic little word has mutated again, this time into an all-purpose teen disparagement, with roughly the same connotations as its predecessors in the youth lexicon, ‘lame’, ‘sad’ and ‘pants’.
If you want to learn about how language really works, it does not do to pontificate from behind a desk, but demands that you listen and talk to the people who are speaking it. So I have interviewed scores of schoolkids and asked them why this new version of ‘gay’ is in vogue. They are always emphatic that it has nothing at all to do with hostility to homosexuals, that it is always used in contexts where sexual orientation and sexuality are completely irrelevant. ‘Such ‘authentic’ users of slang can talk about how they feel and what their intentions are, but they can’t usually give an authoritative idea of a word’s evolution. I had assumed that this changed sense of gay was, like ‘wicked’ or ‘tragic’, an example of home-grown British irony; perversely inverting the old sense of ‘joyful’ and ‘lighthearted’ perhaps, or possibly taking the sexual sense - an iconic word for which people had struggled - and deliberately trivialising it. But it may not be home-grown at all. ‘Gay’ as a generalised term of derision has been recorded among US teenagers since the end of the 1970s (its German equivalent, schwul, has similarly been generalised more recently by schoolchildren in that country). Informants from the Bay Area of the US West Coast tell me ‘gay’ began to be used pejoratively by would-be-cool-but-actually-conservative twenty-and thirty-somethings at the end of the 1990s. In the USA it often seems to signify ‘annoying’ or ‘clumsy’: could it then be partly motivated by jealousy of the dominance of gay taste and prevalence of supposedly gay attitudes in US popular culture?
When a linguist like me tries to unpack the meanings of a word, with professional clinical detachment, there are at least two dangers. One is that we will overcomplicate a simple truth. In an online debate about whether the word should be tolerated, one parent explained its use not with my tortuous reasoning, but by the simple fact that teenage males feel insecure about their sexuality. The other risk in analysing dispassionately is that you may forget the powerful emotional and psychological charge that words carry in the real world. How do real people feel when their sexual identities are hi-jacked for dubious purposes, and what, if anything, can they do about it?
With this in mind some UK schools have operated schemes whereby pupils are given penalties and ‘shamed’ for using homophobic language.  A US high school teacher writes, ‘I will always reprimand a student who uses the word ‘gay’ in this way’. This opens up several familiar but still unresolved debates: can language really be legislated against? Should compulsion instead of persuasion be applied in matters of personal expression? Won’t highlighting terms like ‘fag(got)’ or ‘lemon’ just render them more attractive to would-be transgressors? After all, ‘bugger’ survives in vulgar usage and has all but lost the associations it once had.
Devout Christians presumably feel uncomfortable when the Lord’s names are invoked, as they constantly are, in throwaway jokes and insults; how does a Jew feel when someone unthinkingly describes another’s stinginess as ‘so jewish’? Persons of colour react in very different ways in my experience when confronted with ‘black economy’, ‘blackhearted’, ‘a black mark’ and the rest of those casually loaded metaphors. Some object even to ‘black coffee’, an expression which I have defended on the grounds that it isn’t negative in any way, just a rather inadequate description - but I’m white (in my case it’s a pretty accurate estimation of skin and hair colour), anglo, middle-class. I can afford my pedantic semantics when the labels concerned aren’t referring to me.
I’ll come clean (an interesting choice of words): my first instincts are to tell those who take offence to butch up (a phrase I picked up back in Gay Lib days), get a life (a little more recent), hang on to your sense of humour…but at the same time I know I have absolutely no right to say so. Nor can any of us fall back on platitudes about ‘sticks and stones’ in a world post-fatwah where words, and images - cartoons even – are audibly and visibly matters of life and death.  Public language matters, and that’s not difficult to understand, but the cruelties embedded in language also fester in more private settings as part of conscious or unconscious intimidation, evoking confusion, shame and pain.
A reasonable response might be to shrug and wait until the offending word drops out of fashion. A hundred years ago another poet, Walt Whitman, likened slang to ‘froth and specks’ thrown up by the fermentation of language. Most such novelties, he observed, just ‘pass away’, and it’s a common misconception that all slang is ephemeral, hence essentially unimportant. Whitman also pointed out though that certain new terms ‘settle and permanently crystallise’: an online contributor today puts it more dramatically, ‘…language that may seem innocent and is passed on and kept alive in our culture can only help the wave of hate crimes’. 

The robust alternative; raising awareness and campaigning against the usage, is also fraught with difficulties. Whatever forum the discussion takes place in there’s a chance that it will relapse into the sterile posturing, the left-right knockabout that the PC/non-PC debate tends to turn into. Once again, highlighting a problem which for the moment is confined to a young age-group and a limited environment (derogatory ‘gay’ doesn’t seem yet to have crossed over into the workplace), might just compound it – if the tabloids seize on the issue for example.
Pop-culture allusions to sexual identity come in different forms. Insults like the teenage ‘gay’, ‘gaylord’ and ‘dykon’, are easy to categorise as such. Whatever the speaker is thinking, there’s an intention to offend, but another modish set of terms are more ambivalent. In a column I write on media and commercial jargon I nominated ‘metrosexual’ (‘a probably hetero male with gay sensibilities’) as my word of the year for 2004, not because I valued it particularly but because it seemed to sum up so many aspects of zeitgeist silliness. 
First a journalese cliché then a conversational joke, metrosexual is now used perfectly seriously in some circles and has spawned successors like ‘retrosexual’ (a sort of nouveau-puritan or frump) ‘contrasexual’ ( for the resolutely unappealing), and now ‘übersexual’ (an unreconstructed predator). Though I smirk at them, I sometimes think these tongue-in-cheek lifestyle labels are more insidious than insults, refocusing sexual compulsions as consumer choices, relegating feelings to the supermarket of style, generating more stereotypes to add to a wearyingly long list.
The ‘gay community’ (another reductive label) of course has its own not-always-altogether-serious categorisations, terms like ‘stromo’ (a gay who pretends to be straight), ‘stray’ (a hetero posing as homo), ‘JGE’ (‘just gay enough’) and many other more obscure codings.
We all know the rule by now: if the label (‘nigger’, ‘queer’, ‘queen’ – how about ‘chav’?) is all about you and you want to make it your own, that’s OK – but it’s strictly off-limits for everyone else
‘Anyway, when we say it it’s not meant to be serious’. Well, in that case, where are the limits of humour to be set? Yet another unanswerable question, but terribly (I use the word deliberately) topical, as rich, arch Ricky Gervais in his stand-up shtick skates wittily around holocaust and paedophilia, leaving this gentile (and genteel?) cynic, father of a young child, for one feeling uncomfortable. Linguists and literary types may not have much time for cheap sarcasm, laboured irony and non-stop facetiousness, but those things are the mainstays of conversation in multilingual Britain, and play a key role in constructing and negotiating identities (as the jargon has it) especially among the young. 
In the end, to paraphrase Lenin, the priority is not to understand language but to change it, or change the values and behaviour with which it is so intimately bound up. Unfortunately even English, the most protean of languages, just can’t cope with the full spectrum of sexual identities and their manifold (a word which sounds gendered but isn’t) subtleties and shifts, or the more stable but equally indescribable kaleidoscope of skin colours.  It can’t easily keep up with all possible double entendres or cater for all sensitivities. And, unlike French, Italian or German who have academies or government departments to police them, English belongs to everyone, whether bigoted or enlightened.
Grit your teeth, button your lip and sit it out. Or, if you prefer, get up in their grills and don’t let them diss you. It’s up to you.  Whoever you are and however gay you really are. Just don’t pussyfoot (if I can be permitted to say that) around.
A version of this article appeared in Sable LGBT Literary Magazine in its Autumn edition 2006

PAGE  
1

