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                   Learn Your Gay-B-Cs 

                   By MATTHEW FREDERICK STREIB 

                   Do you know who Harvey Milk was? If you are

                   heterosexual, the name probably has little significance, but

                   do not feel ashamed. Even many gay men and lesbian

                   women, especially teenagers and those in their early

                   twenties, have no idea who he was or why he was

                   significant. When I recently called a friend in Pittsburgh and

                   asked him about Harvey Milk, he inquired if he was the

                   short gay boy with a limp who worked at the Wood Street

                   McDonald's. 

                   Harvey Milk could have been for the gay community what

                   Martin Luther King, Jr. was for the African-American one.

                   After serving in the Korean War in the 1950s, he moved to

                   Greenwich Village and later settled in the Castro Street

                   area of San Francisco. There, he organized the gay

                   enclave of the city into a unified front, while instilling in the

                   gay men and lesbian women nationwide a sense of pride

                   and identity. He ran for the office of city supervisor four

                   times, finally winning the position in 1977, earning him

                   national notoriety. While in office, Milk sponsored a bill for

                   anti-discrimination and showed America that gay people

                   could lead honest lives and be productive members of

                   society. Sadly, less than a year after his appointment, Milk

                   and the mayor of San Francisco were assassinated by

                   Daniel White, a homophobic former councilman who had left

                   the board over the anti-discrimination bill. White got off

                   easy, though, succeeding in his plea of insanity, which he

                   claimed was caused by the amount of junk food he had

                   eaten that morning, now known as "the Twinkie defense."

                   For the murders, White served only six months in prison. In

                   light of his accomplishments and tragic death, why is

                   Harvey Milk not remembered in the way that Martin Luther

                   King is? Simple. Harvey Milk is not written into the history

                   books.

                   Lesbian and gay history needs to be taught in public

                   schools, for it helps solve the two greatest problems

                   plaguing the gay community -- homophobia and insecurity.

                   Teaching gay history not only diversifies the curriculum to

                   include people who are not heterosexual white men, but it

                   also fosters greater acceptance of minorities. Furthermore,

                   it validates the existence of gay and lesbian students,

                   letting them know that they have influenced -- and can

                   influence -- history. 

                   Students need to learn that homosexuality was present in

                   ancient Rome, imperial China, and pharaonic Egypt. They

                   must know that Julius Caesar took male lovers; that

                   Michelangelo believed the highest form of love could not be

                   with a woman; that most of Shakespeare's sonnets were

                   written to men; and that Eleanor Roosevelt wrote love

                   letters to Lorena Hickok. Without acknowledging

                   homosexuality's past, it makes it seem that the lifestyle

                   and the movement simply appeared out of the social

                   disorder of the 1960s. 

                   Children also need to know the history of American

                   persecution of homosexuals. They must be taught that

                   Thomas Jefferson unsuccessfully attempted to remove the

                   death penalty from Virginia's sodomy laws; that George

                   Washington kicked a soldier out of the Continental Army for

                   being gay; that soon after Prohibition, New York State

                   prohibited establishments with liquor licenses from

                   employing or serving homosexuals; and that Eisenhower

                   required government employees to swear that they were

                   not gay. A history of persecution puts the contemporary

                   society's homophobia in context, showing where it came

                   from and what needs to be done to stop it. The exclusion

                   of individuals' stories in the documentation of history allows

                   the exclusion of those people in the future.

                   In 1996, the National Education Association -- the largest

                   teachers' union in the country -- passed a resolution

                   supporting the establishment of Lesbian and Gay History

                   Month in schools nationwide. Sadly, when the resolution's

                   opponents in the organization threatened to take back

                   their membership, the association shied away from their

                   proactive position. Therefore, little has changed in the

                   public school system and it is still difficult to find

                   recognition of sexual minorities in curricula. 

                   There are solutions that teachers can easily take. Displays

                   can be created through a teacher's own initiative

                   celebrating lesbian and gay history. Even though such a

                   solution may seem risky, the law often protects it. In 1999,

                   two teachers in Michigan put up a bulletin board about

                   Lesbian and Gay History month, which their school district

                   then ordered to be taken down because it supposedly

                   promoted their personal lifestyles. When the case went to

                   arbitration, it was ruled that the school district must allow

                   them to put up displays because it violated the First

                   Amendment, academic freedoms, and the school district's

                   policy of 'respect and dignity for all.' 

                   Most schools in the country have some kind of policy about

                   respect and tolerance, thus protecting teachers if they

                   wish to add lesbian and gay material to their curriculum.

                   Even though my home school district was staunchly

                   conservative and opposed to adding gay issues to the

                   curriculum, I had a history teacher who went out of his

                   way to see that gay and lesbian people felt accepted, and

                   faced much scrutiny because of it. I thank Mr. Dinardo with

                   all my heart.

                   While the absence of gay and lesbian history from the

                   public school system may be the main culprit behind the

                   ignorance of gay lesbian people about their past, it is

                   certainly not the only one. Currently, gay society

                   perpetuates unawareness about historical issues, for it

                   often focuses on here-and-now issues and entertainment. 

                   Knowledge of our history is intrinsic to our growth as a

                   people, and cannot be deserted. It gives us vision of where

                   we came from and where we can go. It shows us our

                   importance and influence. Most significantly, however,

                   social differences may divide the gay community at times,

                   but our history is what will always unite us and truly make

                   us a people.

                   Matthew Frederick Streib is a senior in the College of Arts

                   and Sciences. He can be contacted at mfs25@cornell.edu.

                   Coming From Behind appears Thursdays. 
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