LGBT History Month Mailing Three

Jacqui Smith pulls out of House of Commons reception.

Jacqui Smith, Equalities Minister, has pulled out of the House of Commons reception for LGBT History Month due to previous commitments. This is a great shame as she is a great supporter of the initiative and has encouraged people to be involved. However we do have the presence of Stephen Twigg, who will speak to us on the 7th, to look forward to.

Chris Smith.

Whilst on the topic of parliamentarians and ministers we could not let the brave and dignified statement by Chris Smith MP that he is HIV positive go without note. Chris has always been a brave campaigner and as Britain’s first openly gay MP already a part of our history and remains an active worker for our future. Such openness, honesty and integrity is exactly what LGBT History Month should be about.

Press Coverage. Some we liked and some……..

We continue to receive a wide range of press coverage, from the bizarre to the very supportive. If we are to believe that all journalists are seekers after truth, then we can only assume an unprecedented level of stupidity amongst certain of that auspicious breed.

In the last mailing I mentioned the piece in the Sunday People. It was as scurrilous as you might imagine it to be. We asked their permission to put it on our site so everyone could see the level of informed debate they were generating. They refused. The copy they posted on their website however was some what edited. For instance they missed out their reworking of the titles of some of Shakespeare’s (is he or isn’t he?) plays. We were so amused we are reprinting them for you here:

The best of ShakesQueer: 

All's Well that Bends Well 

A Mid-Bummer Night's Dream 

Homeo and Juliet 

Troilus and Cross-dresser 

A Mincer's Tale 

Titus Androgynous 

Macho Ado about Nothing 

The Two Nice Boys of Verona 

Why Tim Collins, Shadow Minister for Education should wish to associate himself with such a level of debate I will leave you to imagine for yourselves.

Whilst on the subject of Shakespeare we received some backing from an unexpected though highly distinguished source:

"A top Shakespearean scholar has defended the integrity of LGBT History Month, in suggesting students consider the Bard’s sexuality when studying the sonnets.

Paul Patrick, Co-chair of Schools Out, said, 

‘There are some famous people in history who clearly we would now describe as gay or lesbian. Florence Nightingale had relationships with women.

‘As for William Shakespeare, the sonnets - his most personal writing - actually talk about a relationship with another man. Whether that is Shakespeare writing about himself or whether it is a conceit for the poetry is the question.’

The chairman of the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust and editor of the Oxford Shakespeare, Professor Stanley Wells, said: 

‘What Mr Patrick says about the sonnets is absolutely true and I don't think any Shakespeare scholar would disagree. If school teachers were teaching the sonnets then they would be obliged to raise the question of Shakespeare's sexuality.’"

However we have suffered some surprises. Nick Cohen in today’s "Observer" not only repeated many of the tabloid misconceptions but also attempted to set us against the Education for All initiative being launched on January 29th. A very small amount of research would have told him that Schools OUT! is an active participant in that work and that LGBT History Month complements and compliments the Education for All initiative.

This article can be read in full on:

http://observer.guardian.co.uk/comment/story/0,6903,1401764,00.html
Many of the misconceptions in the article come from the tabloid press and are worth a little examination.

1. "LGBT History Month is only for schools". Cohen suggests that February was a foolish month to choose as schools have a half term. A glance at the website – he really couldn’t have looked – would have shown him some of the great events you have organised in the community, churches, art galleries, theatres etc and suggested we were aiming far wider than schools. Also which month would he have chosen that has uninterrupted pupil attendance? 

2. "Homophobic bullying and name-calling does not occur in primary schools". Sadly this is totally untrue and research points out that young children often hear abusive anti-gay language in the playground. The Anti-bullying Network based at Edinburgh University reported that children as young as seven are victims of homophobic bullying. (Reference: Rainbownetwork.com 28 Jan 2000). If teachers are to look at the effects of abusive language, it is important that this relates to the pupils’ own experience, therefore allowing them to provide a list of the words they hear and use is essential. Pupils also learn quickly the difference between "playground" language and "classroom" language and may need support to mention these words in the classroom in an educational context.

3. "That these lessons are somehow compulsory and to be used as given by unsuspecting teachers" We do not expect any teacher to use any of our work without their using their own professional judgement as to the appropriateness of that lesson for their students. This work is not compulsory and we encourage teachers who want to use it to adapt it to their own circumstances. We, at least, trust teachers’ judgements! We also point out on our website all the relevant DfEs guidelines relating to this work.

4. "That all famous historical figures must be heterosexual until we have cast iron evidence to the contrary" Our lives have been hidden from history for a very good reason. We were beaten, murdered, imprisoned, derided and burnt for being who we are. And still are. Such hostility demands secretiveness. True historians will take this into account. True historians will not attach the safe label of assumed heterosexuality when we really don’t know. And only a homophobe would have any problem with our trying to put together circumstantial evidence to try and develop an educated guess. Shakespeare wrote his most personal work and some of the greatest love poems in the English language to another man. That at least gives us the right to speculate in my view.

5. "That the best way to deal with homophobic bullying is to have excellent reporting and response mechanisms". These are of course vital once the bullying has occurred. This is at best crisis management. What is central is to educate for prevention of bullying by allowing LGBT people, their lives and achievements their proper place in the curriculum. This humanises and prevents stereotyping.

6. "That LGBT people only deserve a place in the curriculum when we are victims." The first time LGB issues legitimately appeared in the school curriculum was in connection with AIDS, now it is in connection with homophobic bullying. Transpeople have no mention at all. We should be there as a matter of right. It is time schools, colleges and universities stopped distorting history and allowed us our rightful place. In fighting for our place we are part of a wider campaign on behalf of all those whose lives have been rewritten to suit the power structure of the day – women, black people, the disabled, the working class and all the oppressed- to gain their rightful place within the school curriculum, within history and the world.

7. "LGBT are entitled to a limited amount of space and attention". Two LGBT initiatives in as many months clearly seems to be too much for some commentators. We are proud of the role we have played in Education for All. We are proud of LGBT History Month. Let the initiatives multiply!

Sadly Nick Cohen did not provide our website address so that Observer readers could judge for themselves. If you or your friends wish you check what he has to say against the real thing you can do so at www.lgbthistorymonth.org.uk. 

Please join the debate.

If, on reading Nick Cohen’s article you have thoughts that you wish to share with The Observer you can email their letters page on: letters@observer.co.uk – providing them with a postal address on the email. Please copy your letters to me at paulchrysalis@yahoo.co.uk.

We will be seeking a right to reply so a large number of letters will make it clear to them this is an issue of interest and will support our case.

You may also wish to write to Ben Summerskill, Chief Executive of Stonewall, and Observer columnist to invite his views on Nick Cohen’s article.

Future Press.

Future press interest includes the Learning Curve – Radio 4, Radio 5 Live Wednesday 10.30 onwards, Sky News on Tuesday The Politics Show BBC2 and Sue Sanders, co-chair of School’s OUT! and a key figure in the development of the Month,will be filmed teaching an anti-homophobia lesson for BBC’s Inside Out.

Whilst mentioning Sue, she has just sent out the following to School’s OUT! members, which may also be of interest to you:

February is LGBT History Month

Hi all,

Trust by now you have recognised the success of the Schools OUT 

initiative and you have looked at www.lgbthistorymonth.org.uk. There is a very full calendar with many exciting events that I hope you will enjoy.

There are several lesson suggestions and assembly ideas, some written by Schools OUT members and others by Amnesty International.

There are ideas of how schools and other organisations can celebrate the month and lists of resources.

What we are lacking on the site is information from schools concerning they are doing. Any information provided will be related to others in such a way as to maintain strictest confidentiality.

So we really need to hear from you about what you are doing to help the celebrations.

If you have had problems furthering the work we would also like to know. Again strict confidentiality will be maintained. 

Please use the link on the www.lgbthistorymonth.org.uk website to tell us of your plans ASAP.

We need to evaluate the extent to which schools are relating to LGBT History Month.

There has been a lot of press coverage, some very positive and others seeking to misrepresent us as much as they dare. The BBC and Sky news will be covering us extensively next week.

For those of you who are near Manchester or willing to travel there we would love you to come to the Mayoral Reception in their magnificent Town Hall on 14th Feb at 7.30.

Email us immediately with a postal address if you want to be there so we can get you an invitation.

It is by invitation only.

Sue Sanders

Co-chair Schools OUT!

We would love to hear about anything happening in schools or elsewhere for our final report on the Month. Confidentiality is assured.

Also anyone else wishing to attend the Mayoral Reception in Manchester on the 14th February should sent a postal address to me as a matter of urgency if they haven’t done so already.

As mentioned earlier Education for All has a very important launch on the 29th January, which we are very proud to support and we urge you to do the same.

‘Education for All’ programme launched 

to tackle homophobia in Britain’s schools

Stonewall today launches ‘Education for All’, a nationwide initiative addressing homophobia and homophobic bullying in schools across Britain. 

Ben Summerskill, Stonewall chief executive, said "It’s time that headteachers took seriously their responsibilities to the 450,000 pupils in British schools who are growing up as lesbian or gay. We’re still in regular contact with pupils who are victims of homophobic bullying. It’s entirely unacceptable in 2005 that Stonewall should be receiving calls from 16-year olds who have been prescribed anti-depressants because teachers are failing to prevent physical violence against them."

Education for All, sponsored by IBM, is asking headteachers across Britain to introduce effective policies to tackle homophobic bullying. Latest available figures suggest that just six per cent of schools have these, even though OFSTED has confirmed that homophobic bullying is as tough to address as racist bullying.

"Evidence now demonstrates that young gay people with six GCSE passes are more likely to leave school at 16 than their peers" said Ben Summerskill. "Many of those who leave cite experiences of bullying and violence and have had a history of absenteeism as a consequence. That compromises children’s life chances forever."

London Mayor Ken Livingstone will this week distribute 3,200 Education for All campaign packs to every school in the capital. It is expected that his initiative will be replicated across the UK.

"Talking to pupils, parents and teachers from across the capital," said Ken Livingstone, "I’ve become increasingly concerned that too many lesbian, gay and bisexual schoolchildren are still often denied some of their lifechances by casual and sometimes concerted bullying. I’m determined that all London’s children grow up with a fitting sense of self-worth and self-confidence."

Larry Hirst, IBM General Manager for UK & Ireland said "IBM is delighted to be working with Stonewall to help remove bullying from the classroom and enable every young person to give their best performance at school and subsequently in the workplace. Such inclusive values are core to IBM and they reflect an efficient, healthy and happy community".

Education for All has been planned by Stonewall in partnership with two other leading gay organisations, Families and Friends of Lesbians and Gays, and LGBT Youth Scotland. It is supported by a coalition of more than 50 other organisations across Britain.

"This isn’t a question of making special provision for some young people," said Ben Summerskill."It’s a question of valuing every pupil equally. We hear too many reports, particularly from faith schools, of teachers failing to address these issues appropriately. Even today, almost every adult lesbian or gay man I talk to has appalling memories of their schooldays. If they weren't bullied themselves, they often lived in fear of being the homophobic bully's next victim."

Finally in looking at the work of LGBT History Month in the States – theirs is in October when the UK holds Black History Month, we came across this wonderful essay. We have been given permission to reprint and it will soon be on the website. I make no apologies for printing it in full here.

It is both an inspiration and a justification, were one needed.

Without Visibility There Is No History

Vicki L. Eaklor 

(Winning essay in the contest celebrating October as LGBT History Month, sponsored by the Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation, 1997) 

I am an historian fortunate enough to teach "Gay American History" every other year to undergraduates as part of my regular load. Why did I add this to an already daunting list of eight different regular courses? Quite simply, to fulfill a need; or rather a series of needs that make this particular history especially important now. The most basic need is to know. If history is written by the "winners" it is surely one-sided. I need to know about the "losers" as well if I am to learn--and teach--about the richness, potential, and variety of human experiences; I also need to know how and why those losers' voices got lost along the way if I and my students hope to understand anything about power in action. As a lesbian, my needs intersect with those of my nonstraight students and indeed all other l/g/b/t people beyond the classroom. As people desiring equal rights--especially the right to be treated with a dignity every human deserves--we are at a crossroads: the potential of realizing that dignity as l/g/b/t people seems more promising than ever, yet homophobia is alive and well in many of our families, schools, churches, and governmental bodies. This situation appears perplexing until we gain the perspective that can come only from the long view; a view that places the present not at the end of a time line, outside history, static, and shaped by the forces of inevitability, but instead conveys the sense of connection to a history constantly taking shape. Moving forward may demand a closer look at where we have been. The history of "the movement," for example, provides numerous stories of individual courage while also teaching the necessity of organized, concerted action. What did it take in 1965 to be one of a few dozen marching on the White House demanding fairness for people still officially considered sick and dangerous? What happened at Stonewall and why did it happen that night? What was the impact of removing homosexuality from the APA list of mental disorders? Knowing that these events happened not only offers victories to celebrate, and emulate, but also provides the basis for analyzing what has and has not worked, in what context, and why. If there is any one big lesson I have learned, besides that of the futility of internal division in any movement, it is this about l/g/b/t history: without visibility there is no history and no movement. This can mean many things, from unearthing previously unknown sources to reinterpreting those available in light of ongoing changes in sexual concepts. We cannot study what we cannot find. More important, visibility provides both a theme and a lesson: for our forebears it was a goal that united them against those that would keep them hidden; for us it is a strategy upon which all other strategies depend. No positive change in the treatment of l/g/b/t people has been accomplished except by those willing to challenge the myths and stereotypes that keep people dehumanized and their sometimes unwitting oppressors in a state of unquestioning complacency. Our history demonstrates that visibility is the key which unites our personal, political, and historical lives. Coming out, now understood better as a process rather than an event, consistently has been central to further individual activism, upon which any larger movement must rest. As such it is the one "tactic" upon which all others depend, whether one's arena is internal, external or both.History can offer examples from which to draw strength, to imitate, or avoid. We can study dissension within every group from Mattachine to the NGLTF, for instance, and conclude alternately that power corrupts, or that division is inevitable among strong personalities or people with diverse identities. If the former, then vigilance may indeed be in order; if the latter, we may learn to embrace difference rather than fear it. At the least, we can examine how others have handled their fears and hopes, gain a sense of belonging and envision a time line stretching as far in front as behind us. Is this history with an agenda? Of course, knowledge always serves someone's agenda, and for too long it has served those few already in power, already with a voice. Now that we are heard and seen, let's not just learn our history, but learn how to be a part of it. It's there. It's ours. We deserve it. 

Please keep accessing the website, letting us have your views and adding to your calendar.

And if you have a spare ten minutes let the Observer know what you think of a mainstream newspaper attempting to set one LGBT initiative against another.

