Carl Wittman’s Unfortunate Choice Between Collective Liberation and 

Personal Privilege

Carl Wittman’s Refugees from Amerika: A Gay Manifesto, written in 1969 and published in San Francisco in late 1970 was soon used by the Left gay rights movement throughout the United States.  While recognized as radical and part of the liberationist literature printed at the start of the gay rights movement in the United States, the manifesto meets criticism today from both the mainstream gay and lesbian rights movement, and also those who seek a more revolutionary approach.  In the beginning of the manifesto, Wittman acknowledges his privilege as a White man, but his underdeveloped analysis of his own power through racism, sexism, and classism allows the manifesto to become yet another divisive work that marginalizes more people than it empowers.  In a revolutionary context, those with privilege must be willing to involve themselves in dismantling the systems that endow privilege.  Within his manifesto Wittman makes it clear that he is unable to part with the privilege he receives from the working systems of oppression.

After the introduction, Wittman’s manifesto is broken up into seven sections:  “On Orientation,” “On Women,” “On Roles,” “On Oppression,” “On Sex,” “On Our Ghetto,” and “On Coalition.”  Each section provides a number of excellent critiques of society’s construction of heteronomativity and each section exhibits Wittman’s internalized racism and patriarchy.  It is often said that we cannot use today’s understanding of oppression to criticize writing from the past.  Unfortunately, that argument insinuates that there were no individuals with an understanding of oppression who were attempting to speak out within the given time period.  The 1960’s and 70’s was a time when Black Nationalists, Womanists, radical feminists, disability rights activists, Indigenous Freedom Fighters, and many others were presenting their analysis of oppression.  Wittman’s choice not to include the understandings presented by the above mentioned communities helped perpetuate the White maleness of the leadership in the early gay rights movement.  

“On Orientation”

In this first section, Wittman breaks down homosexuality, bisexuality and heterosexuality.  He writes, “As kids we refused to capitulate to demands that we ignore our feelings toward each other.  Somewhere we found the strength to resist being indoctrinated, and we should count that among our assets.”  Priding “homosexuals” for their resistance to the mainstream society was radical on its own.  At the time, many self-defined ‘liberal’ people were advocating for homosexual rights by declaring that homosexuals were not at fault for their biological orientation.  Stating that homosexuality is not something someone is born with (“homosexuality is not…genetic”) but rather something to be proud of (“We have to realize that our loving each other is a good thing, not an unfortunate thing”) challenged the entire framework of the public discourse. 

Regrettably, Wittman chose to marginalize other communities while trying to advance the movement for gay people.  He writes, “We continue to call ourselves homosexual, not bisexual, even if we do make it with the opposite sex also, because saying ‘Oh, I’m Bi’ is a copout for a gay.”   Wittman failed to recognize that liberation for gay people need not come at the expense of bisexual people, that the political attitude of “us first and then we’ll come back for you” ultimately fails the given movement and makes coalition building nearly impossible.  Wittman goes on to say that homosexual men should engage in sexual relationships with women only “when women’s liberation changes the nature of heterosexual relationships.”  Wittman’s total misunderstanding of women’s liberation is made glaringly clear with this statement.  One must ask what Wittman was hoping to get across with these unnecessary divisions.  

“On Women”

Whitman begins this section by stating that, “gay women are going to see things differently from gay men; they are going to feel put down as women, too.  Their liberation is tied up with both gay liberation and women’s liberation.”  Such a statement shows that Wittman does have an understanding of how patriarchy and misogyny interact within a greater context.  This makes it even more upsetting that other parts of the manifesto are as off mark as they are.  For even with this awareness, Wittman goes on to say, “Male chauvinism, however is not central to [gay men].”  It is frustrating and disappointing that a man who held as much leadership as Wittman did, and who recognized that gay men continue to hold male privilege at the expense of women, failed to see male chauvinism as part of an inner challenge for gay men. 

Wittman goes on to equate the oppression of gay people, Black people, and women, “chick equals n*gg*r equals queer.”  These derogatory terms are not equal to each other; nor, more importantly, are the oppressions behind them. Each form of oppression has its own history, though certainly all forms interconnect so as to privilege the few at the expense of the many.   Each form of oppression also bestows certain privileges to certain identities - a tool to divide any comprehensive movement in dismantling heteropatriarchy, white supremacy, and capitalism.  Rather than stating, “Chick equals n*gg*r equals queer,” Wittman could have chosen to examine the systems that force individuals to choose one identity over another.  Throughout the manifesto Wittman instead chooses to normalize the White gay male experience while marginalizing the experience of any other “non-heterosexual” people.  

“On Roles”

‘On Roles’ is the segment with critiques most relevant to the gay and lesbian movement of today. 

 “We still think straight: that is part of our oppression…for too long we mimicked these roles to protect ourselves.  Now we are becoming free enough to shed the roles, which we’ve picked up from the institutions, which have imprisoned us. Stop mimicking straights, stop censoring ourselves.”  

In the 1960’s and 70’s the concept of gay marriage rights was so completely foreign that even discussing marriage within the context of early gay liberation was seen as foolish.  The feminist movement was beginning to show the hypocrisy of marriage and the ways in which it was a tool of control. Wittman states that, “marriage is a contract which smothers both people, denies needs, and places impossible demands on both people.”  His critique focuses on marriage as a contract. Wittman, like those who criticize the marriage movement today, claims that individuals creating lives together based on love, mutual respect, and the opportunity for growth are not the problem; the problem lies with legal contracts, sanctioned by the state, binding people together with unreasonable expectations.  Wittman proposed a number of alternatives to assimilating into heteronormative systems of power.  


“We have to define for ourselves a new, pluralistic role, free social structure for ourselves.  It must contain both the freedom and physical space for people to live alone, live together for a short while, live together for a long time, either as couples or in larger numbers; and the ability to flow easily from one of these states to another as our needs change.”  

The concept of opening up the family structure and celebrating all consensual, developmentally appropriate relationships was a radical idea that shook the framework of a heteronormative culture.  In 1970 this was an idea that terrified heterosexuals; in 2007 it is an idea that, unfortunately, terrifies the mainstream gay and lesbian movement.  

“On Oppression”

“A lot of ‘movement’ types come on with a line of shit about homosexuals not being oppressed as much as blacks or Vietnamese or workers or women… We feel oppressed.  Talk about priority of black liberation or ending imperialism over and above gay liberation is just anti-gay propaganda.”  

While gay liberation was certainly looked over by many within radical and leftist movements during the 1960’s and 70’s, the gay liberation movement itself was deliberately choosing not to understand that Black liberation, women’s liberation, and the end to imperialism were all part of gay liberation.  The movement ignored the histories of Black gay people, gay women, and gay people around the world affected by U.S. imperialism.  If Wittman had decided not to act as the victim by claiming “anti-gay propaganda” and instead called on privileged gay people (and all gay people) to work on building relationships across movements, he could have forced the conversation to a liberationist place.  Again, Wittman’s unchecked racism and patriarchy inhibited his ability to be revolutionary. 

Wittman also used this section to show how gay people are truly oppressed, citing police violence, psychological warfare by the educational system, psychiatric field, and family structure, internalized oppression (masculine gay men hating feminine gay men and gender non-conforming people), and institutional oppression on a governmental level and within the medical industrial complex.  The oppression of gay people was completely invisible to many within the leftist movements of the 1960’s and 70’s and even more so to those who did not consider themselves part of any movement.  By making clear what many gay people had been facing, and organizing around, Wittman opened the door for dialogue about changing systems or abolishing them all together.  

“On Sex”

Wittman divided this section into “what sex is,” “objectification,” “positions and roles,” “chickens and studs,” and “perversion.”  While the primary tone of the manifesto is clear and pointed, the section on what sex is becomes overly sentimental and flowery. “I like to think of good sex in terms of playing the violin: with both people on one level seeing the other body as an object capable of creating beauty when they play it well.” Wittman’s inability to articulate the political power of sex is gravely disappointing.  At the time of his writing, and in many parts of the United States still today, sexual acts between two men, two women, multiple partners, and essentially any sex that was not missionary and heterosexual was criminalized.  When gay people had sex they were committing acts of civil disobedience.  Even with the recent repeal of sodomy laws, much of gay sex is still criminalized in many states.  Wittman missed an opportunity to explicitly examine the revolutionary act of gay sex and sexuality.  

Under the section on perversions, however, Wittman does attempt to honor those who have challenged the boundaries on normative sex and sexuality: “we shouldn’t be apologetic to straights about gays whose sex lives we don’t understand or share.”  He goes further to break down the sex into multiple categories, “sex with animals, sado/masochism, and dirty sex, involving ‘piss and shit.’”  Gay communities have long welcomed people to explore many types of sex outside of those considered the norm.  However, Wittman’s inclusion of bestiality in this list is quite unfortunate.  Across the political spectrum of the gay rights movement today, most agree that because of the complete imbalance of power and inability to gain consent, sex with animals should not be included in the same conversation as gay sex.  While it may be this writer’s unfounded judgment, sex with animals is not “the beginning of interspecies communication…”

“On Our Ghetto”

“We are refugees from Amerika…Refugee camps are better than what preceded them, or people never would have come.  But they are still enslaving, if only that we are limited to being ourselves there and only there.”  At the time of Wittman’s writing there were refugee camps throughout Asia for Vietnamese displaced from their homes, refugee camps in Lebanon for Palestinians displaced by the Israeli state, and refugee camps elsewhere around the world because of violence and imperialism.  Certainly gay people were experiencing violence at the same time, torture even, but equating San Francisco to a refugee camp was not only divisive and alienating but inaccurate and bordering on delusional.  This again exhibits Wittman’s failure to build relationships with gay people marginalized by other forms of institutional violence around the world.  

Wittman did, however, have a good reflections on gay nationalism, “To be a free territory, we must govern ourselves, set up our own institutions, defend ourselves, and use our own energies to improve our lives.”  If Wittman had had an anti-racist, anti-sexist, liberationist ideology,  “we” and “our” could have meant a truly diverse and revolutionary gay community.  

“On Coalition”

“Many of us have mixed identities, and have ties with other liberation movements: women, blacks, other minority groups…” At nearly the end of the manifesto Wittman finally acknowledges that those involved in gay liberation are not only white men.  Unfortunately this acknowledgement is only short lived, as he goes on to discuss movements based on identities separate from gay liberation.  

When examining barriers to working with the Black Liberation Movement, Wittman notes, “This is tenuous right now because of the uptightness and super masculinity of many black men.”  From the beginning of the gay rights movement White gay men have vilified, overly sexualized or created a hyper-masculine image of Black men, similar to what the hetero-normative white society has done since the 1400’s.  This created image is regularly used to perpetuate fear of Black people and to thus maintain White power. With his critique, Wittman translates this into the gay liberation movement. The same pattern persists when he refers to the Chicano movement as well.  In a perplexing twist at the end of the segment, Wittman acknowledges the need to find the common enemy (“police, city hall, [and] capitalism”) yet ultimately his call fails due to the racism already projected.  

Wittman continues in his discussion of coalition building by looking at “women’s liberation,” “white radicals and ideologues,” “hip and street people,” and [reformist] “homophile groups.”  One of his suggested solutions to the problems of coalition building is to help the other radical groups address their “stifled homosexuality and the issues which arise from challenging sexual roles.”  While his earlier critique (that heterosexuality itself is oppressive) is valid, this critique of other organizations comes across as counterproductive to movement building, and condescending.  Wittman fails to see that relationships of trust and mutual respect must be established between organizations before opportunities for discussion and growth present themselves.

It is clear that Wittman had a grasp on the importance of challenging the entire social system. Intellectually, his approach was not focused on privileged gay people assimilating into the dominant society. The most widely used quote from the manifesto reveals as much, “We know we are radical, in that we know the system that we’re under now is a direct source of oppression, and it’s not a question of getting our share of the pie.  The pie is rotten.”  However, because of Wittman’s inability to address his own internalized superiority as a White privileged man, his attempt at writing a liberationist manifesto failed.  Wittman continuously divided struggles and individuals within movements.  The picture he painted of the gay liberation movement only included White gay men with access to urban settings.  His early acknowledgement that he was writing from the perspective of someone “White, male, [and] middle-class” does not excuse him from excluding the experiences of all other gay people.  He made invisible the experience of all other gay people while claiming to be building a radical movement.  While there is much to be appreciated in his manifesto, it leaves even more to be desired.  

