by Courinay
McFarlane

I want to say something
chout censorship as it
relates to other issues of
identity and difference. The
debates about censorship
rage on. When I hear the
word, [ hear meanings about
self-censorship, social cen-
sorship, community censor-
ship. [ hear the myriad ways
that we as people of colour
internalize the oppressive
attitudes of our society, our
community cnd stifle the
work we produce, we create.
I don't first hear about the
state-sponsocred censorship
that most people talk about.
Most anti-censorship
activists rarely address the
issues of censorship that [
experience directly.

Censorship is actually
not au issue [ feel very pas-
sionately about. The lan-
guage used in discussing it
is basically outside my
experience. In order to par-
ticipate in a panel discus-
sion on this izssue Thad to do
some basic research. I was
somewhat ashamed to
admit my ignorance of the
Butler decision. | was aware
in a peripheral kind of way
of the harassment of leshian
and gay bockstores, customs
seizures of queer images
cnd other incidents around
the city. However [ had not
personalized the issue. What
[ knew did not lead to any
action or even outrage. I
have recently finished four
years at the Ontario College
of Art, as insulating an edu-
cational institution as any
other. Perhaps that explains
some of my ambivalence
about the issues.

As someone with a dou-
ble consciousness, as a gay
mem and a Black man, [ rec-
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ognize that the issue is often
framed and defined by peo-
ple who are relatively privi-
leged by this socisty.
Censorship is often only
viewed as the suppression
of cultural productions relat-
ed to sex and sexuality by
the state, institutions of the
state, and conservative ele-
ments of society. This limit-
ed definition is something I
feel very outside of. Yes,
there should be freedom te
create, exhibit, distribute
work ol any nature and I
should support that, but T am
not passionate in that sup-
port or defence. I certainly
have difficulties with that
narrow definition of censor-
ship. It often does not recog-
nize the other subtle ways in
which censorship is prac-
ticed: the forms of social
censorship that exist even
within the queer artistic
communities.

We should all fight to
defend freedom of expres-
sion, but recognize that we
aren't equally free to
express, create, exhibit, pub-
lish, perform, be picked.
panned, critiqued, recog-
nized and be paid.... much
less be censored. Within a
white, supremacist, capital-
ist, patriarchal, heterosexist
society (I might have forgot-
ten something) freedom is
distributed unequally. Even
though we as lesbion end
gay artists have struggles
that interconnect, they are
not identical. The effect of
censorship differs with one's
position in society, one's
place in the hierarchy. My
struggle is about creating a
community to support my
expression, my cultural pro-
ductions, to access resources
from organizations or com-
munities that don't neces-
sarily see my silence or
invisibility as a priority.
Institutions continue to

vedue and privilege the way
others represent me rather
than the way I choose to rep-
resent myself. That defines
art and culture in a manner
that continues to marginal-
ize my expressions and cri-
tiques my works by stan-
dards by which I will always
be found lacking. I am com-
ing from a space where
there often isn't the luxury of
time to crecte when energy
is diverted in the fight for
access to resources and in
developing these communi-
ties to support and nurture
my work.

That is basically where I
am coming from in terms of
this issue. So I would like to
ask how much of this work
that we are so passionately
defending is by people of
colour? How much of this
work speaks to issues that
are outside of your experi-
ences? That takes positions
with which we disagree?
Any movement to combat
censorship must recognize
social censorship, market-
place censorship and, by
extension, personal censor-
ship. Not only censorship
that directly affects us and
those like ourselves, but the
censorship that we partici-
pate in. As gay and lesbian
activists, as cartists, we are
censored by the state and
society but despite our sexu-
al identity, those of us who
are privileged whether it be
by race, gender or class,
have to acknowledge that
privilege. So any struggle
against censorship for me
has to adequately address
not only the state-sponsored
censorship, the social cen-
sorship, but also the censor-
ship I feel I live and breathe
evervday. Unless censorship
includes that struggle [will
continue to be dispassionate
about the anti-censorship
movement.

While writing the original
version of this article I went
to o dub poetry festival in
Toronto. Many of the people
who support the black artis-
tic productions such as this
festival coe lesbians and
gays. So as we watched the
performances that went on
well beyond closing time,
cne of the performers, a
well-known dub poet in the
city, slipped in the world
“lesbian” and within that
space we heard it. The
word.... yeah we caught it,
sort of like dog hearing
right, we heard it and
thought it was so quick no
one else would hear.
Talking to a lesbian film-
maker on the way home, she
described how this woman
up front was saying “Oh yeh
nuf respect, me like &l that
except for the lesbian part.”
Where I'm coming from
within the Black community,
lesbians and gays don't
exist. The issue of homosex-
uality is never addressed
and often we as Black les-
bian and gay artists within
these spaces are pressured
o remain invisible and
silent. In this culturally con-
scious queer milieu that is
predominantly white, we
continue to be marginalized
and silent. Both of these
realities are forms of censor-
ship that [ experience, that
are real for me. Finally, I
recognize that all forms of
censorship limit odl our
struggles and that these
links/connections have to be
made.
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