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The Corporate Closet Managing Gay Identity on the Job

Abstract
Though we tend to think of organizations in asexual terms, a certain model of heterosexuality pervades most
white-collar workplaces. Heterosexual behavior and values are disguised by official ideologies that require
professionals to be "asexual" at work, in accordance with prevailing beliefs about privacy, professionalism,
etiquette, intimacy between co-workers, and the irrelevance of sexuality to work. The hegemony of this model
ensures that heterosexuality is rendered invisible, while homosexuality is made to seem disruptive,
conspicuous, and unprofessional.

Working within these environments, gay professionals adopt one of three strategies in their management of
sexual identity. Some men "counterfeit" a heterosexual identity through the manipulation of outward
appearances. Others "integrate" an identity by minimizing, normalizing, politicizing or dignifying their
sexuality in the workplace. Still another group tries to "avoid" a sexual identity altogether by verbally or
situationally dodging sexual displays. Some men use more than one of these strategies, which requires them to
segregate their audiences, carefully monitoring the different approach used with each.

The choice of strategy is influenced by several factors. Men who counterfeit an identity usually do so to evade
the stigma of being gay, but feel socially invisible, anxious, and dishonest. Avoidance strategies protect the gay
professional from social situations that might expose or discredit him, but deny him social opportunities and
relationships he might enjoy. Finally, men using integration strategies pay for their candor by exposing
themselves to prejudice, intensified performance pressures, and the double-edged sword of tokenism. The
men's choice of strategy was also influenced by their co-workers' attitudes towards homosexuality, by their
perceived economic vulnerability, and by the availability of role models.

The study draws on interviews with 70 men in five U.S. cities. They range in age from 22 to 64 and represent a
wide range of professional, white-collar organizations.
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ABSJRACT 

THE CORPORATE CLOSET 

MANAGING GAY IDENTITY ON THE JOB 

James D. Woods 

Larry Gross 

Though we tend to think of organizations in asexual terms, a certain model of 

heterosexuality pervades most white-collar workplaces. Heterosexual behavior and 

values are disguised by official ideologies that require professionals to be "asexual" 

at work, in accordance with prevailing beliefs about privacy, professionalism, 

etiquette, intimacy between co-workers, and the irrelevance of sexuality to work. 

The hegemony of this model ensures that heterosexuality is rendered invisible, 

while homosexuality is made to seem disruptive, conspicuous, and unprofessional. 

Working within these environments, gay professionals adopt one of three strategies 

in their management of sexual identity. Some men "counterfeit" a heterosexual 

identity through the manipulation of outward appearances. Others "integrate" an 

identity by minimizing, normalizing, politicizing or dignifying their sexuality in the 

workplace. Still another group tries to "avoid" a sexual identity altogehter by 

verbally or situationally dodging sexual displays. Some men use more than one of 

these strategies, which requires them to segregate their audiences, carefully 

monitoring the different approach used with each. 

The choice of strategy is influenced by several factors. Men who counterfeit an 

identity usually do so to evade the stigma of being gay, but feel socially invisible, 

anxious, and dishonest. Avoidance strategies protect the gay professional from 

social situations that might expose or discredit him, but deny him social 

opportunities and relationships he might enjoy. Finally, men using integration 

strategies pay for their candor by exposing themselves to prejudice, intensified 
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performance pressures, and the double-edged sword of tokenism. The men's 

choice of strategy was also influenced by their co-workers' attitudes towards 

homosexuality, by their perceived economic vulnerability, and by the availability of 

role models. 

The study draws on interviews with 70 men in five U.S. cities. They range in age 

from 22 to 64 and represent a wide range of professional, white-collar 

organizations. 
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people. I put Phil's name next and opened up the magazine to that page 
and slipped it in there. So in interoffice mail he got this cum-covered 
woman. 

Phil quickly figured out who played the joke, and retaliated with a conspicuous 

reply, which Chip framed and displayed prominently in his office: 

Phil gave me tills letter With a picture of a lady, with her big ta-ta's. I just 
cracked up, cause here she is looking all gorgeous and the letter says [he 
reads]: "I'm so sorry I won't be able to be with you on this Thanksgiving. I 
so much wanted to be with you. Remember last year when we covered 
each other in gravy and sweet potatoes and then ate until we just about 
burst? Remember when you dressed up like a pilgrim and I like an Indian 
maid? God, what memories. I love it when you say "I'm going to stuff you 
like a turkey." God, you make me crazy -- I still get excited every time I 
see cranberry sauce. This is the year that you wanted to be the Indian 
maid, and now I won't be able to see you. I know that you've already 
made your costume, so save it until Christmas. I'm sending you a photo of 
me to keep you company through the holiday. Enjoy. Love and kisses and 
you know what. Simone. 

After Chip pinned them to his office wall, the photograph and letter quickly 

became a legend within the company. To others, their practical jokes had the 

appearance of a fraternity prank or an off-color joke, both of which are within the 

bounds of adolescent, boys-being-boys, heterosexuality. 

Other men employed meaningful glances and comments to similar effect. 

Without specifically stating sexual intent, they insinuate it through indirect means, 

leading others to the desired conclusions. Scott, a sales representative for Blue 

Cross of Philadelphia, described a typical situation: 

If I find a woman who's beautiful and attractive, I speak on it, not 
necessarily directly to her. I will just comment on how nice she's looking 
and I may even inquire "Who is she?" And god knows because I'm a single 
man, if you ask about a girl like that, it sends out waves of rumors. .. My 
questions and my interests are sincere, but I never carry it to the point of 
getting myself in trouble. But my comments are very sincere because I'm 
attracted to women, or intriguing women. 

A marketing officer for a Delaware bank used a similar tactic: 

I have a tendency to come on to women in the office. To prove to them 
that I'm masculine and not gay, I think I have a tendency to portray the 
stud, or come on to them, or make certain comments to them like "You've 
got a great body," or that type of thing. I've done that quite often. They 
get the idea that I'm definitely straight. 
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Without producing evidence of a specific sexual partner, these men intimated at 

least the desire for one.5 Co-workers were thus left to speculate about specific 

practices, having been given the basic outline of a (yet unspecified) heterosexual 

biography. 

Efforts to invent a sexual life were thus based on the fabrication of imaginary 

sexual partners. Seen or unseen, real or imaginary, these supporting players 

became evidence of a sexual life that doesn't actually exist. Sometimes they were 

friends, acquaintances, or strangers whose physical presence was real, yet whose 

relationship to the counterfeiter had been misrepresented, sometimes with their 

consent. At other times, it was merely insinuated, through displays of sexual 

interest, that such partners might exist. But whatever form these illusory sexual 

partners took, they become props in a performance, evidence for a sexual identity 

that the performer knows is inauthentic. 

Playing against (stereo)type 

Heterosexual identity can also be established through the display of other traits 

that, while not sexual in themselves, are frequently (mis)taken as evidence of 

sexuality. Because we are taught to associate heterosexuality with masculinity, and 

homosexuality with effeminacy, the counterfeiter has yet another set of symbols 

and appearances at his disposal -- this time grounded in prevailing assumptions 

about gender-appropriate behavior.6 

We all have an image of the stereotypical gay male, with his mincing ways, 

effeminate speech, and flamboyant dress. This characterization is woven through 

5 The signifYing power of a glance was made painfully clear to one man who temporarily let down his 
guard. Steve, a Houston accountant, recalls a mishap on the beach, when a co-worker caught him cruising 
another man. "1 think 1 got 'clocked' by Michelle once. A cute guy walked by -- you know how sometimes 
your head will do that before you realize you're doing it? And Michelle just happened to be looking at me. 
And the look on her face was utter disgust. Michelle is a good Catholic girl and we're friends. .. But 1 think 
she caught me at the beach." 

6 A recent episode (9/91) of "Designing Women" dramatized these same assumptions. The narrative 
revolved around Julia's new boyfriend, a man whose effeminate behavior led the other characters to believe 
he was gay. As it turned out, he wasn't, much to the surprise and amusement of all. 
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much of our sexual culture, and supplies the key imagery with which the 

mainstream continues to represent and identify gay men. The "telltale signs" of 

homosexuality are such familiar targets for ridicule that most adolescents have 

learned them even before leaving grade schooL 

Among most gay professionals, mention of this stereotype provokes a cool 

response. Some men flinch at even the suggestion of effeminate behavior, 

flamboyance, or camp; it makes them uncomfortable, and they are careful to strip 

it from their own behavior. In gay circles, one often hears someone else described 

as a "screaming queen," which is rarely meant as a compliment. "We're not a1llike 

that," an advertising executive told me, shaking his head in frustration. "That's 

what most people don't understand." Many explained that this was their key 

motivation for coming out at work, so that co-workers would realize, as one man 

explained, "that we're not all flaming faggots." 

Trouble is, many of us are effeminate, flamboyant or "stereotypically gay". 

Writing about film, Dyer (1991b) has pointed out that "it might be inaccurate of 

straight movies and television to make out that all gay men are screaming queens 

and that that is something frightful to be, but plenty of gay men do enjoy a good 

scream" (p. 199). These images may be distortions of the truth, or truthful for only 

a tiny proportion of us, but they are not in any simple sense "untrue." The 

problem, rather, is that they purport to represent more of us than they in fact do. 

For gay professionals, these images represent an opportunity. As Adam (1978) 

has noted, stereotypes about gay men "can be so wildly inaccurate as to identify 

only the smallest part of the group" (p. 14). Even as some men fit our popular 

image of the "fag," many others do not.? As a result, most gay men remain 

invisible to straight peers, who naively associate homosexuality with a largely 

unrelated criterion: deviation from sex role. When the association between sex 

role and sexual orientation is most powerful, "heterosexuality" can be established 

through displays of "masculinity." 

? Kinsey (1948) and his associates estimated, for example, that only about one in seven males, and one 
in twenty female homosexuals, are recognizable as such to the general public. Lee (1977) gives a slightly 
higher estimate: "As a visit to any gay bar will demonstrate, something less than 20% of all homosexuals fit 
into ,hat stereotype" (p. 75). 
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Gay professionals often find that they can counterfeit a heterosexual identity 

with a display of "manly" interests or abilities. Scott, a Philadelphia marketing 

executive for Blue Cross, found it especially easy. At 6'2", with broad shoulders 

and a muscular frame, Scott fits the popular image of an athlete. When he joined 

Blue Cross, he was immediately approached to join the company's baseball team, 

and to represent it in corporate sporting events. Scott thinks that this identity, as 

an athlete, counters any suspicion that he's gay: 

I was an athlete for years, and in the straight world you put someone on a 
pedestal for that. Not only that, but I'm a very good athlete. .. They've 
seen that in the Battle of the Corporate Stars because I did very well in 
the track and field, and swimming events. They also know that I was an 
athlete in college, and when someone finds out about that it spreads -­
especially among the guys, you know. All of the sudden, people are talking 
about it. 

For Scott, this made it relatively easy to counterfeit an identity. "I think I have a 

big advantage in that sense," he explained, "I thinlr it throws off even the slightest 

hint that I'm a homosexuaL" 

Our traditional notions of masculinity also include a kind of macho gentility, 

and an attentiveness to women. Eric, a senior official at a Delaware bank, plays 

on these notions when hobnobbing with the women in his office. He makes a . 

point of complimenting their appearance, and is quick with a flirtatious comment. 

On business trips, he socializes with female friends, and makes no secret of this in 

the home office. All of this has earned him the reputation as the office "super 

stud": 

I never give them [his co-workers 1 any indication that that's what I do on 
my trips. ... I don't know why they think that. I'm a very friendly person 
and I like women, I like females to be friends with, and I'm very close to 
the females that I work with. I probably go overboard sometimes. I'm 
very polite with them. I treat them very nicely, and I think they like that, 
therefore a lot of those things come out as thinking this guy is womanizing. 

To shore up these traditional images of masculinity, he also takes part in the office 

banter about men who don't fit the modeL "If they bring up the topic of being 

gay," he says, "I just go right along with everybody else." He recalled a particular 

incident in which comments were made about another man in the group. "There's 

an attorney that works for the group that works for us and they say he's a little bit 

strange or gay. One time, my boss said 'Watch out, he's a great attorney but watch 
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out for him because he's gay.'" To position himself as "a man" who attends to 

women and makes fun of queers, Eric gave his boss a nod. "I just said 'Ok, I'lf 

make sure I watch out for him.'" 

Counterfeiters find it easiest to play against these gay stereotypes when those 

stereotypes are clearly defined.' Common, familiar images of homosexuality supply 

the sharpest point of comparison, the clearest model against which to define his 

own identity. His task is made even easier when this antonym comes in the form 

of an actual person, a peer whom others ridicule, a co-worker one is told to "watch 

out for." It is easiest to align oneself with the angels when the devil is visible, 

unmistakable, and close at hand. 

A marketing executive for a Houston oil company seized this opportunity in his 

own efforts to counterfeit. Ralph is young and attractive, and took part in 

company athletics to bolster his "jock" image at work. In particular, the sporting 

events were an opportunity for Ralph to distance himself from a particular co­

worker, David Miles, who is known to be gay: 

Whenever you do something kind of gay or something, somebody will say 
"We're going to set you up with Miles." People make comments like that a 
lot. Anything gay -- like in volleyball, if you go for a spike and you don't 
spike it as hard as you should have or something, they'll say "Oh hell Miles, 
that's too bad." The other night, last Wednesday, I got really hyped up -­
the ball was coming to me -- and I yelled something like "Set me up babe." 
And everyone said "Oh, man, set me up babe, babe." So someone made a 
comment about David Miles. 

Notions of non-masculinity are thus made concrete -- in the person of an 

effeminate co-worker -- and supplied a model of behavior against which Ralph 

defines himself at work. By participating in the collective criticism of David Miles, 

Ralph reinforces a particular standard of masculinity, and aligns himself with it: 

I've made jokes before when I thought something someone else said was 
kind of gay, or -- like my friend Danny, he always notices everything about 
people. He'll make comments about people, at volleyball or whatever, like 
"Hey, look at that guy's muscles," or "Wish I had a body like that guy's." 
And I'll come back with something like "Maybe I can set you up with him." 
Just stuff like that, never anything derogatory about gay people ... 

In this way, David Miles permits Ralph to counterfeit a non-gay identity at work. 

David personifies homosexuality to his co-workers, furnishing an image from which 

Ralph can publicly distance himself. 
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Some gay men cultivate specific traits or behaviors that can be used to repel a 

gay identity. By highlighting the ways in which he differs from David Miles -- by 

avoiding soft spikes and comments like "set me up, babe", for example -- Ralph 

hopes to drive a wedge between his own identity and his friends' credulous image 

of gayness. A Philadelphia accbuntant described some of the biographical details 

that set him apart from these same images: 

I really like sports, I like football, so I can have a conversation with anyone 
about that. I'm not doing it to mislead them -- I enjoy it -- but I think 
most people think the typical gay male has no interest in those things. I 
don't do anything on purpose; I don't do it self-consciously. I think that 
living out in the suburbs, buying a house -- maybe there's a subconscious 
effort there to say "Look, I'm not a typical gay male, living in the city in an 
apartment." 

While they claimed not to consciously affect these traits, several men were willing 

to capitalize on them in their efforts to counterfeit. A New York advertising 

executive noted a similar interest in sports. "I love football and I have a good 

memory for statistics, players, scores. Most people take that as a sign that I'm 'one 

of the guys.' You don't associate that with gay people." Likewise, a Philadelphia 

investor found it easy to use a masculine cover. The secretary in his office had a 

number of gay friends, and clung to a fairly narrow vision of the role: 

She used to be a dancer herself, in New York, and I think she assumes -­
the gay men she must have known were very effeminate -- and she assumes 
that's the way all gay men are going to be. It never crosses her mind that 
she could be working in a small investment company in the suburbs of 
Philadelphia, and run across a gay man there. She associates it with this 
artistic environment in New York. 

Consequently, by capitalizing on her naive assumptions, by steering clear of the 

arts, he finds it easy to counterfeit a non-gay identity. These counter -stereotypical 

traits, like a love of sports or a distaste for the arts, can be viewed as "wedge" 
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characteristics.8 The performer, sensitive to his audience's image of 

homosexuality, uses them to pry his own identity away from it. 

At the same time, counterfeiters are often self-conscious about the behavioral 

cues that do seem to signify homosexuality, behaviors they consider effeminate. 

While cultivating "masculine" behaviors and appearances, they are also careful to 

avoid "effeminate" or "gay" ones. Especially when these behaviors posed the threat 

of exposure, gay men sometimes go to great lengths to avoid them. 

Among the most noticeable, and hardest to control, is vocal behavior. A 

Houston airline executive was worried, for example, that his voice made him an 

easy target. "1 really demonstrate gayness in my voice," he explained, exasperated 

"1 wish 1 could have a different speech pattern and just be able to fade into the 

woodwork when 1 wanted to. But 1 don't." Likewise, a Wall Street trader 

complained that his lisp, which was virtually undetectable, had been a source of 

concern over the years. He often worried that this trait would give him away. 

"Nobody ever called me faggot or anything that led me to think that they might 

think 1 was gay. 1 just assumed -- I mean I have a slight lisp, and I was a loner, 

too." 

Tip, a surgery resident at a New York hospital, was frustrated by his voice, and 

the tendency of his peers to interpret it as a sign of effeminacy. "I'm soft spoken, 

especially when I'm put on the spot," he explained. "Maybe my voice trails off or 

something." He first became concerned when the comment turned up in his 

evaluations at Tulane Medical School: 

The head surgeon showed me a departmental evaluation, and it kept 
popping up, that I'm "soft spoken." Which of course means I'm gay to me. 
They wrote "soft spoken" in quotation marks, and to me that meant I was 
gay and they didn't want me ... 

8 "Wedge" characteristics are similar, in this sense, to the symbols that Goffman (1963) calls 
"disidentifiers." "In addition to prestige symbols and stigma symbols, one further possibility is to be found, 
namely, a sign that tends _. in fact or hope _. to break up an otherwise coherent picture but in this case in a 
positive direction desired by the actor, not so much establishing a new claim as throwing severe doubt on the 
validity of the virtual one" (p. 44). Goffman gives the example of educated Negroes who speak "good English" 
when viSiting the rural South, the illiterate who wear eyeglasses, or vagrants who appear to read a newspaper 
in Gland Central terminal, to avoid being molested by the police. 
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Years later, during his residency in New York, he encountered the same criticism: 

In my evaluation here, all the professors were happy about speed, 
precision, etc. My supervisor's comment, his only negative comment on my 
evaluation, was ''you're meek" I mean, I hate that. To me he's saying I'm 
not like him in some respects, and I should be tougher. He always comes 
up and slaps you on the'back and says "Come on." You know, "Get tough." 

The macho standards of the surgical staff became a recurrent issue for Tip, who 

felt he had to cultivate a hyper-masculine image to be accepted by his peers. 

Usually, he tries to play along: 

After he said I was meek, you know what the next question was? This is 
during an evaluation of my job performance. Do you know what he asked 
me? His next question was "Have you ever been in a fist fight?" I just 
wanted to go "Yeah, how about right now?" I hated that. I said, "Yeah, I 
have been in a fistfight. I actually broke some guy's nose in the subway, 
and I got arrested for it." So he liked hearing that story. Of course you 
can beef it up if you want, you know. It's just like talking pussy. 
Disgusting, the whole thing. That's the worst part of my job, that's what I 
feel it is. 

Tip's voice and demeanor were a source of concern at the hospita~ and to 

compensate he found himself using more overt counterfeiting strategies. Because 

he felt that his masculine cover was in question, he resorted to more active tactics, 

inventing girlfriends and sexual exploits, dating women in the hospital, and actively 

cultivating a reputation as a promiscuous "party boy." 

Other men were cautious to disguise personal interests that they feared would 

fit the gay stereotype. Taste in clothing and design, an interest in the arts, and 

extensive travel, were all cited as signs of a gay personality. A Washington 

consultant was careful to downplay his sardonic humor, which he thought was 

typical of gay men: 

If I'm in the office -- I really have an open door -- and I'm talking to 
somebody, I'll be less likely to be either cynical or sarcastic about gay 
things than I might be otherwise. And it will impact how I treat the 
subject, especially from a humor perspective. I try not to be campy. 

Similarly, a New York airline executive was convinced that his personal tastes had 

"given him away"; 

I walk around with the assumption that people think I'm gay. I'm 55 years 
old and single and living in New York and go to Lincoln Center twice a 
week. Given what I like to do, what interests me -- and everyone who 
knows me knows -- I assume they just have to put two and two together. 
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In both cases, these signs of "gayness" provoked efforts to disguise or camouflage 

them. Likewise, a New York advertising executive didn't like coming to work with 

"a glorious suntan, because everyone will assume I've been sneaking off to Fire 

Island or someplace." A Houston man even found it necessary to feign ignorance 

about gay activities. One of his' co-workers, a woman in her mid-20s, let it be 

known that she was a drag show aficionado: 

She started tafking to me saying that she has lots of friends that are gay, 
and she goes out to the gay bars every once in a while. And I'd say "Why 
would you go there?" You know, just played very dumb. "We'd watch the 
drag shows" And I'd say "Drag shows?" and raise an eyebrow and cock my 
head like I don't understand. 

Later, he made sure to cultivate more masculine interests, periodically scanning the 

newspaper so "I can talk sports if I have to." 

The "masculine" cover only worked, however, when homosexuality was 

associated with effeminacy. These tactics are available only when co-workers 

associate sex role with sexual orientation; one can't play against (stereo )type when 

that type doesn't exist. As the president of a Houston oil exploration company 

discovered, for example, his cover didn't work with everyone in the office. His 

older co-workers, because they held more stereotypical views of gay people, were 

most susceptible: 

It doesn't occur to them [that I'm gay], because my geologists are all men 
in their 50s. Its a little trickier if we hire younger people. The people in 
their 50s, unless they know someone specifically, have a stereotype of what 
a gay person is. I don't equal that stereotype, therefore I'm not gay. It's 
not part of their normal experience, it just wouldn't occur to them. It's just 
not one of the possibilities on the menu. It seems so obvious to us, but it's 
not obvious to them. 

One of his co-workers, a lesbian in her late 60s, used a similar strategy to disguise 

herself. Because she didn't fit the image of the "typical" lesbian, 

[p]eople would never dream in a million years that Shirley is a lesbian. 
She's divorced and widowed; she's a grandmother. She has four children, 
and goes to see her daughter- and son-in-law. It never occurs to them that 
she's gay. 

Conversely, when stereotypes were weak:, or when co-workers had first-hand 

experiences that negated them, a counter -stereotypical camouflage was an 

ineffective cover. As a New York advertising executive noted, he was "wary of 
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women who know too many gay men, because they see through the cover. It takes 

more than a little sports talk to throw them off the track. They don't fall for the 

butch-equals-straight act." 

Hiding contrary evidence 

Not all counterfeiting operations require imaginary girlfriends, fag jokes, or an 

interest in sports trivia. To be known as a heterosexual, in many settings, one 

needn't do anything in particular. Until it is demonstrated otherwise, co-workers 

will simple assume that one is heterosexual. 

Gay identities are unexpected in most organizations, which is both a cause and 

consequence of our invisibility. Co-workers anticipate a typical, umemarkable 

sexual identity -- heterosexuality, in most cases. As long as he takes care not to 

upset these assumptions, hiding whatever evidence exists to the contrary, a gay 

man can often remain undetected. In these cases, counterfeiting involves "being 

accepted as being 'just like everybody else' when in fact some aspect of the 

person's character or biography, if known, would serve to set the individual apart" 

(Ponse, 1976:316). 

In its simplest form, this approach involves the suppression of discrediting 

information. Personal information can be presented out of context, while other, 

conflicting evidence is kept out of sight. The classic example is that of a married 

man, whose public identity is based on incomplete revelations about his sexuality. 

His reputation is established through public displays of a wife, children, and the 

countless symbols we have for marriage, while aspects of his sexual life that would 

discredit this identity -- his gay relationships, fantasies or intentions -- are kept out 

of sight. As a Delaware banker acknowledged, "because I'm married, they don't 

have any idea." 

Married men find this tactic especially easy to use. Phil, a man in his late 20s, 

recently divorced his wife and left North Carolina for New York City. His co­

workers know that he's divorced, which has made it easy for Phil to counterfeit an 

identity: 

I have pictures of the kids in my office, so even if I meet someone who 
doesn't know my background, they walk in and see the kids and they think 
either you're married or divorced .... This past week, a girl who works on 
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my floor, who 1 don't know very well, walked in and wanted to borrow my 
paper. And she said "Oh, are these your kids?" So, typically, I immediately 
tell people that I'm divorced. And they typically don't ask a lot of 
questions once you say you're divorced, about whether you're gay or 
whatever, or why you got a divorce. 1 just seems to be a closed chapte~. 

Though Phil has never intimateli to co-workers that he has any interest in dating 

or re-marrying, they have no idea that he's gay. He talks with them about his 

plans to visit his children, his adjustment to bachelorhood, and the circumstances 

of his divorce. What he doesn't mention is the reason he left his wife -- and the 

lover with whom he now lives. 

Other men counterfeit by discussing romances from their heterosexual past, 

without alluding to the gay present. Though he is usually evasive when asked 

about his private life, a Philadelphia architect has no problem talking about his 

past girlfriends: 

If there was some funny anecdote that 1 could bring up from some past 
relationship, 1 brought it up. But that was about it. 1 was just telling them 
what my past life was like. "1 had a girlfriend once who did this," or 
something like that. Nothing ever pointedly saying that "1 had a girlfriend 
once, but then 1 had a relationship with a married man in 1982." 1 
wouldn't go that far. 

When asked about his current living situation, he judiciously avoids mentioning the 

lover of many years with whom he now shares a house. At work, his sexual 

identity is based on biographical details that are ahnost 10 years 01d.9 

The presumption of heterosexuality also seems to encourage co-workers to 

interpret non-sexual matters in a sexual way, to see a romantic life where there 

isn't one. The counterfeiter, for his part, was often content to leave these 

assumptions in place. In a typical scenario, a Philadelphia accountant capitalized 

on his friendship with Kathy, the President's secretary, who was widely assumed to 

be his girlfriend. Because the two of them live downtown, they often found it 

convenient to spend time together on the weekends: 

9 A New York advertising executive recalled a situation in which this tactic failed. "I remember going to 
a Christmas party with one of the people in my office, a guy in his mid-3Ds. The talk got kind of raunchy, and 
befO! e long Joe was talking about his old girlfriends, their pet names for him, their idiosyncrasies. And then 
it hit me: this guy's talking about women he dated fifteen years ago. I knew right away, just like that, that he 
was gay,lI 
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We do things socially, and I think that's kind of helped me maintain an 
image, even though it's not very important to maintain an image of being 
straight. [My boss] knows that Kathy and I do things socially, and I guess 
he thinks we're dating. People in the company think that we've dated, and 
I don't do anything to change their assumptions. People come up to me 
and say, "When are you gonna marry Kathy? I think you guys should get 
married." And all that kind of stuff, so I know that people think that we're 
dating. 

Similarly, an insurance executive in New Jersey was often visited, at work:, by an 

old friend from school. Because the two were obviously intimate, her visits seemed 

to bolster the assumption that he's straight: 

[P]eople just assumed that we were going out. And I have to say, that was 
kind of convenient. It stopped people from asked questions. We went to 
a party at the College of Physicians here, and I took her. I was renovating 
my house at the time, and she was living there, and it became very easy for 
us to act like spouses. People would ask about our house -- never 
specifically about us -- but about how the renovations were going. I think 
that's true of my neighbors, too. They all thought that we were married, 
when we bought the house. 

A Houston lawyer, Andy, found that even his travel plans inspired assumptions 

about heterosexual activities. Because he frequently visits a lover in San Diego, 

"people always ask what I'm doing, before I leave; when I come back:, how was my 

trip? What did I do? Where did I stay? Who's this woman I must have met in 

San Diego?" Andy is careful not to specify the gender of his "mystery person" on 

the West Coast. 

Sometimes the discrediting information involved a roommate or friend whose 

precise relationship to the counterfeiter had to be disguised. By omitting a few 

key details, for example, gay men reduced lovers to roommates, and friends to 

mere acquaintances. Ralph, a marketing representative for a Houston-based oil 

company, found himself in this situation when co-workers began to inquire about 

his bachelor roommate. For the past few years Ralph has lived with Jack, a lover 

of many years, and worries that Jack's identity, as an unmarried man in his midc30s, 

will spoil his own efforts to counterfeit: 

I think 30 is kind of a threshold. I mean you think 30, and then all of a 
sudden it starts clicking in people's minds. "Gosh, he's 30 and he's not 
married and he's not bad looking, and he's doing well. Why isn't this guy 
married? Or, why isn't this guy living with a girl?" And then what do you 
do? "Why does this guy have a roommate? He doesn't have to have a 
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roommate. He can afford to live wherever, but he doesn't. And why is his 
roommate 35?" 

To keep his own identity intact, Ralph tells co-workers as little as possible about 

Jack. He doesn't talk about the time they spend together, or their plans for the 

weekend. Sometimes he goes \!ven further, inventing a sexual life for Jack: 

I tell everyone he's got a girlfriend. He used to live with a girl for 3 or 4 
years, and I act like she's still his girlfriend to people. Even now, people 
think it's kind of weird that I -- they don't think it's too weird that I have a 
roommate, but it's a little different. I can afford to live in a nice place 
without a roommate .... I've ahnost volunteered this information, it's like 
"Yeah, I have a roommate, but he pretty much lives with his girlfriend, he's 
never there," and shit like that. 

Because Jack's own identity is in question, Ralph found it necessary to counterfeit 

an identity for him. 

For Ralph, the result is a complicated pattern of omissions and fabrications, 

and a considerable amount of stress. On one occasion, Ralph feared that the 

cover was about to fall apart. While leaving the grocery store with Jack, he ran 

into a co-worker and his girlfriend: 

Jack and I were leaving the grocery store with bags in our hands, and that 
always kind of looks -- maybe I'm really paranoid about it -- but when two 
guys walk out of the grocery store carrying bags. .. I mean they may go 
grocery shopping together, but let's face it. ... 

After spotting his co-worker in the parking lot, Ralph thought quickly and turned 

a potentially discrediting situation into another opportunity to counterfeit. "We 

went up and talked to them, and I said something really stupid, like that we were 

cooking steaks for these two girls tonight, or something like that." So far, Ralph's 

counterfeiting operation seems to have been a success. 

In other situations, the information withheld was the gender of a friend or . 

acquaintance who figured prominently in the counterfeiter's life. Rather than 

admit that he went to the movies with a male friend, a Houston man told co­

workers that he went "with a group of friends from college." Michael, a 

Philadelphia consultant, found himself in a similar situation: 

One client said ''You're single, right?" And I said, "Yeah, I guess." So he 
said, "When you're in Boston next summer, I'm going to fix you up with a 
girl, a nice Jewish girL" And I said, "Look, you really don't have to do that, 
I'm really quite taken." 
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The two men exchanged meaningful glances, and let the matter drop; the client 

simply assumed that the unnamed third person was a woman (or so it appeared to 

Michael). In subsequent conversations, the two of them have simply referred to 

Michael's "better half." A Philadelphia architect had a similar exchange: 

Several of us went to lunch one time and they were talking about how they 
met their husbands. They were asking questions like, "Are you seeing 
someone right now?" And I said "yes" -- actually I didn't say yes, I said no, 
because I was already with someone at the time, I wasn't dating someone. 
I was living with a guy. But she never came out and asked me if it was a 
woman or a man or anything like that, so I think basically they respected 
the fact that I wanted to keep my private life private. 

To maintain the ruse, he also avoided talking about where he lived, or the fact 

that he shared a house with someone. His co-workers had no reason to doubt that 

his lover was a woman. 

Gay friends and lovers are often disguised in this same fashion, through the 

selective omission of details. A string of evenings with a particular person -­

whose name, if reported, might be remembered -- were often described in generic 

terms, as "just a quick dinner" or "just a little get-together," with "somebody I know 

from the neighborhood." A consultant in New York explained he regularly 

answered questions with these sorts of evasions: 

People ask if I'm seeing someone, and I always answer them truthfully -­
except that I leave out the gender. If I'm seeing someone, they'll know; if 
they say, "What does she look like?" I'll say "blonde hair, blue eyes." Or 
"What do they do?"10 and I'll tell the truth. I just never say whether it's 
male or female. 

Likewise, a Houston manager found it necessary to omit some of the details about 

a summer vacation he took with his lover: 

If I take a trip, and everyone wants to see pictures, I censor the pictures. 
There will be photographs of things, other people -- but not my roommate, 
who I traveled with, or of my roommate and me together. There've been 
enough of those situations where I think they're starting to see the pattern 
that when we see Brent's pictures from vacation, it's just Brent and just 

10 One sometimes wonders if lesbians and gay men didn't pioneer the (mis)use of the third-personal plural 
"they" to replace the singular "he" or "she." A New York advertising executive was quick to make fun of the 
tendency to dodge the use of gender-specific pronouns. "You can always tell someone's gay when he refers 
to his dates as 'they.' He'll say, 'I was in a relationship years ago, but they got too demanding.' Yeah, right. 
1 mean, was he dating more than one person? Or is he trying not to specify whether 'they' is a girl or a boy?" 
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things, never people he's traveled with. One of my employees mentioned 
that. "These are nice pictures of you -- whoever took them." 

Similarly, when Clay, an executive secretary in his 50s, went to Provincetown with 

a boyfriend, his co-workers began to ask questions. "I just told them 'Oh, I'm 

going to the Cape with a friend,'" When forced to elaborate, he simply dodged the 

question. "I told them I wasn't sure." 

Counterfeiters also feared that their identities would be soiled by contact with 

gay organizations, activities, or people. Consequently, most counterfeiters were 

cautious to hide personal interests or concerns that were associated with gay life. 

For example, Clay was worried that the circumstances of a friend's death might 

spoil his identity. When he asked to leave work so that he could attend the 

funeral, it seemed that his boss was especially inquisitive: 

I know that's what's going through her mind, it's flashing at me as she's 
talking to me. She says, "Oh, I have a friend who's in the hospital, who's 
sick." I changed the subject. ... A friend of mine died, and I asked to get 
off, to go to the service. And right away, she wanted to know what did he 
die of. "Oh, I think he died of liver failure or something." And they didn't 
have it in the paper; she read the whole article, and it mentioned nothing 
about AIDS. But she was hoping that it would come out. 

Though his boss continued to raise the issue, offering her condolences, he refused 

to supply any further information about his friend. 

To avoid guilt-by-association, counterfeiters often felt it necessary to disguise 

their relationships with other gay people. Gay friends were kept out of sight, and 

gay co-workers were met under circumstances that ensured mutual invisibility. In 

general, these men steered clear of co-workers who used a different strategy -­

especially those using an integration strategy -- for fear that the relationship would 

spoil their own efforts to hide. Especially when the presumption of heterosexuality 

was weak, they didn't want co-workers to begin asking questions, rethinking their 

assumptions, wondering amongst themselves. 

For these men, the goal was to do as little as possible to disrupt the 

presumption of heterosexuality. By selectively hiding information about themselves 

-- details about other people in their lives, about their social activities, or about 

their living arrangements -- they forged a counterfeit identity, usually without 

fabricating specific sexual exploits or intentions. They misled their audiences and 

165 



counterfeited an identity through acts of omission, by permitting the presumption 

of heterosexuality to remain in place. 

As these examples suggest, one can counterfeit an identity through the 

manipulation of any symbol, action or appearance that suggests a heterosexual 

orientation. The specific manipulations take many forms, from the active 

fabrication of a sexual track record to the passive defense of false assumptions 

about that track record. Sometimes, these were acts of commission, false claims, 

staged events, and white lies; other times, they took the form of calculated 

omissions, or the willingness to capitalize on the naive assumptions of others. 

The choice of manipulation was determined, in part, by the judgments a 

performer makes about his audience: What evidence will be required, with this 

particular audience, to establish a heterosexual identity? How far must I go? The 

answers to these questions help the performer determine which moves were 

required to pull off the counterfeiting operation. 

Conseqnences 

When gay men counterfeit a sexual identity, they playa role that is at odds with 

their sense of who they really are. Their performance, however convincing to the 

audience, is still an act, and the performer is forever constrained by the demands 

of his role and the expectations of his audience. Even the most skillful of 

performers, playing a role for the thousandth time, are performing. 

The dramaturgical metaphor is appropriate here, because it helps explain the 

concerns most often cited by men who counterfeit sexual identities. The first of 

these results from the sheer strain of mounting a performance, of remembering 

lines and cues, and of monitoring the audience's response knowing that the whole 

enterprise might come crashing down at any moment. The second results from the 

performer's sense of detachment from his role, and his possible desire to be more 

at ease with the audiences for whom he performs. 
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Performance anxiety 

Identity performances, like theatrical ones, require planning. A plausible plot 

must be devised, the needed props and settings arranged. The cast must be 

assembled (whether or not they know it), and the necessary steps taken to ensure 

that the performance will be as believable as possible. Because much of it will be 

improvised, the performer must closely monitor his audience, gauging their 

reaction, making whatever changes are needed along the way. At any time, if the 

performance ceases to persuade, it may grind to a halt. 

For the gay man, thrust into the combined role of playwright, director and 

performer, the result is a state of constant anxiety, an alertness to the missteps that 

could bring the entire performance crashing down. Even in the most familiar of 

social situations, "the stigmatized individual is likely to feel that he is 'on,' having 

to be self-conscious and calculating about the impression he is making, to a degree 

and in areas of conduct which he assumes others are not" (Goffman, 1963:14). 

Because his performance may be discredited at any time, the counterfeiter must be 

vigilant whenever in the presence of his audience. "I constantly have to guard 

myself as to what I say to whom," according to a Philadelphia manager, a man who 

periodically brings a female escort to company events. When gay men speak about 

their efforts to counterfeit a sexual identity, they almost always complain about 

performance anxiety (see Lee, 1977:61).11 

Much of this anxiety centered on the need to contrive, and keep track of, the 

plot. Imaginary people and events, once elaborated, take on a social life of their 

own; one's audience may reasonably expect the author to supply further 

installments: "Whatever happened to so-and-so?" "Remember what you told me 

about your friend what's-her-name?" Or, "I Imow someone who works at that 

same company. Maybe she knows your friend so-and-so ... " 

Gay men often complain that this is the toughest part of any counterfeit 

operation, and many could recall situations in which their storytelling got out of 

hand. Geoff, an architect in San Francisco, had invented a sexual life with a 

11 As Lee (1977) found, in his study of 24 gay men, "the greatest cost for those whose current social status 
is built around the assumption that they are heterosexual is the fear of disclosure, and with it attendant guilt 
and anxiety" (p. 61). 
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particularly large cast of characters, and found it increasingly difficult to keep track 

of them all. When asked to describe the major drawback of this approach, he 

explained: 

It's keeping this imaginary life going. It's difficult, and what I've done, at 
times is, if I'm going out with some guy who's named Brian, he'll become 
Brenda. I'll find a name that I can attach well enough that I won't get it 
confused. Ken, Karen, whatever. But it's very difficult to keep an 
imaginary life alive, keeping all the facts straight. I need to keep notes on 
my continuing saga. 

The saga held together for years, however, until it ultimately became too 

contradictory. In at least one instance, after Geoff was careless with a few details, 

a co-worker began to take notice: 

There was a guy at the developer's office who had a memory -- he would 
remember all the details. And he'd say, "Well, wait a minute. You said 
this and then you said that. The stories don't jive." When I'm drunk, I'm 
trying to keep this imaginary life going, and I'm losing the details and not 
remembering the details. And here's this guy who's filtering everything 
through his computer. 

Ultimately, Geoff realized that his performance had failed, at least with the most 

alert members of his audience. The man asked, several months later, if Geoff was 

gay. 

Even when the story holds together, it can require tremendous energy. Tip, a 

surgery resident in New York, recalled the planning that went into his highly­

publicized affair with "Amy". He recalls showing the other residents her publicity 

photos, talking about their travel plans, even supplying his co-workers with tickets 

to the ballets in which Amy performed. When one of the senior physicians, Dr. 

Wu, insisted that they attend one of the performances together, Tip asked his 

lover, Bob, to help with the details: 

Everything was planned, even where we sat was planned. Bob said, "I'll 
make sure there's not four seats together so you don't have to sit with 
them, I'll put them in front of you so they won't see you fall asleep if you 
do." The whole thing was planned well. 

Today, Tip looks back at the evening with regret. At one point in the evening, 

when he had supposedly slipped backstage to see Amy, he was forced to duck into 

the men's room to hide from Dr. Wu and his wife. "It takes too much effort," he 
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explained, and "too much energy is just wasted." Though he continues to 

counterfeit an identity, he says "I wish everyone knew." 

Miguel, a medical resident in Philadelphia, found himself in a similar situation 

when his imaginary girlfriend became the center of the other residents' attention. 

"Kathy" was born in a moment of desperation, when another resident tried to 

arrange a date for MigueL Before long, he realized that the improvisation was a 

mistake. Rather than relieving the pressure to date and socialize, "Kathy" see~ed 

only to intensify it. "They keep asking me for the famous 'Kathy,'" he explains, 

"who doesn't exist. If we're in the lounge, or eating, and the conversation starts to 

get too personal, I just switch the conversation to avoid it. And it's a pain, 

because they keep inviting me to different things. "Come over and eat, bring 

Kathy.'" When the other residents ask about Miguel's social plans, "I tell them 'I 

went with friends.' I use the plural. 'We went to eat.'" The wife of a friend was 

especially persistent. "She came by and said, 'My girlfriend is perfect for you, she 

would love you. So, would you like to meet her?' And I don't want to tell her 

about 'Kathy,' so I said 'I'm a mess ... I'm having so many problems, I don't think 

I could have a relationship now.' I didn't want to start the Kathy thing again." 

Today, Miguel is still trying to put "the Kathy thing" to rest. "I would never do 

that again," he explains, hoping that co-workers will gradually forget about her. As 

the staff turns over, Miguel has gradually been able to change strategies: 

That was last year, and many of the people working with me last year left; 
it's a 3-year program. And I was glad that they left. None of the new 
people know [about Kathy], because I decided I don't want to do that 
again, I don't want to tell anyone. So the people who know about "Kathy" 
are third year residents, or they're on my same leveL 

After graduating, Miguel hopes that Kathy will be behind him. "I'm just trying to 

play that topic down," he explains, "because it was a mistake I made at one point, 

while I was trying to find a solution." 

At least one man feared that the constant stress had led to more serious 

physical consequences. Eric, a Delaware banker, considered his performance 

anxiety the major cause of his current medical troubles. If he didn't have to 

counterfeit an identity, he explained, "it would relieve a lot of stress. You're 
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always trying to keep the two apart -- you know, I'm straight here, I'm gay here -­

so that they don't come together and get mixed up somehow. You've always got 

to be on top of things so you don't screw up." When 1 asked Eric to describe his 

stress, he lifted his shirt to reveal a long red scar. 

Well, I've lost 24 pounds since June. 1 was thin to begin with -- 1 mean, 
I'm not a heavy person. The job itself has a lot to do with it. I also have a 
lot of headaches, I've had severe ulcers, I've had half my stomach removed 
due to ulcers which were definitely a result of being gay and straight all at 
the same time. It definitely affects me inside, physically. Sometimes I get 
depressed because of it. 

As Eric looks forward to the rest of his career, it is with apprehension. Something 

has to change, he knows, as he finds it increasingly difficult to juggle his gay and 

straight lives. "It's not that 1 wish 1 weren't gay," he explains, "I just wish 1 could 

do one or the other." 

The performance was usually easier to manage -- and the level of anxiety lower 

-- when the story had a more substantial basis in fact. Men who invented sexual 

lives were often at great risk of being exposed, and invested considerable time and 

energy in their performances. On the other hand, there were fewer complaints 

from men who managed to counterfeit an identity through more subtle means. 

Men who based their heterosexual identity on masculine stereotypes, for example, 

experienced relatively little performance anxiety. "I really do like sports," one man 

insisted, "so I've always found it easy to throw people off the track. 1 can't help it 

if they don't see how ridiculous their assumptions are." Often, these men 

expressed relief that their co-workers were so backward in their understanding of 

homosexuality. As a New York advertising executive explained, "I don't worry too 

much about people who think only faggy men are gay. It doesn't take much 

energy to fool them. These are the people who still think Rock Hudson was 

straight." 

Likewise, counterfeiters who found it sufficient to hide discrediting facts, rather 

than invent fictions, experienced far less performance anxiety. Carl, a San 

Francisco realtor explained that the basic outlines of his cover story were accurate, 

which keep his level of performance anxiety remarkably low. When Carl first 

moved to San Francisco in the early '70s, he began a relationship with Lisa, with 

whom he lived for several years. Though he realized he was probably gay, and, 
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continued to have sexual relationships with other men, Carl had little trouble 

counterfeiting his identity. "The relationship with Lisa was stormy," he explained. 

"She wanted me to be straight, and I wanted her to be a man. It was doomed." 

None of this was obvious to Carl's co-workers, however. "1 didn't have to lie, or 

make up stories about doing things with women so that I could pass, because I was 

doing things with the woman I lived with." Rather than invent a sexual life, Carl 

needed only hide a few details about his relationship with Lisa, namely that he 

found the sex unsatisfYing. 

But even those who complained most bitterly about performance anxiety 

acknowledged that they could, if necessary, pull off the act; most gay people have 

been learned, at one time or another, to counterfeit. Raised (ahnost always) in 

heterosexual environments, coached (by parents, peers, teachers) to behave as 

heterosexuals, and warned (in numerous ways) that there are penalties for straying 

from the prescribed path, most gay people go under cover when they first acquire 

a sense of being differentY With no exceptions, the men in my study had all 

counterfeited a sexual identity at some point in their lives. 

After years of rehearsal, these performances sometimes cease to feel unnatural. 

Whatever stress they produce has become familiar, invisible. For this reason, a 

Wall Street broker explained that he "was always very comfortable in the closet. I 

didn't have a lot of angst about it." After years of switching genders and inventing 

women's names for his boyfriends, Rodney had grown accustomed to keeping up 

his guard: 

I certainly had arguments with gay friends who said "Oh its great to be out 
of the closet" and stuff like that, or "you should do it." But I said "Well 
listen, you know, where I'm working and with the family I have I don't 
need the grief." And as far as I could tell all it would be is grief. And I'm 
not suffering from being in the closet. If it were a position of great angst, 

12 Jennie Livingston (1990) describes an experience that will be familiar to many lesbians and gay men. 
"When I was about eleven years old I figured out that people who dressed a little funny or walked too hard 
or too soft got it from the other kids, and that I was one of those. Objectionable girls were "tomboys" or 
"dogs," and boys -- before anyone really knew about homosexuality -- were "fags." ... We were the ones who 
couldn't play the gender game right. The boy who couldn't walk tough: faggy. The girl who spoke up too 
many times, too loudly, or who didn't have breasts yet: doggy. We didn't know exactly why what we were doing 
was wrong. But we couldn't help COmmitting multiple acts of what was called in Margaret Atwood's The 
Handmaid's Tale "gender treachery" (p. 6). 
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then yeah, I'd say there are some tradeoffs here. But there really wasn't 
much of a tradeoff. It seemed I was much happier in the closet. 

To avoid any unnecessary anxiety, Rodney kept his counterfeit operation as simple 

as possible. A Dutch boyfriend gave Rodney the raw material for his romantic 

smalltalk at work, and with a f"w minor modifications -- the man's name, which 

was changed to "Tracy" -- Rodney could tell co-workers a story that was otherwise 

true. "It was much easier on me," Rodney concludes. "1 had just gotten so used to 

lying that there was no great angst about it." 

Among gay men who counterfeit an identity, anxiety levels seem to vary most 

directly with the complexity of their (fictional, heterosexual) narrative, the amount 

of it that has been invented, and the amount of rehearsal time they've had to 

perfect it. One can counterfeit an identity in a number of different ways, each of 

which places different demands on the performer: by direct commission (by 

inventing a sexual life), by oblique commission (by emphasizing one's masculinity, 

or some other counter-stereotypical trait), and or by omission (by hiding 

discrediting details about one's sexual life ). As I'll discuss below, the choice of 

approach was often keyed to the performer's assumptions about his audience, and 

his desire to construct a performance they would find believable. 

The performance is thus a kind of balancing act. The gay professional must 

weigh the demands of his audience against his own finite resources. What would it 

take to convince them? How active or passive must the counterfeit operation be? 

And how much will be required of me to pull it off? Some men were explicit 

about these trade-offs; others seemed only vaguely aware that their efforts to 

counterfeit had placed them in stressful situations. But for all, there was the sense 

that a counterfeit identity came at a price. 

Ethical dilemmas 

All forms of counterfeiting, from the occasional substitution of "she" for "he" to 

the complete fabrication of a heterosexual life, place the gay man in a difficult 

moral position. He knows that his actions are intended to mislead others, which is 

condemned by our culture's prevailing beliefs about honesty. Worse yet, he has 

been encouraged by others in the gay community to view his behavior as an act of 
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cowardice or, increasingly, as a betrayal of the struggle for equal rights. As Marny 

Hall (1989) notes in her study of professional lesbians, "Not only is she denying 

what she knows to be true, but she is also ignoring the strong exhortations of the 

lesbian community to come out" (p. 136). The result is a series of ethical 

dilemmas for gay men who counterfeit their sexual identities at work. 

The dilemmas are familiar to gay men, who often invoke ethical terms and 

concepts when explaining their efforts to manage sexual identity. Without 

prompting, the men in my study frequently volunteered an ethical interpretation of 

their behavior. They wondered if their behavior could be considered "dishonest," if 

it was "morally wrong" to mislead the boss, or if co-workers will find out someday 

that they've "told a lie." In the interviews, I scrupulously avoided these normative 

tag words. Still, at least half of the men invoked an ethical framework when 

explaining their behavior at work. 

For example, when asked to describe "the biggest disadvantage, if any, of being 

'straight' at work," many of the men pointed to "all the lying you have to do." The 

chief counsel for a Houston oil company explained that he hated taking female 

escorts to company events "because it reinforces everyone's presumption that 

you're a straight bachelor. Reinforces the lie, so to speak." A New York 

advertising executive complained that "I don't like feeling dishonest all the time. I 

hate all the petty deceptions, the countless little lies you have to tell." 

There was no consensus, however, about what constituted deception. The men 

seemed to represent a wide range of ethical beliefs, and varying definitions of 

"truth" and "lying." As the men described their situations, many struggled to find 

the proper terms, sometimes pausing to clarify their thinking. Steve, a Houston 

accountant, described a situation in which he felt he had been dishonest: 

We went to the beach one day and we all went in separate cars, and I had 
a date that night. And I'd come to the conclusion that if they asked me 
what I was doing that night, I would tell them. And so Jay asked me what 
I was doing, and I said "I have a date." And he said "Oh, yeah, how'd you 
meet her?" Well, I didn't bother to correct Jay. I just said "through a 
friend." I didn't say her anywhere, I didn't use -- I was very careful. I 
know that's deception, but still ... 

Others described situations in which they had "lied" only to quickly retract the 

term. "It's not really lying," according to a New York advertising executive. "I 
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don't think it's lying when you're put on the spot like that. Or if it's anything, it's 

a white lie." Other men took a stricter view, and held that any deceptive situation 

or behavior was immoraL "I know they all assume I'm straight at work," one man 

explained. "I never said anything to that effect, but it still makes me feel 

dishonest." 

As these comments suggest, our definitions of lying and deception are shrouded 

in a definitional fog. One person's "lie" was clearly another's misinterpreted 

silence, ambiguous remark, or failure to correct a false assumption. To clarify our 

own discussion, it will be useful to draw on the definition supplied in Lying, Bok's 

(1978) classic meditation on the ethics of deception: 

When we undertake to deceive others intentionally, we communicate 
messages meant to mislead them, meant to make them believe what we 
ourselves do not believe. We can do so through gesture, through disguise, 
by means of action or inaction, even through silence. Which of these 
innumerable deceptive messages are also lies? I shall define as a lie any 
intentionally deceptive message which is stated. Such statements are most 
often made verbally or in writing, but can of course also be conveyed via 
smoke signals, Morse code, sign language, and the like. Deception, then, is 
the larger category, and lying forms part of it (p. 14). 

As Bok points out, one can mislead others in any number of ways, through acts of 

omission or cormnission, in any of the various codes with which we communicate. 

Even so, my informants consistently distinguished the concealment of 

information from the revelation of misinformation. In the former category we 

might include that which is true, but which we have forgotten, ignored, hidden, 

kept secret, or deemed unsuitable for expression to others. It might include 

something about an individual that he has simply neglected to mention (an 

irrelevant fact, a forgotten nickname) or something he has actively concealed (a 

shameful secret). The information remains unrevealed in either case, and the net 

effect may be that others are mislead. 

Gay men rarely view this sort of behavior as lying. Because he plays a relatively 

passive role in this sort of deception, the counterfeiter can excuse himself of any 

moral wrongdoing. Phil, a New York consultant, uses this distinction to explain his 

own behavior. Because he is recently divorced, and continues to visit his children 

in North Carolina, Phil has found it relatively easy to counterfeit an identity 

without feeling that he's being dishonest: 
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I don't feel that I'm not being true to myself. I don't feel like I'm 
scheming just to project an image. And I really get the sense that the 
people that I work with don't really care. If anyone ever pressed me on it, 
I would not lie to them. '" I don't have to do anything other than what I 
normally do. 

Phil suspects that he will eventually come out at work, and expects that this will 

prompt a series of questions from co-workers: "Is that why you divorced? Is that 

why you didn't move back to North Carolina?" But he doesn't worry that he'll be 
/ 

criticized for posing as a heterosexual. "I don't think they could really say anything 

about it, because I've never gone overboard in saying that I'm not gay. It's not 

like I've really tried to deceive them. I just don't come out and tell them what I 

do at home in bed, just like they don't tell me what they do in theirs." Phil bases 

his moral argument on the distinction between active and passive deception, and 

explains that his conscience is clear because he didn't really "try" to deceive 

anyone. 

As Phil discovered, essentially truthful statements can be used to deceive, and 

the result is a sort of ethical gray area. For Scott, a Blue Cross marketing 

representative, these statements became the basis for his efforts to counterfeit. 

When co-workers ask about his private life, Scott tends to respond with true, albeit 

misleading, statements. "I say I don't want to date," he explains, "which is true. 

Sometimes I border on a white lie, but on the whole, I would say I'm telling the 

truth. I just don't want to date." When co-workers have tried to arrange blind 

dates for Scott, he sometimes plays along. ''I'm attracted to women, and I may 

make comments about a particular person, but I never follow up." He describes a 

typical conversation: "They'll say 'Don't you like her?' I say 'yes I do.' 'Why don't 

you go and ask her out?' And I'll say 'I don't want to.' That's a little white lie. 

Or I would say 'She's not really my type.' That would be a little white lie, too." 

These same dilemmas discouraged Terry, a Houston lawyer, from bringing 

female dates to company events. "I try very hard to avoid that situation, " he 

explained. "My job is not one that requires as much socializing as a lot of jobs. If 

it did, it would be more difficult. I really try not to live a lie that way." When I 

asked Terry to explain what he meant by "living a lie," he put it in legal terms. 

"When you start having to 'affirmatively misrepresent', life becomes incredibly 
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complicated. There are situations in which you have to, unfortunately. There are 

certain functions, either dinners with clients or whatever where you need to take a 

date. It's difficult to take a 6'2" blonde boy with strapping shoulders, so you either 

go with friends, or you get a female date." 

Terry was most troubled by these situations in which he was called on to 

"affirmatively misrepresent" his sexuality, and found that he often tried to avoid 

them. "There are times when I get tired of lying to people," he explained. "I get 

tired of being two-faced about it, two-faced in the sense of not admitting [that I'm 

gay] or not standing up to somebody who makes some derogatory comment about 

homosexuals." Terry paused for a moment, and I asked if he ever overheard (or 

sometimes took part in) derogatory comments about gay people. "I don't do that," 

he assured me. "It's not like I go up there and live a complete lie, 'Go hang all the 

queers that are marching in the street during the economic summit.'" He tried to 

limit himself to more subtle efforts to counterfeit, like an occasional date at a 

company party, or a conspicuous friendship with a woman he knows from college. 

But even these tactics made Terry uncomfortable, and to avoid them, he finds 

himself pulling back. "You tend to shut other people out of your life if you are a 

little closeted because you just get tired of lying to them. You get tired of being 

in an uncomfortable situation, so you don't do as much with them. Which is sad, 

but it's also reality." 

It was these same ethical concerns that encouraged George, a Houston airline 

executive, to come out at work. He had tried being discreet at work, but quickly 

felt that he was "living a lie." As he grew closer to his boss, a woman in her 40s, 

George felt it was time to change strategies. "I respected her so much and she' was 

so valuable to me, the thought of not acknowledging it was anathema to me. It 

would have been so false, our relationship. So we went out to dinner and I had 

four martinis before she got there, and then I just blurted it out. She was so 

wonderful about it. " Years later, George feels his conscience is clear. "You're 

free and you can eliminate that one area of lying that so many of us grew up with 

or evolved with at some point." 

Because several of the men anticipated coming out scenes like this, they were 

sometimes cautious not to do anything, in the present, that they could be criticized 
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for in the future. When I asked Ralph, a marketing representative for a Houston 

oil company, what would happen if he came out at work, he seemed troubled. 

One of his co-workers "probably won't want to play tennis with me," and "I even 

dated one of these girls at work, so she would feel kind of weird. She'd probably 

sit there and worry that she may have AIDS or something." She would also know, 

Ralph realized, that he had lied to his co-workers. "The 'straight thing' has been 

part of me at work, and people might lose trust in me. I mean, you've lied to , 

people, they'll know you've lived to them." 

In anticipation of his own coming out, Miguel, a medical resident in 

Philadelphia, has become increasingly wary of anything resembling a lie. He 

worries that his conspicuous relationship with "Kathy", his fictional girlfriend, will 

someday come back to haunt him. "My co-workers, with whom I have a great 

relationship, will feel hurt because I was never honest with them. And the last 

thing I want to do is hurt their feelings, though I admit that I may have done 

something wrong." Today, he no longer talks about Kathy, and tries to avoid 

situations in which he'll be called upon to lie. When other residents make a 

comment about a sexy nurse, Miguel's response is more oblique. "Before, I used 

to make a comment also. Now, I make a comment that won't compromise me if 

they find out I'm gay. I used to say 'Yeah, I'd fuck her.' But now I won't say that, 

because I don't want to do it. So I'll say, 'Yeah, she has big tits.'" For Miguel, the 

distinction between active and passive deception has become an important one. 

The net effect may be the same for the receiver, the one who is deceived, but 

Miguel feels he can only be held accountable for direct, intentional misstatements. 

"Somewhere down the line, when they find out, they don't have to blame me for 

anything. I was honest with them, I just didn't tell them everything. But I didn't 

li " e. 

Not all men were troubled by the moral implications of their efforts to 

counterfeit. Even while they acknowledged that their heterosexual identities were 

false, misleading -- even a form of lying -- they were often quick to point out that 

it was justified by the circumstances. For example, some men expect that at some 

point in the future their co-workers will understand. A Houston executive 
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explained that he would be "very upset" if co-workers find out that he is gay. I 

asked if he was worried, in part, that exposure would make his previous efforts at 

concealment seem deceptive or dishonest. He didn't think so. "I think it would be 

more of a concern that I was gay [than dishonest], because if people really thought 

about it, they'd realize I didn't have any choice." 

There are situations, in fact, in which we regularly condone deception. In a 

time of war, for example, we consider it fitting to engage in counterintelligence 

activities, lying to our opponents about the movements of troops or equipment. 

Likewise, when one is in personal danger, he or she might lie to avoid being 

robbed or raped, or to escape some kind of torture. As Bok (1978) notes, we 

often condone lies told as part of an effort to survive, to avoid harm, or to avert 

crisis. These deceptions are usually justified on one of two grounds, and fall into 

the general category of "lying to enemies": 

Such lies appeal, first, to a sense of fairness through retribution. Enemies 
are treated as they deserve to be treated; they receive their due. In 
addition, the defense from harm is invoked in all adversary relationships (p. 
142). 

Enemies are those who seem to promise some kind of harm, and lies can be used 

either to divert their attentions (in this case, by disguising oneself as the enemy, as 

a heterosexual), or as part of a larger effort to defeat them (perhaps in order to 

circumvent whatever harm it was they had in mind). The deception might be 

justified, in either case, as an effort to avoid harm and restore fairness. To justify 

a deceptive sexual identity, then, a gay man need only demonstrate that the other 

person, the one deceived, is an enemy. 

Gay professionals invoke some version of this argument when they talk about 

homophobic co-workers and bosses who "wouldn't understand." A Houston 

accountant, Steve, struggled with these same concerns while trying to decide if he 

should come out at work. Tamara, a woman in his department, was a source of 

special concern. "Four months ago I had a strong urge to tell Tamara," he 

explains. "I went on this honesty binge. I wanted to tell everybody, I wanted to 

buy a neon sign." He and Tamara had become close, and she had been frank 

about her blossoming affair with another co-worker, Jay. Over time, Steve had 

begun to think of Tamara as one of his closer friends. When he turned 24, Steve 
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remembers thinking "You're 24, what are you going to do with your life? Living 

this big lie in front of everyone?" 

He stopped short, though, after telling his mother. "I recently came out to my 

mother who is not handling it well at alL 1 came out to a few friends; Lisa 

handled it great, our relationship just grew and blossomed even further than it 

already had. So 1 said 'OK, everyone is going to react like Lisa.' But then 1 

thought they might react like my mom." Steve gradually lost his nerve, and 

decided he couldn't be sure Tamara would respond as he hoped. His desire for 

honesty was outweighed by his fear of its potential consequences. "So the honesty 

binge went bad," Steve says. "Let's not do this honesty thing too much." 

For many men, the desire for honesty was secondary to the need for self­

protection. Eric, a Delaware banker, was quick to see his former boss as the 

enemy. "I feel bad," he begins, "because I'm really lying to myself and everybody 

else. But 1 still don't think being gay in today's world is as acceptable as everybody 

thinks it should be. You still have to be very careful, and 1 think it would hurt, 

especially where 1 am." If Eric were to change strategies, he expects that it would 

lead to disaster: 

My boss is so ultra -- so super macho, and hates anybody gay. I mean he 
just had a hatred for gays, absolute hatred. Every sport was his sport, his 
son had to play every sport, that type of person. He just hated gays. He 
just would make it very obvious that he hated anybody who was gay or 
black. He had definite prejudices about a lot of things. 

Eric's response was to counterfeit an identity, using his wife, his womanizing 

manner, and his frequent sexual innuendos. All of this was justifiable, he 

explained, because his boss was so umeasonable; he was the enemy, and didn't 

deserve Eric's honesty. "I really had to play up to him. 1 had to be very careful 

there to be sure that my image was not ruined. If he found out he would have 

fired me on the spot." 

A San Francisco architect had a similar attitude about his employer, the 

Catholic Church. Geoff supervises construction at a college in northern California, 

and describes his working environment as "incredibly homophobic." When 

speaking of the Brothers who supervise his work, he speaks with near contempt, 

and expresses no remorse about the numerous ways in which he's misled them 
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about his sexuality. In fact, Geoff suspects that if he were to come out, the church 

would have more trouble with his sexuality than with his years of dishonesty. 

"They would be upset that I'm gay, not dishonest. They'd say, '1 understand it was 

hard to come out, so I understand why you've been doing what you've been doing: 

I asked Geoff to imagine that Iwas one of the priests, and had just confronted 

him on his fabrications. Geoff chuckled, and shrugged. "Everyone has to lead 

their lives the way they see fit. It's the way I feel most comfortable, and I can't do 

something to please you because you think I'm a liar. I'm not leading my life for 

you; I'm leading it for me. So if you don't like it, it's unfortunate." Working in a 

hostile world, with people he doesn't respect, Geoff has no qualms about 

counterfeiting an identity. 

Like Geoff, many of the men had carefully rationalized their counterfeit 

identities. Though none described a situation in which he had actually been called 

to task for his deceit, almost all could outline the arguments they would offer as a 

defense. Whatever ethical framework they used, counterfeiters are often quite 

adept at refuting the assertion that they're being dishonest.13 Some felt that 

while they were undoubtedly misleading their co-workers, they couldn't be accused 

of lying per se. Others justified their deception in the short-term, explaining that 

they eventually planned to change strategies. Still others shifted the moral 

responsibility onto co-workers, whose homophobia had made honesty unnecessary 

or impossible. The greater moral villainy lay, they thought, in the way their 

organizations treated gay people, and therein lay their defense. 

Social invalidation 

Our sense of who we are is based, to a degree, on the feedback we receive. 

from others. According to Festinger's (1954) theory of social comparison, people 

look to "social reality" to obtain feedback and ultimately to validate their self­

concepts. Other persons help an individual to define the appropriateness or 

correctness of his or her attitudes, beliefs, and valueb. Consulting with and 

13 Weston (1991) makes a similar point about accusations that gay people, because we don't form 
traditional families, are selfish or irresponsible (p. 158). 
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confronting others, or seeking the advice of friends and associates, may help a 

person to decide on a course of action in dealing with a situation. This function of 

self-disclosure is commonly known as social validation (see Derlega & Grzelak, 

1979:157). 

But what happens when your internal, psychic world isn't reflected back at you? 

When others respond not to you, but to some fictional persona who stands in your 

stead, it is often difficult to feel affirmed, disconfirmed, or responded to in any 

meaningful way as you really are. The result, for men using a counterfeiting 

strategy, is the recurrent sense that their social world has become unreal. The. 

more effectively a gay man presents a facade, the greater his difficulty in 

experiencing the reality of his everyday life, or in getting information about the 

reality of the relationships in which he participates (Lee, 1977:62). 

In numerous reports, lesbians and gay men have complained that being in the 

closet places a "distance" between themselves and their families, friends, and co­

workers (Cramer & Roach, 1988; Weinberg & Williams, 1974). In his study of gay 

fathers, for example, Bozett (1980) notes that the desire for closeness and intimacy 

is the factor that most often motivated them to reveal their sexuality to sons and 

daughters. "The gay father discloses to his children (and to others) primarily in 

order to explain to them his social and personal world" (p. 175). Without shifting 

too far into psychological analysis, one can speculate that it is often not the 

distance that troubles these men, but the artificiality of the closeness. 

Tip has an active social relationship with many of the hospital staff. He chats 

with them about his romantic escapades, both real and imaginary, and has taken 

some of the women dancing and drinking. One of the residents, Steve, has been 

especially friendly. "He's probably the wildest person at the hospital," Tip explains, 

"and somehow he saw this in me, and we partied together. We've done drugs 

together. We run across to the bar and drink together, and then he smokes 

cigarettes. He thinks its a big sin, so he doesn't want me to let it out." Last year, 

Tip took a trip to the Jersey shore with Steve and some of the other residents. "I 

drove down there, and we had fun, but in a straight way." The group baked 

lobster, went bike riding, and danced at some of the straight clubs. "We did what 

straight guys do in bars, talked pussy, and all that." 
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Looking back, Tip describes the trip as "a gay person's nightmare." Because he 

counterfeits an identity at work, Tip didn't feel he could be himself with his co­

workers. "It's fun up to a point, but it gets boring for me. That's a shame, 

because I really like them. Our relationship is casual and supportive, as straight 

friends go. But see, they don't really know who I am." 

Tip's sense of detachment came to a head last year when he attended a 

meeting of a lesbian and gay organization on campus. Most of the members were 

younger than Tip, some of them not yet in medical school: 

It was fun, and I longed to have what they had. Because they're students, 
and they're out, and they had their boyfriends there, and everyone knew 
the volleyball players, the theatrical group, screaming Mary all over the 
place. And I was jealous. Really was. It pissed me off. I was like "Shit." 

Tip doesn't complain about being socially withdrawn at work -- he's not. On the 

contrary, he is fully integrated into the social network of the hospital, and 

participates in many of the staff's extracurricular activities. But he realizes that his 

integration is predicated on a counterfeit identity. As purveyor of that identity, 

Tip complains that others "don't really know who I am," and finds himself confined 

to the sidelines, simultaneously anxious and bored. 

As his social and psychic worlds fall out of alignment, the counterfeiter 

sometimes finds himself in absurd situations. Ron, a psychiatrist with a practice in 

rural Maryland, explained that he never revealed his own sexuality to patients, 

even when the situation seemed to warrant it. At least once, with one of his 

patients, this led to an awkward situation: 

I had this patient who was married and was part of a group. He said he 
needed to talk to me individually, there was something he had to talk 
about, so we set up a time. So he tells me all about this terrible conflict he 
has because of his sexual attraction to men, and it's something that he can't 
act on because of his marriage -- though he actually has acted on it a 
couple of times. He's just so tired of having to be one way on the outside 
and another way on the inside, and he goes on and on, and then he looks 
me right in the eye and he says "1 just want to be like you! I don't want to 
be conflicted about this stuff!" And I thought "Great, if he only knew." 

For Ron, the situation was a memorable one, perhaps because it echoed his own 

sentiments so exactly. Yet even as his patient complained about his own sense of 

social invalidation -- of having to be "one way on the outside, and another way on 

the inside" -- Ron felt unable to reveal himself. 
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For other men, these moments of invalidation were more tedious than painful. 

Because their strategy requires them to feign enthusiasm and experience in areas 

where none actually exists, they often find themselves in irrelevant, trivial social 

situations. Steve, a Houston accountant, felt this way about Michelle, one of the 

women in the office. Because Michelle assumes that Steve is heterosexual, her 

assumptions about his life are often wildly inaccurate. For Steve, this is tiring: 

Michelle sometimes gets a little too nosy in my personal life. Like "What 
are you doing tonight? Where are you going? Who are you going with?" 
If it's a guy, you're like, ugghhb. "I'm going out to a show and dinner." 
And she's like "Who are you going with?" You don't want to say "Bill" 
every time, because she starts to wonder. I have a good friend, and his 
name is Todd, and Todd and I do a lot together. And Michelle has once 
said -- Michelle has been married once -- she once said "I guess Todd is 
Joel to you, like Joel is to me." And Joel is her husband. She was 
comparing Todd and Joel, like 1 was married to Todd. 1 said, "No baby, we 
don't do that. Todd is not my Joel." 

Yet Steve found himself unable to explain who Joel was, why they spend so much 

time together, or how their relationship differed from a heterosexual marriage. 

Not surprisingly, Steve often found his encounters with Michelle tedious, in part 

because they were so disconnected from the reality of his life. 

Because he is denied validation for being himself, the man using a counterfeit 

identity often finds it difficult to navigate his organization effectively. His 

professional and emotional needs have been misrepresented, which affords him 

only distorted feedback from others. A New York advertising executive explained 

that this was one of the major drawbacks of hiding his sexuality. "Eventually, I'll 

have to come out," he says, "because there are so many social demands placed on 

people in this business. 1 can't get away with it for more than another year or 

two." Yet he was unsure about the impact this would have on his career. "It';; 

hard to know how I'll handle it. 1 mean, should I get out of this business now? 

Or will it be fine? When you're in the closet, you're never sure how people will 

react to you. They've never really met you." 

The lack of social validation was most conspicuous in organizations that placed 

the heaviest social demands on their members. Andy, a Houston lawyer, found 

that his social life was almost entirely populated by people from work. "My 

relationships with people at work are very significant. We spend, as lawyers in a 
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big corporate practice, a significant amount of our lives together." Andy is 

accustomed to working long weekends and late nights, and finds it most convenient 

to socialize with many of the same people, "just as a function of the opportunities 

to meet other people and spend time with other people." He feels close to many 

of the people in his office, and admits that "they're all particularly inquisitive. It's 

just the nature of the way we operate, for better or worse, that we know a lot 

about everyone else's lives." 

Until last year, Andy found it relatively easy to counterfeit an identity. He was 

closely involved with a woman named Susan, and had rarely acted on his sexual 

desires for other men. "In a sense," he explained, "I've led a heterosexual lifestyle 

through age 33." Today he considers himself bisexual, and believes that he's 

probably in transition. Several months before our interview, Andy ended his 

relationship with Susan, and began dating a man in San Diego. When we met,. in 

the summer of 1990, his personal life had fallen increasingly out of step with his 

public image. Co-workers remained inquisitive, but seemed puzzled that Andy had 

"pulled back" from them. Because they knew nothing about the changes Andy was 

experiencing, they were unable to offer any kind of support or feedback. Andy 

quickly realized that he'd rather spend time with those who could. "I'd rather 

socialize with other gay and bisexual men, between that and the amount of hours 

that I spend working, it's very very demanding to do all that work and all that 

socializing and still find any time for myself." 

Some men tried to alleviate the artificiality of these encounters by devising 

situations in which they could seek some measure of social validation. While 

keeping their masks tightly affixed, they sometimes found it possible to reveal 

themselves in oblique or incomplete ways. They talked about a friend who was 

gay, and initiated a conversation about sex, civil rights, or AIDS without identifying 

the true nature of their interest in the subject. They cultivated alternative 

identities -- as liberals, feminists, or worldly urbanites -- that allowed principled 

stand-taking without casting suspicion on their counterfeit identity. "I've discussed 

homosexuality with other people in the office," a New York consultant explained. 
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"I've never said I'm homosexual, but I did say lots of my friends are. It was my 

way of giving my side of the story." 

Sometimes, the veiled disclosure brought the desired response. Joel, a 

Washington consultant, used this approach to air his personal convictions about 

civil rights. Over the years, he' has been involved with the Lutheran church, and a 

number of activist organizations. As an example, Joel cited a seminar on race, 

class, and sex that he gave several weeks before we met, at a local church. "I feel 

very comfortable talking about these issues," he explained, "and do so frequently." 

Another time, he wrote a letter to the bishop in San Francisco about the 

ordination of gay priests, and his business partner knows that he gives money to 

AIDS organizations like Whitman-Walker. "I've been a traditional fighter against 

discrimination, whether it's against gays or blacks," and no secret is made of this in 

the office. Yet Joel is scrupulous in avoiding any discussion of his own sexuality, 

and doesn't know what his co-workers suppose it to be. "I don't know what they'd 

say about my sexuality," he explained, but "it's important they know where I stand 

on civil rights." 

Often it was no more than an emotion or experience the men wished to share. 

A New York advertising executive recalled this situation: 

A friend died after a long fight with KS, and I was a total wreck. I was 
really busy at work, but I kept faIling apart, forgetting things, running to 
the bathroom to splash water in my face. So I thought about telling 
everyone I'd seen a really sad movie or something like that, but that 
sounded too hokey. So I finally told them I had a sick relative. "My 
uncle's dying of cancer," or something like that. Next thing I knew, I was 
bawling in the office, and my secretary's bringing me coffee, telling me it's 
okay, that she understands. And, of course, she really didn't understanc,l. 
But in another way, in the way that probably matters, she did. 

Disclosures like these seemed intended to inject a shard of reality into an 

otherwise artificial situation, to lessen the sense of detachment many counterfeiters 

feel in the workplace. By setting clear boundaries around these moments of 

authenticity -- by framing the disclosure in generic political terms, as something 

that happened to "a friend", or as an emotion that sprung from some other 

source -- the men sometimes felt that they could commune, however briefly, with 

those around them. 
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Despite these efforts, men who counterfeit place an unbridgeable gulf between 

themselves and their co-workers, and describe professional relationships that seem 

desiccated and artificial. When speaking of their contact with bosses and peers, 

they recall feeling bored, invisible, and insulted -- the lament of one who goes 

unnoticed, or who find himself treated as if he were someone else. 

Like other efforts to assimilate or pass, a counterfeit identity seems to promise 

a "deal".14 The organization holds out the lure of success, promotion or wealth, 

but only for a certain category of persons. The gay professional, who can disguise 

his status as a member of the underclass, accepts the offer. Like a forged 

passport, a heterosexual identity permits him to travel freely in the privileged 

circles of heterosexuality, posing as one of the elite. 

But to do so, he must enter a Faustian bargain, and accept the penalties that 

come with his entitlement. As Lee (1977) observed in his study of self-disclosure 

among gay men, "The costs of going public are obvious, but what is often 

neglected in asking why any homosexual would be willing to pay these costs, 

especially if he has no difficult in 'passing' as a heterosexual, is tile less obvious 

fact that passing also has its costs" (p. 61). A substantial psychological literature, 

especially in the humanistic clinical tradition, emphasizes that the achievement of a 

healthy personality requires significant self-disclosure to others. When some 

salient personal characteristic is withheld from others, the frequent result is str~ss, 

anxiety, and depression. 

During the interviews, I asked the men if there were "any penalties for being in 

the closet" at work. What became clear, as they formulated a reply, was that some 

men were afraid even to contemplate the question. It is well known, and has been 

well-documented, that a gay identity can lead to discrimination in the workplace. 

That bigotry and ignorance can destroy the careers and lives of gay people is 

undeniable; the incentive to counterfeit is obvious. What is not well understood, 

14 As Adam (1978) explains, in the language of class analysis: "The identity, culture, and values of the 
infer; orized are to be negated (or at least concealed) for the promise or opportunity of inlproved life chances. 
Submission to the social rules which preserve the superordinance of the white, Gentile, heterosexual group(s) 
supposedly mitigates the barriers confining inferiorized existence" (p. 120). 
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however, is that efforts to hide or misrepresent one's sexual identity carry their 

own penalties. The closet, in any of its various forms, is an imperfect solution, one 

that creates as many problems as it is sometimes thought to solve. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

AVOIDING 

Rather than fabricate an identity, some gay men try to elude sexual identity 

altogether, cultivating an image that is essentially asexual. They provide co­

workers with as little evidence of sexuality as possible, and provide alternative, 

non-sexual interpretations for what evidence does exist. Sexuality becomes no less 

managed a status in these cases -- here, as always, the performer must monitor and 

direct his behavior -- but the management now has a different aim: the avoidance 

of gay identity via the elimination of all sexual displays, situations, and identities.1 

The basic moves 

Avoidance strategies are rationalized by a web of ideologies that seem to proscribe 

sexual displays in the workplace. Our prevailing ideologies about privacy, 

professionalism, and etiquette all converge in the belief that all men, heterosexual 

or homosexual, should use some version of this strategy while at work (see 

Chapter 2). 

Yet sexuality is everywhere. In the workplace, as in other settings, it is 

implicated in myriad behaviors, appearances and situations. Conversations often 

turn to sexual topics, or imply sexual intentions and practices. In our dress and 

physical comportment, we communicate adherence to, or departure from, 

prescribed sexual roles. One's mere presence, in some situations, implies a sexual 

orientation. To avoid a sexual identity, then, one must withdraw [rom countless 

situations in which sexuality is part of the exchange. 

Avoidance strategies are by far the most common strategies used by gay 

professionals. More than half of my participants (59%) used them with one or 

1 I should distinguish my use of the term "avoidance" from a more common usage, which concerns the 
subjective formation of gay identity. In several identity-stage models, psychologists and sociologists have 
described a process by which same-sex interests or experiences are suppressed or "avoided." As Troiden 
(198L:47-9) has argued, this kind of avoidance takes several forms, including the inhibition of same-sex 
inter,,,ts, !be curtaihnent of exposure to opposite-sex peers, or the adoption of antihomosexual postures (see 
also ,:ass, 1979). 
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more co-workers, while a third (33%) used them exclusively. Some (10%) used 

avoidance strategies with some co-workers, while counterfeiting an identity for 

others (especially those above them in the hierarchy). Others (16%) used them in 

combination with integration strategies (which were often used with those below). 

They were used by men in all sizes and kinds of organizations, including private­

sector companies, educational institutions, and the government. The men 

themselves ranged in age from 24 to 64, and two were divorced (see Appendix II). 

Avoidance strategies are a sort of bridge between counterfeiting and 

integrating, both of which involve the affirmative construction of sexual identities 

(authentic and inauthentic, respectively). Avoidance strategies are an attempt to 

disintegrate sexuality from work relationships, either by rendering the performer 

asexual, or by making his sexuality seem irrelevant. 

Dodging the issue 

For every sexual display, there is a means of avoiding it. For every situation or 

behavior that communicates something about sexuality, we can identify a 

corresponding dodge. 

The most common of these are verbal dodges, which are attempts to avoid the 

sexual displays that are routinely embedded in conversation. Dave, the credit 

manager for a Philadelphia manufacturing firm, found himself using this tactic with 

several of his co-workers. "The worst times are Monday mornings," he explained, 

"when people start talking about what they did over the weekend. They did this or 

that with their girlfriend or wife, and they ask me what I did. I just keep things as 

general, as generic as possible, not mentioning any names. I try not to use 'we.' 

It's easy to do, but I think that's the most stressful time." Recently, Dave found 

himself in a particularly tense conversation with Audrey, a woman from personnel: 

She had a friend who was gay, very blatantly and openly gay, and I also 
know this person. And so one day Audrey came back and says "Oh, I 
didn't know you knew Jeff." And she says, "How do you know Jeff?" And 
luckily Jeff and I lived in the same apartment building at the time -- clearly 
he didn't want Audrey to know -- so I said, "We live in the same apartment 
building and there are social functions, that's how I met him." 

The initial dodge seemed to end the matter for awhile, but before long Audrey 

returned to the subject, this time with a question about Dave's roommate, Roger: 
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Well, I guess Audrey put more and more together, that didn't satisfy her 
curiosity. I don't know how Audrey found out, but last fall we were 
walking through Reading Terminal and she asked if I was going to my 
parents house or to Roger's parents' house for Thanksgiving. And I said, 
"Well, my parents invited Roger, but we're going to his parents' house." 
My reaction was "Oh God." 

As the conversation continued, Dave grew increasingly uncomfortable. Audrey 

finally asked how long Dave had lived with Roger, which prompted a more explicit 

dodge. "She started talIring about how long she'd been with her boyfriend, until I 

said, 'Audrey, I'm not going to discuss relationships with you.' I just changed the 

subject." 

Tony, an executive with a Philadelphia financial services firm, used a similar 

dodge. He sensed that a conversation with his parents was moving onto personal 

subjects, and took evasive action: 

I was talking about buying a house, and my father insisted on telling me 
about two men that he knew -- a salesman at the place where he works -­
who bought and rehabilitated a house in Society Hill. And I knew what he 
wanted to talk about; these weren't the only men to buy a townhouse in 
Center City. My mental reaction was: that's interesting, but I don't want to 
talk about being gay now, I want to talk about buying this house. 

For the time being, he stuck to the subject of real estate, avoiding what he feared 

would become a conversation about his sexuality. 

Other men avoid direct inquiries about their sexuality by steering conversations 

away from more general sexual themes or topics, often by using calculated 

evasions. An executive secretary described a typical conversation with some of his 

co-workers: 

They know I live in a trinity, and they ask, "Well, do you have a 
roommate." And I say, "Yes, I have a roommate and I live in a trinity thank 
you very much. Do you?" Or "Yes, I do live in a trinity -- aren't they 
wonderful?" But I get off the subject of my roommate right away. 

Joel, a Washington consultant in his 50s, described a similar dodge. Because he's 

part of a church discussion group that focuses on minority issues, he often finds 

himself engaged in personal conversations with the other members. Given the 

intimate nature of the group, I asked how he would respond to the question, "Are 

you gay?" He described two possible dodges: 

I might just say, "Well, we're really not talking about our own orientations 
here." That's one possible response. Another response might be, "I'm 
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black, I'm a woman, I'm a Muslim, I'm gay, I'm very poor, I am all those 
things that are discriminated against." That's another way.to cut the cloth. 

Both dodges take the form of a non-answer, a refusal to supply the requested 

information. In the first case, the dodge denies the relevance of the question 

while declining to answer it. The second dodge interprets the question in 

metaphorical, non-sexual terms -- clearly not the spirit in which it was asked -­

while refusing to answer it literally. 

Darren, a dentist in central New Jersey, often found himself in conversations 

that required a verbal dodge. Many of his co-workers were young women who 

enjoyed teasing him, and though Darren usually relished the attention, he 

sometimes found it intrusive. The office administrator, a woman named Rita, was 

especially fond of sexual jokes: 

She embarrassed me terribly one day; I think she really enjoyed 
embarrassing me, too. We're in the lounge at lunchtime and a lot of 
people were around and she said "Oh, Darren, 1 hope you don't mind, 1 
used your name." 1 said "What do you mean?" She said "I entered you in 
the wet jockey short contest at Gatsby's [a local gay bar]," because they 
were having a bikini contest or buns contest or something like that. "I 
think you'll win." 

In this instance, Darren responded with a humorous evasion: 

It just embarrassed me tremendously; there were 15 people around. 1 said 
"Rita, 1 don't know, I'm about ten years past my prime. 1 don't think I'll be 
going." Then I said "Oh, look at the time. I gotta go." Got out of that 
room real fast. I try to avoid those homosexual conversations. 

Rather than deny or confirm what Rita had insinuated about his sexuality, Darren 

dodged the question; his evasion drew attention to his age, and away from his 

sexual orientation. 

Sometimes, a more aggressive dodge was required. Tom, a school teacher in 

New Jersey, found himself in an awkward situation when one of his co-workers 

became increasingly amorous. After a string of suggestive remarks, she finally 

asked a direct question about Tom's sexuality. He responded with a reproach: 

One day, in front of everybody, Valerie says "I'm practically throwing 
myself at you and you're not reacting. Are you gay?" I said, "Valerie, what 
the hell makes you think you're so fucking desirable? I've kicked better 
out of my bed." She was the only one that's ever come out and asked 
something like that. That was that. 
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In this case, Tom used a verbal dodge to change the subject. Like Darren, he 

redirected the conversation, drawing attention to the other person, and away from 

himself. 

Whether their dodges were humorous or reproachful, the men often found 

themselves engaged in one-sided conversations. To avoid self-disclosure, they 

focused the conversation on the other person, with the consequence that they 

rarely talked about themselves. As Darren explained, "I'm really unfair in that 

respect. I ask these women about their personal lives because I care about them 

so much -- I really do care about them and want to know that they're happy and 

that type of thing." But, if one of the women ever asked an explicit question 

about his sexuality, Darren speculates that he'd try to make a joke of it: 

I would simply deny that I had a relationship. I would tell them that I was 
celibate. That's how I handle it. "I just don't date. No one would date 
me." I would make a joke out of it. "Oh well, you know, I'm fickle and no 
one would date me." If she pushed me I'd say "Well, I just never found the 
right person, and I'm celibate now. I don't date. No time to date. Work 
too much. Can't afford it." 

Justin, a college professor in Washington, used a similar tactic. His speech is 

controlled and firm, and though he lacks Darren's sense of humor, he is skilled at 

managing a conversation: 

When I say I cut people off, I really cut people off. If the conversation'was 
going even remotely going in any directly about me, I'd steer it elsewhere. 
I'd just put it back on them. So if they were talking about a party of get­
together, I'd just ask "Was so-and-so there?" Or I'd follow up on 
something else they said. So I'd let it go for a few minutes, then I'd say 
"Well, I've got to get to work." They'd be willing to talk for an hour, but 
I'd take off. 

The result, for Justin, was a series of one-sided relationships with colleagues and 

students. "I got to know them a lot better than they got to know me, especially 

the graduate students," he explained. "It strikes me as odd: usually when a 

relationship develops, it's more even. I'm not sure why they pursued me, 

especially when it became so unbalanced." 

In addition to these verbal dodges, the men often used situational dodges to 

avoid circumstances in which sexual displays might be required. By establishing 

strict temporal or spatial boundaries, they avoided situations in which such topics 
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are typically part of the exchange. Rather than dodge the subject in conversation, 

they tried to preempt such conversations altogether. 

Usually, this meant that they avoided social activities with co-workers. An 

executive secretary in Philadelphia explained that he often wanted to invite his co­

workers to his home, but was afraid the intimate setting would invite intrusive 

questions. Other men avoided company parties and outings, especially those at 

which dates and spouses -- and thus the subject of dating and marriage -- were part 

of the evening. A Houston executive in his late 20s described a typical situation: 

Marie, our secretary, said "1 think you and my daughter should get 
together." So I try to be unavailable -- truly unavailable -- when there's 
something coming up, rather than lying about it. ... It's more lying by 
omission. When Marie was my secretary, she'd say "Can you come over for 
dinner?" I'd just say no. 

Likewise, Justin, a Washington college professor, tried to limit his social lunches 

with colleagues, fearing they might encourage unwanted intimacy. "1 always keep 

the boundaries there," he explained. "We'd go out to lunch, for example, but I'd 

have to be at class promptly at one. I always made sure there were conditions to 

cut it off." 

Todd, a financial analyst for a public utility in suburban New Jersey, recalled 

some of the situations he regularly tried to avoid. When he travelled with co­

workers, he often found himself included in evenings out with "the guys." 

On business trips they like to go to go-go bars. I make a statement like 
"That sounds like fun," but I conveniently arrange that I can't go. Or I say 
"I have to work on this" or 1 say "No, I'm going to work out and I'll meet 
you for dinner or something." 1 try to make it a non-issue. 

Because he lives in Manhattan, Todd often found it easy to avoid after-hours 

socializing with co-workers, most of whom lived in suburban New Jersey. He 

worries that questions about his sexuality, which were easy to avoid during business 

hours, would be inevitable on these occasions: 

I don't make up any stories, I just avoid it. I limit the opportunities for 
those questions to come up by not really socializing with the people. The 
secretary is having a dinner party and her boyfriend works at the company 
and I overhead her making these dinner plans, inviting some people th(lt 
I'm friends with. And I thought "Oh god, I hope I'm not invited." She 
didn't invite me. I limit the opportunities that those questions would come 
up. 
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For Todd, situational avoidance had become almost second nature. He drives to 

work from Manhattan, and can usually protest that he has conflicting plans. "It's 

not really conscious, it's just so natural at this point. It's reached a real natural 

point.!! 

As he becomes increasingly skilled in the use of avoidance strategies, Todd 

imagines the road ahead: "I know this one guy who is much older, who's in a real 

senior-level position in [the company], and he's rumored to be gay. And I'm sure 

he is gay. But I don't think he's ever let on." The man was something of an 

enigma, Todd explained, and was rarely seen socializing after work. "Maybe 

someday I'm going to be in the same position: 50 years old, never married, and 

there'll be plenty of speculation that I'm gay. But I won't ever acknowledge it." 

Sensitizing the subject 

Some men managed to avoid sexual displays in a more comprehensive, global 

fashion. While verbal and situational dodges supplied protection on an ad hoc 

basis, it was often easier to sensitize the entire subject of sexuality, establishing an 

atmosphere in which sexual displays per se were considered rude, inappropriate, or 

unwelcome. At work, these men projected a demeanor that discouraged others 

from prying; they were seen as aloof, intensely private or doggedly professional 

men -- men who were "strictly business." Rather than employ specific verbal or 

situational dodges, they preempted the situations that might require them. 

Ron, a psychiatrist in a suburban Maryland practice, used this tactic with the 

men and women who shared his office. In his four years with the practice, not one 

of these co-workers has shown the slightest curiosity about his personal life. When 

I asked how that situation had evolved, he confessed that he wasn't certain. "They 

don't ask, and I'm not sure how I do this exactly, but I've always managed to 

project that I don't want to hear those questions. And I don't." When office 

conversations turned to personal matters, Ron's usual tactic was to reply in an 

evasive manner. "If someone asked, 'Are you dating anyone?' I'd say 'no.' And if 

you asked what I did over the weekend, I'd either say 'not much,' or 'took it easy,' 

or something like that. Or if I met John [his lover] for the weekend, I might say, 

'Oh, I went to Massachusetts for the weekend, to visit some friends.'" If someone 
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asked a direct question about his sexuality, Ron thought he would probably 

attempt a verbal dodge. "I'd probably try to be evasive. I don't know what I 

would say, but I'm very good at being evasive." Yet such questions never came up, 

and Ron was at a loss to explain why. 

From Ron's laconic manner in our interview, one can imagine that co-workers 

consider him somewhat distant and reserved, someone who would take exception 

to questions about his private life. As our interview progressed, he recalled a 

particularly enlightening conversation with a former co-worker. Ron hadn't seen 

the man in years, but they struck up a conversation when they crossed paths in a 

gay bookstore: 

At the hospital, people were forever asking him about what he does, and 
who he does it with, and what his personal life is like. And I told him that 
no one ever asked me those kinds of questions. And he said, "You had a 
completely different aura about you. You had this aura that you were 
there to work, and that's it. And though people talked to you a great deal 
about work, and they felt you were very open about it, there was never any 
question about talking about anything else." 

Ron's personal manner, and his tendency to avoid standard office chatter, seem to 

ensure distance between himself and his co-workers. He avoids sexual displays by 

sensitizing the subject, appearing testy and unapproachable on those terms. "I 

don't know how I do it," he explained, "but I do." 

Other men were more self-conscious in their efforts to sensitize the subject. 

Grey, the marketing manager for a Houston shopping mall, avoided personal 

inquiries by making them seem rude and old-fashioned. His demeanor was refined 

and genteel, and he confessed that co-workers sometimes resented his highborn 

manners. When I asked if his sexual life was ever discussed at work, he seemed 

ruffled: 

Oh god, no, no! That's just not appropriate. I mean, we've never talked 
about that. ... No one has ever asked me, in six years, "Do you have a 
girlfriend?" That's such an old way of thinking, people just don't any more. 
I mean, most people, that just doesn't come up. I wouldn't want to be 
more open about it, because it's just not pertinent. I feel it's just not a 
part of your -- it doesn't matter. ... You want to be judged on your 
accomplishments, not on your relationships. 

Around Grey, one can imagine feeling that personal inquiries were impolite; his 

huffy evasions seem to preclude them at work. 
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Cultural norms set ceilings on the amount of disclosure or intimacy that is 

appropriate in different types of relationships (between co-workers, acquaintances, 

friends, strangers, and so forth). Sometimes, these norms can be used 

instrumentally, to legitimize nondisclosure. "Individuals may be able to withhol,d 

information or exercise 'reserve' when the disclosure would be too embarrassing or 

painful to reveal" (Derlega and Grzelak, 1979:163). They may emphasiaze the 

boundary aspects of their relationship, suggesting that further disclosure would be 

inappropriate. 

Darren, a New Jersey dentist, recalls an explicit appeal to such norms, as part 

of his effort to use an avoidance strategy. When one of the women in his office 

asked a direct question about his sexuality, he quickly tried to sensitize the subject: 

She was there two or three weeks, and she just walked back there about 8 
o'clock in the morning. 1 had just gotten there, and she walked back and 
stood at the door of my office with her hands on her hips. And she goes 
"Are you gay?" And 1 said, "No Nancy, I'm not. Why do you ask?" She 
goes, "I heard that you were." And 1 said "Well, you heard wrong, and 1 
think you're rude for bringing it up." And she said "Oh, ok." Then she 
left. 

In this case, the subject was sensitized through an appeal to etiquette. Darren 

made direct questions about his (homo )sexuality seem intrusive and rude, and one 

can imagine that in the future, co-workers will be wary of broaching the issue. 

Men who seem distant or aloof find it easiest to keep co-workers at a distance. 

A public school teacher in New Jersey recalled a specific attempt, on his part, to 

take on that appearance. When a co-worker tried to fix him up, he let her know 

that her overture was unwelcome: 

She said "You're 37 or 38 years old, and you're still not married," And she 
said "I know a girl." And 1 told her "If 1 want to find somebody I'll find 
them myself. 1 really don't need your help." And that just put an end to 
that. She was a type, like a busybody, you know. 

Justin, a college professor in Washington, maintained a distant, formal relationship 

with students: 

After a point, 1 would just cut myself off, but 1 had graduate students who 
were willing to sit in my office all day and talk. 1 just always made sure 
that it never went so far that people felt totally comfortable with me. They 
would sense, in one way or another, that they're not going to get beyond a 
certain boundary with me. 
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Likewise, a Philadelphia marketing representative simply stood his ground when 

others tried to goad him into being more personable. "You'll get it person calling 

you 'anti-social.' I just say 'yeah.' I think they're unprepared for that." Another 

time, someone even teased him about his distant manner. "Scott, you're not on 

this earth," a co-worker told him. "You hover." 

To maintain that distance, gay men were often wary of engaging even in one­

sided conversations about sexuality. To ensure that sexuality remains a sensitive 

subject, they curtail their own curiosity about the personal lives of others; asking 

questions, they feared, would desensitize the subject and invite reciprocal inquiries. 

A middle manager at a data management company in New York explained that he 

knows "who's married and who's not, but I don't ask about other relationships, I 

guess because I don't want them to turn around with the same question for me." 

There was another gay man in his office who took this approach to an extreme: 

He kept his distance from most people. He wouldn't eat lunch with 
anyone, and wouldn't go out with anyone after work. And he would 
arrange very formal Christmas dinners. They were only for the people at 
work, and they couldn't bring their spouses or boyfriends or girlfriends. He 
was very uptight about his extracurricular activities. 

Not surprisingly, his co-workers never felt comfortable crossing the strict 

boundaries he had established. 

A senior executive at Time-Warner found himself in a similar situation. His co­

workers never asked him about personal matters, which he assumed was a function 

of his own inattention to them. "No one ever asked me 'tough questions,' in that 

sense. I guess a lot of it has to do with how often you ask other people questions. 

I never volunteered any information and I certainly didn't lead conversations in 

that direction." Though he hadn't consciously adopted this strategy, he recognized 

the process by which it had evolved: 

I think it's part of a protective thing that I guess a lot of gay people do. 
You don't go out of your way to inquire about other people's personal 
lives because that invites questions about your own. It becomes a little' 
habitual in terms of keeping to yourself, and going out of your way not to 
mix business and private. 

A Park Ranger in northern California found himself using the same tactic. "1 don't 

know much about other people," he explained. "I don't know if that's because I'm 
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not open about my personal life so they're not open with me about theirs, or if it's 

just the way these people are. I suspect it's a little of both." 

John, an Episcopalian priest, thought that even his choice of profession was 

influenced by his use of this strategy. The priesthood seemed to set limits on the 

disclosures that would be required of him, and as a younger man, he found this 

attractive: 

Part of what appeals to people -- why they go into the ministry -- is that it 
allows you to be very, very close to people without having them ask you 
any questions. So there's a sort of voyeuristic part of the ministry, and 1 
think that's why it appeals to other gay people to some degree, because I 
think most gay people are really good at viewing other people's lives, kind 
of like spies. You've been planted in this heterosexual world and we're 
always outsiders to a degree. ... And ministry's exactly the same kind of 
thing, it's very much like being gay in general, only raising it to another' 
leveL 

Like doctors, lawyers, therapists, and other professionals who are paid to ask 

questions, John found it easy to keep the relationship one-sided; the usual rules 

about reciprocal curiosity don't apply. "1 can go into any situation and ask 

embarrassing personal questions, really participate in people's lives in a way that 

no other person can as an outsider, as a non-family member, and yet I can be 

confident they're not going to ask a single thing about me, unless 1 offer it or give 

them permission." The nature of his job, and the relationship it prescribes with his 

clientele, made an avoidance strategy an obvious choice. "The church was an 

appealing place for me," he explained, "because it was a place that 1 could hide 

out. II 

For many of these men, remaining aloof has become an entire lifestyle. They 

discourage others from showing an interest in their non-professional lives, often 

out of habit. Even when asking questions about the sexual lives of their clientele, 

in the role of therapist or priest, they discouraged any display of reciprocal 

interest. 

Distracting the audience 

Sexual identity can also be avoided by interfering with the process by which co­

workers draw conclusions about one's sexuality. Rather than avoid the cues 

themselves, by dodging or preempting them, some men tried to furnish alternative, 
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non-sexual explanations for them. When certain cues and disclosures were 

unavoidable, they tried to derail the process by which co-workers might draw an 

unwanted, (homo )sexual conclusion. 

Often, this meant that signs of sexual non-conformity were given "cover stories" 

that explained them away. Traits or behaviors that might signify something about 

sexual identity were incorporated into alternative identities that precluded a sexual 

interpretation. Tip, a surgical resident at a large Manhattan hospital, uses his 

Southern background to help account for his "differentness." Because he often 

withdraws from the usual socializing and is sometimes mysterious about his 

personal life, the other residents sometimes tease him about his unusual ways. 

Still, he thinks that they interpret these traits as signs of his upbringing. "I'm from 

the South," he explained, "and maybe I'm a little different anyway." 

Like Tip, some men were content to be thought of as eccentrics or oddballs, a 

status that comfortably assimilates many of the traits that might otherwise be coded 

as "gay." A Wall Street trader thinks that he's simply perceived to be a "different 

kind of person." 

I'm somebody who doesn't like sports, for instance, which is very unusual 
on the trading floor; everybody likes sports. And I would tell people I don't 
even read the sports page. I don't read it. I have a different sense of 
humor -- that kind of different. 

Similarly, a Philadelphia lawyer suspects that his co-workers see him as someone 

who simply doesn't fit the model: 

There are single people who break the curve, and I think that's the 
category they probably put me in: you know, eccentric. The model is men 
take wives and have children. But maybe the model is also that some men 
just can't get along with women, or live alone -- which is really odd, 
because while I live alone I wouldn't describe myself as being a loner, or 
alone. But I think they have that impression of me . .. I think they just 
say "Well, maybe he's just one of those people who isn't going to settle 
down until late in his life." 

Likewise, Justin thought that his non-conformity was probably read as a sign of 

iconoc1asism. Though he refused to participate in the usual displays of sexuality, 

he doesn't think his colleagues interpret this in sexual terms. Instead, he thinks 

they see him as "a very independent, on-my-own person. They'd probably say 'Oh, 

that's just Justin.'" 
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A Philadelphia lawyer described a gay co-worker, Brian, who used his humor to 

stand apart. Though he was effeminate and seemed to fit the gay stereotype, 

Brian's behavior seemed to invite an alternative explanation. "I douht that they 

think he's gay. They probably put him more in the category of being 'eccentric.'" 

Others were distracted from the evidence that Brian is gay -- young, single, 

effeminate -- by his sense of humor, his practical jokes, his eccentricity. Co­

workers explain his differentness as a function of an unconventional personality, 

not sexuality. 

Some men found it difficult to use this tactic, however, especially when they 

were otherwise perceived to be "normal." Steve, a Houston accountant, recalled a 

conversation in which one of his co-workers, a woman named Tamara, seemed 

puzzled about the fact that he never seemed to date. Several of his co-workers 

were single, but in Steve's case this seemed especially hard to explain. In 

particular, Tamara compared Steve to Jay, another man in the office: 

Jay is very reserved, while I'm very outgoing. I guess it's harder for them 
to see me being this way and not dating. I'm outgoing, I'll meet people, 
but why don't I date? So something doesn't add up right there. Jay isn't 
outgoing so he could have a problem, theoretically, meeting girls. 

Tamara's curiosity became especially troubling a few months later, when she and 

Jay began to date. Suddenly, Steve's singleness had become more conspicuous: 

When Tamara wasn't dating anyone and Jay wasn't dating anyone, it was 
cool; none of us was dating, so they really didn't pursue it. If they're not 
dating, how can they accuse me of not dating? But now that they're dating 
each other, I'm odd man out. 

Before long, Tamara's questions became more insistent: "How come Steve never 

dates?" "How come Steve never has a girlfriend?" Steve quickly found that his 

efforts to distract her, by complaining that he "never met anyone" or "didn't have 

time to date," were an ineffective cover. 

Sometimes, gay men use more concrete identities to forestall sexual 

interpretations of their non-conformity. Miguel, who grew up in Puerto Rico, used 

his status as a medical student and temporary U.S. resident to keep his family at 

bay: 

When I went to medical school [in Puerto Rico], it gave me four years 
more to have an excuse not to have a girlfriend. Then I moved here [to 
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Philadelphia], which gives me another excuse, because my mother doesn't 
want me to get married here. She thinks I'm going back to Puerto Rico. 

Similarly, a claims negotiator for a Pennsylvania insurance company used his 

student status as a cover story. "It's very easy to explain my lack of a spouse 

because I'm in law school -- everybody knows that. And so I just don't have time. 

That's what I say; that's<what they assume." When pressured to participate in 

after-hours socializing, he invoked a second, distracting identity. "It's very easy for 

me to explain my not going out, because I'm just a very conservative person. And 

if I were straight, I probably wouldn't go to a bar anyway. So it's easy to explain 

that away, too.,,2 

Other men cultivated a conspicuous political reputation, as a liberal or feminist, 

to avoid the more damning reputation of a homosexual. Scott, a Philadelphia 

marketing representative, is known in his office as someone who often speaks on 

behalf of gay people. When a co-worker asked why he cared so much about 

homophobia, he responded with a distraction maneuver: 

He asked how I knew so much about the subject, and I said "I live in 
Center City, I combat it all the time, I'm with it." Plus he knows I go to 
New York, and he even confided in me that he's been in mixed crowds and 
it didn't bother him, because it didn't impose on him. 

With this move, Scott effected the identity of a liberal or urbanite, sidestepping 

the identity of a gay man. He explaining his gay interests as a function of an 

alternative, nonsexual identity. 

In this way, gay professionals distracted their co-workers, diverting their 

attention from sexual questions or conclusions. Whether their alternate identity 

was temporary or lasting, formal or informal -- as law student or liberal, foreign 

resident or feminist -- it supplied a nonsexual cover. As an advertising executive 

explained, "My views about abortion, civil rights, and homophobia are all well 

known. I haven't made a secret about any of them. What is a secret, though, is 

the reason I probably hold those views. But, when push comes to shove, I'd insist 

that I'm an educated liberal, not a queer." 

2 In The Gay Report, Karla Jay and Allen Young describe a gay man whose physical handicap seems to 
preclude a homosexual identity (or a heterosexual one, for that matter). '<1 have muscular dystrophy," he notes, 
"and am disabled, so people don't expect me to be anything sexually" (p. 140). 

201 



In this way, avoidance strategies'take the form of a campaign to desexualize 

one's identity at work. Sexual conversations and situations are dodged, sexual 

curiosity is discouraged, and sexual interpretations of behavior are made to seem 

unnecessary or unlikely. To his co-workers, the avoider is an enigma, someone 

whose sexuality is a bit of a mystery (or at the very least, a touchy subject). Most 

of these men, when asked, will admit that their co-workers "don't know very much" 

about them, and they'd like to keep it that way. As long as their co-workers are 

willing to be brushed off, politely silenced, or distracted, these men seem content 

to avoid the issue. 

Consequences 

Aloofness is both an ingredient and consequence of most efforts to avoid a sexual 

identity. By ensuring that he is enigmatic or unapproachable, the avoider sets 

himself apart from the usual flow of social intercourse. He avoids unwanted social 

contact, sometimes by avoiding contact altogether. 

Men who counterfeit an identity sometimes complain that their social 

encounters are out of sync with their sense of themselves; by design, a fabricated 

identity ensures that one will be treated as if he were "someone else." Avoidance 

strategies, on the other hand, can deny gay men even this sort of misplaced social 

acknowledgement. Rather than give them inaccurate or unwanted social feedback, 

co-workers often withheld it altogether. Because he is denied any kind of 

meaningful social contact, the avoider often feels detached, unseen, and unsure of 

his place in the organization. 

Social withdrawal 

When asked to describe "the biggest disadvantage" of avoiding sexual self­

disclosure, gay men consistently point to the boundaries it places on their social 

involvement with co-workers. "The disadvantage is that I have to exclude certain 

people from my life," a Houston lawyer said. "I might be more social, I might try 

to encourage people to go have drinks, except that I don't want to get too close to 

people. That's a disadvantage, because I think you do miss out on some things:" 

Miguel expressed a similar frustration. "There are so many people in the hospital 
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who are really, really nice," he told me. "And I'm sure if I didn't have this concern 

about being gay, I would have excellent relationships with these people. So it's 

something that's getting lost." 

One of the things the men missed was a sense that others understood or 

appreciated their lives. Milton,'a Washington lawyer known for his efforts on 

behalf of African-Americans and people with AIDS, found this the most distressing 

part of his situation. He explained that "in general, I don't think I would like it if 

people came to me every day to ask me questions about who I spend time with, 

what I do, who my friends are. I think I would like to maintain some level of 

privacy." Still, he sometimes felt that co-workers hardly noticed the circumstances 

of his life, especially the losses he's experienced as a result of AIDS: 

There are times when I wish people would come to me and say "How are 
you doing?" and "How does it feel to lose so many friends at a young age?' 
"How has all this affected you on a personal level?" And people never do. 
I do wish sometimes that people would ask. I wish they would ask me, 
sometimes, "What is it like to be a successful gay, black man? What are 
the challenges, what are the difficulties, what are the rewards?" I do wish 
they would, but they don't. 

Like Milton, many of the men felt that the important experiences in their lives, 

whether positive or negative, were unknown in the workplace. Derek, the vice 

president of a Houston employment agency, made a similar point: 

I can't imagine what it would be like to be able to show affection -- or 
allow anybody to think that you're capable of possessing affection -- as they 
do. A wife stopping by, and everybody wanting to meet her. Discussion 
about what their wives did the night before. Admitting that you had a 
fight, and having people care, or offer their token advice. It must be bliss, 
I can't comprehend it. It must be absolutely marvelous to let somebody at 
work know that you love somebody. To me it's only a concept. 

After five years with the company, Derek had no trouble using an avoindance 

strategy. "It's no big deal because I've always had to do it," he explained, "but it's a 

little numbing." His chief complaint was the sense of social dislocation he often 

felt. "Imagine the thrill of being able to show public affection, the way other 

people are. To let somebody know that you're sitting next to somebody you 

happen to love, rather than sitting next to somebody that you happened to watch 

the football game with that afternoon." 
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Derek recalled one situation in which his own silence became almost 

unbearable. Through his friendship with a gay employee in New York, Derek had 

learned something troubling about another employee named Robert. But when he 

was questioned by others in the New York office, he was forced to feign 

ignorance. As he told the story,' Derek became visibly upset, and had to pause at 

several points: 

Unfortunately, I know of a situation which is close to me, an employee in 
New York who has AIDS. Robert's going to be an issue, and I don't know 
how I'm going to deal with it. They don't know that, though they should 
have known it. They live in New York, and he's a 26-year-old single male 
who's in the hospital, ill. Single males don't get ill ... I mean, didn't. 

Yet when the other managers were discussing Robert, Derek found himself 

hamstrung by the implications it might have for his own sexual identity: 

I'm so ashamed ... that when I got a call, when I heard this, the first thing 
I thought about was not that this very charming, lovely, adorable, almost 
little brother-son to me, had this disease. The first thing I thought about 
was me. Not that I was ill, but that my career might suffer. And I was so 
ashamed ... but for a day I was calculating how I would deal with this. 
It's demeaning when I'm sitting in the room, and we talk about the medical 
expenses going up, not the fact that we've got this kid with AIDS: "We've 
got to be more careful about the way we hire." "We've got to be sure that 
we're not going to be hiring any homosexuals in here." 

In these painful meetings, Derek felt muzzled and paralyzed, as if he had lost his 

voice. He felt unable to explain the situation or acknowledge his feelings about it, 

because to do so might risk his own efforts to use an avoidance strategy. In the 

coming months, Derek knew that he had some tough choices to make. "People 

will be asking 'Wasn't this your friend, Derek?' It's going to be very tough." 

In fact, personal problems or crises were most often cited as examples of the 

experiences men wanted to share with co-workers. "Most heterosexuals who are 

having family problems or kid problems or money problems or anything can pretty 

much talk to someone about it," a Houston manager explained, "or even just say 

'I'm having a shitty day.' Just saying that much is enough." Another explained, "I 

don't get to share my personal life in the same way that heterosexual workers do, 

all the little day-to-day things. You know, 'I went out on a date with my 

girlfriend', or 'I've been dating the same person for two years and she's important 

to me', or 'I've had a fight with Frank, and today's a bitchy day for me'." Larry, a 
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Washington lawyer, recalls the end of his relationship with a lover of many years. 

"In the office, I toughed it out," he recalls. "I don't think I ever said to anyone 'my 

most important relationship has broken up, by the way.' So I did the usual thil).g I 

do in those kinds of situations: bifurcate it, split it up, get my support over here 

where I knew I was safe, and pretend that everything was fine at the office. I look 

back now at how awful it was to not have the kind of support everyone else would 

have gotten in the workplace." 

Not suprisingly, the invisibility of lovers and friends was a source of particular 

disappointment. Because their most meaningful relationships were often unknown 

at work, the men were denied the support or affirmation of co-workers. Chris, a 

New York consultant, recalled his "divorce" from a lover of many years. The two 

men worked for the same firm, but had been afraid to reveal their relationship to 

the other people in the office. "I was cautious about what 1 would talk about," he 

explained. "I think if 1 had been straight I would have gone to my employer and 

said 'My wife and 1 are getting a divorce and it's a tough time for me.' But 1 

didn't do that. Here's one of the most traumatic things that can happen to you -­

the end of a relationship." Years later, Chris looks back at that time with a sense 

of sadness. "Divorces among straight people are so public," he says "Gays don't 

have that." 

Not surprisingly, the avoidance of such topics frequently stunted the growth of 

friendships in the workplace. Roger, a Washington lawyer, recalls his early 

attempts to be friendly with some of the other lawyers in the Department of 

Labor. "There's a straight clique of male lawyers who go to lunch a lot, and one 

of the favorite topics of conversation in that group is women. When I first came 

aboard 1 went to lunch with them a lot, just to try to see if 1 could fit in. 1 would 

just talk about other things." Before long, however, Roger began to feel out of 

place. A Philadelphia medical resident had a similar problem with company 

parties. "I can't interact socially with them that much," Miguel explained, "because 

they'll ask me 'Where's your girlfriend?' If we have 10 parties in a year, I'll select 

which one I'll go to. I can't go to all of them, because I can't justify showing up 

alone at all of them." Both men felt that they had missed out. 
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Tip described a friendship that fell apart when he refused to reveal that he is 

gay. He and Joe were both surgical residents, and had become close friends over 

the years. "Joe was one of my best friends," Tip recalls. "Actually, I took him 

hunting with me a few times, and he met my family." The problems began when 

Joe and his wife tried to arrange a date for Tip: 

He and his wife kept trying to set me up. The last time we spoke was 
about six months ago and on the phone, we actually had a direct 
confrontation. He came out and said "Tip, whats going on? I've been 
trying to set you up with this girl that works with my wife." I said "No, Joe, 
I don't like being set up. If I don't like her, then it's going to hurt your 
wife's feelings." I had used that excuse before, and he wouldn't let it go 
this time. He said "Tip, I'm doing you a favor. All you have to do is show 
up and drop your pants. That's all you've got to do." And I'm thinking 
that's exactly what I don't want to do. And he says "What is this, are you 
gay or something?" That's what he asked me. I said, "Joe, forget it. Look:, 
the girl's already pissed because you've been trying and she's already asked 
your wife why I wouldn't I want to go out with her, so it's already doomed 
and I haven't even met her." 

After this confrontation, Tip and Joe quickly drifted apart. Tip felt unable to 

reveal his sexuality, but acknowledges that "the way I'm doing this is costly. It's 

caused me to lose two friends because I didn't socialize with them. I didn't 

produce a date; I avoided it. It caused me to lose a friend, and Joe was a good 

friend." Still, Tip fears for his job, and feels that these friendships are a sacrifice 

he has to make. "People aren't happy knowing you without knowing something 

about your social life," Tip explains. "If I had it do over again I probably wouldn't 

say a word, I'd rather not know a lot of the people that I know now, because it's 

like starting a friendship and only being able to carry it out half way. It would 

have been better if I had just done my work, and gone to the library or 

something." 

For some men, the isolation became the most negative aspect of the job. 

Justin, a college professor in Washington, was perhaps the most extreme example 

of this. "I just lumped everything at the university into this one category: 'I'm just 

going to keep it over there. It's just your job.' I never let myself get attached to 

people or develop any feelings -- though they were trying. I just wouldn't let it 

happen, ever." To avoid these personal entanglements, Justin placed strict limits 

on the social time he spent with students and the other faculty. "It was fairly 
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extreme," he recalls. "I would avoid all social invitations, I would even not get into 

conversations in the hall with people, because I didn't want to get into the 

situation where I even knew someone well enough that they would say 'Oh, how 

was your weekend. What did you do?' I didn't even want those things to come 

up. Because I didn't want to lie either, I didn't want to get into lying. I was trying 

to avoid the double life that lots of people have." 

Justin had learned, three years earlier, that he had been exposed to HIV. In 

the winter of 1989, fatigued and afraid that he wouldn't be able to carry his spring 

teaching load, Justin decided to go on disability. The formal procedure was quick 

and painless, but for Justin it pointed out how distant he was from the rest of the 

faculty. "That's probably when the isolation hurt me most," he recalls. "Looking 

back on it, I think that if I'd have been friendlier with people, none of that could 

have hurt -- the bonding and contacts with people, feeling more involved. So, for 

instance, when I went on disability, I miss nothing. I just never was that involved 

there." Since leaving the university, Justin does some consulting work out of his 

home, and has been in generally good health. "I still go over to school now and 

then. Just as finals were going on, I ran into one of the faculty, and he said, 'Oh, 

how's your grading going on finals?'" Justin paused while telling this story, and 

shrugged his shoulders. "And that was probably -- in all the years I was there -­

the toughest question I've ever had. I put me on the spot, since I would have to 

acknowledge my situation. I made one of my usual, neutral comments: 'Well, this 

is a busy time of the year -- how are yours going?' I just put it back on him. So he 

didn't even know I was on disability -- it's a full year I've been gone. That's how 

invisible I was. He hadn't seen me for a year, and didn't think anything of it." . 

In most organizations, one's work performance is inseparable from one's 

participation in the social life of the office. Most jobs require one to manage a 

network of relationships -- clients, peers, bosses, suppliers, support staff, and the 

like -- and place a premium on the individual's ability to develop these 

relationships. Whether or not the organization formally acknowledges it, 

professionals are routinely rewarded, directly or indirectly, for their social 

competence. 
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By withdrawing from the social life of the office, gay professional sometimes 

compromise their ability to function effectively. Especially in organizations that 

emphasized social interaction, some of the men feared that this would have 

negative consequences for their careers. A San Francisco architect found himself 

unable to socialize with the others in his office, which he described as small, 

friendly, and "family-oriented." He worried that his restraint might be breeding 

resentment. "I think that's something that probably bothers them," he says. "I'm 

not warm, friendly, slap each other on the backs, go out for a couple of beers ~nd 

chit-chat. I ask a question, get an answer, and go on and do my job. Get in, get 

out. So I'm not real warm and friendly around them, which I think bothers them." 

A Houston man in his late 20s expected this to be a problem as he moved 

ahead in his career. At the time of our interview, Brent was the supervisor of 

records management in a large Houston company. His personal demeanor was 

reserved and formal, and he scrupulously avoided all social involvement with co­

workers, skipping even the usual lunches and cocktail hours. While this "strictly 

business" manner seemed to serve him well in his present position, he worried that 

it would ultimately limit his mobility within the company. "It's an entrepreneurial, 

good old boy type company, and I don't fit into that category -- one that's going to 

do deals over drinks and entertain Arabs, or that sort of thing. I'm talking about 

the company, the big picture. I'm not the good old boy that you would need to be 

to go all the way to the top. Within my group, and the level that I'm at and the 

next level, I'll be okay, but beyond that, when we get to senior senior executive 

managment, I won't." I asked Brent if this was a function of the people who 

worked at the upper levels, or the nature of the work itself. "As I see the nature 

of that type of work, there's a lot of interaction with straight people. I can do it in 

a very serious 'business' sort of way without any problems, but a lot of deals are 

done in a social environment. That's the nature of the job and the type of people 

that you have to interact with." In a few years, Brent expects he'll be looking for a 

new job. 

Some men felt they had already bumped into the "glass ceiling" imposed by 

their social withdrawaL Greg, a Philadelphia architect, felt that this accounted in 

part for his inability to "fit in" with the others in his construction company. 
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Though his co-workers were generally a tight-knit group, Greg had been careful to 

reveal almost nothing about his own personal life. "I think that's the problem 

when you withhold these kinds of very personal feelings in your relationships with 

people. It's a great handicap, I think. People tend to think that you're 

uninteresting, that you don't have a personal life. " Greg admits that he didn't like 

most of his co-workers, which only encouraged his reluctance to become part of 

the office social environment. Still, he wonders if his aloofness -- his hesitation to 

discuss even the most mundane aspects of his life outside the office -- was one of 

the reasons he was fired, shortly before our interview. "I didn't associate with 

these people very much, except at the office. I was kind of a loner there." 

Not all of the men felt they were missing out on the social opportunities in the 

workplace, however. Some had little desire to spend more time with co-workers 

they considered uninteresting. Some considered themselves anti-social or private 

"by nature", and saw no reason to force themselves to change. Some felt it was 

sufficient to build a small, intimate network of contacts, keeping the rest of office 

at arm's length. 

Mitch, a New York estates lawyer, explained that he preferred to focus his 

attentions on a small number of co-workers with whom he had become especially 

close. "There's a core group of people with whom I feel I can discuss what's going 

on in my life," Mitch explained. "The people with whom I deal most frequently, 

including my secretary and the other people in my department, know what my 

social situation is. So if something is going on in my life that's impacting the way 

I'm working, then it's fine." While a select group of his associates know that Mitch 

is gay, he prefers to avoid the issue with most of the others. "If I felt there was 

nobody at work that I could walk into their office and talk to, that would be a 

problem. But that's not the case. And I don't feel that I need to find support in 

my work, at the workplace." 

A Washington lawyer echoed this sentiment. Even if he were to be more open 

about his sexuality, Roger suspects that he would quickly limit his contact to the 

same small number of people. I asked him to imagine a situation in which he 
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suddenly came out to all of his co-workers -- by publishing his memoirs, for 

example. Would his relationship with co-workers be any different? 

There would be certain people among that group, that large group of 
people, that 1 would select as the friends with whom 1 was going to be . 
intimate. My experience is that most people have maybe five or six very 
close friends, but no more. A lot of people know a lot of people who 
know a lot about them, but there's only so much intimacy that you need or 
can develop in the world. And that just seems to keep happening. So 
even if 1 had a workplace like you've described, I'd still gravitate toward 
the people 1 trusted as friends, and those would be the ones that I'd be 
intimate with on a daily basis. 

Several of the men made some version of this argument, in their efforts to 

rationalize their social withdrawal. "As a human matter, 1 think you just need a 

certain amount of intimacy, a certain number of friends," Roger explained. "I 

know 1 have to make a certain amount of contact in order to feel like I'm human, 

to feel that I'm connecting up with the rest of the race, and that I'm OK with 

myself." Though he doesn't want to come out at work -- the hypothetical memoir 

left him visibly shaken -- Roger already feels he's met his quota of intimacy. 

Some of the men explained that it was just their "nature" to be private, and 

r1idn't welcome any further intrusions from co-workers. "It doesn't bother me that 

people don't know that I'm gay," a New York manager insisted, complaining that 

he's eager to avoid most after-hours socializing. "There's not anything that 

elaborate that I'd like to take my boyfriend to -- 1 don't want to go to the football 

games myself." Duane, the Houston president of an oil exploration company, felt 

the same way. "I don't need to be socializing more with people at work. 1 need to 

have balance anyway. It's just like 1 don't particularly need for my parents to 

know more of the details of my private life than they know; it's mine. Privacy has 

a function, it seems to me." For Duane, coming out seemed to promise a string of 

unwanted discussions about a situation that he considered too personal for the 

office. "That may seem a little defensive, but I feel like I've got an equilibrium 

that I'm comfortable with." 
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Social ambiguity 

When one avoids the subject of one's sexuality, it's often difficult to know what 

others assume it to be. Men who carefully avoided direct references to their 

sexuality often found themselves awash in ambiguous situations, wondering if -- but 

never knowing for sure -- their sexuality was being addressed indirectly. The 

coded, oblique nature of many encounters left the avoider at a loss, unable to 

make sense of what was happening around him. 

The difficulty derives from our need to make sense of the environment, and to 

understand the behavior of those around us. As "attribution theorists" have noted, 

we tend to interpret behavior in terms of its origins or causes, and routinely make 

assumptions about the motives and knowledge-states of others (see Heider, 1958). 

These attributions are the ground on which we make base our understanding of 

others, and on which we make decisions about how to respond. An avoidance 

strategy derails this process by depriving the actor of key irrformation about others. 

By denying himself the opportunity to communicate his understanding of the 

situation -- and to have his understanding confirmed or disconfirmed by those 

around him -- the avoider ensures a state of social ambiguity. 

1bis problem was most apparent in the comments gay men make about the 

other men and women in the office. When asked what co-workers knew about his 

sexuality, the avoider was often at a loss. A psychiatrist in suburban Maryland 

gave a typical reply: 

I don't know what they think. . .. Even when everybody else is in couples, 
I'm usually there by myself. For the most part, it's not that friends don't 
see me out with a woman, it's that they don't see me out with anybody. So 
I don't think they quite know what to think. They see me do everything by 
myself, so I don't know what they think. I suspect it's crossed their minds, 
but it's not like they see me out with men all the time. 

Jim, a Philadelphia consultant, found himself in a similar situation: 

I know the scoop on most everyone there, so you might think that they 
lmow the scoop on me. But one's not sure. They may know that I'm not 
in a relationship with a woman, except that I don't talk about it at work. 
Of course, maybe they ask other people, "Oh what's Jim doing?" But I 
don't lmow that for sure. 

Both men confessed that they had insufficient evidence to second-guess their co­

workers. Even when they thought about it for several moments, the men often 
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failed to recall a single incident or crystallizing moment in which a boss or co­

worker had shown their hand. 

Some of the men found this especially puzzling, given the abundance of 

evidence they had made available. They found it almost inconceivable that co­

workers hadn't noticed -- it's so obvious, they said. Yet co-workers had done 

nothing to suggest they had noticed, which made it impossible to say for sure. The 

marketing manager of a Houston mall felt this way about his family, when asked if 

they know about his sexuality: 

Although I'm certain that they do . .. I'm certain that they all do. 
They've got to be really dumb if they don't. I'm certain my brother and 
sister know because they have friends -- 25 years in Dallas, I knew 
everyone in the entire city, and people just talk, people blab -- so if you 
lead an open lifestyle, word gets back. We all have a lot of mutual friends. 
They've never been bothered by it enough to ask me about it, so 
apparently it's no big deal. I would think. .. I would hope that they knew 
about it, but I've never said "Hey, we need to talk." 

Some of the men were puzzled by the apparent non-response of co-workers. A 

school teacher in New Jersey gave a similar answer when asked about Fran, one of 

the other teachers: 

I would assume they know .... It's strange. I've been with my lover now 
for going on 12 years and people, they just accept the fact that he's a 
roommate. No one has ever questioned it. People in this school have 
never questioned it. People like my principal or someone will call the 
house and he'll answer the phone. And they just don't react to it. So, my 
feeling is that they have to know. You can't be 40 years old and not 
married and still be straight. Most of them know, I would imagine. It's 
never been talked about. Nothing's ever -- nothing's in the open. 

Joel cited his involvement in gay and AIDS activism, but didn't know how his 

business partners might have interpreted these activities. I asked him to imagine a 

situation in which someone asked his co-workers "What do you know about Joel's 

sexuality?" "I don't know what they'd say," Joel began. "They might say 'We don't 

know, but he does support all these gay causes.' And they might say, 'I notice that 

he has his friendliest conversations with men, as opposed to women.'" Joel also 

thought that they might recall the lengthy letter he wrote to the Bishop in San 

Francisco, supporting the ordination of lesbian and gay priests. Still, he had no 

way of knowing if they recalled, or had even noticed, any of these things. 
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These ambiguities were most glaring when the men tried to make sense of their 

co-workers' behavior. They avoided explicit discussions of their own sexuality, but 

found themselves in situations in which they thought it had been implied or 

insinuated. This sort of situation was typical for Chuck, a Wall Street trader, who 

assured me that the other traders know he's gay. When 1 asked him to describe a 

conversation in which that had been made clear, he thought for a moment: 

1 think it's even more subtle than that. There's a good friend of mine 
there, and whenever the subject of dating girls comes up -- he's always 
talking about the girls he's after, or 1 can just tell when everybody would 
make a joking reference to say that 1 should be interested in this girl, there 
are just knowing nods, knowing looks; it's just generally understood and it's 
not a problem. As far as them knowing, that's a big difference. 1 guess if 1 
went in and said "I definitely am gay, just wanted you all to know that," 
perhaps the feeling would be different. 

A New Jersey dentist described a similar kind of tacit, but unverifiable, 

understanding: 

After a couple of years in this job, people assumed 1 was gay because my 
lover called me every day, and 1 never dated women -- you know, all the 
signs were there. And 1 even had a couple of people ask me if 1 was gay. 
So they assumed 1 was, and then 1 showed up [to a company party] with 
this woman. 1 don't know if the looks implied "We know you're gay, why 
are you bothering with this", or "We thought we had you all figured out 
and now we're not sure what your preference is." 1 just felt it was 
uncomfortable, so 1 stopped it. 1 wasn't sure. 

Neither of the men knows quite where he stands with co-workers, and the non­

verbal evidence seems sketchy at best. 

Sometimes these ambiguities led to moments of misunderstanding or paranoid 

confusion. The credit manager for a Philadelphia energy company recalled a 

situation in which he felt certain that others were talking about his sexuality, a fear 

no doubt exacerbated by his own reluctant to address the issue: 

One of the guys in my company was getting married. I'm single and so is 
one other guy, but everyone else is married. So the controller said, "Well, 
Mike, it looks like you're the only one who's single now." 1 was kind of 
outside the office when 1 heard this, and Michael said "No, Dave is." And 
somebody said something and everyone laughed. I didn't hear what was 
said; I'm kind of glad 1 didn't. 1 walked into the room two minutes later. 

Though he can't be sure, Dave feels certain that the comment was about his 

sexuality. Grey, the marketing manager for a Houston mall, recalled an even more 
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elaborate misunderstanding. Several years ago, his mall was in the process of 

redesigning its logo: 

We had this sample "G", a big "G" for the ice rink, and it was just a sign, a 
prototype of the letter. And so I took it and put on my door. This girl 
who I know just walked by and said "What does the 'G' stand for? Oh, 
Grey?" And later that day, that same day -- I had just put it up -- and my 
friend Scott, who's a graphic designer, had an appointment with me, and 
said "God, what's that 'G' on your door?" And I go "Well, it's for Grey," 
and he goes "God, that's so funny -- I couldn't figure out what it was for. I 
thought maybe ... you know what some people might think." And I 
thought "Oh my god, how funny!" Don't you know they're all walking by 
going "Well, it says G for gay." I ripped it down and put it in my drawer, 
and then I thought back to the way that woman had asked "What does that 
stand for?" And I thought, "Hmmm, a lot of times I don't get these puns. 
I can be real creative, but I can also be kind of dense." 

Like Chuck, Grey admitted that the incident wouldn't have bothered him if his 

own sexuality were clearly established at work. 

The ambiguity was most acute when homosexuality was -- or seemed to be -­

the subject at hand. When gay subjects of people were being discussed, the men 

often wondered if the conversation was being held for their benefit, or in what 

ways it was being censored. Dan, the director of a psychiatric clinic in Houston, 

recalled a puzzling incident in which one of the local school administrators had 

asked him for help. The woman had called Dan aside and told him, "off the 

record" that she had a friend who had recently learned that he was infected with 

HIV. She wanted to be sure that her friend was cared for, and asked Dan to 

recommend a good doctor. Dan's first reaction was to wonder "'Why is she asking 

me all this?' I was getting real paranoid but I kept cool, and said 'Well, this is not 

my area, but I'll find out for you.' I honestly didn't know much about that, so I 

thought this would be a good opportunity for me to find out." Looking back, he 

isn't sure how to interpret the incident. "In a sense I think she was trying to tell 

me something about herself. You know, 'Hey we're all in this together, even 

though we're not talking about it.''' 

Many of the men pointed to exchanges like these, which they assume were 

intended to convey understanding or support for their sexuality without explicitly 

raising the issue. Glen, the general counsel for a large Houston firm, recalled an 

incident in which he believed the company president made such a gesture: 
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About a year ago, we were having sort of a summit conference on an 
acquisition that we were considering, and it was late in the day. There 
were four or five of us in Bob's [the president's] office. We had all these 
New York Investment bankers on the phone, and we hung up from that. 
Something was said about "gay," and Bob said something like "Well of 
course that has a different meaning now than it did then." I don't even 
remember how the word came up. And there was just the slightest 
hesitation or embarrassment on his part and maybe someone else's. I just 
sensed something in the room -- that may have been coming from me. But 
I sensed the slightest recognition and recovery from it, that maybe they 
shouldn't have said that. 

The incident itself was unimportant, but it underscored Glen's uncertainty about 

his reputation in the company. Jeff, a Philadelphia financial analyst, recalled a. 

similar incident involving two of his co-workers: 

Very shortly after I started working there, [a co-worker] tried to set up a 
date between me and his sister-in-law, and I expressed no interest 
whatsoever. A few months later, Chuck and I were just talking with Jack, 
and they talked about somebody Chuck had hired who didn't just work out. 
And Chuck said, "Yeah, he and the two homosexuals are the only ones 
who didn't work." And Jack said, "Well the problem wasn't that they were 
homosexual -- that's okay -- the problem was that they were stupid." And I 
felt like that was a directed comment, though I may have been wrong. 

Because Jeff has never discussed his sexuality in a direct fashion, he's unsure of his 

ability to interpret oblique comments like these. 

Many of the men pointed to specific situations that were difficult to interpret, 

given their inability to make judgments about co-workers' beliefs or intentions. 

Often this exacerbated their attempts to judge their own success in the workplace, 

even to plan their careers. Kirk, a Philadelphia doctor, ran into this dilemma while 

interviewing for a teaching position at a Seattle hospital. He felt confident that his 

sexuality wouldn't be a problem at the hospital, but was unable to get a more 

definitive answer. "1 certainly wouldn't have been coy about it, had they asked me. 

I just felt uncomfortable bringing it up in an interview with people whom I was 

meeting for the first time." He ultimately took a job in Philadelphia, and has since 

been open with the staff about his sexuality. He knew, for example, that he would 

ultimately be invited to social functions with the staff, and wanted to asses "how 

comfortable I would be" bringing his lover Jeffrey. Still, he felt hamstrung during 

the interview process, and regrets that he couldn't have been more open. "It 
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wasn't the sort of thing I brought up in job interviews, though I wanted to get a 

handle on what their attitude would be." 

The inability to gather such information has become a serious problem for Bill, 

a California park ranger. Bill is 31, handsome, and lives about an hour north of 

the Golden Gate Bridge. As the District Naturalist, he hosts guests through the 

park, conducts nature walks and educational programs, and runs the visitor cen,ter. 

Though he works with a small, intimate group of park employees, he manages to 

avoid the subject of his own sexuality. He isn't sure, in fact, what the staff 

assumes: 

I'm sure it's crossed all of their minds, but I really don't have a good 
handle on how other people think in that regard, or whether they do form 
concrete conclusions, or whether they just leave it unresolved. I can't think 
of anything that I've done that would give them unreproachable evidence 
that I am gay, or anything to the contrary either. 

Frequently, Bill finds himself in situations that are difficult to interpret. "Some of 

the women joke with me, and flirt," he explains, though he thinks the sexual banter 

may be no more than a joke. "They go further with me than they would with 

other men, because they know that it's not serious. That's the impression I get." 

When I asked about his boss, he felt more certain: 

I'm sure there's no doubt in my boss' mind, based on what he says about 
other people. He speculates about other people's personal lives, and even 
sort of talks to me sometimes. But he's almost surgically carefully not to 
bring up anything about me personally -- which is kind of interesting -- so 
I'm sure he avoids that because he's sensitive to the fact that I'm gay. 

On the whole, Bill thinks that his sexuality is "not a problem," and manages to 

avoid the subject with his co-workers. 

Bill realizes, however, that this has made it difficult for him to plan his career. 

He knows that in the long run, if he continues to work for the park service, it will 

be virtually impossible to use an avoidance strategy: 

The biggest dilemma for me is that most national parks are in real remote 
areas that I wouldn't want to work in. And my boyfriend sells real estate 
in Southern Marin, grew up there, his whole family and all his business 
connections are there. So I don't know what's going to happen when I get 
to the point where I can't go any further in my career advancement. He's 
not going to want to follow me to Montana or something. So unless I can 
come out of the closet, it wouldn't work anyway. You're living in 
Yellowstone or one of these places where the Park Service is the whole 
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community, and there's no way to screening of your private life anymore. 
Everyone knows what everyone else is doing. There wouldn't be any 
hiding anymore; it would definitely be out in the open. 

Bill knows that he will eventually be forced to choose between his career 

ambitions and his desire to avert a direct acknowledgement of his sexuality. But 

given his current attempts to 'avoid the subject, he finds it difficult to judge the' 

possible consequences of such a strategy change: 

I suppose if I were out, I could better judge the long-term effects that it 
might have on my career. I could discuss it openly with anybody who I 
thought could help, like my boss. You know, "What's it going to be like 
for me in the park service, being gay and being open about it?" 

At the time of our interview, he remained unsure about what the future might 

hold. 

I noted above that most organizations are redolent in sexuality, that sexual texts 

and sub texts find their way into countless interpersonal situations. In light of the 

foregoing, this statement must now be qualified. In fact, sexuality often can be 

kept out of the office, personal topics can be avoided in the workplace, and 

professional acquaintances can be kept in the dark about one's "personal business." 

As my participants taught me, the realms can be separated, the secrets kept. But 

only at a price. 

Because avoidance strategies depend heavily on the complicity of the audience, 

however, it is often difficult to assess their success. Has the avoider made his 

sexuality seem irrelevant and unimportant in the workplace? Do others think of 

him in asexual terms? Or do co-workers know that he's gay, even as they politely 

dance around the subject? Few of the men could say for sure. 

Often, the answer was less important than the fact that the question usually 

went unasked. Men who used avoidance strategies were often comfortable with 

the idea that co-workers might know about their sexuality. In many cases, 

especially among those who also used integration strategies, it mattered only that 

they weren't forced explicitly, unambiguously to address the issue. The success of 

their strategy lay not in the conclusions their co-workers might or might not draw, 

but in the freedom it gave them from dwelling on a sensitive subject. As one 
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executive explained, an avoidance strategy means that he "just won't have to think 

about it." 

But by endeavoring not to think or do anything about it, the avoider assumes a 

passive role in the construction of his identity. He relinquishes control of the 

symbolic exchange by claiming to abstain from it. Others are permitted to draw 

their conclusions in an informational vacuum. Whatever prejudice, ignorance, or 

approval they may harbor, they are given no invitation to express it. 

The result is a spiral of silence on the subject of homosexuality.3 In many 

organizations, there seemed to be no forum for the discussion of gay lives, 

organizations, or culture; no one talked about homosexuality, which only seemed 

to reinforce its status as a topic that was off-limits. For example, I asked all of the 

men if homosexual topics or people were ever discussed at work. Most admitted 

that with the possible exception of AIDS, homosexuality just wasn't discussed at 

work. They weren't sure what others thought about the subject because no one 

had ever raised the issue.4 

It is much easier to capitulate to the spiral than to break it. Russ, a 

Philadelphia insurance executive, found himself in a typical situation. When I 

asked him what his co-workers thought about homosexuality, he confessed that he 

wasn't sure: 

Maybe I'm not giving these people a lot of credit. I just assume that they 
don't have any contact with the gay world -- but here one of them had a 
stepbrother die of AIDS. I mean, they may all have sons or daughters who 
are gay, I just don't know. But my perception is that they don't have any 
contact at all with the gay community, that they don't even think about it. 

Because he uses an avoidance strategy, Russ may never know his co-workers' 

opinions about the subject. The spiral perpetuates itself; as the silence becomes 

more conspicuous, the penalties for breaking it seem only to increase. 

3 The term is Noelle-Neumann's (1974). See also Hodges & Hutter (1974) on the subject of social 
withdrawal and ambiguity. 

4 The situation also encourages somewhat circular reasoning about the level of tolerance in one's 
organization. Gary, a director of tax administration for a utility, gave this explanation of his reasons for 
believing that co-workers don't know he's gay. "1 think that some would feel uncomfortable if they knew," he 
explained, "and 1 don't sense that discomfort. So 1 assume they don't know." The circularity of Gary's 
argument is facilitated by the fact that no one, at work, actually talks about the issue. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

INTEGRATING 

"Coming out" is often made to seem like an endpoint, a destination at which the 

luckiest of travelers ultimately, exhaustedly, arrive. The burdens one has 

shouldered, the various dodges and deceptions that were required along the way, 

can now be set aside. "Some day I'll come out," one man told me, "and all this 

nonsense will be behind me. It just may take me awhile to get there." Even if 

they never expect to reach that point themselves, gay professionals often seem to 

believe that "coming out" would relieve the need to be self-conscious in the 

management of sexual identity. 

Yet there are at least as many ways of claiming and shaping a gay identity as 

there are of trying to evade one. The gay man who reveals his homosexuality must 

monitor not only his co-workers' awareness of it, but their means of 

comprehending it and responding to it as welL His responsibilities shift from the 

management of visibility to the management of consequences.1 

Almost half of my 70 participants used integration strategies in the workplace 

(see Figure 6.1).2 A third (30%) of the men used integration strategies 

exclusively, making their sexuality known across the board, to bosses, peers, clients, 

and others. A smaller group (16%) segregated their audiences, using an 

integration strategy with some while avoiding with others. As a group, men using 

integration strategies ranged in age from 22 to 61, and tended to be slightly older 

than those using other strategies. Most (78%) worked for companies, while a few 

worked for not-for-profit (6%) or educational institutions (6%). Three (9%) were 

self-employed. 

1 Goffman (1963) makes an analogous distinction between the discreditable and the discredited. The 
discreditable must manage "information about the failing," while the discredited, whose secret has been 
revealed, manages the "tension generated during social contacts" (p. 42). 

2 Contrast this figure to the 38% of OutlLook readers who claimed they were "out" to all of their co­
workers (Fall, 1990:86). 
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The basic moves 

Integration strategies involve the expression of an authentic sexuality -- the one an 

individual "really believes" -- and the men who use them are known by co-workers 

to be gay. In most cases, they could pinpoint the encounter in which an 

integration strategy was first used. Because heterosexuality is presumed in most 

organizations, a gay professional must "come out" if he wants co-workers to realize 

that the expected, heterosexual model doesn't apply. Consequently, integration 

strategies begin with some form of self-disclosure.3 

There are countless ways of "coming out," and the form of the disclosure serves 

to "frame" the identity for a particular audience. When coming out to family and 

friends, for example, lesbians and gay men typically position their disclosure as part 

of a larger effort to bring family members together, to share more of their lives, or 

to be more honest. A New York advertising executive described the way he lead 

up to his revelation: 

I told my parents that I wanted us to be closer, that I sensed this wall 
between us. ''I'm an adult," I told them, "and we need to move on to the 
next phase of our relationship." That's when I dropped the bomb. "And 
part of being closer means talking about my private life in a way that we 
haven't before, in a more honest and intimate way." Then I told them. 

By the time he disclosed his homosexuality, he had already established the terms of 

the discourse. Self-disclosure was placed in the context of "intimacy" or "family," 

rather than sexuality per se. Other men preceded their disclosure with a talk 

about honesty, or about the need for financial assistance with medical bills (due to 

HIV illness), framing the disclosure as a matter of ethics and integrity or 

compassion and parental nurturance.4 

3 I should emphasize that I don't use the word "integrate" in the psychological sense of an "integrated 
person" (See Adam, 1978:89-93, on "escaping identity"). I use the term to describe a social identity that 
incorporates and acknowledges a gay person's psychiC or subjective sense of his or her own sexuality. 

4 Glen, the general counsel for a large Houston company, was clear about the different interpretations 
each of these "frames" would invite. I asked him to imagine a hypothetical situation, on in which his memoirs 
had just been published, so that "your co-workers would all know, all at once, that you're gay." He explained 
that the disclosure itself would be one thing, but that this particular means of disclosure would add "another 
dimension." By actively making a declaration about his sexuality, Glen felt his co-workers would perceive him 
as being "political" or "aggressive." "If they just learned for sure that I was gay because their brother-in-law 
told them or something, I don't think there would be much difference. They'd say "Dh yeah, we knew that 
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With no exceptions, the men used one of these "frames" when revealing their 

sexuality to co-workers. ''You can't just say it," one man told me, explaining his 

inability "to find any good reason to come out at work. I just can't find any need 

for it." Indeed, the idea of disclosing one's sexuality without some sort of framing 

device is considered absurd. As Weston (1991) observed, "the idea of going up to 

someone and bluntly stating, 'Hi, I'm gay,' without further elaboration elicits 

laughter from a lesbian or gay audience" (p. 67) To come out in the "right way," 

one must supply a reason or justification, and this provides the context for the 

disclosure.5 

By framing and controlling these disclosures, the men tried to establish the 

terms in which their new identity would be interpreted, thus launching the 

particular integration strategy they planned to use. Perhaps this is why Carter, the 

sales manager for a Houston hotel, was upset when a co-worker robbed him of the 

opportunity. He recalled a particular situation in which a female client had 

expressed a romantic interest in him. She asked another woman in Carter's office 

if he were available, and was told "not to waste your time with Carter. He's gay." 

Carter wasn't upset that the woman knew about his sexuality, but was furious that 

he hadn't been permitted to handle the disclosure in a more professional way. "I 

get mad about that sometimes," he explained. "I mean, I should be the one to tell 

them. Other people in the office think I'm real open about it, so they don't think 

there's a problem with saying something. It's hard for me to make them 

already" or "1 always kind of presumed that, he's kind of an aloof jerk anyway, so it doesn't make any 
difference" or "He's a nice guy so it doesn't make any difference.' But if 1 told them 1 think the emphasis 
would be more on the reason for my doing that than the essence of the message. And they.wouldn't feel 
comfortable with that.' 

5 In his study of gay fathers, Bozett (1980) found that some sort of "external" event was usually necessary 
to motivate a personal disclosure. "No matter how much the gay father wants to make known his 'real self,' 
this desire alone is usually insufficient to provoke direct disclosure. In most instances he needs an external, 
social condition to serve as a motivating force and as a vehicle for his disclosure. In this way disclosure of the 
gay identity becomes part of a larger topic, rather than being the topic itself' (p. 176). Only one of BozeH's 
18 participants disclosed to his child directly, without being prompted by an external event (and even then it 
was under circumstances that ensured the child didn't hear him). The conditions that most commonly served 
as a vehicle for disclosure were the parents' divorce and the development of a committed relationship with 
another man. "Had these social events not occurred, the fathers would not have disclosed, or at least they 
would not have disclosed when they did" (p. 176-7). 
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understand that I'd like to be in control." He wanted his client to regard him as a 

professional, not as a romantic object, and prefered to frame his disclosure in that 

way. 

Minimizing the impact 

Some men allow co-workers to know they're gay, but make a concerted effort 

to downplay the evidence or visibility of that identity. Their sexuality ceases to be 

a secret, though expressions of it remain muted, oblique or infrequent. 

Efforts to limit visibility are common among those managing some sort of social 

stigma, as they accustom themselves to potentially hostile environments. Sarason 

(1973) pointed out that minorities, fearing visibility and the potential for 

retaliation, may try to contain recognition of their presence, as did Jews at Yale 

for many years. In her study of professional women, Kanter (1977) observed a 

similar strategy among women who tried to become "socially invisible" by leaving as 

few signs as possible of their presence: 

This strategy characterizes women who try to minimize their sexual 
attributes so as to blend unnoticeably into the predominant male culture, 
perhaps by adopting "mannish dress," as in reports by other investigators. 
Or it can include avoidance of public events and occasions for performance 
-- staying away from meetings, working at home rather than in the office, 
keeping silent at meetings. Several of the saleswomen deliberately took 
such a "low profile," unlike male peers who tended to seize every 
opportunity to make themselves noticed (p. 220). 

Like gay men using a minimizing strategy, these women weren't trying to disguise 

their gender per se, but were trying to minimize its visibility, and the "unusualness" 

it bestowed on them in male-dominated environments. 

Among gay men, efforts to minimize visibility often begin with self-disclosure. 

To lessen the impact of a personal revelation, the men frequently "came out" in 

indirect or oblique means. Co-workers were often allowed to stumble onto non­

verbal or situational evidence, for example, or to decode some subtlety in a verbal 

message, but were denied more concrete, verbal cues. A New York lawyer 

described his relationship with his secretary, and the reasons he's certain "she 

knows fT
: 

I assume that she must know my deal because of the demography of my 
phone calls. So overwhelmingly male, so overwhelmingly cute and perky 
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and that age -- all with weird names, as she puts it, like Trevor and Thad 
and Trey. She says "Don't you have any friends with real names?" 

Similarly, a Philadelphia lawyer felt certain that his secretary considers him gay: 

My secretary knows I'm gay, because she takes all my phone calls from all 
my male friends and talks to them -- and knows some of them because they 
have business relationships with [the company]. She knows I'm gay. We 
talk about restaurants and I'm her "cultural coordinator." I don't think I'd 
even have to tell her I'm gay. I don't think she'd be surprised at all. 

Yet neither he nor his secretary have ever used the word "gay." They seem to 

understand one another, but their tacit bargain was achieved through indirect 

means. "But I'm certain she knows," he explained. "We talk about so many things, 

like the occurrence of AIDS among professional men, because she read an article 

on it." 

Some men assume that their sexual identity is conveyed by their mere status as 

unmarried, middle-aged men. A legal researcher at a large Philadelphia company 

explained that he occasionally talks about his work as a "buddy" at Action AIDS, a 

direct service organization. Other than that, however, he tends to avoid personal 

conversations: 

All I can say is that anyone who's a 41-year-old man, who's never been 
married, and who's never talked about a social life with women, has got to 
be an anomaly. And the only explanation is that he's gay -- or that he has 
an old war wound. Or is asexual. 

Similarly, a New York airline executive assumes that his co-workers have him 

figured out: 

I walk around with the assumption that people think I'm gay. I'm 55 years 
old and single and living in New York and go to Lincoln Center twice a 
week. Given what I like to do, what interests me -- and everyone who 
knows me knows -- I assume they just have to put two and two together. 
They have to be stupid if they haven't figured it out. 

By being forthright about the details of his social schedule, he assumes that co­

workers will deduce that he's gay. Yet he avoids more direct disclosures, and 

routinely avoids conversations about his personal life. 

While using this strategy, gay men often find themselves in situations in which 

an unspoken understanding is thought to exist. Allusions and oblique signs of 

acknowledgement take the place of explicit conversations. Mitch, a New York 

estates lawyer, described his relationship with one of the other associates in the 
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firm. The two men had traveled together and worked closely on a number of 

important cases, and Mitch assumed that his associate knew he was gay. U ntil·last 

summer, though, he didn't give it much thought: 

He wanted to rent a place in the Hamptons for his wife and daughter, and 
I said "Well, if you want to rent my house for a week and a half, I'll rent it 
to you." The only problem was that the house was full of photos of me 
and Jay [his lover], and other things -- there was no way you could stay in 
this house and not understand that this person was gay and lived here with 
his lover. He knew that I owned this house with a friend named Jay. So 
they went out the next day and spent 10 days in the house. When they 
came back, they couldn't have been more cordial. 

Still, Mitch's sexuality was acknowledged only in an oblique and non-verbal way, 

until Jay and Mitch broke up. At this point, Mitch's strategy shifted. It became 

obvious that he was upset due to "relationship problems," and "it became obvious 

that the relationship was with a man." When Mitch finally spoke to his associate, 

he admitted that the relationship with Jay had ended. In their first explicit 

conversation about the subject, the associate tried to be supportive, asked 

questions, shared condolences. 

The business manager for a high school in suburban Pennsylvania has a similar 

understanding with the people in his office. For years, Les has worked with the 

same office staff, and he feels certain that they perceive Julio, the man with whom 

he lives, to be his lover: 

I'm sure the boss knows where I'm at with Julio, because the first time you 
go on a vacation with your roommate, fine, but I go someplace with my 
roommate every year. And I talk too much. If your roommate was 60 
there would be much less thought about it. But when your roommate's 
36 -- I'm sure that he knows, I'm sure my whole office knows. 

However, when I asked Les if he were satisfied with this level of disclosure, he 

admitted: 

No, I'd love to shout it from the treetops. It really is irritating that I have 
to be careful. But in a way I have -- if I didn't have Julio, I'd probably be 
more frustrated because no one would know where I'm at. But indirectly, 
by having a lover and doing things with him, I've stated where I'm at. 

Because his lover furnishes a symbol of his sexuality -- one that permits him to. "Iet 

others know where he's at" without an explicit verbal disclosure -- Les feels that 

his sexuality is understood at work. Though he'd like to be more direct with co-
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workers, he fears that this would be unwelcome. His compromise is an oblique 

disclosure, and a minimizing strategy. 

Like Les, men who use a minimizing strategy are often motivated by the fear 

that to do otherwise will overstep the boundaries of tolerance in their 

organization. A Wall Street broker sensed these limits when his boss asked him to 

dinner, encouraging him to "bring a date." But, because he uses a minimizing 

strategy at work, he was reluctant to include his lover, John: 

I guess if I felt completely comfortable, that everybody knew and didn't 
have a problem with it, then it would be easier. Recently I went out to 
dinner with my boss. Normally people bring their wives or girlfriends, and 
he said "bring a date if you'd like." I thought about bringing John, but I 
didn't really feel comfortable doing that. ... I just didn't know how well 
that would mix and go over. If it were explicit and I spoke with everyone, 
I would never feel that way. 

Likewise, Mitch assured me that while his co-workers are aware of his sexuality, 

they may not be prepared to deal with an explicit display of it: 

It's fine if you're gay, but I don't know that anybody would think it so great 
if I brought my lover to the firm dinner dance. As long as it doesn't 
interfere on a day-to-day basis, or make them feel uncomfortable, it's fine. 

These comments suggest that the men aren't concerned with sexuality per se, but 

with the means by which it is displayed to others. Being gay is acceptable, they 

suggest, while being "openly gay" may encourage resistance. "I'm sure that that's 

the attitude," Mitch concluded, "except among a few very special people. I'm sure 

it would create problems if I suddenly started wearing ACT-UP pins." 

Craig, a senior executive at American Express, found himself in a similar 

situation. "I've never spoken to anyone about sexuality, but I assume they all 

know," he told me. His lover, Roland, frequently calls him at work, and his co­

workers know that he lives with another man. "There are people who've called me 

on the weekends, or at 7 in the moming, and gotten Roland. I assume they at 

least suspect. I don't think it's common for someone my age to have a roommate, 

or a guest at 7 in the moming." Still, he was reluctant to be more explicit about 

his relationship with Roland. I asked Craig to imagine a hypothetical situation, 

one in which all the gay people in his company, including himself, suddenly turned 

green. If there were any doubts about his sexuality, I explained, they would 

suddenly be erased: 
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At first it would be disruptive, the cause for a lot of talk. Sooner of later 
things would settle down to normal. "See, I told you so," and "Gee, I never 
would have guessed it about him." It would be interesting to see who else 
is gay; I have no earthly idea. I think many people are accepting, as long 
as they're not confronted with it. It's very easy for them that way. 

Though Craig feels no need ~o actively hide the extant evidence of his sexuality -­

in particular, his live-in relationship with Roland -~ he doesn't feel comfortable 

taking the next step. A more overt disclosure, something akin to a change in skin 

tone, was a frightening prospect. 

Even men who were clearly associated with gay causes or activities sometimes 

found themselves most comfortable with a minimizing strategy. Ray, who co­

founded the lesbian-gay employees' association at a major West Coast clothing 

manufacturer, describes a similar situation. Though he's openly gay at work and is 

known for his work with the employee association, he still finds himself reluctant 

to be more overt: 

One thing about [the company] is that while 1 feel everybody is pretty 
accepting overall of working with a gay or lesbian person, they don't want 
to hear anything more about it. It's a more subtle form of discrimination. 
It's OK to be gay, but don't bring your partner to me, and introduce him to 
my wife, and have me confront that in my personal life. 

Though the company has an aggressive non-discrimination policy, and is subject to 

city ordinances that protect lesbian and gay people, the social barriers remain. 

"Nobody's going to come up and ask 'Who's that picture of that man on you 

bulletin board?' They'll only ask the people who have children and have families 

and have a conventional relationship. People don't feel comfortable asking 'How 

is your partner doing?' People just don't approach it." 

Some men suspect that these "boundaries" are internal, a sign of their own 

internalized homophobia. George, a senior executive at Continental Airlines, feels 

that these fears have encouraged him to use a minimiZing strategy at work. 

George's personal manner is kind and solicitous. During our interview he insisted 

on preparing an elegant snack, refilling my glass every few minutes. "I love being a 

host," he explained, talking about his days at a flight attendant with American 

Airlines. "That's probably why 1 went into the airline business." At work, he 

explains that he has a "pretty open" relationship with the other executives: 
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I work with a 22-year-old guy from Eastern, who's your classic stereotype 
of an Eastern City Manager .... he's gruff, macho, unpolished, unrefmed, 
roll the sleeves up. I remember the first time I gave a double entendre to 
him. I answered the phone at the office very early one morning, and he 
said "George, it's good to hear your voice." And I said ''Yeah, it's better 
than Anita Bryant with a glass of orange juice." He laughed so hard it 
wasn't even funny, and since then we've had this sort of subconscious 
humor, where we'll say and do things that are absolutely hysterical. But 
we've never come out and confronted the issue. 

George feels certain that the rest of the staff considers him gay. His personal 

marmer is flamboyant, and he recognizes that "my voice and walk give me away." 

He has also learned that his sexuality was discussed long ago by the committee that 

hired him, and feels that it is acknowledged in a number of subtle and indirect 

ways. His romantic activities, for example, are recognized by several of the women 

in his office: 

Somebody I had a crush on called the office the other day. The secretary 
walked up with a message while I was talking to Rosalie and Jenet, and 
they both were teasing me -- it was a male name, obviously. With those 
two, it's known, and I know they talk about me when I'm not there. But 
I've really never used "the word." 

Despite these signs of acceptance, George doesn't want to push the issue any 

further. "The acknowledgement issue is a big step for me," he explained. "It's one 

thing for it to be understood, but it's another to go into open dialogue." 

Consequently, George didn't invite anyone to the Christmas party, and doesn't 

plan to take anyone next year. "It depends," he told me. "If I had an extremely 

serious relationship I definitely would take him, but if I were just dating somebody 

casually, I probably wouldn't. I'm not real comfortable having people experience 

that interaction. It's probably a little bit of self-consciousness when it comes to the 

work environment." 

I asked George how he would respond is someone else used the word, explicitly 

asking him about his sexuality. He shuddered, and explained that he hopes that 

won't ever happen. "Just imagine," I told him, "that someone asks, 'George, are 

you gay?"': 

It would be very hard to answer, at some level. I would never answer it 
"no," because I think that it's obvious -- that's one way I'm not nuts, I think 
it's pretty obvious to people that I'm gay. Another way to answer is -- I've 
used this response once or twice -- is to say "Well, that's a very interesting 
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question and 1 could answer it, but I'm curious why you asked it." You 
could turn the question back onto the other person, but then you damage 
so much rapport. Is it worth damaging all that rapport to avoid 
acknowledging the obvious? 

1 asked George, finally, why he felt it was necessary to downplay his sexuality at 

all. If his peers already knew' about it, why avoid the subject, or the word? 

"Speaking from a purely idealistic perspective," he answered, "I'd love to feel so 

comfortable that 1 could say it to anybody, but 1 don't think that will ever happen. 

I'm really responding to their fears, and until that changes, I'll have to position it a 

certain way to be socially acceptable." 

Whether these boundaries are the product of internalized fear or the 

discomfort of others, they placed strict limits on the expression of gay sexuality. 

Like those using an avoidance strategy, these men were reluctant to say much 

about their sexuality and steered clear of situations or conversations in which such 

frankness would be expected. Unlike men using avoidance strategies, however, 

they weren't afraid that their secret would get out, only that it would become too 

visible, too conspicuous, too irrefutable. Rather than avoid the issue altogether, 

they tried to keep it within bounds. 

Roy, a senior executive at Time-Warner, began to find these boundaries 

restrictive. After several years with the company, he had begun to contemplate a 

change in strategy. "I think virtually everyone has figured it out by now," he 

explained: 

My approach has been to gently send out enough signals over time -- 1 
wasn't terribly outgoing on this issue initially, but as 1 got to feel 
comfortable and safe there professionally, I've been sending out more and 
more signals that I'm gay. .. So at this point I would say the exception is 
my boss' scatterbrained secretary. 1 think everybody else has sort of figured 
it out. 

When 1 asked what sort of signals he meant, he described a recent example: 

My colleagues know that 1 went to Key West a couple of Christmases in a 
row. 1 have a share in Fire Island. 1 vacation in Provincetown. We're all 
in a small group of offices together, and if you hear my phone calls you 
know that there are a lot of men calling. Some of them call quite 
regularly, not a lot of women. That sort of thing. And then this week:, 1 
probably did my most "outish" thing yet. 1 was invited to a screening of the 
new Quincy Jones movie, so 1 brought a guy that I've been seeing. It 
wasn't a major social function; it was more informal. But a lot of my 
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business colleagues were there and they saw me there with a guy, whose 
name they may have recognized from phone calls. 

Roy thinks that he's sending out "signals" to facilitate a transition. He has used a 

minimizing strategy for several years, but now finds it limiting. After years of 

trying to downplay his sexuality, he wants to make a change: 

I would just as soon that it got discussed in some sort of an offhand way. 
I'm looking for an opportunity to sort of make a comment that explicitly 
put on record the fact that I'm gay, so that everyone will understand that 
it's perfectly OK to refer to it without feeling like we have to avoid this 
conversation. There have been a few occasions, not a lot, where we would 
be in a meeting and someone from outside would make some comment, 
and I would notice one of my colleagues artfully trying to move the 
conversation, just trying to avoid an embarrassing train of thought. I would 
rather that everyone was comfortable enough that it's just not a big deal. 

Roy wants to make his sexuality more of a comfortable issue, to dispense with the 

need for caution and restraint. At the moment, he fears that it's a "sensitive" issue 

at work, and he wants to desensitize it, to make it more of an everyday matter. 

He wants, in other words, to use a normalizing strategy. 

Normalizing the abnormal 

It isn't always easy to "fit in" when co-workers consider you unusual in some 

way. Men and women who are viewed as exceptions to the norm -- whether the 

norm is related to sexuality, national origin, race, or job performance -- are set 

apart for special attention and scrutiny. They become the gay engineer, the foreign 

boss, the black accountant, the top-ranked salesman. Their unusualness ensures 

that they stand out. 

When visible, gay men often find themselves in this situation. "It's difficult to 

be just 'one of the gang,'" one man told me. "Everyone gets hung up about the 

fact that you're gay, and that's all they can think about." Another man explained, 

that "if there were a few more gay people around here, I wouldn't be quite as 

conspicuous. But for now, I'm like the Lone Ranger." In part, the heightened 

attention results from the relative scarcity of gay people in most large 

organizations. Even if we were all visible, the numerical distribution of 
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homosexuals and heterosexuals would probably remain uneven,6 and as Kanter 

(1977) has pointed out, "any situation where proportions of significant types of 

people are highly skewed can produce similar themes and processes" (p. 207). 

Among these processes is the tendency for those in "the many" to regard those in 

"the few" as novelties, according them greater attention and scrutiny simply by 

virtue of their infrequency in the mix (see Kanter and Stein, 1980) 

But beyond our status as a numerical minority, gay people stand out because 

they have come to signify so many of our embattled cultural values. As Weeks 

(1977) has noted, our "attitudes to homosexuality are inextricably linked to wider 

questions: of the function of the family, the evolution of gender roles, and of 

attitudes to sexuality generally" (p. 2). In most white-collar organizations, the 

presence of an openly lesbian engineer or gay doctor seems to raise "issues" 

beyond their immediate work performance, ensuring that their behavior will be 

scrutinized for the transcendent meanings and significance it is thought to carry. 

In these settings, gay professionals can easily become a symbol of entire discourses, 

tokens of an entire category of people, and representatives of a debate they may 

care little about. 

Wary of this heightened attention, some gay men adopt a strategy intended to 

make homosexuality seem more mundane and familiar. To "normalize" a gay 

identity, they sought to downplay the differences between gay and straight lives, 

emphasizing instead their many commonalities. Often, this meant that information 

about an unfamiliar sexuality was presented in ways that made it comprehensible in 

familiar, heterosexual terms. The initial disclosure, in particular, was an 

opportunity to define gayness as being "normal". 

"Lovers" and "boyfriends" were the categories most often invoked during these 

disclosures. Kirk, an obstetrician at a large Philadelphia hospital, has lived with his 

lover, Jeff, for a number of years. He used an avoidance strategy during his first 

few years at the hospital, but became increasingly dissatisfied with this approach. 

He wanted to share more of his personal life with his friends on the hospital staff, 

6 This is not to suggest, of course, that these are the only two available categories, nor even that they are 
particularly adequate ways of representing whatever sexual diversity exists behind these reductive labels. 
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but wasn't sure how to accomplish this in a casual, non-dramatic way. An 

opportunity finally came, at the hospital's Christmas party. "I spoke to the 

divisional chairman, and told him that I was going to bring someone," Kirk recalls. 

"He said, 'That's fine, I'd be more worried if you didn't bring someone.'" With the 

groundwork laid, Kirk invited Jeff to the party: 

That was the first time I'd actually mentioned Jeff to anybody. Then I 
spoke to the department chairman's wife, and told her -- she's just closer to 
my age -- and she said "Are you bringing anyone?" And I said, 'Yes, but 
you have to ask your husband if he's going to be too nervous." And she 
said, "Don't worry, he lived in San Francisco, he can deal with it." 

As it turned out, Jeff was warmly received. He was introduced as Kirk's "spouse," 

which gave the other doctors and nurses a framework for making sense of him. 

"Although I hate myself for saying it," Kirk added, "it helped that Jeffrey doesn't fit 

any of the stereotypes. If it came to that, it wouldn't have made any difference, 

but it just wasn't an issue." Several years later, Kirk and Jeff are known as an 

established couple, an identity that supplies a "normal" interpretation of Kirk's 

homosexuality. The hospital had another party a few weeks before our interview, 

and the chairman asked if Kirk would be bringing Jeffrey again. "He couldn't 

come, because he was on call, but the chairman said 'Well, tell him we're sorry he 

couldn't make it. '" 

Rob, a music instructor at a private school in the Philadelphia suburbs, 

managed his disclosure in a similar fashion. For 40 years, Rob has lived with 

Albert, and frequently brings him to performances and recitals. "They've all known 

Albert for so many years," Rob explains. "They always knew him, because I always 

brought him to everything." Consequently, for Rob, self-disclosure as a gay person 

is equivalent to the disclosure of his "marital" status. "Everyone knows, without me 

having a badge on my chest, that I'm gay. They know that I live with another man 

and have for 40 years. And that's true of the executive director, too, who knows 

Albert and likes him very much." 

When meeting new people, Rob usually reveals himself through a discussion of 

Albert. For example, he recalled a situation in which he revealed himself to a 

fellow instructor: 

Last year, there was a young woman who taught violin, and we wanted to 
do a performance of the Ravel trio. It was obvious to me that she was a 
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lesbian -- I mean, good lord -- and we started to work on the piece. And 
she said to me, "You'll have to come out to my house, Kathy and I would 
love to have you." And I said, "Well, you'll have to come out to our house, 
Albert and I would love to have you." So it was that kind of mutual thing. 

In this case, Rob and Kathy disclosed themselves to one another via a conversation 

about their significant others. ,Rob packages his gayness in the familiar, expected 

form of monogamy. "If a teacher came up to me and asked if I were gay, I'd say 

'yes, of course.' But it just has never come up." 

Other men staged informal, domestic events designed to convey the same 

message. A claims negotiator for a Philadelphia insurance company recalls a 

dinner party he threw, designed to reveal the "normalcy" of his home life. He 

invited four of his co-workers to his home, which he shares with a lover. He gave 

them a tour of the house, the shared bedroom, and their shared automobile. "Rob 

and I bought a Jeep, and I used to talk about the fact that it was his idea, that it 

was too expensive and we can't afford it, and that kind of stuff. I talk like I have a 

spouse." His peers apparently got the message, and his relationship has become a 

subject of informal office banter. "Sometimes one of them will make a joke. 

Rob's a plumber, and maybe they'll say 'Well, you gonoa get your pipes cleaned 

out tonight?' Something like that." 

Other men situated their revelations in the context of discussions about 

political beliefs, civil rights, or work activities, all of which tap into established 

social models. AI, a Philadelphia attorney, unintentionally revealed his 

homosexuality when his boss caught him mailing a letter to a gay organization: 

I put an envelope with a dues check in my out bin, to Philadelphia 
Attorneys for Human Rights. P AHR is the gay attorneys group, and my 
boss noticed it. He's liberal and involved, and he was involved in other 
human rights organizations. He said, "Tell me about this organization, 
what is it?" I wasn't going to lie and tell him it was something else. So we 
talked about it. 

Their conversation, in which AI explicitly discussed his sexuality, was framed as a 

dialogue about civil rights and the role attorneys play in their defense. Likewise, a 

Philadelphia realtor revealed his sexuality in his initial interview with the company, 

by mentioning his interest in developing a gay clientele: 

When I interviewed with her, I told her that advertising in the Philadelphia 
Gay News was something I was going to think about, and she was 
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completely open to it. I just suggested that I'd start advertising in the 
PGN. "I'm going to do an ad just for me, promoting myself, as a realtor 
for [the company]. Hopefully I'll tap into a market there and get some 
business." I'd sold to several gay men before ... There's a market out 
there for me, and I just kind of have to tap into it. 

His boss was receptive to the idea, as a marketing tactic, and thus learned about 

his sexuality through this "professional" route. 

AIDS activism is a growing concern for many gay professionals, and supplies a 

role that many assume will make their sexuality apparent. "Everyone knows that I 

work for Action AIDS," according to a high school instructor in Philadelphia. 

"And while that's not really a gay organization, in the eyes of most people it is -­

like it or not, AIDS is still a gay men's disease for many, many people. You work 

with a gay organization, you're a gay man." A Houston lawyer conveyed his 

interest in AIDS activism in even more personal terms. "I identified myself as 

being in a vulnerable minority," he explained, recalling a conversation with the 

CEO of his company. "We were talking about AIDS in another context, and I 

admitted that it was a personal concern, because I considered myself more 

susceptible than the average person, because I belong to an affected minority." In 

all of these examples, the men positioned their sexuality as one aspect of a larger 

concern with civil rights or AIDS activism. 

Some men tapped into more than one of these frameworks. Jerry, a Wall 

Street trader in his early 30s, recalls several contexts in which his sexuality has 

become widely known on the trading floor. Several years ago, before anyone knew 

that he is gay, Jerry took part in a business trip with Kathy, Ed, and several of his 

co-workers: 

On the way to France, Michele was the steward on the plane, and that's 
where we met. I invited him back with us and strung him along for the 
weekend. I came back to my suite and told Kathy, and she said "But you 
don't know him." Kathy didn't know I was gay at the time; we hadn't 
talked about it. That next week, I was making fun of Ed for something, 
and Ed says to everyone there, "You know how when you go in a plane, 
you try to pick up the stewardess? Well Jerry picked up the steward." 
Kathy hadn't realized that this was what happened. 

Jerry and Michele became attached, and eventually bought an apartment together 

in the Wall Street area. Especially at the beginning of their romance, Jerry's 
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relationship with Michele was the primary vehicle through which his sexuality was 

acknowledged and discussed: 

I took Michele out to dinner with a broker and a couple of traders from 
another firm a long time ago, pretty much near the beginning of our 
relationship. And then I heard afterwards that the traders from the other 
firm -- competitors of mine -- were making fun of me for my relationship 
and my attitude towards Michele. 

The teasing was apparently in good fun, though, and Jerry took it in stride. "They 

were criticizing me for being googly-eyed," he explained, "for looking at Michele 

during the dinner." 

Years later, discussions of Jerry's relationship with Michele seem to have 

shifted from a "romantic" to a "domestic" framework. This became especially clear 

in the fall of 1990, when he and Michele arranged to have a child with a surrogate 

mother. Suddenly, their incipient "family" became the subject of discussion among 

the other traders. They expected the baby that February, and found co-workers 

eager to talk: about their role as fathers, the trials of parenthood, the preparations 

for the baby's arrival. "Two friends came over today," Jerry recalled, "and they 

both have children, so a lot of talk: today was baby talk. In that kind of 

atmosphere, you can't help but think of us as a couple." As their relationship has 

evolved, Jerry and Michele have become a facsimile of a married-couple-with­

children, a model that their friends find comfortable and familiar. 

In recent years, Jerry has become also become identified with AIDS activism in 

New York. As co-founder of the AIDS Walk, Jerry's name has become closely 

associated with 'the organization, which supplies another framework in which his 

sexuality is understood and normalized. As he notes: 

With the AIDS Walk:, my name ends up getting plastered all over the city, 
because the posters have the names of the major sponsors. So everyone in 
the world -- you have to live in a cave not to see the AIDS Walk ads. So I 
do get a lot of people who come up to me and say "I saw your name in the 
press." 

As these various events suggest, Jerry's sexual identity has been normalized by its 

association with activities that are familiar to non-gay people. Over the years, his 

sexuality was contextualized, respectively, by romantic, domestic, and political 

activities that made it seem less remarkable or unusual. 
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The end of a romance can also furnish an opportunity for gay men to share a 

familiar experience with their heterosexual peers. Sean, a New York public 

relations executive, recalls the end of his relationship with a former lover, and 

several ensuing conversations in which co-workers commiserated with him. "Jay 

was a major part of my life," Sean recalls, and had been the reason he original 

came out to his co-workers. When talking about his weekend activities and plans, 

"Jay automatically cropped up. If I hadn't been dating someone, they probably 

wouldn't have known I'm gay." 

Several months later, when he and Jay broke up, his co-workers took the 

opportunity to share their own experiences with him. It was a bonding experience, 

Sean recalls, and gave him an opportunity to talk about private matters in a 

sympathetic, supportive context. One of the women in his office, for example, 

seized the opportunity to broach the subject: 

She said, "I know you're going through a really tough time right now. This 
may be completely none of my business, and if it is you can just tell me it's 
none of my business and I'll forget it, but I was wondering if the reason 
you're having a tough time right now is that you're breaking up with Jay." 
And I said, "Yes, that is the reason I'm in so much trouble right now." 
And she said, "I'm really sorry. Jay's a really nice guy." 

The language, gestures, and etiquette of sympathy were familiar to his co-workers, 

who might otherwise have been reluctant to raise a thorny subject. In retrospect, 

he looks back on the incident as a positive experience. "I've been given a unique 

opportunity," Sean recalls. "I have something that other people don't understand, 

and that I can teach them about. And through my teaching, hopefully, they will 

gain a more positive image of it, as opposed to getting a negative or stereotypical 

image of it." 

In their efforts to normalize a marginal identity, gay men often found 

themselves in the role of an instructor, attempting to educate or inform peers 

about the subject. They emphasized the more familiar, mundane aspects of gay 

lives, highlighting the ways they parallel non-gay lives. For example, they described 

their frustration with being single, with buying a car or a house, or with parents 

and in-laws -- experiences with which their straight co-workers could identify. 

Differences were smoothed over and downplayed, and disclosures were inserted in 

a subtle, unobtrusive way. At other times, they found themselves debunking some 
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of the more absurd myths about homosexual activities. The human resources 

trainer for a Washington hospital recalls an episode with one of his peers: 

My admiItistrative assistant, Diane, asked me "Who's the girl?" She didn't 
ask the question directly. She said "Patrick, I've been meaning to ask you . 
. . " We were talking about my ex-boyfriend, and 1 said ''You want to know 
who's the girl, John or,me, right?" And she said ''Yeah, how'd you know?" 
And I said "1 get asked that occasionally." 

Her question spawned a conversation, which gave Patrick an opportunity to fill a 

few of the gaps in her understanding. "She had decided, at first, that I was the 

girl, and then she decided he was the girl because he's much more nurturing. I 

tried to explain that it's not necessarily that way.,,7 

Barry, a New York lawyer, was fond of enlightening his co-workers with 

carefully-placed comments and rebukes. Shortly after joining a large Manhattan 

firm, for example, Barry began dating a man named Leonard. When talking about 

"Len" at work, he routinely found that his associates assumed he was dating a 

woman named "Lynn." One time, he recalled, "one of the summer associates said 

'Well, what's she like?' And one of the other associates said, 'You mean, what's 

he like?'" Mer a quick "oops," the associate recovered and the conversation 

moved on. On other occasions, when co-workers asked about his marital status, 

Barry offered a quick rectification. "I'd say 'We've got to get some things straight 

here.' And they'd say 'What?' And I'd say, 'Well, I'm not married, but if you 

know a nice guy, I'd like to be.' Something like that." Even during recruiting 

lunches, Barry tried to make his identity seem co=onplace: 

I would take the su=er associates out to lunch, and we'd go to Lutece 
[an expensive restaurant]. It was a big deal, a three-hour lunch, and they'd 
always get smashola drunk .... And they'd always talk about it, with maybe 
three exceptions out of a hundred that 1 took there. They'd say "You 
know, you're the first gay person I've ever known." And I'd say, "No, I'm 
not, I'm just the first one you know about." 

1 In many of the interviews, the men couldn't help but chuckle at the ignorance of their straight peers. 
As a New York advertising executive recalled, "When one woman heard I was gay, she looked so started, and 
mum,)led something about me not wearing leather. 'It never would have occurred to me,' she says, 'since you 
don'! look the part.' She actually thought gay people wore Sand M gear to the mall." A Houston accountant 
sharf 1 a similar story, ending with "It's unbelievable what some straight people think -- and what they don't 
notie ~.n 
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By casually inserting these "corrections," Barry hoped to make his disclosures as 

unobtrusive as possible, even as he made his point. Even when these lessons 

began to get out of hand, Barry persisted in trying to normalize the situation. 

"Some guys would try to be smart," he recalls: 

They were trying to say things that would make me say, "That's none of 
your business." And 1 would never do that. So they'd ask, "Well, how 
many people have you slept with?" And I'd just tell them. Anything they 
would ask, I'd answer straight out, in a totally matter-of-fact way. That 
shut them up after awhile. 

Presumably, they shut up because homosexuality had lost some of its exotic 

character; it had been normalized by Barry's efforts to make the subject more 

mundane. 

With Barry, these "lessons" often took the form of a joke or upbraiding 

designed to desensitize the subject. Keith, a Houston records management 

executive, used a similar tactic with one of his co-workers: 

When she first suspected that 1 was gay, she had found out and 1 knew that 
she was questioning it, so 1 told her a joke. 1 said, "Do you know what's 
worse than a black man with a switchblade?" And she said, "1 don't know." 
So 1 said, "A fag with a chipped tooth." And she kind of stood there for a 
second, she didn't know what to say. Then she started to laugh, and she 
told me later, "Keith, you just took me aback, 1 didn't know what to think 
then." Then after we started talking and stuff, she told me, "1 used to think 
that all gays were sick, that they were perverts, that they were demented, 
that they were evil people." And she said, "I'm really glad 1 got to meet 
you, because you've helped change my opinion of that. I realize now that 
when 1 was growing up and started liking little boys, that you did, too." 

Sean described a similar use of humor: 

It makes it everyday, it makes it run of the mill. When they see that it's 
not an issue for me, that 1 don't have a problem with it, hopefully they 
don't have a problem with it and it becomes more of an everyday situation 
for them. They can joke about it and make little asides, jests. I like that, 
because it means that I'm getting somewhere with them, and they're able 
to see things in a different way than before. Hopefully, when they have 
children, that will be passed on. 

In some offices, this sort of sexual banter was an important part of the daily 

routine. "Sometimes we just sit around the lunch table and dish," according to a 

Philadelphia realtor. "A lot of rude jokes go back and forth, which is par for the 

course." Some of these jokes were about gay people, which he hoped would make 

the subject "less of a big deal." 
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Carter, the sales manager for a large Houston hotel, found that his sense of 

humor was his primary means of making co-workers comfortable with his sexuality. 

His office is populated largely by women, with whom he's established a casual, 

chiding rapport. For example, he describes a typical lunch hour: 

We just have a blast. I show them pictures from a trip, with all guys. They 
critique the different guys, and whoever I'm seeing will come to the office 
and I'll introduce him around, stuff like that. We go cruise at the mall, and 
they'll go "Do you think he is?" and I'll go "Yeah," or "No." And then 
they'll go "Do you think they like me or like you?" Stuff like that. It's just 
a real open thing. 

By encouraging others to see his sexuality as a joking matter -- a matter of 

flirtations, vacations, and fleeting attractions -- Carter has tried to normalize it for 

his co-workers. 

Often, however, Carter's jokes operate on another level; the subtext of these 

jokes suggests a more complicated strategy. Most of Carter's jests are attuned to 

traditional stereotypes about gay people, and reinforce his own status as someone 

who doesn't fit them. By expressing distaste for "effeminate" men and "dykey" 

women, Carter normalized his own identity by assuring co-workers that he's a "real 

man," not at all like the men and women he routinely makes fun of. As he 

explains, "I make fun of being gay sometimes. I'll say, 'Look at those faggots,' or 

something like that, to get it out in the open." In particular, he recalls a number 

of office conversations that took place after Houston's gay pride parade in June: 

Some of our people, some office people, were on TV dressed up like girls, 
and the other people in the office thought that was kind of revolting. 
Laura was saying, "Did you see Charles dressed up like a girl? Isn't that 
disgusting?" or something like that. Just typical straight people. There's 
not any real understanding, in a lot of ways, though there's not really any 
anti-gay sentiment. 

Sensing this hostility to effeminate behavior, Carter joins chorus of criticism. "I 

can't get too nellie around them," he explains, "and I think 90% of the negative 

comments come from somebody acting like a girl, or being effeminate." For 

example, he recalls an incident in which his own identity was questioned: 

Certain things set them off. I told one of the girls that I was going to 
swim, and told her about my new Speedo. And three of them immediately 
said "Carter, don't you wear Speedos. I hate those, they're so queer." And 
I said "I swim, you gotta swim with them." ''Yeah, but it looks so bad." 
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Carter's efforts to normalize his identity are thus tied to traditional stereotypes 

about gender -appropriate behavior. He emphasizes his own masculinity, appealing 

to the familiar and expected, downplaying those behaviors that might be seen as 

"faggy" or effeminate. 

At the same time, Carter resists his co-workers' stereotypical thinking, and tries 

to expose them to lesbians and gay men whose behavior doesn't match these 

expectations. When I asked if he would like to see his office change in any way, 

Carter explained that it would be nice to work with a few more gay people, 

especially those who would didn't fit the stereotype. "It would be nice to have a 

cute gay girl so they could also see another aspect of gay life, that there can be a 

normal looking girl that's not wearing comfortable shoes." In short, Carter uses 

several different tactics in his efforts to normalize gay identity. By joking about 

the subject, he makes it part of the office raillery, a subject that co-workers aren't 

reluctant to acknowledge and discuss. By playing into traditional gender 

expectations, he assures them that he doesn't fit the expected stereotype, that he's 

a "normal" man despite his unconventional sexuality. And by trying to expose co­

workers by counter-stereotypical lesbians and gay men, he hopes to throw the 

stereotypes themselves into question. Whatever one thinks of his tactics, Carter's 

ultimate goal -- like that of all men using a normalizing strategy -- is to make 

homosexuality the functional equivalent of heterosexuality, to make it "normal" in 

the eyes of his peers. His efforts to educate and acclimate co-workers were all 

aimed, ultimately, at the creation of equal opportunity. 

This emphasis on equality helps account for the alertness of some gay men to 

matters of balance and fairness. In their efforts to normalize a gay identity, the 

men sometimes tried to match their own revelations to the displays made by 

heterosexual peers. Jack, the VP of human resources. for a large Washington 

company, explained that" after putting up with the frustration, for years, of having 

my male drinking buddies talk so openly about what was going on sexually -- by 

god, now that I'm open, I'm going to discuss my life as openly as they discuss their 

lives." To do that, Jack tried to balance his oWn revelations against those made by 

co-workers. "Sometimes drawing that line is very hazy, but I have to be careful 

that I stop short of deliberately rubbing peoples noses in my sexuality when I don't 
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have to. It's not an easy line to walk." Drawing the line was easiest, he explained, 

when he could find analogs in the behavior of his co-workers; if they revealed 

something about their sexual lives, he took the cue and offered a comparable 

disclosure. A New York consultant used a similar tactic to monitor his own self­

disclosure. "Once I know people fairly well, I'll say 'so-and-so and I did this.' 

They know I have a house in Virginia, and I take friends there; it becomes a part 

of conversation just like they talk about their husbands or wives." 

At times, the desire for balance gave office conversations a mechanical, give­

and-take quality. A Vice President at Chase Manhattan Bank recalled a 

conversation in which his own disclosure was directly motivated by the revelations 

of his co-worker. While having dinner with one of the bank's summer interns, he 

decided it was appropriate to raise the issue: 

He kept saying "There's something I have to tell you, something real 
important that I have to tell you. But I'd feel better if you told me 
something about you first, because I feel that you're kind of holding things 
in." So I thought, he's a little younger, maybe he's trying to tell me that 
he's gay and wants me to tell him that I am first. So I did. I said "OK, 
well, I'm gay." He told me that he thought I was before I said that, but 
that wasn't what he had to tell me. As it turned out, it was something 
totally wacko. 

In this case, a personal revelation was motivated by an equivalent revelation (or at 

least the anticipation of one). 

Patrick, a human resources trainer for a Washington hospital, was emphatic in 

his efforts to achieve parity in the discussion of personal issues. In conversations 

with his co-workers, he tries to match each of their revelations with one of his 

own. For example, he notes that "people talk about their families and their kids 

constantly, and I chime in with, 'We did this' and 'That's my family,' or I'll mention 

gay friends who want to adopt, if we're talking about kids." The result, according 

to Patrick, is a fairly equitable situation: 

I think my relationship with people at work is probably much the same as a 
straight person; where I'm reserved, a lot of people are reserved. . .. I 
don't really care that much who Diane's date was with, so I don't go into 
details and say "He's really cute and his name is Mark, and he's five foot six 
inches." I don't do that. But if Diane says something about her dates, I 
counter with something about mine. Sometimes when people are telling 
me a lot about their lives, I think, "Well, it's my tum to talk now." 
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Thinking back, Patrick recalls a particular episode in which these disclosures were 

matched one for one: 

I remember telling people that John and I broke up. "How was your 
weekend?" was the question, and I said "John and I broke up." The first 
time we broke up it was really funny because my boss had just broken up 
with her girlfriend and my friend Nancy had just broken up with her 
husband. So that all happened in one meeting. 

To normalize his own identity, Patrick thinks that it's important to achieve balance. 

He achieves this by monitoring the ebb and flow of information between co­

workers, ensuring that his own identity receives equal time and attention. 

The pursuit of reciprocity sometimes meant that gay co-workers were reigned 

in, or that special privileges had to be denied. Roland, the creative director for a 

Manhattan advertising agency, hired a gay assistant several years ago. Today, he 

fears that their relationship has made it difficult for him to normalize his own 

identity. In particular, his assistant has grown accustomed to frequent personal 

disclosures, far beyond those made by others in the office: 

I think he takes advantage of the fact that we're both gay, like we're soul 
sisters or something. I mean, he's very flamboyant in the office, and I 
personally find that out of character in the office. He's making a lot of 
conversation about his boyfriend and this and that, and I don't see any 
need to slap it around in front of everyone's face. But he gets that way, 
and then he manipUlates me; he'll come in crying because something , 
happened last night. And it's like -- I'm not his best friend. I don't want 
him to come in and take advantage of me that way. If you want to talk 
about it, we can talk about it after work or some other time. 

Because other people don't assume the same level of intimacy, Roland is 

uncomfortable with his assistant's level of disclosure. "No one else comes in 

complaining about their personal problems," he explains, which makes him 

reluctant to encourage them from his assistant. His fears that his own efforts to 

normalize gay identity will be disrupted by a gay co-worker who demands special 

liberties and allowances. 

Normalizing strategies are thus keyed to the attainment of equality; by 

educating their peers and highlighting the familiar aspects of an unfamiliar identity, 

gay men attempt to transform exotic identities into more commonplace and 

acceptable ones. By situating self-disclosure in everyday narrative contexts --
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family, romance, civil rights -- they point out connections between marginal and 

mainstream identities. And by locating sexual displays in familiar contexts, they 

tried to make them more immediately comprehensible to the audience, and to ' 

control the terms of the discourse. Normalizing strategies succeed when they 

highlight the commonalities that exist between gay and straight lives, showing 

others a familiar path for thinking about and responding to the former. 

Dignifying the unusual 

A marginal identity isn't always a lamentable status; one can be unusual in both 

positive and negative ways. Criminals and the handicapped are thought to be 

outside the "mainstream," but so are child prodigies, beauty queens, and Nobel 

Prize winners. Though each is unusual or abnormal, their special status has no 

inherent consequence or meaning. It must be assigned meaning. 

For some gay men, this observation makes a normalization strategy seem 

absurd. "Of course I'm different," a New York advertising executive noted. "My 

life has been shaped, in a profound way, by my sexuality. I've learned to keep 

secrets, to be self-conscious about my appearance, to fret about the possibility of 

exposure. I've learned what it means to feel different in some way, and those 

experiences changed me. In some ways, I'm not just 'one of the guys.'" The issue, 

he suggests, is not the mere fact of his difference, but the particular uses that 

could be made of it. By managing the process by which others made sense of his 

sexuality, he hoped to make his gayness seem special and attractive. "My sexuality 

is more positive than negative," according to Sean, a New York public relations 

executive, "because that's how I've used it. I can see that it could easily be a 

negative, if you let it be. I personally don't let anything become a negative. I 

make lemonade." 

In this way, dignifying strategies assert control over the terms in which a 

marginal identity will be understood, and they differ in this respect from other 

integration strategies. Efforts to minimize or normalize gay identity largely accept 

the work environment as is; rather than change the existing definitions of 

normalcy, they downplay a marginal identity (by minimizing evidence of it), or re­

package it in the wrappings of a mainstream identity (in an effort to normalize it, 
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emphasizing the ways in which it resembles the familiar and expected). By 

contrast, dignifying strategies attempt to preserve marginality, while ennobling the 

particular ways it sets gay people apart from their heterosexual peers. 

Sometimes, gay identity was dignified by the special access or insight it was 

presumed to give its proprietor. . In situations that demanded an understanding of 

gay lives and lifestyles, for example, gay professionals became authority figures, set 

apart by their superior knowledge of the subject at hand. For example, Sean 

found that at work his identity gave him a sort of expert status on matters of 

concern to the gay community. When working on a publicity project for a new 

AIDS medication, he encouraged co-workers to take advantage of his special 

expertise. "I was always deferred to in those situations," he explained. "My 

opinion was always sought, and they pretty well took what I said as gospel." As far 

as his boss was concerned, 

My being gay was a boon for the company, because I knew how to deal 
with situations that came up on the AIDS drug we were working on, and 
was able to explain a lot of things they didn't understand. I thought of 
problems that there was absolutely no way a person who wasn't gay could 
possibly conceive of, like the ways we might be slighting certain sub-groups. 

Likewise, Peter, a Philadelphia realtor, found that his sexuality made him the 

office expert on gay clients. His boss, a heterosexual woman, trusted his judgment 

on the choice of advertising and publicity vehicles to reach this market. She 

agreed to let him run a self-promoting ad in the local gay paper, and was 

supportive of his interest in serving that particular niche. 

Sometimes these skills were associated with homosexuality only indirectly. By 

virtue of their marginal status, gay people were often assumed to cultivate other, 

transferable talents that could be put to use in the workplace. As Peter explained, 

he was also a highly individualistic, creative person, which was useful in his 

0usiness. "There are a lot of gay people in real estate, especially in residential," he 

explained. "I guess it's because in homosexuality there tends to be a lot of 

individuality, and this is a very individualized business." Similarly, a Philadelphia 

consultant thought that gay people had an edge in his business, a consulting firm 

that specializes in "competitive intelligence." Often, his line of work required him 
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to go undercover, turning up competitive information that would benefit his 

clients: 

I think that for what we do, being gay is an advantage. I genuinely believe 
that in corporate spying -- whether it's called competitive intelligence or 
whatever -- being sensitive to context, to what is said and how it's being 
said, is a really important part of the business. Being gay, in this culture, 
means being sensitive to context. 

Not surprisingly, when hiring junior associates, he made an effort to hire other gay 

people. 

John, an Episcopalian priest in Philadelphia, felt that his sexuality was critical 

to his work. John began his career as the associate pastor at a large, fashionable 

congregation in the Philadelphia suburbs. Most of the parishioners were married, 

which seemed to limit the likelibood of a promotion for John. As he recalls, the 

head pastor even told him that "'I can't give you the job because we really need a 

married man in that job.' And that's as close as he came to saying that he would 

have been embarrassed to have a gay man. He used the word 'single'. He 

wouldn't use the word 'gay'." 

Several years later, John was invited to interview for a position with a 

congregation in the downtown area. He met with the vestry, who told him that 

the congregation was a diverse group of single, elderly, and gay people. They were 

worried that the church hadn't managed to attract many married couples, and 

wanted to know how John, as pastor, would tackle that problem. John helped 

them see that "the common theme in the congregation is 'singleness'." He urged 

,hem not to worry about courting married people, to take pride in the fact that 

they made single people feel at home. As a single gay man, he felt he could 

"model singleness" for the congregation: 

In the interview, I said that in many ways, being gay saved my life. I've 
always been very positive about being gay once I came out, because I really 
think it's the best thing that ever could have happened to me. I'm looking 
at all these white faces in the interview, and I said, "I'm like you. I'm an 
upper-middle class white kid from the suburbs." I'm male, and there's 
nothing in my background that would have enabled me to make the 
connection with the oppression of other people if I weren't gay. It helped 
me make that sense of the world, to some degree, about the way the world 
really is. 
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John's singleness, which had been a handicap in the suburbs, was now used to 

dignify his identity in the urban congregation. In the new parish, John chose not 

to hide or downplay his experiences as a marginal person. Rather, he tried to 

:lignify them, demonstrating the ways in which marginality was an asset. He made 

gay identity a selling point. 

In all of these examples, marginality was associated with the special skills or 

access it seemed to promise. Rather than normalize their identities -- by 

emphasizing their proximity to, and resemblance of, mainstream identities -- the 

men drew favorable attention to the differences that do exist. 

Politicizing a marginal status 

Other men, faced with these inequities, adopted a more confrontational stance. 

Rather than celebrate the differences between gay and straight identities by 

demOIistrating the speciaJness of the former, they viewed them as inequities that 

must be redressed. They scolded co-workers for their displays of prejudice and 

homophobia, and challenged their assumptions about homosexuality. These were 

the men who brought lawsuits against the company, and who aligned themselves 

with local activist groups. Their stories will be familiar to those who read the gay 

press. 

Some men took a confrontational stance from the moment of disclosure, 

!Jutting co-workers on notice that they wouldn't tolerate ill treatment. Michael, a 

Philadelphia consultant, found himself in this situation when his involvement ,vith 

ACT-UP began to attract attention among his clients. A few months before our 

interview, he was quoted in a Philadelphia Gay News article about drug trials in 

the local community. A few days later, one of Michael's clients seemed to be 

behaving oddly: 

The following Monday I had a meeting with a client who sort-of didn't 
want to shake my hand, looked at me strangely all through the meeting, 
obviously having read the article -- though he didn't say anything about it. 

Though Michael can't be certain, he assumes that his client saw the article, and 

has been cautious ever since when speaking about related issues. Chip, a Houston 

manager, found himself in a similar situation. As his involvem~nt with ACT-UP 

grew, he felt the need to alert his boss, Kurt: 
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I was going to be working VI~th ACT-UP, some demonstrations during the 
Bush campaign. I had some friends who had AIDS, and I felt it was the 
thing to do. And my boss said, "Well, you gotta do what you gotta do." ... 
I figured the worst thing I could do is have someone come up to him and 
say, "I saw Chip on the news." So I thought our relationship would be 
better if I told him directly, to circumvent any of that. And it was. I told 
him "I don't want you,to get blindsided by this, but this is what I'm going to 
do." ' 

Since then, Chip has continued his involvement Mth ACT-UP, and is seen by 

many of his co-workers as an activist. "I try and keep the politics to a minimum," 

he explains, though he doesn't want to keep his beliefs a secret. "This guy put a 

note on our computer messaging system that said 'Boycott Roseanne Barr.' So I 

put down 'I boycott companies that support Jesse Helms,' and said that that 

includes AT&T and R. J. Reynolds and Phillip Morris. That's the closest I've 

come to getting political, other than my conversation Mth Kurt about ACT-UP." 

Before long, though, Chip found himself in a situation that he felt demanded a 

more confrontational approach. Shortly after joining the company, Chip had told 

several of his co-workers that he's HIV positive; he even asked the company nurse 

if he should get a flu shot, given the status of his immune system. At the same 

time, Chip was troubled by persistent allergies and eventually began visiting the 

company nurse for a monthly allergy shot. The procedure ran smoothly at first, 

but when he came in for the fourth shot, she called him aside: 

She pulled me in back, and said "We don't give shots to HIV positive 
people." And so I said "Well, why not?" and she said "It's company policy." 
I asked who was responsible for the policy, and she told me. So I thought: 
"Do I want to bring this up?" We have a major illness non-discrimination 
policy, but I didn't want to declare myself. 

After thinking it over, Chip eventually confronted the man who wrote the major 

illness policy, asking for an explanation: 

He explained that they didn't have a throw doWn bed, which is something 
apparently they use for people who are going into shock. I said you can 
get that whether you're HIV positive or not, when you're dealing Mth 
allergy shots. And he said, "The other thing is, there's some risk to the 
nurse in getting the shot and there's some risk to the patient." And that 
kind of made sense to me, so I left and I mentioned it to David, my co­
worker, when I got back. And he said, "There's no risk to the nurse if 
she's doing her job right." 
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After several more visits to the personnel office, Chip finally determined the 

reasoning behind the company policy. The company's legal consultants "had 

recommended against it because they didn't think it was advisable to be shooting 

antigens into somebody who has an immune deficiency. That made sense to me, 

but it doesn't apply to me because I have a battery of doctors, and I have my 

immune system counted all the time and it's normal. I'm HIV positive, but 

asymptomatic." Eventually, the company relented, and agreed to give Chip the 

monthly allergy shots. But in the process of confronting them on the issue, Chip 

realized that he had earned a reputation as a somewhat cantankerous, demanding 

person. Though HIV status doesn't necessarily communicate anything about 

sexual orientation, Chip assumes that his co-workers "either know, or at least 

wonder" if he's gay. In either case, though, they know he's not afraid to demand 

that his rights be respected. 

Ray, a financial analyst at a clothing manufacturer in San Francisco, found 

himself in a similar situation. He was new to the area when he joined the 

company in 1980: 

My previous job was with a real estate investment company that was very 
conservative, and I didn't share anything there. I was extremely closeted. 
The minute that I got into [the company] I felt that I didn't need to hide 
anything and so I never have. In the city I have never had to hide 
anything, to friends or co-workers or anything. 

At first, though, Ray felt it necessary to hold back. He used an avoidance strategy 

and tried to dodge any discussion of his sexuality. "I don't think I took a real 

proactive role in enlightening people around my being gay. ... In the past, I 

tended to just brush over it, and to not really get into it with people. I wouldn't 

deny it, if people were talking to me about it, but I wasn't an advocate for being 

gay in the company." Gradually, though, he found himself socializing with gay co­

workers, learning to assert his sexuality. "That's the direction I'm heading. I need 

to acknowledge that every time that I don't say anything, or try to skirt over the 

issues, I've missed an opportunity to help somebody confront the issue." Today, 

_~ay lccl;;; ~:ld.L "my JiVt::1SiLy needs L) be as present as other people's diversity.!! 

Ray's choice of strategy became an issue, two years ago, when he co-founded 

the company's lesbian and gay employees association. One of his co-workers, a 
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woman named Cynthia, had tried to enroll her partner for company benefits, and 

was turned down. Angered by this incident, she and Ray decided to form an 

employees' association. The company had organizations for African-American,. 

Hispanic and Asian employees, and tended to look favorably on community 

activism. By July of 1990, Ray and Cynthia were committed to the project; the 

only question, for Ray, was how to get started. They considered sending private 

invitations to co-workers they knew were gay, but quickly decided that this 

approach would set a bad precedent: 

We said, we don't want to start out that way. It would be like this 
clandestine, secret organization. .. So we put fliers out everywhere. On 
every bulletin board we had a flier with our names on it saying "Come 
celebrate our diversity, join us for this special lunchtime meeting where 
we'll discuss forming a lesbian and gay employee group." 

Some sixty people showed up for the first meeting, and the association was an 

instant success. The national papers got wind of it, and before long Ray was thrust 

into the national spotlight. Today, he attends conferences and grants interviews on 

behalf of the company, which has been largely supportive of his status as an in­

house activist. The company ultimately granted Ray a "community service leav!"," 

which allows him to spend half of his company time on gay-related projects. 

Today, his sexual identity is entirely public, and highly politicized. As co-head of 

the company's lesbian and gay organization, he continues to challenge the company 

on matters of gay visibility and employee benefits. 

Ray's company was receptive to his efforts, and seems willing to tolerate a 

certain level of internal agitation. In this respect, it is unusual. While 

disagreement and dissent are tolerated in most workplaces, they are often limited 

to particular, adversarial situations, and kept within certain bounds. Professionals 

"re usually expected to "get along," and are rewarded for being good team players. 

Consequently, it's unusual to find someone who allows his or her identity to 

'oecome a matter of contention, and there are often penalties for assuming a 

confrontational stance. Perhaps this is why politicizing strategies were usually 

motivated by a breakdown of trust, often following a series of contentious 

episodes, that prompt the individual to abandon all efforts at accommodation. .In 
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most cases, one can identify a final straw that broke the camel's back -- and in . 

many cases, it involved AIDS. 

Consider, for example, the situation faced by Mark, a compensation consultant 

in New York City. His firm is large and well-known, and has about 5,000 

employees. Mark joined the compensation division several years ago, and the 

atmosphere, as he describes it, is fairly hostile: 

The firm is extremely homophobic. I only know of one -- no, I guess two 
gay principals .... I know one of the principals quite well and he concurs 
with me. He's extremely closeted. He was married when he joined the 
firm, and got a divorce about three years later. He was very careful to not 
be too visibly friendly with me inside the firm and said that he thought it 
the kiss of death, as far as career success, to be out. The whole culture is 
very much directed toward the family and there're lots of homophobic 
comments and jokes and gesturing, not only internally but also during client 
contacts. 

Under the circumstances, Mark adopted an avoidance strategy, and concentrated 

on his work. He was quickly promoted, and received a string of sizeable bonuses. 

Early in 1986, the situation grew more complicated. Mark's lover had known 

for several years that he had been exposed to HIV, and his health had gradually 

begun to fail. Mark had anticipated this situation, and had warned his boss, 

Marcia, before agreeing to take the job: 

The woman who hired me actually was a friend I'd worked with in another 
firm. Before I went to work there, I told her "Scott's sick. There may 
come a time -- and who knows how soon -- when I'll have to direct a lot of 
time and effort to caring for him. I don't want to take this job if that's 
going to be a problem." And I was told, "Oh, no, don't worry, we've been 
friends for years, I know all about it. The head of our area is wonderful, 
she really understands, she wouldn't care, everything will be fine." 

By the time Scott grew ill, however, Marcia faced problems of her own. She was 

;n the middle of a complicated pregnancy and had been ordered to bed for the 

duration. She was also up for principal that year, which placed a tremendous 

strain on her staff -- especially Marlc With Marcia home in bed, there were only 

two senior people remaining. "I guess she decided that it wouldn't look good if I 

was also out of the office." 

As Scott required more and more attention, Mark soon found himself in a 

bind: 
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When Scott got really sick, I started asking for time off to take care of him. 
Marcia kept putting me off, saying, "Can't you just get through this 
project?" "Finish this proposal and then we'll discuss it." She kept putting 
the issue off, and I kept working until midnight five days in a row, going 
home in the middle of the day to take care of Scott. 

Eventually, the strain became, too much for Mark, and shortly before Scott died, 

he finally lost his temper: 

About a week before Scott died I came into the office at 10 o'clock, after 
having worked until midnight the night before. On my way home I had 
dropped a draft of a presentation I was doing for Bristol Meyers with 
Marcia's doorman so she could review it and give me comments. When I 
was getting ready to leave for work, Scott had an accident, so I had to 
change the bed and a clean up the bedroom and the bathroom. .. So'I 
got to work at 10, and Marcia had the receptionist call her the minute I 
came in the door. As soon as I reached my office, the phone was ringing . 
. . . It was Marcia, and she said "How dare you come prancing into the 
office at 10 o'clock when you've got a major presentation to do for Bristol 
Meyers on Friday and it looks like shit." And I explained to her what 
happened and she said "Well I thought I told you two weeks ago if you 
couldn't take care of Scott without having it impact your work, you would 
have to put him in the hospital or hire a nurse." And I told her "I told you 
that I tried having a nurse at home, and it drove Scott crazy. Until he 
wants one, I'm not going to force one on him. Being independent is really 
important to him and the deception of his independence is probably part of 
what's keeping him alive. And I'm not going to interfere with his denial 
mechanisms." She said that I had better not come into the office late 
again. And I said, "What would you want me to do, leave him lying in a 
bed of shit?" 

A few weeks later, Scott died on an airplane, on his way to visit his sister. "I 

couldn't get the day off from work to take him," Mark recalls. "That's my biggest 

regret, because I wanted to tell him I loved him, one more time, before he died." 

For Mark, this episode was the last straw. He was determined not to be taken 

advantage of again. 

About six months later, Mark attended a meeting at the gay community center, 

and heard Larry Kramer make his legendary speech about the need for direct 

action. The meeting was the beginning of ACT-UP, and "I got involved quite 

heavily from the very beginning." Mark led several of the early demonstrations, 

and helped organize the famous "zap" against Burroughs-Wellcome. At work, he 

ultimately came out in a political way: 
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