Crossing the Borders of Gendered Sexuality:

Queer Masculinities of Straight Men

Robert Heasley, Ph.D.

The personal ad began, “Must be gay? Guess again girlfriend!” Alan
 is a 35-year old male who ran this ad in search of a woman. He wants a woman who is attracted to a man who is open to expressing his feelings and listening to those of his partner. Alan is comfortable being in women’s space and conversing on topics that are often more appealing to women than most men he encounters.  Alan is heterosexual in his sexual experience and his erotic desires. At the same time, he is a member of a support group of men who identify as gay and bisexual, as well as having members, like Alan, who identify as straight. Alan publicly advocates an end to homophobia and heterosexism, and attends retreats and workshops with gay and bisexual men. Many of his physical mannerisms, are “feminine” – he uses his hands when he talks, becomes excited and enthusiastic when he shares ideas, his soft voice rises to a higher pitch during these moments, and he cries more, and more openly, than the average guy. “Must be gay…” has been a common refrain Alan has heard from women he has dated about why they did not initially pursue him, and one he has heard from males about their perception of Alan’s sexual orientation. Alan is one example of a straight male who “crosses the border” of both masculinity and sexuality to become what I’ve come to think of as a “queer-straight” male.

Disrupting traditional ways of being masculine


Queer-straight males are those who disrupt hetero-normative constructions of masculinity, and in the process, disrupt what it means to be straight, as well as gay. Many straight men experience and demonstrate “queer masculinity,” defined as ways of being masculine outside heteronormative constructions of masculinity that disrupt, or have the potential to disrupt, traditional images of the hegemonic heterosexual masculine (Heasley, forthcoming). Hegemonic masculinity is represented culturally in the icons of religion, sports, historical figures, economic and political leaders, and the entertainment industry (Connell, 1987). In these arenas, males are presumed to be straight and hold stereotypically masculine beliefs, attitudes, and values unless and until they present themselves, or are presented, as other. Males who do not conform are problematized, often seen as odd, as struggling, humorous or sad. 

Consider the boy in middle school who enjoys playing the violin, is a veracious reader, prefers to talk with friends about ideas and intellectual challenges, and displays little if any overt sexual interest in girls. He may even openly admit that he prefers having female friends to male companionship, though he does not see girls as sexual objects or someone to win over for the purpose of having a girlfriend. I once overheard Sean, a seventh grade boy who was a childhood playmate of my daughter, say to her as they played a board game on a rainy day in the living room, “When I am hanging out with you and not the guys from school, I feel like I get to just be me.” Although this particular boy was capable of doing hegemonic masculinity when he was with other boys (he primarily socialized with other boys when in public, and was readily accepted as “one of the guys”) this was not a true representation of his masculinity. His relationship with my daughter allowed him to be “himself.” If he had been this “self” in a more public arena, other boys would likely have questioned not only his masculinity, but by seventh grade, his sexuality as well. When in public, Sean hid this authentic masculinity in the shadows of the hegemonic.


I recently interviewed a group of college age males who had formed a student-led men’s discussion group at a private liberal arts college. The name of the student group, The Multi-Orgasmic Men’s Society (MOMS), made it clear that they were males who liked to talk about sex. The objective of the group’s leadership, however, was that it would be a forum for males to discuss sexuality intelligently, and from a feminist, including a non-homophobic, perspective. The group met weekly to raise questions about what it meant to be a male in the context of relationships, to break down stereotypes, to view sexual relationships as something more important than what Maxim or most other men’s magazines encouraged. Discussions ranged from the use and meaning of pornography in their lives, to masturbation, anal stimulation, and for some of the males, how it felt to be perceived as gay. 


During the interview I asked the students to talk about why they considered themselves feminist and what value the group had to them personally. They said that feminism just made sense, that they wanted to date and have female friends who considered themselves equal to men and they wanted to be actively involved in ending sexism as well as homophobia, for both social justice reasons as well as personally as a way to have more meaningful relationships with other males regardless of sexual orientation. They expressed relief that through the group they were able to find other college men who were able to talk openly and honestly about sexuality, intimacy and relationships, and to discuss such topics without ridicule or hype. Prior to this group’s formation, most of the students had never experienced an environment where such discussions with male peers were possible.  When they told other men (and women) about the group and what they talked about, they often faced questions about their gender attributes (were they all sissies?) and their sexual orientation (must be gay!). The two, gender and sexuality, are so closely linked as unmarked identities for straight males that to cross the border of either has implications in both arenas of identity.


Crossing the boarder into queer-straight maleness represents ways of being that extend the boundaries of the hetero-masculine and bring attention to, and in the process legitimize, the rich potential of masculinity and of heterosexuality. It is a process of queering that disrupts compulsory heterosexuality (Rich, 1980) and provides evidence of males “de-naturalizing” what is perceived as normative heterosexuality (Seidman, 1992) and hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 1987). The experience of queer-straight males also contributes to our ability to challenge institutionalized representations of hetero-masculinity; challenging what Ingraham (1999) refers to as the “meaning” given to heterosexuality itself, particularly as it is located in the context of masculinity.  In much the same way that a feminist critique of the limits imposed on women has broadened ways of conceptualizing female-ness
, and female sexualities, acknowledging the ways hetero-masculinity is being queered by men in everyday life helps us to expand the range of acceptable ways of being masculine, helping us realize we can “turn up the volume” (Bem, 1995) on the multiple ways of being gendered and sexual for males. 


Given the monolithic perception of heterosexualized masculinity, most men and women fail to conceptualize, let alone experience and value, other desirable ways of being straight and male than the typical “tough guy” that is so deeply rooted in the past 7,000 years of patriarchal social order (Crane, B. & Crane-Seeber, J., 2003). It’s a case of not being able to see the trees due to the assumptions made about the forest as one construction−that all straight males are the same, in terms of gender and their experience of sexuality. And, it is the power of the doubly uncontested identities of masculinity and heterosexuality that exist without conscious critique that contribute to the power resulting from those identities. At the same time, the very dominant positionality of hetero-males, leads to a situation whereby those males who are not conforming can make change happen by troubling the hegemony. They can also be harshly sanctioned.   

Sanctions on queer-straight males                       


To act outside the idealized image of the hetero-masculine is to be suspect. And being suspect means being labeled, stigmatized, and ultimately punished. Psychologists have often labeled straight identified males who cross the border in their mannerisms, behaviors, and associations that did not fit the regimen of straightness, as “latent homosexuals.” Such a term conjures up an image of “homo in waiting.” This leap to label derives from both a rigid adherence to a reductionist approach to viewing all human sexualities as fitting into one of three categories, hetero-bi-homo-sexuality, or landing somewhere on the six-scaled continuum of sexual orientation proposed by Kinsey (1948). It is also a result of the binary perception of gender (Bem, 1995), with specific qualities associated with the two allowed options of male and female. 


Gender-associated qualities are linked closely to perceptions of sexuality. Women are gendered as passive, vulnerable, and nurturing, while males are supposed to be aggressive, emotionally self-contained (meaning non-expressive), and less nurturing. Gendered sexuality is reinforced by language. For instance, use of the word “luscious” by a male, or a male referring to another male as “pretty” (meaning it as a compliment), are virtually unheard of in the world of straight males; such terms are encoded not only as feminine, but also as gay. Everyday sexual experiences of males draw on an inherited vocabulary that reflects the hegemonic masculine.  Male discourse about such aspects of sexuality as masturbation reifies the violence inherent within hetero-masculinity, with use of terms such as jacking, choking, jerking, spanking and beating. Such language, within the context of the interpersonal violence that is part of male culture, limits ways males perceive their male-ness, and their heterosexuality.


Males who do not fit comfortably into the hetero-masculinized discourse either by default (a heterosexual male who simply can’t “do” straight masculinity), or conscious effort (males who make a decision not to conform), are neither latent anything, nor are they homosexual. Their way of being is only problematic  t to   to those men who occupy the narrow space of hegemonic hetero-masculinity, and women who buy into that limited conceptualization of masculinity. Such problemization is reinforced by mental health professionals who fail to recognize the range of ways of being gendered and sexual.  


Kevin, a 25-year old heterosexual male talked in an interview about his intentional effort to move into queer identity through conscious non-conforming behaviors, attitudes and beliefs that associate him with gayness and the feminine, saying,

I think of myself as less masculine – no, that’s not right, I think of myself as more masculine than traditional males. I mean, I can express my masculinity (and heterosexuality) in a wider range of ways than maybe most men can…This sort-of leaves me feeling sorry for how narrowly many straight men experience their masculinity and their sexuality. 


 Kevin has participated in workshops where being naked with men and sharing massage and intimate touch has been part of the workshop experience, intended to break down the barriers and fears males have about closeness with other males. This is not your typical 25-year old hetero-male experience; however it is one that, for Kevin, provided an opportunity to safely challenge fears and image a changing sense of self, of what it means to be heterosexual and masculine. 


His conscious decision to be queer, to disrupt the meaning of heterosexuality and masculinity through embracing what is perceived as gay and feminine, has led him to be open to more sensual relationships with males in his life, as well as to feel closer in his identity with females. If Kevin’s story was to appear in the media, or be examined by his parents (who do not understand his pursuit of queerness), his experience would likely be problemitized. Not only would Kevin be seen by the media as strange or different, but his actions may raise fears and anxieties for his family, who, after all, are put in a position of explaining Kevin’s choices and behaviors to others.  His queerness, though liberating for Kevin, becomes a stigma and a perceived burden to his parents.


At the same time, his pursuit of an intimate relationship with a woman may be second-guessed by the woman, as in the story of Alan at the beginning of this article, as though she cannot be certain she can trust him around his heterosexuality. And his male friends, who may not be prepared for relationships with other guys that are intimate and close ─ and who might be more comfortable with him if he just wanted to talk, but not touch, to do, but not feel ─ are confronted with whether they can be associated with a border-crossing queer-straight guy. 


We conform to gender expectations because they are comfortable, familiar, and reinforced by others (we are rewarded for not breaking the norms), as well as unquestioned (we perceive there really are no desirable alternatives to the normative expectations). We do gender policing and ultimately become self-regulating. For males, such policing has been particularly restrictive (Connell, 1987; Kindlon & Thompson, 1999; Pollack, 1999).  


Boys suffer what can be profound consequences when departing from the norms and crossing the border into what is perceived as feminine as well as gay. The psychological diagnosis of gender dysphoria has been used to label boys who show signs of being “sissies,” encouraging parents and teachers to see boys (or girls) acting outside of traditional gendered norms as needing intervention based on the child’s presentation of self, not necessarily on any harm or threat the child poses to himself or anyone else. The hegemonic masculine is broadly supported by social institutions, as not only the ideal way to be a boy or man, but ultimately the only way. The typically hetero-masculine male, in contrast, faces no societally imposed intervention based purely on presentation of self.

The heterosexual male who has sex with another male is represented in film or novels as someone who is struggling with sexual identity, who must be at least bisexual (and in a religious context as someone who has sinned). The “sensitive” (translation: “sissy”) young boy in films such as “Stand By Me” is portrayed as needing the protection and guidance of an older, hetero-normative masculine boy. He needs the older male in the same way girls need a strong male. Likewise, in sociological and psychological literature, straight males-with-queerness may be identified as deviant, or pathologized for being gender inappropriate or sexually confused. On the street and in their schools, family or workplace, openly queer-straight males may be stigmatized, seen as a curiosity, finding themselves positioned along with gay males in a world that is “other,” and thus vulnerable to homophobic oppression. 

Consider the male who identifies as a feminist and gay advocate. He is apt to be perceived as gay, and may not feel welcome in the company of stereotypically straight males. This is particularly the case if he also refuses to participate in traditional male culture, e.g. if he doesn’t attend sports games, or questions the value of competitive and contact sports, or prefers lesbian/feminist vocalists such as Indigo Girls, Melissa Etheridge, or another girl-band. Consider the fate of the straight male who is sexual or sensually close with another male, and openly acknowledges the relationship, even while defining as straight.  

Recognizing queer-straight ways of being

These examples suggest a queering of hetero-masculinity in a variety of ways.  However, we have no language or framework for considering the ways straight men can disrupt the dominant paradigm of the straight-masculine, a language that could provide legitimacy to the lived experience.  

In an earlier article (Heasley, forthcoming), I proposed a typology of straight-queer males – males who disrupt both heterosexuality and hegemonic masculinity – as a contribution to the expansion of the conceptualization of straightness and of masculinity, in order to represent a truer picture than has been articulated of straight males’ experiences and ways of being. Such a typology is needed for several reasons. It provides a way to expand upon the very notion of what is legitimized as being hetero-masculine and it allows us to “trouble” gender and sexuality as suggested by Judith Butler (1990), Michel Foucault (1979), and others. More specifically it allows us to acknowledge a broader range of what exists, affirming elements of sexualized masculinity that have historically been treated as an exception and, in the kindest rendition, perceived as “non-traditional” male.  

“Traditional males” are the ones society understands. Even if there are problems associated with the image, there is acceptance and legitimacy accorded to the typical-ness of his presentation. The “non-traditional” male, however, presents an unknown. Even though there are problems associated with the image of the traditional man, there is acceptance and legitimacy accorded to the typical-ness of his presentation. The “non-traditional” male, however, presents an unfamiliar package, even if qualities he exhibits are seen as desirable, such a being an attentive nurturing father. His difference demands justification, explanation. Being “non” means “not having.” Applied to gender and sexuality, the implications are profound.  The very labeling of a subject as the absence of something (such as labeling women as “non-men”) reifies the dominant group while subjugating the subordinate. “Non” erases. And in the process it problematizes other. For a straight-queer man, there is no place for awareness of self in relation to what is. He becomes the negative deviant, he is isolated, and in the process, vulnerable to reactions in the form of stigma, labeling, and isolation by the dominant group. “Non” has no history, no literature, has no power, no community. “Non” requires an invention of self.

By creating a typology of queer masculinities of straight males, we give space and language to lived experience, and set the stage upon which narratives of straight-queer men can find a home. My own experience of being a straight-queer man has contributed to my interest in creating a language through which I could come to know myself, and come to have agency in the knowing.  

Recently a new acquaintance, a straight male, told me that if he didn’t know I was married with three children, that he would have assumed I was gay. Since hearing this is not an uncommon experience for me, I asked him the question I usually ask men (and women) who assume my sexual orientation to be gay - why?  His response was typical – I talk with my hands, my voice isn’t deep, I care nothing about major sports, I am clearly a feminist and talk about gender, rape, violence as well as questioning male socialization (of course, I also teach and write in the areas of gender and sexuality!).  He has also seen me greet close male friends by kissing them on the lips, hugging deeply, and at a social gathering, dancing together.  “Must be gay…!”   

It has always bothered me that I had come to define myself (and be defined by others) as “non-traditional.” Yet, unless I were to give up what I feel to be my authentic self, I just couldn’t “do” traditional (meaning, hegemonic-straight-masculinity) without changing: a) what I find comfortable in terms of my body, b) the intimacy I desire in my relationships with other men, c) my sexual/sensual awareness, and d) my politics that are informed by feminist and queer theory. 

Writing in the mid-1970’s, Bob Brannon introduced four themes that framed ways of being masculine, No Sissy Stuff, Sturdy Oak, Big Wheel, and Give ‘Em Hell (Brannon, 1976).  These themes continue to be in evidence today, as institutions from the military to the media emphasize these qualities for becoming “successful” males. Implicit in these categories is the assumption that all males are raised to be heterosexual. Brannon’s four themes created a framework for breaking down types of masculine representation, all of which fit nicely into what Connell (1987) would later call hegemonic masculinity. The sexuality of males in Brannon’s categories has only one dimension, hetero-masculinity. Given the extensive discourse about gender and sexuality that has taken place over the past thirty years we can now look at male’s experience with an eye on straight-queerness and its disruption of the normatively gendered sexual.

Consider the following categories as an attempt to capture the ways this disruption takes place and an emerging legitimization of queerness within the hetero-masculine. 

A typology of straight-queer masculinities

I. Straight sissy-boys

II. Social-justice straight-queers

III. Elective straight-queers (or the elective queer)  

IV. Committed straight-queers

V. Stylistic straight-queers

VI. Males living in the shadow of masculinity (including Informed Inactive; Scared Stuck; and Uninformed Inactive)

These categories are non-linear and non-hierarchical. They are clearly not exclusive; aspects of various males’ lives are likely to fit with greater or lesser degree of comfort in one or in all categories depending on such factors as context and life stage. Each category, however, carries with it unique characteristics that queer the meaning of the hetero- masculinity.

I. Straight Sissy-Boys 

These are straight males who just can’t “do” straight masculinity. The sissy-boy appears to others as queer, though that is not his intention, nor identity. He often experiences a response from the dominant culture, and perhaps from queers, as if he were queer. These males experience homophobic oppression for their apparent queer-ness, particularly as boys and young males when they are taunted and even attacked. They are likely to be isolated from straight male culture, and/or choose to separate themselves from the dominant male culture. Straight sissy-boy males may associate primarily with girls/women as opposed to actively engaging in gay male friendships and social networks, perhaps in part because of a desire to not be seen as being gay, beyond what is already perceived by others. Such males have varying degrees of homophobia or comfort/ discomfort with homosexualities. Being perceived as gay by others isn’t necessarily a conscious choice and thus they may not have a conscious openness to the effect they have on queering their environment. Yet, just the existence of males who appear as “non-straight” because they don’t fit the image of the normative hetero-masculine, serves to disrupt that masculinity and sexuality, simply by the sissy-boy showing up as straight.

Examples: 

Alan’s story, introduced earlier, of running a personal ad with the headline, “Must be gay? Think again sister” suggests elements of the sissy-boy male. He has learned to value his presentation that leads others to perceive him as being gay. He uses it in his ad to find a partner. 

My own experience as a young male helps me identify with this category as well, having been  perceived as a sissy as a child, within my family and school. My inability to perform masculinity to meet my father’s expectations gave impetus to his referring to me as a sissy and discounting my positive attributes, as well contributing to his verbal  threats and physical attacks.  In elementary school, I didn’t participate in competitive sports, though the few times I attempted to do so, I was inevitably a “last pick” by whomever was captain of the recess baseball game. In high school, I avoided the hallways where the guys hung out who harassed the sissy-boys, and sexualized the girls (that they were the same hallways is in itself a statement about the status of the sissy male, used by hegemonic males as part of their performance to affirm their heterosexuality). 

I  found safety in my role as a student volunteer in the library, on the forensics team and debate club, and taking private acting classes after school (all experiences which have served me well as an adult, but experiences I took on, in part, as a means of avoiding the land mines of straight masculinity). I was also vulnerable to adult males who pursued young boys for sex. As a sissy male walking the streets of my town or hitchhiking (the normal way boys in my family got from town to home in a rural area), older men made sexual advances, at least in part, I suspect, due to my apparent vulnerability. I did not look like the type of young man who would beat them up! The irony of having to struggle with attacks by straight peers for being a sissy, dismissal by a hegemonically masculine father for not being male-enough, and being vulnerable to sexual molestation by adult males because of a sissy presentation, suggests that males in this category can, and do, experience challenges from nearly every angle. 

It was easy, however, to find girls to date. Like Alan, I was attractive as a friend to girls due to the very qualities that made me vulnerable to male dismissal and abuse, though it was necessary to establish my heterosexual interest in “making out,” (which I enjoyed!), I was not likely to pursue sexual interaction beyond what a particular girlfriend initiated.

II. Social Justice Straight-Queer



Males in this category take action publicly in support of those who identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender and at the risk of being marginalized by straight males and/or being responded to as if they were gay. Thus, their actions represent risk-taking, placing themselves in a position of possibly being threatened, stigmatized, or violated as a result of association with gayness. A key element in this category is the deliberate public expression by straight males, verbally or through action, in ways that disrupt both heterosexuality and masculinity.    

Examples:

Eric is a middle-school age bo
y who consciously acts as a public advocate when as a new kid on a soccer team, he chooses to be friendly with Thomas, a classmate whose sissy-boy characteristics have left him shunned by the other boys. When I talk with Eric, he is aware that he is challenging homophobia by acting as an ally for Thomas, and taking risks as a new kid at this school. At the same time, Thomas pursues such behaviors as listening to girl bands on his walkman (doesn’t attempt to adapt to normative hetero-masculinity), even though he is threatened. Simply by refusing to adapt, they contribute to queering hetero-masculinity because they are a threat to the status quo. 

In another example, Jake is a straight male in his mid-20s, and is very close with his brother who is gay. He attends social events and retreats with primarily gay and bisexual males, and actively participates in public demonstrations in support of gay rights. 

Both Eric and Jake disrupt the meaning of masculinity and straightness; they show up in masculine space (competitive sports, for instance) and pursue heterosexual dating relationships, yet are not comfortable with the often homophobic behaviors associated with the hegemonic straight masculine. Social justice queers can be trusted to not “go along” with the male norms in order to gain approval of other straight males.  Rather, they use the privilege they have as straight males to interrupt the hegemony of the hetero-masculine at the interpersonal or social action level, and join the queers as an ally.

III. Elective Straight-Queer 

Elective straight-queer identity can be seen as straight men performing queer masculinity. Males in this category elect to move into queer masculinity as a means of liberating themselves  from the constrictions of heteronormative masculinity. Such males can move with varying levels of comfort back into “straight masculinity” without necessarily losing power within the dominant culture. They “flirt” with queerness, taking on queer characteristics, kissing, dancing, dressing, and moving the body queer-ly, but within the context (setting) of the queer world where it is safe, i.e., the gay bar. Men in this category move into queer space and may take on queer ways of interacting, not based primarily on a social justice principle, but just for the purpose of personal enjoyment, comfort and desire. Moving into queer space may permit them to be more fully themselves, providing the opportunity to discover the breadth of their masculinity and their sexuality, exploring ways of being associated with what had previously only been presented as “other.”

Example: 

Andy is a straight 30-year old male who and identifies as somewhat of a gay spirit. He has never found himself sexually aroused by males. In high school and most of college, he was what he called a “typical” straight guy, participating in homophobic put-downs,
 and hanging out with other guys while sexualizing relationships with women. After becoming friends with and starting to hang out with a gay male co-worker during college, he began to see the fun of being in gay space. For the past five years Andy’s social life has primarily focused on going clubbing (dancing at nightclubs) and partying with gay males.  His former workmate became his roommate, and now most of his best male friends are gay. He has attended gay strip shows that included performances of sexual acts and says the experience has allowed him to let go of his own inhibitions when it comes to his body and dancing, and to find comfort in an environment of men. One benefit of having a gay social life, he says, has been accumulating “a great wardrobe” that contributes to the flamboyance he brings with him to his position as a popular art teacher in a progressive high school. Andy was recently married, with his gay friends among others in attendance, to a woman who initially didn’t pursue dating him because she assumed he was gay. 

1V.   Committed Straight-Queer

Committed straight-queers practice at being queer with the intention of personally benefiting from moving toward queerness as an integral aspect of their sexuality and their masculinity. While the elective straight-queer may or may not be interested in learning about queer-ness to expand his own sexual and gender boundaries, this is clearly the intent for committed straight-queers who see queerness as a desirable way of being, see benefits for their own life and potentially (at least for some) for society in terms of moving toward changes in institutions such as the family, religion and the law. Committed straight-queers like queer space and ways of being. They distance themselves from what they see as the constrictions of the hegemonic straight masculine. If they move into the straight-masculine at all, it is more likely to visit, to participate in, for whatever reason, but not to identify with straight-masculinity. 

There has been a similar movement by males who “get it” about feminism and have a determination to change the way they experience masculinity to incorporate identity with women, accessing women’s culture and integrating ways of being that might be perceived by the larger culture as “feminine.” Committed straight-queers look to queers for direction and ways of being. 

Examples:

Kevin, the young man quoted earlier as describing himself as “more masculine than traditional males” exemplifies this category. Over the last eight years he has made a conscious decision to not present himself as a “straight-masculine” male. Kevin pursues intimate physical and emotional relationships with other males (straight and gay). He is open to being sexual with another male, although at 25, has not experienced an orgasmically sexual same-sex relationship.  When he was 17 he entered a recovery program for drug addiction where he developed a consciousness about his use of (heterosexual) pornography and his pattern of manipulating females in order to have sex, a pattern encouraged by his male peers. In the program he heard the stories of women his age who had been sexually abused or raped, and began to understand the violence associated with much of male sexuality. He decided to become celibate, and remained so for four years, which included breaking his addiction to pornography. During this period he also heard the stories of males in his therapy group who identified as gay. He began attending gay narcotics anonymous meetings, developing close friendships with gay men, both older men who mentored him, and younger males he came to mentor.  

His recovery story is powerful in that he came to appreciate the role both hegemonic masculinity and heterosexuality played in his own life through knowing the experiences of others who lived on the margins. While Kevin doesn’t desire that part of gay male culture that sexualizes relationships, he does desire that which he perceives as queer masculinity, the masculinity that isn’t dominated by or dictated to by men’s control of women and other men,  where sexuality becomes in both cases the tool of control – the threat of sexual and physical violence toward women who don’t respond to male desires, and the threat of physical, and at times sexual, violence toward males who don’t conform to heterosexualized masculinity. Kevin admits that he finds strength in stepping outside the cultural image of heterosexual masculinity.

In a second example, Tim and Jon, who met as Freshman year roommates, are college seniors who define as straight. They desire sex with women, talking specifically about their love of cunnilingus, vaginal intercourse and the feel of women’s bodies. They both have girlfriends with whom they are sexually active. Tim and Jon are best friends, and describe themselves publicly as being “non-orgasmic boyfriends.” They say they like to queer straight space as a political act, but they also simply love being intimate and exploring the ways to be in relationship with each other. When alone, they have engaged in kissing and sexual play with each other. Jon states that this has allowed him to more fully practice his sexuality. Tim, a former high school football player, says that at some point he would like to have oral sex (both active and passive) with Jon, and to experience anal penetration. Tim, a sexuality educator and advocate on his campus, introduced Jon to wearing skirts. Initially they did this when they were home and with their girlfriends, or at parties with gay and lesbian friends and other queer-straight males. More recently, they have occasionally worn skirts on campus, and at times, held hands when walking together. 

Neither Tim nor Jon see themselves as bi-sexual or gay and they generally are not erotically attracted to other males. They do however question whether those categories make any sense for them or anyone. Tim and John are intentional in both their public and private exploration of queerness. They disrupt the hetero-normative masculine when alone in order to experience their private sexuality. When in public, their behaviors are political, but also a means to express gendered sexuality in a way that is increasingly comfortable and familiar to them.  

V. Stylistic Straight-queers

There are a growing number of straight males − film and recording artists, athletes, fashion models and “metrosexual
” males − who intentionally take on a presentation of self that is traditionally associated with gay male culture. These “stylistic straight-queers” allow themselves to develop and display an aesthetic, such as stylish hair cuts and clothes, having facials and pedicures. In so doing they are attracting the attention of gay men, as well as those straight males who can identify with the border crossing identities. They also get the attention of straight women who find themselves attracted to what is perceived as a “gay” aesthetic or a “gay” sensitivity.  

Straight males in this category are taking risks of being rejected by hegemonic hetero-masculine males while at the same time they can gain commercial and sexual capital from the appeal to both straight women and a segment of the queer male population who themselves have been socialized to pursue straightness as the ideal (for themselves and for their sexual partner) in the way African Americans have had “blondness” romanticized and sexualized as the ideal.


While stylistic straight-queers have the benefit of using their straight-male privilege for commercial and relational gain, by moving into gay space in a public way they are also, even if unconsciously, participating in border crossing behaviors (or at least the appearance of such) and thus queering the hegemonic hetero-masculine. They are disrupting the meaning of straight and of masculinity, making it harder for the general public to infer sexual orientation from stylistic cues. 

Examples:


British soccer player and media celebrity David Beckham identifies as straight while assuming queer-identified characteristics. Known for his polished nails, going to gay bars, and publicly proclaiming his acceptance of gay male culture (as well as declaring his heterosexuality) Beckham currently has perhaps the highest profile in this category. Earlier examples included such performers as Mick Jagger (when he was still androgynous) and basketball player Dennis Rodman (when he was wearing wedding dresses). Straight male actors who play gay characters and perform sex scenes on the cable television series “Queer As Folk” and the actor who plays Will on the television show, “Will and Grace” are among the many males queering up masculine sexuality by their active participation in queer roles.

A recent issue of OUT magazine (April, 2003), marketed primarily to gay males with an emphasis on fashion, featured a photo section entitled “The Carlson twins take it off”. Kyle and Lane Carlson started their modeling career with Abercrombie and Fitch, a mainstream clothing company which uses homoerotic imagery to sell their products. In dozens of interviews in a variety of media outlets, the Carlson twins make clear they are straight. At the same time, they appear in sexualized poses (without women) in magazines which appeal to gay men. In the issue of OUT, they are not only featured in sexually suggestive poses, as an exclusive for the magazine, but their family – including father, mother, siblings and in-laws, is featured as well.  The appearance of the Carlson family, from rural Minnesota, serves to queer not only masculinity, but also straight families, at least stylistically.  

VII. Males Living in the Shadow of Masculinity

Straight males living in the shadow of the hegemonic hetero-masculine are men who avoid displaying difference, but are not completely comfortable with, and somehow do not “fit in” with the heterosexualized masculinity that is all around them. They may (or may not) “get it” in terms of disagreement with the traditional male role, at the intellectual, emotional or physical level, but are unlikely to do anything to either change or challenge the status quo, or change themselves around how they do heterosexuality and/or masculinity. Often these males are seen as “quiet.”  

I see them sitting in my classroom, often in the back, with baseball caps on backward, seldom speaking up, yet obviously engaged in listening. In their class essays on gender and sexuality, they often share personal reflections that are insightful, expressing a desire to see changes in how society constricts both masculine and heterosexual expression. But if there were no written assignments on the topic, I (like others in the class) would never know these males were able and willing to challenge hegemonic hetero-masculinity. We can assume their voices are not raised publicly due to fear of being labeled gay, not masculine, and because they lack role models for and personal experience with such public “outing”.


Males living in the shadow of masculinity are unlikely to take risks in interrupting gender and sexual expectations, though they are also less likely to participate in the oppressive aspects of masculinized heterosexuality. In some ways, they may be seen as the “sweet guys” who do not engage at least in the more oppressive aspects of straight masculinity,  

Although they do not display any “queer” public behaviors or express attitudes that put them at risk in confronting the dominant system, they still contribute to the queering of masculinity by not actively participating in the dominant system. Since we know that systems of oppression require agreement of members who have qualities identified with the oppressor group to participate in supporting the system, males in this category subvert the dominator group simply through their inaction, while at the same time avoiding any overt appearance of challenging the system. 

Often it seems, it is the women in their lives ─ their female friends, girlfriends, wives, or mothers ─ who see the tears, fear or anger these males feel in response to the constrictive nature of the hetero-masculine. They are also more likely to see the playful male, the spontaneous and emotional male, the excited, gleeful male, who hides from public view for fear of punishment and rejection by those who dominate the system.  

There is a wide continuum in terms of the knowledge and awareness about gender, or alternatives to heteronormativity among the men who might fit in this “shadow” category. One way of thinking about the variation among men in the shadows is by looking at the following three subcategories. Like the overall typology presented in this article, these subcategories are not exclusive, but rather represent an attempt to organize patterns that appear to have some commonalities among members of this large group.  The categories are: Informed Inactive; Scared Stuck; and Unaware Inactive.



Informed Inactive

Some men who hide in the shadow of masculinity are “informed inactives.” They are informed about sexuality, gender, and masculinity and are likely to understand and support feminism as well as gay rights. They are straight, but not “narrow” in terms of knowledge and even attitudes on the subject of gender and sexuality. Yet they do not act overtly on what they know or how they feel. Men in this category may find ways to display behind-the-scenes support for queer gay men, but are not comfortable being queer-straight men, or putting themselves in positions publicly where they might be perceived as gay. 

Thus, they are unlikely to display non-conforming behaviors, or appear in queer space unless accompanied by a girlfriend or female friend. They are also unlikely to take any personal risks, emotionally or sensually, with close male friends, or present themselves through body posture, language, or physical appearance as queer, particularly not while with straight male friends in public.   

In private space, with close friends or with women, such males may take on non-hegemonic male appearance or behavior such as talking seriously and respectfully about homosexuality, or they may cross-dress in front of a girlfriend, or talk cute/sweet using non-masculinized language when in bed with their female partner, or even lying in their female partner’s arms, being held and cuddled. Generally, this category represents men who are informed and knowledgeable, but who remain behind the scenes when it comes to changes in their presentation and experience of heterosexual masculinity, or public advocacy and support for changes in the system. 

Scared Stuck

Some straight men can talk the language of queerness, can quietly have gay friends but can’t “do gay” – can’t transcend into being physically close (not necessarily sexual) with another male. They would not feel comfortable if others perceived them to be gay, though they are comfortable with quietly being an ally to gays. Like the Informed Inactive men, they “get it,” but are able to go a little further in terms of their interpersonal relationships. Yet unlike males who are social justice queers, they are less likely to be public advocates, and unlike committed queer-straights, they are reticent to adopt personal qualities of being queer. Men in this category can accept queer-ness, and even intellectually embrace it, but hold back for whatever reason from doing the personal work that would be needed to allow themselves to become queer-straight identified. They lack the confidence or perception that they can go beyond the intellectual “acceptance” of queer masculinity for “queer men” but not for themselves. They may cheer others on, even have friends who are queer-straights, but do not move into the experiential sphere of queer masculinity. There appear to be stuck in the forms of traditional masculinity, to overtly know better, yet at the personal level, the default for such males is “normal” even if in intellectual and emotional respects, they realize “normal” is not what it’s cracked up to be. 

Unaware Inactive 

Another place on the spectrum of “shadow males” are those who are also inactive in any intentional queering. Such males may realize they don’t “fit” within traditional straight masculinity, and aren’t necessarily comfortable with the status quo, but they don’t perceive that change is possible, individually or culturally. These males don’t appear gay or connect to a queer world in any way, but they also don’t do straight hegemonic masculinity. Having no awareness of what queer masculinity is, their life in the “shadow of masculinity” leads them to do enough straight masculinity to get by, which means wearing appropriate male clothing so they don’t stand out, knowing enough about normative hetero- masculine expectations to “pass.” If they are on a construction crew of men who act out their hetero-masculinity in their language and behavior, they might choose to eat alone at lunchtime. If they are sitting with other straight men who are talking in hyper-masculine, sexist or homophobic terms, they won’t attempt to change the topic, but neither will they participate.  Rather, they fade into the background. 

In college, they are the men who stay in their rooms, away from the noise of masculinity that ripples through the hallways (the “hey, look at me!” noise of the masculinized corridor).  They don’t do hyper-straight male language - don’t use “cunt” or “let’s go have a few brews” or know the names of NFL players. They avoid the hyper-male scene whenever possible.

Males living in the shadow of masculinity may be what Crane & Crane-Seeber (2003) refer to as sweet guys, but they also can be pretty shut down emotionally. Straight male emotions such as anger don’t fit for them, and they do not allow themselves “female emotions” such as crying when they are sad or expressing fear. It is safer to not say anything, not show anything, and attempt to get by. The body of these men is not represented in the image of straight or gay masculinities – there is no appearance or an image of “self,” no public voice, only quiet knowing of being “different” – a self-identity of being “non.”  They may live inside the space of computers, musical instruments, books, or other such places that provide safety from the storm of heteronormative masculinity. Almost by the nature of living in the shadow, they seek each other out and “play” most of their lives with other men who quietly “go along” with the mainstream, but are never fully engaged in the dominant hetero-masculine world.

Jim, a graduate student, recently noted that this category reminds him of many of the boys he knew in high school, who, 

…were not queer- acting at all but were simply not good at masculine privileged activities such as sports, hitting on girls, being the class clown, or knowing about cars. These were guys who were “straight” in appearance (and no doubt took time when dressing each morning that they appear straight) but were good at math or playing the trombone, things that were not going to get you a date with the homecoming queen. Some may refer to these (boys) as “dorks” or “nerds”. These men are not forced to hide because of what they do (as young overtly queer acting boys must do). Rather, they are outside of normative masculinity because of what they are unable to do, the privileged activities and interests of boy culture. These boys know they are pretty low in the social hierarchy but would probably just understand themselves as unpopular as opposed to unpopular because they are not good at “boy stuff” (J. Fulton, personal communication, June 27, 2003).

These boys, as Jim suggests, would not be likely to do the analysis to understand their experience; they would not add a “gender component” to thinking about their relatively low status, and the particular form of isolation they experienced from those with the highest status.  And they certainly are unlikely to add a sexual component to any thinking about their status, seeing that their position is not only a result of failure to perform hegemonic masculinity, but also hegemonic heterosexuality. This is similar to how, given the general absence of consciousness about social class in the United States, those at the bottom socio-economically are very aware of their relative status, but unlikely to pursue analysis at a level of acting out against the oppressive nature of the system and its institutions. The oppression is instead internalized to the point of hopelessness and lowered expectations. 

Giving legitimacy to queer masculinity

Border crossing can be dangerous, and in the midst of oppressive systems that threaten those who take the risk to cross, seems ominous and even undesirable. The queer-straight male holds a position that, regardless of where one falls in the typology presented here, is not institutionally supported. It is a status that may find support from other marginalized groups including women and gay queers, although even that may be a mixed bag, given that some forms of queer-straight masculinity, such as the elective or stylistic straight-queer, may result in men in these categories gaining social capital beyond what is possible for women or gay queers (who don’t have the same options). 

At the same time, there is little institutional support for straight-queer males, when compared to the privileges extended to hegemonic hetero-masculine males. At least not yet. And there is not a clearly defined social movement for males that attempts to raise consciousness, and invite the level of change that will queer straight masculinity. Not yet.   

 The benefit of building a typology of queer masculinities is to extend voice and legitimacy to the queer-ness that already exists within the straight male world.  It is an attempt to contribute to the discourse initiated by the first wave of the feminist movement, and  the actions of the earlier gay movement dating back to Germany in the 19th century that found currency in the U.S. in the mid-twentieth century. What has been consistent in both the feminist and GLBT movements throughout the past century is that the discourse on sexuality and gender in these communities has provided an appreciation for the diverse ways in which gender and sexuality take form. Naming the diversity within the construct of masculinity – and its relationship to queerness, gives voice and legitimacy to the queer-ness that exists within the straight male world. It will ideally provoke greater discourse on the topic and extend awareness of the influence of the hegemonically straight masculine not only over gay men, but straight males as well.  

There are many questions to explore, such as what is the attraction of moving outside the hetero-masculine norm? What is gained? Is this “using” queerness as a cover – to avoid dealing with straight masculine environments where threats are great?  Do elective queer-straight males in queer space privilege straightness at the expense of queers?  Is this an honoring of queerness or a use? Is there a difference between queer experiences by straight males that takes place in private space vs. public space? 

Queer forms of straight masculinity represent something much more than just men who are “non-traditional.” Rather they suggest a masculinity and male heterosexuality that extends the reach of societal perceptions of either, and one that for males in any of these categories, allows potential for evolving a broadened definition, and resulting in expanded norms and expectations, for who straight men are and who they can be. 

Why are the types of males discussed in this article disrupting hetero-masculinity? It is because they queer the environment of the hetero-masculine by, for whatever reason, not fully participating in the normative system. And they provide a hiding place for males who are queer and don’t feel safe or competent in passing in heterosexualized masculine environments. Queer-straight males’ respective refusal to actively participate in the dominant system serves to stall the system itself.  Their absence, and at the very least, their lack of full participation in hetero-masculine culture, weakens the system of oppression that is an essential part of normative hetero-masculinity. At the same time, many of the queer-straight males identified with these categories actively challenge the assumptions of the hetero-masculine, the dichotomous thinking that has been a cultural stronghold and the core legitimizing force of gender and sexual oppression.

Creating a language for queer-straight males is in itself a queering of hegemonic hetero- masculinity. It is an attempt to change social attitudes around both male sexuality and masculinity and provide support for both those in the trenches of queerness and those males who are in the shadows. It turns the volume up, giving legitimacy and voice to a way of being for queer-straight males.  

By looking closely to see, and validate, the queering that goes on by straight males, it is possible to recognize a range of ways males problematize hegemonic masculinity and heterosexuality, and by doing so, disrupt one of the most privileged identities in Western society. 
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� Portions of this article originally appeared in “Queer Masculinities of Straight Men: Creating a Typology” (Forthcoming). Men and Masculinities. Sage. 


� Pseudonyms have been used throughout the article to create a coherent story, and are based on stories shared by men in interviews.


� Imaging a shifting reality around male heterosexuality expands the social construct of masculinity. Masculinity itself, like heterosexuality, represents a privileged identity. Ironically, feminist theorists have not attempted to expand the construct of “femininity,” but rather, the boundaries around ways that girls or women can be. This may relate to the way femininity” is not a desirable category to expand while masculinity is, due to its privileged status.





� As identified by an article in the New York Times Style Section (St. John, 2003).





�I added the enjoyment part because this last sentence makes it sound like you were not interested in heterosexual sex, which I don’t think was your intention…?


�You need to describe this story as it was in the composites that have been removed.


�Add comma


�I love this term, but this subcategory seems so similar to the one above; can you combine them or are there differences?
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