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ABSTRACT 

We all contain multitudes of identifiable characteristics, which contribute to our ever-

evolving individual and collective identities.  These identities function in a variety of ways to 

reflect and shape our beliefs, actions, sense of self, and relationships to others.  Yet, given the 

plethora of unique and fluid identities within each of us, it is to be expected that not all of them 

will fit harmoniously together.  Sometimes multiple identities are determined—either by oneself 

or by broader social influences—to be at odds.  An example of this dissonance, and the focus of 

this dissertation, is individuals who identify as both gay and Republican. 

 The American political landscape seems to grow more inhospitable with each passing 

year, as the two dominant parties work to promote a politics of polarization.  This is not 

surprising since Democrats and Republicans have much to lose by compromising on issues, as 

compromise requires concessions and would demonstrate moderation, thereby opening the door 

for other political actors to pull some power from the left and right.  Thus, the parties push away 

from one another, dividing citizens along clear party lines.  One current divisive issue is LGBTQ 

(lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer) equality, which has garnered significant support 

from the Democratic Party and considerable opposition from the Republican Party.  This is not to 

say that all Democrats or all Republicans agree with their respective party’s position, but the fact 

remains that at this point in American political history, a clear divide is depicted between the 

dominant political parties on issues regarding sexual minorities. 

 Nevertheless, some LGBTQ individuals—particularly gay men—continue to identify 

with the Republican Party, despite its vocal opposition to their sexual identity.  These gay 

Republicans offer a compelling glimpse into an American political system in which compromise 

is rarely achieved at the party level but is expected of anyone who seeks membership in those 
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parties.  That is, individuals who identify with a political party are assumed to accept the entirety 

of that party’s platform, even if that means compromising on some issues.  Of course, this 

creates tension for gay Republicans, who experience marginalization from both communities on 

the basis of their identification with the other. 

 To better understand the gay Republican experience, this qualitative study draws on in-

depth interviews with nine such individuals.  Through a process of interpretive analysis, 

interviews were transcribed and coded to reveal key themes related to political identity, sexual 

identity, and the ways in which these identities exist congruently.  Participants are revealed to 

harbor a diverse array of perspectives and experiences, thereby collectively challenging the 

popular notion that one cannot identify as both gay and Republican at this time—2014 to 2015—

in American history.   

Findings are explored with respect to the theoretical concepts of virtual insider status and 

agonistic pluralism, and hold implications for the ways in which all individuals experience and 

negotiate identities.  Specifically, because of their firsthand experience attempting to pass as 

virtual insiders within a political party that opposes their equality, most participants have adopted 

an agonistic, rather than antagonistic, approach to politics.  Moreover, they resist popular notions 

that sexual orientation—or any single identity trait—is a solid base on which to build one’s 

political identity.  Ultimately, gay Republicans are shown to be uniquely situated as poster 

children for participation within an American political sphere based on concession, in which all 

citizens seem to be working against their interests in one way or another.
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 Although no one has identified the exact origin of the phrase “the personal is the 

political,” an essay by this title appeared in the 1970 anthology Notes from the Second Year: 

Women’s Liberation.  In it, Carol Hanisch responds to those who characterized consciousness-

raising efforts within the Women’s Liberation Movement, such as discussion groups, as therapy.  

She offers the following rebuttal: 

So the reason I participate in these meetings is not to solve any personal problem.  One of 

the first things we discover in these groups is that personal problems are political 

problems.  There are no personal solutions at this time.  There is only collective action for 

a collective solution. (para. 5) 

This notion that politics and personal experiences reflect one another in broader social and 

political spheres has remained a cornerstone of the quest for equality, not only for women, but 

for other marginalized groups as well.   

 The push for LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer) equality is one 

prominent example.  While other sexual categories certainly exist, I feel they fall beyond the 

scope of this project.  In an essay on the changing nature of his own queer sex life, D’Emilio 

(2002) explores the interconnectedness of the personal and the political, noting that “personal 

experience [can] be effectively mined for valuable insights about politics, social structures, and 

the need for collective action to make change” (p. 199).  De Lauretis (1991) reinforces the 

political potential of sharing individual experiences as a means to broaden understanding and 

establish points of unification among marginalized individuals: 
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Finally, it is because sexuality is so inevitably personal, because it so inextricably 

entwines the self with others, fantasy with representation, the subjective with the social, 

that racial as well as gender differences are a crucial area of concern for queer theory, and 

one where critical dialogue alone can provide a better understanding of the specificity 

and partiality of our respective histories, as well as the stakes of some common struggles. 

(p. xi) 

While this quotation highlights the integral roles of race and gender differences in queer theory, 

it also speaks to the broader notion that critical discourse—particularly the sharing of individual 

histories and experiences—is essential to understanding the unique historical contexts inhabited 

by respective marginalized subjects.  In this way, marginalized individuals can find common 

ground within their marginalization, thereby allowing them to unite in what both Hanisch and 

D’Emilio describe as collective action, and ultimately, enabling them to push toward a collective 

solution.  

The search for points of unification through critical discourse around marginalized 

identities is essential to the fight against inequality in its many forms.  Examples of personal 

stories being utilized to unite individuals and evoke change can be found all around us, 

particularly as advances in technology have made the mass dissemination and discussion of such 

stories, often through social media or in political contexts, more pervasive than ever before.  

Consider, for example, gay advocate and advice columnist Dan Savage’s “It Gets Better” 

campaign, which called on LGBTQ individuals and allies to create video messages of 

encouragement for individuals who are bullied or struggling with issues related to sexuality.  

Since its inception in 2010, the project has grown to a collection of over fifty thousand videos, 

which have received a combined fifty million views (“What is the,” 2014).  Ordinary citizens, 
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celebrities, and even key political figures like President Obama and Hillary Clinton have 

uploaded messages for the campaign.  This is just one of countless examples in which personal 

stories are used to reflect and shape broader social and political issues.   

Indeed, the dissemination of personal examples aimed at pointing out or overcoming 

inequalities is an undeniably political act in that it helps marginalized individuals see their own 

experiences as reflections of a larger system of oppression. Freire (1993) contends that, for 

marginalized groups, the challenge to transform their stifled humanity begins with an 

understanding of their social condition.  In order “[t]o surmount the situation of oppression, 

people must first critically recognize its causes, so that through transforming action they can 

create a new situation, one which makes possible the pursuit of a fuller humanity” (p. 47).  

However, not all who experience marginalization recognize it as such, and those who do, do not 

always feel compelled to fight against it.   

This reality plays out constantly within the American political arena, in which a majority 

of citizens have bought into a binary political system in which we are told we have two voting 

options come election time—Democrat or Republican.  A vote for a candidate outside of these 

dominant political parties, we are convinced, is a wasted vote, with only rare exceptions.  

Moreover, the polarization between these groups, which is often overblown but serves the 

interest of both dominant parties by compelling voters to choose between these two sides, is 

based on the dichotomous presentation of Democrats as liberal and Republicans as conservative.  

Certainly, comparisons on a variety of contentious issues suggest there is some truth to these 

associations, leading many to assume that if they know how someone feels about one political 

issue, they can generalize about that individual’s entire political identity.  Of course, this ignores 

the obvious reality of the situation, which is that the perspectives of most Americans do not, in 
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fact, align perfectly with the policies of one of the two dominant parties.  Thus, one might 

conclude that the vast majority of American voters are forced to compromise at the voting booth, 

prioritizing certain political perspectives over others, and siding with the party or candidate they 

think best represents them on those select issues.  Naturally, this leaves some individuals making 

significant concessions and supporting a party that does not align with all of their core beliefs, 

values, or practices.  Such individuals can confound outsiders, who might prioritize issues or 

identities differently, resulting in judgment and further marginalization of those who are 

perceived to be voting in a way that does not support their best interest.  One example, and the 

primary focus of this dissertation, is gay Republicans—individuals who identify with a political 

party that vocally opposes their sexual identity, and thus, their status as equal citizens. 

Recent history has seen a heightened LGBTQ presence on the national stage, as LGBTQ 

individuals continue to gain ground in the ongoing fight for equality.  Yet, in the midst of this 

struggle, not all LGBTQ people are prioritizing the cause at the voting booth.  Despite a clear 

contrast in opinions related to LGBTQ equality among the two major parties in American 

politics, a considerable number of LGBTQ individuals maintain allegiance to the party widely 

understood to be less friendly toward LGBTQ people and their rights—the Republican Party 

(Gates, 2012).  One possible explanation, as offered by Freire (1993), is that “the oppressed, 

instead of striving for liberation, tend themselves to become oppressors, or ‘sub-oppressors.’  

The very structure of their thought has been conditioned by the contradictions of the concrete, 

existential situation by which they were shaped” (p. 45).  While this concept is important to 

consider with respect to gay Republicans, it seems far too reductive given the broad range of 

issues and stakes wrapped up in one’s political identity.  Perhaps some prefer to minimize 

confrontation for fear that drawing attention to the marginalized aspects of their identity might 
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only reinforce their otherness.  Some might find their LGBTQ identity to be at odds with other 

firmly established beliefs and convictions, or they may choose to prioritize other aspects of 

identity, such as race, religion, gender, or socioeconomic status (Chasin, 2000; Rogers & Lott, 

1997).  Others might feel excluded from the more radical voices fighting for equality 

(Rimmerman, 2002).  In truth, there are as many possible explanations as there are LGBTQ 

Republicans, as no two individuals will experience these sexual and political identities in the 

same way. 

1.1 Rationale for Study 

 Despite the undeniably diverse and compelling perspectives of queer conservatives, 

research into this unique population has been rather limited.  While assumptions abound, 

LGBTQ Republicans are rarely heard speaking for themselves on these aspects of their identities, 

perhaps because they are not seen to be true representatives of either faction they claim to 

represent.  Thus, we seldom hear their voices, as they are often silenced—deliberately or 

otherwise—by both the sexual and political groups with which they identify.  This project seeks 

to move beyond silence by inviting gay Republicans (I address my focus on this one aspect of 

the LGBTQ spectrum—gay men—in the third chapter) to speak for themselves on issues related 

to political and sexual identity.  To this end, I sought out self-identified gay Republicans to 

participate in in-depth interviews related to their individual experiences of identity development 

and negotiation, particularly as they pertain to sexuality and politics.  My goal was to provide a 

non-confrontational forum for gay Republicans to communicate about their personal and 

political identities with others who might struggle to understand the plausibility of being both 

gay and Republican.  I suspect many readers will come away from this project, as I did, with a 
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new respect for the diversity of the gay Republican experience and the nuances my participants 

bring to our understanding of personal and political identities. 

 This project stands to enhance our understanding of the communication literature because 

it is, at its center, about communication.  The interdisciplinary nature of our field of study means 

this project borrows from, and gives back to, not only communication studies, but the broader 

social and cultural understandings at the core of all social sciences.  The ways in which my 

participants experience and communicate their political and personal identities—intrapersonally, 

interpersonally, and within groups—offer broad takeaways for researchers from a variety of 

disciplines.  If we accept Norton’s (1988) contention that the sharing of personal thoughts is an 

undeniably political act, then we must acknowledge communication as a fundamental component 

of all work related to politics, marginalization, messages, and identity negotiation. 

Given the ever-evolving nature of the issues in question, it is imperative that I situate this 

study within a specific time and place.  There have been many changes to the political landscape 

over the past two years—some of which I will address in the following chapter—but no single 

event is as important to American politics as the presidential general election.  Thus, I will 

proceed with an overview of the most recent general election and its significance to this project, 

before discussing the problem at hand, the questions guiding my research, and my plan for the 

remaining chapters of this dissertation. 

1.1.1 The 2012 Election 

 November 6, 2012 was an historic evening of firsts for lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) individuals and allies.  For the first time by popular vote, same-

sex marriage was legalized by the citizens of Maine, Maryland, and Washington, who elected to 

join six other states and Washington, D.C. in extending the right to marry beyond the 
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heterosexual majority (Markoe, 2012).  Shapiro (2012c) explains the significance of these new 

victories at the voting booth, arguing that they reflect a shift in Americans’ views and undermine 

the notion that earlier wins for marriage equality were the sole product of liberally biased 

legislatures and courts.  In Wisconsin, Tammy Baldwin was elected as the first openly gay U.S. 

senator, while Minnesota became the first state to vote down a proposed amendment to define 

marriage in the state’s constitution as an institution between one man and one woman (Shapiro, 

2012c).  Meanwhile, on the national scene, Barack Obama—the first sitting U.S. president to 

openly express his support for marriage equality—won reelection, despite vehement opposition 

from conservatives and the religious right.   

While polls as early as 2010 began to show a majority of Americans in support of same-

sex marriage, many “[g]ay rights supporters [marked] 2012 as a turning point in their quest for 

marriage equality” (Markoe, 2012, para. 3).  Although marriage is merely one issue in the push 

for LGBTQ rights, it has dominated LGBTQ political debates over the last several years 

(Schacter, 2010, p. 160).  Certainly, the issue played an important role in making the 2012 

general election a banner event for LGBTQ equality across the nation, as same-sex marriage 

continued to gain traction on the national stage.  The significance of the day’s victories was 

amplified by the stark contrast between Democrats and Republicans on issues related to LGBTQ 

equality.  While not all Republicans opposed LGBTQ rights—and not all Democrats supported 

them—a clear divide existed between the two parties, perhaps most noticeably in their nominees 

for President.  Indeed, the two leading presidential candidates in the 2012 election—Barack 

Obama and Mitt Romney—had perhaps the most clearly and vocally contrasting views on 

LGBTQ equality in American history. 
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1.1.2 Obama 

President Obama announced his support for same-sex marriage on May 10, 2012, just 

months before his second presidential election.  In a prerecorded interview with ABC News 

reporter Robin Roberts, the president acknowledged his changed mindset—from supporting civil 

unions to full marriage equality—as a personal evolution that he needed to reconcile with his 

religious beliefs and fear of political backlash (ABC News, 2012). President Obama’s 

announcement drew mixed reactions, even among the LGBTQ community and its allies.  Some 

called it too little too late, accusing the president of “using civil rights as a political tool to win 

votes before the election” (Phalon, 2012, p. 1).  However, many were overjoyed by the 

president’s affirmation, with Newsweek magazine of May 21, 2012 featuring Obama with a 

rainbow colored halo on its cover and running a feature story in which prominent gay blogger 

Andrew Sullivan referred to Obama as “the first gay President.”  It seems supporters of marriage 

equality may have been justified in celebrating the announcement, with a subsequent 

Washington Post-ABC News poll showing a noticeable shift in public opinion following the 

president’s interview.  Just days after Obama’s position made news, the poll found national 

support for same-sex marriage to be at an all-time high of 53 percent, an increase from 36 

percent six years earlier (Clement & Somashekhar, 2012).  The president’s announcement had 

perhaps the most visible effect on African Americans, 59 percent of whom supported same-sex 

marriage in the new poll, up from 41 percent prior to Obama’s announcement (Clement & 

Somashekhar, 2012).  On the whole, the president’s decision to go public with his opinion 

bolstered his standing with LGBTQ individuals and their allies, many of whom had been critical 

of Obama’s lack of action on LGBTQ issues early in his presidency. 
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Even in his first presidential campaign, Barack Obama presented a more ambitious gay 

rights platform than any previous major party presidential candidate.  Schacter (2010) 

summarizes the ways in which Obama’s 2008 agenda paralleled that of the gay rights movement, 

noting his “crisply articulated positions favoring such measures as the Employment Non-

Discrimination Act (ENDA), the Matthew Shepard Hate Crimes Act, and increased funding for 

HIV assistance, while opposing the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) and the Don’t Ask, Don’t 

Tell policy” (p. 147).  Granted, Obama’s support of full civil unions for same-sex couples did not 

align with the movement’s goal of legalized marriage, and hinted at some of the hesitancies the 

presidential hopeful maintained with regard to LGBTQ equality.  Nevertheless, Obama remained 

more friend than foe to the LGBTQ community, a welcome presence on the national stage.   

Once elected to office, however, President Obama’s focus on LGBTQ rights seemed to 

take a back seat to other issues.  Schacter (2010) explains that a president’s ability “to receive 

credit for moving on civil rights issues depends on salient dynamics in the larger political context 

in which [he or she] operates” (p. 160).  Yet, the Administration’s first year in office did not 

reflect a desire to be out front on issues of LGBTQ equality.  In fact, this was just one instance of 

“a more general chord of discontent among many progressives who expressed disenchantment 

with what they regarded as the surprising centrism of the new Administration” (p. 159).  Indeed, 

with Obama’s ambitious promises of hope came heightened expectations, and in the eyes of 

many supporters, the president fell short.   

President Obama’s second campaign exuded a more developed understanding of the need 

to reach—and even win back—queer voters and allies, as evidenced by the creation of an entire 

“LGBT for Obama” network—grassroots in style, but broad in scope.  Designed to garner 

financial support and rally voters by making LGBTQ issues a visible component of the 
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president’s bid for re-election, the campaign branded Obama as an ally, complete with apparel, 

posters, and bumper stickers of the president in front of a rainbow flag.  These items could be 

purchased on a website designed for this particular subset of voters and were offered as 

incentives for campaign contributions.  While presidential candidates have long attempted to 

secure—or at least not dissuade—LGBTQ voters, President Obama’s vocal support of marriage 

equality leading up to the election gave this effort a uniquely genuine appeal.  It was the first 

presidential campaign of its kind—a direct and intentional outreach to the queer community from 

a president who had publicly come out in support of LGBTQ individuals.  Thus, President 

Obama’s newly evolved position on same-sex marriage and its subsequent media coverage 

undoubtedly contributed to a shift in public opinion surrounding marriage equality and played a 

vital role in helping the president regain favor among disenchanted LGBTQ supporters.  There 

was, once again, reason to be hopeful.  

1.1.3 Romney 

Meanwhile, in the Republican camp, Mitt Romney was all but ignoring the gay elephant 

in the room.  On the rare occasions he did mention LGBTQ Americans, it was in the form of 

politically correct sound bites, likely intended to defer accusations of bigotry while maintaining 

allegiance to “traditional marriage.”  When questioned about President Obama’s announcement 

regarding same-sex marriage, Romney briefly explained that he felt same-sex couples should 

have some legal rights, but that he still favored a federal amendment banning same-sex 

marriages (ABC News).   

Romney’s convictions, as well as his efforts to frame his views on marriage in a positive 

way, were in line with the expectations of his party.  In August, at the Republican National 

Convention in Tampa, Florida, the GOP chose to include opposition to same-sex marriage in its 
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platform.  While the document does not technically speak against same-sex marriage or LGBTQ 

individuals, it sets up marriage as “the foundation of civil society” and states that “[i]ts success 

as an institution will determine our success as a nation” (p. 31).  The platform goes on to state 

conclusively that children raised in “intact married families” will lead healthier and more 

productive lives, stating, “It has been proven by both experience and endless social science 

studies that traditional marriage is best for children” (p. 31).  The platform then links the 

protection of traditional marriage to freedom and limited government involvement.  

Interestingly, the document is careful not to alienate heterosexuals who do not fit within the 

confines of the GOP’s interpretation of “traditional marriage,” closing the discussion with this 

caveat:  

We recognize and honor the courageous efforts of those who bear the many burdens of 

parenting alone, even as we believe that marriage, the union of one man and one woman 

must be upheld as the national standard, a goal to stand for, encourage, and promote 

through laws governing marriage.  We embrace the principle that all Americans should 

be treated with respect and dignity. (p. 31) 

The final sentence in this section of the platform is perhaps the most confusing for those who 

believe equal opportunity, such as marriage, is a trademark of respect and dignity.  This 

document, embraced by Romney and his vice presidential running-mate Paul Ryan, established 

an undeniable contrast between Romney and Obama—and Republicans and Democrats—on 

issues related to LGBTQ equality. 

1.1.4 Log Cabin and GOProud 

Yet, an even greater paradox than that contained within the Republican platform itself 

came with the endorsement of Mitt Romney by two subsets of Republicans considered by many 
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to be self-defeating by definition—the Log Cabin Republicans and GOProud, the nation’s largest 

and most influential organizations of LGBTQ Republicans.  By their very existence, these 

groups acknowledge the importance of sexual orientation to one’s personal and political 

identities; yet, despite the remarkable contrast in the leading candidates’ positions on LGBTQ 

rights, both groups publicly voiced their support for Mitt Romney in 2012.  In June, the younger 

and more conservative of the two organizations, GOProud, led the way in endorsing Romney.  

This decision was hardly surprising given the organization’s previous commitment to endorse 

any Republican candidate over President Obama (Shapiro, 2012a).   Yet, the endorsement that 

seemed a bit more surprising to critics was that of the Log Cabin Republicans (LCRs), who 

waited until October—two weeks before the election—to publicly back Romney (Shapiro, 

2012b).  As the more progressive of the two organizations, the Log Cabin’s endorsement carried 

more historical gravity, in large part because they had refrained from endorsing Republican 

candidates in previous elections for holding views on same-sex marriage very similar to those 

held by Romney. 

The LCRs chose not to endorse a presidential candidate in 1992 or 2004, with the latter 

instance reflecting a resentment of then-President George W. Bush, who favored a federal 

marriage amendment that would have defined marriage as an institution between one man and 

one woman (Shapiro, 2012b).  However, in 2012, despite an irreconcilable chasm between the 

two leading candidates on issues of LGBTQ equality, and despite the fact that Mitt Romney was 

widely considered to be even less friendly toward LGBTQ rights than President George W. 

Bush, Log Cabin chose to endorse Romney in his bid to defeat President Obama (Shapiro, 

2012b).  In its letter of support, the organization attributed its decision to the “gravity of the 

economic and national security issues currently at stake” (Shapiro, 2012b, para. 2).  Moreover, 
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the general sentiment was that LGBTQ rights were more secure than in the past, as public 

opinion on the matter was shifting toward acceptance of LGBTQ individuals.  Additionally, 

despite remarkably different opinions held by LGBTQ people who had attempted to work with 

Romney in the past and found him hostile to the LGBTQ movement, many LCRs expressed a 

personal belief that Romney was friendlier toward LGBTQ individuals than his policies and 

record made him seem (Shapiro, 2012b).  Log Cabin’s endorsement just two weeks before the 

election sent a clear message that, to the LCRs, LGBTQ equality was less important than loyalty 

to the Republican Party and its larger 2012 platform.   

While the Log Cabin Republicans and GOProud are relatively small political 

organizations with limited clout among Republicans or LGBTQ Americans, they serve as rich 

examples of the ways in which individuals reconcile political beliefs and personal identities, 

particularly when those identities do not appear to align neatly in the eyes of outsiders.  Yet, their 

endorsements of Mitt Romney provide only a glimpse into the much larger election portfolio, 

with exit polls estimating that 22 percent of all lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) voters in the 

2012 presidential election cast ballots for Romney (Gates, 2012).  While Obama received a 

commanding 76 percent of the LGB vote, the fact remains that more than one in five self-

identified LGB voters chose to support the Republican candidate, despite his—and his party’s—

blatant opposition to their equality.  With LGB voters comprising roughly five percent of the 

total electorate, there is no denying the importance of the LGB vote in national elections (Gates, 

2012).  Moreover, these figures do not account for LGB voters who choose not to identify 

themselves in polling data, nor do they account for non-heterosexual individuals of a 

marginalized sexual status other than lesbian, gay, or bisexual. 
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Given the limited attention devoted to this surprisingly large and uniquely positioned 

segment of the voting population, as well as the dramatic cultural shift taking place toward a 

more LGBTQ-friendly America, research on this subset of voters is warranted and timely.  The 

formation and subsequent negotiation of multiple identities, particularly identities widely 

accepted to be at odds, is a fascinating area rich for study.  Furthermore, if public opinion 

continues to evolve in favor of LGBTQ equality, it could quickly lose its place as a politically 

polarizing issue divided along party lines, meaning that queer conservatives might no longer hold 

the same potential for providing insight into the negotiation and reconciliation of seemingly-

dissonant identities.  Thus, an exploration of the personal and political experiences of some of 

these LGBTQ Republicans—specifically, gay men—stands to yield valuable insights and 

important implications regarding the development, negotiation, and practice of identity. 

1.2 Statement of the Problem 

My decision to situate this project at the intersection of the political and personal is 

rooted in my own experiences as a gay man who has spanned much of the political spectrum.  

For me, political identity was long rooted in religious identity, and since I grew up Baptist, I was 

taught to believe that conservative politics were more in line with God’s will.  Thus, my earliest 

ballots were cast for Republicans.  Indeed, my religious and political identities prevented me 

from embracing my queer identity for many years, and it was not until I came out that I truly 

pushed away from both conservative evangelical Christianity and conservative politics, largely 

because my sexual identity made me feel unwelcome in these institutions.  For me, the transition 

to progressive politics seemed not only natural but essential to my ultimate acceptance of my 

sexual identity.  I could not fathom supporting those who refused to support me and my queer 

brothers and sisters, who wielded their political agendas as weapons while hiding behind the 
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shield of their religious convictions.  Yet, as the 2012 election shows us, a surprising number of 

LGBTQ individuals—even those who are open about their marginalized sexual identities and 

who desire social change—find it entirely possible to identify politically with a party that stands 

largely in opposition to their status as equal citizens.  For them, there are bigger political fish to 

fry, so to speak.  These metaphorical fish, I contend, hold important implications related to the 

negotiation of personal and political identities. 

GOProud reinforced this prioritization of other political issues over sexual orientation in 

their June 2012 endorsement of Romney, praising the then-presidential candidate’s economic 

experience and contending, “Most gay Americans—like their straight counterparts—are not 

better off than they were 4 years ago… The truth is that gay people are living in the disastrous 

failed Obama economy too” (Jeltsen, 2012, para. 4).  The endorsement’s apparent prioritization 

of economic well-being over social justice and equality for LGBTQ Americans led to significant 

backlash.  Dan Savage offered this colorful tweet following GOProud’s announcement: “The 

GOP’s house faggots grab their ankles right on cue… Pathetic” (Jeltsen, 2012, para. 3).  Later, 

Savage expanded on his point of view, comparing gay conservatives to meth addicts who are 

damaged, self-destructive, and intent on bringing others down with them (Towle, 2012).  

Michael Musto of the Village Voice was among those who joined in, somewhat satirically 

comparing GOProud to “a bunch of Jewish Nazis.  Black Klan members!  Women who 

campaign for Rush Limbaugh!  Mexican Republicans!  Roaches who moonlight as 

exterminators!” (Towle, 2012, para. 9).   

Indeed, being comfortable in one’s own political and personal convictions does not mean 

it is easy to harbor political and personal identities seen by much of the population to be 

contradictory and irreconcilable.  Considering the judgment and ridicule directed toward queer 
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conservatives by many of their fellow queers, it stands to reason that perhaps the greatest 

challenge of being gay and Republican is identifying as a gay Republican.  In his 1999 book 

Party Crasher, Log Cabin founder Richard Tafel provides the following description of the gay 

Republican predicament:  

I’ve been demonized and been called names by those on the right who have never taken 

the opportunity to get to know me.  And I’ve been caricatured and demonized by those on 

the gay left who also would rather despise what they think I am than find out who I really 

am. (pp. 14-15) 

Tafel characterizes the judgment and backlash faced by many gay Republicans as a problem 

stemming not only from a lack of understanding on the part of more liberal gays and straight 

Republicans, but from a lack of desire to understand.   

Regardless of my own current political convictions, this is where I find my point of 

identification with Tafel and his fellow LGBTQ Republicans—the mischaracterization and lack 

of understanding so commonly felt by marginalized individuals.  Political discussions are widely 

accepted as some of the most contentious and difficult conversations in which to engage, and 

layering them with heightened personal stakes only adds to the tension.  Yet, personal 

experiences often serve as the most compelling illustrations of politics in action, and thus, it is 

imperative that we seek out a broad range of perspectives, particularly those silenced in more 

mainstream venues. 

The current project germinated from these seeds.  It is rooted in a desire to understand 

more about the unique challenges and rewards of inhabiting multiple identities deemed 

incompatible by most.  I have both felt this struggle and perpetuated it.  In reality, most of us 
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have.  It is my hope that this project can serve as a vehicle through which gay Republican 

voices—hushed from both groups with which they identify—can be heard.   

1.3 Research Questions 

 To this end, my dissertation seeks to address the following primary research question: 

1) How do self-identified gay Republicans manage their sexual and political identities?  

On the path to answering this question about a key aspect of the gay Republican experience, the 

following sub-questions will also be considered:  

2) How do self-identified gay Republicans make sense of their political identities? 

3) How do self-identified gay Republicans make sense of their sexual identities? 

1.4 Outline of Dissertation 

 My dissertation consists of eight chapters and an appendix section.  This introductory 

chapter began with an overview of the interconnected nature of the personal and the political, as 

an entrance into the discussion of LGBTQ politics.  From there, a rationale for the study of gay 

Republicans was offered, with respect to the context of the current political and social climate.  

The problem was established, research questions posed, and an outline of the dissertation is 

underway.  Chapter Two consists of a review of literature based around the concepts of personal 

and group identity, political identity, LGBTQ identity, the process of navigating these identities, 

and key theoretical lenses for this project.  The third chapter provides a rationale for qualitative 

inquiry into this subject, including my personal relationship to the topic at hand and the key 

components of my methodological approach.  

Chapter Four begins drawing on my in-depth interviews, and provides a brief 

introduction to the nine men who participated in this study.  The subsequent three chapters 

address each of the three research questions posed above.  More specifically, Chapter Five 
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provides themes and quotations related to my participants’ political identities, while Chapter Six 

utilizes the same approach to discuss their sexual identities.  Chapter Seven details findings 

related to how participants experience their gay and Republican identities simultaneously.  The 

eighth and final chapter addresses the contributions of this study, its limitations, and directions 

for future research.  An appendix section follows, which includes a copy of the informed consent 

form given to participants, the interview guide I followed, as well as the IRB approval forms I 

received for this project. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

“What if the human is not predesigned to coalesce smoothly with any single, coherent set 
of identities, if life without the drive to identity is an impossibility, while the claim to a 

natural or true identity is always an exaggeration?” – W. E. Connolly, author, 

Identity/Difference: Democratic Negotiations of Political Paradox, 1991, p. 64. 

 

Chapter Two consists of a review of literature based around the concepts of personal and 

group identity development and negotiation.  Following a brief general overview of personal and 

group identity, the focus of this chapter shifts to political identity, LGBTQ identity, the process 

of navigating these seemingly incongruous identities, and key theories for the project at hand.  

As with any review of literature, my hope is that this chapter provides the information necessary 

to continue working toward my overarching research objective—namely, to qualitatively 

examine the ways in which self-identified gay Republicans experience these potentially 

dissonant identities.   

2.1 Group Identity and the Self 

2.1.1 Identity Formation  

We all contain multitudes of identifiable characteristics that help form our individual and 

collective identities.  How we identify as individuals undoubtedly impacts the groups with which 

we identify, and vice versa.  Indeed, individual and collective identities manifest themselves in 

undeniably similar ways, as explained by Norton (1988) in the following overview: 

The definition of identity, in nations and in men, is accomplished by processes identical 

in their triadic form.  Each depends for its accomplishment on the recognition of that 

which is other, like, and simultaneously other and like, and on the abstract, objective 

understanding of the self that follows from this recognition. (pp. 45-46) 
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This broad characterization portrays identity at all levels as a dynamic process of negotiation, 

through both mind and action.  Norton (1988) goes on to note that this process of negotiating the 

self carries with it the ever-important faculty of rationality, as one recognizes oneself as part of a 

larger, connected whole: 

The individual, conscious at once of his collective and particular character, is now free to 

take that character, or any other object external to himself, as an object of scrutiny, to be 

defined and categorized according to the new faculty with which he has endowed 

himself. (p. 46) 

In this way, the negotiation of identity is seen to be an ongoing process of seeking the truth, as 

understood and reflected by the constantly evolving identities—both individual and collective—

to which we relate. 

One of the primary ways in which perceived truths are shared and identities expressed is 

through interaction.  Norton (1988) contends that our personal ideas become political action 

through language; specifically, “[t]he casting of thought in language makes the private and 

individual public and collective by accommodating individual experience and subjectivity within 

the concepts, categories, and order of a particular culture and political system” (p. 46).  Jackson 

(2002) furthers this notion in simpler terms, writing, “It would be nice to think that as we speak 

we are simply exchanging information, but even in casual contact with others, we are constantly 

exchanging codes of personhood, worldview, indeed our identities” (p. 359).  This understanding 

reinforces the pervasiveness of identity as an inescapable aspect of the self.   

Our identities are deeply embedded, and thus, constantly exchanged—both intentionally 

and unintentionally—through interaction.  This exchange of identities takes place in all 

directions, as we simultaneously shape and are shaped by others.  Connolly (1991) extends the 
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notion of personal identity as relational and collective, noting that identity “is defined through 

the collective constituencies with which [one identifies] or [is] identified by others” (p. xiv).  

From this perspective, one’s identity is comprised not only of self-identified associations and 

similarities, but by characteristics recognized in them by others.  This speaks to the 

simultaneously independent and socially constructed nature of identity, and implies that personal 

identities are not necessarily chosen by the individual, but can also be ascribed by others within 

society.  It follows that all interactions and associations with others have the potential to 

challenge, reinforce, or tweak one’s own sets of identities, regardless of whether or not such 

identity shaping is a conscious or intended objective of the interaction.   

George Herbert Mead spoke to this idea through his theoretical exploration of symbolic 

interactionism.  In an overview of six decades of research on symbolic interactionist theory, 

Turner (2013) explained, “People’s behaviors in interaction with others in social settings are 

governed by their conception of themselves.  Self serves as a kind of gyroscope for keeping 

behaviors consistent and in line” (p. 331).  Of great importance to my project, he goes on to note 

that “individuals are motivated to verify their sense of self in the eyes of others” (p. 331).  

Indeed, the verification of one’s identities, or lack thereof, carries ramifications for an 

individual’s emotional state and self-perception.  Thus, individual and collective identity 

components are shown to interact in dynamic and meaningful ways to shape one’s own unique 

set of identities, as well as how those identities are prioritized by the individual. 

The notions of identity formation and prioritization, or the privileging of certain identities 

over others, are essential to this project, as my end goal is to better understand how individuals 

communicate and experience multiple identities of the self, particularly when two or more of 

those identities seem to be at odds.  To participate in this study, individuals had to self-identify 
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as gay, male, and Republican, though how they first came to claim these identities and how they 

experience them in their personal lives might vary greatly.  While my participants may or may 

not view these components of their sexual and political identities as incongruous, it is imperative 

that they claim these identities for themselves given the end goal of better understanding how 

individuals experience these two specific identities, both of which are undeniably personal yet 

simultaneously connected to a larger collective. 

2.1.2 The Role of Difference in Negotiating Identity 

It is generally understood that personal identity is comprised of common experiences, 

beliefs, or associations, as acknowledged by the individual or ascribed to the individual by 

outsiders; however, this understanding is incomplete, as it fails to acknowledge the inverse of 

association—dissociation.  Connolly explains that identity is “further specified by comparison to 

a variety of things [one is] not” (p. xiv).  In this way, he contends, identity is established and 

maintained not only through commonalities, but through differences.  Given this broadened 

understanding of personal identities as the wide array of identifiable commonalities and 

differences contained within a person, it becomes even more evident that personal identities are 

pervasive, numerous, and exist within many facets of one’s personal and public life.  When the 

notion of identity as oppositional and rooted in difference is applied to the reality that we all 

contain a plethora of personal identities, it follows that we all likely contain identities that could 

be viewed as contradictory.  In other words, it is unreasonable to assume that all of one’s 

identities can exist harmoniously without challenging any other identities of the same self.   

We all contain a wide array of identities, some of which undoubtedly challenge our other 

identities to varying degrees.  This dissonance is often most evident when experienced through 
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action, the point at which identity is put into practice.  Aronson, Blanton, and Cooper (1995) 

allude to this in their discussion of dissonance and disidentification, writing:  

There are many occasions in everyday life in which a person’s acts contradict his or her 

self-views.  People may say things at odds with their true beliefs, perform below expected 

or desired standards, or behave in ways that endanger their own or others’ well-being. (p. 

986)   

In this way, despite social and personal pressures to live out our identities through specific 

practices, our actions are revealed to not always coincide with the expectations ascribed to our 

identities.  Or, perhaps more likely, we are still acting in accordance with some aspects of our 

identities, but not the ones we claim to prioritize.  Thus, how we make sense of—or negotiate—

these identities becomes a vital aspect of how we experience them.  In this way, identity 

negotiation is shown to be nearly as important as the identities themselves, meaning the process 

by which we interpret and prioritize various identities is essential to the goals of this project. 

The concept of identity negotiation is beneficial to our understanding of how individuals 

make sense of multiple categorizations of the self, with respect to cultural and social 

expectations.  While the concept has been used in various ways since its inception, for the 

purposes of this study, I will focus on identity negotiation as an intrapersonal process by which 

individuals make sense of their various personal identities, often with respect to the broader 

social context they inhabit.  In line with this understanding, Jackson (2002) offers the following 

explanation: 

[W]ith all identity negotiation, the assumption is that cultural difference translates into 

cultural conflict and therefore, something must be done with conflict.  As a result, 
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identity negotiation is about coordinating one’s identity to match, compliment or not 

resist the presence of other cultural identities. (p. 362) 

Yet, coordinating such divided identities is not an easy task, particularly when those identity 

groups are directly—or even indirectly—at odds with one another.  Connolly (1991) explains, 

“Identity requires difference in order to be, and it converts difference into otherness in order to 

secure its own self-certainty” (p. 64).  Thus, individuals who harbor seemingly dissonant 

identities can often find themselves torn between competing ideologies, as membership in each 

identity group carries its own expectations and assumptions. Therefore, in order to be a “true” 

member in multiple identity groups determined to be incongruous, individuals must navigate a 

unique path, one that bridges the gap others perceive to be insuperable.  The difficulty of this 

negotiation process depends on numerous factors, such as how closely one clings to the identities 

in question and how incompatible those identities are—or seem to be—from one another. 

 Initially, the extent to which one identifies with each competing identity plays a crucial 

role in determining just how strong of a bridge must be created between oppositional identities.  

Norton (1988) reinforces the idea that difference creates meaning and that definition is as much a 

process of designating what a thing is not.  She explains, “The process of separating a name, a 

word, an identity, from those surrounding it begins in differentiation.  It must first be marked as 

other than these, as ‘not—,’” (p. 3).  This recognition of difference is essential to the renewal of 

thought itself, as “[c]onfrontation with difference presents a challenge to the existing order, a 

question.  It obliges one to think again” (p. 3).  Given that identity is established in relation to 

what one is not, the more closely one clings to a particular identity, the greater opposition one 

likely feels toward other identities seen to oppose or contradict the initial identity.  Indeed, the 
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challenge of negotiating two or more oppositional identities within oneself is exacerbated when 

multiple identities involved in the negotiation process are considered important to the individual. 

 The intensity of the conflict one experiences depends not only on how fully one identifies 

with the conflicting identities, but also on how oppositional those identities—or their 

corresponding groups—insist they are from one another.  Connolly (1991) extends the notion of 

identity as difference to mean that identity is rooted in opposition, as it is through socially 

recognized differences that an identity becomes distinct and solid.  Moreover, “the maintenance 

of one identity (or field of identities) involves the conversion of some differences into otherness, 

into evil, or one of its numerous surrogates” (p. 64).  This extension from other identity as 

different to other identity as evil plays a significant role in establishing just how difficult it is for 

one to inhabit conflicting identity groups.  Indeed, the struggle to harmonize identities that have 

been explicitly positioned against one another is tedious at best, as the oppositional nature of 

these identities means the validation of one can threaten or villainize the other.  As a result of 

this tension, individuals can find themselves torn between dissenting ideologies, often facing 

both internal and external pressure to give up one or more identities altogether.  

 For the purposes of my study, this concept provides an essential foundation for 

understanding the struggle facing individuals who identify as both gay and Republican, as many 

within the Republican Party commonly position themselves as fundamentally and vocally 

opposed to LGBTQ equality, and thus, many LGBTQ individuals find themselves equally 

opposed to Republican ideology.  These two general identity labels—simplified here to reflect a 

broadly understood oppositional relationship—exemplify the perception of other as evil, with 

many Republicans claiming that the “gay lifestyle” is a societal threat and many gays countering 

that Republicans are homophobic, hateful bigots.  Given the simultaneously personal and group-
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driven nature of these sexual and political identities, it is expected that gay Republicans have 

struggled or continue to struggle with the process of negotiating these identities, undoubtedly 

both valued at the individual level but questioned at the societal level.  Moreover, because of the 

uniquely personal nature of these particular identities and the intensity of their opposition, the 

conflict between them forces the individual to question not only both identities at the points of 

conflict, but also the fundamental aspects of oneself rooted in these identities.  As such, it is 

imperative that we more fully explore political and sexual identities independently before 

considering them together. 

2.2 Political Identity 

 Political ideology, often reflected in political affiliation, is one rich example of the ways 

in which individuals experience identity at the personal and collective levels.  As Americans, our 

very existence within a democratic system necessitates our position as political beings, 

regardless of how political we perceive ourselves to be.  How we choose to act within—or 

around—this system plays a critical role in defining our own political identities, as well as the 

identities of others within the larger political sphere.  Norton (1988) asserts that the expression of 

personal ideas and thoughts is an undeniably political process; thus, it follows that all 

communication is inherently political in nature.  Indeed, our actions and interactions shape not 

only our own political identities, but in so doing, these actions often necessitate a reaction from 

other individual and group actors across the political spectrum.  In this way, political identity is 

shaped through both action and reaction, and is shown to exist in constant flux. 

While individual identities and experiences contribute to the broader dynamic of 

American politics in undeniable ways, the idea that individuals operating alone can effect 

dramatic and lasting political change is often revealed to be unrealistic.  For this type of change 
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to occur, it seems individuals must work together, often crafting their political goals into a 

movement that can be seen as palatable to the broader membership base within one of the two 

dominant political parties—Democratic or Republican.  It is particularly beneficial to garner the 

support of leaders within those parties, not necessarily politicians, who can use their political 

clout to bring more followers on board (Domhoff, 2010).  To clarify, political power is divided 

so unevenly that only those with substantial political capital—typically elite members of society 

or powerful groups with ties to one of the two major parties—are truly in a position to effect 

widespread change.  Unfortunately, these powerful individuals are often shackled by political 

expectations, commitments, or priorities that protect their position atop the political and social 

hierarchy, rather than the interests of a majority of citizens. 

Domhoff (2010) speaks to this situation, noting that it is not simply politicians who rule 

America, but the owners of large companies, who collaborate to maintain the social and political 

capital afforded by wealth.  He explains, “Their corporations, banks, and agribusinesses form a 

corporate community that shapes the federal government on the policy issues of interest to it, 

issues that have a major impact on the income, job security, and well-being of most other 

Americans” (p. xi).  Moreover, the cohesiveness of the corporate community on policy issues 

that affect its general welfare makes it a formidable adversary for anyone who attempts to 

undermine its political influence.  Indeed, as Bartels (2008) notes, “the political process has 

evolved in ways that seem likely to reinforce the advantages of wealth” (p. 2).  This significant 

divide in political power, based largely on economic clout, reflects a top-down political system, 

rooted in what Hacker and Pierson (2010) describe as a winner-take-all approach to politics.  

They ask, “How, in a political system built on the ideal of political equality and in which middle-

class voters are thought to have tremendous sway, has democratic politics contributed so 
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mightily to the shift toward winner-take-all?” (p. 12)  Their question speaks to the immense 

power of those on the top tiers of the social and political hierarchies, and hits at the core of a 

democratic system in which a few make decisions for the masses. Moreover, this winner-take-all 

notion reflects and perpetuates a political system in which the two dominant parties are 

positioned oppositionally on almost every issue, meaning that for one party to win, the other 

must lose (Mouffe, 2000).  Meanwhile, a majority of citizens are cajoled into aligning 

themselves with one of the two major parties—whose agendas are determined by a select few—

in order to feel they have some semblance of political power.  

 The dynamic and ever-changing nature of politics, coupled with the limited political 

power of most individuals within a system in which every issue is presented as having only two 

contrary approaches, is why many find themselves annoyed, exhausted, or apathetic about the 

American political system, as it is often seen as difficult, stressful, or pointless to fully engage in 

political discourse.  This apathy, combined with the push and pull of political forces, which 

influence our personal lives whether we like it or not, further contributes to the polarization that 

defines our political system.  To better understand political identity, with respect to the 

polarizing nature of American politics, this section will discuss individual and collective political 

identity, as well as the power dynamics of a political hierarchy driven by dissent.  

2.2.1 From Individual to Collective 

 While all are born into political climates, the process by which we experience political 

identity varies greatly.  We are undeniably political, yet unquestionably unique.  How we 

interpret, process, challenge, and reinforce our political identities—both intrapersonally and 

through our engagement with other groups and individuals—all contribute to our individual 

experiences as political actors (D’Emilio, 2002; De Lauretis, 1991; Mouffe, 2000).  In this way, 
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the interconnectedness of group and personal experiences reflects the codependent nature of 

individual and collective identities.  While the negative sentiments commonly associated with 

politics lead many to deny their roles as political beings, there is no escaping the political grid 

while existing within a political society.  Sure, one can choose to remain apathetic, uninformed, 

or combative to public policy, but that individual is still subjected to the structuring forces 

practiced within that culture.  Thus, more often than not, individuals within a society seek out 

others who share comparable mindsets, values, or political sentiments (Mouffe, 2000; Norton, 

1988).  This is the critical moment in the identity development process at which individuals 

begin to recognize the value of a shared collective identity, and thus converge around similarities 

to strengthen the political potential of their unique perspectives. 

Norton (1988) speaks to this moment in the development of collective political identity as 

the point at which procedural legitimacy comes into play within a culture.  This is the instant 

when likeminded individuals recognize their commonality and seek to unite around shared goals 

or ideals.  Moreover, they see the value of unification and recognize leadership as a necessary 

component in shaping the group and giving it political power.  Norton (1988) articulates this 

moment as follows: 

Whether this newly recognized capacity for collective action is expressed in 

singleminded zeal for the objects of a charismatic leader or in the erection of an 

extraordinarily efficient administrative machinery, the collective will be advantaged in its 

activities by the capacity for concerted action the recent recognition of commonality 

bestows. (pp. 47-48) 
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This highlights the integral role of authority in bringing together individuals to establish a shared 

sense of political identity, as it is through organization that the individual can capitalize on the 

power of the collective.   

The comprehension of nationhood, or collective identity, is accompanied by the 

implementation of limits, determined by what is best for the whole.  Norton (1988) explains the 

intricate balance between collective authority and individual identification: 

States elicit obedience, establish and exercise their authority, through appeals to or 

demands on those who identify themselves as members of the nation.  Citizens comply 

with laws and customs where force would not compel them, prompted by their 

comprehension of the collective identity, and as a mark of their comprehension within it.  

The state has authority over them only insofar as it is their author. (p. 48) 

Thus, collective political identity is shown to gain its power through the unification of individual 

actors, while at the same time, individuals—as members of the group—gain power from the 

authority afforded by unification.  In this way, individual and collective political identity are 

shown to be interconnected players in a mutually beneficial partnership, and any opposition to 

the group is perceived as a threat to the individual, as well as to the power of the collective. 

Unification around a collective identity is particularly important, Mouffe (2000) 

contends, because individualism can pose a serious threat to society in its most extreme forms.  

She explains that, “deprived of the possibility of identifying with valuable conceptions of 

citizenship, many people are increasingly searching for other forms of collective identification, 

which can very often put into jeopardy the civic bond that should unite a democratic political 

association” (p. 96).  This lack of a so-called civic bond, which serves as a point of unification 

amidst even the most divisive political disputes, means there is essentially no overarching 
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democratic paradigm or point of collective interest at which all members of a society can 

converge.  Mouffe sees this lack of collective bond at the macro level, and blames this 

phenomenon, which she refers to as the democratic deficit, for the growth of religious, moral, 

and ethnic fundamentalist factions that litter the democratic landscape. 

As individuals adopt increasingly fundamentalist positions, defined by Giddens (1994) as 

“tradition defended in the traditional way” (p. 48), more attention is devoted to particular issues, 

and the “us versus them” mentality monopolizes political discourse.  Mouffe (2000) writes, 

“Politics aims at the creation of unity in a context of conflict and diversity; it is always 

concerned with the creation of an ‘us’ by the determination of a ‘them’” (p. 101).  Both sides 

appeal to broader audiences in an effort to win popular support, which remains a powerful force 

in our democratic system.  Eventually, the democratic process might intercede and give voters 

their say, but not before they too have been subjected to polarizing rhetoric and pressured to take 

extreme positions.  In this way, polarization spreads through a population, manifesting itself in 

antagonistic perspectives on social issues.  These social issues become connected to political 

parties, which essentially serve as mother ships for dueling ideological perspectives, thus making 

them key sites of conflict in the ongoing struggle over the finite supply of power. 

2.2.2 Issues, Dissent, and Polarization 

 For most groups and individuals, political identity is closely related to attitudes and 

beliefs regarding particular topics or issues.  Given the pervasive nature of politics, most issues 

or areas of discussion—however personal they may seem—are inherently political in nature 

(D’Emilio, 2002; De Lauretis, 1991; Hanisch, 1970).  The politicization of seemingly private 

issues is yet more evidence of the ways in which the personal and political are one and the same.  

Moreover, since attitudes and beliefs with regards to political issues are heavily influenced by 
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personal experience, it follows that experiences play a key role in shaping political identity.  The 

specific details of one’s experiences—such as frequency, uniqueness, or perceived importance—

can be crucial in determining the intensity with which one embraces a political position based on 

personal experience. 

Furthermore, when combining Norton’s (1988) assessment that interactions are 

inherently political with the unavoidable reality that experiences play a key role in shaping 

dialogue, it follows that the sharing of our own experiences influences the political perspectives 

of others.  Likewise, our own personal and political views are impacted when we observe or hear 

about the unique experiences of others.  Particularly when related to topics commonly regarded 

as taboo, such as sex, De Lauretis (1991) maintains that our own experiences and the experiences 

of others play an undeniable role in shaping political discourse and attitudes, as these individual 

experiences are often directly related to political issues.   

Given the incredible political power of something as menial and universal as individual 

experience, it is not surprising that many who occupy the higher rungs on the political ladder feel 

threatened by open discourse, and thus seek to control what information is shared (Jhally, 1989; 

McChesney, 2004).  This may well relate to Domhoff’s (2010) observation that “those with 

power in America always deny they have any” (p. 13).  The result is a political landscape in 

which all sides employ a rhetoric of marginalization, rooted in fear that power is finite, and thus, 

in order for some to make political gains, others must lose.  Foucault (1972) speaks to the 

principles of power and control through language, hypothesizing: 

[I]n every society the production of discourse is at once controlled, selected, organized 

and redistributed according to a certain number of procedures, whose role is to avert its 
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powers and its dangers, to cope with chance events, to evade its ponderous, awesome 

materiality. (p. 216)  

While institutions attempt to assure individuals that open discourse can exist within systems and 

structures, there are clear limitations and counterexamples to consider.  Foucault explains that 

knowledge itself is dependent on institutional support and distribution, which inherently 

privileges certain forms of discourse over others.  In this way, he continues, our daily 

interactions serve to either perpetuate or challenge restrictive systems.  Foucault (1972) further 

contends, “We must conceive discourse as a violence that we do to things, or, at all events, as a 

practice we impose upon them; it is in this practice that the events of discourse find the principle 

of their regularity” (p. 229).  In other words, we control what comes into knowledge through the 

repetition or subversion of grand narratives, by which we reinforce or challenge dominant social 

and political commentary. 

The prohibition of discourse is an important feature in shaping political cultures and 

organizations.  Certain issues are prioritized for a variety of reasons, aside from overall 

importance to a majority of the electorate.  In fact, some issues are often used to intentionally 

distract from matters perceived as political landmines for those who benefit most from the 

current political system (Domhoff, 2010).  Moreover, the prioritization of specific issues creates 

a “talking points” approach to politics, in which subjects are simplified, exaggerated, and 

repeated to create a sense of urgency and establish a platform from which to fight for one side.  

Issues are presented as oppositional, with little regard for similarities or the pursuit of a common 

ground (Mouffe, 2000).  This approach inherently calls on the opposing side to either respond or 

lose ground on the issue, leading to greater division and ideological clash (Mouffe, 2000).  The 

direct clash between oppositional ideologies fuels passions on both sides, resulting in increased 
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division at the party level and reinforcing the winner-take-all mentality that pervades American 

politics.   

 Indeed, the oppositional framing common to the American political sphere contributes to 

intense division when it comes to political identity.  Membership within a political 

organization—whether formal or implied—comes with its own set of expectations for how to 

vote and what to believe.  As noted, in the United States, the pervading two-party approach to 

political issues contributes to a winner-take-all brand of politics (Hacker & Pierson, 2010), in 

which the two dominant parties—Democratic and Republican—are seen to harbor such radically 

different political ideologies as to be insuperable.  The two parties present dissimilar approaches 

to many key issues, and are often more focused on winning than on bridging the political divide 

(Mouffe, 2000).  As a result of this incongruity, along with an inept process of negotiation and 

unwillingness to meet in the middle, only one end of the political spectrum is allowed to “win” 

on an issue at any given time.  Thus, members of either dominant political party are primarily 

concerned with winning, or having their respective policy implemented, while compromise has 

come to be seen as a political loss and sign of weakness (Domhoff, 2010; Mouffe, 2000).   

Of course, many Americans affiliate with neither Democrats nor Republicans, choosing 

instead to align with a third party or no party at all.  Yet, even they are subjected to the dominant 

political infrastructure, which pits Democrats and Republicans—or liberals and conservatives—

against one another at every possible point of dissention.  Typically, these sites of incongruity 

involve various political issues, as viewed through the broader lens of a respective political party.  

While most issues within the American political sphere have been affected by the tendency 

toward polarization, certain issues have revealed themselves to be uniquely polarizing.  These 

“hot button” topics have become the signature areas of dissent between the dominant political 
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parties, and have been shown to change over time.  Abortion, gun control, immigration, health 

care, minimum wage, and same-sex marriage are just some of the current issues that have 

emerged as prominent points of division between the major American political parties.  Some of 

these issues have been prominent for decades; others have come into the mainstream political 

consciousness more recently.  While not all members of a given party share the stance common 

to that party on every issue, the dominant voices and actions from within each respective party 

remain dissonant on these and many other topics.   

2.3 LGBTQ Identity 

 The equal rights and protections of LGBTQ individuals have been among the most 

divisive political issues of recent decades.  Riggle and Tadlock (1999) suggest that the cultural 

identity of LGBTQ individuals has provided a necessary platform from which to “step into the 

political arena and oppose repressive policies/legislation as well as to champion policies to 

protect rights” (p. 17).  While this has undoubtedly increased the political sway of LGBTQ 

individuals and their collective, it has also ignited backlash and political conflict.  There is no 

denying the LGBTQ population has endured persecution at the hands of both society and 

government, and given this active and ongoing discrimination, “the politicization of gays and 

lesbians was and is inevitable” (Riggle & Tadlock, 1999, p. 18).  Indeed, the link between 

sexuality and politics is undeniable, particularly with regard to marginalized populations.  Thus, 

a consideration of LGBTQ identity, as it relates to American history, is warranted. 

2.3.1 A Gay American History  

An overview of gay identity in America, however brief, would be incomplete without an 

understanding of the hostile environment within which LGBTQ individuals first became 

prominent in the American public consciousness.  This context provides necessary insight into 
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American policies, attitudes, and beliefs related to LGBTQ individuals.  Specifically, it is worth 

noting the long-term damage this history has had on public perception, with many Americans 

still viewing LGBTQ individuals—particularly gay men—as deviant and threatening.  

LGBTQ Americans lived in a state of invisibility for decades before being brought into 

the American public consciousness.  As Carter (2004) points out, the social conditions for gay 

men and lesbians were dramatically different just decades ago.  He notes: 

At the end of the 1960s, homosexual sex was illegal in every state but Illinois.  Not one 

law—federal, state, or local—protected gay men or women from being fired or denied 

housing.  There were no openly gay politicians.  No television show had any identifiably 

gay characters.  When Hollywood made a film with a major homosexual character, the 

character was either killed or killed himself.  There were no openly gay policemen, public 

school teachers, doctors, or lawyers.  And no political party had a gay caucus. (pp. 1-2) 

This reality is confirmed by D’Emilio (2002), who recounts, “Gay liberation, or, more broadly, 

homosexuality, is largely absent from historical accounts of the 1960s.  It is the forgotten—

perhaps, even, the unwanted—stepchild of the era” (p. 24).  He describes the silencing effect of 

the rampant homophobia in post-World War II America, and contends that the violence of the 

decade has had a lasting impact on LGBTQ history.  Even the birth of the gay liberation 

movement in 1969 took the form of riots, sparked by a police raid at a Greenwich Village gay 

bar.   

For many, the Stonewall riots mark a defining moment in LGBTQ history, not only in 

America, but around the world.  In spite of the event’s abundance of retellings, D’Emilio (2002) 

offers this common account: 
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Late on a Friday evening, June 27, 1969, police came to raid the Stonewall Inn, a gay bar 

on Christopher Street in Greenwich Village.  As they led patrons to the waiting vans, a 

crowd gathered.  The patrons of the bar, many of whom were young, nonwhite, 

effeminate, and given to both camp and drag, began to resist and, with the support of the 

crowd, a full-scale riot developed.  The following night, there was more street fighting in 

the Village.  Thus was born a gay liberation movement. (p. 147) 

This is not to say gay and lesbian activists did not exist before this time, but they struggled to 

find their voices, instead depending on a limited number of enlightened lawyers, doctors, and 

ministers to speak on their behalf.  Not surprisingly, progress remained slow.  “In the case of 

homosexuality,” D’Emilio (2002) goes on to note, “the church and the medical profession were 

the twin pillars of cultural power, stigmatizing gay men and lesbians by rendering their sexual 

desires immoral or pathological” (p. 28).  Perhaps, then, a breaking point was necessary to birth a 

movement and change the tide. 

 It seems Stonewall was just one example of the turbulence of the 1960s.  D’Emilio 

(2002) contends the decade was far from the dawning of a peaceful era: 

Instead, the bad sixties ushers in a generation-long conservative ascendancy—the 

triumph of market principles, the dismantling of the welfare state, the decline of the 

public sector, increasing racial and ethnic polarization, a politics of greed, hatred, and 

resentment.  This is where everything gay belongs.  Thus, without exactly saying as 

much, gay becomes associated with reaction, backlash, and social decay. (p. 25) 

While Stonewall sparked a movement, acceptance remained an uphill battle.  As the movement 

began to gain some forward momentum, the 1980s brought another devastating blow.  
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During the 1980s, Caliendo (2007) asserts, LGBTQ individuals on television were still 

portrayed as repressed or deviant, with such misrepresentations spreading to other forms of 

popular media, as well.  Meanwhile, coverage of a new plague that disproportionately affected 

gay men fueled the already rampant flames of homophobia.  Specifically, “in the American 

imagination, same-sex sexuality (especially between men) became synonymous and 

interchangeable with AIDS.  This disease was ostensibly known as the gay cancer, GRID (gay-

related immunodeficiency), and WOGS (the Wrath of God Syndrome)” (Caliendo, 2007, p. 2). 

The societal impact of blaming this mysterious and deadly disease solely on sex between men 

was dramatic and lasting.   

The situation was further exacerbated by the fact that these damaging perceptions were 

also harbored by those in power, who chose to ignore both topics as long as possible.  Caliendo 

(2007) notes that “the U.S. government and particularly President Ronald Reagan refused to 

acknowledge the bleak reality of AIDS and did very little to create government sponsored 

programs to curtail this epidemic” (p. 2).  Cimino (2007) explains that “[c]onservatives were 

reluctant to have the government advertise ways to make gay sex and intravenous drug use safer 

because they feared it would be construed as an approval of deviant behavior” (p. 43).  Through 

silence, those in power painted a bleak landscape of homosexuality as dangerous and secretive, 

contributing to a limited public awareness shrouded in apathy and ignorance.   

 In this way, the AIDS epidemic essentially served as homosexuality’s initiation into 

mainstream American culture, with gay men being disproportionately affected, and thus, 

villainized.  The significance of such a negative introduction cannot be overlooked.  Despite 

progress, identifying as a member of the gay community still carries the weight of a social 

history founded on blame, assumption, ignorance, and judgment.  As a result, the self-acceptance 
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and public disclosure of an LGBTQ sexual identity is often accompanied by a host of negative 

consequences (Caliendo, 2007; Epping & Hammonds, 2007; O’Flynn, 2005; Owen, 2003; 

Slagle, 1995).  Bullying, tokenization, violence, and a loss of power are just some of the many 

possible reactions to the act of coming out.   

2.3.2 The Structural Power of the Closet 

It is no wonder that many LGBTQ individuals choose to remain closeted, only sharing 

their sexual orientation with select individuals they trust will be supportive and accepting of their 

marginalized identity.  Epping and Hammonds (2007) argue that there are various degrees of 

being out, and that LGBTQ people rely on different levels of selectivity for this process.  In other 

words, individuals can be open about their sexuality with members of some social networks, but 

not with others.  Barret and Barzan (1996) stress the importance of carefully considering the 

consequences of coming out before doing so, as many different variables may be affected.  The 

risk of consequences is amplified when revealing this information to, say, members of one’s 

immediate family, since such disclosure can endanger even the closest bonds and most 

meaningful relationships (Epping & Hammonds, 2007).  

 The selective disclosure of one’s sexual orientation has direct political ramifications, 

perhaps most notably, the issue of choice (Owen, 2003).  Coming out is an inherently public act, 

as it is the decision to share private knowledge with others.  Every support taken for granted by 

the heterosexual population is at risk—family, friends, coworkers, church, police, legal system, 

medical system, and more.  Yet, it is important to remember that such a decision can also lead to 

positive outcomes, and that the experience can be both liberating and empowering.  The act of 

coming out shows that a person has not only accepted their same-sex attraction, but that they are 

comfortable enough with their identity to share it with others (Epping & Hammonds, 2007).  
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Therefore, openly defining one’s sexual identity is a political act that allows the individual to 

take back some semblance of power from the dominant culture through self-definition (Owen, 

2003).   

Still, no matter how far removed one is from the closet, he or she can never escape it 

entirely.  O’Flynn (2005) argues that the closet remains a structuring force in the lives of those 

who live with or within it, stating, “Negotiations about when and how and where and how much 

to be out continue to be a salient feature across the lifespan, as do the complicated social 

interactions which evolve through these negotiations” (p. 157).  Dominant cultural norms and 

social expectations, such as marriage and children, make it difficult for some LGBTQ people to 

even consider the future because they may not feel a part of it.   

Love, Bock, Jannarone, and Richardson (2005) contend that for all marginalized groups, 

the process of identity development is complicated by negative messages from society.  The 

challenge is even greater for non-heterosexual people “due to the fact that most families and 

society in general do not provide the role models and visible socializing experiences to help them 

develop their identity and define who they are” (p. 194).  Moreover, these individuals may feel 

boxed in by the expected roles passed down to them from the very LGBTQ community they 

inhabit, as even marginalized identities come with norms, expectations, and thus, a hierarchical 

power structure (Freire, 1993).  As a result of the social stratification within both dominant and 

marginalized groups, many LGBTQ individuals choose not to disclose their sexual orientation in 

certain social contexts or at all, and instead opt to “pass” as members of a less marginalized 

group (Petrocelli, 2012; Rogers & Lott, 1997). 

The fear of coming out only to find that one is not welcome, even within the confines of 

their “liberating” social sphere, is very real for many LGBTQ people.  The identification of 
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specific sub-groups within an already marginalized population can further divide and alienate 

group members, decreasing the sense of community and causing some to feel like outsiders 

among outsiders.  Perhaps it is worth questioning whether it is even possible to form a 

community from one oppressed characteristic.  It is quite possible that many gay Republicans are 

accustomed to this tension, finding that they are not fully welcomed either in the gay community 

or by their fellow Republicans. 

2.3.3 Developments in LGBTQ Acceptance and Advocacy 

 Given the damaging associations of America’s early introduction to LGBTQ individuals, 

as well as the ongoing influence of this history on the lives of LGBTQ Americans, it is important 

to note the shifting cultural trend toward inclusion and equality.  While LGBTQ scholars and 

activists are quick to point out that the fight for equality is far from complete, important strides 

have been made.  D’Emilio (2002) summarizes his sentiments on the subject as follows: 

I am not saying that some kind of gay utopia has arrived.  The evidence to refute such a 

claim is as abundant as the examples of mind-boggling change are numerous.  But 

profound change for the better can coexist with a litany of very real grievances.  And, 

since the grievances have a long, long history while the spectacular advances of recent 

years are fresh and new, forgive me if I choose to emphasize the hopeful. (p. x) 

Indeed, LGBTQ individuals are gaining visibility within society and are increasingly represented 

in the media, as both characters and themselves, putting faces and names to the reality faced by 

this segment of the population (Petrocelli, 2012).  At the time of my interviews, public support of 

same-sex marriage was at an all-time high of 59 percent and growing faster than ever (Rindels, 

2014).  This was true even among conservatives, with 61 percent of Republicans under the age of 

30 standing in favor of allowing same-sex marriage (Kiley, 2014).  While the changing 
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generational tide continues to play a significant role in public opinion, Flores (2014) draws 

attention to the fact that a majority of this increase is actually due to changing opinions, rather 

than simply a younger generation of constituents.  Less than a year later, the trend continues, 

with a CNN/ORC poll from February of 2015 showing support at an even higher level, with 63 

percent of Americans believing “that gays and lesbians have a constitutional right to marry and 

have their marriages recognized by the law as valid” (Agiesta, 2015, para. 8).  This means that, 

since August of 2010, the number of Americans who see marriage as a constitutional right has 

jumped 15 points among Republicans, up to 42 percent, and 19 points among Democrats, 75 

percent of whom are now supportive (Agiesta, 2015). 

Though still divisive, the trend toward LGBTQ equality has continued to gain momentum 

in the United States.  Consider Minnesota, where a failed attempt by Republicans during the 

November 2012 election—to define marriage in the state constitution as an institution between 

one man and one woman—ultimately backfired, shifting momentum and public opinion on 

same-sex marriage in the state.  After passing the House and Senate, a bill legalizing same-sex 

marriage was signed into law by Governor Mark Dayton in May of 2013 (“Same-Sex Marriage,” 

2013).  Same-sex couples could legally wed beginning that August, less than a year after the 

state’s marriage amendment was defeated at the polls.  Such dramatic shifts have grown 

increasingly common on a national scale.   

At the time of my interviews in the summer of 2014, same-sex couples had the freedom 

to marry in 19 states plus Washington, D.C., meaning nearly 44 percent of the total U.S. 

population lived in a state where same-sex marriage was legally recognized (“States,” 2014).  

Lawsuits had already been filed in every remaining state, including 12 states in which judges had 

already ruled in favor of the freedom to marry.  While many of these rulings were currently on 
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hold pending appeal, same-sex marriage had seen 20 consecutive courtroom victories and zero 

losses since June 2013 (“Where State Laws Stand,” 2014).   

Presently, in March of 2015, Freedom to Marry reports that same-sex couples can wed in 

37 states plus Washington, D.C. (“States,” 2015).  This means the number of states with 

marriage equality has essentially doubled in less than a year, with 72 percent of the U.S. 

population currently residing in a state that issues marriage licenses to same-sex couples.  

Additionally, Missouri recognizes same-sex marriages performed in other states.  A federal court 

in Alabama has also affirmed the freedom for same-sex couples to marry, “and both the 11th 

Circuit Court of Appeals and the U.S. Supreme Court have declined to impose a stay.  Now, in 

light of the Alabama Supreme Court’s interference, couples are seeking a class-action in federal 

court” (“States,” 2015, para. 3).  Indeed, the legal and social tides have undeniably shifted in 

favor of marriage equality.  This year, the U.S. Supreme Court is expected to rule on the issue, 

which could legalize marriage for same-sex couples nationwide.  While marriage equality is 

certainly not the pinnacle of full LGBTQ equality, it is a clear testament to the changing tide of 

LGBTQ acceptance. 

 Nevertheless, examples of the ongoing struggle facing LGBTQ Americans are easy to 

come by, and LGBTQ individuals and allies maintain varied perspectives as to the best approach 

for combatting marginalization.  The two primary strategies for political, social, and cultural 

change, as described by Rimmerman (2002), are assimilation and liberation.  Assimilationists 

employ “a rights-based perspective and work within the broader framework of liberal, pluralist 

democracy, fighting for a seat at the table” (p. 2).  They believe change can come from working 

within the system, espousing “a ‘let us in’ approach to political activism, rather than the ‘let us 

show you a new way of conceiving the world’ style associated with lesbian and gay liberation” 
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(p. 2).  Liberationists, on the other hand, prefer a more rapid and radical cultural change “that is 

transformational in nature and that often arises from outside the political mainstream” (p. 2).  

 In the push to end marginalization, many LGBTQ activists believe the best approach is 

the unification and mobilization of all LGBTQ individuals and allies in one cohesive movement.  

Of course, this objective has faced pushback, as a significant number of LGBTQ individuals and 

allies choose not to engage in the movement.  Their reasons are varied, but generally include a 

critique of the strategy (D’Emilio, 1992) or feeling that one does not belong within the 

movement.  Others, like LGBTQ Republicans, choose to exist within both camps, perhaps 

feeling that such activism would draw unwanted attention to their sexual orientation while 

contradicting a key tenet of their political affiliation. 

2.4 The Incongruous Identities of Gay Republicans 

As has been established, we all experience the confines and limitations of socially-

constructed identities.  How we choose to define ourselves—and that we choose to define 

ourselves—reflects a societal predisposition toward labeling.  Although the tendency to reduce 

individuals’ identities to mere words allows for simple categorization and quick, convenient 

“understanding,” such labels are often overly simplistic or harbor negative connotations that are 

difficult to escape.  These reductive identity tags can act as roadblocks to true understanding, 

creating division between expectations and reality.  As Sloop (2005) points out, 

there is no one gender, racial, sexual, class politics that fits all, and there is no stable end 

point toward which we might strive.  We make changes, and those changes influence 

each of us according to the relational obligations with which we live. (p. 314)   

As a result, tension is created when someone acts in a way that is thought to be inconsistent with 

a particular identity label.  The situation is further complicated when two or more of the 
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individual’s assigned or claimed identities appear to be at odds.  This perceived incompatibility 

can lead to internal dissonance for the individual, as well as for outsiders who perceive the 

identities to be contradictory or even irreconcilable.   

Gay Republicans are one powerful and relevant example of individuals who harbor 

identities that, in the eyes of many, are undeniably paradoxical.  With leaders on both the gay 

and Republican fronts often criticizing or even denouncing the validity of the other group 

entirely, those who seek to be a part of both find themselves in a unique struggle to harmonize 

their discordant ideologies (Cimino, 2007).  While Republican sentiments toward LGBTQ 

equality have shown some signs of evolving, religious fundamentalists continue to hold one of 

the loudest megaphones in the conservative sphere.  

2.4.1 LGBTQ Issues and the Religious Right 

In any discussion of conservative political ideologies, the role of the religious right 

cannot be excluded.  Melendez and LaSala (2006) argue that “the radical religious right appears 

to exercise extraordinary power and dominance in the current political discourse” (p. 372).  

Whether preaching against LGBTQ identity and “lifestyles,” or simply failing to address the 

existence of this demographic, conservative Christian institutions exert a great deal of control 

over millions of followers.  While not all Republicans subscribe to conservative Christian 

ideologies, conservative Christians make up a significant portion of the Republican voting bloc. 

Given the restrictive communication handed down by religious institutions, it is difficult 

for individuals from a faith community that rhetorically discounts non-heterosexual identities, to 

come to terms with or embrace such an identity for themselves or others.  Spong (1988) notes 

that the  
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conservative voices of the religious establishment, convinced that the secular world has 

become the devil’s playground, seem to become more and more shrill with every passing 

day.  They approach what they regard as the challenge to morality with disturbingly high 

levels of hostility and anger that reveal their runaway anxiety and insecurity.  Their 

attitudes belie the claim they make that certainty and righteousness are theirs as 

Christians.  The changes in sexual behavior patterns that are occurring threaten religious 

influence and undermine religious authority.  Leaders of the church, like leaders of any 

threatened institution, move vigorously to repair the breach in their armor. (p. 92) 

Given the perceived threat of progressive ideologies, particularly when sex is involved, it should 

come as no surprise that most Christian denominations condemn homosexual acts, and with 

them, LGBTQ identity.  Acceptance now, they believe, would diminish the long-standing belief 

that the Bible is a literal and magical book filled with absolute truths (Spong, 1988).  Of course, 

they overlook the fact that through selective interpretations of which truths still apply and are to 

be taken literally today, they have already challenged the authority of the text in question.   

The religious right’s influence on public opinion is difficult to overstate, particularly 

when referring to Republican attitudes toward LGBTQ equality.  Despite the reality that most 

conservative Christian anti-gay rhetoric is now largely watered down or criticized harshly by the 

time it reaches mainstream society, the fact remains that such sentiments continue to swim 

throughout the political current.  In October of 2014, two years before the 2016 general election, 

the rapidly growing support for marriage equality led conservative evangelical Christian leaders 

to warn GOP presidential hopefuls that the fight against same-sex marriage is far from over, and 

that they refuse to support any candidate who does not firmly side with traditional marriage 

(Bacon Jr., 2014).  Thus, despite—or perhaps because of—remarkable social progress, 
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Republican candidates are stuck “between a majority of all voters, particularly younger ones, 

who view opposition to gay marriage as a form of bigotry and an older, traditional part of their 

base that believes gay marriage violates their Christian faith” (para. 8).  While many Republicans 

do not subscribe to conservative Christian ideals, their party maintains close ties to the 

evangelical Christian community within the United States.  As such, Republicans willingly play 

host to the rabid anti-gay sentiments commonly held by this key sector of their voting 

demographic.   

2.4.2 Evolving Republican Opinion 

 There is no denying that the LGBTQ struggle to attain equal rights has garnered a great 

deal of attention over the years, pulling gay politics onto the public stage (Brewer, 2003).  While 

discrimination based on sexual orientation was widely accepted in the past, it is strongly 

contested today, even within the Republican Party (Lublin, 2005; Rindels, 2014; Sullivan, 2013).  

Yet, it has remained exceedingly clear that, on the whole, “Democrats are far more supportive of 

pro-gay and -lesbian initiatives than Republicans” (Lublin, 2005, p. 241).  Despite this fact, some 

Republican candidates, including George W. Bush in the 2000 presidential race, have learned to 

craft their rhetoric around gay and lesbian interests, as it has become “clear that this group 

represents a major voting bloc that exerts substantial influence” (Nelson, 2009, p. 68).  While 

such efforts have not gone unrewarded in the voting booth, the reality is that once elected, these 

candidates rarely return their support to their LGBTQ voters.   

 This is due, in large part, to the overwhelmingly negative position a majority of 

Republicans have long taken on gay rights issues.  Nelson (2009) shares the example of Bush, 

whose rhetorical approach was to speak with enough ambiguity regarding LGBTQ rights that 

easily swayed gay and lesbian voters heard an implied message of support and equality, though 
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he actually offered them no explicit rewards.  The vagueness of Bush’s message was an 

intentional effort to walk the line between seeming accessible to gays and lesbians, while not 

alarming the much larger segment of his supporters by making clear pro-gay statements.  Still, 

many of his supporters, some of whom were fiercely opposed to LGBTQ equality, were bothered 

by Bush’s pandering—however ambiguous—to gay and lesbian voters, and were upset by his 

unwillingness to take a firm anti-gay stance on LGBTQ issues (Nelson, 2009).  Nevertheless, to 

all but the most extreme anti-gay fundamentalists, Bush’s position and actions reflected an 

undeniable opposition to LGBTQ equality, consistent with his party then and now.   

In a 2014 speech at a gay rights dinner sponsored by the Democratic National 

Committee, President Obama called same-sex marriage the most divisive issue in the country 

during 2004, Bush’s re-election year (Jackson, 2014).  He explained that the entire Republican 

strategy at the time was built around this issue.  Marriage amendments were on the ballots in 11 

states, and as expected, people flocked to the polls.  Indeed, Republican efforts to build voter 

turnout by capitalizing on anti-gay sentiments paid off, and same-sex marriage became a key 

political tool in rallying the Republican base—particularly fundamentalists on the far right—to 

show up and vote.  Citing the strides made for same-sex marriage in the past decade, Obama 

concluded that it would no longer be wise to build a campaign around this issue, and suggested 

that Republicans will need to find a new strategy in the future (Jackson, 2014).  

Today’s cultural landscape is undeniably brighter for LGBTQ individuals than the 

gloomy portrait Caliendo (2007) paints of the 1980s.  At the very least, visibility has increased.  

As homosexuality enters the mainstream, attitudes and behaviors change.  Brewer (2003) notes 

that public opinion about gay rights began shifting rapidly in the late 1980s, with Americans 

becoming steadily more open to the idea of same-sex relationships ever since.  One possible 



49 
 

contributing factor offered is that the negative attention given to well-known individuals who 

publicly express anti-gay sentiments has led some politicians and activists to shift away from 

their critical stances on homosexuality in order to maintain face (Brewer, 2003).  In other words, 

being vocally anti-gay—regardless of party affiliation—is becoming a liability.   

Same-sex marriage continues to rapidly gain favor among courts and citizens, as 

evidenced by 2014 poll data showing support from forty percent of all Republicans and just over 

half of white evangelicals under the age of 35 (Lampo, 2014).  Meanwhile, the Republican 

National Committee continues to reaffirm its opposition to marriage equality (Sullivan, 2013), 

leading some Republicans to worry about the future of the party.  In a controversial 2014 article 

for Politico, Log Cabin Republican and author David Lampo suggests that gay marriage could 

destroy the GOP if conservatives don’t learn to embrace the inevitable:  

Polling consistently shows that independents, younger voters and women—all of whom 

used to routinely vote Republican in presidential contests—are now more often than not 

reliable Democrat voters.  They are also pro-gay rights and same-sex marriage, especially 

younger voters.  Unless Republicans begin to win some of them back with policies of 

social tolerance, they will simply no longer be in contention in presidential elections.  

Slavish devotion to right-wing social policies is the road to oblivion on the national stage. 

(para. 8) 

Yet, Lampo’s (2014) belief that “it’s time to stop letting the anti-gay tail wag the Republican 

dog” (para. 9) is less simple in practice, as the Christian Right continues to make up a vital 

portion of the Republican vote.   

The focus on same-sex marriage does not negate the fact that most Americans are 

simultaneously “supportive of and hostile to homosexuals and gay rights, depending upon the 
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specific question being asked” (Craig, Martinez, Kane, & Gainous, 2005, p. 5).  Despite the 

reality that LGBTQ individuals are steadily gaining support on a national scale, and that this will 

undoubtedly soften the stance of many Republicans, the fact remains that the party as a whole is 

considerably more anti-gay than that of the Democrats.  Moreover, the issue stands to create 

undesirable divides within the Republican Party, the effects of which will only be realized over 

time. 

Many LGBTQ Republicans likely take comfort in the fact that their gay identity is not 

denounced by all within their party, yet they remain a part of the political institution that 

adamantly opposes LGBTQ equality, as reflected in the platform developed during the most 

recent Republican National Convention and reaffirmed since then.  While public opinion is 

shifting in favor of LGBTQ equality across the political spectrum, the common hope among 

LGBTQ Republicans that the party as a whole will one day embrace their sexual identities still 

seems far off.  As long as the Republican Party maintains its appeal to the vast majority of anti-

LGBTQ voters, gay Republicans’ commitment to the Republican agenda will remain in direct 

opposition to the equality most claim to desire.  

2.5 Theorizing Dissonance 

 The act of claiming multiple identities perceived by the self or others to be at odds is rich 

with implications for a multitude of theoretical perspectives.  Indeed, theory can offer valuable 

insight into the processes by which individuals make dissonant identities fit within the same self.  

This section will address two theoretical lenses I believe will advance my objective of better 

understanding the LGBTQ Republican experience: the concept of virtual insiders and the 

principle of agonistic pluralism. 
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2.5.1 Virtual Insiders 

 Feelings of marginalization can be connected to one or more components of an 

individual’s identity, meaning people can feel excluded from society—or at least the dominant 

group—to varying degrees.  In other words, it is not that one is either oppressed or not 

oppressed; rather, all of one’s characteristics and identity traits combined contribute to one’s 

marginality, with respect to an assortment of socially determined dominant attributes.  For 

example, despite the marginalization that comes from being gay, I still experience a great deal of 

social privilege because of my race and sex.  Thus, it is possible to feel both included and 

excluded from society to varying degrees.  This concept is particularly relevant when discussing 

gay Republican identity through the theoretical lens of virtual insiders. 

 Given the strong Republican ties to the radical anti-gay sentiments of the Christian Right, 

the mere existence of LGBTQ Republicans can seem like an exercise in masochism; yet, these 

individuals feel strongly about their Republican roots.  In a study on Log Cabin Republicans 

(LCRs), Rogers and Lott (1997) observe that many LCRs are able to achieve “virtual insider” 

status because they face oppression for only one key aspect of their social identities.  They note 

that LCRs are overwhelmingly white, upper middle-class, young to middle-aged, and male, all 

characteristics associated with the dominant group in the United States.  Thus, “LCRs come 

across as virtual insiders frustrated by the one circumstance that denies them their full privileges 

in patriarchal society” (p. 505).  Since sexual orientation is not a visible characteristic, Rogers 

and Lott explain that “virtual insiders have the option, however oppressive, to pass as insiders 

and thus undercut the costs incurred by outsiders within organizations dominated by majority-

group members” (p. 499).  Furthermore, because of LCRs’ commitment to “their masculine, 

class, racial, and other privileges” (p. 505), they have limited sympathy for other marginalized 
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members of society.  Indeed, like most individuals, LCRs “find it far easier to recognize their 

oppression than their oppressiveness” (p. 498).  This reinforces Domhoff’s (2010) assertion that 

those with power in America are often oblivious to it.    

 It is fair to say, then, that the gay rights agenda of many LCRs would likely favor them as 

the “gay exceptions.”  Content with their favorable position in society, with the exception of one 

obvious factor, LCRs do not see themselves as spokespeople for the typically underrepresented 

LGBTQ population, consisting of “gay people of color, poor gays, very young and very old gays, 

and women” (Chasin, 2000, p. 157).  In fact, Rogers and Lott (1997) contend that “LCRs spare 

the religious right their displaced hostility.  Instead, they reserve their venom for lesbians and 

gay men whose activism allegedly reduces LCRs’ status” (p. 504).  That is, they actively deny 

that their sexual orientation automatically aligns them with the positions or people of the far left.  

Satisfied with their privileged place on the social hierarchy, many LCRs express no sense of 

responsibility for “the needs and rights of other oppressed individuals, including less advantaged 

gays, lesbians, and bisexuals” (p. 504).   

 This lack of concern for less privileged LGBTQ individuals, and its manifestation as an 

overarching distaste for gay rights advocacy, is consistent with Freire’s (1993) teachings about 

oppression, in which he concludes that “the oppressed, instead of striving for liberation, tend 

themselves to become oppressors, or ‘sub-oppressors.’  The very structure of their thought has 

been conditioned by the contradictions of the concrete, existential situation by which they were 

shaped” (p. 45).  For marginalized groups, the challenge to transform their stifled humanity must 

begin with an understanding of their social condition.  In order “[t]o surmount the situation of 

oppression, people must first critically recognize its causes, so that through transforming action 
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they can create a new situation, one which makes possible the pursuit of a fuller humanity” (p. 

47). 

 Virtual insider status holds valuable insight for this project, as this theoretical perspective 

may well be reflected in the experiences of my participants.  The idea that one can pass as a full-

fledged group member, by focusing on some characteristics while masking or minimizing others, 

reflects a critical relationship between identity negotiation and marginalization.  Implications 

speak to the ways in which individuals combat perceived threats of marginalization through the 

tactical prioritization of some identities over others.  Indeed, the desire to minimize a 

marginalized trait in order to pass as a member of a dominant group—even at the expense of 

others who share one’s marginalized characteristic—highlights the importance of intent in 

determining which identities one claims for oneself.  In other words, because we contain a 

multitude of visible and invisible identities, how we choose to prioritize these various identities 

is revealed to be of pivotal importance to our social standing and lived experience. 

2.5.2 Agonistic Pluralism  

The natural response in a democratic system is to recoil from polarization.  Indeed, it is 

problematic when citizens feel pushed to extremes on issues, as this increases the potential for 

political violence, raises the stakes for everyone involved, and limits productive dialogue.  Yet, 

in our rush to critique polarization, the tendency is to extend criticism to all forms of 

disagreement, which can be equally problematic.  Huckfeldt, Johnson, and Prague (2004) are 

adamant that conflict and disagreement are essential components of democratic politics, adding, 

“it is perhaps safe to say that a democracy without conflict and disagreement is not a democracy” 

(p. 2).  They explain, “If people do not encounter disagreements as part of social interaction and 

political communication, the deliberative efficacy of political communication is seriously 
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compromised.  Just as important, the capacity of citizens to render political judgment is 

fundamentally undermined” (p. 8).  Indeed, disagreement is a precursor to discussion, which is a 

prerequisite for making informed decisions in a democracy. 

The critique of disagreement creates a political climate in which consensus comes to be 

seen as the end goal of political discourse.  Chantal Mouffe (2000) challenges this process of 

privileging consensus and rationality, arguing that “we should relinquish the very idea that there 

could be such a thing as a ‘rational’ political consensus; namely, one that would not be based on 

any form of exclusion” (p. 22).  She contends that the belief in the possibility of a final resolution 

of conflicts actually puts democracy at risk, as “such an illusion carries implicitly the desire for a 

reconciled society where pluralism would have been superseded” (p. 32).  In other words, the 

very idea that consensus could be reached undermines the principle of pluralism by assuming 

there is a single correct or optimal approach to a given issue.  In this way, the search for 

consensus also contributes to marginalization, as not all perspectives—particularly those held by 

individuals who occupy the lower rungs on the social and political ladders—are given equal 

consideration.  Mouffe (2000) further articulates this position, stating, “We have to accept that 

every consensus exists as a temporary result of a provisional hegemony, as a stabilization of 

power, and that it always entails some form of exclusion” (p. 104).  Her philosophical opposition 

to these principles and practices sets up an opportunity to propose an alternative theoretical 

approach called agonistic pluralism, which values the sharing of diverse perspectives in a forum 

of mutual respect. 

 Unlike the rational perspective, which strives for consensus at the expense of pluralistic 

democracy, agonistic pluralism envisions a democratic politics aimed at constructing a “them” 

that “is no longer perceived as an enemy to be destroyed, but as an adversary,’ that is, somebody 
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whose ideas we combat but whose right to defend those ideas we do not put into question” 

(Mouffe, 2000, pp. 101-102).  While antagonism refers to a struggle between enemies, agonism 

describes a struggle between adversaries.  This semantic distinction essentially boils down to the 

level of respect one has for one’s opponents—or, in a democracy, one’s fellow citizens.  For 

Mouffe, the aim of democratic politics is to turn antagonism into agonism, thereby promoting a 

political climate that benefits from a plurality of coexisting perspectives. 

 Moreover, Mouffe (2000) proposes a democracy that moves beyond the privileged 

corridors of highly structured discourse.  She argues for a generative “life politics,” as proposed 

by Giddens, which would empower individuals to take action for themselves.  She explains: 

Democracy should become ‘dialogic,’ and far from being limited to the political sphere, 

it has to reach the various areas of personal life, aiming at a ‘democracy of the emotions.’  

This new ‘life’ politics overcomes the traditional left/right divide, since it draws on 

philosophic conservatism while preserving some of the core values usually associated 

with socialism. (p. 109) 

This approach is consistent with the principles of agonistic pluralism, as it advocates for a 

democracy in which citizens have individual power, while still feeling tethered to something 

larger—some unifying force that unites them in political solidarity as cohabitants of a democracy 

in which pluralism thrives because of the mutual respect shared between adversaries. 

 Mouffe’s (2000) notion of agonistic pluralism is foundational to this project.  I myself am 

no longer a Republican, but I am genuinely interested in the experiences and perspectives of 

those LGBTQ individuals who do identify as Republican.  Through this process, I hope to collect 

their experiences and viewpoints, not only for myself, but for others.  By providing a safe forum 

for gay Republicans to share their unique perspectives—perspectives that are drowned out in 
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many political and social circles—I hope to initiate conversations and open the door for an 

agonistic, rather than antagonistic, reading of the gay Republican experience.  Moreover, the 

interview process will require self-reflection on behalf of participants as they address new and 

familiar questions related to their political and sexual identities.  In this way, the project is 

dialogic in nature, at once acknowledging—without privileging—the pervasive assumption that 

the Republican Party is not an optimal fit for LGBTQ Americans, while at the same time 

providing a forum for the sharing of their relevant yet underrepresented perspectives. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 The open-ended nature of qualitative inquiry can serve to both liberate and obfuscate the 

research process.  While quantitative approaches seek generalizable explanations of certain 

phenomena through scientific strategies that prioritize numerical evidence of specific 

relationships, qualitative research is more open to interpretation, as it focuses on the unique 

individual experiences of research participants, as seen through the lens of the researcher(s).  

Maxwell (2005) explains that “there is no ‘cookbook’ for doing qualitative research.  The 

appropriate answer to almost any question about the use of qualitative methods is ‘it depends’” 

(p. 79).  Denzin and Lincoln (2005) reinforce this notion, writing, “Qualitative research, as a set 

of interpretive activities, privileges no single methodological practice over another.  As a site of 

discussion, or discourse, qualitative research is difficult to define clearly” (p. 6).  Creswell 

(2013) is equally reluctant to advance a fixed definition, instead opting for a metaphorical 

illustration, in which qualitative research is: 

an intricate fabric composed of minute threads, many colors, different textures, and 

various blends of material.  This fabric is not explained easily or simply.  Like the loom 

on which fabric is woven, general assumptions and interpretive frameworks hold 

qualitative research together. (p. 42) 

Creswell’s depiction casts researchers as artists, who craft the unique and varied fabrics of 

qualitative research on a wide variety of theoretical, interpretive, and methodological looms.  It 

is the researcher who determines the final look, feel, and presentation of the collected threads. 

Indeed, while quantitative processes aim to minimize the impact of the researcher, 

qualitative inquiry places the researcher as an interpreter of information.  Denzin and Lincoln 
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(2005) address the artistic and political nature of qualitative interpretation, explaining that 

“[q]ualitative research is endlessly creative and interpretive.  The researcher does not just leave 

the field with mountains of empirical materials and then easily write up his or her findings.  

Qualitative interpretations are constructed” (p. 26).  In writing to prospective researchers, 

Maxwell (2005) articulates, “[Y]ou are the research instrument in a qualitative study, and your 

eyes and ears are the tools you use to make sense of what is going on” (p. 79).  In this way, the 

researcher is shown to play a crucial role throughout the inquiry and interpretation processes, 

carefully shaping the final product before sharing it with the public.  

In considering the meaningful ways in which qualitative researchers interact with their 

research projects and participants, it becomes clear that the specific relationship between 

researcher and topic holds important implications for the outcomes of a study.  In other words, 

since qualitative inquiry does not prioritize the illusion of complete objectivity and disconnect 

between researcher and research, the unique attributes the researcher brings to a particular study 

are of the utmost importance.  Wagner (1981) reminds that one cannot separate oneself from 

one’s cultural identity; thus, the “pretense of absolute objectivity must be given up in favor of a 

relative objectivity based on the characteristics of one’s own culture” (p. 12).  Through relative 

objectivity, the researcher attempts to discover the taken for granted assumptions of their culture 

and recognize the limitations these tendencies place on their ability to comprehend other 

cultures.  As such, it is necessary to consider my own background and connection to the topic of 

this study—gay Republicans.  This will be the focus of the first half of this chapter, for as Tracy 

(2013) points out, “Good qualitative researchers think carefully about how they, personally, will 

experience research in a certain context, both despite of and because of who they are” (p. 12).  

Yet, in spite of the creative and interpretive liberty afforded the qualitative researcher, qualitative 
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inquiry remains first and foremost research.  As such, there are still various ideals and principles 

that must guide the research process.  Maxwell (2005) explains that a plan, however flexible, 

remains an essential component of qualitative inquiry.  Thus, the second half of this chapter will 

outline the key considerations of my methodological approach. 

3.1 Out of Left Field: How I Arrived at this Project 

It is difficult to trace my path to this topic, as it was many years in the making.  Growing 

up Baptist in a rural community in Minnesota, I did not know—or realize I knew—any LGBTQ 

people.  I learned that homosexuality was one of many sins but was unusually evil, as evidenced 

by [strategic interpretations of] the biblical story of Sodom and Gomorrah.  While my family was 

never overly interested in politics, our loyalties did favor the political Right.  Republicans were 

God-fearing people, intent on combatting evils such as abortion and homosexuality.  The first 

year I was old enough to vote, I proudly cast my ballot for all Republican candidates, who I 

believed would fight my battles—God’s battles—across the country.  Yet, I was also keenly 

aware of a battle within me, which only I could fight.  Despite my best efforts, I eventually came 

out as gay, first to myself and then—slowly—to others.  While I remained adamant that my 

sexual orientation was only one aspect of my identity, I soon began to realize just how 

interconnected my gayness was with my other identities.  For me, being gay meant seeing, 

hearing, and experiencing the world differently.  Anti-gay rhetoric—at church, in politics, in 

everyday life—was suddenly a direct attack on me as a person.  I went from being the vision of 

social dominance—straight, white, male, Christian—to a marginalized citizen, whose character 

and value were indirectly attacked every day by politicians purporting to promote freedom and 

preachers pretending to prioritize love.  The disingenuousness of it all was difficult to grasp, and 

I found myself baffled and frustrated by the institutions I had called home.  I felt I had no choice 
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but to move on, and for me that meant leaving behind the religious and political identities that 

had led me to deny myself for so long.  It meant forgetting the parts of myself I had learned in 

order to fully accept the parts that were more innate. 

I was not alone in my identity evolution.  In my experience, it seems to be a common 

path among LGBTQ individuals, as we migrate away from the oppressive identity spaces we 

inhabit in favor of a more fulfilling identity experience.  Yet, this is not the case for everyone, 

and politics is no exception.  There are still many LGBTQ Americans who call the Republican 

Party home, despite its history and continued pattern of LGBTQ marginalization.  I find this 

fascinating, as it runs counter to my own experience and, from my point of view, contradicts 

logic.  I see political identity as a testament to one’s overall views, attitudes, beliefs, and values, 

and while I certainly do not agree with any political party on all issues, I cannot fathom 

supporting a party with a reputation for attacking an aspect of my personal identity I have come 

to accept as immutable.  For this reason, those who can balance such identities, particularly gay 

and Republican identities, pique my curiosity.  I am compelled and fascinated by these 

individuals, as I do not know how they do it.  This project is my attempt to find out. 

 I share this background information as a reminder of the undeniable role my worldview 

will play in shaping this project.  Tracy (2013) speaks to this reality:  

Likewise, your own background, values, and beliefs fundamentally shape the way you 

approach and conduct research.  The mind and body of a qualitative researcher literally 

serve as research instruments—absorbing, sifting through, and interpreting the world 

through observation, participation, and interviewing.  These are the analytical resources 

of our own “subjectivity.” (p. 3) 
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Acknowledging such subjectivities is essential to the core qualitative concept of self-reflexivity, 

described by Tracy (2013) as “the careful consideration of the ways in which researchers’ past 

experiences, points of view, and roles impact these same researchers’ interactions with, and 

interpretations of, the research scene” (p. 2).  Creswell (2013) also speaks to the importance of 

reflexivity, explaining, “Researchers ‘position themselves’ in a qualitative research study.  This 

means that researchers convey… their background…, how it informs their interpretation of the 

information in a study, and what they have to gain from the study” (p. 47).  As qualitative 

researchers, our approach to inquiry is not unlike everyday practices of human interaction, in 

which we ask questions, observe others, listen to stories, and consider patterns of meaning.  As 

with our day-to-day interactions, it is impossible to divorce ourselves entirely from our points of 

view when engaging in research, which is why Wagner (1981) maintains that researchers should 

strive for greater self-awareness through the practice of relative objectivity.  I appreciate Tracy’s 

(2013) perspective on this reality: “Some people call this ‘baggage’; others call it wisdom.  

Rather than deny our way of seeing and being in the world, qualitative researchers acknowledge, 

and even celebrate it” (pp. 2-3).  I believe I am well situated to capitalize on the wisdom afforded 

by my own experiences with the topic at hand. 

Given my long-time fascination with the topic I have chosen to study, as well as my 

personal experiences as a gay man engaged in the ongoing process of identity negotiation, I feel 

well situated to explore this topic through a qualitative lens.  Quite simply, qualitative inquiry 

leaves room for the researcher.  My experiences and perspectives will shape the questions I ask 

(included as an appendix), how I ask them, whom I seek out as participants, what themes I 

recognize in my analysis, and how I choose to report my findings.  I am not seeking broad and 

generalizable conclusions, but rather, a better understanding of how some individuals who 
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identify as gay and Republican experience these facets of identity.  Riesman (1977) writes, 

“While there are definite limitations on our ability to know another person’s inner world, this 

fact should not prevent us altogether from attempting to study such worlds” (p. 2).  With this in 

mind, Riesman relies on ethnographic reflexivity, a process of disciplined introspection in which 

he attempts to relate his own sentiments in a given situation to what he thinks his participants 

feel in that same situation.  In this way, he contends, researchers are better able to generate 

appropriate questions, and are ultimately likely to learn as much about themselves as about the 

population they are studying.  Indeed, while my perceptions and experiences will undoubtedly 

shape this project in undeniable ways, it is unfair to assume that such shaping will be negative.  

Rather, it is my own relationship to this topic that sparked my curiosity and led to this project in 

the first place, and it is my belief that this relationship will prove invaluable as I seek to provide 

a forum for greater understanding of the gay Republican experience and the process of balancing 

seemingly incongruous identities.   

My own political identity presents certain challenges to this project, which need to be 

addressed.  I currently identify as a gay liberal Democrat, though, like many of my participants, I 

cringe at the simplicity and presumptuousness of such a reductive label.  Nevertheless, an 

acknowledgement of my political positioning in relation to my participants should better enable 

me to avoid judgment, keep an open mind, and establish a safe space for open dialogue.  It also 

provides a host of potential advantages, like a heightened understanding of the widely held 

beliefs, attitudes, stigmas, and questions of those who struggle to see how one could support a 

political party in blatant opposition to a major component of one’s personal identity.  In other 

words, I am familiar with the critique and confusion so commonly directed at LGBTQ 

conservatives, yet my own views have been tempered by a personal history of fluctuating 
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political and sexual identities, as well as a genuine sense of curiosity and respect for the highly 

personal process of identity negotiation.  This means that, while I seek to provide a space in 

which gay Republicans can share their experiences and ideas, it is not with the dual goal of 

finding individuals who speak on my behalf, as might be the case if I identified as a gay 

Republican.  I have no incentive to avoid particular ideas or temper the timbre of the 

conversation.  While this certainly allows for a more open exchange of ideas, it is worth restating 

that I myself was once a political conservative.  I too have harbored identities thought by many 

to be incompatible with my gay identity.  Perhaps most importantly, I am able to channel my 

own awareness—that I would currently struggle to identify with the Republican Party in large 

part because of how I experience my sexual orientation—into an intense and genuine curiosity.  

This is a necessary component of interview-based qualitative research, for I understand the 

importance of openness and flexibility as explained by Atkinson (1998): 

People are always in the process of changing, growing, and evolving as well as seeing 

themselves in different, changing ways.  Lives are being composed all the time; and 

stories about the lives we are composing are being rewritten, recast, and retold—in many 

cases, very often, too. (p. 71) 

I have experienced this firsthand, a reality that only intensifies the curiosity with which I 

approach this project.  As cliché as it might sound, qualitative methodology allows me as a 

researcher to appreciate the broad range of unique individual experiences by valuing difference, 

rather than seeking sameness through generalizable conclusions. It is these features that I believe 

strengthen the justification for a qualitative approach to this project and speak to my unique 

relationship to the subject at hand.  
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3.2 Planning My Approach 

 While the nature of qualitative inquiry makes each research experience unique, there is 

still much to consider when preparing to launch a qualitative study.  Some contend that, because 

adaptability is a key asset to the qualitative approach, any structuring can have a negative impact 

on the research process by limiting the researcher’s ability to adapt in the moment.  They argue 

that, “because qualitative research is necessarily inductive and ‘grounded,’ any substantial prior 

structuring of the methods leads to a lack of flexibility to respond to emergent insights, and can 

create methodological ‘tunnel vision’ in making sense of [one’s] data” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 80).  

Yet, Maxwell (2005) insists that some amount of prestructuring is preferable as it allows the 

researcher to narrow the focus of the study, thereby reducing the amount of unproductive data 

and streamlining the analytic process.  Moreover, prestructuring does not prevent the researcher 

from adapting the methodological approach during the study, as emergent insights can 

necessitate new strategies throughout the data collection process.  With this in mind, Maxwell 

(2005) proposes four main components of qualitative research design, which will structure the 

remainder of this chapter: site and participant selection, relationships between the researcher and 

participants, data collection, and data analysis.  He contends that these components affect the 

value and validity of one’s conclusions; thus, he advises qualitative researchers that it is “useful 

to think about these as design decisions—key issues that you should consider in planning your 

study, and that you should rethink as you are engaged in it” (p. 82).  In this way, I am able to 

plan for the methodological realities I will face throughout this study, without sacrificing 

adaptability should the process require it. 
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3.2.1 Site and Participant Selection 

 Upon choosing an overall research area and methodological approach, one of the first and 

most essential decisions to be made is who to seek out for interviews.  While quantitative 

researchers typically desire large random samples, qualitative researchers are not looking for 

generalizable conclusions.  Thus, Patton (2002) observes, “What would be ‘bias’ in statistical 

sampling, and therefore a weakness, becomes intended focus in qualitative sampling, and 

therefore a strength” (p. 230).  In fact, Patton encourages qualitative researchers to strategically 

select participants and cases with the most information and insight related to the research 

question at hand.  The selection of specific information-rich cases is certainly not random and 

eliminates the possibility of reaching generalizable conclusions; however, this approach grants 

richer insights into the experiences and perspectives of individuals within a given population.  

Patton (2002) refers to this strategy as purposeful sampling, a process by which researchers 

intentionally seek out individuals they expect to have the most relevant insight on a given topic.  

Put differently, “[t]his is a strategy in which particular settings, persons, or activities are selected 

deliberately in order to provide information that can’t be gotten as well from other choices” 

(Maxwell, 2005, p. 88).  As I am interested in the broader gay Republican experience, all 

individuals who met the necessary criteria—men who self-identify as both gay and Republican—

were welcome to participate in this project.  That said, purposeful sampling serves a purpose 

beyond simply establishing criteria for participation.   

My intent was to utilize maximum variation (heterogeneity) sampling, a strategy for 

purposeful sampling aimed at capturing key themes across a unique and varied population.  By 

seeking out participants from all corners of the gay Republican experience, heterogeneity is 

transformed from a weakness to a strength, as “[a]ny common patterns that emerge from great 
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variation are of particular interest and value in capturing the core experiences and central, shared 

dimensions of a setting or phenomenon” (Patton, 2002, p. 235).  In other words, when seeking 

out a sample population with as much variety as possible—in age, race, religion, socioeconomic 

status, and so forth—any themes that emerge are more likely to speak directly to the common 

thread among participants.  In this case, that common thread is their identity as gay Republicans.   

 The desire for maximum variation does not, however, override the criteria for 

participation.  Within the LGBTQ conservative sphere, I chose to narrow my sample population 

with respect to two key factors—gender and geography.  First, I decided to focus my research on 

gay men.  I made this decision in part because the literature and my personal experiences suggest 

that lesbians who identify with the Republican Party, not to mention transgendered or queer 

individuals, may be exceedingly difficult to find.  Moreover, while I value heterogeneity in my 

sample, some parameters are necessary if I am going to look for common themes among 

participants.  Gender creates fundamentally different political, social, and cultural environments 

and experiences for individuals living in America, regardless of sexual orientation; thus, I 

wanted to focus specifically on one slice of the LGBTQ Republican pie.  Given that a majority of 

LGBTQ Republicans are gay men (Cimino, 2007; Rogers & Lott, 1997), the already limited size 

of this demographic, and the reality that gay men tend to be the most visible targets of anti-gay 

conservatives, I decided to devote my attention to this specific population.   

At the recommendation of Patton (2002), I began with a minimum number of participants 

I hoped to interview; in my case, I set this number at ten, while recognizing it could change 

based on the availability of participants and the diversity of their experiences.  Geography also 

played a key role in limiting my sample.  To maximize the immediacy of my interviews, all were 

conducted face-to-face.  Certainly, the use of technology—such as telephones or video chat 
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programs like Skype—is a benefit to many scholars, depending on the goals of their research; 

however, the personal nature of the conversations in which I knew I would be engaging led me to 

prefer a face-to-face interview setting to allow for greater adaptability and immediacy, while 

eliminating the possibility of technological glitches.  Moreover, it provided necessary 

geographical boundaries, thereby better enabling me to focus my search for participants.  

This was particularly important because I collected interviews in two primary areas—

Minnesota (and Iowa) and northern Florida.  I have connections to both of these locations, which 

led me to believe participants would be easier to come by.  Maxwell (2005) speaks to this 

situation, encouraging researchers to “take into account the feasibility of access and data 

collection” (p. 90).  Moreover, these states provided a potentially interesting contrast for this 

study.  This fulfills one of the essential goals of purposeful sampling outlined by Maxwell 

(2005), who suggests that such samples should allow the researcher to “establish particular 

comparisons to illuminate the reasons for differences between settings or individuals” (p. 90).  

Aside from the north/south divide, same-sex marriage—one of the most emblematic signifiers in 

the cultural and political landscape of LGBTQ equality—had been legal in Minnesota for over a 

year at the time of my interviews, but remained unrecognized in Florida.  It struck me that the 

possible impact of such a factor on a state’s overall social climate could yield interesting insights 

into the gay Republican experience, regardless of whether or not any visible thematic differences 

emerge through the analysis process.  In this way, I sought to fulfill the goal of geographical 

heterogeneity, while limiting my sample enough that any thematic differences that emerge could 

still potentially be addressed with respect to notable differences in culture, geography, and 

political climate.    
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I recruited participants in a variety of ways, all of which kept participation optional.  

Admittedly, my original plan was to rely primarily on snowball sampling, a process in which 

outside individuals or participants recommend other information-rich informants for 

participation in the study (Patton, 2002).  I planned to begin with individuals I know who 

identify as gay Republicans; however, upon reaching out to them, I learned that only one still 

identifies as a Republican.  This person chose to participate in my study, but was unable to refer 

other potential participants.  Thus, I reached out to individuals who do not fit my research criteria 

but who are well connected to gay men, the Republican Party, or politics in general.  Patton 

(2002) advises that, during this part of the snowball sampling process, the researcher should ask 

well-situated individuals if they know anyone they believe would have valuable insight on the 

subject.  In this way, the snowball gets larger as the researcher accumulates more and more 

information-rich cases.  By focusing specifically on information-rich cases and well-situated 

participants, Patton promotes a sampling strategy that capitalizes on the primary benefits of 

snowball sampling—namely, the ability to find potential participants who might otherwise be 

nearly impossible to locate, as well as an insider’s perspective on who within a particular 

population is optimally positioned to speak on a given subject.  This approach resulted in one 

more participant, who was referred by a heterosexual friend of mine.  While she barely knew the 

participant, she had seen him interviewed on local television and was familiar with his presence 

in the community.  Indeed, this participant proved to be information-rich, as he was more 

directly invested in politics than most other participants.   

The rest of my participants came to me via the Internet.  When proposing this project, I 

anticipated the possibility that participants would be difficult to find; thus, I included the option 

of inviting individuals to participate via Facebook or other online forums.  This turned out to be 
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an effective strategy, as online forums yielded the remaining seven participants who chose to 

take part in my study.  I contacted leaders within LGBTQ Republican organizations and posted 

on the official page of the Minnesota Log Cabin Republicans, which happens to be a Facebook 

page.  This effort resulted in one more participant, who brought unique and valuable knowledge 

regarding LGBTQ Republican organizations.  After receiving only a few scattered responses 

using these methods, I turned to another online forum—Craigslist.  While it might be a bit 

unconventional to recruit research participants from an online space more frequently utilized for 

seeking out potential relationships or sexual partners, there are very few organized spaces where 

a call for participants can be seen by a high number of gay men, particularly in a rural setting.  

Certainly, technological advances in recent years have resulted in gay “dating” applications like 

Grindr, but such apps cater to a more specific demographic—namely, younger men, comfortable 

with technology and adept at sifting through profiles to find what they are looking for.  

Craigslist, I found, reached a broad and more diverse population of men, some of whom 

explained that they look at the site more out of curiosity than in search of sexual encounters.  

Moreover, this accessible forum allowed potential participants to read my call for participation 

and respond anonymously with interest, concerns, or questions.  Six of my nine participants 

learned of my study via Craigslist. 

Ultimately, my efforts resulted in a sample population of nine men.  All identify as gay, 

except for one who identifies as bisexual but explained that he does not get hung up on this label.  

At the time of my interviews, my participants ranged in age from 31 to 66, with an average age 

of just under 52.  All nine men are white, though they come from diverse geographic settings, 

religious traditions, political backgrounds, and socioeconomic conditions.  While six of my nine 

interviews were conducted in Minnesota or Iowa, one of these individuals was traveling from 
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Wisconsin, meaning the divide between participants who live in a state with same-sex marriage 

and those who do not was as even as possible.  At the time of my interviews, only two of my 

participants were in romantic relationships.  While my recruitment method likely played some 

part in this, it is worth noting that not all participants recruited via Craigslist were single at the 

time.  An expanded overview of each of my nine participants can be found in the following 

chapter. 

3.2.2 Negotiating Research Relationships 

 The intricate ways in which qualitative researchers find ourselves woven through the 

tapestry of our final projects speaks to the heightened significance of the relationship we forge 

with our participants.  Maxwell (2005) reinforces this notion through the following observation:  

In qualitative studies, the researcher is the instrument of the research, and the research 

relationships are the means by which the research gets done.  These relationships have an 

effect not only on the participants in your study, but also on you, as both researcher and 

human being, as well as on other parts of the research design. (p. 83) 

Indeed, the ongoing process of negotiating and renegotiating relationships with one’s research 

participants is a complex and critical component of qualitative work.  These relationships have 

much to do with the success of the final product and must be handled carefully from inception, or 

the initial contact between researcher and participant.  There need be no illusion that the 

researcher is looking for friendship, but in gaining the trust of potential participants, the 

researcher must remain approachable, professional, respectful, and open.  Maxwell (2005) points 

out that the goal is not necessarily total access, but rather, to promote “relationships that allow 

you to ethically gain information that can answer your research questions” (p. 83).  He further 
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explains that successful research relationships are dependent not only on the right amount of 

rapport, but on the right kind of rapport shared by the researcher and participants. 

 All interviews were conducted face-to-face, in a variety of settings convenient to 

participants and conducive to audio recording.  Most were completed in public locations, like 

restaurants, coffee shops, and college lounges.  For the sake of convenience, four interviews 

were conducted in my participants’ homes, and one in a hotel room.  In these instances, I 

informed outsiders of the situation, my location, and the time I expected the interview to be 

complete.  Professional distance was maintained in all nine interviews, which ranged in length 

from 41 minutes to 125 minutes, with an average of just over 85 minutes.  Some additional time 

was spent conversing with participants before and after interviews, off the record. 

Throughout the interview process, I strived to establish and maintain relationships with 

my participants that were both immediate and professional.  I was eager to answer any questions 

or reservations they had about participating in the project, and sought to be both logistically and 

interpersonally accommodating.  From scheduling interviews at convenient times and locations 

for my participants, to maintaining an open mind and genuine sense of curiosity throughout the 

interviews, the research process was grounded in a relationship of mutual respect and open 

dialogue.  While my decision to focus on gay Republicans carries the implication that I find 

these two identities to be at least somewhat incompatible, I at no point wanted participants to feel 

trapped, judged, or disrespected.  As Maxwell (2005) reminds us, “Whatever your 

methodological and political views, remember that what is a ‘research project’ for you is always, 

to some degree, an intrusion into the lives of the participants in your study” (p. 85).  This 

awareness guided the relationships I established with my interview participants, and I will 

forever be grateful for their willingness to open their lives to me for this project. 
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3.2.3 Data Collection 

 My data collection process consisted of semi-structured in-depth interviews, which I 

audio recorded, transcribed, and analyzed for themes.  While some believe strongly in combining 

multiple data collection strategies—such as interviews and observations—to allow for the 

triangulation of data (Maxwell, 2005; Patton, 2002), I felt that my research questions were well-

served by personal interviews alone.  Given the marginalization and silencing my participants 

endure as a result of the identities in question, direct communication regarding their experiences 

and the meanings they ascribe to these personal identities promised the richest and most 

abundant data.  It was Patton (2002) himself who noted, “We cannot observe how people have 

organized the world and the meanings they attach to what goes on in the world.  We have to ask 

people questions about those things” (p. 341). 

 There are multiple approaches to qualitative interviews, ranging from informal 

conversations to standardized open-ended interviews, in which every question is written out and 

asked of each participant verbatim.  My semi-structured approach falls between these; I utilized 

an interview guide, but it was not an exact script.  Patton (2002) explains that interview guides 

provide a list of questions or issues to be explored during the interview, but provide for 

flexibility throughout the process.  He notes that “the interviewer remains free to build a 

conversation within a particular subject area, to word questions spontaneously, and to establish a 

conversational style but with the focus on a particular subject that has been predetermined” (p. 

343).  To this end, my interview guide contains main questions, along with lists of potential 

follow-up questions or topics for discussion.  While this makes the guide—which can be found 

in the Appendix section—look a bit overwhelming, the large number of prompts was merely a 

strategy for me to remember to listen for key pieces of information.  In reality, many of the 
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follow-up questions were addressed in participants’ responses to corresponding main questions.  

Thus, not every question and follow-up listed on my interview guide was asked in every 

interview.  This is consistent with Creswell’s (2013) recommendation that researchers keep an 

open mind and adapt their research questions over the course of their interviews: “I refrain from 

assuming the role of the expert researcher with the ‘best’ questions.  My questions will change 

and become more refined during the process of research to reflect an increased understanding of 

the problem” (pp. 51-52).  Likewise, my interview guide is exactly that—a guide.  It consists of 

three primary sections, each with questions I expect to correspond to a chapter in my final 

project.  Specifically, the interview prompts are broken down into questions about political 

identity, sexual identity, and the overlap between the two identities.  The topics were presented 

in this order, in part to avoid beginning with the most personal questions and partly so 

individuals could process each specific identity in isolation before considering them together.   

The questions outlined on the interview guide are the product of intense and ongoing 

reflection about the key issues related to my research questions.  They reflect my own curiosity 

as well as some of the questions that have emerged at the social level.  In other words, they are a 

combination of questions I have about the gay Republican experience and questions I know or 

suspect others have about the gay Republican experience.  They emerged from the literature I 

have read, conversations I have shared, and observations I have made.  They are questions I want 

answered, and I believe they are questions I would want to answer if the roles were reversed and 

I were the one being interviewed.  Patton (2002) points out that there is no single correct 

approach to preparing interview questions, but does offer a couple important bits of information, 

such as beginning with straightforward questions that should be easy to answer and asking 

questions that encourage respondents to talk descriptively.  At his recommendation, I avoided 
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beginning with too many routine demographic questions, as “the interviewee needs to become 

actively involved in providing descriptive information as soon as possible instead of becoming 

conditioned to providing short-answer, routine responses to uninteresting categorical questions” 

(p. 353).  To facilitate descriptive responses, my interviews consisted primarily of open-ended 

questions about participants’ attitudes, opinions, and experiences.  Follow-up questions served a 

key role in providing greater insight and directing the flow of each conversation.  As Frey, 

Botan, and Kreps (2000) note, in-depth interviews are highly exploratory in that “researchers 

learn gradually about participants and events, and modify the interview strategy as they proceed” 

(p. 273).  Prior to the interview, participants were reminded that their participation was voluntary 

and that they could skip a question, clarify a response, retract a statement, or end the interview at 

any time during our discussion.  They also signed a consent form and chose a pseudonym to be 

used in the final project. 

Each interview was audio recorded using two electronic recording devices, my laptop and 

a Sony ICD-AX412 Stereo Digital Voice Recorder.  Since an interview can only happen once in 

a truly organic fashion, the use of two devices seemed like a worthwhile practice, in case one 

should malfunction or struggle to pick up a participant’s voice because of the acoustics of a 

particular space.  Moreover, as I was following an interview guide but not an exact script, it was 

imperative that I be engaged in the interview process, rather than burdened with taking detailed 

notes about the interviews as they were happening.  Recording the interviews allowed me to 

focus on my dialogue with each participant while they were in front of me, knowing I could 

listen to and transcribe each interview at my leisure.  That said, I still took some notes during the 

interviews—jotting down follow-up questions, potential themes, or points I wanted to review 

during the transcription process.   
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3.2.4 Data Analysis 

 For qualitative researchers, data analysis is an extensive and ongoing process, spanning 

from the interview itself to the completion of the research project.  Creswell (2013) describes the 

goal of qualitative researchers as developing a complex portrait of a given issue, an objective that 

“involves reporting multiple perspectives, identifying the many factors involved in a situation, 

and generally sketching the larger picture that emerges” (p. 47).  To facilitate this process, Patton 

(2002) notes the importance of the immediate post-interview review, during which the researcher 

records specific information about the setting and the unique features of the interview.  Such 

details provide helpful context later in the analysis process.  This is also the point at which the 

researcher should double check the audio recordings and clarify any incomplete notes recorded 

during the interview.  In other words, immediately following each interview, the researcher 

begins processing the content of the interview and makes sure all necessary technical elements 

are in order.  I found this to be an important step in the research process, as it was my first 

chance to reflect by myself on the interview I had just completed.  To this end, I recorded a brief 

audio note following each interview, in which I documented noteworthy details about the 

interview setting, pondered my initial reactions to specific concepts, and paraphrased some ideas 

that were shared with me after the interview was complete and the recorder was turned off.  

While I did not transcribe these recordings or use them in the final project, they served as 

valuable reminders of each interview experience, and I found listening to them helpful during the 

data analysis process. 

 Given that my interviews were spread out over a period of several weeks, I found it 

helpful to transcribe and consider each interview shortly after its completion.  Frey, Botan, and 

Kreps (2000) highlight the importance of carefully transcribing interviews in order to “make sure 



76 
 

that the transfer of dialogue from an oral to a written medium is done accurately” (p. 280).  

Using the Sony Sound Organizer software that came with my audio recorder, I slowed down my 

audio recordings to aid in the transcription process.  This allowed me to listen and type 

simultaneously for longer periods of time before I fell behind the audio recording and had to 

pause it.  To ensure that my interviews were transcribed verbatim, I followed Frey, Botan, and 

Krep’s (2000) advice and read each completed transcript while the recording of the original 

interview played.  This enabled me to listen for discrepancies between the recording and 

transcription, while pausing to make changes as necessary.  In discussing other researchers who 

utilized this strategy, Frey, Botan, and Kreps (2000) explain, “Doing so ensured accurate 

transcription, familiarized them with each respondent as an individual, and enabled them to note 

special emphases that might help them to interpret the written transcript more appropriately” (p. 

280).  Indeed, this approach served the dual purpose of ensuring accuracy and further 

familiarizing me with the data.   

Maxwell (2005) also speaks to the ongoing nature of data analysis, noting that each 

step—listening to the recorded interviews, transcribing them, and reorganizing observation 

notes—is a valuable opportunity for analysis.  He reinforces this point multiple times, 

highlighting the importance of remaining engaged with one’s data in various ways:  

I want to emphasize that reading and thinking about your interview transcripts and 

observation notes, writing memos, developing coding categories and applying these to 

your data, and analyzing narrative structure and contextual relationships are all important 

types of data analyses.  Their use needs to be planned (and carried out) in order to answer 

your research questions and address validity threats. (p. 96) 
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These recommendations helped me to maintain control of the data and break up the analysis 

process.  As Patton (2002) notes, “The challenge of qualitative analysis lies in making sense of 

massive amounts of data” (p. 432).  I mitigated this challenge by following the advice outlined 

above, rather than waiting and attempting to process my interviews simultaneously after they 

were no longer fresh in my mind. 

 The process of analyzing my data would be incomplete without an actual plan for 

synthesizing the many hours of interviews and pages of transcripts into a unified final product 

that speaks to my research questions.  For my purposes, I employed interpretive analysis as a 

strategy for identifying themes and making comparisons.  This strategy combines Wolcott’s 

(2009) notion of analysis, which relies on systematic procedures for understanding a 

phenomenon, and interpretation, which he describes as “our efforts at sense-making, a human 

activity that includes intuition, past experience, emotion—personal attributes of human 

researchers that can be argued endlessly but neither proved nor disproved to the satisfaction of 

all” (p. 30).  While Wolcott differentiates between these terms, characterizing analysis as a 

standardized scientific approach and interpretation as humanistic and intuitive, I see these 

components working together.  Indeed, my data analysis process is at once analytical—consistent 

and dependent on patterns—and interpretive, or subject to my own understandings. 

Once I had thoroughly familiarized myself with a given interview text and considered 

some potential categories and themes, based on points of convergence and divergence, I began 

the more systematic steps in the data analysis process.  Patton (2002) describes the qualitative 

analysis process as “identifying, coding, categorizing, classifying, and labelling the primary 

patterns in the data” (p. 463).  This is the means by which the most significant and relevant 

content—whether because of its uniqueness or the frequency with which it occurs—is identified 
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and brought to the forefront.  During the first phase in the coding process, Patton recommends 

reading the transcripts and making notes—literally writing in the margins or attaching Post-it 

notes—about what one can do with the various parts of the data.  This allows the researcher to 

begin organizing the data into topics or themes, which he likens to creating an index for a book: 

“You look at what is there and give it a name, a label” (p. 463).   

I found this to be one of the most difficult and rewarding parts of the data analysis 

process, as it was the moment the final product really began to emerge before my eyes.  At the 

suggestion of MacQueen, McLellan, Kay, and Milstein (1998), I began by dividing my 

transcribed texts according to my three research questions.  This was made much more feasible 

by the fact that my interviews had been structured in a similar way, with three main components 

relating to my three guiding questions.  This is not to say every response fell neatly into a desired 

place or order, but it did allow me to focus primarily on one portion of my transcripts at a time, 

and to look for themes within the broad sphere of the corresponding research question.  From 

there, I noted ideas that stood out for their keen and unique insight, their frequency, and, of 

course, their relevance to my research questions.  I should point out that these themes evolved 

throughout my reading process, as I adjusted their phrasing, combined multiple themes into one, 

broke single themes into multiple, and even abandoned themes altogether upon realizing they 

were not as prevalent or noteworthy as I had originally presumed them to be.  In the process of 

developing themes, I also noted potential concepts—or categories—within each theme.  These 

concepts fell into first-level and second-level concepts.  Second-level concepts function like sub-

categories, providing specific details and examples of the somewhat more encompassing first-

level concepts.  Each theme contained multiple first-level concepts, related directly to that theme.  

While I found it helpful to identify the many second-level concepts as a means of making sure 
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my first-level concepts were as organized and developed as possible, I ultimately decided against 

denoting second-level concepts in my project for the purpose of clarity.   

One way Patton (2002) recommends to systematically code the text is by assigning each 

coding category a color and then highlighting bits of text in coordinating colors.  While this 

approach might sound a bit old-fashioned or elementary, it provides a helpful visual depiction of 

major themes throughout a given transcript.  It is also the process I have found most helpful in 

my previous research; thus, it is the process I chose to use throughout this project.  Initially, I 

developed a coding sheet for each chapter, which included the overarching themes, as well as the 

more specific concepts from within each of those themes.  The concepts within a theme were 

then assigned a specific code, related to that theme.  On a paper copy of my transcripts, I 

highlighted each statement that corresponded to a given theme in a color reserved for only that 

theme.  I then wrote the appropriate concept code in the margin next to each statement.  For 

example, one of the themes to emerge in my fifth chapter is gay identification.  I went through all 

nine interview transcripts and highlighted each and every statement related to gay identification 

in green.  These statements fell into five different concepts, each of which was assigned a code.  

For instance, all statements related to how a participant defines gay identity were assigned a code 

of GID1, short for gay identification, first concept.  By writing these concept codes in the 

margins of my transcripts, I was able to go back through during the writing process and quickly 

find all examples of how my participants define gay identity simply by looking for text that was 

highlighted in green and marked with GID1.  Ideally, there would be minimal overlap between 

various codes, as mutual exclusivity denotes the level of detail needed to isolate a given 

phenomenon; however, it is important to note that codes and coding categories may still 

occasionally overlap.  In such instances, I assigned the text in question to each applicable coding 



80 
 

category and incorporated it into the project where I felt it best fit.  One additional step I found 

helpful was to copy and paste all quotations assigned a specific concept code into a single 

document, thereby allowing me to organize the examples from all nine participants into a logical 

order, grouping similar sentiments together and enabling a more cohesive narrative. 

My analysis is contained in three separate chapters, with my emergent themes forming 

the sections within these chapters.  These themes are further divided into specific concepts, each 

of which is illustrated by corresponding examples from my interviews.  In this way, my 

participants’ responses are organized in a way that allows the reader to experience their varied 

perspectives firsthand, while also enabling me to provide analysis throughout.  As Creswell 

(2013) reminds us, it is natural to compare our “findings with [our] personal views, with extant 

literature, and with emerging models that seem to adequately convey the essence of the findings” 

(p. 52).  Indeed, the goal of my data analysis process, beyond addressing my research questions 

and personal curiosity, was to carefully place my participants into an ongoing dialogue, in which 

their perspectives emerge—both individually and collectively—through their own words.  In this 

way, my voice and the voices of my participants become threads in a larger metaphorical fabric, 

adding valuable color and texture to conversations regarding the negotiation of complex 

identities. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

MEET THE MEN 

This project was only possible because of my participants, nine men who willingly took 

the initiative to share their experiences and perspectives in their own words.  They are the blood 

that courses through the veins of these pages, giving life to what would otherwise have been 

merely a problematic exercise in blindly speaking for others.  During August and September of 

2014, they opened their schedules, their homes, and their thoughts to me, a stranger armed with a 

legal pad and audio recorder.  I am permanently grateful for their hospitality and candor as we 

sought to create meaning from only guiding questions and a shared faith in open dialogue.  Their 

willingness to share personal stories, beliefs, and ideas made this project possible, and while we 

might not agree on all things, I hope they feel well represented in these pages. 

4.1 An Introduction to My Participants 

The primary purpose of this chapter is to give a brief overview of the nine men who 

chose to participate in my study.  My hope is that this initial introduction to participants will 

provide a snapshot of each individual—to set the tone and allow for quick reference during later 

chapters—as well as a sense of the group as a whole.  The goal of this chapter is not to compose 

a rich portrait of each man, but to begin sketching out some foundational aspects of my 

participants’ varied political and personal identities.  To this end, I have composed brief profiles 

for my participants, each of which is comprised of specific information related to personal 

identity formation and general political beliefs.  I will highlight selective demographic 

influences, along with overall political positioning, as expressed by each participant.  In choosing 

what to include, I focused on basic information each participant highlighted in his introduction, 

as well as details that struck me as unique or significant to his background and overall 
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perspectives.  To more fully immerse readers within the research process, I will introduce my 

participants in the order in which I interviewed them.  Following all nine profiles, I will offer 

some thoughts on the collective group of participants as a sample population. 

4.1.1 Tyler 

 My first interview led me to central Minnesota, to a quiet town of under 5,000 people.  

There, I met Tyler, a 31-year-old gay man.  Having grown up in a neighboring town with a 

population of just over 300, Tyler moved with his family to his current town—the biggest he’s 

ever lived in—for financial reasons.  Currently unemployed due to undisclosed medical reasons, 

Tyler lives at home and helps take care of his mom.  He recalled that, growing up, his dad was a 

Democrat; however, after President Clinton signed the Federal Assault Weapons Ban into law in 

1994, his father changed parties.  Tyler, too, considers gun rights to be an important political 

consideration.  He has only been out to his family for the past year.  For Tyler, marriage equality 

and the separation of church and state are important political issues.  He added, “Well, being gay 

and atheist really don’t mix in the Republican Party.”  Tyler noted that he is “more of a 

Republican as in how the government should work, not really on the social issues.”  A self-

described Ron Paul Republican who leans Libertarian, he believes the government should stay 

out of people’s personal business: “You know, as long as you don’t do harm to others, the 

government should stay out.”  Tyler also believes it is important to keep an open mind when it 

comes to politics, and that individuals should be able to go back and forth based on which 

candidate best represents them, rather than getting stuck on one side of the political aisle.  At the 

time of our interview, Tyler thought there was a good chance he would cast his vote in the 

upcoming gubernatorial election for Mark Dayton, the incumbent candidate and a Democrat.  
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Political involvement, Tyler added, is “the only way to let the politicians know… what we 

want.”  

4.1.2 Chatsworth 

 Interview two found me in northeastern Minnesota, in a city of over 80,000 people.  

There, I met Chatsworth, a 65-year-old gay man who grew up in a small town in Illinois.  

Chatsworth attended boarding school in Chicago, took advantage of study abroad opportunities, 

and earned a bachelor’s degree.  He went on to earn a master’s degree in music performance, on 

an instrument he still plays regularly around the city in which he resides.  Though Chatsworth 

comes from a line of bankers, his family also owned farms.  Growing up, political discussions 

were common, but tended to focus on politics at the local level.  Chatsworth recalled that, 

coming from agricultural country, most people voted for the Democratic Party because it “was 

the conservative party at the time” and seemed to have a deeper understanding of farmers and 

small businesses.  While Chatsworth’s parents leaned slightly Democrat at the time, he pointed 

out that “they identified more with candidates and people than party lines.  That’s how I was 

raised.  Look carefully.  Don’t vote until you know what you’re voting for.”  An example of how 

Chatsworth’s history influenced, and in some ways moderated, his politics is reflected in his 

views on immigration: “There’s no reason refugees can’t come here; we all did.  I mean, my 

family ran away from Ireland because of a hearth tax… we came here to get rid of the 

oppression.”  Despite being open to immigrants coming to America, Chatsworth feels strongly 

that the focus should be on helping immigrants become citizens, rather than freeloaders.  He 

added, “[F]or us; you had to come and find a job.  So there’s my problem… the Democrats seem 

to want to just bring people in, pay for it, don’t worry about it, you don’t have to work, just 

relax—nah.”  This example is a fitting representation of Chatsworth’s overall aversion to strict 
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adherence to party lines.  He explained, “I guess I would identify myself as a Republican, but I 

still vote for the person… I never simply vote straight party.  It doesn’t make sense to me.  

Because there are some crazy people I don’t want in office.” 

4.1.3 Jim 

 I met Jim as he was passing through Minneapolis for business.  After earning a degree in 

Business Administration, Jim has spent much of his life working in sales and marketing.  At age 

66, Jim still travels extensively for work during the week but enjoys relaxing at home in 

Wisconsin on the weekends.  Jim grew up in a very religious Lutheran home.  His father was a 

Republican who admired President Eisenhower, and the family watched the news every night 

after dinner.  Although Jim is no longer a church-going person, his belief in a higher power still 

influences his sense of morality.  Honesty and integrity are important qualities Jim described as 

driving his political views.  He admires a long-term, big picture approach to politics, which he 

sees as a cornerstone of Republican thought.  Democrats, on the other hand, are too near-sighted, 

an opinion Jim backed up by pointing to the examples of The War on Poverty and same-sex 

marriage.  On these and other issues, Jim believes Democrats are too willing to throw money at a 

problem or push for immediate change without fully thinking it through or considering the long-

term ramifications. 

4.1.4 Ken 

 Originally from a small town in central Illinois, Ken now resides in one of Minnesota’s 

major metropolitan areas.  At 41, Ken is the only interview participant who belongs to the Log 

Cabin Republicans, or any gay Republican organization for that matter.  He has held leadership 

roles within the Log Cabin organization, and has served in various capacities as a member of the 

Republican Party.  Ken was baptized and confirmed in the Catholic tradition, and while his dad 
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pushed for Ken and his siblings to attend college at Catholic institutions, they could not afford 

private schools when the time came.  Meanwhile, Ken recalled that his mom never wanted to 

push anything on him, instead encouraging Ken to discover things for himself.  Ken noted that, 

while his parents were Democrats, they were also quite conservative.  One example he gave was 

that his parents were extremely poor, and yet they refused to accept government assistance.  

Growing up poor played a notable role in Ken’s political development and steered his view of 

economic policy.  He recalled that, in the area in which he grew up, the unemployment rate and 

taxes seemed to rise simultaneously.  Ken noted that, “economically, it wasn’t improving, but we 

had to keep paying more out of our pocket and getting nothing in return.  You start to realize that 

it’s not a good deal.”  This realization is reflected in Ken’s political identity, which falls between 

Republican and Libertarian.  He explained, “[W]hat that means is that you have more… social 

tolerance… but that you also believe that the government is not the answer to everything.  There 

is a time and place for government, but it is not the answer.”  Ken believes the place for 

government is at the local level, and that communities should have the autonomy to make most 

decisions on their own, based on their specific needs.  Though he is still defining his career path, 

Ken currently does home inspections for a living, a welcome departure from his previous work 

experience, which kept him behind the scenes doing fraud protection, insurance, and 

underwriting. 

4.1.5 Chris 

 Chris is a 44-year-old business owner, living in a city of over 100,000 people.  Originally 

from Missouri, he came to Minnesota via Colorado, where he attended university.  Chris has 

been immersed in politics for as long as he can remember, noting that his parents were quite 

involved politically.  He recalled, “I’d go out with my mom when I was—very first election I 
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remember doing anything was when I was six, so—going to the polls and handing out literature 

and that sort of thing.”  His entire family was Republican and discussed politics frequently, in 

part because his dad was also a business owner.  With a degree in Political Science, Chris is well 

aware that a majority of voters get their views from their parents, though he feels he is less 

conservative than most of his family.  For Chris, some key issues are the size and scope of 

government, spending, and fiscal issues.  He is “not a single issue kind of guy.”  Despite pulling 

away from the church, Chris still considers himself Catholic.  However, it is the Constitution 

which he credits with driving much of his political ideology.  He described the importance of 

going back to this document “and looking at, you know, how the country was founded and some 

of the rationale behind it and, you know, personal freedom and what that really means, and 

relationship with government and its citizens.”  This relationship is particularly important when 

considering social programs, which are a prime example of Chris’ overarching belief that 

“government is best done locally.” 

4.1.6 Glen 

 Roughly an hour south of the Minnesota border, in eastern Iowa, Glen makes his living as 

a farmer.  His home sits about seven miles outside of the nearest town, which has a population of 

less than 2,000 people.  The third of seven children, he learned to drive a tractor when he was 

four and pickup truck at age seven.  Now 59, he has never applied for a job, but through hard 

work and sensible living, has done very well for himself.  Glen eagerly shared about the beautiful 

home he recently built, but was quick to remind me that he had lived in the original farm house 

on the property for decades until he was financially set.  He explained, “I was taught you had to 

take care of yourself, you know?  Plan for retirement.  All my friends live for today.  Now when 

I live in this… I hear snide comments now.”  Hard work, self-sufficiency, and planning ahead 
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are principles that resonate deeply with Glen and permeate his political sentiments.  Although 

Glen identifies as a Republican, he feels the party has become too liberal.  He believes he is 

perhaps better represented by the Tea Party and Libertarians, and wishes the government would 

“just stay out of [his] business.”  Living alone in a small community, Glen feels most people 

probably know or suspect he is gay, but does not see it as a topic for discussion.  With respect to 

the Republican Party, Glen explained, “I think they get a bad rap for... [hating] gays and this and 

that.  I don’t think any, I mean, none of my neighbors have said boo… most people it’s just they 

don’t like it in their face.”  It is important to note that Glen shares this sentiment:  

I don’t like flamers… I tell myself, ‘You shouldn’t judge’ because I have my interesting 

side, too.  But basically, I don’t, you know, stay out of my business… people need to 

figure out how to support themselves and not us, well, not us supporting them. 

Glen added that, growing up, his family “never had nice discussion.”  Rather than engaging in 

pleasant conversation about the day’s events, for instance, they would exclusively discuss 

politics and political issues.  Glen recalled one particular instance: “[S]omehow it got on the 

subject of health care… and my dad says, ‘Yeah, take all the faggots and line ‘em up and shoot 

‘em.’  And I’m going, ‘Well, I guess it’s time for me to go home.’”  While Glen was raised in a 

moderately religious family, he no longer attends church.  He explained, “I still believe in a lot of 

things, but I don’t, you know, just the community I’m in, I just don’t feel like I fit.  And I always 

jokingly say, ‘I go to the church of the open air.’” 

4.1.7 JP 

 Born in El Paso, Texas, JP is a retired 64-year-old gay man who now resides in a major 

metropolitan area in northern Florida.  Last year, he married his partner of nearly eight years on a 

trip to California.  At the time of our interview, he was disappointed that their marriage was not 



88 
 

yet legally recognized in Florida, adding that the last eight years are “what life’s all about.”  He 

continued, “This is what it should be about for anyone, for everyone.”  A self-described social 

liberal, JP ultimately identifies as a Republican “because of the bottom line.”  Nevertheless, he is 

unhappy with the way the Republican Party is “being controlled by the church.”  Though Jim’s 

family immigrated from Mexico, he was quick to point out that they were Spanish landowners, 

business owners, and leaders, thereby making him Spanish, not Mexican.  Although he is three-

quarters Spanish, JP jokingly said he identifies as “free, white, and 21.”  Despite his Spanish and 

Mexican heritage, JP—like all participants in my study—identifies as Caucasian. 

4.1.8 Joey 

 A former drag queen and the son of two Democrats, Joey lives in a large city in northern 

Florida and has been a registered Republican his “whole life.”  Currently 47 and unemployed, he 

has had “lots of jobs,” and possesses a two-year degree, which he described to me as “two years 

and 10,000 dollars of money down the tubes.”  He called himself a “staunch Republican… but 

liberal Republican.”  He is fiercely anti-Obama, and is hoping Republicans can get the nation 

back on track.  Joey resents President Obama for “[g]iving away shit that we can’t afford.  The 

southern border is wide-ass open.”  This sentiment is exacerbated by the direct impact he sees it 

having on his own well-being: 

And they’re probably getting food stamps and all this kind of crap, too.  I can’t get food 

stamps.  I’m like poor as a church mouse, but I gotta make it… I used to get 16 dollars a 

month, but Obama cut me off.  Bitch.  I always treasured that 16 dollars.  I got good food 

on that 16 dollars, yes I did.  I know how to shop.  I’m poor; I know how to shop.  You 

need something, I know where to get it at.   
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Joey added that he would more than likely spend the next day working at the food bank, where 

he also gets some of his food.  While I did not probe further into the specifics of Joey’s financial 

situation, he did allude to still receiving some government assistance because of his disability.  

At the end of our interview, he shared that he has been HIV-positive for thirty years.  Like Chris, 

Joey feels the government should be run according to the original Constitution.  He added, “It’s 

been that way since the beginning of this country.  It was good enough then, it’s good enough 

now.”  He is proud of the fact that he has convinced his mom to join him in voting Republican. 

4.1.9 Mike 

 I met up with Mike in a town of under 15,000 in northeast Florida.  The grandson of 

Italian immigrants, Mike grew up in New York City and spent several years working on Wall 

Street, but eventually found that his successful career, country club membership, and nice cars 

were not fulfilling.  Neither was his marriage.  After he and his wife of eight years separated, 

Mike moved from New Jersey to Florida to start over.  Now 50, Mike has been with his male 

partner for ten years.  Mike also has a 15-year-old daughter, who visits him and his partner at 

their home in Florida from time to time.  While his partner is retired, Mike now works in 

manufacturing.  He noted that the work does not pay as well as his job working in finance, but 

added that he and his partner are financially comfortable.  A registered Republican, Mike quickly 

added: 

Not that I’m strictly a hard line guy.  I’m very open to other parties.  There are some 

parties, some topics and subjects I identify with Democrats, even Liberals, and as well as 

Conservatives and Tea Party… I don’t like to pigeonhole myself into one… strict group. 

Like other participants, Mike identifies as a fiscal conservative, but is socially more liberal. 
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4.2 The Collective Sample 

 The men described above come from a diverse array of political backgrounds, social 

classes, geographic locations, and generations.  Meanwhile, the most notable feature they have in 

common is race, with all nine participants identifying as Caucasian.  As noted in a previous 

chapter, other studies have highlighted this lone demographic commonality as a defining 

component of gay Republican identity, along with socioeconomic status, though this was not 

shared among my participants.  Yet, aside from race, my participants’ commonalities were 

staggered and unpredictable.  Though they offered a vast range of perspectives on most topics 

throughout the interview process, every two participants shared at least some ideological 

similarities.  For instance, despite differing perspectives on most issues, Chatsworth and Joey 

shared similar beliefs with regards to marriage equality.  Meanwhile, Joey and Glen, who agree 

on a whole host of topics, disagree on that particular issue.  This pattern exists throughout the 

entire field of participants; in other words, no two participants were entirely alike or dissimilar in 

their ideological foundations.  The field remained divided on a majority of topics, though 

different people disagreed—and for different reasons—on each one.  Like an unsolvable Rubik’s 

Cube, each turn of the conversation resulted in new patterns, with different individuals moving 

closer together or farther apart.  While everyone remained in a similar ideological space, or cube, 

no clear solution emerged to provide a set relationship between or among participants. 

 This feature reinforces the value of a qualitative approach to this topic.  My participants’ 

views intersect with enough frequency and unpredictability to suggest that generalizable patterns 

might be difficult to come by, even with a much larger sample.  Despite vastly different 

upbringings and lived experiences, each participant shared some overlapping perspectives with 

each other participant, taking a variety of paths to similar ideological destinations.  In looking for 
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a common thread among all participants, it is perhaps worth highlighting the unpredictability of 

each man’s perspectives.  Just as I would begin to mentally group a participant as similar to 

another participant, he would surprise me with a unique perspective which severed that 

connection.  In this sense, unpredictability emerges as a shared feature in and of itself.  And why 

should it not?  If I am beginning with a field of participants who exist at odds with societal 

expectations regarding sexual and political identity, should I be surprised that other aspects of 

their political identities are difficult to predict or pattern?  Perhaps these men are deeply content 

harboring identities others suggest to be incongruent, thus enabling them to balance their gay and 

Republican identities in the first place.  Or, alternately, maybe a gay Republican identity in and 

of itself has a liberating effect on what one perceives to be possible with respect to political and 

personal identity.  

While other studies on gay Republicans led me to believe my participants would fall into 

specific personas, the brief overviews of each participant above remind me just how difficult 

these nine men would be to categorize.  Perhaps this reflects my decision to include anyone who 

identified as gay and Republican, as opposed to, say, limiting my sample population to Log 

Cabin Republicans (Rogers & Lott, 1997) or focusing on gay men with positions of importance 

to the Republican Party (Cimino, 2007).  At best, I could place my participants along ideological 

spectrums spanning from conservative to liberal associations, with respect to certain areas of 

discussion.  The most illuminating spectra would likely include some of the following key 

concepts: overall political identity, connection to the Republican Party, opposition to the 

Democratic Party, political stance on social issues, pride in sexual identity, political involvement, 

and information-seeking behaviors.  These and other topics will be discussed in greater detail in 

the coming chapters. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

POLITICAL IDENTITY 

 My interviews were loosely structured around three main ideas—political identity, sexual 

identity, and the ways in which these identities coexist.  The following three chapters will 

discuss these topics in order; thus, the focus of this chapter is on political identity.  While social 

norms generally discourage talking about sex or politics with strangers, I began with the 

assumption that questions regarding political identity are less invasive than those about sexual 

identity.  I based this assumption on the notion that a gay or bisexual identity is less common and 

more marginalized in society than a Republican identity, though some have certainly 

experienced otherwise.  Thus, after providing participants with a brief overview of the interview 

process and gathering some of their basic background information, I began with questions related 

to political identity.   

 The initial portion of my interview guide asked participants to consider the development 

of their political identities, their thoughts on their own political party and the primary opposing 

party, as well as their political practices.  The interviews were semi-structured, meaning I 

referred to the interview guide as necessary, but without sacrificing conversational flow.  In other 

words, I had a route for the interview loosely sketched out, but gave my participants control of 

the wheel.  Open coding of their responses revealed nine concepts across four primary themes 

related to political identity: individual Republican identity, perspectives on the Republican Party, 

perspectives on the Democratic Party, and the role of media in the establishment and 

maintenance of my participants’ political identities.   
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5.1 Individual Republican Identity 

The criterion met by my participants gave strong clues as to their political inclinations; 

after all, I specifically recruited men who self-identify as gay and Republican.  Yet, admittedly, I 

was surprised by the vast web of meanings these men ascribe to their Republican identities.  My 

participants’ feedback related to their own Republican identities can be further broken down 

across two concepts: type of Republican and political practices.   

5.1.1 Type of Republican 

 In recruiting participants, my language specifically asked for men who self-identify as 

gay and Republican.  While all participants ultimately identified as Republican, they defined and 

experienced this label in a variety of ways.  In fact, when asked how they identify politically, 

every participant offered a nuanced description of his Republican identity.  Not one participant 

responded with simply, “Republican.”  While this tendency is likely not unique to Republicans, 

given the significant role this term plays in my overall project, it is important to begin with an 

overview of the vast sea of meanings associated with a Republican identity label. 

Chris came the closest to a one-word response as to his political identity, initially noting 

that his “short answer would be Republican.”  When prompted, however, he added, “Then a little 

longer answer would be Libertarian Republican.  I’m not really Libertarian, but you know, 

Libertarian Republican.”  Libertarianism struck a chord with a number of participants.  Tyler 

stated, “I would call myself more of a Ron Paul Republican, more Libertarian, which kind of 

falls in the Republican Party,” while Ken offered a similar perspective: “I’m pretty much 

between Republican and Libertarian… I tend to get along with those people a lot more on their, a 

lot of their principles.”  For these men, the sentiment behind their hybrid Republican identity 

seemed to be one of clarification, as if to note an immediate distance—however slight—from the 
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party they call home.  For most, a Libertarian identity was used to convey a less constrictive 

form of Republicanism, as these men generally associated Libertarianism with a more open-

minded view, particularly on social issues.  Chris explained how a Libertarian Republican 

identity differs from a Republican identity in this way: “You know, in short, less focus on social 

issues.  But even more than that, not even less focus but… probably a different way of looking at 

a lot of social issues.”   

While this characterization of Libertarianism as the more socially progressive cousin to 

Republicanism seemed to resonate with most participants, not everyone agreed.  Glen expressed 

a desire for the Republican Party to be more conservative on social issues.  His self-proclaimed 

Libertarian tendencies are primarily connected to his fiscal views.  He explained: 

I’m registered Republican.  Lean more toward Tea Party or Libertarian.  I think that 

anybody that works hard should… be able to hang on to what they have.  I know I can 

spend my money better than the government ever will. 

While Glen was the only participant to define himself in relation to the Tea Party, he was not 

alone in defining his political identity through an economic lens, with Jim noting, “I consider 

myself conservative in most issues, especially economically.  And I tend to vote Republican 

across the board.” 

 Perhaps the most perplexing response came from Joey, a self-described “staunch 

Republican” who also calls himself a “liberal Republican.”  When asked for clarification, Joey 

explained, “I don’t consider myself conservative at all.  But I like the way Republicans think, 

opposed to Democrats.  I don’t trust Democrats.  Never have trusted Democrats. This country’s 

in the shape it’s in right now because of Democrats.”  Joey’s response is interesting for a couple 

of reasons.  First, he articulates a sentiment common to the American political landscape and 
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other two-party systems, defining himself as much against the opposing party as for his own 

party.  Second, his statement hints at the depth with which some participants, and many in 

society, perceive their political identities.  Now 47, Joey proudly stated, “Been a registered 

Republican my whole entire life since I started voting, even before.  I campaigned for Reagan 

before I could vote.”  Despite describing himself as liberal, Joey identifies with a party widely 

accepted to be conservative.  In a sense, Joey sees his Republican identity as so deeply engrained 

as to be immutable.  For Joey, party label trumps even philosophical perspective when claiming 

identity within a political party.  To this day, Joey explained, “Win, lose, or draw, I’m gonna 

vote Republican regardless.”   

The desire to explain oneself in relation to one’s overarching political affiliation 

reverberates throughout this project.  Each individual chose to situate himself at a specific 

location within the Republican Party.  As Chris alluded to above, there is often a short and long 

answer to how one identifies politically, and the former is often reductive to a fault.  Given the 

vast range of individuals who identify with a political label, a more developed response is 

necessary in the effort to provide a clearer sketch of one’s political inclinations.  This idea is 

clearly reflected in Chatsworth’s response:  

I would say that if someone were to ask me if I were liberal or conservative, I would fall 

into what I call the sensible conservative.  There are things that—the uber conservative 

does not appeal to me at all because that’s fascist, but the screaming liberal thing is just 

like, well we’ll throw gobs of money at a project and, whether it fails or not, we can pat 

ourselves on the back—I’m not there, either.  I would say that I would probably have to 

identify as a Republican if I had to pick a party. 
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Chatsworth’s statement reflects a reluctance to identify completely with a political party with 

which he is not completely satisfied.  His short answer remains Republican, but the weight of 

this label compels him to offer a deeper reflection on his political leanings.   

This tendency to explain the specifics of one’s position within the Republican Party was 

observed throughout the interview process.  As the interviews went on, it became apparent that 

this was, in large part, because most participants found certain aspects of their political party 

problematic, though still preferable to the primary opposing party.  While all participants 

responded to a request seeking gay Republicans for research, thereby showing an underlying 

sense of connection to the Republican brand, their responses made it clear that this identity label 

offers an incomplete description of their political identity.  Indeed, while the term is appropriate 

for this study, we must keep in mind that—like with most identity groups—there are many types 

of Republicans. 

5.1.2 Political Practices  

 Participants also reported a great deal of variation in the ways in which they practice their 

political identities.  On the whole, they described themselves as very active in the voting process.  

Not surprisingly, voting was the most common political practice among participants.  When 

asked about the ways in which they support their party and practice their political beliefs, every 

participant mentioned voting.  For most, this is not limited to general elections, but includes 

midterm and primary elections.  Joey said he votes in every election.  Tyler votes “with all the 

elections that they have,” including the Republican Caucus during the last presidential election.  

Tyler stated that when he was working and did have money, he would donate to campaigns.  

Tyler was not the only man who admitted to no longer donating due to financial hardship.  

Chatsworth gave a similar answer, stating, “I used to contribute.  I don’t contribute any more.  At 
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all.  I’m not in a position that I can do that.  I vote in virtually every election that comes along.”  

The quickness with which Chatsworth reminded me he still votes regularly suggests that perhaps 

he wishes he were in a position to donate, but that his time and vote are also valuable 

contributions to the party.  It is worth noting the seriousness with which he takes this duty: “I’m 

careful to study the candidates and the issues before I go and vote… I don’t think there’s 

anything more horrifying than an uninformed voter.” 

 Meanwhile, Jim described a more unique voting strategy.  He explained, “There’s a 

primary election coming up… in [state], and I’m gonna vote on the Democratic ticket.  I’m 

voting for the idiot from [city] who’s running against [Democratic frontrunner].”  When I asked 

him to clarify the reason he decided to vote in the opposing party’s primary, he stated, “Just to 

make [Democratic frontrunner]’s numbers look bad.  There’s nobody on the Republican ticket 

that I really—a race that I really, really need to vote in.”  This was one of the most extreme 

examples from my research of participants actively working against the opposing party, rather 

than for their own party.   

Most participants stuck to more standard political practices, like voting for and donating 

to their favorite candidates.  Glen is one example, and perhaps because of his frustrations with 

the Republican Party (wishing it was more conservative), he is particular about where his money 

goes within the party: “I give money.  I vote.  Like I said, I’m a registered Republican, but I 

haven’t given money to the national party in years because I don’t like the way they spend it.  I 

give it to individual candidates.”   

Participants described other methods of political involvement, as well.  For example, Ken 

has chaired a state chapter of the Log Cabin Republicans, running caucuses, serving as an 

election judge, and working in various other positions within the party.  When asked if he votes 
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regularly, he replied, “Yeah.  Most of the time, because I’m working the polls and stuff anyway, 

I always fill out a ballot.”  Another participant, Chris, described his involvement with 

Republican fundraising initiatives, as well as his roles on the executive committee and as a 

delegate.  Ken and Chris also worked with Republican outreach in Minnesota, where they were 

instrumental in defeating a proposed amendment defining marriage as between one man and one 

woman.  While all of my participants expressed some form of political involvement, Ken and 

Chris have the most direct experience working with the Republican Party. 

5.2 Perspectives on the Republican Party 

 The various ways in which my participants experience their individual Republican 

identities are undoubtedly intertwined with their perspectives on the Republican Party as a 

whole, the second theme of this chapter.  After marking each reference to the party in my 

transcripts, I went back through the highlighted text and divided responses along natural fault 

lines.  Three categories emerged, which will be discussed in order: satisfaction with the 

Republican Party, dissatisfaction with the party, and thoughts on the future of the Republican 

Party.   

5.2.1 Satisfaction with the Republican Party 

 Initially, given that all participants choose to affiliate with the Republican Party, it seems 

logical that there are aspects of the party they find appealing.  Something compels them to hold 

fast to this identity label, even if they choose to define their Republican identity in more specific 

terms, such as Libertarian Republican or Liberal Republican.  Thus, I will begin by sharing 

aspects of the party with which participants are reportedly satisfied.  My participants expressed 

their satisfaction with the party in a variety of ways, including through general positive 

associations and references to specific guiding principles. 
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 Many of my participants described their overall satisfaction with the Republican Party in 

general terms, offering broad sentiments of approval.  For instance, Chris described the party as 

an overall good fit for him, noting that it aligns with his political perspectives.  Ken offered the 

example of Republicans taking control of the House of Representatives and doing “a few good 

things.”  He expanded on this notion, but continued in relatively vague terms: “They actually did 

change some of the tax, you know, some of the tax—they did some cuts, they did some, you 

know, moving things.  They actually paid down things that the Democrats now are taking credit 

for.”  Though short on specifics, these broad statements are common in political discourse, and 

can be used to convey approval or a lack thereof. 

 Other participants spoke of broad theoretical approaches that drew them to the party.  JP, 

for instance, appreciates what he described as a “big picture” approach to politics.  In fact, JP 

shared that one of his favorite things about the Republican Party is that “we’re looking toward 

the future for everyone, not just the gay people, not just for immigration, we’re not just—but 

we’re looking at the big picture, you know, further down the line.”  Here, JP explicitly separates 

big picture ideology from specific issues, a distinction that resonated with other participants, as 

well.  Chris observed that the Republican Party has a lot to offer many different groups of people 

in terms of “self-reliance and smaller government,” general ideals he thinks could gain traction 

and appeal to a broad voting base.  Yet, as he noted, broad ways of thinking are often 

overshadowed by specific issues. 

 Chris also spoke to the general standing of the Republican Party among voters.  He noted, 

“I feel there are, like everything else, there are ebbs and flows….”  Perhaps because of his 

extensive background in the electoral side of politics, Chris tied his general contentment with the 

party to how he sees upcoming elections playing out.  When asked how he feels about the party 
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as a whole, he offered, “I feel pretty good going into the fall this year, partially just—off year 

and the opposition party’s second term, just traditionally is gonna be a good year… especially 

with a lame duck president.”  He then tied this to an overall satisfaction with Republican 

leadership:  

As far as the organization and everything, I feel like it’s in pretty good hands, in terms of 

message…and that leads more to 2016 and kind of what direction the party wants to go, 

[though that] remains to be seen to some extent. 

With regard to Republicans in office, Joey generalized, “Some people in it are great; some 

people been there too long and they need to go.”  Sentiments like these reflect a general 

satisfaction with the Republican Party, articulated in broad terms.   

While some participants shared statements of cumulative satisfaction with the party, 

others pointed to specific guiding principles.  Such responses are helpful in highlighting 

philosophical ideals explicitly identified by participants as positive pillars of Republican thought.  

Despite numerous objections to the party, which will be addressed later, these overarching 

principles reflect how participants choose to characterize the party with which they identify.  In a 

sense, then, these responses reflect how participants see themselves.   

 Given the personal nature of such perceptions and their close connection to individual 

identity, it is not surprising that participants’ views varied greatly at times.  For instance, one of 

the guiding principles almost all of my participants associated with the Republican Party is an 

emphasis on tradition.  Yet, participants did not agree on whether this principle is more positive 

or negative, with some criticizing this aspect of the party, others praising it, and many doing both 

depending on the specific issue being discussed.  Nevertheless, nearly every participant agreed 

the party values tradition.  Still, one argued the opposite.  Joey stated, “I think Republicans 
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change things; Democrats keep the same, same, same… I’m not into that.  The whole world’s 

changing.  We ain’t?”  I offer this example of contradictory perspectives to illustrate the 

individualized nature of meanings associated with political identity.  Since this project is about 

individual perceptions and experiences, I am disinclined to say Joey is wrong in his assessment 

of the Republican Party, but it remains worth noting that, for the vast majority of my 

participants, tradition was a fundamental component of Republican thought.  

 Another example that came up regularly, especially among participants with Libertarian 

leanings, was the distinction between small and large government.  Tyler explained that one 

thing he particularly likes about the Republican Party is its attempts at “just trying to get the 

government smaller.  Getting the people off, you know, the government—to help themselves.”  

Not surprisingly, this overarching principle of smaller government, which Tyler associates with 

less governmental involvement and oversight, greatly influences his views on specific issues.  It 

is interesting to note that Tyler espouses small government selectively and to different effect.  

For instance, Tyler opposes most social welfare programs, believing government assistance 

prevents individuals from becoming financially independent and self-sufficient.  Meanwhile, 

with respect to same-sex marriage, he opposes big government because he believes the 

government should stay out of personal affairs.  In this way, Tyler applies the Libertarian 

Republican preference for smaller government to two social issues to different effect.  In one 

instance, the concept of small government is used to argue for a conservative stance on social 

welfare, while in the other, the same principle is used to advocate for a more progressive 

approach to same-sex marriage.  This further demonstrates the importance of interpretation in 

one’s political perceptions and practices, as Tyler’s understanding of small government leads 

him to different conclusions than others in his party.  Moreover, Tyler’s ability to apply the 
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principle of small government to specific examples on a case-by-case basis ultimately enables 

him to problematize some of the contradictions he perceives within his political party, as will be 

seen later in this chapter. 

 In some instances, rather than focusing on positive characteristics of the Republican 

Party, participants expressed their approval through justifications or defensive statements made 

on the party’s behalf.  This reaction was not in response to arguments or prompts on my part, but 

rather, arose organically as participants explained their perspectives.  Ultimately, these 

justifications tended to reflect an awareness on the part of participants that something they said 

or were about to say about the party could be interpreted as negative or contradictory.  This 

awareness, and the resulting defensiveness, demonstrate an appreciation for Republican ideology 

or practices that might seem counter-intuitive to others. 

 One of the most apparent examples of this tendency was when participants defended anti-

gay sentiments.  Perhaps ironically, they did so by appealing to the values of openness and 

acceptance, suggesting that we should seek to understand, and even respect, the perspectives of 

those who express negativity toward marginalized groups.  For instance, when asked if he 

disagreed with the Republican Party on any issues, Jim answered, “Not that come to mind.  Um, 

being gay, you know, you could say they probably take an anti-gay approach a lot.  But again, 

you have to understand where they’re coming from.”  For Jim, the ideals of free expression and 

individuality trump social acceptance or open-mindedness.   

 Jim went on to suggest that members of Congress often get an unfair reputation based on 

their voting patterns, despite the fact that their primary responsibility is to represent the views of 

their constituents.  He gave the example of a “working class Catholic district,” where the 

population is “totally against abortion,” and asked if politicians are “supposed to run out and go 
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against what the people elected them for after they’ve gotten in?”  Obviously, Jim would answer 

no.  He added, “[T]hat’s why our government was set up the way it is… So that they can be 

closer to the people that they represent, and naturally, represent the views that… their 

constituents probably have.”  In both of these examples, Jim defends individuals who might be 

criticized in more progressive circles as narrow-minded, unsympathetic, or uninformed.  His 

overall contention is that, in such instances, it is actually the progressives who are being narrow-

minded, and that they would understand the homophobia or anti-abortion stance of a given 

Republican if they knew that individual’s situation. 

Another interesting example of participants’ defense of Republican narrow-mindedness 

came from Ken, who offered a response to the critique that Republicans are too focused on 

politicizing moral issues.  He explained:  

[T]here’s the argument to be had that sometimes you have to regulate morality, such as, 

you know, whether you should kill people, corporal punishment, and things like that.  So 

people do have those debates on whether morality should be governed by government.  

So it’s a matter of what facet of morality you think should be governed, um, and to what 

extent.  So, you know, that’s kind of where we’re at with that. 

Although Ken does not explicitly condone the regulation of morality, he presents the issue as a 

spectrum and provides specific examples for consideration.  Despite concealing his personal 

thoughts on the matter, Ken defends his party against this common charge, not by denying it, but 

by normalizing it.    

5.2.2 Dissatisfaction with the Republican Party 

 One of the most surprising—and perhaps most telling—themes to emerge from my 

analysis was the overwhelming amount of data detailing participants’ dissatisfaction with the 
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Republican Party.  In fact, they spoke as much about the problems they see within their own 

party as they did on issues they have with the Democratic Party.  When asked to describe how 

outsiders view the Republican Party, participants offered the following inflammatory phrases : 

“religious bigots,” “out of touch,” “Nazis,” “fascist, “nuts,” and “conservative for no reason 

other than to be conservative.”  While it is not surprising that participants know how some 

members of the opposition characterize their party, I did not expect participants to so readily add 

their voices to the Republican critique.  Participants’ expressed dissatisfaction with the 

Republican Party’s priorities, conservative views, out of touch leadership, and tendency to cater 

to the opposition. 

 It is likely that, at some point, all individuals who identify with a political party 

experience frustration with that organization.  Such frustrations can leave one dissatisfied or 

disgruntled.  If my interviews are any indication, this experience is common, even among 

individuals who have no intention of leaving the party to which they belong.  Though not in 

these words, some participants seemed to view their Republican status as an act of identifying 

with the lesser of two evils.  In discussing his tendency to vote for Republican candidates, JP 

noted, “I see them as being better than the alternative.”  Certainly, there are individuals across 

the political spectrum who can relate to this sentiment.  For my participants, one of the most 

common examples of this discontentment occurred when they disagreed with the actions or 

priorities of the Republican Party. 

 From abortion to military action, political issues present infinite potential for disconnect 

between oneself and one’s party.  For the most part, disagreements with the Republican Party’s 

actions and priorities stemmed from participants’ beliefs that the party is too constricting on 

certain issues.  Chatsworth offered this sentiment as an example:  



105 
 

If there was a candidate that absolutely said, under no circumstances can a woman have 

an abortion, well, I’m not going to vote for that guy.  That’s crazy.  There are plenty of 

reasons that sometimes a pregnancy should be ended.  We have to be practical.   

Chatsworth’s critique of the Republican Party’s hardline approach to some issues does not end at 

abortion.  He explained, “Well, I think when you get somebody that pigeonholes everybody—

like, um, all illegal aliens should be sent back—well, I don’t know.  Let’s think about the kids.  

What do we do with the kids?”  He added, “You don’t want to send them back and have the 

whole family murdered.  So there’s another thing—you pigeonhole: all immigrants are illegal.  

No, I can’t—that doesn’t work.”  Here, Chatsworth’s criticism reflects an overall dissatisfaction 

with his party’s actions and priorities regarding specific issues.   

 Similarly, Tyler gave the example of military action and the United States’ involvement 

around the world.  He shared this thought on the Republican Party:  

They always want to be in other countries.  We have bases all over the world.  And we 

have, like, the Patriot Act, which is totally against everything this country is built on, and 

they support that… Well, obviously, we’re not good at building nations.  We screw it up 

every place we go.  So if it’s not working, why continue?   

Here, Tyler directs his criticism at his own party for practices he has long deemed problematic.  

It is not only his party’s position on the matter that he finds disagreeable, but the party’s decision 

to repeatedly prioritize military expansion. 

 Another set of priorities Tyler identified as problematic is the Republican Party’s 

inability to keep religion out of politics.  As an atheist, Tyler expressed strong feelings about the 

separation of church and state, a principle he feels his party too often disregards. He criticized 

the party for believing the “science is still out” on matters like creationism and climate change, 
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suggesting that science should be prioritized over religion.  Moreover, Tyler suggested that the 

religiosity of the Republican Party is, in fact, further tied to money.  He expanded on this 

perspective, stating: 

Corporations, you know, got the big oil companies, coal companies—they… don’t want 

to acknowledge climate change.  And it seems like with religion, that’s mainly just a big 

business… That’s all they do.  They make money.  They sell an invisible product, that 

there’s 100 percent no proof of, and people eat it up.   

When asked if he felt this depiction of religion as business was tied to politics, Tyler answered 

with a resounding “yes.”  Here too, discontentment with the Republican Party’s priorities and 

resulting actions played a key role in Tyler’s perceptions of the party. 

 Tyler was not the only participant to criticize the religiosity of the Republican Party.  

Christian undertones are commonly manifested in the party, leading to another critique offered 

by my participants—that the party is too conservative overall.  This sentiment arose with 

moderate regularity, and in some cases, seemed to push participants away from a firm 

Republican identity.   

 JP spoke to this, highlighting the importance of finding middle ground within and among 

members of the party, but noting that religion complicates this ideal.  He explained:  

I think what has happened now is the Republicans are relying upon the church too much.  

They are bringing religion into it.  And unfortunately, it’s from one extreme to the other.  

And the Republican Party is picking the right end, you know, the right wing of religion, 

which is so conservative and is so, you know, everything is with blinders on.  You know, 

do as I say, not as I do.  That kind of thing. 
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While many undoubtedly appreciate the Republican Party’s apparent ties to conservative 

Christianity and the Religious Right, most of my participants struggled to see this association as 

a positive thing.  JP continued: 

[T]hey’re pinpointing certain things because religion is getting involved.  And it’s like, 

now they’re going from one extreme to the other… and I think it’s gonna be the downfall 

of the party system.  I really do because there’s no sanity on either side.   

Indeed, there was an overwhelming sense among participants, like Chris, that the Religious Right 

exerts a “disproportionate influence in Republican politics.”  This relationship, or so they might 

contend, keeps the party too conservative, and thus, is detrimental to the party’s ability to evolve 

and establish a diverse membership base.  As Tyler put it, “Just about every social issue they can 

think of they got backwards… It hurts because it makes them look evil.  It makes them look out 

of touch.” 

 The feeling that many Republicans are too conservative in their worldviews was 

frequently connected to specific issues.  Not surprisingly, given the focus of this project, one 

common issue that arose as an example of Republicans being too narrow-minded and 

conservative was homosexuality.  Chatsworth explained: 

And then, one of the things about ultra-Republicans that bothered me is the, quote, the 

homosexual agenda.  Well nobody gave me a copy.  I have no idea what that means.  At 

all.  It’s simply a lifestyle.  And, you know, they think, well it’s a choice.  It’s not a 

choice.  It’s hard-wired.  You’re born this way.  Nobody’s gonna make that choice—I 

mean, I grew up in the ‘50s—nobody’s gonna make that choice.  So I always ask these 

people, ‘Well when did you choose to be straight?’  And they just look at you.   
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Chatsworth was not alone in detailing the double-standards perpetuated by conservative 

Republicans and members of the Religious Right when discussing LGBTQ issues.  Ken pointed 

out the example of “when you come down to the same-sex marriage issue, and people are like, 

‘Well don’t push your ideas on me.’”  He continued, “But then you have the people on the Right 

who are prolife and, you know, staunch pro-life Christians or whatever, they say, ‘Well don’t 

you push your ideology on me.’  And I’m like, ‘Well that’s what you’re doing.’”  The sense of 

judgment felt by some participants from the more conservative factions of the Republican Party 

reflects different perspectives on how conservative the party should be and on which issues. 

 Given the broad range of perspectives on the most fundamental aspects of Republican 

ideology, it comes as little surprise that tension among Republicans has become a major issue for 

the party.  Tyler suggested the party is splitting; he added, “They’re pretty much having a civil 

war between the extreme right—you know, the Tea Party—and the moderates.”  This battle also 

breaks along generational lines, with Ken observing that the party is really suffering as the 

younger generation pushes for changes and the older generation holds fast to more traditional 

conservative values.  He explained, “I’m starting to come back into more Libertarian versus just 

strong Republican—mostly because I know that there’s still a generational issue in the 

Republican Party.”  He added, “I’m getting to a point, it’s hard for me to relate to the people who 

are 70 years old and out in the boondocks….”  Here, Ken articulates a sense of disconnect from 

the party, which emerged in a majority of the interviews.  He continued, “You can believe 

something.  I can respect your opinions.  But don’t tell me that I don’t have an opinion or that my 

opinion’s completely wrong… ‘Cause there’s always a middle truth somewhere.  And I’m 

always open to that.”  
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 With respect to internal conflict, Chatsworth went so far as to state that the Republican 

Party has no identity.  He continued: 

They’re fighting among themselves.  Right now, it’s a turkey shoot.  It’s a clusterfuck.  I 

mean, it makes no sense.  You have a group of people on this side that are rabid about 

this issue and they’re angry at their own party because they can’t support it, so you have 

people who don’t think; they simply react.  And you have people who are trying to think 

and they’re not allowed to.  So I think, you know, there are good things to be said and 

there are good ideas, but I think they are awash in all this fighting.  Which, I don’t 

understand.  You know, a house divided isn’t gonna stand.  They’re killing themselves. 

Indeed, most participants—regardless of how conservative or liberal they claimed to be—

recognize the dangers of a divided Republican Party.  In a political system with two dominant 

parties, one cannot afford to split down the middle without losing status and elections.  Yet, it 

seems neither end of the Republican spectrum is willing to compromise, leaving both sides to 

push away from each other harder than ever in hopes that, in the event of a split, they would be 

left with a big enough portion of the Republican pie to remain in contention come election time. 

   Mike also spoke to the divided nature of the Republican Party.  For him, the lack of 

unification has made the party dysfunctional.  Rather than staying deadlocked in a game of 

political tug of war, he suggested: 

Everybody’s got to give and take… not only Democrats or Republicans, but conservative 

and ultra-conservative and Tea Party Republicans have to give and take.  Same thing with 

Democrats.  You can’t be too liberal, you know, you have to kind of, you know, be 

somewhat middle-of-the-road.  That comes with everything; I mean, this country is not 

one way.  It’s not a dictatorship.  It’s not a Communist country.  It’s a free country.  And 
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for that, you have to have accepted that other people have different views and different 

ideas on everything and just come to a middle ground.  You can’t just be so hard-headed 

one way ‘cause, um, you know, nothing’s going to get accomplished that way. 

Indeed, participants conveyed a sense of concern over the direction—or lack thereof—the 

Republican Party seems to be headed.  While there was some consensus as to the importance of a 

unified Republican front, neither faction appeared eager to compromise on their own values for 

the purpose of organizational cohesion. 

One factor that plays an undeniable role in the forward direction of the Republican Party, 

and that plays a direct part in creating a unified front, is its leadership.  Here too, a majority of 

participants seemed at least somewhat dissatisfied.  Yet, despite a shared understanding of the 

importance of strong leadership with broad appeal, participants varied greatly on their thoughts 

as to who such individuals might be.  Ken captured some of the nuances of this complicated 

dilemma: 

[T]hey’re hoping to push that generation ahead of us out, but it’s being pushed back on.  

Um, and I think a lot of them are being disenfranchised.  So I think you’re seeing more of 

a, more of a flood out to the Libertarians, out to the Tea Parties because of those issues.  

When you see them push, uh, push these milk—what do they call them?—milquetoast 

people like Mitt Romney out, and you’re just kind of like, ‘Really?’  You know, ‘You 

couldn’t have anybody more energetic, more, you know, that can relate to your up and 

coming base?’  Um.  And then… they put out these polls, ‘Well, what about Jeb Bush?’  

The last thing we need is another Bush/Clinton debate.  Like, seriously, that’s just—let’s 

move away from political oligarchies, let’s get away from these dynasties, let’s, let’s find 

some truly talented unknowns to come out and try to speak to people. 
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Ken’s notion of finding unknown individuals to serve in leadership positions within the 

Republican Party suggests an overall frustration with what he perceives to be a lack of strong 

leaders.  It is telling that he would prefer to see brand new faces at the head of the party, as 

opposed to making slight shifts to the current roster.   

 Other participants identified specific Republican leaders of whom they approve or 

disapprove.  Tyler, for instance, said the only Republican politician he really likes is Rand Paul.  

He added, “I used to like John McCain, but he went nuts and became senile….”  While this 

statement might not technically be true, it is still representative of the ways in which many 

Americans characterize politicians.  It also echoes Ken’s sentiment that old people and ways of 

thinking need to be replaced with new people and new ways of thinking.  Joey expressed similar 

ideas about politicians, stating, “Some are still old school and they just won’t change their colors, 

so to speak.”  Even with regards to his own sexual orientation and the negative views many 

Republicans hold, Joey stated, “[T]he gay thing I don’t agree with, but that’s the old farts 

mainly.”  This kind of justification was relatively common among participants, many of whom 

remained adamant that their fellow Republicans at all levels of the party are not homophobic—or 

at least not too homophobic—despite being characterized as such. 

 While most participants agreed that Republican ideology could afford to evolve on 

certain issues, such as same-sex marriage, they remain cautious about any changes that could be 

interpreted as Republicans caving to the opposition.  Oppositional politics and forced party 

polarization have created a political climate in which any shift toward the center is seen as losing 

ground.  It seems the Republican Party is in a difficult predicament, with supporters frustrated by 

certain aspects of the party, but also wary of change.  My participants expressed concerns, for 
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instance, that Republicans have adopted Democratic strategies and policies, while failing to 

defend themselves from liberal attacks.   

Ken noted, “I think the RNC… keeps trying to model itself now after how the Democrats 

do things, [and] it’s starting to really piss people off.”  This strategy is unwise, in Ken’s opinion, 

particularly if the Republican Party is looking to expand its membership base.  He continued, 

“[T]hey talk about how they’re making a comeback, but… then they just keep doing stupid 

things, and you’re like, ‘Uh, we just don’t think you’re getting it.’  You know?”  Ken added that 

“Republicans are just really bad at their messaging and holding their message.”  While Ken was 

short on specific examples of the ways in which Republican tactics have begun to mirror those of 

Democrats, his ultimate concern is that the party is out of touch and experiencing an identity 

crisis.  This idea was shared by other participants, who agreed it would have a negative impact 

on the party in terms of recruitment and retention.   

This perceived identity crisis carries over into specific issues, with Chris stating, “I think 

the Democrats lately have done a better job of demonizing the Republicans, and a lot of times the 

Republicans, you know, lend themselves to being demonized that way, make it easy for them.”  

Such demonization often highlights Republican practices or perspectives that can be easily 

characterized as narrow-minded or out of touch.  Thus, specific issues can become contentious 

battlegrounds, in which a firm oppositional stance could be seen as too extreme while a more 

moderate position might be interpreted as admitting defeat.  Indeed, some participants expressed 

concern that their party has become too influenced on certain topics by those across the political 

aisle.  On immigration, for instance, Glen stated:  

They’re inviting them.  All we’d have to do is round up one load of those, put them on a 

plane and send them back, but… the Democrats got the Republicans believing that the 
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only way they’ll win is to get the Hispanic vote and, you know, let ‘em be citizens.  But it 

ain’t gonna help one bit.   

Here, Glen expresses concern that Republicans are becoming too soft on illegal immigrants, a 

shift he attributes to misguided efforts by Democrats and an easily swayed Republican Party.  

Glen continued by saying the Republican Party is no longer conservative enough.  He explained: 

Since Obama got elected… there’s no pushback whatsoever of his policies, and if there 

was somebody that, like Ted Cruz, there should be one in every, every state, that can 

articulate well.  I mean, I’ve written, emailed my Republican senator here as to why, why 

I don’t ever hear him say anything against our president.  But I personally think they’re 

all afraid to say anything because, quote unquote, he says he’s black. 

Certainly, a lot of factors are at play here.  Even without his reference to race, which will be 

discussed in greater depth in Chapter Eight, Glen took perhaps the most extreme position on the 

topic of Republican apathy.  He was not alone in feeling that—with respect to specific issues, as 

well as overall tactics and approaches to politics—the Republican Party has been negatively 

affected by the Democratic Party, and Republican leaders have been ineffective in standing up 

against such negative change.  Joey summed up the situation as he sees it, and offered this bit of 

advice to Republicans: “Don’t let these Democrats intimidate—they’re gonna lie, they’re gonna 

cheat, they’re gonna do whatever they gotta do.  Don’t stoop to their level, but don’t back down 

on them, either.”  Joey’s statement depicts Republicans as the victims in a Democrat-driven 

drama.  Thus, his solution is for the Republican Party to stand firm in its convictions while 

taking the proverbial high road.  Ken echoed this sentiment, explaining, “I don’t know if I want 

[Republicans] to play dirty.  But I also don’t want them to cave every, at, you know, every turn 

either.  You know?  When you’re right, stick to it.”  Indeed, while some of my participants wish 
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the Republican Party would move toward a more moderate position on certain issues, others are 

adamant that the party needs to stand its ground. 

5.2.3 The Future of the Republican Party 

 Given the dissatisfaction reportedly experienced by participants, it is important to 

consider their vision for the future of the Republican Party.  While some of my participants 

believe Republicans should stand more firmly on their principles, most statements regarding the 

party’s future dealt with participants’ views that the party is, or is perceived to be, too narrow-

minded.  Participants addressed the future of the Republican Party with respect to three key 

changes: an ideological shift toward moderation, changing political tactics, and new leadership.  

 One of the most common expectations regarding the future of the Republican Party was 

that the party will grow increasingly moderate over time.  Participants named various reasons as 

to why they expected this philosophical shift toward the center, and not all were keen on it.  

However, most believed that the party would be forced to moderate its overall position on certain 

issues, including same-sex marriage.  Tyler offered this take on the future of the party: 

Well, they need to start getting minority people in instead of attacking them.  They need 

to pretty much know when they lost, like with gay marriage.  And they should realize, 

you know, the Republicans are for small government, but yet they want the government 

to dictate how marriage should be, which includes a big part of the government—goes 

against what their core beliefs are. 

As one of the participants who is most critical of the Republican Party, it is perhaps not 

surprising that Tyler places the blame, as well as the opportunity to change, squarely on the 

party’s shoulders.  Tyler believes the party would become more moderate if it would act in 
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accordance with its core belief in smaller government, which would result in fewer restrictions, 

less oversight, and increased personal liberty. 

On issues related to LGBTQ equality, almost all participants expressed a belief that the 

party would benefit from taking a more moderate stance.  Specifics of these positions, as well as 

the dissenting views, will be discussed in the following chapters.  Yet, it is important to note that 

LGBTQ equality was not the only matter participants felt their party should revisit.  Abortion, 

immigration, separation of church and state, and social welfare programs were among the issues 

participants mentioned.  This does not mean a majority of participants identified as Liberal or 

Democratic on these issues; rather, they felt for a variety of reasons that the Republican Party 

would benefit from a more moderate approach to these topics. 

 A shift toward the middle on key political issues would need to operate in tandem with a 

change in political tactics.  Thus, it is fitting that participants expressed a belief that the 

Republican Party could benefit from tweaking its political strategy.  These changes to the party’s 

overall approach were manifested in two distinct approaches: the party needs to defend itself 

more aggressively and the party needs to avoid being overly antagonistic.  Interestingly, these 

two approaches direct blame in opposite directions, with the first suggesting that the opposing 

party is too aggressive and competitive, and the latter pushing a similar charge against 

Republicans. 

 On one side, participants expressed frustrations with what they see as the rampant 

mischaracterization of Republicans.  Jim explained: 

I think because of what they have been portrayed, um, I think many people foresee it as a 

rich person’s party.  Uh, homophobic, racist, um, out for big business, careless about the 

common person.  I think those are the stereotypes that have been put out there, and those 
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are the stereotypes that I think need to be echoed as not true from the leadership of the 

Republican Party, within whatever means that they can do it. 

Jim feels the Republican Party has been misrepresented by liberal media and others outside the 

party, and is adamant that the loudest Republican voices need to take a stand against such 

negative stereotypes.  He argued, “They’ve let… for years, the Democrats get away with murder 

in terms of saying whatever they want, never being contested, never being questioned as far as 

the reality or the validity in what they are saying.”  Jim then expanded on this idea and offered 

one possible solution: 

I think they need to be more vocal and counteract that B as in B, S as in S that comes 

from the White House and the talking points of the, uh, major speakers Harry Reid, 

Nancy Pelosi, etcetera… take a front page headline out on USA Today and lay out the 

facts, compared to what’s being said. 

Jim’s frustrations were not unique to him, but his depiction of the situation was the most 

detailed.  It is clear that some participants feel their party has been tarnished by unfair 

characterizations and accusations.  As members of the Republican Party, these participants 

expressed a desire for their leaders to take a firm stance against such negative representations. 

Meanwhile, a similar accusation was being lobbed toward the Republicans from some of 

their own.  Again, more than one participant picked up on it, but it was Chatsworth who 

summarized the sentiment best: 

It’s my hope that, over the next forty years, that they get their act together and stop—you 

know, right now they’re just simply anti-Obama, anti-Democrat. Well, that makes no 

sense.  That’s almost like, you know, when I was a kid growing up and you’re anti-

Catholic or you’re anti-Protestant.  What’s the point?  The administration’s in place.  We 
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have to deal with it…. All you hear now is that the Republican Party wants to sue 

Obama.  Well, okay.  Really?  Oh you really want to waste my time with this?  And the 

money that goes with it? 

Chatsworth speaks to the antagonistic tendencies he sees within his own party.  Quite simply, he 

is tired of the party standing against things rather than standing for an issue.  It is a frustration 

likely experienced by many from all different locations within the political sphere.  While 

participants like Jim would like to see the party implement a more aggressive defensive strategy, 

those like Chatsworth would appreciate a less aggressive offensive strategy.  This remarkable 

contrast in visions says much about our two-party system, in which participants with vastly 

different political perspectives often find themselves forced to cohabit the same side of the 

political aisle.  It is no wonder that parties find themselves with major identity crises. 

 When considering the future of an entire political party, one cannot overlook the 

individuals who will lead the charge.  Participants had mixed feelings about the party’s potential 

shift toward the center on certain issues, and they were divided on the appropriate adjustment to 

overall political strategy.  Predictably, participants also presented a mixed bag of visions for the 

future when it came to discussing the leadership of the Republican Party.  Some of the leadership 

expectations that emerged from interviews included: fresh views, a shift away from focusing on 

issues, and finding likeable leaders with broad appeal. 

 Tyler, who earlier stated that the only Republican he likes is Rand Paul, predicted a more 

progressive face for the Republican Party.  Tyler argued that, with polls showing young 

Republicans as more supportive of LGBTQ equality and other social issues, the party will evolve 

naturally on these topics as “the old guys retire or die off.”  Joey also spoke of a youthful shift in 
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the Republican Party, drawing a generational distinction between members.  With respect to 

same-sex marriage, he explained: 

Some are still old school and they just won’t change their colors, so to speak.  But the 

new group of them, like Marco Rubio, you know, he has no problem with it.  And Paul 

Ryan… Rand Paul don’t have a problem with it. 

It is unclear where Joey came up with this information since at least two of these individuals 

have maintained rather direct vocal opposition to same-sex marriage.  I do not point this out to 

“fact check” my participants, as this project is about their perspectives.  Rather, I highlight this 

possible discrepancy as an example of how participants often see political figures as they choose 

to see them, sometimes in direct contrast to how those figures present themselves.  Similarly, as I 

will discuss in a later chapter, several participants believed that Republicans in general are more 

accepting of LGBTQ individuals than they are given credit for, sometimes adding that these 

individuals are misinterpreted for simply not wanting the gay lifestyle forced on them. 

 Chris offered a different vision for the leaders of the Republican Party.  In contrast to the 

participants who desire a more progressive leadership base, Chris would prefer to see the party 

and supporters move away from focusing on some of the traditionally polarizing issues like 

same-sex marriage and abortion.  He noted, “I happen to be prolife, absolutely.  But that’s never 

been the defining issue, like to some people.”  Chris would like to see candidates who can 

prioritize issues within the Republican Party that highlight what he sees as the party’s strengths.  

He contended that the party has broad appeal, especially in terms of “self-reliance and smaller 

government,” but added that these long-term ideals often get overshadowed by more trendy or 

specific issues.  
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 Chatsworth offered a gloomier forecast for Republicans, based largely on the direction he 

expects the party to go with its leadership.  He explained: 

I think changes will happen, but I think it’s going to be painful and I don’t think it’s 

going to go the way that the principals involved want it to go.  I think the Republican 

Party right now is afraid of going broke and being divided.  So they’re going to 

concentrate on contributions, and they’re going to concentrate on finding a couple of 

figureheads they can put out in the public that are likeable.  And, unfortunately, that’s not 

dealing with the issues.  So I think we’re seeing the collapse of a very old party because 

right now they don’t have an identity of their own.  They can’t identify to each other what 

they want to be when they grow up, so it’s chaos. 

Chatsworth describes a party in the midst of an identity crisis, and predicts a negative outcome 

for Republicans.  While some participants pushed for greater attention to specific social issues, 

and others called for less focus on such issues, Chatsworth suggested that the party will fail to 

address issues entirely.  The consistent sentiment across the board is that the leadership of the 

Republican Party needs to change in some meaningful ways.  Even Glen, arguably the most 

conservative of my participants, expressed dissatisfaction with Republican leadership, stating, “I 

don’t think they’re conservative.  I want somebody like Ronald Reagan or Ted Cruz.”  Of 

course, based on my interviews, a majority of participants would prefer not to see the more 

conservative Ted Cruz-type Republicans taking over the party.  These mixed perspectives on the 

best direction for Republican leadership to take in the coming years reflect the diverse opinions 

and priorities held by those within the party, as well as the challenges ahead as new leaders 

emerge.  While no political leader can please every member of a given population, the vast and 

varied perspectives among my participants—with respect to the party’s political strategies and 
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potential leaders—suggest the makings of a particularly grueling battle.  Indeed, the vastly 

different political perspectives among these nine men reinforce the Republican divide of which 

they speak, thus foreshadowing a future in which the Republican Party further struggles to come 

together as a cohesive front with a unified message. 

5.3 Perspectives on the Democratic Party 

 The third theme of this chapter considers the ways in which my participants perceive the 

Democratic Party.  Given the pervasive understanding of the American political sphere as a two-

party system, my Republican participants are heavily conditioned to see Democrats as their 

natural political opposition.  Thus, it is not surprising that all participants presented aspects of the 

Democratic Party with which they were dissatisfied.  Their dissatisfaction took a multitude of 

forms and was expressed with varying degrees of contempt, but it was pervasive among all 

participants.  Given the prominence of my participants’ dissatisfaction with the Democratic 

Party, this will be the first concept discussed in this section.  I will then highlight some of the 

limited instances in which participants expressed satisfaction with—or shared positive 

perceptions of—the Democratic Party.  While the latter concept is certainly less prominent than 

dissatisfaction with Democrats, it did emerge as a common sentiment and essential component of 

this project. 

5.3.1 Dissatisfaction with the Democratic Party 

 Participants expressed considerable dissatisfaction with the Democratic Party.  While 

some identified as Democratic or Liberal on specific issues, the overarching sentiment remained 

one of adamant opposition to the party as a whole.  With respect to the party, participants’ 

disapproval included references to general disagreement with its actions and priorities, ways in 
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which it has let down the American people, out of touch leadership, and overarching character 

flaws. 

Initially, participants were critical of the Democratic Party’s actions and overarching 

priorities.  One way in which this manifested itself was a critique of big government.  Tyler 

characterized Democrats as “big government liberals” and explained that “they think the 

government has to do everything, and in some cases, you know, it should have regulations.”  He 

offered the specific example of Obamacare, which makes him wary.  He explained that he is 

uneasy with the government’s involvement in the matter, but did not elaborate on his concerns.  

Joey picked up where Tyler left off, criticizing the Democrats and Obama, who he sees as simply 

“[giving] everything away,” adding, “We can’t afford to be giving everything away.”  He 

continued, “Everybody gets their handouts, you know? And it’s obviously ridiculous.  I’m on 

disability, but if I had to find a job, I’d have a hard time finding one that could support me.  You 

know?”  Despite receiving financial assistance from the government himself, Joey remains 

highly critical of government “handouts.”  Overall, participants were quick to blame President 

Obama and Democrats for any economic hardship they perceived at the personal or national 

level, even when they themselves directly benefitted from expensive government programs. 

The critique of excessive government spending was one of the prominent ideas brought 

forth by my participants, though others pointed to specific issues and ideologies as the party’s 

primary downfall.  For instance, Chatsworth recalled that Democrats were the conservatives 

when he was growing up.  Today, however, he feels they have gone “off the deep end.”  

Chatsworth expressed concern that Democrats and Republicans alike have forgotten the voters 

who elected them, “and the issues that we deal with every day—economy, food, transportation, 

the environment.”  JP added to this overall assessment: 
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Again, it’s too far left.  And again, they too are being swayed by the smart rhetoric and 

the people who are supposedly leading the party.  Um.  I think a lot of times Democrats 

don’t think…  I think that the Democrats, again, pinpoint certain issues and rely on those 

same issues over and over and over again.  They don’t look at the big picture.  They do 

everything piecemeal. 

This notion of piecemeal politics was consistently presented as an extension of the party’s 

tendency to throw money at everything without considering the big picture.  

In addition to finding the Democratic Party’s overall approach to issues ineffective, some 

participants detailed specific positions they find most problematic.  Immigration was a big one, 

with Jim asking, “[W]hat are we doing?  Why don’t we… just build the border and, uh, close the 

border and say, ‘That’s it?’”  Glen suggested the Democratic Party is capitalizing on immigrants 

as a future voting base come election time: 

[I]f every immigrant that was coming across the Mexican border was a Republican, there 

wouldn’t be a single one of them got across the border.  ‘Cause if you’ve got an R on 

your T-shirt, they’d stop that in no time.  But, as long as they’re… potential Democrat 

voters, we have no problem with that, is the way I view liberal’s thoughts on that. 

He added that “Mexico has more stringent requirements than we do,” but reiterated that the 

Democrats recognize they will need more voters for the future, when their members realize 

they’re “getting taken for a ride.”  JP, whose father immigrated from Mexico but identified as 

Spanish, added to the critique of Democratic policies toward immigration.  He observed: 

What I’m seeing lately is they’re kowtowing to the immigrants, the aliens, because they 

vote Democrat.  Supposedly vote Democrat.  And I can see a lot of them doing it because 

they want to be more liberal, they want to be more accepted.  Um, that kind of thing.  I 
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think the Democrats will say whatever will make people happy… And unfortunately, you 

know, it doesn’t work… because you are segregating certain aspects, instead of, again, 

the whole picture. 

Here, JP not only offers his perspective on the connection between liberals and immigrants, but 

ties it back to the lack of big picture thinking on the part of Democrats.  Yet again, this critique 

comes on the heels of his own acknowledgment that he is the son of immigrants, though JP 

explained his parents immigrated legally, which he sees as a critical distinction. 

 Other issues of principle were also mentioned, a couple of which I will discuss here.  In 

general, these issues seemed to focus on morality or a lack thereof.  One that stood out was 

Glen’s take on the legalization of same-sex marriage in Iowa, which occurred in court rather than 

by ballot.  Glen found this fact to be unacceptable, since he does not believe same-sex marriage 

in the state would survive a popular vote.  He shared this concern: 

I think there’s other things goin’ on besides gay marriage in this whole thing.  I think 

they’re trying to destroy religion.  You know?  And as soon as, much as I, things about 

religion that I don’t like, but if you don’t have a moral compass, see where our country’s 

going? 

Like Joey with government assistance and JP on immigration, Glen is primarily concerned with 

the principle of this particular situation.  As a gay man who mostly opposes same-sex marriage, 

he is troubled by what he sees as liberal courts legislating morality.  I say Glen mostly opposes 

same-sex marriage because his opinion fluctuated somewhat throughout our discussion, yet he 

remained adamantly opposed to the method by which marriage equality has been put into law in 

Iowa and much of the country.  He holds fast to the belief that such issues should be decided by 

popular vote, and is thus extremely skeptical—paranoid even—that the courts are bypassing the 
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people to destroy religion, specifically Christian fundamentalism.  Importantly, Glen associates 

progressive court decisions with a liberal agenda; thus, his problem with the courts directly 

relates to his problem with Democrats, whom he sees as imposing progressive ideas against the 

will of a majority of citizens and destroying traditional American values. 

Ken also discussed the ways in which Democrats push their agenda, arguing that they 

utilize the same strategies they criticize Republicans for using.  For instance, while many are 

critical of the ways in which religion permeates conservative politics, Ken argues that liberals 

use similar tactics to impose their own personal beliefs: 

I mean, environmentalism these days is really, it’s a religion.  Because even, even if there 

is not an over-looming science, you know, confirmation, people still think that they want 

to do a certain thing, you know, and so it’s good to do things for the environment.  Not 

saying anybody wants a dirty environment, but if you’re going to push your agenda 

because you like it, not because there’s truly a benefit to it or anything like that, then 

you’re essentially pushing that religion on somebody else. 

While many individuals of all political persuasions—including some of my participants—are 

critical of the way in which the Republican Party mixes religion and politics, Ken attempts to 

reverse that claim by suggesting that Democrats are guilty of the same thing.  Essentially, he 

claims that the Democratic Party “worships” specific issues, imposing their beliefs on others who 

might not share their perspective.  Ultimately, both Glen and Ken contend that Democrats are 

just as guilty as Republicans of letting personal beliefs impact political actions, whether setting 

out to intentionally destroy religion or by simply treating non-religious issues with religious 

fervor. 
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 Another idea to emerge within this concept is that, through their actions, Democrats let 

down the American people.  The first example of this comes from Jim, who criticized the 

Democratic tendency to either ignore problems or throw money at them.  He offered the example 

of the healthcare bill: “[Y]ou gotta vote for it before you can read it.  Uh, you can keep your 

doctor if you want.  You can keep your insurance company if you want.  Oh really?  They have 

no clue.”  Jim further explained his belief that Democrats buy voters by keeping them 

uninformed and dependent: 

You have a huge percentage of people that have no clue what’s going on.  And that’s 

what the Democrats want.  ‘Cause they’re easily swayed and we can come out with some 

great statements or some great giveaway program, and guess what?  They’re gonna vote 

for us.  And we’re gonna portray the evil Republicans that wanna cut back on food 

stamps, wanna cut back on, uh, welfare, wanna cut back on this, that, and everything else, 

and… you don’t want to vote for them just because.   

In this statement, Jim draws a connection between problematic Democratic spending and the 

creation of dependent, obedient voters.  Despite the obvious counterexample of Joey from earlier 

in this section, Glen also argued this point, contending that the Democratic Party wants citizens 

to be dependent on the government so they will contribute valuable votes to the party.  He 

warned, however, that “once you’re on the government dole, you never go off.  Ever.”   

 Hypocrisy was another way in which participants felt the Democratic Party was failing 

Americans.  Ken noted: 

They will say one thing but they do complete opposite…. so it’s like that kind of 

hypocrisy, that they’ll sit there, talk about how, ‘Oh, the Republican Party is the party of 

big money.’  But then when you look at all the top donor lists, I mean, Democrats have 
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the biggest donors, like, as far as candidates they put up—they’re always multi-million 

dollar candidates. 

Ken offers this example as evidence of Democratic hypocrisy, claiming that the party unfairly 

characterizes Republicans while inaccurately depicting itself.  In this particular example, 

Democrats tie the Republican Party to big money, despite its own connections and financial 

dependence on the elite.  While Ken does not explicitly state here that such hypocrisy lets 

citizens down, he continued with the following explanation: 

Democrats will raise taxes… and say, you know, they doubled tax rates and they did this 

and this and whatever.  They realize a lot of them were bad decisions.  They repealed a 

bunch of them.  So now they’re actually putting out headlines, ‘Oh, we’re the tax-cutting 

party.’  When actually you campaigned [as] the tax-raising party.  So you start seeing that 

that severe polarization, you’re harming people because you’re playing them. You’re 

playing puppets is what you’re doing. 

In this way, Ken problematizes Democratic hypocrisy as uniquely harmful to the American 

people.  This also ties back to the earlier belief that the party wants to keep the population 

uninformed, thereby establishing and maintaining obedience through the false promise of some 

tangible benefit to citizens.  This, he contends, is a way of failing voters.   

Hypocrisy was also depicted through the practical example of marriage equality.  Joey 

argued that, while many Democrats claim to support gays, this too is actually a lie used to garner 

political support.  He noted, “Obama was opposed to gays at first until he saw he could get a lot 

of votes from ‘em.  So now, ‘I’m all for gays.’  Yeah, convenient…Out of office, he’ll be hatin’ 

‘em again, I guarantee ya.”  Similarly, in discussing Minnesota’s defeat of an amendment that 

would have defined marriage as between one man and one woman, Ken questioned why same-
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sex marriage was not already legal in Minnesota.  He noted that, at the time of the marriage 

amendment, Democrats had controlled Minnesota’s political sphere for 30 to 40 years.  “Why,” 

he asked, “wasn’t gay marriage already a thing here?”  Joey and Ken take different approaches to 

make a similar point, contending that, when it comes to LGBTQ equality, Democrats are not as 

open-minded as they claim to be.  Rather, they are hypocrites who will do anything to garner 

political support. 

 While participants expressed strong negative feelings about Democratic principles, their 

most vehement opposition to the party was with regards to its people.  Mike suggested that the 

vast majority of all politicians are in it for the money, benefits, and power.  For this reason, he 

believes politicians are scared to stand up for certain issues for fear of political repercussions.  

While the various offshoots and divisions among Republicans have mitigated this issue, he 

suggested that Democrats are “all just so afraid of Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton that 

they’re paralyzed.”  Indeed, some of the opinions my participants shared about President Obama 

were among the most extreme ideas to emerge from my interviews.  A couple of the most 

inflammatory statements were immediately retracted by participants, who seemed to recognize 

the racist undertones of what they had said.  I maintain it was important for open dialogue that 

my participants knew this option was available to them, but it also means I am unable to share 

some of the most jarring quotations I encountered.   

Jim offered one of the more critical views of President Obama, characterizing him as out 

of touch and highly incompetent: 

If you look at his background—and I used to be quite nice about this, I’m not as nice any 

more—I used to say that he didn’t have the competence to run a McDonald’s.  I’ve 
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changed that—he [doesn’t] have the competence now to run a Dairy Queen.  And he 

surrounded himself with incompetent people, sad to say.   

Jim did not say what exactly about the president’s background prompted this sentiment.  Despite 

portraying Obama as an incompetent fool, the next statement out of Jim’s mouth was that, with 

respect to exemptions for the healthcare law, Obama acts like an “imperial president” who can 

do whatever he wants without anyone being able to stop him.  Jim described President Obama as 

entitled, and provided this example as evidence:  

A hundred million dollars it cost us for him to take his wife and kids to South Africa last 

year for two weeks.  That the hotel he stayed in, all the windows had to be taken out and 

all the windows had to be replaced with bullet-proof glass.  Um.  We don’t expect that.  

That’s not what I as a taxpayer want to see my money blown on.  

Jim expressed further frustration that, midway through an international trip, Michelle Obama 

decided to come home, which required separate secret service fighter jets and exorbitant amounts 

of money.  While it might be difficult to find anyone—regardless of political affiliation—who 

would stand behind such expenses as examples of tax dollars well spent, I suspect there would be 

greater division of thought as to whether this trip makes President Obama an unstoppable 

imperial leader or simply continues a longstanding trend of American presidents spending 

unfathomable sums of money on travel for both work and vacation.    

Yet, hands down, the most scathing depiction of President Obama came from Joey, who 

called the president “a joke” and criticized him as having “no foreign policy” experience.  “He 

should’ve been impeached a long time ago,” Joey added, “but they’re scared because he’s the 

first black president…Ain’t all black, he’s half white.  You know?”  When I asked Joey about 

the role of race in Obama’s presidency, he remarked: 
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A lot more that he’s been President.  A lot, lot more.  ‘Cause he’s constantly bringing it 

up.  Anything goes wrong, ‘It’s racial!  It’s racial!’  Not everything’s racial.  I’m not 

racist, I don’t think.  But I have become more aware of it since he’s been President, you 

know? 

I also asked Joey to clarify his belief that the country is in bad shape because of Democrats.  He 

confirmed his perspective, and then offered this characterization of President Obama: 

He’s the biggest waste of space there ever was on this face of the earth.  You hear that, 

Obama?  I hope you did.  I hope you show this right to him… I’d love to meet him face-

to-face.  I’d tell him all about himself… What a waste of space he is and what a… poor 

excuse he is for a president.  What a pussy he is… ‘Cause he has no backbone.  Has no 

foreign experience, no foreign policy whatsoever.  Zip, zero, nada.  None.  I think he’s a 

Muslim.  His office could go right over there, and he’ll probably be the head of ISIS by 

then… ‘The king has arrived!’  You know?  That’s what I think… I don’t think he’s a, I 

don’t think he’s an American citizen.  I think he was born in Kenya like his brother was.  

When he was President, he had somebody fix that, you know?... I ain’t stupid.  Ain’t my 

first rodeo. 

Joey’s perspective is so radically anti-Obama that it is difficult to dissect or analyze.  It stands 

alone as a representation of just how divisive political leaders can be.  While other participants 

spoke of the president in extremely unfavorable terms, Joey’s opposition is in a league of its 

own. 

 It was not just the leaders of the Democratic Party who rubbed participants the wrong 

way.  They also offered unfavorable characterizations of Democrats in general.  Jim spoke of 

double standards and deceit within the party, while Chatsworth balked at “the screaming liberal 
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thing.”  Joey depicted Democrats as untrustworthy wimps who can’t make decisions on their 

own: “They follow the leader… monkey see, monkey do.”  Glen painted Democrats as being 

“really good at personal attacks” on anyone who speaks out.  He then described his brother-in-

law: “[T]he more you helped him, the more he expected.  And that’s the way most liberals 

think.”  

 Others spoke to the overly competitive nature of Democrats.  Ken noted that, despite 

claiming to want equal outcomes for all, the party does not “want equal outcomes if it comes to a 

Republican winning an election.”  Chris added to this perspective: “Your goal is winning.  And 

so, you know… if that works for them, then, you know, keep doing it probably.  But, I think it’s 

a disproportionate, uh, influence in Democratic politics….”  Perhaps related to their perceived 

competitiveness, Democrats were described as disproportionately single-issue voters.  Ken 

noted: 

I think what you tend to find is that a lot of Democrats huddle to that party, one, because 

they like to win elections, I think, but… rather than looking at the multi-faceted 

campaign, they were looking at one issue.  It was abortion, or it was, you know, same-sex 

marriage, or… maybe it was taxes of some sort, or maybe it was something to do with a 

corporation because they happen to be, you know, a CEO of a corporation or whatever.   

But when you actually start questioning them on what they truly believe, they start 

finding that they’re more in the middle than they are anything else… But they don’t tend 

to want to acknowledge that.  They don’t want to say it out loud.  It’s like a dirty secret 

kind of thing.  And I find that frustrating. 

It is worth pointing out that, throughout the interview process, participants regularly 

suggested that Republicans are closer to the middle of the political spectrum than they are 
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commonly portrayed.  Here, Ken proposes that most Democrats are also close to the center.  He 

suggests that they remain aligned with the Democratic Party primarily for tangential reasons, like 

social pressure, a desire to win elections, or because of their position on a single issue.  Chris 

built upon this idea, noting that, with so many voters near the political center, it behooves a 

political party to portray the opposition as being as extreme as possible.  In fact, he suggested  

that President Obama was only able to get elected twice because Democrats more effectively 

painted the opposition as being too far to the right.  He noted that “you have people on the 

extremes of either party kind of selecting the candidates, and then the 60 percent or so in the 

middle having to choose between one or the other.”  Ultimately, my participants seemed to agree 

that the competitive focus of Democrats leads them to strategically depict Republicans as being 

far more conservative than they really are.  While Chris suggested that Democrats settled for 

Obama, Mike offered a different perspective.  For him, it seems Democrats are so eager to 

blindly follow Obama that he sometimes jokes, “You know what?  Barack Obama could rape 

your grandchildren and you’d still think he’s the greatest guy in the world.”  Though not the 

most comfortable illustration, it reflects Mike’s overall perception of Democrats as being 

“dysfunctional because every one of [them] is so afraid of Barack Obama in the presidency that 

they’re afraid to come out and say something even if they disagree with it.”  Ultimately, my 

participants depicted a Democratic Party comprised of emotional, overly competitive, one-issue 

voters who settle for whatever leader they are given but then pledge blind allegiance to that 

individual. 

5.3.2 Satisfaction with the Democratic Party 

 Considering the negative perceptions of those in the Democratic Party, it is somewhat 

surprising that my participants offered any positive depictions of the Democratic Party.  Such 
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feedback was limited, and no one expressed satisfaction with President Obama or other 

Democratic leaders.  Nevertheless, there were certain issues and policies on which my 

participants identified with Democrats. 

 Participants who reported any sense of satisfaction with Democrats tended to identify 

with the party on social issues.  This was true for Tyler, who brought up social issues as a key 

point of party identification, along with equality, separation of church and state, and controls on 

corporations.  Mike concurred, stating, “Socially, obviously, I’m much more liberal.”  He added 

that same-sex marriage should be a non-issue, and asked why marriage is currently limited to 

heterosexual couples: “Like, why does anybody care?”  Indeed, Mike acknowledged that on 

some topics and subjects, he identifies with Democrats and liberals, adding that he prefers not to 

be pigeonholed into one group.  He stated, “[T]here are too many individual topics that range 

from the economy to social issues to health issues that—it’s too broad… to just be so narrow-

minded and focused on, you know, one way, only one way.”  He, like Chatsworth earlier, also 

expressed views on women’s healthcare that are more consistent with those of the Democratic 

Party: “[U]ltimately, I believe it should be up to the woman.  You know, a woman’s right.  So 

things like that, you know, I’m definitely more liberal-leaning.” 

 It is important to point out that these are not the only issues on which participants appear 

to identify with Democrats; however, these were the situations in which participants explicitly 

tied their more moderate perspectives to liberal or Democratic ideals.  In a majority of cases, 

they expressed these beliefs in relation to the Republican Party, noting that they disagree with 

Republicans, but not quite going so far as to admit to being in agreement with Democrats.  Thus, 

the brevity of this category does not reflect a complete lack of common ground between my 
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participants and the Democratic Party.  Rather, it suggests an aversion to explicitly 

acknowledging this common ground. 

5.4 The Role of Media 

 So far, this chapter has included my participants’ respective Republican identities, as well 

as their perspectives on the Republican and Democratic parties.  The fourth and final theme I 

will address in this chapter is the media’s influence on the political identities of my participants.  

It is no secret that the media play a crucial role in the formation, evolution, and maintenance of 

identities.  Political identity, as articulated by my participants, is no exception.  Their responses 

can be divided into the concepts of media influence and bias, as well as the practices related to 

media consumption. 

5.4.1 Media Influence and Bias 

 The media serve a variety of functions across all levels of culture, and exert significant 

influence at both the individual and societal level.  For instance, this chapter has contained 

numerous references to the ways in which Democrats portray Republicans.  Though not always 

stated explicitly, it is generally assumed that the majority of such messaging is conveyed through 

various forms of media.  In discussing the impact of media, participants emphasized what they 

perceive as a clear liberal bias.   

 In order to achieve desired outcomes, the media implement specific strategies.  With 

multiple participants reporting that the media have become less trustworthy and more profit-

driven in recent decades, it is imperative that we consider the overall strategies employed by 

media outlets.  To begin, Tyler notes that the media can exert a significant influence on people, 

regardless of whether or not it is presenting accurate information.  Ken expanded on this notion 

with the following play by play of the media’s strategic influence: 
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Even when national news medias are covering it as if it’s a true story, um, you start to 

realize that, one, journalism doesn’t exist anymore, and then when it does exist, it’s very 

rare… they’ll throw something out there right away, and then they’ll be like, ‘More to 

come.’  And then there’ll be an edited version.  And then an edited version.  And then 

another edited version and then—by the time you get done two days later, it’s completely 

different than what they started with.  You know, you start to actually get disappointed in 

news reporting.   

This example of news media prioritizing audience appeal over accuracy is consistent with 

Tyler’s suggestion that the media “pick on fears because fear sells and that’s how they make 

money.”  In describing the intended purpose of the media, Chris said, “It should be to get 

information out there.”  Yet, he was quick to add, “I mean, if you’re talking about news media.  

If you’re talking about opinion journalism, that’s a whole different thing, and… there’s been 

such a crossover between, you know, what those mean.”  The push for profit has led media 

conglomerates to establish content that appeals to a specific audience, rather than the general 

public.  In so doing, profit is pushed to the forefront, ahead of objectivity and accuracy. 

 Given the targeting of specific audiences and the profitability of opinion journalism, it 

comes as little surprise that bias pervades modern media.  Participants had much to say about 

media bias.  Though they defined it in various ways, almost all perceived a liberal bias across the 

media spectrum.  Glen explained that “when you have a liberal news media, whatever they say, 

they’re only gonna pick and choose the words they want to get the reaction they want.”  From 

Glen’s vantage point, the liberal media have strategically portrayed Republicans as greedy, evil, 

money-hungry, homophobic, and lacking compassion.  He feels so strongly about this that he 

suggested “the Democrat Party should be paying them.  There’s no such thing as fair and 
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balanced with any of them.”  Chris offered a more subtle example, noting that “they do a pretty 

good job of tying the Tea Party… into the conservatives, you know, as far as being out of touch 

and so far to the right and so forth.”  In this case, one can see where the bias could be difficult for 

many individuals to recognize, particularly if the biased media confirm their preconceived 

notions. 

Jim stated that the media are “[n]ot fair, honest, or balanced.  And that’s what I mean by 

ABS, NBS, or CBS.”  In addition to referring to major networks by acronyms that have been 

slightly altered to reflect his belief that they are BS, or bullshit, Jim offered two examples of 

what he perceives to be liberally-biased media.  First, he described the following scenario from a 

Wisconsin newspaper: 

[It] ran the headline, ‘Governor Walker Raised More Out-of-state Money than Mary 

Burke Did.’  That was a true statement.  The other true statement was ‘Governor Walker 

raised more in-state money than Mary Burke did’… The other true statement is: 

‘Governor Walker raised more money than Mary Burke.’  But the headline slanted it to 

make it seem like all of his money is coming from out of state.  That’s not honest, that’s 

not fair, and that’s not even balanced.   

Jim’s second example involved a national media source from television: 

You know, who writes the evening news for Diane Sawyer to read?  What’s their agenda 

right now?  Do you know? … Well, all you have to do is watch Good Morning America 

and the ABC Evening News, and within the first two minutes, for months now, it’s all 

about terrible weather.  Terrible storms.  Mostly in the United States, too.  We’re not 

talking about overseas.  But, uh, it always starts off or, uh, shortly thereafter, it’s right 

into the weather.   
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While many might read nothing into this observation, Jim suggested that it is a direct tactic for 

pushing the global warming agenda of the political left. 

 Certainly, since bias is largely in the eye of the beholder, individuals will perceive 

different media sources as biased.  Glen noted, “My liberal friends say Fox News is conservative, 

which may be, but nowhere near conservative enough.  I mean, 65 percent of the population in 

this country, if you ask ‘em, they say they’re conservative.”  While some participants discounted 

Fox News as much too conservative, Glen believes it should have an even more conservative 

orientation to combat the liberal messages he sees perpetuated from the vast majority of media 

outlets.  He explained: 

When you have a liberal news media, whatever they say, they’re only gonna pick and 

choose the words they want to get the reaction they want.  I mean, they paint we’re 

homophobic, you know, no compassion, greedy, whatever.  And, you know, I can give 

them perfect examples of why I’m not that way. 

To Glen and others, the media are bent on pushing a liberal agenda by demonizing and 

misrepresenting Republicans.  While Glen himself said he believes same-sex marriage would 

destroy religion and that he would never get married in large part because it would not be fiscally 

fruitful, he remains adamant that he is neither homophobic nor greedy, despite the best efforts of 

those on the left to depict him and his fellow Republicans as such.  Given that negative 

perceptions of the Republican Party reflect poorly on Republicans, it is no surprise that the 

participants in my study who identified the most closely with the party perceived the greatest 

amount of injustice in terms of Republican representation.  In defending themselves, they 

frequently mentioned media bias. 
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Media bias is not limited to news.  Glen continued with the following example of gay 

media representation:  

I personally think it’s too much in our face on TV, even as a gay person.  You know.  My 

gay friends are, ‘Oh, did you see that show?’  Whatever, and I, you know, what is it, 

Modern Family?  And I’m going, ‘Jesus, I…’ I’m sorry.  I don’t like flamers. 

Despite being gay himself, Glen believes Modern Family reflects a liberal bias because of its 

willingness to depict flamboyant gay characters, including a married same-sex couple and their 

gay friends.  He did not elaborate or say whether or not he had ever actually watched the show. 

 Chatsworth also perceived a liberal bias in the media, but arrived at this conclusion 

through a somewhat different line of reasoning.  He shared: 

[A] friend of mine who used to be in broadcasting used to say the three Ts—tits, tots, and 

tears.  And that’s liberal media.  You’ve got to have the horror story of the evil people 

that do horrible things to these little children so then we all cry and then there’s a feel 

good story about a birthday party for a seal.  That’s the media.  You know, that’s not 

reporting you the news; that’s creating entertainment.  And by its nature, entertainment’s 

usually pretty liberal. 

Here, Chatsworth’s description of what makes the media liberal seems to relate less to politics 

and more to morality, tradition, and entertainment.  Chatsworth, unlike most of my participants, 

associates liberalism less with a political party and more with an ideological veering away from 

tradition.  While other participants provided highly politicized issues, like global warming, as 

evidence of liberal media bias, Chatsworth also pointed to the content of entertainment 

television, for instance, as evidence of a liberal shift.  
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Yet, even Chatsworth offered examples of liberal media bias directly related to politics.  

For instance, he suggested that the media will always push liberal candidates, recalling:  

I’ve watched that since I was a small child with a black and white TV.  They have a pet 

candidate and they push, and the rest of them they just kind of make fun of.  They don’t 

actually roll their eyes, but you can hear it in their voices.  So I think the media does a 

great deal to manipulate how the American public sees [a] particular candidate or sees a 

particular issue.   

For most participants, the liberal media refer to a media system that promotes ideals consistent 

with the beliefs and values they associate with the Democratic Party.  Yet, more than this, 

Chatsworth and Glen suggest that the media are inherently liberal because they are a form of 

entertainment, which they contend is automatically counter to traditional conservative values and 

ideals.  In any case, all of my participants were adamant that the media have a built-in liberal 

bias, which casts Republicans in a negative light and prioritizes Democratic principles. 

5.4.2 Media Consumption 

 My participants’ perceptions regarding the effects and bias of the media stem from and 

simultaneously contribute to their patterns of media consumption.  This category can be further 

illuminated by considering the types of sources my participants consume, the frequency with 

which they do so, and their specific practices with regards to media consumption. 

 The clearest way to divide the types of media sought out and consumed by my 

participants is into notoriously conservative sources and other sources.  Joey described himself as 

a lover of Fox News, which he said he watches every day, sometimes all day “‘cause the rest is 

all Democrat, up the Democrats’ butt, you know?  But um, you get real news, you watch Fox 

News.  The way they’re fair and balanced is they do both sides fairly.”  Jim also mentioned the 
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fairness of Fox News as a characteristic of its appeal.  He gave the example of Bill O’Reilly, who 

lays out a clear plan for the show and has guests with multiple points of view.  He added, “I think 

that gives a more balanced, you know, perspectives that you can listen and find out what they’re 

saying.” 

 Jim provided a more detailed breakdown of his media consumption than other 

participants, which he described as follows: 

I read probably seven online newspapers a day.  I watch, uh, local news every morning, 

probably between 6:00 and 7:00.  I will catch the first part of Good Morning America.  In 

the evening, I will watch local news again.  I do listen to talk radio, and in addition to 

that, I will, uh, catch part of, uh, ABC’s World News in the evening.  And then I will 

switch to Fox News for Bill O’Reilly to find out what I really need to know, and then go 

from there.  And then I normally watch sports. 

Jim’s level of consumption is extremely high compared to other participants, in large part 

because he travels extensively for work, which affords him ample time for conservative talk 

radio.  Despite watching and listening to a variety of sources, he prioritizes Fox News and Bill 

O’Reilly, suggesting that this is where he gets the most important information that he cannot get 

elsewhere.  Glen also appreciates conservative talk radio, along with his local newspaper and 

television news programs. 

Other participants were decidedly more critical of conservative news outlets.  When 

asked about Fox News and MSNBC, Chatsworth stated, “That’s entertainment.  That’s not 

news.”  Yet, when I asked if he watched them, he added, “Oh, I wouldn’t miss them.  It’s like a 

soap opera… I go for my news elsewhere.”  For Chris, it’s a combination of newspapers and 

online newspapers, while Ken does “not watch any news media channels whatsoever” because 
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they are so sensationalized.  Tyler gets his news from network television, like ABC News, as 

well as on the internet, particularly through Facebook.  JP also mentioned Facebook, as he gets a 

majority of his news online.  He explained: 

A lot of it is taken with a grain of salt… you know, there’s a lot of trash out there.  There 

really is.  On both sides of the aisle.  And I don’t pay attention to a lot of it because… I 

can’t do anything about it, you know? 

Though not in these words, JP described a feeling of helplessness with respect to the “trashy” 

political news.  Ultimately, biased news sources and an inability to effect change led JP to adopt 

a more apathetic approach to political news. 

 Only a few participants claimed to seek out conservative media outlets as their preferred 

sources of information.  Most consumed a variety of media across a range of platforms.  Some 

participants explicitly pushed back against conservative outlets, perhaps because of the negative 

associations those sources can carry with them.  For example, Chris stated, “[Y]eah people 

accuse me of, like, watching Fox News and stuff.  I’m like, ‘Well, I don’t have a TV, so.’”  It is 

difficult to say whether fear of judgment for seeking out conservative news sources played a 

factor, but several participants spoke of their strategic efforts to stay informed, rather than simply 

settling for the media sources preferred by their party.  In fact, participants’ efforts to stay 

informed were the foundation of their media practices and behaviors. 

Ken spoke of the shift in news media, noting that “they realized that if they ran a 24/7 

banner about some crisis somewhere, that people watched.”  It was at this point that Ken stopped 

watching the news.  He added, “[I]f I see anybody blog about a link to Fox News or to MSNBC, 

I always try to find other sources to guide and try to get different things.”  Chris also spoke of 

seeking out a variety of sources to gather a broad picture of relevant issues.  When skeptical of 
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something that seems slanted to the right, he said he takes it “with a grain of salt” and seeks out 

the opposing perspective.  “If I really want to know something,” he added, “I’ll look up a few 

different sources on it.”  Most of my participants readily acknowledged the value in seeking out 

multiple sources of information on a given topic. 

Chatsworth shared a similar approach.  He reads most of his news online as it is most 

convenient for him, but he also watches television news programs.  He noted: 

[I]f I find something on the news that interests me or intrigues me or I think might relate 

to me.  I will go online to sort of search for the facts because you don’t get them from 

CNN… don’t trust the news on the television to give me the facts, so I’ll dig into it a little 

more online and do a little research. 

In this way, participants described taking steps to stay informed.  Despite their common belief 

that the mainstream media are liberally biased, several also recognized that at least a portion of 

the media caters to conservatives.  Moreover, they do not like to feel uninformed, and will go to 

varying lengths to prove to others and themselves that they understand multiple sides of 

important issues.  Indeed, most of my participants readily acknowledged the value in seeking out 

multiple sources on a given topic, though they differed on which one they ultimately returned to 

as the most reliable source of information. 

 My aim in this chapter was to capture the broad political perspectives articulated by my 

participants, and I was consistently struck by the vast range of experiences and interpretations 

with which these men associate their political identities.  Participants expressed tendencies 

associated with seeking virtual insider status—like not making waves within the Republican 

Party, despite not agreeing with the party on every issue—but offered varied descriptions of the 

group to which they sought membership.  While all participants came to this project by self-



142 
 

identifying as Republican, this label was revealed to mean something different to everyone.  My 

interviews resulted in data across four main themes—individual Republican identity, 

perspectives on the Republican Party, perspectives on the Democratic Party, and media influence 

on political identity—which provided important points of unification and contention among 

various participants.  In this way, agonistic pluralism was shown to be a relevant concept, not 

only between oppositional political groups, but also among members of a shared political 

organization.  Indeed, my participants demonstrated respect for their fellow gay Republicans 

despite disagreement and only a minimal sense of camaraderie or group identity.  Importantly, 

while consensus was never reached, most topics revealed shared perspectives among more than 

one participant; however, different individuals agreed on different topics.  In other words, no two 

participants were completely alike or dissimilar with respect to political beliefs.  While 

individuals had more in common with some participants than others, all nine men shared 

multiple divergent perspectives.  This illustrates the personal nature of political identity, 

reinforcing that it is an internal process of interpretation and negotiation.  Furthermore, my 

participants’ unpredictable and varied perspectives serve as important reminders of just how 

problematic it can be to make inferences or sweeping generalizations about individuals’ political 

identities.  While I set out expecting some key features of identity to converge to create a sketch 

of a specific gay Republican persona, this was not the case.  In fact, as the dust settles around this 

chapter, I am most struck by the uniqueness and unpredictability of my participants’ political 

identities.  Surely, this reminder is as important of a takeaway as any. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

SEXUAL IDENTITY 

 This chapter focuses on sexual identity, the second primary topic of my interviews.  I 

chose to address this aspect of identity second because it is generally accepted as being more 

personal than one’s political identity.  This is particularly true for individuals with marginalized 

sexual identities, like the men who participated in this project.  My approach seemed to pay off, 

as participants were open and eager to share their experiences and perspectives.  In fact, when it 

came to discussing sexual identity, they shared in greater depth with less prompting.  As with 

political identity, the men in this study experience their sexual identities in vastly different ways.  

For instance, some are incredibly open about sexual orientation, while others do not find it to be 

a topic worth discussing in their daily lives; some have fought for marriage equality, while others 

do not believe LGBTQ individuals should seek the right to marry.  These are just a couple 

examples of the diverse array of voices provided by this complex cast of characters.   

It is with this in mind that I hand the current chapter over to my participants, so they may 

continue the gay Republican dialogue as they explain their sexual identities in their own words.  

To facilitate this conversation, I used open coding to strategically organize participants’ 

responses into 17 concepts across five different themes: gay identification, stigmatization, 

coming out, thoughts on equality, and perspectives on activism and change.  Each of these areas 

of analysis will be explored in greater detail below, providing valuable insight into the diverse 

sexual identities of my participants. 

6.1 Gay Identification 

 The first area of discussion addresses the ways in which participants reportedly 

understand and experience their gay and/or bisexual identities.  Gay identification dissolved into 
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the following four categories: defining gay identity, camaraderie with other gay men, 

dissociation from other gay men, and connection to the broader LBTQ community.  Each of 

these concepts offers important insight into the sexual identities of my participants. 

6.1.1 Defining Gay Identity 

 Having already self-selected into the project, my participants had little to say at first 

about the basics of their sexual identity.  After all, I already knew they were comfortable self-

identifying as gay.  However, the question remained important to the project, and as such, I still 

felt it necessary to ask how they identify sexually and what that means to them.  Of my nine 

participants, all but Chris identified as gay.  Chris told me when he arrived for the interview that 

he is, in fact, bisexual and was once married to a woman.  Chris explained that he sees sexuality 

existing on multiple spectrums: “I mean, and to me it’s more than just, like, the Kinsey kind of, 

you know, zero through seven… it’s a spectrum that has, like, waves and it’s, it’s more of that 

three-dimensional kind of spectrum than anything.”  Having just ended a same-sex relationship 

of seven years, Chris is accustomed to people calling him gay, and he rarely sees the need to 

clarify this point, adding, “So, I don’t really; it doesn’t really bother me.  I don’t really care.”  

Mike was also previously married to a woman, and though he is comfortable identifying as gay, 

he noted that he is capable of enjoying sex with women.  He stated, “I’m gay.  I guess I was 

always somewhat bi.  Um, led a straight life.  Maybe coming up from a conservative—and I 

mean conservative traditional family household… it wasn’t brought up.  Everybody in my 

family… was straight.”  Neither Chris nor Mike presented their previous marriages or 

relationships with women as shams or cover-ups.  They both seemed comfortable with the idea 

that they had fulfilling marriages for a time, but eventually wanted to explore other options. 
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 The rest of my participants all identified very succinctly as gay men, with some, like 

Glen, adding that this is the way they were born and, like Chatsworth, that it has always been a 

part of who they are.  Yet, like Chris and Mike, they tended not to want their sexual orientation 

to serve as a primary feature of their overall identities.  Ken, for example, identified as gay, but 

clarified, “[M]y life or my persona, character, whatever you want to say, has never been formed 

by that fact.  In fact… I’m probably pretty much almost asexual, if you want to say.”  Like Ken, 

other participants tended to promote a narrative in which their gayness played little if any role in 

their day to day experiences.  For example, Glen, Joey, and Tyler directly stated that being gay 

has no effect on their daily lives, with Glen adding, “I don’t think that’s the number one 

description of you or me, my sexuality.  Well, you know, it’s just a small part of, I mean I’d 

rather be known as a, as a farmer….”  In a similar vein, Chatsworth jokingly explained the 

impact of his sexual orientation on his daily life: “I’m not gonna watch a show with a lot of tit 

and ass; I’m gonna watch a show with a lot of chest and thigh.”  He laughed about this, but the 

underlying notion that identifying as gay has minimal impact on one’s daily routine resonated 

with almost all participants.  

6.1.2 Gay Camaraderie 

Given that most participants played down the impact of sexual orientation on their daily 

lives, it is perhaps not surprising that they had little to say with regards to the camaraderie they 

experience with other gay men.  Several spoke of the ways in which they feel different from a 

majority of gay men, as will be discussed in the next section, but only a few referenced feelings 

of solidarity.  One such reference came from Joey, who expressed feeling a sense of camaraderie 

with a majority of gay men.  He also shared that he has many gay friends, adding, “Well one guy 

I’ve known, I was talking to him… for 44 years.  We’re still friends.  A lot of ‘em died or moved 
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on or whatever but….”  From here, Joey drifted into silence, and had little else to say about the 

sense of camaraderie he experiences.  Chatsworth expanded the most in his response.  He 

explained: 

I think I identify with younger and older gay men, particularly here in [current city].  You 

know, I always laugh at terms like gay community ‘cause there’s no such thing.  It’s like 

black community—there’s no such thing.  Irish community—baloney, we all drink.  But 

most of the gay men and women that I’ve met here in town, we all have, you know, 

common ground that we speak about and—relationship problems, dating problems, 

general life things—you know, normal things that everybody talks about.  So I don’t have 

any problem identifying with them. 

Chatsworth gives the most complex and nuanced perspective on this concept, but even his 

sentiments remain safely on a leash.  In a way, his answer ultimately boils down to saying there 

is no real gay communal identity, but that he does recognize commonalities he shares with other 

gay individuals.  Granted, he explained this in a way that suggests he feels just as much 

camaraderie and solidarity with all people, regardless of sexual orientation. 

6.1.3 Gay Dissociation 

 Compared to gay camaraderie, my participants had much more to say about the ways in 

which they feel disconnected from other gay men.  Nearly all of my participants hold themselves 

as exceptions to certain gay norms and stereotypes.  Glen explained that he has “no problem with 

a gay guy that’s got a head on his shoulders,” but that he struggles to identify with those who 

party frequently.  This also played a role for Jim, who explained that he does not have much in 

common with other gay men, adding, “I’m not into the gay social or the gay bar or the gay pride 

or anything like that.  I lead my life as a business person and I arrange for my own interludes as I 
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wish.”  Jim recalled a recent trip to a state fair with his work colleague and the colleague’s 

partner, but added, “[W]e don’t go out to any gay bars.  We, you know, that’s not his lifestyle.  

That’s not my lifestyle.  Been there, done that.”  Tyler expanded on this notion of lifestyle 

difference, relating it specifically to gay stereotypes.  He stated, “I don’t feel like I fit the 

stereotype… from how I act and my looks, and now usually the stereotype is more feminine, and 

I don’t see me in that at all.”  While Tyler expressed that he does not feel he conforms to societal 

expectations regarding the outward appearance and characteristics of gay men, Ken noted feeling 

disconnected from the community regarding behavioral norms and sexual promiscuity.  Ken 

explained, “I’m also not like one of the typical people that will go out and, you know, I don’t 

download the Grindrs and all these things and, ‘Oh, I’m just meeting friends.  For five minutes.’  

You know, kind of things.”  In Ken’s experience, downloading gay “dating” applications like 

Grindr in pursuit of casual sexual encounters is a typical gay behavior, and thus, his choice not to 

participate in these activities distances him from many of the gay men he knows. 

The feelings of disconnect described by my participants reverberated throughout my 

interviews.  With respect to himself and his partner, Mike offered the following critique of 

promiscuity in the gay community, a critique that ultimately spilled over into a more general 

response regarding effeminate men: 

There’s a lot of promiscuity in the community.  We’re not that way.  We are, um, we’re, 

you know, we’re not in an open relationship or anything like that.  Um.  The few gay 

people that we know down here, we don’t really have much in common with.  We like to 

go out and have a couple of drinks, certainly, like anyone else.  But we have one friend 

who’s, you know, pretty much an alcoholic.  We don’t like to be around him because he’s 

always getting drunk.  Um.  Also, a little bit more flamboyant, which kind of turns us off 
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a bit, that type of man.  No offense, you know.  That’s the way people are, you know 

what I’m saying?  I’m not judging them, but it’s not who we are… we’re not attracted to 

guys that really want, want to be women, um, or act like a woman.  That’s just not a big 

thing for us. 

Like Mike, Glen expressed distaste for the associations between gay culture and effeminacy, and 

like Mike, he explained it in relation to drinking and the gay party scene.  He recounted the 

following story: 

I remember one of the first times I went into a gay bar.  The DJ was probably 6 foot 3 

and, you know, did drag just to—… I says, ‘This place catches on fire, I’m gonna die in 

here.  I’m not running out behind that.’  I mean, it’s just not my cup of tea.  I tried my 

best to just let ‘em live, but I, I just, I mean, they’re having gay pride in Waterloo here in 

a week or two, and I’ve never, never gone.  And I seen the list of whatever, and it’s drag 

show this, drag show that.  Doesn’t interest me.  You’ve seen one drag show… I mean, 

I’d have to have a couple of drinks before I’d even do scary drag just to be whatever.  I 

just, I almost got thrown out of a bar for insulting a drag queen.  I said, ‘Hey, I paid a five 

dollar cover so you could live out your fantasy.  This is mine.  Buzz off!’ 

Glen’s stories would undoubtedly make many gay men uneasy; however, he voices thoughts that 

show just how greatly perspectives in the gay community—or any marginalized community, for 

that matter—can vary.   

While Mike and Glen shared the most blatant examples of distaste for a gay community 

they perceive to be too effeminate, other participants offered similar—though more concealed—

sentiments of feeling too masculine to connect with much of the gay population.  Chris, for 

instance, explained his experience in this way: 
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I wish I identified a little more with gay guys, but I really don’t because, in general, it’s 

not exactly what I thought.  I mean I… don’t necessarily identify with, you know, 

definitely stereotypical, but even in reality, some of the things that gay guys are into and 

aren’t into. 

When pressed for examples, Chris had this to say: 

I’m a big sports fan, and I played sports… so, was a little disappointed that other guys 

aren’t quite as avid, you know, sports fans or whatever… I mean I’m always hesitant to, 

you know, in the gay community, you know, guys want to identify as masculine or 

whatever… but just the things that I actually like to do and participate in and follow… a 

lot of the guys I know, I just have nothing in common with them, even my ex, you know?   

Unlike Mike and Glen, Chris expressed a desire to have more in common with other gay men, 

though he shared no intention of changing himself to adapt to those around him.  In his 

experience, Chris believes his interest in stereotypically masculine activities has created 

disconnect between himself and others within the gay community, making it difficult for him to 

relate to a majority of gay men. 

In his statement, Chris expresses disappointment that he has not met more gay men who 

share what he perceives to be straight male interests, like sports.  This notion of privileging 

stereotypical masculinity, and associating it with straight rather than gay men, came up when I 

interviewed Mike, as well.  What set Mike’s response apart was that, unlike Chris, he is currently 

in a romantic relationship with a man who seems to relate to his sentiments regarding the gay 

community.  Moreover, he was direct in asserting his disconnect from other gay men by 

explicitly identifying with heterosexual individuals.  He explained his own experience as 

follows: 
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[M]y partner and I, we don’t even consider ourselves, like, a gay couple.  You know, we 

don’t.  We’re straight, as far as we can tell.  We’re a straight couple that just live 

together.  We don’t really do, um, too many gay things.  We don’t really have a lot of gay 

friends.  We don’t go to gay bars or anything like that, very rarely.  I mean, we have on 

occasion, but we, you know, we don’t really go out and do the pride thing.  We don’t 

protest for anything.  As far as we’re concerned, that’s who we are.  And if people don’t 

like it, they don’t pay our bills, you know?  Screw them, you know?  They don’t have to 

be around us; we don’t have to be around them.   

Here, Mike identifies several behaviors he perceives as unique to the gay community.  Despite 

the fact that frequenting bars and engaging in activism are not reserved for gay individuals, Mike 

associates these behaviors with gay men, and thus, dissociates from the gay community.  The 

way he does it, however—by explicitly referring to himself and his partner as a “straight 

couple”—carries important rhetorical implications.  For Mike, disconnect from gay men 

translates into a deeper connection with straight men.  Indeed, while Mike is the most direct in 

making this connection, he perhaps hits on a widely held desire among members of marginalized 

groups to identify more closely with the parallel dominant group.   

6.1.4 The Broader LBTQ Community 

 Even within marginalized communities, privilege exists.  This privilege is typically 

related to social hierarchies, which are established and reinforced both from within and outside 

the community at hand.  A fascinating concept related to this notion emerged from my 

interviews, as participants discussed their perspectives on LGBTQ individuals other than gay 

men.  Thus, with a better sense of how my participants identify in relation to other gay men, as 

explained in the preceding sections, I will now shift my focus to my participants’ attitudes 
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toward the broader LGBTQ community.  Specifically, this section addresses my participants’ 

thoughts on how well they relate to lesbians, bisexuals, transgendered individuals, and others 

across the queer spectrum.    

 Jim was the only participant to definitively say he did not identify with LBTQ 

individuals.  Other participants seemed to experience varying degrees of identification, though 

most were quick to differentiate between categories of LBTQ individuals in order to explain to 

whom they felt more and less connected.  For instance, JP acknowledged a sense of connection 

to bisexuals, largely because he once dated women.  Joey shared that his best friend is a lesbian, 

and explained the connection he experiences: 

[W]e’re all basically in—lesbian, gay, whatever, you know, GLBTQ and stuff—we’re all 

in the same boat.  We’re on the same side.  A lot of lesbians don’t agree that way.  I was 

working in a gay bar for many many many many years, and a lot of them tend not to like 

gay guys.  But… they had to like me, I was serving them drinks…. Yeah, a lot of them 

are that way, but I have no problem with them.  Like I said, my best friend is a lesbian 

and I’ve been friends with her for, God, 20 years.  And a lot of gay guys don’t like 

lesbians.  You know, I don’t have a problem.  Gay is gay with me, you know? 

Despite ultimately identifying with others from across the LGBTQ spectrum, Joey’s sense that 

many lesbians do not care for gay men came up with unexpected frequency.  Glen stated, “I find 

around here, the lesbians really have no, don’t have the time of day for gay men.”  In most of 

these scenarios, participants cast this sentiment as one-sided.  For instance, Ken explained, “I’m 

friends with some lesbians just because they’re cool people. It’s not because they’re lesbians,” 

but then explained he has “found a lot of lesbians that hate gay men.”  He added that, in his home 

state,  
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you could almost sit there and tell if they were a lesbian or not by the fact that if you said 

you were a gay male and their immediate repulsion of you and the way they treated you 

and I’ve tried that test on three people down there.  It was true in every case. 

Ken went on to explain that he believes some gay men feel an obligation to connect with other 

members of the LBTQ community, noting: 

[E]verybody’s like, ‘Well you need to stand together because they’re going through the 

same fight you are.’  And I’m like, but if they’re the kind of person that’s vindictive and 

they’re judgmental and everything else, I can’t support them as a person.  If they’re going 

through a personal struggle, I can respect the struggle and respect where they want to go 

and what they want to accomplish… but if they’re a horrible person, I can’t individually 

respect that person. 

Ken’s perspective suggests a personal sense that gay men are perhaps high on the LGBTQ social 

ladder, but that this should not be held against them.  He does not think gay men should feel 

obligated to identify with LBTQ individuals to whom they do not naturally relate.  Moreover, he 

gets the sense that lesbians are particularly critical of gay men, and as such, he does not feel 

compelled to identify with them on the sole basis of sexual orientation.   

  Other participants took similar—if gentler—approaches to this issue.  Chris struggles to 

connect with lesbians, but on biological grounds.  He noted that, despite knowing quite a few 

lesbians, he sees it as “such a different thing, really, than male sexuality.  I don’t necessarily 

understand it, so… I can’t say I identify.”  Others suggested that, while similarities certainly 

exist between gay men and others across the LBTQ spectrum, sexual orientation is not a defining 

feature or primary reason for that connection.  Chatsworth, for instance, stated, “Oh I think 
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they’re very similar.  Friends are friends.  It’s not the only thing we talk about.”  Meanwhile, 

Mike added: 

Yes and no.  We take people as individuals.  Um, we have some friends that are couples, 

women.  Actually, one of my supervisors at work is a partnered woman.  Um.  But that 

doesn’t really have… any more weight than any other friends of ours.  We don’t really 

look at it that way… and we think it’s neat.  Okay, cool, there’s another partnered couple.  

But, you know, we don’t place them above or below anybody else on that basis alone. 

On the whole, as with other gay men, participants were most comfortable relating to others 

within the LBTQ community on a case by case basis.  They identified closely with other 

individuals with whom they connected on a personal level, but most felt little obligation to relate 

to others on the sole basis of sexual identity. 

 One other idea that stood out regarding participants’ thoughts on other LGBTQ 

individuals was their focus on transgendered people as a source of confusion.  Tyler noted that 

all LGBTQ individuals go through the same process of being nervous and fearful, before adding, 

“I guess the only major one would be transgendered… Well, I understand the concept of it, but 

you know, obviously, because I’m not transgendered, I don’t understand fully what they’re going 

through.”  Tyler’s response reflects a lack of information about the transgendered community, 

but an overall awareness that it is problematic to speak on behalf of another person.  This 

remained a confusing issue for several participants, though some expressed a great deal of 

curiosity.  Chatsworth, for instance, offered this sentiment: 

I don’t know a single transgendered person that I know of.  Um, I’d like to.  I really 

would like to talk about that experience with somebody who’s going through it because it 

fascinates me.  You know… I’m stuck in this carcass and it’s not going to go away—so, 
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I’m fascinated by people who actually feel strongly enough and are brave enough to go 

through that process because it must be absolutely horrific.  But, at the same time, they’re 

finding their identity.  They’re finding their voice, and I think that’s very important.  I 

would love to know a transgendered person.  I’d love to talk to the fact, how that works.  

I know some bisexual people.  I know some lesbians, and they don’t shave. 

Curiosity was a key feature of Chatsworth’s character, as reflected in this statement.  He draws 

natural connections between himself and others, but would prefer to hear about their experiences 

directly from the source. 

Others, like Ken, expressed less inquisitiveness, but were still aware of their lack of 

awareness on the topic: 

You know, transgendered people, I mean, I’m not even going to pretend to even 

understand that yet, mostly because I’ve only probably met two in my entire life.  But 

also because… I don’t know if it’s really my place to sit there and say, ‘Hey, tell me all 

about your struggle and everything.’  That’s a personal issue that they’re going through… 

and I can’t sit there and say, ‘Well I can empathize what you’re going through,’ because I 

can’t.  Um.  So I… don’t attack their cause whatsoever.  I just don’t know anything about 

it.  So therefore, I can’t take a position on it.  Um.  I can’t support it and I can’t fight 

against it, you know? 

It is not necessarily that Ken does not want to know more about transgendered individuals, but 

he does not feel it is his place to engage in that dialogue.  Perhaps he thinks the experience is so 

negative that no one would be willing to open up and share their experiences, or maybe it is 

simply easier to remain unaware and not have to form a solid opinion on the topic.  It is difficult 
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to know his motivations, but his sentiment is all too relatable for other participants.  Chris 

explained: 

Transgender, to me, honestly is something I don’t understand at all.  Um.  To me, and my 

way of thinking, it’s not on the same spectrum.  It’s an entirely different thing.  I get a lot 

of pushback on that sometimes and, you know, some people think that means I 

disapprove or whatever.  I just, I just don’t get it.  I don’t understand.  Like, and I try to 

leave it at that because if I flesh it out even further, you know, it doesn’t always make 

people feel good. 

It is worth keeping in mind that Chris also struggled to identify with most gay men.  I do not 

point this out as a critique of Chris’s perspectives, but because I believe it is a relevant 

observation.  I feel his detachment from the transgendered community would reflect something 

altogether different if he were totally comfortable identifying with the gay community.  As is, 

however, he simply expresses minimal connection to any segment of the LGBTQ population.   

6.2 Stigmatization 

 The second theme explored in this chapter is stigmatization, as discussed by my 

participants.  Despite an abundance of subtle references to stigmatization throughout the 

interview process, it remained a mostly implied phenomenon.  It colored the ways in which 

participants experienced their daily lives, from interacting with friends to the coming out 

process, yet surprisingly little was directly stated about the stigmatization participants experience 

as a result of their gay identities.  The direct references to stigmatization that did emerge 

manifested themselves in three conceptual ways: relational stigmatization, religious 

stigmatization, and the shift toward greater societal acceptance. 
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6.2.1 Relational Stigmatization  

 One of the more prominent ways in which participants experienced stigmatization for 

their sexual identities was through their relationships, particularly with heterosexuals.  While 

some aspects of closer relationships were mentioned in the previous chapter and will be 

discussed later in this chapter, the section at hand will focus primarily on mid-level 

acquaintances.  Specifically, I will apply this description to coworkers and an estranged brother. 

 Jim recalled the story of a coworker; they were working together at a show in Atlanta 

related to business.  Jim’s colleague knew he was gay, and it had never really been an issue.  At 

one point, Jim asked if he could use his colleague’s computer to check his email.  His coworker 

responded, “Don’t download any pornography!”  In telling the story, Jim offered the following 

sarcastic reaction: “Exactly, yeah.  I’m that stupid.”  While this example certainly does not depict 

a traumatizing encounter, it has stuck with Jim for many years.  In this way, we see the lasting 

impact of perceived stigmatization over one’s sexual orientation, no matter how quick or 

insignificant that stigmatization might have seemed at the time. 

 Ken shared a story with a similar message.  He recalled a time at work when a woman, 

who was neither a friend nor a close coworker, approached him about his sexual orientation: 

[S]he came up to me and says, ‘So I hear you’re gay.’  And my reaction to her was, ‘Why 

does it matter to you?  Like, why are you asking me?’  She’s like, ‘Well I was just 

curious.  I had heard it.’  And… I wasn’t going into the gossip thing, ‘Oh who told you?’ 

kind of thing.  But I was like, I go, ‘Well are you trying to date me?’  And she’s like, 

‘No.’  And I said, ‘Do you have a son that’s trying to date me?’  She’s like, ‘No.’  And I 

said, ‘Well then it really is none of your business.’  Because you’re, obviously your 

intentions aren’t, you know, aren’t pure I’m assuming at that point.  And she’s like, ‘Well 
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geez, just tell me whether you are or not.’  I’m like, ‘But it really doesn’t matter, does it?  

I mean, it’s not affecting my job, it’s not affecting my relationship with you, so why does 

it matter?’ 

To the unassuming eye, interactions like this can seem innocent enough, but as Ken pointed out 

to his coworker, it is typically inappropriate to ask strangers questions of a personal nature.  

Thus, it is difficult to tell whether shame about his own identity played any part in Ken’s 

reluctance to answer her question, or if he was simply frustrated by the situation.  Indeed, his 

colleague’s approach suggested there was something exotic or shameful about being gay, noting 

that it was a discussion she has already had with others.  Had she heard Ken was straight, she 

undoubtedly would not have approached him to ask.  Therefore, regardless of Ken’s own 

thoughts on being gay at the time, it is easy to see why such an encounter would lead to feelings 

of stigmatization. 

While Ken handled his own in this situation, Jim told of a tumultuous relationship with 

his brother and the efforts they made to repair their relationship through counseling.  This step 

was the direct result of the attitude his brother held toward Jim because of his gay identity.  He 

explained: 

Twenty-one years ago, I was in counseling for a morning with my brother, who’s nine 

years older than me, and we were talking about family issues and alcohol-related issues… 

So we sat down and it was a very good two hours with this counselor.  Um.  And at the 

very end, the counselor said, ‘Jim, is there anything you want to ask your brother?’ … 

And I said, ‘Tom, does it bother you that I’m gay?’  And his, his answer on that was, 

‘Well, it certainly isn’t a lifestyle I would choose.’… And there was a period after that, 

for five years, that I never talked to my brother.  Never sent him a birthday card, never 
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sent him a Christmas card.  He’d send me a birthday card, send me a Christmas card.  I 

never responded. He never called me.  I never called him.   

The relationship between Jim and his brother is stronger now, but like Ken, Jim shows that 

sexual orientation remains a sensitive matter for those who experience marginalization because 

of it.  Whether from coworkers or family members, stigmatization can play a major role in 

determining how comfortable one is with oneself in a variety of settings. 

6.2.2 Religious Stigmatization 

 Other participants spoke of stigmatization from the religious community, particularly 

evangelical Christianity.  Tyler noted that, in his community, “you hear a lot of negative stuff.  

It’s a conservative Christian area.”  He explained that LGBTQ individuals in his community are 

viewed as “[m]ostly sinners, ‘cause it pretty much all has to do with religion.  Take religion out 

and there’s pretty much nothing to fight against.”  While Tyler’s perspective reflects his position 

as an atheist, others made similar observations.  Chatsworth, who identifies as Catholic, 

challenged the legitimacy of fundamentalist claims regarding the Bible and homosexuality.  He 

noted that most churches say, “[Y]ou can’t do that.  The Bible says no.  I’m not sure where in the 

Bible it says no, but they claim it says no.  I’ve never found it.”  In addition to shaping the views 

of communities on a smaller scale, several participants referenced more extreme examples of 

religious influence on the national stage. 

 JP suggested that many Christians view LGBTQ individuals as “the devil’s spawn.”  He 

recounted: 

We were in Topeka, Kansas this past May ‘cause a friend of mine, a friend of ours, 

graduated from law school.  And Topeka is where the people who picket all the funerals 
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for the military and all that kind of stuff—you know, ‘Gays are doomed’—that’s where 

they’re centered.  That’s where they’re from.  And they have a little compound there.  

JP added that the residents of Topeka have grown so accustomed to the Phelps clan that they 

simply ignore them.  This is not to say the citizens support the Phelps mission, but rather, that 

they are no longer fazed by it.  Meanwhile, Mike took a firmer position on such groups, 

describing them as extremists and comparing their actions to a form of terror.  He explained: 

[They’re] not too different from a terrorist we have in the Middle East.  I mean… 

whatever that Bible church is when, um, they’re totally anti-gay.  Protesting in front of 

military funerals and stuff like that.  And it’s just, you know, and then you have, you 

have your gay bashing and whatever.  And it’s kind of calmed down a little bit I think.  

It’s not so much in the paper.  But the people who are doing that—the ultra-conservative 

Christians or Baptists or whatever they are—are no different from what’s going on in the 

Middle East, in their own way. 

While Mike sees the situation slowly improving, Chatsworth is not so sure that religious 

stigmatization of LGBTQ individuals is going to end any time soon.  He offered this perspective: 

Well, I think you have the backlash from the religious community that are determined to 

have what I call little club cults, that will not only not accept it but, like Westboro Baptist 

Church, will scream against it and—go to soldiers funerals?  With God hates fags?  What 

the hell’s that all about?  I mean, that doesn’t make sense to me.  I think we’re always 

going to have that; I think there’s always going to be that kind of a backlash. 

My participants spoke passionately against religious intolerance, particularly when manifested in 

extreme examples like the Westboro Baptist Church.  Interestingly, aside from Tyler and 

Chatsworth, very little was said about religious stigmatization on the local level. 
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6.2.3 The Societal Shift toward Acceptance 

 Despite the negative effects of relational and religious stigmatization, some participants 

noted a societal shift toward acceptance.  Tyler mentioned that, as a result of the conservative 

area in which he was raised, he “grew up with a lot of the people not liking gays.”  This included 

his dad and brother-in-law, who “said a lot of nasty things when I was younger about them.”  

Since then, Tyler explained, their tone has changed, and the backlash he experienced when he 

came out was less severe than he had anticipated. 

 Tyler described a lower amount of fear today than ever before, which was consistent with 

a statement from Chatsworth, who said, “I do think that the culture has evolved to the point 

where it’s much easier for younger people to be themselves and not be suicidal.  There’s not the 

judgment.”  Chatsworth attributed this change to a cultural shift, in which LGBTQ individuals 

and allies have become more public with their support of the community.  He noted that “all of a 

sudden, a few years ago, people and athletes and celebrities all, you know, they’re all coming 

out.  So there are always people who want to jump on the bandwagon.”  In fact, Chatsworth 

suggested that being gay has become so trendy that some heterosexual people pretend to belong 

to the LGBTQ community, adding, “I know a couple of people—one woman and one man—who 

pretend to be gay.  And I’m not sure how that works privately, but publicly, they try so hard it’s 

funny.”  Regardless of whether or not some people might pretend to belong to a marginalized 

group, most participants believed the tide was turning. 

Yet, in some ways, this sentiment carries its own complexities, some of which could be 

viewed as problematic.  For instance, Glen stated, “I don’t think most of us care.  You know?  I 

don’t really think there’s, quote unquote, gay bashers out there.  Maybe there are.”  Of course, 

there are numerous recent examples that contradict Glen’s notion that gay bashing is a thing of 
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the past, but his initial sentiment of people not really caring any more was echoed by several 

participants.  Glen continued with an explanation that quickly became infused with elements of 

what some might describe as victim blaming and racism: 

I’ve never had a problem, but I don’t, per se, put myself in a position where, where, I 

mean—there used to be a bar in Waterloo and the entrance was from an alley, which was 

no problem.  But then they opened a black bar in the other half of the building, and I said, 

‘Never had a car parked in the alley where it wasn’t supposed to be.’  I said, ‘I don’t like 

going there, ‘cause I said, ‘these clowns are on drugs and they have guns and it isn’t 

because you did something, it’s you’re gonna get shot at just because he was shooting at 

so and so because of whatever.’  I just, I never allowed myself to be in that position. 

Glen’s statement is a particularly strong illustration of the complex dynamics of marginalization 

that underscore this project.  In a matter of seconds, Glen expressed a changing trend away from 

homophobia, denied the existence of gay bashing, suggested that those who experience gay 

bashing are somewhat to blame for putting themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time, and 

concluded that the wrong place in this scenario is a place where members of a marginalized 

racial group congregate.  He may be right that the cultural shift is toward acceptance, but his 

statement carries deeper implications regarding marginalization and the perpetuation of deeply 

engrained social stigmas. 

6.3 Coming Out 

 Coming out is one of the most common and widely discussed experiences among 

members of the LGBTQ community.  There are as many different coming out stories as there are 

people who come out, but most understand this experience to involve the acceptance or sharing 

of one’s marginalized sexual identity.  Not surprisingly, this is a critical moment in the ongoing 
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development and evolution of an individual’s sexual identity.  As such, it came as little surprise 

that the theme emerged as a necessary component of this chapter.  My participants’ experiences 

and perspectives on coming out can be broken into four categories: coming out to oneself, 

coming out to others, explicit versus implied outness, and remaining closeted. 

6.3.1 Coming Out to Oneself 

 Sexual identity is inherently personal, and the moment one comes to terms with one’s 

own marginalized sexual status is no exception.  Of course, the experience is unique for 

everyone, as evidenced by the stories of my participants.  While some men grew into their sexual 

orientation organically and with little hesitation, others described the challenges of being open, 

even to oneself.   

 A couple participants minimized their individual coming out experiences, stating they 

always knew they were gay and the process of admitting this to themselves came with little to no 

hesitation.  Joey, for instance, said, “I knew I was gay since as early as first grade.  I knew it.”  

Chatsworth said he never had a coming out process, adding, “I was never in.  I’ve always been, 

you know, the reprehensible old son of a bitch that I am right now.”  Despite waiting to come out 

publicly, Ken also recalled always being out to himself: “So it was one of those things where I 

always knew I was gay.  I didn’t act out on it until a lot later in life.”  Ken added to this 

statement, explaining the delay between realizing he was gay and acting on his gay desires: 

So the coming out process for me was, essentially, I was closeted for a number of years, 

especially in college.  Um.  But I think for me it was a very unusual thing because, 

growing up where I did, I didn’t really understand what gay was.  I wasn’t exposed to 

gay.  In fact, there was maybe—even after all these years, and I’ve talked to friends—

there was maybe two other gay people in the whole town, or the whole area where I grew 
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up…  So I didn’t even really have a reference point, you know?  And then what you saw 

on TV was, you know, there was the over-exaggerated… like the whole Three’s 

Company thing with the Jack Tripper thing, so whenever he was gay, he was always 

limp-wristed and over-the-top.  And I was always like, ‘Well that’s not me.’  You know, 

‘I can’t be it.’   

Ken was attracted to his male friends growing up, but said he dismissed the feelings because he 

lacked an understanding of gay identity.  It was through gay porn that he began to process his 

sexuality, though he added that he did not actually kiss a guy until around age 23.  At that time, 

he was about to be engaged to a girl, but ended up hitting it off with her gay best friend when he 

came to visit the couple.  Ken recalled that the man was tall, blonde, and coached little league, 

adding, “[H]e was also not what I thought gay was.  ‘Cause again, I hadn’t really been exposed 

to it… that totally broke what I was thinking.”  Ken described this as a turning point in the 

development of his gay identity.  Though he had known of his same-sex attraction for years, this 

was the first time Ken was able to see himself as gay.  He ended up breaking up with his 

girlfriend to date her best friend, but remained closeted in most settings. 

 Though Jim’s first gay experience came nearly ten years earlier in his life than Ken’s did, 

he told a similar story.  He explained,  

I thought it was just a phase that all teenage boys went through or whatever.  I found that 

it wasn’t.  Um.  I did date girls, nearly got engaged to one.  Her family absolutely loved 

me.  Her brother was cuter than she was. 

At this point, Jim recalled, he felt he finally had to be honest with himself.  The story did not end 

there, though.  Years later, after Jim had come out, his ex-girlfriend was having marital 

problems.  He explained, “[S]he was married, had three kids—wanted to get divorced.  Wanted 
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to marry me, straighten me out, and have me adopt her kids.”  In Jim’s words, “Party is over.  

I’m not interested.”  Both Ken and Jim recalled knowing about their attraction to men early in 

life, and yet both were nearly engaged to women before coming out to others.  Without positive 

or accurate depictions of what it means to be gay, Ken and Jim nearly married women, despite 

being open with themselves about their attraction to the same sex. 

 Chris also spoke of dating women growing up.  He is bisexual, so this fact carries 

considerably less weight than it does for his gay counterparts.  After divorcing his wife, Chris 

recalled thinking, “I’ve always had this attraction to guys.  It never really changed, never went 

away—never been something I was just dying to explore, but thought, alright, you know?  Why 

not see what that’s all about?”  This eventually led Chris to a seven-year relationship with a man.  

While he understands that some people mistake him for being gay, he remains adamant that he 

is, in fact, bisexual. 

Glen recounted a more difficult path toward self-acceptance.  Like other participants, he 

dated girls growing up, but claimed he rarely thought about his sexuality.  He explained: 

[M]ost people I talk to, you know, say, ‘Well I knew when I was in such and such grade,’ 

or, ‘Oh, I just lived for gym class because I got to see all the dick,’ or whatever.  And my 

answer to that is, now that I look back there were probably signs, but at the time, my 

priority—and this will sound scary to a lot of people—my priority was staying alive.  

Didn’t have time to think about my sexuality.  And it would take hours to explain that.  

But, anyway, in my 20s, you know, it was a little experimentation.  I was just behind the 

curve, you know, what experimentation somebody did in high school that you thought 

was just innocent, whatever, I didn’t even realize all that stuff was even going on.  I just 
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was, you know.  And so I basically was experimentation, from 25 to 30, I kinda did a 

little of both.  And then at 30, I’m going, ‘There’s no reason to date a woman anymore.’ 

While Glen dismissed his experience of just trying to stay alive and did not choose to expand on 

it in our interview, this statement reflects the broader idea that external factors often contribute to 

an individual’s decision to remain closeted.  In this particular case, Glen’s need to prioritize 

survival limited his ability to explore his own sexual identity for a period of time.  Glen later 

explained that, like other participants, he did not know gay men who were out, “[u]nless they 

were flamboyant.”  He also described wanting a family, a factor that perhaps contributed to how 

long he continued to date women before coming out to himself as gay.  While many participants 

recalled being out to themselves early in life, a majority did not fully embrace their gay identity 

or begin coming out to others until well into their 20s and 30s. 

6.3.2 Coming Out to Others 

 Accepting one’s own gay identity is a necessary part of coming out, but it is only the first 

step in a much larger series of events. It is for this reason that many people, like the men 

mentioned above, come out to themselves long before they come out to others.  In fact, it is 

likely that many gay men never come out publicly, even if they accept that they are romantically 

attracted to other men. My participants reported vastly different approaches to sharing their 

sexual orientation with others.  Some are open and proud, while others prefer not to disclose in 

certain contexts or at all. 

 Chatsworth falls into the first category, stating, “Well I was always comfortable with 

myself.  And, um, yes, I do care what other people think.  But… if you don’t like me the way I 

am, find somebody else to pick on; I’m not interested.”  It is this mindset that has prompted 

Chatsworth to be relatively open about his gay identity.  He continued, “[I]f somebody, you 
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know, asks me point blank, ‘Well are you gay?’  I’m not gonna lie; I’m gonna say yes.  And if 

they choose to be offended by that, that’s fine.  It’s their right.  They’re an idiot.”  Chatsworth’s 

take-it-or-leave-it approach enables him to be out in nearly all of his social circles.  While he 

does not necessarily look for chances to share his sexual orientation with others, he is 

forthcoming and unashamed when the opportunity presents itself.   

 This overarching approach to sharing about one’s sexual identity seemed fairly common 

among participants, though in the examples they shared, each recalled a slightly different tactic 

for coming out.  Jim was in his early 40s when he began coming out to people.  He explained, 

“You know, I kept it under the covers.  I mean, I was working in management for a large 

corporation.”  Jim felt his management position limited his ability to be open about his sexuality, 

but it also helped him come out by introducing him to other gay men:  

I met a really neat guy… And he came over to visit when I was in, uh, Charleston and 

took me out to a drag show one evening.  But my main office was in Charleston; we went 

to the drag show in Huntington so, you know, it wasn’t as visible or whatever… So that 

was, you know, basically it.  And then, in the early 1990s, I came out. 

This experience, however insignificant it might seem, stands out in Jim’s mind as a turning point 

in his sexual evolution.  Like other participants, Jim did not come out until he had met other gay 

men with whom he shared a connection. 

 The same was true for Tyler, who came out to his family while he was in his first gay 

relationship.  He stated, “I just figured it was time.  I had, you know, just so much on my 

shoulders trying to hide who I was.”  Tyler had already come out to his mom two years earlier, 

and explained that she was really supportive and had even wondered if he was gay because he 

had never been in a relationship with a girl.  His dad was more shocked, but remained 
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supportive.  Tyler also experienced a coming out milestone that did not even exist when most 

participants were his age—he came out as gay on Facebook.  Through social media, Tyler is able 

to assume that “everybody knows,” even people with whom he has not discussed his sexuality. 

 Participants referenced one of the common realities of coming out, that it is easier to 

share with some people than with others.  Joey, like Tyler, found his mother to be a good first 

confidant.  Joey noted, “[W]hen my mom found out, she took it to heart at first, but then she 

came around and she’s come back now, so.  Once she knew, I didn’t care who knew.  You 

know?”  Since his mom learned of his sexual orientation, Joey has had a much easier time being 

open with everyone he meets, adding, “I’ve been out at all the jobs I’ve ever had—openly gay at 

all my jobs and I’ve got promoted at every job I’ve ever had.  Been the old queen.”  Not only has 

Joey’s mother come to accept her son’s gay identity, but she has begun to share it with others:  

My momma told me not to come out to the rest of the family, and before I know it, she’s 

telling ‘em.  I said, ‘What are you telling everybody for?  You told me not to tell 

anybody.’  ‘That’s for me to tell.’  I said, ‘No it’s not, that’s for me to tell.’  ‘Well, you 

said you don’t care.’  I said, ‘I don’t, but let me tell ‘em.  Damn.’  Then she told her 

mother, and she said, ‘[Joey’s mom’s name], I’ve know that for years.’  She said, ‘Well 

why didn’t you tell me?’  ‘’Cause it ain’t my job to tell you about him.’  But, everybody 

knew about it already.  She was the only one who didn’t know.  Everybody else knew. 

Joey was not the only participant to have others share his sexual identity before he could.  Mike 

reported a similar experience, and like Joey, he was totally okay with it.  After he and his wife 

divorced, Mike’s aunt thought it best to tell his now ex-wife.  When I asked Mike how he felt 

about this, he replied: 
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It was fine… I wasn’t really hiding it.  You know, I just had a hard time… and I didn’t 

really speak to my wife at that point, after.  And when I moved down [to Florida], I 

wasn’t having visitation with my daughter, you know, um, since I was down here.  But 

now everything’s fine.  You know, for the last several years, since my wife knew, I guess 

it made things better for her.  I probably should have said something to her myself.  My 

daughter’s fine with it.  She comes down and spends time… every summer.  And on her 

own.  She’s fine with it.  And, uh, she looks forward to it. 

In some ways, Mike seems to credit his aunt with saving his relationship with his ex-wife and 

daughter.  Though he sometimes wishes he had been the one to disclose his gay identity to them, 

Mike also recognizes that the situation worked out favorably. 

 Ken also shared about his experience coming out to his parents.  He recalled that they did 

not know how to handle how outspoken and blunt he had become.  He had been leading 

somewhat of a double life between home and school, and had changed significantly during his 

time at the university he was attending.  When he came out to them, he said “it took them a long 

time to come to terms with it,” adding that “they weren’t really exposed to it either.”  For Ken, 

the turning point came years later when he invited his parents over to meet all of his friends.  He 

described the scene as follows: 

I was friends with everything from the flaming twink up to, you know, the burly bear.  I 

was all over the gamut, um, ‘cause I always liked to surround myself with diversity as far 

as variance of lifestyles and opinions.  And my parents spent the day with them.  And my 

dad… spent hours talking sports and cars with one of my friends, who actually at the time 

was my boyfriend.  And, uh, afterwards, my dad was like—I told my mom, I’m like, ‘Is 

he okay because John’s gay.’  And my mom’s like, ‘He’s gay?’  And I’m like, ‘Yeah, 
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they all were.’  And she’s like, ‘What?’  You know, and so then they talked and she 

actually called me on the car ride home and… they thanked me for exposing them to 

those things too because it helped them come to terms with it. 

Several participants reported similar reactions, suggesting that those who are less comfortable 

around LGBTQ individuals can grow significantly from having their assumptions broken.  

Participants reported that a lack of exposure to gay individuals made it difficult for them, as well 

as their friends, colleagues, and family members, to understand or relate to the gay experience.  

Ultimately, individuals’ personal breakthroughs came when their expectations were violated and 

they were forced to confront their own misconceptions. 

 Though he has only come out to a few people as gay, Glen recalled a similar experience.  

He had been asked to serve as a campaign chairman for a friend who was running for an elected 

political position at the county level.  Glen figured the friend and his wife had already put 

together that he is gay, at least until he had the following experience when he was over at their 

house one night: 

[T]here was some TV show on and it had… something gay on there and he made a 

derogatory comment.  Okay.  His wife didn’t say anything.  I just figured, surely she 

knew.  Anyway, so when he finally point blank asked me to do this job, I said, ‘Well I’ve 

got a couple questions for ya.’  And I says, ‘What kind of friendship do we have?’  And 

he describes this, you know, colorful wonderful friendship and I says, ‘Well, I’m one of 

those despicable homosexuals you talk about, just thought I’d let you know.’  And he 

looked at me, kind of, ‘Are you shitting me?’ 

Glen laughed about the encounter as he thought back on it.  Even in this case, Glen reported that 

their friendship did not change following his disclosure, further illustrating that ignorance can 
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often be lessened through exposure, particularly when individuals come out to those with whom 

they share meaningful interpersonal relationships. 

6.3.3 Explicit versus Implied Outness 

 To participate in my study, men had to self-identify as gay (or bisexual); thus, it is not 

surprising that most of my participants are open about their sexual orientation in most settings.  

Yet, one of the important distinctions to emerge through the interview process was the specific 

way in which my participants approach the coming out process in their daily lives.  While most 

participants were quick to identify as out and open, with respect to sexuality, a majority also 

described various situations in which their outness is implied, rather than explicitly stated or 

confirmed. 

 Consider Ken, who resents being told that he should be even more open about his 

sexuality.  He explained: 

I’ve got friends that are like, ‘Well you should tell them.  You should do this… And 

maybe you could get on the pride committee... and I’m just like, is that really what you 

think your sexuality is… what kind of attention you can get and what committee you can 

get on and all that, really?  Like.  It annoys me when I hear those kinds of things.  Like, 

it’s a part of me; it’s not me… Yes, I work at pride and I run booths and stuff, but I don’t 

do it because I want to be recognized for it.  I do it because I think what I’m doing is 

going to benefit people. 

Ken’s statement about his sexual orientation being only a part of his identity resonated with 

participants, some of whom struggled to understand why their sexuality was anyone else’s 

concern.  It was this sentiment that led so many participants to prefer an implicit approach to 

outness, as more direct strategies would only draw attention to their status as “other.”   
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 Chris favors this approach, despite his willingness to speak publicly on behalf of same-

sex marriage when asked to do so.  He explained, “I mean, just like, you know, anything else in 

my life, I don’t really put it out there always….”  He added that he has spoken on local TV 

stations regarding legislation related to marriage equality, but said he is rarely asked to do so.  

Even when he was in a long-term relationship, Chris noted that very few people knew about it, 

despite the fact that he never denied or hid the fact.  When Chris and his wife divorced and he 

began dating a man, he said there was no coming out process to speak of:  

Just kind of did it, you know?  And if people asked I would tell them, you know… Like 

when I started dating girls or got in a relationship with my now ex-wife, didn’t feel the 

need to tell everybody, ‘Hey, I’m dating a woman, or dating a girl.’ 

This comparison reflects Chris’s overall approach to his sexual orientation.  Like other 

participants, Chris is comfortable letting outsiders assume what they will about him.  It is 

possible that his experience as a bisexual man further pushes him in this direction, as this identity 

comes with its own unique challenges and stigmatizations.  Thus, for someone like Chris who 

prefers to keep his private life private, the idea of having to clarify and explain his sexual 

orientation on a regular basis might sound particularly unappealing.  Moreover, because he is 

attracted to men and women, his justification—that he would also not clarify if he were dating a 

woman—seems appropriate. 

 Likewise, Glen prefers to avoid making explicit assertions about his sexuality.  Though 

he seems to believe that most who know him have put together that he is gay, Glen has made 

very few direct assertions regarding his sexual identity.  He explained: 

Well I don’t know if I ever really… I mean, I didn’t formally sit down and tell them all.  I 

mean, I haven’t, they haven’t seen me date a woman since I was 30.  I, you know, made it 
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perfectly clear that I wasn’t ever going to get married.  Um.  I went on vacation for years 

with a guy from Minneapolis.  And, you know, um.  It’s never been really discussed.  I 

mean, my family knows it, but it’s never been a sit-down talk… They know.  That’s just.  

We don’t talk about a lot of things like that…It was just never discussed. 

Glen further noted that if his family or friends were to ask, he would be honest about his 

sexuality, but added, “I’m assuming after this many years, they would know.  I’ve lived here my 

entire life.”  By assuming that all around him have concluded that he is gay, Glen avoids having 

to confront others with his sexuality.  This approach aligns with Glen’s attitude regarding 

privacy, which he values a great deal.  This is particularly true for matters of a sexual nature, as 

Glen’s interview made clear that he is not necessarily comfortable with or proud of his gay 

identity. 

 Though he is now quite comfortable describing himself as a gay man, Mike originally 

moved to Florida after his divorce as a way of starting over.  Like Glen, he chose to avoid a 

scenario in which he was forced to come out to everyone in his life.  He described his decision to 

move to Florida in these terms: 

I just decided, you know, I’ll try living the way I’m more comfortable.  And, uh, it was 

just easier to do it coming down here, I guess.  I didn’t have a million friends back up 

there that I, all of a sudden have to explain that I, ‘Yeah, um, I’m not straight any more.  

I’m a gay man.’  Um.  My family down here was fine, they understood it.  I actually had 

a couple of cousins who were gay down here that I didn’t realize. 

Though Mike has been in a same-sex relationship for a decade, he is still not out to everyone in 

his life.  At work, for instance, he explained, “Some people know, some people don’t.  It’s not 

like I… go around announcing it, you know?”  Like most participants, Mike is out to almost 
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everyone in his life—including his family and church—but does not find it necessary or 

appropriate to share his gay identity with everyone in every situation. 

 Though most participants who favor an implicit approach to coming out have likely 

experienced social pressures to be more open, Ken was the only participant to speak to this 

experience.  He shared: 

I would get so frustrated when someone who knew I was gay would be like, ‘Oh, this is 

my gay friend Ken.’… and if I would say, I’m like, ‘You don’t need to say that.’  ‘Oh, 

are you denying who you are?’  ‘No, I’m Ken.  Nice to meet you.  That’s who I am.  This 

happens to be a part of me, but there’s no need for you to be, you know, that’s not an 

over-looming defining characteristic of me.’ 

Ken explained that he resents having his identity reduced to a label, adding, “I’m more than just 

that.”  Indeed, Ken would understandably prefer to leave his sexual orientation on the back 

burner until he is more comfortable with someone and feels they have developed a sense of who 

he is.  This way, his gay identity is not an early defining characteristic of who he is.  Still, Ken 

reported that some people get upset with his perspectives.  He explained,  

I’m just like, I know that so much of the gay culture, um, are people trying to be 

accepted.  They’re trying to… figure out who they are.  Um.  They will have certain 

mannerisms and behaviors that they, um, exaggerate, just to either get attention or to see 

if that’s who maybe they are and they’re going through whatever.  Eventually, most of 

them settle into who they are.  They’re comfortable with themselves.  Those things don’t 

mean the difference.  You don’t have to prance down the street in a boa every day just to, 

whatever.  It might look fabulous on you, um, but I was never that person that was just 

like, ‘I just have to break out….’ 
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Ken’s statement suggests that wearing sexuality on one’s sleeve, so to speak, might actually be a 

sign of insecurity or a strategy for seeking attention.  In this way, he equates implicitly revealing 

one’s sexuality with true self-confidence.  In doing so, he also provides one possible explanation 

for the number of participants who prefer a tacit approach to coming out, allowing others to 

come to their own conclusions in due time rather than rushing the process by asserting one’s 

sexual orientation. 

6.3.4 Not Out 

 Most of my participants claimed to be comfortable being out in nearly any setting, even if 

they favor an implicit approach in which they do not explicitly reveal their sexual orientation, but 

instead leave others to draw their own conclusions.  However, a couple participants identified 

instances in which they would prefer others not learn of their sexual orientation at all.  Ken gave 

the example of professional settings, like work.  He explained: 

I don’t think it’s necessary for me to be talking about my personal life at work.  If there’s 

close co-workers, I will talk about that kind of stuff.  But it’s not like I just go into my 

boss and be like, ‘Whoa that was a long weekend.  Man, I was in a bunch of shower 

contests and I’—you know, things like that.  Like, I think there’s certain times and places 

where… it’s not necessary to have those conversations. 

Jim also referenced work as a space in which outness is better left out of the conversation.  

Though he is out to close friends, he is intentionally not out to his clients.  He stated: 

I don’t wear a flag.  I don’t go into my clients and say, ‘Guess what, I’m gay!’  Um, my 

clients are generally older people, married with children, are probably in their 50s, 60s, 

70s, some maybe even in their 80s.  And they don’t ask about my life, and I don’t go 

beyond that. 
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While it is understandable that Ken and Jim would prefer not to discuss their sexual identities at 

work, it is worth noting the specific individuals they would be least comfortable coming out to.  

Their responses suggest it is a given they would not reference their sexual orientation around 

established individuals—like a boss or older clients—for fear of negative repercussions.  It is as 

though the authority of such individuals makes them immune to hearing about perspectives that 

might run counter to their own.  Perhaps the currently single status of Jim and Ken make silence 

a more feasible option; without mentioning a significant other, it is difficult to imagine many 

scenarios in which one’s sexual orientation would come up in casual conversation in a 

professional setting.  Yet, it is interesting to note the extreme illustrations they provided.  Surely, 

Ken’s wet shower contests and Jim’s flag waving examples were exaggerated partly for comedic 

effect.  However, they also represent an undercurrent that ran throughout several of my 

interviews, in which participants seemed to critique outness by equating it with stereotypical 

behaviors and practices, which they identified as problematic.   

6.4 Thoughts on Equality 

 The fourth theme to emerge through discussions of my participants’ sexual identities 

pertains to their perspectives on equality.  While many might assume this to be a key political 

and personal goal of all LGBTQ individuals, this is not the case.  Most participants described 

equality as a worthwhile objective, but not everyone expressed support for same-sex marriage or 

other issues related to equality.  My participants’ responses were divided into the concepts of 

same-sex marriage, other LGBTQ issues, and obstacles to equality.  These three concepts bridge 

the gap between the preceding sections, which focus on sexual identity at the personal level, and 

the following section, which examines participants’ thoughts on activism.   
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6.4.1 Perspectives on Same-Sex Marriage 

 My participants had much to say regarding LGBTQ equality, especially same-sex 

marriage.  This is, perhaps, not entirely surprising given the national attention that has been 

devoted to this topic in recent history.  Once again, participant responses reflected a broad range 

of perspectives on the issue. 

 As the only participant currently married to a man, JP is well situated to begin this 

conversation.  JP readily admits that, for much of his early life, he did not want to be gay at all.  

Now, however, he said he is the happiest he has ever been, adding that he never knew the 

meaning of love until he met his husband.  He went on: 

[I]t was just so truthful and just so matter-of-fact from day one… no false pretenses.  So 

that was good and, you know, for the last almost eight years now, it’s been like really, 

really—this is what life’s all about.  This is what it should be about for anyone, for 

everyone. 

JP and his husband had been married a year at the time of our interview.  They chose to wed in 

Palm Springs, California during the weekend of pride, and despite a bit of chaos, the day was 

remarkable.  JP shared an incredible story of companionship and community, in which everyone 

worked together to create a truly special day.  Nevertheless, upon returning to Florida, their 

marriage was no longer technically recognized by the state they call home.  JP explained: 

It’s like, you know, we’re married.  We’re married in California, we’re married in a lot of 

states, but we’re not married here, in Florida.  You know, we can’t wait for it to happen.  

It will… eventually… But it’s like, I don’t know why they’re so upset.  I really don’t. 
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Despite how much JP enjoys married life, he described the overall experience of his marriage not 

being recognized in his state as “[a] little disheartening.”  In the early weeks of 2015, just months 

after our interview, JP’s marriage became officially recognized by the state of Florida. 

 While JP is thrilled to be married, most participants struggled to see themselves following 

in his footsteps.  Jim, for instance, plans to work at least five more years, and feels that a 

relationship would just get in the way of his weekend alone time, which he thoroughly enjoys.  

While Jim said he has no problem with same-sex marriage, he is not without reservations.  He 

believes a same-sex relationship is “a sex relationship more than anything, over and above that.”  

Jim explained: 

[H]ave you ever looked on Craigslist?... Here’s the problem…What are the attributes that 

gay men, 99.99 percent, are looking for?  Hot.  Cute.  Hung.  Smooth.  Twenty-one to 

twenty-five.  Um.  Vers.  You can go through all the lists.  In a relationship, how 

important are any of those?  Where do you see honest, with integrity, educated, have a 

car, have a job, have objectives, have goals?  Wanting to work with other people to build 

a relationship?  You don’t.  And that’s where my concern comes is we have all these 

people that think, ‘This is just great.  I’ve been with them for, you know, nine months.  

Let’s go out and get married.’   

Jim expressed another concern, that if children are involved, they might not be able to tell 

“who’s the mommy, who’s the daddy?”  Jim’s concerns—however deeply rooted in 

heteronormativity—ultimately boil down to concern that many same-sex couples are making a 

rash decision when they tie the knot.  Despite his hesitations, Jim concluded that “if you’re in a 

solid, loving, accepting relationship… it can be healthy.” 
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 Like Jim, Chatsworth does not see himself ever getting married, but unlike Jim, 

Chatsworth has been in multiple long-term relationships.  When I asked him to describe those 

relationships as he would to a friend, Chatsworth offered two very different summaries.  He 

explained his first relationship in these terms: 

Well, I had a partner of 31 years who was a banker and dropped dead on a pile of money 

in the vault.  And gosh, we were just kind of those guys who bought that house and fixed 

it up.   

He went on to describe a more recent long-term relationship, this one with more negative 

undertones: 

And the second one… there was a 20-year difference in our ages.  Nobody seemed to say 

anything about it; it seemed to be perfectly normal except he was a crook.  We all make 

bad choices, often based on liquor.  He looked pretty good at 1:00 in the morning as they 

were closing that bar.  I always laugh and say, you know, his car broke down and he 

never went home.  For ten years. 

Chatsworth’s witty description of his two longest relationships depicts a man who did not shy 

away from love or commitment.  Perhaps Chatsworth’s experiences have colored his views on 

same-sex relationships, which he described as “the same” as opposite-sex relationships.  “I think 

when you fall in love with somebody, you fall in love with the person; it doesn’t matter what the 

plumbing is like,” he added.  Despite seeing same-sex couples as equal to their heterosexual 

counterparts, Chatsworth described same-sex marriage as “a little ridiculous.”  He is in full 

support of civil unions and equal rights for the purposes of inheritance, hospital visits, and so 

forth.  That said, Chatsworth fears the fallout of marriage equality.  Specifically, he stated: 
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My problem with gay marriage is then we get into gay separation and gay divorce.  And I 

don’t think it’s been thought through.  Do I have an objection to gay marriage?  

Absolutely not.  Of course not.  People should be able to do what they want to do.  My 

problem is, don’t come to me when there’s a gay divorce and tell me how you’re going to 

be broke.  You can be just as broke without the marriage. 

Gay separation and divorce are the primary negatives Chatsworth believes would result from gay 

marriage.  He half-joked, “I can see bloody battles.  There’s nothing like two old queens fighting 

over a candelabra.”  Like Jim, he also brought up adoption: 

[T]hen of course we want to adopt kids, and we throw them into the mix and that’s gonna 

be push me, pull you, and who gets the playschool toys and… it’s like the Wizard of Oz, 

it’s the ultimate chick flick—two bitches fightin’ over a pair of red shoes. 

All jokes aside, Chatsworth remained supportive of same-sex marriage, even if—like Jim—he 

expressed some hesitations.  Moreover, Chatsworth believes same-sex marriage will continue to 

gain broad acceptance, even among groups of individuals who have traditionally opposed it. 

 Like Jim and Chatsworth, Joey and Tyler offered their full support of same-sex marriage, 

despite struggling to see marriage in their own futures.  Tyler explained that his support began 

before he came out and has continued to evolve over the last three or four years.  Though he does 

not see himself starting a long-term relationship, he acknowledges that he “was in one last year, 

so obviously anything can happen.”  Joey takes a more vocal approach, saying that others should 

have no problem with same-sex marriage since it does not affect them.  Like Tyler, Joey has had 

one relationship, which lasted five years, but he cannot see himself getting married or even 

dating again.  He explained: “We broke up in ’99.  On our fifth anniversary, I said pack your shit 

and get the hell out.  Tired of supportin’ ya… Well, he cheated on me the whole time we were 
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together.”  Joey’s negative relationship experience might play some part in his plans to avoid 

relationships altogether, but it does not change his belief that others should have the option to 

marry.  He sees the journey to equality as a long process, however, and added that he does not 

think same-sex marriage would be legal in Florida during his lifetime.  The state’s legalization of 

same-sex marriage just months later demonstrates the unexpectedly rapid progression of 

marriage equality in the United States. 

 Like others, Ken described same-sex relationships as very similar to opposite-sex 

relationships, which may play a role in his support of same-sex marriage.  Ken was influential in 

helping defeat the marriage amendment in Minnesota, which would have defined marriage as 

between one man and one woman.  Yet, he remains somewhat wary, suggesting that same-sex 

couples might not fully comprehend what it is they have been fighting for and could struggle to 

uphold the traditional expectations for marriage.  He offered the following perspective: 

I feel like the gay culture grew up not expecting to be able to be married, so… I don’t 

think they understood what they were fighting for.  Because they never really were 

expected to do it.  They didn’t really know what it was… It’s going to take a generation 

of gay youth with marriage as an acceptable living and expectation.   

In light of this, Ken also advised that communities must be willing to support same-sex marriage 

and hold same-sex spouses to the same standards as spouses in traditional marriages:  

[T]hey expect them to get married, they expect them to honor and love each other… they 

don’t want them to get divorced.  If they’re going to have kids, they want them to raise 

the kids, uh, you know, in a healthy environment, and things like that. 

Given all the work that must go into such a change, Ken explained that he expects it to take 15 to 

20 years for the public to become truly comfortable with same-sex marriage. 
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 Chris, like Ken, worked to defeat the marriage amendment in Minnesota.  Not 

surprisingly, he supports same-sex marriage, but not necessarily in the same way as other 

participants.  Unlike most participants, Chris approaches marriage equality through a Libertarian 

lens.  He explained:  

I just think that people should have the right to do, you know, whatever they want that 

doesn’t hurt other people.  So, um, it’s not something that, you know, personally it wasn’t 

something that I was just deeply passionate about, you know, for myself.  But just to 

know that, you know, people should be, should have that right to do it. 

Having been previously married to a woman, Chris recalled being surprised to discover just how 

similar his long-term relationship with a man was to the relationship he shared with his ex-wife.  

He believes the sex lives of gay men are different, particularly the “success rate,” but feels that 

most issues that arise in relationships are universal, regardless of sexual orientation.  This belief 

likely plays a role in Chris’s ultimate acceptance of same-sex marriage.  When pressed, he 

admitted that he could potentially see himself married to a man one day, but did not make this 

out to be a goal or priority. 

 Like Chris, Mike was previously married to a woman and is not fundamentally opposed 

to the possibility of one day marrying a man.  That said, he and his partner do not see marriage as 

a priority or an item on their agenda, so to speak.  Mike is okay with the idea of other LGBTQ 

couples getting married, noting, “They don’t have to be around us, we don’t have to be around 

them.”  He suggested that he and his partner might be more politically active if marriage were a 

priority for them, but ultimately concluded, “I think we just kind of like living together and… 

we’re happy with our relationship.”  Mike offered some of the least developed opinions on same-

sex marriage, but in so doing, presented a unique and valuable perspective. 
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 The participant most vocally opposed to marriage equality was Glen.  His overall take on 

relationships is negative, which carries over into his perspectives specifically related to same-sex 

relationships and marriage.  For instance, although Glen stated that same-sex and opposite-sex 

relationships are “close to the same,” his justification was that both lack commitment.  In 

reference to the “horror stories about the wife swapping that goes on in the local community,” 

Glen concluded that lesbians are even less committed than gay men.  When asked how he 

believes the sex lives of same-sex and opposite-sex couples are similar and different, he 

responded, “I have no clue, other than I think most married men aren’t getting any.  I don’t think 

it matters whether they’re in a straight or gay relationship.”  After five or ten years, according to 

Glen’s observations, couples’ sex lives disappear.  He explained: 

I think that’s in straights and gays, you know?  The women get their 2.5 kids and they 

really don’t care where their husband is after that as long as the paycheck’s in the bank… 

And I don’t think that’s much different than some of the gay ones. 

Glen also offered two stories of same-sex couples in long-term relationships.  In the first story, 

Glen asked a man about his “hubby,” at which point the man told him no one had ever referred to 

his partner in that way.  According to Glen, the man and his partner “don’t understand gay 

marriage.”  Glen quoted the man as saying, “We can do everything financially.  It’s all done… 

this stuff that supposedly gay marriage will help, we already have done for just a few hundred 

dollars, what’s the big ass deal?”  Glen presents this story as evidence that even some same-sex 

couples see marriage as unnecessary.  Glen’s second narrative involved a prominent gay couple 

from one of the closest bigger cities.  Glen stated that the couple got married primarily for health 

insurance, threw a big wedding celebration, and that one of the newlyweds was out at the cruise 

park the next day.  “Oh, so what does that say about marriage?” Glen asked.  He continued: 
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I mean, I’m kind of old fashioned.  Marriage is a little more than a piece of paper.  So, 

depends on what, how you look at marriage.  I mean, to me marriage, you’ve picked a 

partner and that’s that.  How many gay people, you know, are that way?  I know a few, 

but.  You know.  If you have a wedding ceremony on a Saturday and it’s in the news, and 

the next day, you’re out looking for dick, there’s something wrong.  I’m sorry. 

Glen’s views on marriage are extremely traditional.  When coupled with his distaste for the ways 

in which he believes most gay men behave, he is unsurprisingly concerned about the impact 

marriage equality could have on the institution as a whole.  Glen described his concerns about 

same-sex marriage and its supporters in the following terms: 

I think it’ll destroy, destroy straight marriages and religion, is what they’re out to do… I 

mean, 2,000 years we’ve had marriage between a man and a woman, and I know how 

politics works.  What any elected official’s said, if he told us what they really wanted to 

do, we wouldn’t vote for ‘em.  So they tell you what you want to hear. 

While some of Glen’s ideas are occasionally difficult to decipher, the underlying sentiment here 

is that the end goals of most politicians are rooted in secrecy, deception, and moral decay.  He 

continued: 

Then how long before we have polygamy again?  How, I mean, once you go down that 

path, where do you stop?  How many, you know, pet owners think more of their pet than 

they do of their spouse?  Who knows where it’s gonna go?  I don’t know if I want to be 

around for that one, but I don’t think it’ll be pretty. 

Here, Glen relies heavily on the slippery slope fallacy, basing his argument on some of the most 

controversial and inflammatory rhetoric from the same-sex marriage debate, like comparing 

homosexuality to bestiality.  Yet, in light of this perspective, the very next sentence out of Glen’s 
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mouth was perhaps the most puzzling. With regards to same-sex marriage, he stated, “If it was 

on the ballot, I’d probably vote for it.”  Despite suggesting moments earlier that same-sex 

marriage would destroy traditional marriage, ruin religion, and serve as a gateway to polygamy 

and bestiality, Glen said he would probably support it.  The key piece of missing information is 

that Glen resents the fact that his home state of Iowa legalized same-sex marriage through the 

courts, rather than by popular vote.  He continued, “I don’t want a judge to tell me it’s okay or 

not okay… if Iowa votes on it and majority rules, fine.  But… Iowa’s never voted on it.”  It is 

conceivable that Glen is less concerned with same-sex marriage and more concerned with the 

process by which same-sex marriage was legalized in his state.  He resents the fact that marriage 

equality bypassed the people and was instead brought to Iowa through the court system.  Perhaps 

he resents this so much that he has internalized an even more hostile attitude toward same-sex 

marriage.  Whatever the reason, Glen presents his views as being so bitterly opposed to marriage 

equality that it is difficult to imagine a scenario in which he would choose to support it on a 

ballot. 

6.4.2 Other LGBTQ Issues 

 Although same-sex marriage is a timely and significant topic in the United States, it is not 

the only issue facing the LGBTQ community in its quest for equality.  Indeed, numerous issues 

exist with the potential to directly impact LGBTQ individuals, either positively or negatively.  

For instance, Joey briefly noted the importance of considering issues like insurance and death 

benefits for partners.  Thus, this conceptual section serves as an opportunity to take the pulse of 

my participants and see what issues, other than same-sex marriage, they identify as being 

important topics for LGBTQ individuals to keep tabs on. 
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 The first issue Ken brought up was the desire among many LGBTQ individuals to 

become parents.  Though Ken never pictured himself getting married, he has always wanted to 

raise kids.  His situation is, of course, complicated by his gay identity.  He explained: 

I also grew up that you’re not supposed to have kids without marriage.  So it was like, it 

was always an internal battle.  Um.  I had at one point considered adopting.  I had also, 

more recently, talked to a friend of mine who’s a lawyer, works with people who do 

surrogacy.  Um.  But the fear for me is I’m single and I know single parents struggle day 

in and day out with being a parent, and knowingly walking into that scenario is, in my 

mind, a bad idea. 

Ken continued, noting that very few people choose to have a child out of wedlock, which is 

essentially what he would be doing.  Should he become a single father, he would have this to 

consider: 

I’m going to put myself in a situation where I’m going to put the kid in a single-parent 

household where I’m going to have to struggle raising them and all these other things.  

And what’s the point of having a kid if you’re gonna just shovel them off into a daycare 

when they’re three years old or younger, and then only see them for a couple hours a 

day?  To me, that’s not really parenting… Not that it’s necessarily wrong for everybody, 

but I always think that kids deserve better than that. 

In an ideal scenario, Ken explained, he would be a soccer dad.  He added, “I’d have four kids, 

and I’d be hauling them around to practice and doing all these other things.  Hopefully I’d be a 

kept person… At least I’m contributing with the kids… That’s just fantasy, though.”  Ken does 

not necessarily touch on a blatantly political issue here, but it is clearly something he has thought 
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a lot about.  He offers a unique perspective on single parenthood, an option that is likely 

considered by a disproportionate number of LGBTQ individuals.   

 A more policy-driven example provided by Ken is the forced collection of DNA.  Ken 

suggested that the collection of such data could have damaging implications, particularly for 

marginalized populations.  Ken was the first to say he has not had ample time to think through 

this matter, but his perspective was certainly intriguing.  He gave the example of the hysteria 

surrounding the AIDS outbreak when it first came up, noting that “what they wanted to do is 

they wanted to essentially round up people who were gay or self-identifying and force them into 

these treatment programs and all this other stuff.”  Even now, he said, there has been talk of this 

since HIV has been making a slight comeback.  As a result, individuals find themselves forced to 

participate in experimental treatment programs.  Ken acknowledges that some might call this a 

conspiracy theory, but maintains that most conspiracies are shown to be true a couple decades 

down the road.  He continued: 

They want to do DNA testing on everybody because they think they’ve identified certain, 

you know, genetic makeups that, you know, gay gene—it’s not technically that—um, but 

certain things that are deficiencies.  So these people could be candidates to receive and 

spread disease and whatever… those kinds of issues I think people need to pay attention 

to.   

Related to this concept, Ken suggested a final issue of personal importance.  He shared,  

I’m always surprised by gay people who are not prolife.  And I say that because the, you 

know, again, there’s all these studies where they’re saying, ‘Oh, there’s a gay gene.’  

Mother goes in, gets tested, if they don’t believe in gay or whatever the case is, then they 

abort the child because it could potentially turn out to be gay.  I struggle with that… I 
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wouldn’t be around if my mom had listened to my grandma… since my mom was 

technically pregnant out of wedlock, and they… were forced to get married.  Back in 

those days, they did that kind of thing.  And… she may have adopted to abort me.  You 

know?  One grandma was, you know, pro women’s body issues, and the other one was, 

you know, ‘You have to be married and you have to have the kid.’  If she had listened to 

my [grandma on] my dad’s side, I may not be around. 

These perspectives are as individual as the experiences that guide them.  For example, while 

Ken’s sexual identity uniquely shapes his position on abortion, participants were ultimately 

divided on this issue.  Nevertheless, it is worth considering the various topics participants 

identified as being related to LGBTQ identity.  In some ways, it is equally telling that so few had 

a response to share.  While participants eagerly offered their perspectives on same-sex marriage, 

very few could think of other issues uniquely connected to their marginalized status, such as job 

discrimination, trans rights, and anti-LGBTQ laws and practices abroad, to name a few.   

 While most participants agreed that LGBTQ equality is an important and worthwhile 

goal, they struggled to identify issues uniquely relevant to the community beyond same-sex 

marriage.  The overwhelming sentiment was that change is inevitable and will involve a greater 

push toward acceptance of LGBTQ individuals, yet some suggested that patience would be a 

necessary part of the process.  This is one challenge Chris pointed out: 

I mean, I think it’s only really just begun.  I mean… the pendulum’s been swinging 

toward the GLBT community, and they better be prepared for some setbacks.  You know, 

I think there are likely to be some decisions that, uh, don’t go their way.  And… I don’t 

necessarily blame that just on the political persuasion of the court… I think there’s a lot 

more nuance to it than, uh, than you would think.  So, I think there’s still a lot of work to 
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be done politically… I think the electorate is a little fatigued by a lot of the GLBT issues.  

I mean, a lot of them probably think, we’ve been talking about this and, you know, we’re 

over it.  So I think you’ll see a little bit of fatigue.  And so, I think it’ll take, like, it’s not 

like the last couple years have just happened in a vacuum.  You know, it’s been a process 

that’s been going on, you know, arguably for more than 40 years… [but] I think it’ll still 

take another number of years.  And, you know, just like, did the Civil Rights Act of 1964 

decide things for the black community?  I mean, did that make things just over and done?  

I mean, I imagine that a lot of them would say no. 

Although the recent tide has undoubtedly favored equality for LGBTQ individuals, Chris 

acknowledged that change still takes time.  As such, one of the greatest issues he sees affecting 

LGBTQ individuals is to remain focused on the end goal should setbacks arise.   

6.4.3 Obstacles Facing Equality 

 Setbacks to the LGBTQ movement take a number of forms, making it imperative that we 

consider some of the factors identified by participants as hurdles to LGBTQ equality.  These 

roadblocks do not necessarily reflect the attitudes of participants, but rather, represent what they 

perceive to be obstacles to equality.  Some of the factors identified by participants included 

perceptions of gay men as promiscuous, religious intolerance, and a lack of exposure to sexual 

minorities. 

 Chatsworth noted that society is just learning to accept same-sex relationships, and 

explained that increased awareness about sex can actually make people more hesitant to show 

their support.  He explained: 

[I]t used to be that when you had two women living together and two men living together 

and everybody knew, that was one thing, but now it’s pretty much out in the open what 
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happens.  And, for a lot of people, that’s brand new stuff.  So, you’ve got a lot of people 

who are trying to deal with this the best way they know how.   

Increased awareness of same-sex sexual practices, particularly when learned through popular 

media depictions, can actually perpetuate negative stereotypes regarding sex.  Jim spoke to the 

perception of gay men as promiscuous, and offered evidence to both support and contradict this 

notion.  In speaking of one of his former relationships, Jim explained that he knew his partner 

was unfaithful for the two days a month he went back home to visit his family.  He explained the 

undesirable dilemma, noting, “[T]he rest of the relationship was positive.  So do I want to ruin 28 

days for 2 days?  Uh, ‘cause that’s likely what would’ve happened.”  Jim also shared a story 

about a time he was in Key West at a gay resort.  Jim was sitting in the hot tub with two 

attractive young men, until one went to bed.  Jim recalled: 

[T]he other guy and I were sitting there and, uh, I said, ‘I’m surprised he isn’t out here in 

the hot tub.’  You know, we’re all sitting nude there or whatever.  Um.  He said, ‘Oh, 

he’s tired.’  And we just got to talking.  He said, ‘You know, he’s a great guy.  We only 

have sex, maybe, once or twice a year.’  Twenty-some years old?  Wow. 

Jim went on to note that he believes this story would surprise a lot of people, particularly the 

infrequency with which these two young gay men have sex.  Ken offered a similar take on 

promiscuity within gay culture, noting the increased “emphasis on more fetish stuff… more 

experimental and odd and unusual things.”  Ken was quick to point out that opposite-sex couples 

are also depicted by the media as being into some kinky things, but that “they’re not openly 

advertising, you know, leather and spanking parties.”  Thus, Ken expressed concern over the 

following: 
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I think that kind of feeds into some of that, you know, depravity that people associate 

with the gay lifestyle, because they—or, they call it a lifestyle—because they see the 

fetishes and they think everybody’s like that.  And when they associate fetishes in their 

mind, that’s a lifestyle choice for them.  So they think.  So I think that’s where they get 

that equation, that connection.  Um, but I know a lot of my friends who are pretty, from 

what I’ve heard from their partners, they’re pretty boring people. 

Like Jim, Ken acknowledged that some gay men are more open about sex, but quickly pointed to 

counterexamples who contradict this potentially damaging characterization.  Meanwhile, the 

pervasive perception of gay men as promiscuous remains a major obstacle in the fight for 

equality, as those with more traditional views of relationships struggle to see how a same-sex 

couple could uphold the values they deem necessary for a healthy and meaningful relationship. 

 When considering relationships through a traditional lens, moral correctness becomes a 

key consideration.  Importantly, it is often tied to religious convictions.  From Tyler’s point of 

view, religion is the key factor for those who oppose same-sex marriage.  He explained, “Well, it 

comes down to religion again—religion and politics… it shouldn’t be up to the government to 

decide who gets married… marriage through the government is just legal papers.  But there’s 

mostly, you know, a ceremony with religion.”  Frustrated with this reality, Tyler sometimes finds 

himself arguing his perspective: “I tell them that you can’t sell your virgin daughter for a few 

mules… there’s no such thing as traditional marriage—they don’t like that.”  As an atheist and 

strong believer in the separation of church and state, Tyler often feels compelled to play devil’s 

advocate, so to speak.  As in the example above, he often combats religious sentiments in a 

public setting by pointing out the inconsistencies, loopholes, or problematic rhetoric he sees 

within that very religion.  When people suggest that same-sex relationships will have negative 
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effects on children, Tyler is quick to point out that studies tend to show the opposite.  While 

Tyler attempts to combat what he sees as problematic misconceptions, religious opposition 

remains a significant obstacle in the fight for LGBTQ equality; thus, Tyler feels compelled to 

fight equally hard against religion in the political arena. 

 Stereotypical perceptions of sex and religious intolerance are two hurdles on the path to 

LGBTQ equality, but not all obstacles identified by my participants were so easy to pinpoint.  

General misconceptions, perhaps resulting from a lack of exposure to LGBTQ individuals, were 

frequently brought up as possible factors.  For instance, Ken argued that most people do not 

necessarily oppose equality, but that they “just don’t understand what people are trying to 

accomplish.”  Ken partly attributed this to the fact that the equality movement has relied on a 

top-down approach, rather than working collaboratively to meet individuals at their respective 

levels.  While he believes change will eventually happen, he also contended that the lack of 

control individuals feel with respect to the implementation of LGBTQ equality is scaring a lot of 

people off, particularly those who have never gotten to know any LGBTQ individuals. 

 Like Ken, Chris is simultaneously supportive of LGBTQ equality and empathetic to those 

who oppose it.  He explained: 

[C]oming from where I’ve come from, you know, as far as just background and 

politically and so forth, I think I had a pretty good understanding and, not that I would try 

to justify that, but I would just try to explain to people, I understand where, you know, 

that side comes from. 

Perhaps because he is able to recognize where this side is coming from, Chris is sensitive to the 

aggressive rhetoric sometimes used by those who push for equality.  He believes it is 

unproductive to dismiss all who do not fight for LGBTQ equality as hateful and bigoted.  He 
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explained, “[T]here’s some ignorance of the issue and there’s a lot of in-between.  There’s a lot 

of indifference and a lot of people, you know, being a bit resentful of, you know, ‘Why is this 

such a big issue?’”  Chris maintained that many factors inform the opposition, and suggested that 

it would be beneficial to take the time and get to know what influences the opinions of those who 

do not support the equality movement, rather than simply dismissing them as hateful bigots. 

6.5 Activism and Change 

 My participants shared a broad range of perspectives on equality; thus, it only made sense 

that their ideas regarding activism and change were equally diverse.  Their opinions related to 

this fifth and final theme fit into three concepts: activism as good, activism as problematic, and 

the best strategies for moving forward.  Importantly, most participants saw activism as a 

combination of good and bad—a positive force for change, but one that is all too often misused. 

6.5.1 Activism as Good 

 A majority of participants perceived activism as mostly positive.  Tyler said, “I think 

overall it’s good.”  Chris agreed, stating, “Well, by and large, I think it’s a good thing.  I think 

sometimes it gets pushed a bit too far, but so does Republican politics and a lot of other things.”  

Joey responded similarly, noting, “I think it helps for the most part.  But you can’t ram stuff 

down people’s throat.”  While JP said he is sometimes embarrassed by LGBTQ activism, he also 

claimed to be “all for it.”  He continued, “I think they have a voice and I think it’s a wonderful 

way to be heard and to share.  But share the positives, not the negatives.  You know?”  JP spoke 

extremely favorably of the gay pride parade in Palm Springs, California: 

[I]it’s almost two hours long.  They have bands in it.  They have horses in it.  They have 

people from Canada, from California, Arizona, Texas, New Mexico.  Um.  And they’ve 

got a high school band.  And the high school band, it’s by choice… The whole band 
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plays in it.  It’s just a matter of fact.  Yes, there are gay people.  And it’s the younger 

generation that’s gonna change everything because they see what’s going on.  There’s 

more gay people who are out.   

JP contended that such positive celebrations will have a significant long-term impact.  

Additionally, most participants offered concise general statements about the positive aspects of 

activism, to which some added caveats warning against going too far or forcing the issue too 

firmly.  Ultimately, Mike summed up a common sentiment when he said, “Well, I guess 

somebody has to do it.  You know?  Otherwise nothing’s going to get done…. [O]bviously 

they’ve made some great strides in it.”  The idea that activism is necessary and beneficial, though 

sometimes taken too far, resonated with a majority of participants. 

 Ken offered a more specific example of how activism has evolved in positive ways.  He 

explained: 

Here in Minnesota, you can see where it’s kind of gone from the floats being all scantily 

clad people to more family-friendly, family-oriented.  Um, which I think helped them 

here because it actually brought more of the community in.  Rather than just only, you 

know, gay people can come and tolerate this, you actually have straight people coming in 

and saying, ‘Hey, this is pretty fun.  We support you.  You’re just like us,’ kind of thing.  

Which I think is what the intent was supposed to be with pride, was just kind of show that 

hey, we’re like everybody else.   

Ken’s position on LGBTQ pride and activism reflects a desire to fit in, and is in line with the 

ideas expressed by his fellow participants.  It is important to note the assimilationist undertones 

throughout this section.  Nearly all participants preferred a toned down version of activism, one 

focused on blending in and showing how LGBTQ people are “just like” a majority of straight 



194 
 

people.  Ken continued with his example, noting, “Now when you actually went to the parks and 

you actually talked to some of the booths and stuff like that, that’s where you could actually get a 

better understanding of things.”  By moving away from exotic representations and prioritizing 

more traditional depictions, participants expressed a common belief that LGBTQ individuals can 

gain greater acceptance.  Moreover, Ken believes that activism of this kind is perhaps best 

implemented in a casual setting on a one-to-one basis.   

6.5.2 Activism as Problematic 

 While most participants viewed activism as a potentially useful tool in the quest for 

LGBTQ equality, they had far more to share about the problematic nature of activism.  Glen, for 

instance, interpreted activists’ calls to end discrimination in the workplace as demands for 

special treatment.  He asked, “Why are they a privileged—why are we a privileged class, I mean, 

in theory?”  Glen explained that he does not need validation or special treatment:  

I’m not seeking any of that stuff, whatever it is they’re seeking… wouldn’t you call it 

special treatment if you, if you have a job and, you know, I—granted, you, you, you’re 

not supposed to be discriminated against [for] your sexual orientation—but if you’re not 

doing your, if I’m not doing my job and they fire me, that person will immediately say it 

was ‘cause they were gay. And employers can’t do a thing about it besides, and that’s 

special treatment in my book. 

For Glen, being equal includes not receiving special rights or privileges, as evidenced through 

his workplace example.  It is perhaps worth recalling that Glen has never applied for a job or 

worked anywhere but his family’s farm.  It is also interesting to note the frequency with which 

he switches between referring to LGBTQ individuals in the first- and third-person points of 
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view, a minor detail that could suggest the distance Glen attempts to maintain between himself 

and the LGBTQ community. 

 Also related to the negative aspects of LGBTQ activism, a surprising number of 

participants spoke of pride events and the flaunting of sexuality.  Participants tended to point out 

extreme examples; in fact, roughly half specifically mentioned San Francisco pride events as an 

example of the potentially problematic nature of activism.  Jim stated: 

I understand the purpose behind [activism].  I think the flaunting of your lifestyle or 

whatever it is sends the wrong message to those that aren’t as accepting.  Uh.  You see 

the pride parade in San Francisco. Um, you don’t want the Baptist Ladies Guild to be 

watching it or whatever. 

In this way, Jim feels activism hurts the push for equality because, in its more extreme forms, it 

does not allow adequate time for people’s opinions and beliefs to evolve.  In this way, he 

contended, activism can further engrain perceptions of homosexuality as “an unhealthy 

lifestyle,” particularly for those who are not exposed to LGBTQ individuals outside of these 

instances.  Ken added to this sentiment, noting that he has always disagreed with the flaunting of 

one’s sexuality, which he sees as something that is more common in big cities.  He noted: 

San Francisco is always a notorious one where the men have sexual acts on the streets 

and stuff.  I don’t understand how that correlates into pride about being gay… if I saw a 

straight couple doing that, I’d be just as repulsed.   

Although the accuracy of some descriptions my participants shared about San Francisco might 

be questionable, the very fact that this city played such an important role in the minds of these 

men is telling.  It illustrates just how negatively acts of resistance from marginalized individuals 
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can be perceived, even among members of that marginal group.  For Ken, such examples led him 

to conclude that the message of pride has been lost.   

Jim also focused on a couple specific examples as evidence of the problematic outcomes 

of activism:  

I think an image that comes to mind is a pride parade in San Francisco… a bunch of 

weirdos… at least AIDS is not on the front page any more as it, uh, used to be.  I mean, at 

least, uh, Phelps—the guy from Kansas—is no longer to be doing the crap that he was 

doing.  That’s the other side of activism that has no place—protesting at soldiers’ 

funerals, you know? 

While Jim jumps around a bit here with his ideas, both extremes are examples of the ways in 

which he sees activism—particularly as it is covered by the media—as problematic.  His 

response also suggests that Jim associates activism with acts of liberation, which are 

intentionally extreme in order to reach a broader audience. 

 Though he took a somewhat more nuanced approach, Chatsworth ultimately agreed with 

much of what the other participants pointed out.  With regards to activism, he explained: 

I’m a little on the fence about that because I think you can do overkill.  Um.  I think when 

you, I think some of the parades that I’ve seen—not so much here, but when they’re 

televised—again, the media seems to go for the most outrageous thing that they can find, 

and then I think you have the heterosexual people that are going to look and point and 

say, ‘I don’t want that around my kids.’  So, I think that’s unfortunate because if 

somebody wants to wear, you know, something made out of feathers, that doesn’t mean 

they’re not a good teacher, but it’s hard to get that across to people when all they see is 

the outrageous part.  It’s like in the 1960s, like the rock stars, they were all outrageous, 



197 
 

they were all—everybody said they were all drunks, they were all on dope.  You know, if 

you play the guitar, you can’t be around my kids.  It’s almost the same thing.  So I think 

it’s important that people are comfortable enough to be part of a community, part of a 

movement that is out there and says, ‘Here I am.’  But, I think you can overkill anything. 

Here, Chatsworth acknowledges a broader definition of activism, but maintains that it is the 

extremes that catch the eye of the media, and thus the public.   

Ken expanded on this idea, noting the ways in which the media can—intentionally or 

otherwise—shape a message into a political talking point.  He offered the example of the sinister 

sounding “gay agenda,” explaining: 

You know, you can sit there and say I want a school to be safe, I don’t want my kids to 

be bullied, and almost 100 percent of the people will say, ‘I agree with that.’  But when 

you lump into that, ‘I want your kindergartner to learn about same-se—you know, sexual 

acts performed by two gay males or whatever,’ which some very liberal school districts 

have done, then that actually taints the argument.  People say, ‘Yes, I agree people 

shouldn’t be bullied because they’re different.  But what I disagree with is now you’re 

coming here and telling me that I have to teach my kids about anal sex.’  And, the 

thought of that, if I had a kid in school, that would piss me off, too.  You know. So I think 

the problem is that people aren’t against equality.  I think they’re against the way people 

are trying to achieve equality.  I think some of them are against how quickly they’re 

trying to do it, because they’re not having time to adjust to it. 

Here, Ken illustrates how concepts as seemingly innocent as anti-bullying campaigns can be 

shaped by the media, politicized, and cast as hard evidence of the impending gay agenda. 
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Tyler furthered this idea of the gay agenda as an illustration of the ways in which rhetoric 

can be adapted by the media to yield surprising force.  He offered the following thoughts: 

I think some of those, like, pride parades when they’re really out there and don’t have 

much on, that might hurt more than it helps… if you shock people too much when they’re 

not used to—they kind of feed into what they, you know, are thinking or expecting… 

That they are trying to push the gay agenda… That they’re trying to convert people.  It’s 

complete nonsense.   

Thus, participants agreed that even a few overly sexualized representations of LGBTQ 

individuals can become sensationalized, ultimately harming the push for equality by reinforcing 

widespread negative perceptions of the LGBTQ community.  

 Limited and extreme media representations can also make it difficult for LGBTQ 

individuals to identify with the broader LGBTQ community.  Chris acknowledged that he has 

felt he was bisexual from as early as 12 or 13, but added that he did not know exactly what that 

meant.  He attributed this, in large part, to a lack of LGBTQ visibility, coupled with a handful of 

extreme depictions.  He shared: 

I never really identified with the gay community… it wasn’t really on TV much.  We 

didn’t have, like, gay TV characters [in the Midwest].  It wasn’t spoken about much.  So 

my experience with gay culture was, about once a year it seemed like, TV stations would 

show, like, the uh, the parade out in San Francisco.  And I don’t know if it was like the 

Folsom Parade or the gay pride parade or whatever it was, but they’d show pictures of 

guys walking down the street in these big outrageous costumes and stuff, and… I just 

remember thinking, ‘Well that has nothing to do with me.’  So I didn’t think a whole lot 

about it. 
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Chris acknowledged that, to this day, he is reserved in his opinions about how others should act.  

Perhaps because of his early memories of pride and activism, Chris maintains that individuals 

have a social responsibility to be aware of the lasting impact of their actions.  He explained that 

he still tells people his story, adding: 

It’s your right to go march in a gay pride parade in your underwear or walk around gay 

pride in your jock… That’s what a lot of people will see.  That’s what informs a lot of 

people’s opinions about what the gay community’s about.  You can still do it.  Just keep 

in mind that when you complain about how you’re marginalized, you know, take a little 

bit of responsibility. 

Many individuals would likely relate to Chris’s belief that we should think about the messages 

we convey through our actions; however, some would likely take issue with his assertion that 

one should take responsibility for one’s own marginalization.  Nevertheless, his overall 

sentiment clearly speaks to the tension described by other participants regarding the potential 

problems associated with activism. 

 Such reasoning might factor into why so few participants engage in activism or pride 

events.  Ken recalled avoiding pride events at all costs, not because he felt ashamed of being gay, 

but because he “didn’t believe in the public displays of… indecency that they were projecting.”  

Thus, with respect to activism and pride, he contended, “[W]hen you’re already turning away 

people, turning them off to the whole idea of even going to the park, um, then I think you’re 

hurting yourself.”  Indeed, the overall sentiment of participants was that radicalism hurts the 

push for equality by alienating individuals both within and outside the LGBTQ community.  JP 

explained that the radical elements of LGBTQ activism can do a lot of harm, adding, “You 

know, you can’t always have fun.”   
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Participants described multiple ways in which they perceived radicalism to be 

problematic, including its potential to prompt violence.  Mike spoke of Occupy Wall Street and 

the riots in Ferguson, Missouri, noting: 

I don’t like any type of violent protests… I had experienced that a lot in New York… 

when I was younger, um, and AIDS was becoming a big issue, there’s a group called 

ACT UP.  They were activists, and they were… in your face and they were, um, 

disruptive… I don’t believe in that stuff.  I don’t believe in disrupting the lives of other 

people and other citizens.  I think that’s disrespectful for the other people. 

Participants consistently expressed a desire to not make waves, so to speak.  All nine men, 

regardless of how strongly they believed in equality, preferred a respectful and patient approach 

to change.  The overarching belief was that activism—which my participants associate primarily 

with the most visible and extreme examples, such as pride parades, ACT UP, and on the 

contrary, Westboro Baptist Church—highlights differences through radical or extreme acts, 

rather than focusing on commonalities.  Thus, participants ultimately took issue with activism, 

perhaps because their definition of the term does not allow for more nuanced examples or subtle 

approaches to change.  

6.5.3 Best Strategies 

 It became clear through the interview process that participants questioned the ability of 

activism to create the kind of change most of them seek.  Chatsworth summed this sentiment up 

when he argued that there will always be backlash, but that the challenge is in how the LGBTQ 

community handles it.  He contended, “I wish we could learn to handle things with a little more 

dignity instead of coming out swinging and screaming.  Sometimes the best thing is just to step 

away and ignore it.  You can’t fix stupid.”  Fortunately, some participants shared their 
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perspectives on what they see as the best strategies in the fight for equality.  Their ideas were 

varied, but tended to favor assimilationist strategies. 

 A couple participants desired a change within the current sphere of activism.  Joey, for 

instance, recalled a time before pride became so commercial.  He explained that back in the 

1980s, his city had a thriving gay scene, complete with a bustling night life, picnics, and game 

nights.  He stated, “Back then, it was an actual gay coming together.  Now, it’s just more [stuff] 

they can sell you.”  Joey would like to see a return to this focus on community, adding, “Get the 

commercialism out of it and get back to the good stuff, where we had fun.”  Glen also spoke of 

shifting strategies within current practices, though his overall goal for gay pride was somewhat 

unclear.  In response to the misleading depictions of pride parades as drag queens and men in 

jockstraps, he suggested, “[E]verybody should have to wear their work uniform.  And that would 

be the end of the gay pride parade.  ‘Cause everybody would realize we’re everywhere!  But then 

it’s no fun.”  Glen’s suggestion provides an interesting solution to some of the problems 

participants identified with current pride celebrations.  Granted, he continued by offering an 

entirely different perspective, one that contradicts his first suggestion but hint at why such 

changes are difficult to create.  Glen recalled attending pride the previous summer: 

[J]ust ‘cause I didn’t have nothing to do, and uh, like always, ‘I wasted the gas for that 

again.’  But you know, one of the guys walking around with, I knew, and, you know, ‘Oh 

this is the way it’s supposed to be.’  You know, all the families and the strollers and the 

whatever—everybody was there and I’m going, ‘I’m glad you think that.’  I only come to 

this so I can actually meet other gay men that… I might be interested in.  I could give a 

rat’s ass whether the 30-year-olds are down there with their two five-year-old kids.  You 

know, gay pride is just like the state fair—you only gotta go once every ten years.  
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It seems Glen wants pride to be stripped of glitz and overt sexuality, while also serving primarily 

as a point of convergence where individuals can meet potential relational or sexual partners.  

Glen’s responses highlight the identity crisis of pride celebrations and LGBTQ activism in 

general, as different people—and sometimes the same person—desire oppositional outcomes. 

 Most participants, however, were content to shift the focus away from pride and activism 

almost entirely.  Ken, for instance, maintained that exposure is the best approach.  Specifically, 

he advocated a face-to-face, small-scale approach that involves “talking to people, letting them 

know there’s not all these scary things that are associated with the unknown… [Y]ou have to 

share, show those similarities to other people and they realize that everybody’s pretty much the 

same.”  While many, particularly those who favor a liberationist approach, would probably 

cringe at Ken’s suggestion that conformity is the best strategy, most of my participants would 

likely agree with Ken’s assessment.  He further explained the importance of conversations, 

particularly those that emphasize similarities: 

[I]n order to be equal, you have to show that you’re like everybody else… I think it was 

harder for interracial people to go through that struggle because you couldn’t change the 

color of the person’s skin.  It should have been easier for gay people to assimilate or to be 

blended in because they could have had those conversations and said, ‘Hey, we’re like 

everybody else.’ 

Here, Ken suggests that sexual orientation is, in a sense, less influential on a person’s identity 

than race because it is generally easier to pass as a member of the dominant group.  He 

continued: 

I think they lost that messaging because they were still trying to identify who they were.  

And they were getting to that point where, you know, ‘I shouldn’t even have to explain to 
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you who I am.  You should just accept me anyway.’  Well, any animal species doesn’t 

just accept anybody just because they’re a human being.  I mean, there’s always 

something that they’re going to be able to, to judge you on or whatever.  And the point is 

that you have to be able to help them overcome that.  But you have to talk to them, you 

have to show them that hey, we’re more alike than not.  You know, just telling someone 

that you have to accept them regardless is kind of a hard pill to swallow.  And that causes 

more of a battle than it does acceptance, I think. 

Ken’s approach puts the burden of acceptance in the hands of the marginalized individual, 

suggesting that they are responsible for convincing others that they are worthy of being accepted 

into the dominant group. 

 Other participants also spoke to the power of engaging in conversations with others.  

Chris emphasized the importance of “living your life and, you know, if it comes up, telling 

people kind of your story a little bit.”  Jim noted that it takes time, but that “you have to work 

with people; you have to educate.”  Chatsworth agreed with the value of education, but 

suggested it must start at school and in homes.  He advocated:  

First of all, we have to convince people that this is not a choice.  We’re born this way; it’s 

hard-wired.  Even the transgendered people, from what I understand and the research I’ve 

done, you’ve got a man or a woman in the wrong body.  And that’s why they want—they 

don’t want to change just because it’s a whim.  ‘Cause once you go through that, you’re 

not gonna go back.  I mean, it’s for life.  So I think education is very important, but I 

don’t think it needs to be the most outrageous dance show in town.  But we do need to 

start—there need to be courses.  It should be taught like history.  You know, it doesn’t 
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need to be gay history necessarily, but these are people that have made up society as long 

as civilization has been around.  We wouldn’t have the Sistine Chapel ceiling without it. 

Chatsworth’s vision for education extended beyond daily interactions and personal conversations 

to include national shifts in curriculum.   

 Others also spoke of tangible, policy-driven strategies they found favorable.  JP 

suggested contributing to an organization, such as the Human Rights Coalition “because it 

incorporates everybody, not just the LGBT.”  Tyler believed that “the biggest thing is to let your 

politicians know.  Then if they don’t agree, kick them out and put somebody in that does agree.”  

Mike also suggested voting, noting that it is a slow approach, but adding, “It’s got to be political.  

Um, you have to have guys that are willing to fight for you or they’re out… you decide what’s 

most important to you and then you vote for those people.”  It is worth noting that, when asked 

about their perspectives on activism, participants focused on extreme examples; yet, when asked 

for specific strategies for promoting change, participants provided a much broader definition of 

activist strategies.  

 Mike added that letters, petitions, and organized protests can all be beneficial tactics, but 

once again pointed out that such activities should not disrupt the lives of others.  He stated that 

such strategies are basic rights afforded to us as Americans, but quickly pointed out exceptions, 

like “closing down bridges and tunnels or occupying a park or… living there and just making it 

filthy and having other people afraid to go there and, you know, and attacking anyone that 

doesn’t agree with you.”  Mike described a common tension that threaded its way throughout my 

interviews, that the desire to be equal does not necessarily trump the right of others to hold fast 

to their varied opinions.  Despite an overwhelming belief that they should be accepted for who 

they are, most participants seemed to understand and relate to those who do not see them as 
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equals.  Even as he described the strategies one might utilize in the fight for equality, Mike 

maintained that “everyone is entitled to their own opinion.”  He expanded on this notion and tied 

it specifically to his sexual orientation:  

Like I said, if somebody doesn’t like me being gay, well then sorry, see ya.  You know?  

But if somebody doesn’t like me being gay, I’m not gonna go and bash them for whatever 

reason.  That’s, you know, everybody has an opinion and everything.   

In context, Mike’s statement was not so much a reflection on the line between tolerance and 

violence; rather, it was his way of explaining that he is tolerant of intolerance, so to speak.  In 

other words, the political belief in freedom of expression seemed to trump his personal belief in 

equality, even when the former compromised the latter. 

 With respect to sexual identity, my interviews yielded a complex mix of perspectives.  

Throughout this chapter, participants described their gay identities, as well as the accompanying 

challenges, objectives, and strategies for promoting equality.  Interestingly, while most 

participants agreed that equality is worth fighting for, they offered only limited interpretations of 

what forms that equality might take, aside from the legalization of same-sex marriage.  

Moreover, despite a general consensus that activism is best achieved through one-on-one 

discussions that emphasize similarities between oneself and those in the dominant group, some 

participants seemed reluctant to seek out such opportunities or engage in conversations, even 

when they had the opportunity to do so.  In this way, the men in my study are shown to be caught 

between conflicting desires.  While they would like to be accepted fully, regardless of sexual 

orientation, their desire to avoid drawing attention to this difference makes them less likely to 

capitalize on opportunities to effect the slow and steady change they advocate. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

ON BEING GAY AND REPUBLICAN 

This chapter extends the previous two to their natural point of convergence.  This is the 

place at which political and sexual identity intersect, as explained by my participants.  The 

responses in this chapter come primarily from the third segment of my interviews, in which I 

directed the dialogue toward a more holistic understanding of the gay Republican experience.  

Rather than focusing on political or sexual identity, I attempted to engage participants in a 

discussion of how they see these identities working together.  Hands down, this chapter provided 

the most challenging coding process, as the men were asked to consider multiple identities 

simultaneously, resulting in responses that were more layered and information-rich.  Given the 

broad range of significances participants attributed to both their political and sexual identities, it 

is not surprising that the web of meanings became more complex when these two aspects were 

combined.  Ultimately, responses regarding gay Republican identity fell into 11 concepts across 

three thematic areas: the personal and political, the LGBTQ community, and the Republican 

Party.   

7.1 The Personal and Political 

 This entire project began with a discussion of the relationship between the personal and 

the political.  Indeed, this notion is at the core of gay Republican identity, both halves of which 

are simultaneously personal in nature and political in scope.  Here, the personal and political 

concept serves as a thematic umbrella, beneath which, four concepts found their place in this 

project.  With respect to gay Republican identity, they include: effects on interpersonal 

relationships, sexual identity and political practice, thoughts on other gay Republicans, and 

perspectives on tension and reconciliation. 
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7.1.1 Effects on Interpersonal Relationships 

 One of the ways in which political ideology was shown to have a direct effect on 

participants was through their interpersonal relationships.  Most of the men I interviewed 

acknowledged having friends, romantic partners, and family members of various political 

persuasions, and almost all discussed having to police their views in mixed company.  This self-

censorship—or at least deferment to other topics of conversation—seemed to stem from concern 

about negative repercussions should participants engage in political discussion with those who 

do not share their political views.  This fear of political discourse damaging interpersonal 

relationships leads many participants to bite their tongues or simply agree to disagree on matters 

related to politics.  

Participants described the tension and conflict that can arise from political discourse and 

the negative effects this has had on some of their relationships.  JP, who explained that a 

majority of his friends are Democrats but not gay, noted the potential downside of interpersonal 

political discussion: “Around election time… that’s the ugly side of all of this.  It’s like, you 

know, I’ve lost friendships on social media because of it… it’s frustrating, it really is.”  Glen, 

who estimated that over 80 percent of his friends are “liberals,” suggested that his political 

identity has limited his interpersonal connections.  When asked about the role of politics in his 

relationships, he answered, “I don’t have one because I’m conservative.”  He laughed and then 

elaborated: 

[T]he guy I dated for five years is more liberal than me and that’s about as far as I could 

take it.  I mean, there are couples that, you know, straight and gay, that are opposite—I 

just could not be—I’m too opinionated.  I couldn’t bite my tongue. 
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Glen’s statement illuminates his belief that the only way to have a close relationship with 

someone whose political views differ from one’s own would be to remain silent on political 

issues.  Moreover, Glen suggested that his inability or unwillingness to do so has played a part in 

limiting his interpersonal connections, adding that he has “burnt” most of his friends and has 

very few left.  Glen continued: 

As a guy that grew up here in Iowa, lives in San Diego, politely told me many times, 

‘Glen, don’t discuss that.’  He said, ‘I’m conservative too, but I just ne—I just agree with 

them.’  And I says, ‘Well that’s fine,’ but I said, ‘Don’t you get tired of,’ I said—you 

know, I always jokingly say, ‘Free speech is free speech in the US of A as long as you 

agree with the Democrats.’  Otherwise, they don’t want to hear what you’ve got to say.  

And it’s true.  You should be a mouse in a corner if I ever get invited to a party.  Two 

things happen.  Politics is never ever even spoken of, or—well I should say three 

things—or I bite my tongue.  But if I say something, it usually ends up with somebody, 

the other person, stomping off in a huff because I pretty much shot their theories. 

For both JP and Glen, the sharing of their conservative perspectives has directly resulted in the 

loss of friendships.  It is difficult to say whether this might be due in part to both men’s 

reportedly liberal social circles, or if they simply perceive their friends as liberal by comparison 

to themselves.  Either way, both have seen friendships dissolve over political disagreement, 

specifically through the sharing of their conservative perspectives. 

While other participants did not explicitly claim to have lost friendships over political 

disagreement, they remained wary of engaging in political discourse with those whose political 

views might differ from their own.  Indeed, the fear of losing interpersonal connections is 
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pervasive enough that most participants reportedly avoid discussing politics in general.  Mike 

explained: 

Some of my best friends, we cannot talk.  We differ too much and I think I try to be a 

little bit more open-minded, but they… don’t seem to be that way… so we just avoid it… 

And then I have some friends that send me emails, you know, on the conservative side.  

And like, I don’t necessarily believe the emails they’re sending me either, you know?  

Have you checked this out?  It sounds kind of ridiculous.  And, you know, usually it is.  

So we just kind of avoid it.  It’s just easier. 

Importantly, Mike’s response reflects a tendency to avoid political discussion on both sides of 

the political aisle.  While this likely has much to do with his somewhat moderate positions, it is 

representative of a broader belief among participants that politics simply do not make for good 

conversation, particularly in mixed company.   

Like Mike, Jim reported avoiding political discussion all around.  While he described 

most of his friends as “pretty Republican,” Jim noted some exceptions.  He stated, “I had friends 

when I lived in northern Wisconsin that, we used to get together, fish fry or whatever.  She’s a 

retired school teacher.  He’s a retired postal worker.  And, uh, I just learned I—you don’t talk 

politics.”  The belief that one should avoid discussing politics was pervasive among participants, 

who presented this notion as a sort of lesson to be learned and put into practice as early as 

possible and without exception. 

Several participants claimed to not even know the political composition of their social 

circles.  To them, politics have little to no bearing on relationships.  JP exemplified this 

perspective, stating: 
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I think most of our friends, I don’t know if they’re Republican or Democrat.  I would say 

Democrat because they’re liberal.  Do I know their political affiliations?  No…. A lot of 

the people that we’re friends with, you know, they could be Democrat, they could be 

Republican, I don’t know.  But they’re liberal… and they’re socially accepting of us.  

They like us an awful lot, a lot of people like us.  Young, old.  Straight, gay.  Indifferent.  

You know, it’s like, thank you.  You know, that’s really nice.  That’s what we love about 

this community. 

The community of which JP speaks is the neighborhood in which he lives, a historic segment of 

the city known for its diverse and progressive population.  JP feels he and his partner are well 

liked and accepted; thus, while he assumes his friends are predominantly liberal, and thus 

Democratic, he does not probe for details into their political identities. 

 This tendency among participants seemed to stem from an almost “Golden Rule” sort of 

mindset, meaning the men I interviewed would prefer not to have their own political identities 

challenged or used against them in any way, and thus, choose to avoid learning of others’ 

politics, as well.  Ken put it this way: “I personally don’t feel [politics] play into [my 

relationships]…  I play into my relationships.  But other people tend to think the opposite.”  Ken 

expanded on this notion that individuals put too much emphasis on political identity in 

relationships, adding, “I don’t play politics into relationships myself.  Again, because I’ve 

always lived my life on my beliefs anyway, and it just so happens that I identify that way.”  

Here, Ken affirms that, for him, political identity is secondary to one’s core beliefs and values. 

Similarly, Chris explained, “I don’t really define friendships by, you know, politics.”  In 

spite of Chris’ high level of involvement with the Republican Party—or perhaps because of it—
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political discussion rarely factors into his relationships.  This is true even of his long-term 

romantic partnerships: 

I’ve had really two long-term relationships and so my ex-partner, who’s a man, his 

politics were definitely Democratic but also not as liberal as he might’ve thought.  But… 

my ex-wife, that was a little more complicated.  You know, her parents were—one was 

Republican, one was Democratic.  She was very much in the middle.  Might’ve identified 

a little more as a Democrat, but might’ve been afraid to kind of say it because, when I 

met her, I worked in politics, and I worked in Republican politics.  So, she might’ve just 

been holding back a little bit. 

For Chris, a high level of political involvement at the public level seems to have limited open 

political discourse at the interpersonal level, even in his most intimate relationships.  In this way, 

political affiliation is shown to potentially prevent political openness, both with and from others.   

 Despite a general consensus that political discourse should be avoided in most social 

settings, not all participants hold fast to this standard.  Chatsworth, whose friends are evenly split 

between political parties, said he actually enjoys political discussion.  When talking about 

politics, he tries to keep an open mind, but in most cases, ultimately finds himself agreeing to 

disagree.  As he explained: 

[T]he groups that I get together with for dinner or at the bar or wherever, we—politics 

does come up, and we agree to disagree on an awful lot of things, which I think is 

healthy.  Because if someone disagrees with me, I’ll learn from that.  And I hope they do, 

too.  Because normally they’re wrong.  But it’s always a good thing then to take what 

they said and then, ‘I’m gonna look that up.  Let me check that out.  Let me see if the 

facts and figures are right.’  And sometimes I’m very, very wrong, and I can learn from 
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that.  So politics does often play a big part in discussion.  Especially with people my age 

because we’re limited now.  We have people like me that are on disability, social 

security, and very limited income, um, and we have concerns—Medicare, drug costs, 

what’s my government doing to help me—so that all, that does come up frequently. 

Chatsworth’s willingness to learn from others might relate to his more moderate position on the 

political spectrum.  While it is difficult to say what effect such conversations ultimately have on 

Chatsworth’s overall political perspectives, it seems logical that his more moderate views both 

enable and reflect his willingness to engage in political discourse with others.  Nevertheless, 

even Chatsworth finds that much of the time, his best option is simply agreeing to disagree, 

while sparing the relationship.  He explained, “I like being able to disagree with somebody and 

not, like, ‘Well I can’t be your friend anymore—whatever.’  And that doesn’t seem to work.  I 

mean, we just seem to disagree on some issues, and that’s fine.”  Ultimately, Chatsworth seems 

to gain some fulfillment out of having his political views challenged, as evidenced by a detail 

from his relationship with his former long-term partner, whom he described as a “rabid 

Democrat.”  Chatsworth recalled, “We fought all the time… Around every election, it was 

absolutely hilarious.  Our neighbors called it the Friday Night Fights.  They’d pop popcorn and 

come over.”  This somewhat comical recount was one of very few references participants made 

to intentionally challenging the political views of others.   

 Another reference that stood out came from Tyler, whose friends and family members 

almost all lean to the right on the political spectrum.  Initially, Tyler’s approach to political 

discourse sounded similar to that taken by other participants.  When asked if politics come up in 

conversations with others, Tyler responded, “Sometimes, but usually—I usually try to not say 
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anything because that’s a hot topic and best not to get into fights or arguments.”  The unique 

addendum to this sentiment was when Tyler described his online social media presence: 

On Facebook, I’ve been starting with religion.  That’s been fun.  I mainly check to see 

people’s reactions.  I argue with them, but… a lot of times I just pull stuff from the Bible 

that they don’t think is from the Bible or don’t—think it is taken out of context or—and I 

think, I’m technically not going against your religion; I’m just citing it from the book you 

believe in. 

This simple act of confrontation is perhaps aided by the fact that it takes place in an online 

setting and does not occur with Tyler’s closest friends or family members.   

 Save for maybe Chatsworth, my participants overwhelmingly believed that political 

discussion comes with consequences and, thus, is best avoided in most social settings.  Should 

politics come up and points of disagreement be discovered, the general sentiment is that it is best 

to simply agree to disagree.  These tactics appear to reflect a fear of losing relationships over 

political tension, a sacrifice participants were not keen on.  While such tendencies are not 

necessarily unique to gay Republicans, it is worth considering the unique factors that might play 

into the uniformity of my participants’ responses.  For instance, most participants reported either 

an even divide or a Democratic leaning among the political perspectives of their closest friends 

and relatives.  This variety of perspectives could certainly play a part in dissuading political 

discourse within such circles.  Perhaps a greater stretch, but one I find worth considering, is that 

participants choose silence as a form of passing or simply keeping peace.  The uniqueness of a 

gay Republican identity means these men have already had to confront the social pressures that 

tell them these two identities are at odds.  Thus, it seems plausible that my participants have 

already come to terms with these seemingly paradoxical identities for themselves, and thus, feel 
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no need to rehash them with others.  This might be even more true of individuals whose gay 

Republican identities have previously resulted in outside backlash.   

7.1.2 Sexual Identity and Political Practice 

 A question at the core of this project is whether or not one’s sexual identity should have 

any influence on one’s political identity and voting behavior.  The limited number of LGBTQ 

Americans nationwide who identify as conservative or Republican seems to suggest that, for 

many, a non-heterosexual orientation makes it nearly impossible to align oneself with 

conservative politics.  Not surprisingly, a majority of my participants disagree with this notion.  

While their very inclusion in this project stands as evidence that political and sexual identities 

need not correspond, most go so far as to say the two identities should not correspond. 

 Tyler was the exception.  When asked whether he believes one’s gay identity should 

impact one’s politics, he responded, “I think it probably should.  I mean, it affects your rights.”  

Of my participants, Tyler seemed to make the most direct link between voting behavior and 

social equality.  It is also important to note that he is one of the most moderate participants in my 

pool, as evidenced by the following statement regarding same-sex marriage: “[If] one of your 

politicians is really against it and then, you know, like a Democrat politician is for and even his 

other issues that he’s pushing isn’t that bad, you know, I would go, probably go with him.”  

Tyler’s willingness to prioritize LGBTQ equality at the voting booth by crossing party lines and 

voting against a Republican candidate who does not support marriage equality makes it 

somewhat difficult to understand how he still identifies as a Republican at all.  Granted, he does 

include the caveat that the candidate’s positions on other issues cannot be “that bad,” which 

leaves him plenty of room not to vote for a Democrat after all.  At another point, he took a more 

critical stance, adding, “Some politicians think that gay people should be executed.  Because 



215 
 

their lovely Bible is so peaceful.”  I asked Tyler if he would vote for such a candidate; he 

responded with a definitive, “No.”  While other issues play into Tyler’s overall political identity 

and voting tendencies, he maintains that the extreme positions held by some politicians make 

LGBTQ equality a political issue of critical importance, one that should factor into his decisions 

on Election Day.    

 Chatsworth expressed an understanding for those like Tyler who feel compelled to vote, 

at least in part, based on sexual orientation; however, this gives only one part of Chatsworth’s 

opinion on the topic.  He continued by distinguishing between how people are compelled to vote 

and how he feels they should vote.  When asked if sexual identity should impact political 

identity, he offered the following response: 

I think it does.  I think we normally think from the point of reference where we are, so 

your sexual orientation is a big part of your identity; naturally, you’re gonna have views 

about a candidate that says we’re all going to hell.  But should?  Not really, ‘cause I think 

people are just people.  But that’s in an ideal world, and we don’t live in an ideal world… 

So it does, I think.  I think sexuality does impact political views in a big way—has to. 

Here, Chatsworth acknowledges the relationship between sexuality and politics, even going so 

far as to suggest that the personal nature of one’s sexual identity makes it nearly impossible for 

that identity not to factor into one’s political views.  Yet, while Chatsworth accepts this reality, 

he wishes sexual orientation did not have to factor into one’s politics.  He does not speak 

negatively of those who allow their sexuality to directly impact their politics; rather, he wishes 

for a society in which equality could exist organically and would thus be a non-issue. 

 Ultimately, Chatsworth wishes social equality would advance so sexual identity would 

not factor into political identity; yet, for now, he concludes that this is an unrealistic ideal.  
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Others disagree, instead contending that LGBTQ individuals need to look beyond this particular 

feature of identity and focus on more prominent political issues.  Most participants who 

responded in this way argued that sexuality is merely one aspect of a person’s identity and is best 

left private.  Glen expressed this sentiment in the following way: 

I have a sexual orientation and straight people have a sexual orientation, and… I just 

don’t really think it should be, you know, shouldn’t matter… I mean, I don’t think what 

people do in their bedroom is anybody’s business… the gay part of me is private. 

Like Chatsworth, Glen imagines a political sphere in which sexual orientation is irrelevant.  Yet, 

while Chatsworth’s comment is rooted in a positive view of homosexuality, Glen’s statement is 

situated within a broader sentiment—which emerged over the course of his interview—of shame 

and a desire to minimize his difference so he can pass within dominant society. 

 Mike concurred that sexual orientation should not determine political practice, equating 

this tendency with single-issue voting, which is widely accepted as problematic.  He explained, 

“I mean, if that’s the most important thing on your agenda, yeah.  You know, um, if it’s not, then 

no.”  Here, Mike suggests that LGBTQ individuals who prioritize their own equality through 

their political actions do so because they see their sexuality as the single most important part of 

their identity.  In other words, Mike contends that many who vote for LGBTQ equality do so 

because they see it as the defining aspect of their personal and political selves; however, since he 

does not see his sexuality as a major component of his overall identity, Mike does not feel 

compelled to prioritize it as a political issue.  With regards to his own relationship and its lack of 

effect on his politics, Mike explained, “If we really wanted to get married, and that was the 

number one thing or priority in our lives, yeah, then I guess we’d have to be more politically 

motivated.  But it’s not.”  Mike’s statement reflects his belief that he is unlike a majority of gay 
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men, which contributes to a limited sense of camaraderie with the broader LGBTQ community.  

Since marriage is not a goal for Mike and his partner, he does not feel compelled to prioritize 

it—or other matters of LGBTQ equality—through his political practices.   

 Chris expands on the notion that sexual identity is irrelevant to political identity, adding 

that this could, in fact, be a positive thing for sexual minorities.  He explained: 

No… I just don’t think that’s—that’s one issue that, you know, defines us, but that’s not, 

you know—And considering that 90, 95 percent of the population probably identify as 

straight, I would hope that, you know—that’s not a good sign for people in the minority if 

the majority is, you know, holds the opposite view.  You know, so I would hope that 

people look across a lot of different things. 

Like Mike, Chris is critical of LGBTQ voters who allow their sexuality to influence their 

politics.  Their statements imply that many LGBTQ individuals vote for candidates who support 

LGBTQ equality—typically candidates outside the Republican Party—because they assign too 

much significance to their own sexual identity, thus making it the sole or primary factor in 

determining their political tendencies.  This mindset further perpetuates the belief—held by a 

majority of my participants—that most LGBTQ voters are Democrats because they base their 

political identity too much on this single issue.   

 While a majority of my participants maintained that one’s sexual orientation should not 

prohibit that individual from supporting a candidate or party that does not prioritize LGBTQ 

equality, I needed to confirm the extent to which they practiced this claim.  Thus, I asked 

participants if they would personally vote for a candidate who was vehemently anti-gay and 

fiercely opposed to marriage equality.  The overwhelming response confirmed that individuals 
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would vote for such an individual, provided they agreed with that candidate on other important 

issues.  For instance, Mike gave the following explanation: 

Fiercely opposed to it?  Um.  It would depend on the other qualities, and also his 

opponent.  I have, as much as I do not like to, I have abstained from elections before.  

Um.  I wouldn’t necessarily vote against him because of that.  Uh, so I don’t know.  I’d 

have to know what his other views are before I can make that decision. 

Chatsworth’s response was, on the whole, very much in line with that of Mike: 

That’s gonna depend on the rest of the platform.  I can see myself voting for somebody 

who’s anti-gay if other things would be put back in place, and don’t ask me what they are 

because I can’t tell you until I see the whole platform.  But, yeah that wouldn’t stop me.  I 

don’t have to like somebody to want them in office.  I don’t have to agree with 

everything on that platform.  You can’t please everybody all the time, and if you try, 

you’re an idiot. 

Essentially, Chatsworth is willing to chalk up a candidate’s anti-gay positions to simple personal 

differences.  While he cannot say exactly which issues would compel him to vote for such a 

candidate, the overall sense is that any number of factors could outweigh an opposition to 

LGBTQ equality.  In this way, Chatsworth demonstrates his belief that one cannot take anti-gay 

legislation too personally, and contends that a politician’s entire platform must be considered, 

regardless of how vehemently opposed that individual may be to Chatsworth’s equality as a gay 

man.   

Through responses such as these, a majority of participants confirmed that they would, in 

fact, vote for a candidate they knew to be opposed to their equal rights as gay men.  It is no 

secret that, in order to vote Republican, participants would need to be willing to support 
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candidates who opposed LGBTQ equality; however, I incorrectly assumed that many did so 

without fully considering the extent of a candidate’s opposition.  In reality, as most of my 

participants confirmed, their willingness to consider multiple aspects of a candidate’s platform 

can and should trump even the most extreme anti-LGBTQ sentiments. 

7.1.3 Other Gay Republicans 

 Since my participants reported varying levels of connectedness with other LGBTQ 

individuals and with other Republicans, it was not surprising to discover the same was true of 

their connections to other gay Republicans.  When asked about this, participants’ answers ranged 

from genuine curiosity to mild hostility.  Some knew very few gay Republicans—or none at 

all—and wondered how others like themselves might experience their shared identity.  Others 

knew some gay Republicans, but found them difficult to connect with.  While Ken’s affiliation 

with the Log Cabin Republicans automatically puts him in contact with more gay Republicans, 

his close friend circles are still dominated by gay men who do not identify as Republican. 

 Age and geography have left Tyler isolated from more than a few other gay men, and of 

those he knows, he does not believe any are Republican.  When asked, he replied, “Not that I 

know of,” before continuing, “I’d like to kinda pick their brains and see, kinda, what views 

they’re—what they think of with the party….”  Posed with a version of this same question, JP 

said he’s not sure if any of his gay friends are Republican.  When asked, he said he thinks his 

partner identifies as Republican.  Admittedly, I was surprised he did not have a more definitive 

answer, particularly with regards to his partner.  Such responses reinforce the notion from earlier 

in this chapter that many gay Republicans, or at least those who participated in this project, seem 

particularly averse to political discussion in their daily lives.  Chatsworth touched on this idea 

with his response to my question regarding whether or not he knows other gay Republicans: 
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“Sure, don’t you?... Well, that’s ‘cause they’re afraid to tell you… No one your age would ever 

admit to being a gay Republican whether they were or not.”  While Chatsworth hinted at a 

generational factor, this phenomenon of gay Republicans not advertising these aspects of identity 

simultaneously does not seem limited to young men.  Joey said he knows a couple, but added, 

“[T]hey’re not as open as I am about it, and they damn sure don’t have a big mouth like I do.”  

Mike said he knows two or three gay Republicans: “Yeah, not many at all… I think they’re 

Republican in name only.  I don’t really think they have views.” 

 While Chatsworth suggested age as a reason why someone of my generation might not 

know many gay Republicans, others pondered that perhaps it is a matter of urban versus rural 

settings.  Chris said he knows some gay Republicans, but added that whether or not he identifies 

with them depends on a number of factors:  

Like everybody else.  It depends on their background and where they came from and so 

forth… I think, you know, I know if they’re involved in the Log Cabins or whatever 

[they] are a little more involved with the gay rights issues—even though I worked on the 

campaign.  But uh, you know, I think some of them are a little more into that sort of 

issue.  But a lot of them are very—and it also depends on where they are, where they live, 

where they come from.  A lot of them tend to live in the cities, bigger cities where you 

might find candidates who are a little more moderate Republican candidates. 

It is certainly possible—probable even—that many gay Republicans live in urban areas.  This 

was not true, however, of my participants, most of whom live in small cities or towns, or even in 

remarkably rural settings.  Consider Glen, who said that all of his farmer friends who are gay—

and apparently there are a healthy number—are Republicans.  When asked if they tend to 

approach their gay Republican identities similarly and see eye to eye on issues, he responded: 



221 
 

No.  I mean there’s, you know, there’s across the board.  There’s some of them that think 

I’m nuts for saying marriage should be between a man and a woman.  To them it doesn’t 

matter.  And you know, but, you know, there’s some that, some that are, you know, still 

quite religious and there are some that, you know, wouldn’t walk into church to save their 

soul… Yeah, just across [the board]—I don’t think they’d be any different than anything 

the liberal gay people, you’ve got the ones that are in your face and the ones that just 

keep a low profile. 

Chatsworth would be one of those gay Republicans who would disagree with Glen on the matter 

of same-sex marriage.  When asked if there are issues on which he disagrees with the other gay 

Republicans he knows, he replied: 

Yes… Gay marriage is one.  And I have some really good friends who are absolutely, just 

diametrically opposed in any way, shape, or form to gay marriage.  Now these are also 

people that, and I don’t know how they view this, they’re fundamentalists.  I’m not sure 

how you can be a religious fundamentalist and be gay.  And living in, and they’re living 

in a relationship, openly.  So that confuses me a little bit.  I can’t quite figure out how 

they reconcile—none of my business either, but at the same time, I’m just kind of 

interested in it.  Um.  I have another really good friend, she’s a lesbian and we totally 

disagree on the whole abortion thing.  Believe it or not, she’s one of these women that, 

‘There should be no abortions at all; they should all be illegal.’  I don’t know how you 

can do that.  I don’t know how you can say that.  Oh, and then we got into it about 

euthanasia.  Well, I think if you’re brain dead, pull the plug.  It doesn’t make any sense to 

me to keep a carrot alive.  It’s ridiculous.  I mean that’s something that I’ve got, you 

know, in my living will is, you know, if I’m in a coma for a week, pull it.  Ridiculous. 
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Though Chatsworth himself is religious, he further attributes what he sees as illogical 

perspectives held by fellow gay Republicans to their religious fundamentalism, adding, “It’s tied 

to religion and the party.  Both of these—the couple and this woman—are rabid that the party 

can do no wrong.  And they’re both just breast beating religious.”  These examples were 

representative of Chatsworth’s overall view of his fellow LGBTQ Republicans.  Although 

Chatsworth maintains that gay Republicans are “all sort of looking at the same thing,” he 

recognizes a vast divide in approaches.  He explained, “Everybody has an individual idea, you 

know?  Some work, some don’t.  I would say that the ideals and the base is there, but how we 

approach it and how rabid we are about it are two different things.”  These varied approaches 

seem to be where tension arises.  When asked if he felt a sense of solidarity with these 

individuals, Chatsworth replied, “Absolutely not… It’s so fractured it’s like a girls’ club.  It’s 

like a sorority.  It’s ridiculous.”  This sentiment also paints his attitude toward gay Republican 

organizations.  When asked about these groups, Chatsworth stuck his tongue out and blew a 

raspberry: “Got that?  Drool… It’s a clusterfuck.  It’s a group of people that want to get together 

and bitch.  I can do that right here in this building; we’re all older.”  While Chatsworth’s sense of 

humor certainly added charm and entertainment to our conversation, it also allowed him to share 

his thoughts clearly and candidly.  While Chatsworth seems comfortable with his gay Republican 

identity, his view of most other LGBTQ Republicans is less than favorable. 

 Of my participants, Ken had the largest network of gay Republicans.  This is likely due, 

at least in part, to his work with the Log Cabin Republicans.  He also lives in the most 

metropolitan city of all my participants and, based on our conversation, seems to know the 

largest number of gay people.  He was one of the only individuals I interviewed who spoke of a 
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sizable social network of other gay men.  When asked if he knew other gay Republicans, this 

was his response: 

I know a good amount.  Um.  I don’t surround myself, I don’t look, I don’t seek to 

surround myself with that.  Again, I don’t like to put myself in a bubble.  Um.  One of the 

dangers you can have in any political—at least from a political side—is the echo 

chamber.  And once you’ve, once you realize that you’re in an echo chamber, you’ve 

pretty much killed yourself.  Because then you’re not, you’re no longer growing and 

evolving on issues.  Um.  So I know, I know gay Republicans.  Do I hang out with them 

all the time?  No. Most of them don’t live in the city anyway, so. 

Not only does Ken reinforce the notion that many gay Republicans live in more rural parts of his 

state, but he justifies his lack of connection to other LGBTQ Republicans.  He continued to 

explain this disconnect when I asked if he feels a sense of solidarity with other gay Republicans: 

Well, we’ll talk, or, obviously we’re connected online and things like that.  We’ll talk 

about stuff and we’ll support each other in things and stuff.  Um.  But again, it just comes 

down to, hey we kind of have the same beliefs and we’re gay but, you know, go about 

our lives.  You know, it’s not like we have to sit there and sit in a smoke-filled room 

and—what is the, what is the stereotype they have of us?  We all sit in dark rooms, 

smoking cigars, figuring out how to ruin people’s lives.   

Ken laughed at this perceived stereotype.  Despite knowing a “good amount” of gay 

Republicans, Ken does not intentionally choose to surround himself with these individuals in his 

personal life.  Rather, he associates with a wide variety of individuals and, as he noted earlier, 

assumes most gay men he meets are liberal.  Once again, a gay Republican identity is seen to be 

somewhat isolating, but my participants seem comfortable with this reality because of their 
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ultimate belief that sexuality is a personal matter that should not play a key role in determining 

one’s politics.   

7.1.4 Tension and Reconciliation 

 So far, this chapter has discussed participants’ perspectives on the intersection of their 

sexual and political identities.  Specifically, I have focused on the impact of their gay Republican 

status on interpersonal relationships, political practice, and perceptions of other gay Republicans.  

Here, I attempt to tie these ideas together with a very basic and direct question that cuts to the 

heart of the tension and reconciliation process experienced by my participants: Is it difficult to 

reconcile your political and sexual identities?   

Responses to the above question varied, but Tyler and JP gave the most direct 

descriptions of reconciliation as a struggle.  Tyler explained the challenge to balance his political 

and sexual identities as follows: 

Yeah, they do definitely clash… Because, you know, being gay is not what the party 

wants. They think it’s, you know, wrong and a sin and all that good stuff. I guess I view 

myself more as a Libertarian Republican who, you know, really wants small government 

where government stays out of your life and the marriage equality is one of the things 

government should stay out of. 

While Tyler does not go into great detail about the specific challenges of reconciling his sexual 

and political selves, he does acknowledge the struggle of identifying with a party that does not 

want to accept him as he is.  JP shared a similar sentiment of frustration with the party when 

asked if he struggles to balance his gay and Republican identities: 
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Oh yeah… I do, unfortunately… I think it keeps me voting for a lot of things.  Because 

I’m not accepted.  And, you know, you ostracize me and it’s like, well why?  You know?  

And then again, well why should I waste my energy to have you see the light? 

JP echoes Tyler’s sense that the Republican Party does not accept him for his sexual orientation.  

Although JP suggests this lack of acceptance motivates him to continue exercising his right to 

vote, it is unclear how he sees change coming through his votes, which are cast overwhelmingly 

for Republican candidates in a part of the country where Republican leaders offer almost no 

support for LGBTQ individuals.  Perhaps his last question in the quotation above is the best 

indicator of his struggle—while he wishes the Republican Party were more accepting of LGBTQ 

individuals, he does not feel the weight of fighting for this change at the governmental level 

should fall on his shoulders.   

 Other participants, including Chris, Joey, and Ken, claim to have no trouble reconciling 

their political and sexual identities.  Joey explained, “I mean, obviously I can’t deny that I’m 

gay... But also, I’m poor, I’m queer, and I’m a Republican.  But you know, still figuring that one 

out, but I am.  Why?  ‘Cause I’m—that’s what I am.”  Joey’s inclusion of poor and queer in the 

above quotation suggests that he is at least aware these qualities are not commonly associated 

with Republican identity.  Moreover, his explanation (“that’s what I am”) demonstrates a belief 

that political identity is an innate way of being, a notion that was alluded to by other participants, 

as well.  In explaining why he does not struggle to reconcile his identities, Joey resorted to the 

familiar rhetoric of looking “at the bigger picture.”  He noted, “[My gay identity] doesn’t affect 

the biggest part of my life, you know?  My disability income, that does.  And my health 

coverage, that does.  You know?... So, I look at the whole picture, not just some of it.”  Here, 

Joey explains that other aspects of life factor into his political identity more than sexuality.  
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While Joey prides himself on this fact, using it as evidence that he looks at the “whole picture” 

when formulating his political identity, it is no secret that the two examples he provided—

disability and health care—are also matters in which Republican principles would look less 

favorably on Joey, an unemployed gay man living with AIDS and dependent on government 

assistance to cope with his disability.  

 Ken confirmed that reconciliation is “not really” a struggle, but offered a more nuanced 

response than other participants.  Regarding his gay and Republican identities, he had this to say: 

I’ve never really tied the two of them directly together.  And I’ve never really understood 

the, uh, well I’ve always looked at the reason, the reason I’ve at least assigned to why the 

Republican Party had attacked that issue, especially considering the history of the 

Republican Party being um, being more for civil liberties and those kinds of things, was 

essentially the—I, I guess I kind of associate it with maybe the Cold War era.  Uh, the 

Commies were coming, so everybody had to rally against something.  So you had the 

religious people who, basically the Michelle Bachman type people, who coopted the 

movement or the party… and when you look at the era when they started adding ‘under 

God’ to money or ‘in God we trust’ on money and ‘under God’ to the Pledge of 

Allegiance when it didn’t priorly exist to that.  Um.  People think that stuff always 

existed.  They think the Republican Party always was against gays... [I]t was really boiled 

down to a small period of time where that stuff changed, and then it just kind of stayed 

there for a good period.  And nobody’s ever changed it.  Nobody’s questioned it.  They 

just assume it’s the way it’s always been.  And I think a lot of it just, is it was taken over.  

And, kind of like the Tea Party when, when the Michelle Bachmans started coming out 

and saying, ‘Oh, I’m a Tea Party person.’  And you’re like, ‘Really?’  Like, no.  It’s just 
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that she was realizing that the Republican Party was one thing—it was starting to soften a 

little bit, and she was trying to jump onto something else to get the venue, to get her voice 

out there, and to coopt a group.  Um.  And I think politicians do that pretty regularly to 

different things. 

Ken’s analysis depicts a Republican Party that valued civil liberties until it was coopted and used 

as a vehicle to promote more fundamentalist religious and political policies.  In other words, Ken 

feels the soul of the Republican Party does not align with its anti-gay reputation.  In this way, he 

is able to overlook current Republican intolerance as surface-level reactions based on the 

misdeeds of a few, while maintaining allegiance to a party he believes to accept him at its core.  

He further explained: 

[T]he only reason the party had this obsession with [homosexuality] was because 

religious people got in, started changing the platform, started really grappling with that 

stuff, and then that’s just what it became.  And even if you ask Republicans now, a lot of 

them don’t even really know why it’s like that.  ‘It’s just in the platform and… we 

support the platform’… So I don’t have a problem reconciling that because, because I 

think that’s kinda how it transpired… What I would hate was if they were bringing me in, 

if they weren’t talking about the issue, and then they were bringing me in saying, ‘We 

support gay people,’ and then voting against gay people.  That would be different.  At 

least I know what I’m dealing with when I walk in the room and just say, ‘I know where 

you stand on this issue.’  And then you’ll hear a lot of people say, ‘Well I don’t stand 

with that issue.’  But you’re walking in with that premise that that’s where they stand and 

again, then they build off of that.   
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Ken takes solace in the fact that not all Republicans oppose LGBTQ equality.  While he still 

approaches all Republicans as though they oppose his equal rights, he appreciates their 

transparency afforded by the party’s platform, and is pleasantly surprised when someone breaks 

from this mold.  Thus, Ken gains confidence in his Republican identity by considering its 

historical prioritization of individual liberties and its growing number of members who do not, in 

fact, support the party in its opposition to LGBTQ equality.  Though Ken offered a more 

developed historical context for his position, the notion that not all Republicans oppose equality 

seemed to resonate with most participants. 

7.2 LGBTQ Community 

 The focus of this chapter is on the convergence of my participants’ gay and Republican 

identities.  Participants were asked to consider how these identities work together, as well as how 

they see each of these identities operating with respect to the other.  That is, while the first 

section of this chapter discussed the intersection of the political and personal in a more general 

sense, the final two sections address my participants’ experiences and perceptions of what it 

means to be gay and Republican within each respective group.  In this section, my participants 

share their thoughts on being gay and Republican with respect to the LGBTQ Community.  Four 

key concepts emerged: backlash from gays, responses to that backlash, thoughts on gay 

Democrats, and the evolving nature of gay political identity. 

7.2.1 Backlash from Gays 

 With respect to their identities as gay Republicans, participants reported a significant 

level of backlash from fellow members of the LGBTQ community, particularly gay men.  Tyler 

explained, “I know a lot of the gay people don’t like Republicans and they don’t understand how 

you can be gay and Republican… because of all the negative, you know, things that Republicans 
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have said and done.”  Chatsworth concurred, noting that many people struggle to see how he can 

identify as “loosely Republican.”  He went on, “[T]hey just look at me like I’ve lost my mind.  

‘Well you can’t be gay and be Republican.’  Okay.  If you say so.  I guess you’ve got the book; I 

missed it somewhere.” Indeed, the overall sense among my participants was that a gay 

Republican identity results in more negative backlash from the gay community than from the 

Republican Party.   

 Chris confirmed the unique challenges of coming out as Republican to other LGBTQ 

individuals.  With regards to the reactions he has received, he stated: 

[I]t’s definitely been more harsh from the LGBT community, versus the, uh, you know, 

versus the Republican community… maybe LGBT people are just a little more in your 

face about it, and maybe Republicans are just better Minnesotans… just sneak around 

your back and—but, you know, I think after, you know, this many years of being 

involved in Republican politics here in Minnesota, I would’ve heard. 

Glen echoed this sentiment.  When asked if he receives backlash from his gay friends, he replied, 

“Oh, all the time.  I’m not welcome.”  He followed this with a story of how he often feels used 

by his gay and lesbian friends, whom he has always eagerly helped out—whether using his truck 

to help them move their belongings or tending bar at their parties so they could drink.  Yet, Glen 

said, none of them offered to help him move into his new house, and the only reaction he got for 

serving drinks was a pointed comment from a gay man who said how nice it was to have a 

Republican waiting on him.  Additionally, Glen has been living in his new home for years now, 

and most of the people he considered friends have yet to stop by and see it.  Another friend still 

owes him dinner because Glen has generously covered numerous tabs, a running joke that 

seemed to cut a little deep for Glen:  
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All he would’ve had to do—he don’t have a boyfriend or anything—call me up on a 

Saturday and say, you know, ‘How about I pick up a pizza and come over?’… It’s real 

simple: there’s two kinds of people in the world, givers and takers.  Which one do you 

want to be?  Variations of either one. Do you want to be a giver or taker? 

It is important to note that Glen’s perception of givers and takers is that these tendencies often 

fall along party lines, with Democrats being primarily takers and Republicans carrying the 

burden of responsibility and giving more generously of themselves.  To Glen, this is true at both 

the individual level and on a broader societal scale.  It also reflects one of the primary ways he 

feels excluded by fellow LGBTQ individuals, who will accept his assistance in various forms, 

but keep him on the periphery of their actual friend circles, a fact he attributes largely to his 

differing views and perspectives. 

 Perhaps because he associates with a larger network of gay men and is more directly 

involved with politics than other participants, Ken had a great deal of insight to share regarding 

the backlash he has experienced from gay individuals.  For Ken, the question of whether it is 

more difficult to come out as gay to Republicans or as Republican to gays was an easy one to 

answer: 

At this point in time, it is harder to come out as Republican to gay people. … You can 

walk into a gay bar and say that you’re Republican, and the place will literally, like, I 

mean they will turn and everybody will look at you, and… some of the bartenders are 

very libertarian and Republican, you know, and so I’ll chat with them on certain issues.  

And people, they freak out.  Because they’re still using the old drumbeat mantra of, you 

know, ‘Jews for Hitler’ and whatever, ‘you’re throwing yourself on the sword,’ you 

know, ‘it’s a sacrifice for, for nothing,’ kind of thing.  I’ve even been—I had some guy 



231 
 

almost attack me at pride because he came into the tent, and he was just like, ‘When are 

you gonna stop fighting for Republicans?  When they finally put you on a stake and burn 

you?’  And then I’m just like, ‘Really?  Like, what do you think happens behind the 

scenes in these parties?  I mean, what do you really think happens?’ 

Ken’s vivid examples shine a light on some of the specific ways in which other gay individuals 

have made him feel marginalized for his gay Republican identity.  He added: 

[I]f I don’t bring up any political ideology, people like me.  But if they suddenly find out 

I’m Republican, suddenly they don’t like me.  And I’ve never really done that with 

people, mostly because I just assume all gay people are Democrats.  I figure that’s a good 

baseline to start from, and then I’m pleasantly surprised when I find out they might not 

be. 

Ken attributes this tendency to an “us versus them mentality,” in which gay Democrats will pick 

and choose issues, just as Republicans do, but remain convinced that “the issues they choose are 

better than the issues somebody else chooses.”  For the vast majority of gay Democrats, LGBTQ 

equality is one of those issues.  Thus, when individuals hear that Ken is a Republican, they 

immediately assume he is not a proponent of LGBTQ equality.  Ken would say they are incorrect 

and that he has simply chosen to prioritize other issues through his Republican identity.  

Nevertheless, these choices regularly result in negative feedback from gay individuals who 

disapprove of Ken’s political affiliation. 

7.2.2 Response to Gay Backlash 

 Given the negative reactions from other LGBTQ individuals as a result of their gay 

Republican identities, I was curious to learn how my participants respond to such negative 

feedback.  When posed with this question, participants offered a variety of responses that 
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essentially took one of three approaches: defensive, offensive, or educational.  Those who 

responded more defensively seemed insulted that anyone would question something as personal 

as their political identity, while participants who went on the offense urged gay Democrats to 

consider more issues and become more politically informed.  Participants whose responses I 

deemed educational spoke from personal experience, contending that the Republican Party’s 

view of LGBTQ individuals is not as problematic as it is made out to be. 

 Mike took the first approach, expressing his frustration with others whose initial reaction 

is to criticize him for his political affiliation.  He stated: 

I’m surprised that people think because I’m gay I have to be liberal and Democrat.  Like, 

that’s the first and foremost, you know, thing is because I’m gay—I can’t be a 

Republican because I’m gay.  I think that’s just absurd.  And I don’t get that from 

Republicans.  I get that from Democrats and liberals.  Like, that I’m not one of you 

politically… And I just think that’s pretty narrow-minded. 

Essentially, Mike’s response to those who criticize him for his gay Republican identity is to 

scold those individuals for their narrow-mindedness.  Joey, as expected, preferred a more direct 

approach; yet, his response was equally critical of the absurd notion that his political identity was 

up for critique: 

Get off my bench.  You don’t pay my bills, don’t worry about it.  Most of them don’t 

care.  They know and, you know, they ask me how I vote, I’ll tell ‘em.  ‘Cause I ain’t 

ashamed of it.  I’m proud.  I voted.  I did vote.  Did you vote?  ‘No.’  Then shut your 

fucking mouth then.  You know, you don’t vote, you ain’t got no right to bitch, so shut 

up. 
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Joey’s defense of his gay Republican identity is rooted in an overarching belief that one’s 

political affiliation is highly personal and not up for discussion.  JP furthers this sentiment, 

suggesting that gay and Republican are both personal—even innate—identities.  He shared: 

[A] lot of people, you know, ‘How can you be a Republican if you’re gay?’  Okay, how 

can, how can I be gay if I’m Republican?  I, you know.  Who knows?  It, it’s you know, 

it’s a very hard question to answer… it’s like, well, because I can.  It’s my choice.  I 

have, you know, a choice. 

In this statement, JP expresses contentment with his uncertainty.  While he is unable to provide a 

straightforward response to those who question how he can be gay and Republican, he remains 

adamant that identity is a personal matter of choice.  Surely, some would take issue with JP 

comparing sexual and political identities and then stating identity is a choice, but based on the 

overall interview, I do not believe he is saying one chooses one’s sexual orientation.  Rather, he 

is affirming the thoughts of Mike and Joey by saying that his identity as a gay Republican is his 

business and his alone.  He continued: 

It’s like, why not?  Why does a gay person have to be Democrat?  What effect does my 

being a Republican have on you?  Other than, I’m sorry I’m not voting strictly Democrat?  

No… it all comes down to the bigger picture.  And that’s how I see it. 

Here, JP provides a more surefooted response, reinforcing the individual nature of identity while 

adding emphasizing the importance of considering “the bigger picture” when determining 

political identity.   

This concept of taking a more holistic approach to politics was reinforced by other 

participants, who suggested that those who challenge one’s ability to be both gay and Republican 

need to, in fact, look within themselves and seek to be more informed.  These, then, are the 
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participant answers I considered to be more offense-driven.  Rather than deflecting criticism with 

a response that boiled down to, “It’s none of your business,” these individuals pointed a finger 

back at those LGBTQ individuals who were critical of their Republican identity.  Jim 

demonstrated this through his response to those who might criticize his Republican identity: 

“Educate yourself.  Take a look at the whole story.  Don’t listen to ABS, NBS, and CBS.  Um.  

See what’s really going on.”  Jim’s choice of acronyms reflect his overarching belief that most 

mainstream news sources, with the exception of Fox News, are BS, or bullshit.  Nevertheless, he 

is adamant that if others were more politically informed, they too would identify with the 

Republican Party, regardless of sexual orientation. 

Chatsworth took a similar approach, but asked individuals to look within themselves 

rather than at a particular news channel.  When asked what he would say to those who criticize 

him for being Republican, he replied: 

Get to know yourself a lot better.  Stop worrying about what everybody else thinks.  Be 

yourself first.  Then people will think what they want to think.  And there are some 

people you’re never gonna convince, you’re never gonna be friends with, let it go.   

Chatsworth explained that this is why he does not struggle to reconcile his gay and Republican 

identities.  He continued: 

Just be yourself.  Pick the issues that you want to deal with.  Deal with them the best way 

you can.  If you want to be politically active, do it in a sane, normal manner, so to speak.  

And then, you know, you don’t have to buy everything any party puts out… you’re going 

to have issues you don’t agree with.  Whether you’re liberal or conservative, Democrat, 

Republican—so, what I would say to people is pick the issues that you want to see 

changed in this country, and then deal with the party that you think will make those 
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changes.  I’m not saying everybody has to be a gay Republican or a gay Democrat or 

anything.  But pick and choose.  Think.  Research.  Read.  Don’t just go in and say, ‘I’m 

gonna pull the lever.  It’s Republican.  ‘Cause that’s what ma did.’  That’s why we’re in 

the mess we’re in.  

While Chatsworth avoids Jim’s hardline approach, in which he suggested that all who seek the 

truth and properly inform themselves will find their place within the Republican Party, he shares 

Jim’s sense that individuals who criticize one’s gay Republican identity need to focus on their 

own political ideologies. 

 This leads to the third type of response, which mimicked the previous approach, but 

focused on the Republican Party.  Here, Chris and Ken offer their responses, both of which 

contain a general belief that the Republican Party is not all that bad of a place for gay 

individuals.  Chris stated: 

[W]hat I actually say, and I just explain, you know… how I established my political 

beliefs and, you know, it came from my parents, came from my background and so forth.  

Then, you know, after having grown up and had a chance to think about it and… analyze 

the two parties and… look at all the issues, this is how I identify with the vast majority… 

And so, for me—and not being somebody who has to, you know, just have one issue to 

define—so, so for me it’s kind of easy.  And, and I feel like I’ve had that question many 

times.  ‘How can you be a Republican?’  You know.  And I’ll say, you know, that it’s a 

lot more complex than just—there’s the platform, there’s, you know, what the party in 

general and all the candidates will say they believe, and then there’s what I know that 

most Republicans think about, you know… same-sex marriage or whatever it may be.  

And so I, I also say that I’d rather, as somebody who strongly identifies as Republican, 
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I’d rather work within the party to try to change minds and inform people.  And I think I 

have.  

Rather than telling individuals they are wrong or ill-informed, Chris shares his own story.  His 

own Republican journey highlights what other participants previously described as the need to 

examine all issues before aligning oneself with a political party.  He also suggests that there is an 

important distinction between a party’s platform and what a majority of individuals within that 

party actually believe about specific issues.  In this case, Chris suggests that the overall 

consensus among most Republicans is far less hostile toward LGBTQ individuals than the 

party’s platform and policies would lead one to believe.  

 Ken expands on this notion, but not before pointing out the hypocrisy he sees in those 

gay individuals who judge him for his political affiliation.  He explained: 

They’ll give their vote to people who are basically trying to, you know, create a police 

state and overregulate their lives and they can’t do anything without—you can’t even buy 

liquors on Sundays, you know, because the warehouse and drivers’ union doesn’t want 

drivers to have to work on Sundays.  Stupidity that’s regulating their lives, but they don’t, 

you know, but one person thinks, because they’re a Christian, they don’t believe in same-

sex marriage, they’re the evil one.  You know.  Granted, if the Republicans were vowing 

to burn people at the stake and drag them behind trucks, uh, I’d probably have, I could 

see their point.  We’re kind of past that point here.  Like, I don’t think it was ever at the 

point up here. 

Here, Ken reverses the rhetoric of those who would criticize his gay Republican identity to point 

out some of the key inconsistencies he sees with gay Democrats.  Even his critique of restrictive 

Sunday liquor laws casts blame at the Democrat-driven unions rather than the religious influence 
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of fundamentalist Christians in society and government.  While his statements are certainly too 

general, they help convey his point that the same could be said on either side of the political 

aisle.  In this way, Ken indirectly confirms what other participants said about the importance of 

considering all issues, rather than defining political identity solely on one’s sexual identity.  

Importantly, like Chris, Ken concludes by suggesting that the Republican Party is not all that bad 

to LGBTQ individuals.  In other words, because Republican opposition to LGBTQ equality 

rarely manifests itself in extreme acts of physical violence, Ken feels the Republican Party offers 

no real threat to his safety.  Moreover, he contends that many who oppose equality are simply 

expressing their personal beliefs and religious freedom.  Taking these factors into account, Ken 

concludes that sexual orientation simply does not play a large enough role in politics to be an 

adequate basis for one’s political identity. 

7.2.3 Thoughts on Gay Democrats 

Nearly all of my participants agreed that LGBTQ equality is a worthwhile pursuit, with 

only the rare exception, such as Glen who stands in firm opposition to same-sex marriage.  Those 

who support LGBTQ equality do so to varying degrees and offer a variety of justifications for 

their viewpoints.  Most, as shared by my participants, have received negative reactions for their 

gay Republican status, particularly from other gay individuals who do not understand how 

someone who identifies as LGBTQ and believes in LGBTQ equality can also identify as a 

Republican.  Yet, in the process of responding to such criticism, my participants revealed that 

perhaps the negative judgments are not entirely unidirectional.  That is, some participants were 

equally critical of gay Democrats.  In light of this observation, I decided to ask participants how 

they believe a majority of gay individuals identify politically and why they think this is.  Their 

responses shed light on their own perceptions of gay Democrats, whom a majority of participants 
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characterized as misinformed single-issue voters who buy into misleading depictions of the party 

as more friendly to LGBTQ individuals. 

 Participants all agreed that gay men—and LGBTQ individuals—are more likely to 

identify as Democrats.  They also agreed that this is largely because the Democratic Party has 

aligned itself more favorably with LGBTQ issues.  Participants disagreed, however, as to 

whether or not Democrats have earned this reputation or if it is simply the product of 

misinformation and support in name only.  Tyler seems to fall into the former camp, believing 

that the Democratic Party truly is a more welcoming place for LGBTQ individuals, at least when 

compared to the Republican Party.  When asked why he believes a majority of gay people 

identify as Democratic, he responded, “I guess because the social issue of it… they can’t see 

themselves being associated with a, you know, a hateful group.  That’s as they see it.”  Though 

Tyler included the caveat that this is how many outside the Republican Party view Republican 

attitudes toward LGBTQ individuals, Tyler himself seemed to take a similar position at various 

points throughout the interview.  Yet, Tyler added that political identity should take into account 

more than this issue, stating, “I think it’d be nice to take a wider, you know, range [of issues into 

account].  But it also depends on, you know, the individual—what’s most important to them.”  

Though he defers to the individual, Tyler echoes a common critique among participants, that 

perhaps LGBTQ Americans base their political identities too heavily on their sexual identities.   

For Tyler and other participants, it is entirely possible to be socially liberal but still 

identify as Republican.  Mike is a good example of this, as noted in his response as to why he 

thinks most gay men are liberal:  

I do think that among the majority of gay men, marriage inequality is a bigger sticking 

point, which is gonna obviously lead them to being more on the liberal side.  Um.  I’m 
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socially liberal, too.  But I would definitely think the majority of all gay people are much 

more [liberal]. 

While Mike identifies as socially liberal, he suspects issues like marriage equality are less 

important to him than to other gay individuals.  Thus, he is able to deprioritize this set of beliefs 

when considering his political identity holistically.  JP wishes that, like Mike, more individuals 

would consider a wider range of issues than those related to sexual orientation.  He offered this 

explanation as to why most gay men are Democrats: 

Because they mean well.  They want to be inclusive of everybody… I can see it a lot, um, 

because they accept gays.  But not just because you’re gay.  You have to be responsible 

in other areas, you know?  It’s, again the big picture and not just being gay… I’m so 

frustrated about that. 

JP’s response was consistent with that of other participants, frustrated by what they see as an 

LGBTQ population that aligns with the Democratic Party first and foremost based on sexual 

identity. 

 Chris agreed that most gay men identify as Democrats, adding, “I think largely because 

that’s the party that’s sided with the issue more often than not.  So that’s understandable.”  Yet, 

he was reluctant to accuse these individuals of voting on only one issue.  In fact, Chris offered 

the only clear acknowledgement that not all gay Democrats are necessarily single-issue voters.  

When faced with this question, he had this to say: 

To some extent, but I think that a lot of times those issues, a lot of people cross, you 

know, just that issue and then they might be, you know, very strong on LGBT issues but 

they also might, you know, have other issues with the, that they’re strong on, as well.  So 
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I think it’s a combination.  I think it’s one issue, but also, like a lot of things, I mean, 

you’re kind of informed by a lot of different issues that are similar. 

Chris suggests that, while LGBTQ Democrats frequently factor sexual orientation into their 

political identities, this does not necessarily mean it is the only issue on which they agree with 

the Democratic Party.  Moreover, he notes that a single political issue of great importance to an 

individual can shape that person’s guiding principles as well as their views on a wide range of 

specific issues. 

 While Chris offered a more nuanced perspective of LGBTQ Democratic identity, other 

participants remained more critical.  A few suggested that such individuals are being deceived by 

a party that is not as supportive as it is portrayed.  Jim, for instance, estimated that 80 percent of 

gay men are Democratic, a number he attributes to misinformation.  When asked why he 

believes this percentage is so high, he explained: 

The same reason why 90 percent of the black people vote for Democrats also.  The 

reason being is, uh, Bill Clinton did so much for the gay community.  Yeah, he did.  

Don’t ask.  Don’t tell.  That was eight years of Bill Clinton.  And, you know, you have 

Barack Obama—‘Oh, we’re gonna go, gay marriage is great, we’re gonna do this, we’re 

gonna do that, you know, we’re gonna have equality in work, we’re gonna’—you know, 

they’re all points that, well, you know, look what he’s doing.  You don’t ever hear about 

the money that George Bush spent and allocated for AIDS research and help in the fight 

against AIDS.  You know, that’s not—you know, that I guess isn’t really important.  So, 

it’s where the trough is that it’s easy for people to go to. 
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Without dwelling on Jim’s characterization of Democrats as animals drawn to whatever trough 

will feed them, it is clear he believes LGBTQ Democrats have been easily bought through 

shallow talking points with limited results. 

 Ken furthers this point, also drawing a comparison between sexual orientation and race to 

depict a party that has essentially purchased marginalized populations through deceptive tactics: 

I think initially it’s because that was, you tended to see that the Left was pandering for 

those votes.  Um.  It’s a lot like, I feel, the left panders for the black vote.  Um.  Or for 

the minority vote.  They will sit there and pander for and say, ‘Hey, we love you… look 

at all these things we’re doing for you to support you and all that other stuff.’  When in 

reality, a lot of the things they’re doing to support them are actually hurting them.  You 

know.  And when they’re putting someone in a program and it’s super difficult for them 

to break out of that program, um, you’re not helping them at all.  It’s perception by them 

that you’re helping them.  Um.  But you’re really locking them in, and then you use that 

fear of, ‘Well if you don’t vote us in, someone’s gonna take back everything that we’ve 

given you.’  They do that with the gay vote.   

Ken suggests that the Democratic Party uses fear tactics to lock marginalized populations into 

voting Democratic.  He contends that the party employs a political strategy of dependence, 

providing individuals with perks and then telling them those benefits—whether tangible or 

ideological—will be lost if the Republicans get their way. 

 Ken is critical of this strategy, and questions how supportive Democrats really are when 

it comes to issues of LGBTQ equality.  He offered Minnesota as an example, suggesting that 

Democrats had control of state politics for decades, during which “[t]hey could have easily 

passed any legislation they wanted.”  Instead, he notes, the party kept claiming to support same-
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sex marriage and blaming Republicans for the lack of legislative support, using the issue to drive 

a wedge between gays and Republicans, but without ever taking tangible steps to show their 

support.  Examples like this have led Ken to conclude that voters are more interested in talk than 

action.  He stated:  

But people, they don’t listen to that.  All they hear is, ‘We support what you’re about.’  

Um.  And I honestly, I think that’s what a lot of them—now there are some people that 

are, truly do believe in big government.  I mean, that’s just what they believe… and those 

people are going to be that way regardless of that one issue.  But I think when we would 

go to different places and I would talk to people, just, outside of the political spectrum 

and just have a conversation about whatever, um, a lot of them… were like, ‘Well I don’t 

really like Democrats, but if Republicans come in, they’re going to hurt us.’  And that’s 

really what it came down to.   

The capital in this scenario would seem to be the promise of support, though Ken and Jim 

believe that promise is an empty one.  Thus, they conclude that a majority of LGBTQ individuals 

identify as Democratic not only because they give too much significance to the issue of LGBTQ 

equality, but because they are naïve and misinformed about even this topic. 

 Joey concurs, admitting that most gay individuals are “unfortunately Democrat.”  He 

noted: 

‘Cause they think that Democrats are more pro-gay than Republicans are.  And, and, the 

older generation of Republicans, they’re probably right.  But the new generation coming 

up, they have new ideas.  You know, give ‘em a chance.  You’ll see the light.  ‘You’ll see 

the light, Carol Anne.  You’ll see the light.’  And Marco Rubio especially, I mean, he is 

so pro-gay.  And he is one of the top Republicans there is, you know?  He is major pro-
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gay.  And he’s kind of cute, too.  Got big ears but he’s still kind of cute.  He’s got big 

ears, don’t he? 

It is unclear how Joey reached his conclusion about Florida Senator Marco Rubio’s views of 

same-sex marriage.  I feel it is worth pointing out that Rubio remains vehemently opposed to 

same-sex marriage, even after it has been legalized in the state of Florida (Capehart, 2015).  As 

noted earlier in this project, there is evidence to support the notion that a generational gap exists 

within the Republican Party with regards to opinions on LGBTQ equality.  Nevertheless, Joey is 

greatly misinformed on this particular example, a fact that supports another concept from earlier, 

in which Republicans were shown to assume their party’s politicians to be more LGBTQ-

friendly than the politicians themselves claim to be on the political stage.  

 A key reason participants offered for why LGBTQ Democrats are misinformed about 

LGBTQ party support is a liberal media bias, which they contend exaggerates the ideological 

gap between Democrats and Republicans on issues related to LGBTQ equality.  In other words, 

participants suggested that the liberal media demonize Republicans and deceive LGBTQ 

individuals into believing the Democratic Party is more amenable to their cause than it really is.  

Chatsworth explained: 

I think [LGBTQ individuals] want to be conservative because they want to be mom and 

home and kids and apple pie, but I think they have to be liberal because that’s what their 

friends expect… Media has a lot to do with it.  A lack of education has a lot to do with it.  

Therefore, we have the public opinion so, you know, I’m—we all grew up with the 

Harvey Milk thing.  So immediately everybody, you know, if you’re gonna be a gay 

activist, you’ve gotta be like Harvey Milk.  That doesn’t, that’s not necessarily the case.  

And look how that turned out. 
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Chatsworth suggests that what most LGBTQ individuals truly seek is assimilation and 

acceptance into a heteronormative society.  This desire is disrupted, however, by the liberal 

media, which tells LGBTQ individuals they need to seek liberation through vocal opposition and 

activism. 

 Glen also suggested that many more LGBTQ individuals would identify as Republican if 

they were not so hemmed in by societal expectations.  When asked how a majority of gay men 

identify, he offered this perspective: 

I would say probably liberal, but I might say there’s a lot of people like my friend in San 

Diego that just don’t, don’t voice [their conservatism]… Because the Democrats and the 

liberal media has painted us all as evil, you know, homophobic, whatever.  And people 

don’t want to be associated with that.   

Here, Glen echoes the sentiments of other participants, who suggest the lack of gay Republicans 

can be largely attributed to societal expectations.  Specifically, they contend that the liberally-

biased media inaccurately present the two dominant political parties as having vastly different 

approaches to LGBTQ equality, fooling LGBTQ individuals into believing that a Republican 

vote will carry significant negative repercussions.  This pervasive belief leads many LGBTQ 

individuals to prioritize this issue more than my participants believe they should, thus resulting 

in a perception that most LGBTQ Democrats identify as such because of a single issue.   

 In Ken’s experience, this scenario has consistently played out.  Having represented the 

Log Cabin Republicans at numerous events, Ken said he has spoken to many LGBTQ 

individuals who identify with a great number of Republican principles, but who feel compelled 

to prioritize the issue of equality at the voting booth.  He recalled: 
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So many gay people would come up and they would say, ‘You know, we support what 

you’re doing, we support this candidate because of this, but because they don’t support 

same-sex marriage, we’re not gonna vote for them.  Because we would rather have the 

right to marry than, than you know, a bigger paycheck.’  Or whatever the case might be.  

Um.  And that was kind of, that was really disappointing to hear in a respect because the 

more voices you have on the Right talking to these people about these issues, and the 

more that these people realize there’s a base that they, that they can get support from, a 

lot of those candidates will say, ‘Well, you know, we won’t make this an issue because I 

have a wider base of people saying these things.’  Um.  And the priorities would change.  

But… they stay over here and they yell at them across the street, these people. 

Ken raises an important question about whether a marginalized population can create change 

more effectively from within a group or by refusing to join that group until it recognizes their 

equality.  Would a larger base of LGBTQ Republicans give them greater pull within the party?  

Or would it simply affirm that LGBTQ equality is not a significant political issue, even among 

LGBTQ individuals?  Based on current trends, it seems unlikely that we will ever observe a clear 

answer to these questions, as broader social acceptance of LGBTQ individuals among all 

Americans will likely shift Republican thought with or without growing the LGBTQ Republican 

base.  In other words, the opinions of current Republicans will likely continue to change faster 

than LGBTQ Democrats will switch to the Republican Party.  The question that does remain, 

however, is whether a more accepting Republican Party will lead to a larger LGBTQ 

membership. 
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7.2.4 Evolving Political Identity 

 The previous section ends with an important question, which I posed to my participants.  

If the Republican Party were to get on board with marriage equality and other LGBTQ issues, 

would that open the door for more LGBTQ individuals to vote for and identify as Republicans?  

The general consensus among my participants was that it probably would.  JP gave the following 

response: 

Absolutely.  You know, I think a lot, a lot of gay people—I just want to be, I want a say, 

and I want to be accepted.  But because I’m not being accepted, I’m not going to be 

Republican.  I think a lot more would be Republican if, if they were accepted by the 

Republican Party.  I really do.  Because there’s a lot of people out there, and it’s like, this 

is crazy, you know? 

Indeed, not feeling accepted within a party probably acts as a significant deterrent to those who 

might otherwise join it.  While he was reluctant to speak for others, Mike added, “I would think 

so.  I mean, can’t hurt.  I guess that would be… one less thing that they wouldn’t like about [the 

Republican Party].”  What is harder to answer is whether or not LGBTQ individuals would hold 

a residual grudge against a party that took so long to welcome them.  Certainly, if this is one of 

the only reasons someone votes Democrat, they would likely shift parties more readily than 

someone who identifies with the Democratic Party on a plethora of issues.  Thus, if my 

participants are correct that a majority of LGBTQ individuals are single-issue voters, or at least 

dominant-issue voters, LGBTQ acceptance could have a significant impact on Republican Party 

membership. 

 Ken believes a shift in Republican attitudes toward marriage equality and LGBTQ 

individuals is inevitable.  As a result, he predicts a larger Libertarian base in states, noting that 
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the younger generation of voters “[doesn’t] even like the paradigm of left and right.”  He 

contends they will be more focused on specific issues that will shift over time.  Thus, they will 

seek out candidates they feel can handle the issues they deem important, rather than sticking 

strictly to party lines.  Ken added: 

Now granted, your left/right gives you more infrastructure, and that’s how your vessel, 

you can campaign and stuff.  But I think you’ll start seeing more of them, there’ll be 

more Libertarian in the middle, and I think you’ll see them kind of defect one way or the 

other, based on, once that issue is off the table, once we’re safely out of the woods on that 

issue. 

While Minnesota has now recognized same-sex marriages for over a year, Ken believes it could 

take several more years before the state is out of the woods on this particular matter.  Once that 

happens, he believes individuals who prioritized the issue will move on to new issues of 

importance, potentially voting for Republicans depending on the ideas they value. 

Chris also believes a more inclusive Republican Party could appeal to quite a few 

LGBTQ individuals, particularly if it supported marriage equality.  While he remains cautious in 

his optimism that a single issue could pull in new members, he has heard this claim from 

numerous individuals.  He explained: 

I have a lot of, a lot of friends of mine who said, ‘Once this issue is decided, you know, 

really, I’m really more of a Republican except for this issue’… But I think not necessarily 

all of them will feel that way afterward.  I mean, it might be easy to say when it’s not a 

reality, and once it becomes a reality, we’ll see how it goes.  But I think enough will feel 

comfortable enough, especially depending on how the Republican Party responds to that. 
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Chris’ hesitation is consistent with his earlier suggestion that most LGBTQ Democrats are not 

necessarily single-issue voters.  Thus, he would probably contend that many would still find 

more in common with the Democratic Party, even after same-sex marriage becomes less 

politically polarized.  Chris also highlights a key component of the answer to the question at 

hand; should Republicans admit defeat on same-sex marriage, the way in which they do so will 

have critical implications for the future of the party.  

 My question—and thus, the responses of my participants—dealt specifically with 

whether or not a shift in Republican ideology would open the door for more LGBTQ members.  

What this phrasing failed to account for is the possibility that same-sex marriage and other issues 

related to LGBTQ equality could potentially become non-issues without necessarily garnering 

significant Republican support.  During the Civil Rights Movement, change came largely 

through the justice system and shifting public opinion about race.  It was not so much that 

proponents of segregation became champions of racial equality, but rather, blatant racism 

became unpopular and lost its place at the microphone.  With same-sex marriage gaining most of 

its strength through the courts, and with public acceptance steadily growing, it seems possible 

that it could become a non-issue rather than one on which everyone agrees.  This all leads to 

important questions for the future of the Republican Party.  Will Republicans do an about-face 

and reach out to LGBTQ Americans at the risk of angering their more conservative base, or will 

the party simply hush its opposition to LGBTQ equality?  (For instance, would the Republican 

Platform simply remove its definition of marriage as between a man and a woman, or would it 

add specific language to be more inclusive of same-sex couples?)  The answer likely depends on 

which of these approaches Republican leaders believe will result in a greater spike in 

membership, though this too is difficult to predict.  



249 
 

It is unclear how many LGBTQ Democrats (or LGBTQ allies who identify as Democrats 

and prioritize this issue) would even consider becoming Republicans.  Of this unknown number, 

it is difficult to say how many would change parties as a result of issues—like same-sex 

marriage—being resolved, and how many would hold out for public affirmation, apologies, or 

invitations from the Republican Party.  Regardless, current trends suggest that, at least on the 

issue of same-sex marriage, Republicans are doomed to lose.  How they handle this defeat could 

have a significant impact on the future face of the party itself. 

7.3 Republican Party 

 This portion of the chapter will take a similar approach to that of the previous section, but 

with regards to the Republican Party.  Specifically, this third and final thematic area will focus 

on how participants’ gay Republican identities color their experiences with fellow Republicans.  

Responses broke down into three conceptual areas: backlash from Republicans, responses to that 

backlash, and evolving Republican views of LGBTQ individuals. 

7.3.1 Backlash from Republicans 

 I have already shared the negative reactions my participants face from fellow LGBTQ 

individuals who disapprove of their political affiliation; here, I asked whether or not they feel 

welcome and accepted by fellow Republicans.  My participants’ responses spanned a broad 

spectrum, with some reportedly feeling extremely welcome within the party and others 

perceiving a great deal of negative backlash.  I will begin with those who described a welcoming 

Republican Party and overall lack of backlash pertaining to sexual orientation. 

 It should come as little surprise that the two participants who work most closely with the 

Republican Party—Ken and Chris—reported feeling the most welcome within the party.  It is 

hard to say whether their acceptance led to greater involvement or vice versa.  Ken stated, “I 
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have never felt unwelcome, to be honest with you.”  He went on to mention the surprising 

diversity of those he has worked with in the Republican Party, and spoke to the party’s focus on 

grassroots organization, adding that it “was never the mean machine” the national media portrays 

it to be.  Ken offered one particularly insightful story from a Republican convention he attended 

as a delegate.  A woman at the convention was offended that the Log Cabin Republicans were in 

attendance, so she spoke to the assembly and asked to have them removed.  “We expected that,” 

Ken recalled.  What he did not expect, however, was the reaction from other Republicans in 

attendance: 

[I]mmediately after she said that, someone ran up to the microphone and asked to have 

her removed because they felt that, first of all, she was off task.  Second of all, they felt it 

was inappropriate.  They were like, you know, ‘We need to respect our other delegates, 

and we need to respect people in the room.  Everybody’s gonna have different opinions.’  

And that kind of stuff… And it was actually kind of shocking.  Like, I didn’t expect… I 

expected maybe we had to trot ourselves up there and try to throw ourselves to the lions, 

but other people were doing it for us.  And so it was one of those things where we’re just 

kind of like, you know it’s really not that bad.   

Ken’s example is significant because it demonstrates firsthand the shift that has been taking 

place from within the Republican Party.  The woman who asked for their removal had been a 

delegate for decades; however, fresher voices in the crowd immediately rebuked her for a 

proposal they deemed offensive.   

 Chris shared a similar story of being pleasantly surprised by the level of support when he 

served on a Republican caucus in 2012.  He recalled: 
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I brought a resolution to take out the language opposing same-sex marriage that was in 

the Republican platform.  And… my caucus happened to be very young… they didn’t 

know that the state platform opposed same-sex marriage… So I brought this up, and they 

were just kind of shocked.  Because they were, you know, Ron Paul people, more 

Libertarian like me.  And they were just like, ‘What the hell does the government care 

about that for?’  And so they actually said, well instead of just saying let’s take this out of 

the platform, why don’t we put something in the platform that says we support same-sex 

marriage?  And I remember… I was kind of nervous… I thought I might get, like, run out 

of there… Well anyway, in the end, the resolution passed my caucus unanimously.  Not a 

single person voted against it, which was, I couldn’t believe it.  And then it went on to the 

county, and that’s how I got involved in Minnesotans United against the marriage 

amendment… But anyway, it just really, you know, really was eye opening in terms of 

how age and the age of the party will, you know, over time—and it takes time.  

Like Ken, Chris has a wealth of personal experience working on various issues from within the 

Republican Party.  Even beyond the caucus experience described above, Chris shared that he has 

never felt unwelcome in the Republican Party as a result of his sexual orientation.  When I asked 

Chris whether he thinks it is more difficult to come out as LGBTQ to Republicans or as 

Republican to other LGBTQ individuals, he stated that neither is particularly difficult for him.  

He explained, “It’s their reaction… but that more relates to my personality, that I really don’t 

care what you think.”  Despite his ability to ignore negative reactions from others, Chris 

concluded that the backlash has been more harsh from the LGBTQ community than from the 

Republican community.  To illustrate this point, he expanded on how welcoming the Republican 

Party has been to him: 
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I have more demand on my time from Republicans than I can even give in terms of, you 

know, fundraising and other things that they… want from me, you know, candidates and 

so forth… You know, sometimes I think people would be afraid to say anything anyway 

because they know I’m pretty direct and in your face and I’d let them know what I 

thought about that, too, so.  Who knows what the truth is. 

It is worth keeping in mind that Chris’ experience could be affected by the fact that he identifies 

as bisexual, while my other participants are gay.  As noted earlier, he also feels little connection 

to other gay men, in large part because he believes most of them are too effeminate and do not 

share his interest in traditionally masculine activities, such as sports.  In other words, Chris’ 

status as a masculine, white, bisexual man likely makes him seem non-threatening to a greater 

number of individuals. 

  The notion that how one presents oneself can factor into acceptance was reinforced by 

Mike, who said his sexual orientation has no impact on his role as a Republican.  He explained: 

I don’t really go around wearing, you know, a rainbow flag on my shoulders or anything 

like that.  So people… unless I told them I live with a man, I don’t really even think they 

would know if I was gay or straight or not.  I don’t, I don’t think it has any bearing. 

It is important to highlight the implication of Mike’s conclusion.  Although he has not 

experienced Republican backlash as the result of his sexuality, he attributes this fact not to 

Republican acceptance but to his ability to pass as heterosexual.  He went on to note that being 

gay still carries a strong negative stigma. 

 Like Mike, Glen suggested that how welcome an LGBTQ individual feels within the 

Republican Party depends largely on that individual’s ability to pass as heterosexual.  When I 

asked Glen whether or not he feels welcome in the Republican Party, with respect to his sexual 
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identity, he replied, “Well, I don’t advertise it.”  He then shared the story of a friend’s wife who 

made a homophobic comment, to which Glen replied, “Oh really?”  For Glen, this two-word 

challenge was uncharacteristically confrontational for matters related to his sexuality.  He 

recalled, “[S]he just kind of looked at me.  I didn’t say any more than that...  I just let her know 

that there were plenty of Republicans—in fact, I know there were three at that meeting that were 

gay.”  Glen admitted that he is not involved enough with the Republican Party to feel welcome 

within it, but added that he would feel even less welcome in the Democratic Party because of his 

extremely conservative views.  As for Republican disapproval, he said, “I’d rather have you tell 

me what your core principles are and know what they are and disagree than not to.”  Unlike 

Chris, who claimed to be unaffected by the opinions of others, Glen prefers to at least know 

where he stands in a given scenario, even if that means being stigmatized for his sexual identity. 

 Chatsworth spoke to the multiple layers of this stigmatization when asked if he feels 

welcome in the Republican Party.  His answer was a resounding no.  He further stated, “I’m 

everything that the Republican Party hates.  I’m gay.  I’m a throwaway because I’m 65 years old.  

And I’m a Catholic.  Republicans don’t like Catholics.  We all swear allegiance to the Pope, and 

that’s a foreign king.”  While Chatsworth laughed after his comment about the Pope, his sense of 

alienation from the Republican Party was more serious.  When questioned about how he feels 

most Republicans regard LGBTQ Americans, Chatsworth replied: 

With disdain.  They don’t know what to do with it.  Because if you’re gay—half the 

leadership of the Republican [Party], if they’re gay, they’re in the closet so deep it’s not 

even funny.  It’s so sad.  You know, one of them’s gonna get a massage someday and it’s 

gonna be all over the news.  Oh wait.  Done that.  Um.  They regard it with great disdain, 

and they don’t seem to realize that that’s a voter base. 
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Chatsworth was not alone in feeling alienated by his fellow Republicans.  JP noted that his 

sexual orientation absolutely affects his role as a Republican, and expressed his disappointment 

with the party’s approach to marriage equality and LGBTQ individuals.  He succinctly stated, “I 

don’t like what they say about gay marriage.  I don’t like what they say about being gay.”  JP 

later reinforced the extent to which he is bothered by Republican attitudes regarding his sexual 

orientation, adding, “The least favorite thing about being a Republican is being gay… because 

I’m not the same.  I’m a second-class citizen to the Republicans.  Um.  That’s my least favorite.”  

The gravity of JP’s response echoes that of Chatsworth, as both men resent that their sexual 

orientation results in feeling excluded from the party they consider their political home. 

Tyler offered one explanation for the disdain to which Chatsworth and JP referred.  He 

noted that “a lot of [Republicans] still don’t understand that [being gay is] not a choice… A lot 

of them still think you can just, you know, switch it on and off… because of what the Bible 

says.”  Tyler further stated, “A majority view [gays] as what’s wrong with America, as—God is 

gonna punish America for allowing the gays… my godmother even said before that God’s gonna 

punish America for, for, ‘cause we’re not doing something about the gays.”  I asked Tyler if this 

was before or after he came out, to which he answered, “Uh, before.  She’s never—she has to 

know; I’ve never officially told her, but she’s Facebook friends with me and… [it’s] never come 

up.”  Although there is no way of knowing for sure, Tyler is confident his godmother knows he 

is gay from his Facebook profile, yet has remained silent about this fact.  If this is the case, she 

serves as an important reminder of an observation made by Chris, that not all who take issue with 

LGBTQ individuals will actually express that opinion to those individuals.  Thus, the negative 

backlash participants reported as a result of their sexual orientation includes only that which was 
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directed at participants.  It does not include that which is said behind turned backs or closed 

doors. 

7.3.2 Response to Republican Backlash 

 As with the negative reactions my participants received from fellow LGBTQ individuals 

regarding their political affiliation, their descriptions of Republican stigmatization led me to 

wonder how they would respond to such backlash.  Overall, participants had considerably less 

patience for challenges to their sexual orientation than to their political affiliation.  While 

responses to LGBTQ backlash tended to include longer explanations and counter-attacks, my 

participants’ responses to Republican backlash were succinct and defensive.  Rather than 

engaging in arguments or attempting to turn their responses into a critique of heterosexual 

Republicans—as they had done with gay Democrats—all but one of my participants offered a 

response that simply dismissed criticism of their sexual orientation as nobody’s business but 

their own. 

 The one exception was Tyler, who said he would take advantage of the opportunity to 

educate those who judged him for his sexual orientation.  He stated: 

Well, depending on how they are, I would, you know, basically try to explain that, you 

know, it’s not a choice.  It’s no more of a choice than it is with you, you know, being 

straight.  Then also explain, you know, religion is separate from government and should 

be… because you would hate to see, you know, Islam controlling America. 

Tyler’s response is somewhat more idealistic than those given by other participants.  His 

approach would involve educating individuals on the two primary arguments he feels are used to 

attack LGBTQ individuals—that sexual orientation is a choice and that Christianity forbids 

homosexuality.  As the youngest participant I interviewed, it is possible Tyler’s age plays a role 
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in his response.  With rapid growth in LGBTQ acceptance over recent years, and with Tyler 

coming out just a year before our interview, it stands to reason that he is more willing to discuss 

his sexual orientation and believe that such a conversation could have a lasting impact.   

 Meanwhile, the rest of my participants offered a more cynical immediate response for 

those who would stigmatize them for their sexual orientation.  “It’s the way that I’m built, and if 

you don’t like it, you can go to hell,” Chatsworth answered.  This was the same response 

Chatsworth said he would give to those who criticized his political affiliation.  He went on to 

note the negative repercussions Republican narrow-mindedness could have on the party, stating, 

“I think they’re killing themselves by not recognizing an entire group of people.  They don’t 

want to recognize black people, but they have to.  I find that fascinating!  People are people.” 

 Jim also had a succinct and clear message for those who might attack him on the basis of 

sexual orientation: “It’s none of your business.”  Jim went on to note that “dealing with other 

people’s thoughts of [his] being ‘different’” is his least favorite part of being gay, which perhaps 

explains the curtness of his response.  He added, “Get the politics out of your daily life and do 

what’s best for the country.  And I would say the same to any Democrat, as well.”  Mike had a 

nearly identical initial response, stating, “I would tell them it’s none of their business.”  He 

expanded on this notion briefly through the example of same-sex marriage:  

Fifty percent of marriages end in divorce.  Is it going to be any worse? … People have 

affairs, you know?  It’s just—I think that’s just, uh, an excuse basically.  Or a phony 

ideology to hide behind.  And again, it’s nobody else’s business who gets married.  If gay 

marriage is legal, you don’t have to marry a gay person.  You can still marry a straight 

person or whatever.  So it’s, that’s kind of ridiculous there… that belief that it protects 

the sanctity of marriage, that’s just absurd to me. 
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Through this example, Mike notes the absurdity of the arguments used to oppose issues related to 

LGBTQ equality, specifically marriage.  While he briefly engages with an idea from the 

opposing side, he quickly dismisses it as ridiculous and defers to his initial response that his 

sexuality is nobody else’s business.   

Joey agreed, stating, “Well, if they’re your friends, they don’t care… And if you’re 

supporting a Republican, they shouldn’t give a damn either.”  Here, Joey offers a clear statement 

of an idea that runs throughout this entire project—that when it comes down to it, political 

identity can, in fact, trump sexual identity.  Of course, this is not to say that political identity is 

more significant or innate than sexual identity; rather, my participants—some of whom are very 

confident in their sexuality—do not believe that something so personal should play a major role 

in the public realm of politics.  Although Joey said he has never had his sexuality challenged by 

a fellow Republican, if this were to happen, he noted, “I’d probably read them big time… I’d be 

up in their Kool-aid, so to speak.” 

Ultimately, it was JP who captured the essence of my participants’ overarching sentiment 

on the personal nature of sexual orientation: 

What does that have to do with anything?  You know?  Is it going to ruin your day?  

What are the issues, you know?  It’s like, why, why is that an issue for you?  Why is my 

being gay, how is that going to affect you? 

JP’s response is in line with those given by nearly all of my participants, who seem 

dumbfounded that anyone could even think their sexual orientation is a matter for discussion or 

critique.  His questions undoubtedly resonate with nearly all marginalized individuals who have 

accepted and recognized their own marginalized identities.  Yet, despite their sharp reactions to 

intolerance, most of my participants would prefer to avoid conversations about sexual orientation 
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altogether, responding to attacks on their sexuality by dismissing them as baseless, minimizing 

differences, and focusing on commonalities.   

While asking what one’s sexual orientation has to do with anything might sound like a 

progressive retort aimed at greater acceptance and understanding, it ignores the reality that, for 

many LGBTQ individuals, sexual orientation has much to do with many things.  Ultimately, the 

way most of my participants expressed this sentiment made it seem as though they wanted to 

minimize their sexual orientation as a way of brushing its accompanying marginalized status 

under the rug, thereby allowing for greater assimilation into a dominant culture rooted in 

heteronormativity.  In other words, the pervasive belief among my participants seemed to be that 

the less one challenges the status quo, the more worthy one is of acceptance.  As long as one is 

willing to uphold Republican ideals and values, for instance, one should be welcomed into the 

party.  Recall that most of my participants reported feeling disconnected from other LGBTQ 

individuals, whom they perceived to be too audacious in the expression of their sexuality.  We 

are left to wonder whether participants’ sharp reactions to intolerance are driven more by a 

fundamental belief in equality for all people or by the belief that they are among a special group 

of LGBTQ individuals who refrain from flaunting or prioritizing their sexuality, and thus deserve 

a special pass from those who are generally critical of individuals outside the heterosexual 

majority. 

7.3.3 Evolving Views of LGBTQ Individuals 

Given the ways in which some of my participants have felt excluded from the Republican 

Party, as well as their general frustration with the party’s treatment of sexual orientation, it is 

important to consider the ways in which they believe the Republican Party will progress in the 

future.  As insiders with a direct stake in the evolution of Republican thought, particularly with 
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respect to LGBTQ individuals, my participants are uniquely positioned to weigh in on how and 

why they would like to see the party evolve, as well as the likelihood of such change.  Responses 

in this section break down into a three step process, of sorts.  Participants suggested that the 

Republican Party desperately needs to regroup and evolve to remain relevant, offer a glimpse of 

how this evolution could take effect, and finally reinforce the need for patience, noting that 

change is inevitable but will take time. 

 Initially, while participants offered varying analyses of the current state of the Republican 

Party, the general consensus was that the party needs to come together and regroup.  Participants 

believe this process must prioritize an evolution of thought, particularly with respect to 

marginalized populations.  Tyler criticized the party for its “backward thinking” on social issues, 

warning that Republicans will “lose every election” if they fail to evolve on topics like same-sex 

marriage.  Tyler based his conclusion on the party’s young membership base, as these 

individuals continue to grow more socially progressive and increasingly adamant about their 

support of issues like same-sex marriage.  Joey agrees the party has no choice but to evolve and, 

like Tyler, he believes this change will come through younger generations of voters.  He stated, 

“[W]e’ve got a new young group coming up here, with new thoughts, new ideas.  Which is the 

best thing that could happen to the Republican Party, I think.”  JP is also on board with this way 

of thinking, noting that Republicans will come around on issues like same-sex marriage, but 

noting that it will take fresh faces in leadership: 

Get the old people out, get younger people in.  Um.  You know, the people that are 

running this country, how long have they been in politics?  That’s all they know.  And 

they’re doing it for themselves.  They’re not thinking about their constituents any more.  

They just want to keep their… nice easy paycheck. 
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Likewise, Ken agrees that the Republican Party needs to prioritize its young voting base.  He 

added, “Our struggle is to keep the younger generation engaged… And not lose hope in the 

party, but to stay engaged with it.”  Ken is confident this can happen, but believes the window of 

opportunity is limited.   

Chatsworth concurs that this change in thought cannot happen soon enough for the party.  

He offered the following assessment of the current situation for Republicans: 

Well right now, they’re rearranging the deck chairs on the Titanic.  They’re going down 

so fast it’s not even funny.  So when they hit the bottom, they’re gonna realize that 

they’re gonna have to come out with a base.  And that’s gonna be the minorities that they 

have shunned, and that includes this community.  And they’re gonna have to realize that 

they’re gonna have to go after these people.  And how they’re gonna do it is gonna be 

something I hope I live to see.  Because they’re gonna have to do a major about-face.  

Again, I support the ideals that they have, but I don’t support their methods or their 

prejudices. 

Mike agreed with Chatsworth, suggesting that the party will need to evolve on social issues and 

quickly if it is to remain a contender in more progressive parts of the country.  When asked if he 

believes the party will evolve on LGBTQ issues like marriage equality, Mike replied: 

I think they’re gonna have to, um, if they want to be a real player in these elections.  

Especially on a local level.  Um, you know, especially in cities like San Francisco and 

LA and New York and, you know, anywhere there’s a major—Chicago, you know, big 

cities are going to have a big gay population.  And if they just want to keep conceding 

political seats there, then they’ll stay where they are. 
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Here, Mike draws attention to the important role geography will play in the puzzle of Republican 

evolution, as social conservatism will likely become increasingly unpopular in major cities, 

which house a significant portion of the American voting population. 

 Ken expands on Mike’s observation and ultimately provides a model for how the 

Republican Party might best approach this geographic disparity, thereby staying relevant in 

progressive areas without losing the support of its more socially conservative members.  Using 

the example of same-sex marriage in Minnesota, Ken offered one vision for how the process 

could unfold.  He recalled that at some point in Minnesota’s fight for marriage equality, it 

became apparent that there was a tension between urban and rural districts, with the latter 

fighting against marriage equality largely because the proposal came out of the city districts.  A 

short time later, he recalled, some Republican candidates in more metropolitan districts began 

vowing to actively support same-sex marriage in their candidacy, even though it went against the 

Republican platform.  Ken explained, “Litmus test was always if you didn’t follow platform, 

which is ridiculous for anybody to follow anyway, but they wouldn’t even approve you as a 

candidate through the party.”  In this particular instance, however, party leadership allowed 

candidates to go against platform if they thought it would work in their district.  This is one way 

Ken believes the Republican Party should and will evolve.  By revamping the party platform—or 

eliminating it altogether—individual candidates would have more leeway in their personal 

platforms and could better adapt to the specific concerns of the district they represent.   

With respect to same-sex marriage, Ken believes that “if we can get same-sex marriage to 

stay on for the next few turns of the house and senate, um, it’ll become a non-issue and people 

are actually going to just start refocusing on other things.”  He added that same-sex marriage 

“becomes a non-issue when you realize that people are getting married, the sky’s not falling, um, 
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you know, kids aren’t turning out to be weirdos shooting up schools or whatever the case is.”  As 

same-sex marriage continues its spread throughout the country, more individuals will 

undoubtedly come to recognize this fact.  As a result, Ken feels Republicans will hurt themselves 

if they continue pushing against marriage equality.  He continued with evidence that the party is 

already softening its views toward LGBTQ individuals: 

[W]hen you’re seeing the [party at the] national [level] pushing, you know, saying, ‘Hey 

let’s kind of cool it on this issue,’ I think that’s when you start realizing that they’re like, 

‘Hey.’  Um.  Even now, on Capitol Hill, you’re seeing more Republicans coming to the 

Capitol that are supporting ENDA, for example, [which] is the next thing that we’re 

working on.  Um.  You’re seeing more support growing for that on the Republican side, 

which before wasn’t, there wasn’t any.  So I think you’re, you’re starting to see people 

get it.  They’re starting to understand that this issue here, with these people here, really 

isn’t a battle that we should continue. 

Ken was not the only participant to provide examples of Republican leaders’ softening stance.  

Chris shared: 

I’ve been hearing a lot of Republican candidates have been saying they have no desire to 

try and overturn [same-sex marriage]… I think it’ll take, it’ll take a couple of election 

cycles to see… but there’s not a desire within the party… The [local] newspaper a couple 

weeks ago came out with, with uh, it was front page above the fold, headline a couple 

weeks ago, there were, I can’t even remember, was it a hundred and thirteen or however 

many marriages were performed, same-sex marriages performed in [my city] in the last 

year.  And, you know, it’s just one of those things that, it’ll just kind of become that’s the 

way things are and… I mean, I was surprised.  I saw it and I was like, ‘Really?  Holy 
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cow.’  I mean, I knew, I knew of some and, but it’s like, wow.  And nothing, you know, 

people go on with their lives and nothing—you know, like a lot of other things, people 

realize this isn’t really affecting them and so, depending on how the party and candidates 

react, I think we’ll see maybe a bit more, you know, you might see more people in the 

community kind of decide to explore their politics. 

Here, Chris raises an important idea, suggesting that support for marriage equality does not only 

move from individual citizens up to the party.  Rather, a more positive Republican attitude 

toward same-sex marriage could, in fact, grow support among citizens.   

 Even if it is not through an ideological awakening, Chris believes the Republican Party 

will evolve from a purely pragmatic standpoint.  He explained: 

[T]hey want to win elections.  That’s their goal.  Raise money and win elections.  And so, 

uh, I think the time of raising money and really fighting issues against groups like that, 

you know, for the parties is, I don’t want to say it’s past, but I think, I think they realize 

that those are not winning issues any more… from that perspective, it’s really hard for the 

parties to take such a hardcore stance.  

Chris continued, noting that while he believes this change is only a matter of time, it will not 

necessarily be quick or painless: 

I think, you know, it’s gonna take time to sort of see how it all comes out.  But I think 

it’s, like everything else, it’s a gradual shift.  I mean, the DNC, you know, not too many 

years ago, wasn’t beating the drum for GLBT issues either. 

In this follow-up to his previous statements, Chris reminds us that the process will still require 

patience.  Not everyone will be content to sit back and watch the Republican Party evolve on this 
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or other social issues, and the strength of their resistance could have a lasting impact on both the 

Republican Party and LGBTQ equality. 

 Chris introduces the third primary component of this section, which relates to time.  

Regardless of how convinced they were that Republican views of LGBTQ equality and other 

social issues would evolve, most of my participants remained adamant that such change would 

require a substantial amount of time.  Take Chatsworth, for instance.  When asked if the 

Republican Party would evolve on LGBTQ issues, his answer was very direct: “Yes, it has to.”  

Yet, when asked what that might take, his response became focused on time and the difficult 

road ahead for American politics: 

Well it’s hard to put a time stamp on that.  I don’t know if it’ll happen in my lifetime 

completely, but I think we’re seeing the start of it.  I think the next election is going to be 

an all-out war.  I think we’re gonna see some real blood.  And I think that’s gonna be a 

catalyst.  Right now, if somebody—of course, you know, usually we’re gonna follow 

with a Republican—who?  Who’s out there?  I’m looking at that party thinking, ‘I don’t 

want any of these bozos.’  You know, but then I don’t, you know, Obama?  Well, he 

hasn’t done anything yet.  Why not just get him out now?  That isn’t gonna solve the 

problem; I mean, the problem is the government in general, it’s not just the president.  So 

I don’t know.  I would say in the next ten to fifteen years this country is going to have to 

make some really hard decisions.  And it’s gonna have to be the voters that make them.   

Chris offered a similar mantra, noting that like many other things, evolution of thought takes 

time, particularly at the national level.  He continued: 

[Y]ou know, in 20, 30 years, it’ll entirely be different.  Unfortunately, you have to wait 

and, just because things are right doesn’t mean that it changes over night.  So.  It’ll take 
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time, but I think, you know, I have confidence that the… Republican Party in the future 

will be focused on different things.  And it’s already happening. 

Jim also highlighted the importance of timing, suggesting that had the Republicans acted too 

early on this matter, they could have actually received more negative backlash.  He argued, 

“[H]ad the Republicans two years ago come out and said, ‘You know, we really oughta have 

same-sex marriages and things like that,’ it’d be absolutely contrary to their opinion… and the 

press would’ve gone all over on it.”  As it stands, Jim believes Republicans are poised to change 

their overall stance on same-sex marriage.  When I asked what it would take for this change to 

happen, his answer was simple and precise: “Four to eight years.”  Despite agreeing that the 

party needs to evolve on certain issues, Jim maintained that Republicans are already open-

minded, and offered up his gay Republican identity as evidence that “there’s room for 

everybody” in the Republican Party. 

 Despite Jim’s belief that the Republican Party is currently open and accepting of a wide 

variety of individuals, my participants overwhelmingly agreed that the party is in desperate need 

of ideological evolution with respect to social issues.  Some might go so far as to advocate for a 

complete overhaul.  Glen was the only participant who expressed reservations about a 

Republican Party that supported LGBTQ individuals and same-sex marriage.  When asked if he 

thought the party’s position would change, he replied, “Oh, they’ll probably cave on it.”  To 

clarify, I asked Glen if he sees that as more good or bad, to which he said, “I think for the 

definition of marriage, a bad thing.  For gay people, it’s probably okay.”  Though this was not 

the only time Glen expressed his disapproval for same-sex marriage during our conversation, his 

phrasing here suggests that he is perhaps most bothered by what he perceives to be an instance of 

Republicans caving to Democrats.  As the tide changes on LGBTQ-related issues like same-sex 



266 
 

marriage, opponents must temper their antagonistic tendencies.  The result is a more agonistic 

form of dissent, even among those who see the cultural shift as problematic.  Yet, Glen 

demonstrates that not all opponents are willing to fully make this shift, as he would actually 

prefer to see his party maintain its antagonistic approach to same-sex marriage.  In this way, 

Glen unintentionally highlights what many find so problematic about an American political 

system that gains its strength through the prioritization of dissent.  Despite his gay identity, Glen 

wishes Republicans would maintain their opposition to same-sex marriage.  That is, he would 

rather remain marginalized by his own political party than have that party admit ideological 

defeat by shifting to the left on the matter of LGBTQ equality. 

 It is this need for disagreement that fuels ideological clash and contributes to the 

exceedingly slow evolution of thought described by my participants.  Yet, before simply 

resigning ourselves to the notion that change requires significant periods of time, perhaps it is 

worth considering the rhetorical implications of this statement.  At its core, the phrase, “It takes 

time,” is really a request for two things: trust and patience.  It is used to convince people to trust 

that a desired outcome will come to fruition, while simultaneously implying that there is no 

immediate action to be taken.  It is used to dismiss unnecessarily slow processes as normal 

lessons in waiting, while discouraging individuals from pushing ahead toward a desired outcome.  

Perhaps this sentiment is uniquely appealing to virtual insiders, whose ability to pass within a 

desired group is dependent on their willingness to go with the flow, something undoubtedly 

made easier by the belief that their outsider status will become less marginal with time.  Thus, I 

believe my participants’ unified chorus of “it takes time” contains deeper truths about their 

individual identities and approaches to LGBTQ equality. 
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Throughout this chapter, my participants have discussed some of the unique challenges 

that come with a gay Republican identity, including negative backlash from other LGBTQ 

individuals and fellow Republicans. The effects of such backlash, and the resulting fear of 

stigmatization, could have a lasting impact on an individual’s sense of agency, and thus, the way 

in which that individual processes marginalized identities.  Thus, when considering the responses 

of my participants, I am left with the following question: does the rhetoric of “it takes time” 

ultimately discourage action?  This is the question that stands out in my mind as I close this 

chapter.  I am struck by a sense that the answer will likely determine whether or not my 

participants and their fellow gay Republicans will choose to involve themselves in the process of 

fighting for the change they almost unanimously desire. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

CONCLUSION 

 I began this project by highlighting the interconnectedness of the personal and the 

political.  On the shoulders of Hanisch’s (1970) groundbreaking essay, scholars and activists 

have repeated this mantra for decades, reinforcing that the personal is undeniably political and 

vice versa.  When this pivotal relationship between the self and the broader social order is 

perceived to be out of balance, it becomes necessary for individuals to respond.  By sharing their 

experiences and perspectives with a broader public, these individuals create responses that can 

cumulatively function as calls for collective action (D’Emilio, 2002; Hanisch, 1970).  This 

action, in turn, makes solutions possible. 

This principle, which is both theoretical and practical, has guided my project from 

infancy to its current state.  My participants shared unique perspectives on the specific ways in 

which they experience key aspects of their personal and political lives.  Their stories revealed an 

ideologically diverse group of nine men, whose thoughts on LGBTQ identity and politics varied 

dramatically.  Given that the significant findings of my project were discussed in the preceding 

three chapters, with perhaps the richest observations found in Chapter Seven, this eighth and 

final chapter will focus on some of the study’s key theoretical contributions, its limitations, and 

possible directions for future research. 

8.1 Theoretical Contributions 

 Early in this dissertation, I introduced two theoretical concepts I expected my study to 

illuminate—virtual insider status and agonistic pluralism.  These theoretical lenses colored the 

ways in which I approached this project.  From the organization of my interview guide to the 

themes I explored during data analysis, I feel both of these concepts were well served by the 
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research process.  While virtual insider status and agonistic pluralism undoubtedly proved 

relevant to the key ideas at play in my project, I feel my participants returned the favor through 

their words, unknowingly illuminating valuable implications about these important theoretical 

concepts.  I will address them in order. 

8.1.1 Virtual Insiders 

 As a reminder, Rogers and Lott (1997) noted that a majority of Log Cabin Republicans 

(LCRs) attain the status of a virtual insider because they only face oppression for one key aspect 

of their social identities—namely, sexual orientation.  They explained that many “LCRs come 

across as virtual insiders frustrated by the one circumstance that denies them their full privileges 

in patriarchal society” (p. 505).  In other words, they found that a majority of their participants 

were better able to identify as Republicans because they contained multiple characteristics of the 

dominant group in America.  Despite being gay, most were white, upper class men, features that 

essentially restored privilege and created a necessary sense of power for the LCRs in Rogers and 

Lott’s (1997) study.   

 For the most part, this same pattern emerged within my sample population.  The men I 

interviewed were all white, and the majority presented themselves as financially comfortable, 

though three described current financial hardship.  Yet, as I conclude this project, I am 

compelled to speak a bit more freely for a moment regarding race and socioeconomic status 

among my participants.  While some of these statements appeared in earlier chapters, I will 

speak collectively here, rather than linking quotations to specific individuals.   

It would be an oversight for me not to point out that a handful of my participants shared 

sentiments regarding race that were unflattering at best and overtly racist at worst.  Consider the 

individual who, when asked if he feels a sense of solidarity with other gay Republicans, 



270 
 

responded, “Yeah… we have our own terminology for the black bastard that’s in the White 

House.”  This same participant suggested that President Obama is personally to blame for the 

racism he himself provokes, stating that “race relations in the country today have stepped back 

fifty years, just because of the guy in the White House.  I have never heard the N-word used as 

often [as I have] in recent years.”  When asked why he thinks this is the case, he answered, 

“Because [Obama] feels he’s entitled.  And because of—‘Well, Congress won’t do it, then I’ll 

just do it.’  Just, you know, the attitude that comes down rather than saying, ‘Okay, how can we 

get together and solve immigration policy?”  When asked more directly about the role of racism 

in Obama’s presidency, he responded: 

That’s the ploy of the Democratic Party.  It’s out of the playbook, that if you disagree 

with anything he wants to do or whatever, you’re obviously a racist.  That’s the answer to 

the question.  Right, wrong, or indifferent.  Honest or dishonest.  You know, I’ve worked 

with black people.  Uh, I know black people.  Um.  Do I see them differently today than I 

probably saw them five years ago?  Ah, maybe look a little different. 

This participant suggests that President Obama has spurred racist attitudes by abusing his power 

while accusing his opponents of racism.  Moreover, he contends the president has harmed race 

relations, inadvertently subjecting racial minorities to increased racism by being a “bad” 

representation of his race and provoking the white majority. 

 Another participant made a similar argument, suggesting that no one will stand up to 

President Obama because “he says he’s black.”  He continued: 

I’m still kind of confused—if your mother’s white and your father’s black, how does that 

make you black?  Not that I’m a racist, but quite honestly, they’re afraid to do anything 
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like that because they will be labeled a racist.  And the same thing’ll happen if Hillary 

runs.  You know, and you can’t say that about a woman, blah, blah, blah. 

This quotation moves beyond race, adding women to the list of people who get their way by 

accusing others of discrimination.  While my participants had less to say about gender than race, 

there did seem to be an overall discomfort with effeminacy, whether in the form of a potential 

first female president or an effeminate man.  

 Participants also associated race with crime, and were frustrated by what they perceive as 

a society so afraid of being labeled racist that race becomes the ultimate trump card, which white 

citizens must tiptoe carefully around.  What struck me about my participants’ characterizations 

of race was the way in which race was presented as an inconvenience that prevents society from 

reaching its full potential.  Moreover, this inconvenience was almost always blamed on 

perceived negative actions by racial minorities.  Whether it was illegal immigrants who choose 

to break the law and refuse to assimilate by learning English, racial minorities who garner 

negative attention by misbehaving, or the president of the United States of America using his 

race as a ploy for bullying his agenda into law, the few participants who spoke freely about race 

described a self-inflicted plague on society that is unfair to white individuals, whose perspectives 

are silenced, and who must live in fear of being labeled racists. 

 At this point, I feel it is important to remind the reader that these sentiments were not 

expressed by a majority of my participants.  Nevertheless, these few individuals provide a 

compelling illustration of the phenomenon observed by Rogers and Lott (1997), who found that 

the LCRs in their study maintain such a strong commitment to their racial and other privileges 

that it is “far easier to recognize their oppression than their oppressiveness” (p. 498).  While I 

expected this to be true of my participants’ marginalized sexual status, I did not expect my white 
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participants to feel oppressed because of their race.  This reinforces Rogers and Lott’s finding, as 

these participants denied their own blatant racism while simultaneously expressing the silencing 

and marginalization they perceive as a result of their racial privilege. 

 While my participants had less to say about socioeconomic status, those who described 

greater financial hardship were quick to blame this struggle on Democrats.  Moreover, while a 

majority of my participants criticized Democrats’ attitudes and policies regarding social welfare 

programs, some of the harshest critics were those who depend on the very programs in question.  

Two such individuals bemoaned the perils of big government, arguing that government 

assistance makes citizens dependent, but later admitted that they are unemployed and collect 

government payments for undisclosed disabilities.  One of these participants shared a more 

specific example that has stood out in my mind ever since.  He explained that his cell phone is 

provided for him at no cost because of a program started by President Obama, but then 

immediately called the program a waste of money.  He explained that while he does not support 

the program, as long as it exists he will gladly take advantage of the opportunity to have a free 

phone.  It is difficult to say what factors might contribute to his attitude on this topic.  Perhaps he 

wants the program to fail since it is the brainchild of a Democrat, maybe he believes that he is 

owed this tiny favor as an upstanding citizen who is down on his luck, or maybe he believes 

wasteful government spending is so pervasive that his phone expenses are a drop in the welfare 

ocean.  A more likely explanation, and the most common sentiment to emerge among my three 

participants who spoke of their current financial hardship, is that he blames Democrats for his 

marginalized socioeconomic status. 

Indeed, my participants who spoke of socioeconomic struggle tended to blame this 

oppressed characteristic on the opposing political party, thus fueling their anti-Democrat 
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sentiments while justifying their socioeconomic disadvantage.  By blaming Democrats, at least in 

part, for their financial instability, these participants essentially take a characteristic that could 

lead to marginalization within their chosen party, and instead use it to gain traction within that 

party.  By shifting the focus of their oppression from their own socioeconomic standing to a 

critique of Democratic practices, they attempt to use this feature of identity to move from a 

position of socioeconomic marginality to one of Republican solidarity.  This allows these 

individuals to, once again, see themselves as victims—exceptions to the rule and disadvantaged 

by an oppressive system—thereby entitling them to a small portion of the money made available 

by the people and programs they loathe.   

To this point, I have shown how the results of my study reinforce some of the key ideas 

of Rogers and Lott’s (1997) work on Log Cabin Republicans.  Based on the specific details 

provided by my participants, I will now attempt to provide further insight into the overall 

understanding of virtual insiders.  Initially, like the LCRs who participated in Rogers and Lott’s 

(1997) study, some of my participants seemed to perceive themselves as gay exceptions, content 

to prioritize their favorable social positions over their gay identity, while showing little to no 

concern for more marginalized LGBTQ individuals.  Interestingly, while the entire notion of 

virtual insider status hinges on one’s desire to avoid marginalization within a specific group, the 

participants described above seem somewhat content to see themselves as victims of oppression.  

Yet, perhaps these two ideas are not so incompatible after all.  Maybe my participants have 

found that by being oppressed in more socially acceptable ways, they can overlook the full 

weight of the disadvantages bestowed on them because of their sexual identity.  In other words, 

perhaps the best way to pass as a true insider within the Republican Party is not to hide one’s gay 

identity but to highlight a different marginalized identity that is more widely accepted among 
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Republicans.  Better yet, focus on a marginalized identity that, unlike sexual orientation, can be 

blamed on Democrats. 

Moreover, one of the pivotal fault lines that separated my participants was how 

outspoken they are when it comes to sharing their same-sex attraction with others.  While a 

majority of my participants are out in most areas of life and the vast majority claim to support 

LGBTQ equality, they feel little responsibility for promoting that equality in a public sphere.  

Rogers and Lott (1997) attribute this apathy directly to a desire on the part of the virtual insider 

to pass as a genuine insider by ignoring or distancing oneself from one’s oppressive 

characteristic.  Based on my analysis, two additional explanations emerge that could help 

account for my participants’ apathetic responses to pro-LGBTQ action while providing nuance to 

our understanding of virtual insiders. 

The first is that my participants simply do not prioritize equality in its current prominent 

societal packaging.  During the course of this project, same-sex marriage has been presented in 

both the media and popular discourse as the dominant issue facing LGBTQ Americans.  Yet, this 

is just one aspect of LGBTQ equality, and it does not resonate with everyone.  For instance, one 

of my participants adamantly opposes same-sex marriage, and several others who believe in 

same-sex marriage said it is a low priority for them because they do not plan on getting married 

themselves.  Indeed, if one does not see marriage as a worthwhile or meaningful goal, one might 

be understandably complacent and unmotivated by a social movement that prioritizes marriage 

as an essential—or even the only—component of LGBTQ progress.   

The second prominent explanation for participant apathy is that they simply see progress 

in the form of social equality as an inescapable reality, and have concluded that America has 

progressed far enough and will inevitably continue to grow more inclusive of sexual minorities 
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over time, with or without their help.  A majority of my participants maintain that the current 

social conditions for LGBTQ individuals are not that bad, and that most people—even those 

traditionally viewed as intolerant of sexual minorities, like Christians and Republicans—are 

more accepting than they are depicted by the media.  Moreover, my participants see privacy as a 

pivotal value, meaning they are already averse to public displays of affection or the flaunting of 

one’s sexuality.  Without such displays, most contend that individuals’ safety is not in jeopardy, 

and thus, they conclude that equality has already progressed to a suitable point.  This sense that 

the status quo is bearable—even favorable—diminishes any sense of urgency to respond or act 

on behalf of LGBTQ individuals, particularly for those who already see themselves as gay 

exceptions and who believe their power comes through assimilation.   

8.1.2 Agonistic Pluralism 

 The underlying principle of agonistic pluralism is that multiple perspectives enable a 

democracy to flourish, particularly when those perspectives are put into respectful dialogue 

rather than cast as irreconcilable opposites.  Huckfeldt, Johnson, and Prague (2004) highlighted 

the necessity of conflicting viewpoints in democratic politics, going so far as to say that “a 

democracy without conflict and disagreement is not a democracy” (p. 2).  They added, “If people 

do not encounter disagreements as part of social interaction and political communication, the 

deliberative efficacy of political communication is seriously compromised” (p. 8).  Consensus, 

they would contend, is a bane to democracy’s existence.  Agonistic pluralism adds an important 

caveat to this idea, reinforcing the need for a plurality of perspectives, but advocating for mutual 

respect when conflicting ideas arise.  The participants in my study provide an interesting glimpse 

at some of these theoretical principles in action. 
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 Indeed, my participants understand the contentiousness of their own identities.  They are 

aware of the tension they create for others, in large part because they are frequently reminded—

both implicitly and explicitly—that their own identities exist at odds with dominant norms and 

expectations.  In spite of this, most of my participants remained level-headed in their responses, 

rather than reacting with hostility or antagonism.  This, then, is one way in which my participants 

incorporate the ideals of agonistic pluralism into their daily lives.  Perhaps this could be 

attributed, at least in part, to how accustomed they have become to going against the grain of 

popular thought.  If one’s identity is frequently challenged, discounted, or met with resistance, a 

reserved approach to discourse could prove preferable as a strategy for minimizing conflict.   

At the same time, reservation can sometimes become total aversion.  While the majority 

of my participants respect some differing perspectives and are altogether comfortable with the 

idea of disagreement, some prefer not to vocalize, initiate, or draw attention to the ways in which 

they disagree with others.  These participants avoid bringing up divisive topics altogether, 

choosing to remain silent on matters related to their own sexual orientation or political identity.  

If dissent is a necessary component of political dialogue, and dialogue is needed for democracy 

to flourish, then it could also be argued that my participants’ silence undermines the principles of 

agonistic pluralism.  Perhaps this is due, at least in part, to their status as virtual insiders, since 

the desire to pass as members of a more dominant social group might make it difficult to stand 

up against the pervasive ideas within that group.  In other words, passing requires consent and 

obedience to the dominant ideas held by the group to which one is attempting to belong, leaving 

little room for disagreement since one is already at risk of being ostracized from that group.  In 

this way, a possible relationship is established between virtual insiders and agonistic pluralism, 

as these two goals are shown to potentially work against one another.  Indeed, my participants 
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demonstrate that the desire to pass as a cultural insider can deter individuals from sharing 

different perspectives, thereby limiting democracy by privileging consensus. 

 My participants illustrate an important reality, which is that agonistic pluralism is not 

static, but dynamic.  That is, agonistic pluralism might best be thought of not as a constant 

objective or state of being, but as a system of thinking and acting that individuals can move in 

and out of freely, depending on the situation, issue, goals, and other factors.  This would explain 

the tension depicted in the preceding paragraphs, in which my participants were shown to 

embody the ideals of agonistic pluralism through respectful dissent and then resist those same 

ideals through silence, all depending on how forthcoming they chose to be in expressing their 

discordant views.  Perhaps one can selectively embrace the ideals of agonistic pluralism on a 

case by case basis, choosing to share respectful disagreement on specific subjects with certain 

individuals, while remaining silent or hostile to alternate perspectives in other situations. 

 Yet, if we accept that individuals can selectively utilize agonistic pluralism in their 

interactions with others, I am struck by an entirely new thought.  Can agonistic pluralism be used 

in a similar way as a tool for intrapersonal identity management?  That is, can the concept of 

putting multiple competing ideas into respectful dialogue occur as an internal, individual process 

of identity negotiation?  Based on the feedback from my participants, I am inclined to answer 

both of these questions affirmatively.  While an individual is obviously not a democratic society, 

there is an important similarity; both individuals and democracies falsely prioritize consensus as 

the ultimate measure of self-actualization.  While societal consensus refers to total agreement on 

a given subject among all citizens, consensus at the individual level is seen as a consistency of 

ideas, thoughts, and perspectives within a single citizen.  Both ideals, it seems, are unattainable 

and problematic.  At the societal level, Mouffe (2000) warned that the search for consensus 
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contributes to marginalization, adding, “We have to accept that every consensus exists as a 

temporary result of a provisional hegemony, as a stabilization of power, and that it always entails 

some form of exclusion” (p. 104).  Similarly, I would contend, the push for consensus among an 

individual’s many identities results in the de-prioritization—or marginalization—of certain 

identities within the self.   

In light of this, we can once again consider Mouffe’s (2000) understanding of agonistic 

pluralism as a way of constructing a “them” that “is no longer perceived as an enemy to be 

destroyed, but as an adversary… whose ideas we combat but whose right to defend those ideas 

we do not put into question” (p. 102).  Indeed, my participants reported a significant amount of 

hostility and judgment from those who disapprove of their gay Republican identities.  Often, this 

criticism was laced with bitter resentment, as others discounted their identities without 

considering their right to defend those identities.  As a result, some of my participants 

internalized the antagonism they experienced, leading them to struggle to defend their own ideas, 

even to themselves.  In this way, antagonism from others is revealed to potentially become part 

of one’s own internal monologue, shaping how that individual communicates about that identity, 

and thus, shaping the identity itself.   

The very conception of identity formation as an ongoing process of internal negotiation 

rests on the premise that we are capable of entertaining a plurality of perspectives on a given 

subject.  Of course, by considering a plethora of possibilities, we ultimately arrive at the view we 

believe best represents our reality.  This prioritized perspective can change over time, 

particularly if we are willing to consider the merits of alternate views.  Surely, individuals who 

think in absolutes and have a low tolerance for nuanced perspectives would logically have a 

more difficult time reconciling seemingly discordant identities, regardless of whether those 
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identities exist within or outside of the self.  In my own study, it seemed that participants with 

more moderate views and greater respect for the beliefs of others were also the most willing and 

best able to articulate the ways in which they make sense of their own sexual and political 

identities.  These same individuals could identify specific ideas on the opposing side that they 

found agreeable, thereby demonstrating the respect for diverse opinions that serves as a 

trademark of agonistic pluralism.  Meanwhile, those participants who struggled to express the 

connections between their political and sexual identities seemed more likely to dismiss the 

opposition as evil and devoid of redeeming qualities or ideas.  Indeed, the application of 

agonistic pluralist strategies, particularly when discussing the oppositional views of others, 

seemed to directly relate to one’s ability to put one’s own identities into a respectful internal 

dialogue.  In other words, the more open minded and respectful a participant was with others, the 

more accepting and respectful that individual was of himself. 

8.2 Limitations of the Study 

 Hindsight is said to be twenty-twenty, and while I cannot pretend to look back on this 

project and have a perfect vision of its strengths and weaknesses, there are several limitations I 

feel compelled to point out.  They include the sample population, my recruitment methods, and 

my role as researcher.  Given the qualitative nature of this study, I do not believe these limiting 

factors negate the significance of my findings; however, their role in the overall outcome of this 

project cannot be overlooked.  Moreover, in sharing these limitations, I hope to provide a 

glimpse behind the curtain so future researchers might anticipate such shortcomings and prevent 

them before they become embedded in their own projects. 
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8.2.1 Sample Population and Recruitment Methods 

 Initially, like many qualitative projects, this study was limited by my sample population.  

I began with a goal of interviewing as many men as possible, setting an expected minimum of 

ten participants.  I planned to conduct half of my interviews in Minnesota, where I grew up and 

would be spending a part of the summer, and half in Florida, where I live currently.  The impetus 

for this division was that the two states are politically quite different, with Minnesota leaning 

farther to the left and allowing same-sex marriage for over a year at the time of my interviews.  

Of course, when this plan originated in my mind, I was able to think of several gay Republicans I 

knew back in Minnesota; however, as my window of opportunity to conduct interviews grew 

near, one by one these acquaintances informed me that they no longer identify as Republican.   

This put a major kink in my plans, as my limited time frame meant I needed to find new 

men to interview and quickly.  I reached out to my friends in Minnesota, as well as to the 

Minnesota chapter of the Log Cabin Republicans.  Each of these tactics yielded one participant.  

As a last resort to reach a broad audience of gay men, I posted a call for participants on 

Craigslist, a web forum where individuals can search for various services, products, or relational 

connections.  I posted ads around the state, and began to receive responses almost immediately.  

Participants were still few and far between, with some individuals responding with their thoughts 

on the project, rather than offering to participate in it.  Several promising leads ultimately did not 

work out, as potential participants chose to break off communication in the process of learning 

more about the project or setting up an interview time.  In the end, this recruitment strategy 

resulted in four more participants, two from northern Minnesota, one from Wisconsin, and one 

from Iowa.  Though Wisconsin does not currently allow same-sex marriage, Jim was headed 

through Minnesota, and I was in no position to turn down a willing interview participant.  
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Something I liked about my six northern interviews is that no two participants live within a two-

hour drive of one another, giving a fairly balanced geographic representation of the region.   

 Upon my return to Florida, with six interviews under my belt and dissertation deadlines 

rapidly ticking past, I set a goal of conducting four more interviews.  I knew only one 

acquaintance who was willing to be interviewed.  Beyond that, I asked friends around the state 

for help and only one knew a possible participant.  That individual said he was too busy to 

participate in an interview.  Thus, in maintaining some north to south consistency, I headed back 

to Craigslist.  Once again, this strategy proved fruitful, as I found three more willing participants.  

Unfortunately, one of these individuals was retired and said he would be out of town on vacation 

for the foreseeable future.  Thus, I finished my interviews and decided to forge ahead with a total 

of nine.  The wide variations in the perspectives and experiences of my nine participants 

provided a rich pool of data, of which I am actually quite proud.  Nevertheless, it is difficult not 

to wonder what other details might have been contributed by a larger sample population.  Might I 

have found even greater diversity, both of participants and their insights?  Perhaps yes, but the 

nature of qualitative inquiry, particularly when coupled with deadlines, sometimes means 

making the most of what one has at a given point in time.  In the end, there is no denying that a 

larger sample population with a more diverse cast of characters would likely have yielded even 

more useful data.  

8.2.2 Time Management and Future Recruitment 

 In light of my limited sample size, I come away from this project with a more complete 

understanding of just how much time one must be prepared to spend on participant recruitment.  

Admittedly, time got away from me a bit at several points during the dissertation process, and 

one of the areas that suffered—though not nearly as badly as I fear it could have—was my 
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sample population.  It was smaller than I had hoped and had a total lack of racial diversity.  To 

that end, future researchers—myself included—would be wise to begin the recruitment process 

as early as possible.  I made the mistake of assuming my northern social network was large and 

diverse enough to help me find enough participants, which ultimately proved untrue.  By taking a 

more proactive role in the recruitment process and by lining up interviews further in advance, I 

believe I would have found a larger number of willing participants.  Moreover, this would have 

given me more time to recognize the areas in which my sample population lacked 

heterogeneity—like race—thereby enabling me to apply different criteria and recruit more 

strategically. Given the subjective nature of qualitative inquiry, it is also important to speak 

briefly to the potential limitations I brought to this project as the researcher.  I am gay, but I am 

not a Republican.  My sexual orientation is certainly not the only reason for this, though I 

occasionally think this one factor might be enough to prevent me from identifying with the 

Republican Party as it currently stands.  Frankly, I feel fortunate that I am not in a position of 

having to make that choice, meaning I am relieved that the majority of my political views fall 

more closely in line with a single party.  Nevertheless, as a self-identified Democrat—who is 

certainly not satisfied with all of the party’s ideas and actions—I still struggle to imagine myself 

voting for a candidate who opposes my equality on the basis of my sexuality.   

A few of my participants assumed, asked, or otherwise picked up on the fact that I myself 

am not a gay Republican.  While I avoided drawing attention to this fact, I answered honestly 

and succinctly when posed with questions about myself.  While knowing I am not a Republican 

may have pushed some participants to more fully explain themselves and their perspectives 

throughout the interview process, it might also have limited the candor with which they spoke to 

me on certain topics.  For instance, a couple of the most illustrative—and offensive—statements 
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were retracted from the record, an option I afforded my participants throughout the interview 

process.  While I found some statements personally offensive or misguided, I also felt privileged 

that my participants shared these very personal thoughts with me.  

I believe my own perspectives on gay Republicans evolved significantly over the course 

of this project, as I too was forced to embrace Mouffe’s (2000) notion of agonistic pluralism by 

occasionally reminding myself that my participants’ views are every bit as valid as my own.  

Moreover, many of the perspectives they articulated were similar to mine, an important reminder 

that we—and our politics—are far more alike than different.  In the end, I learned a great deal 

from my participants about the ways in which we enact our political and personal identities.  Yet, 

the fact remains that it is impossible to divorce oneself entirely from one’s point of view; thus, as 

the researcher, my own biases and preconceived notions undoubtedly played some part in 

shaping the overall project. 

8.3 Directions for Future Research 

 In light of its limitations, I believe this study explores a rich and valuable area of human 

experience.  As such, I see numerous options for fruitful further research.  The most obvious, 

perhaps, is to replicate this study with a different sample population.  One approach would be to 

simply expand the study to include a much larger number of gay Republicans.  It is possible that 

this strategy would automatically yield a more diverse group of participants.  However, there is 

no guarantee that greater volume would result in greater variation; thus, another option would be 

to replicate this research with participants who meet different criteria.  While participants might 

be more difficult to find, such an approach would enable the researcher to focus the study on a 

different group of individuals, such as LBTQ individuals other than gay men or LGBTQ 
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individuals who share a specific race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, educational background, 

geographic location, group membership, or other defining identity or cultural characteristic. 

 Moreover, recent history has seen dramatic shifts in public opinion, as well as state and 

national legislation.  As LGBTQ visibility continues to increase and issues like same-sex 

marriage continue to gain public support, this area of research offers important insight and 

implications for all parties involved.  A majority of my participants agreed that if same-sex 

marriage can maintain its footing long enough for the LGBTQ population to feel it is secure, 

many individuals—particularly those whose political perspectives are based largely on this issue 

alone at this time—might find themselves needing to reevaluate their political identities.  In other 

words, if same-sex marriage becomes an accepted part of American society, it would no longer 

be perceived as a politically divisive issue, meaning individuals who denounced the Republican 

Party because of that particular issue might shift their attention to other topics.  My participants 

contend that, with same-sex marriage off the table, more LGBTQ individuals might find their 

home in the Republican Party.  Future research could explore this claim.   

If that research suggests that my participants are correct in this hypothesis, it would be 

worth noting whether the party shift occurs state by state—as LGBTQ individuals in more 

progressive states might feel confident in the staying power of marriage equality earlier than 

those in states that are late to adopt same-sex marriage—or if individuals would wait for 

marriage equality to securely reach all states before risking a political shift.  Depending on how 

the U.S. Supreme Court rules on same-sex marriage this summer, we might be in a position to 

observe these trends sooner than most people thought possible.  Moreover, if there is a noticeable 

growth in the number of LGBTQ Republicans, it would be important to identify which LGBTQ 

individuals are the quickest to change and their primary political motivations for doing so.  Such 
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research could offer important implications, both politically and personally.  Politically, it could 

highlight the depth and changeability of political identity, the potential impact of a single issue 

on voting behavior, and the extent to which a party must evolve on an issue it once opposed to no 

longer be perceived as a threat.  On the personal level, a plethora of implications might emerge 

from this research, such as the role of history and the impact of grudges in one’s identity 

negotiation process, how individuals communicate a change in political identity to others, and 

how perceived marginalization plays into an individual’s decision about whether to accept same-

sex marriage as an adequate measure of equal rights or to continue fighting for more inclusive 

forms of social equality. 

 A final area for potential exploration would involve similar studies with participants who 

do not belong to the LGBTQ community but who feel strongly about LGBTQ equality.  It seems 

likely that family members, friends, and other allies might experience a process of identity 

negotiation similar to that faced by LGBTQ individuals.  I grew up in a conservative household.  

We were Baptist and, in large part because of this, we voted Republican.  As I began to come to 

terms with my gay identity, I was forced to renegotiate my religious and political identities.  In 

my own experience, some friends and family members underwent a similar process of identity 

negotiation as a result of my coming out.  While not everyone emerged with a different set of 

identities, those close to me now have at least one personal connection to issues related to 

LGBTQ equality.  When they see political commercials, hear political debates, or witness 

politically-based marginalization, I would venture to say that they cannot help but think of me.  

In other words, their interest in the quality of my life makes LGBTQ equality a matter of 

personal interest to them.  While I will not claim that the experience of an ally is equal to that of 

an LGBTQ individual, I maintain that such individuals must grapple more fully with the 
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ramifications of their political identity than those with no direct connections to the LGBTQ 

community.  Thus, I think future research on these individuals, such as Republicans who support 

LGBTQ equality or former Republicans whose political views were affected by this issue, could 

yield fascinating insights into the effects of empathy and vicarious identification on political 

identity negotiation. 

8.4 Final Thoughts 

 As I prepare to walk away from this project, I cannot help but think back on the 

generosity of my participants, who willingly shared the very ideas that so often mark them as 

outsiders.  When I tell people about my dissertation topic, they respond with unanimous 

enthusiasm and genuine curiosity, sentiments I take to confirm the tension assumed to exist 

between gay and Republican identities.  Yet, perhaps it is not merely outsider curiosity but a 

deeper sense of commonality that motivates such strong reactions from those who do not identify 

as gay and Republican.   

One of the most remarkable ideas to emerge from this project is that, while the gay 

Republican experience is certainly unique, the primary tensions that exist within it are not.  In 

other words, while many outsiders question how LGBTQ individuals could identify with 

Republicans given the party’s history of working against LGBTQ equality, the reality is that 

nearly every citizen in a democratic society is forced to make concessions at the voting booth.  

We select from a narrow field of candidates, none of whom fully represent us on all issues, and 

we vote only yes or no on complex matters, regardless of how nuanced our perspectives might 

be.  In reality, we all find ourselves choosing which issues and aspects of ourselves to prioritize 

with respect to our political practices and identities.  The key difference, of course, is that most 

of us are not ostracized for voting in a way that others perceive to contradict our self-interest.  
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The assumption that one’s marginalized sexual identity—or any single identity, for that matter—

should trump all other beliefs and automatically dictate political affiliation neglects the reality 

that political identity is complex and personal.  Ultimately, a case could be made that there is no 

such thing as a true insider when it comes to identifying with a political party; rather, we are all 

outsiders to varying degrees.  

 In light of this understanding, and however counterintuitive it might seem, I would 

contend that gay Republicans are uniquely situated to represent the broader predicament of 

American politics.  The process of identity negotiation described by my participants provides 

insights that extend well beyond the scope of their experiences as gay, white, male Republicans.  

The men I interviewed recognize compromise as a necessary component of the American voting 

process, forming their political identities around what they see as the bigger picture.  Most accept 

that the Democratic Party is more accommodating to LGBTQ individuals than its Republican 

counterpart; yet, they remain adamant that this alone should not cement their allegiance to the 

party.  They recognize the plethora of ways in which the personal and political are revealed to be 

one and the same, and see sexual orientation as merely one component of a much larger network 

of issues and ideals that affect the world in which we live.  Their identity as Republicans, despite 

their marginalized sexual status, demonstrates a keen awareness of the reality that participation 

in the American political sphere comes with an inherent need for compromise, sacrifice, and 

negotiation of the many identities and beliefs within each of us. 
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APPENDIX A 

INFORMED CONSENT 

Florida State University 

Informed Consent Form for Research with Human Subjects 

Title: He Leans to the Right: The Personal and Political Identities of Gay Republicans  

Principal Investigator/Researcher: Michael Chouinard  

Faculty Advisor/Major Professor: Dr. Donna Nudd  

Human Subjects Office/IRB Contact Information: (850)644-4392 

 

Introduction: 

You are invited to take part in a research study.  Research studies include only people who 

choose to take part.  Please take your time making a decision.  Before agreeing to participate in 

this research study, it is important that you read this consent form because it describes the study 

and any of the risks it may involve.  It is important that you understand that no guarantees or 

promises can be made regarding the results of the study. 

 

Purpose: 

This research project seeks to understand the personal and political identities of gay Republicans.  

Specifically, the study will focus on the ways in which gay Republicans see these identities 

working together.  The study is open to all adults who self-identify as both gay and Republican. 

 

Procedures: 

If you decide to take part in this study, you will be asked to complete an in-depth face-to-face 

interview.  The interview will be scheduled to take place at your convenience.  It will include a 

series of open-ended questions related to your personal attitudes, beliefs, and experiences, 

particularly as they relate to your political and sexual identities.  There are no right or wrong 

answers; the interview is an opportunity for you to share your personal views.  The interview 

will last approximately 60 to 90 minutes and will be audio recorded so your responses can be 

transcribed accurately at a later time.  While some of your responses will likely be included in 

printed form in the final product, the audio recording of your voice will not be included or made 

available to the public in any way. 

 

Confidentiality: 

The information you provide during the interview will be kept confidential, to the extent allowed 

by law.  It is important to note that your words may be included in the final research project, as 

well as subsequent versions of the project.  It is possible such projects could be shared at 

academic conferences or published in a wide array of formats, including books or academic 

journals.  However, your name will not be included, nor will information that could make you 

easily identifiable to others.  To further protect your confidentiality, you may choose a 

pseudonym (code name) for yourself at the end of this form.  

 

Risks and Benefits: 

This study will ask you to provide information of a personal nature.  The conversation will 

include subjects related to politics and political identity, sexual orientation and sexual identity, as 
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well as other topics often considered to be somewhat personal.  Your answers are completely 

voluntary, and you may choose to skip questions, restate an answer, or discontinue the survey at 

any time.  The risks associated with participating in this study are minimal. 

 

The only foreseeable benefits associated with participating in this study are the opportunity for 

self-reflection and the articulation of your perspectives and experiences.  While these personal 

benefits are minimal, the results of this study may contribute in a larger sense to our 

understanding of political and sexual identities, among other areas of study.  No monetary 

compensation will be provided for participating in this study. 

 

Voluntary Participation: 

Even if you consent to participate in this study, you are free to stop the survey at any time.  You 

do not need to complete it if you feel uncomfortable doing it. 

 

Authorization Statement: 

By signing this form and choosing to move forward with the interview process, you are agreeing 

to take part in this research project.  This means that you have read this consent form, your 

questions have been answered, and you have decided to volunteer.   

 

 

 

_________________________________  ____________________________________ 

Participant’s Name (Printed)    Participant’s Signature  Date 

 

 

_________________________________ 

Participant’s Pseudonym/Chosen Name  

(to be used in the final project) 
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APPENDIX B 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Project: He Leans to the Right: The Personal and Political Identities of Gay Republicans  

Principal Investigator/Interviewer: Michael Chouinard 

 

Background Information: 

 Tell me about yourself. 

 

Political Identity 

 How do you identify yourself politically? 

o What does that mean to you? 

o How important are politics to you? 

o What are the key issues that drive your political views?   

 Why do you think these issues are so important to you? 

 

 Growing up, how and when did your family talk about politics?   

o What were you taught about politics? 

o How often did your family discuss politics?  What usually caused this? 

o What were the key issues that determined your parents’ political views? 

o Has that changed over the years?  If so, in what ways? 

 

 When did you first become aware of politics?  Can you tell me more about that? 

o Growing up, did you generally agree with the political ideologies of those in your 

family? 

o Has that changed over time? 

o How have your own political views evolved? 

 

 How do you practice your political beliefs?  For example, do you give money to a 

candidate or cause, run for office, forward emails, engage others in face-to-face dialogue? 

o Describe this to me. 

 

 How do you feel about the current state of the party to which you belong? 

o Describe the members of that party to me. 

o How do you think those outside your party view your party? 

o Is there anything you would like to see the party do differently?  If so, what? 

 What do you think it would take to make this happen? 

o Are there any issues on which you disagree with most members of your party?  

 If so, can you explain how your views differ? 

o What are the key issues on which you agree with most members of your party? 

 

 How do you feel about the primary opposing party? 

o Describe the members of that party to me. 

o What would you like to see that party do differently? 

o What do you think it would take to make this happen? 
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o Are there any issues on which you agree with most members of that party? 

 If so, can you explain how your views are similar? 

o What are your primary oppositions to that party? 

o How do you think members of that party might describe your party? 

 

 Where do you get most of your information about politics?  (Be specific.) 

o How often do you seek out information about politics? 

o Did you vote in the last presidential election? 

 What were your main reasons for voting for the candidate you chose? 

o Do you vote in state or local elections that don’t happen during the presidential 
election? 

o What’s your overall view of the role the media play in the political process? 

 

Sexual Identity 

 First off, how do you identify sexually? 

o What does that identity mean to you? 

o In what ways, if at all, do you feel this identity impacts your daily life? 

o Do you feel you are more similar or different from others who identify in that 

way, and how so? 

 

 What was the coming out process like for you? 

o (What was unique about your personal coming out experience? How old were 

you?  What motivated you to do so?  Who did you come out to first and why?  

What was the reaction like?) 

o Are there people you still are not out to? 

 If so, why not? 

 Do you think this will ever change? 

 

 Do you feel you have a lot in common with other [gay men]?  How so?  How different? 

o Do you have many friends who are gay men? 

 What are those relationships like? 

 

 Do you feel you have a lot in common with individuals who identify as lesbian, bisexual, 

transgendered, or queer? 

o What commonalities do you see? 

o What differences do you see? 

o Do you have many friends who identify as lesbian, bisexual, transgendered, or 

queer? 

 What are those relationships like? 

 

 What do you think of LGBTQ pride and activism? 

o In what ways do you feel LGBTQ activists help or hurt the push for equality? 

o If LGBTQ individuals want equality, what do you think is the best way to achieve 

that? 

 How do you think those who oppose equal rights for LGBTQ Americans view these 

individuals? 
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o Do you think these views are accurate?  Why or why not? 

o If you heard someone voicing these concerns, would you speak up?  Why or why 

not? 

 If so, what would you say? 

 

 Are you currently in a romantic relationship?  (If not, have you been and do you think 

you will be one day?) 

o Tell me about it. 

 How would you describe that relationship to a friend?  (Think about 

commitment level, duration, future plans, etc.) 

 Where do you see your relationship going? 

 

o Do you see same-sex relationships as being more similar to or different from 

opposite-sex relationships?  Why is that? 

 In what ways would you say your relationships (current or previous) tend 

to be similar to “traditional” relationships? 

 In what ways would you say your relationships (current or previous) tend 

to be different than “traditional” relationships? 

 

o How do you feel about same-sex relationships in general? 

 How long have you felt this way? 

 How has this changed over time? 

 What motivated this change? 

 

o Beyond the obvious answer, in what ways do you think the sex lives of same-sex 

couples are similar to or different from the sex lives of opposite-sex couples? 

 Is this a good thing or a bad thing?  Why? 

 

o Same question as above, but this time I’m wondering in what ways you think the 
sex lives of LGBTQ individuals not in relationships are similar to or different 

from those of heterosexual individuals? 

 Is this a good thing or a bad thing?  Why? 

 

 Do you see yourself ever getting married?  Why or why not? 

o Describe your views on same-sex marriage. 

 How long have you felt this way? 

 How has this changed over time? 

 What motivated this change? 

 What do you think is the biggest obstacle facing marriage equality in the 

United States? 

 What do you see as the best argument for marriage equality? 

 What do you see as the best argument against marriage equality? 

 Do your beliefs about marriage equality impact your political views? 

 Why or why not?  And in what ways? 

 What do you think are some of the other key political issues facing 

LGBTQ Americans? 
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The Political and the Personal 

 What role, if any, do you feel politics plays in your relationships? 

o How do the majority of your friends identify politically? 

 What’s that like? 

o How does your partner identify politically? 

 What’s that like? 

o How frequently do politics come up? 

 How do those conversations go? 

 

 Do you feel sexual orientation should impact someone’s political views? 

o Why or why not? 

o In what ways? 

 

 How do you think most gay men in our country identify politically? 

o Why do you think this is? 

o What would you say to those men? 

o Does the same apply to lesbians, bisexuals, transgenders, and queers, or do you 

think their situation is different?  How so? 

 

 How do you feel your sexual orientation impacts your role as a [Republican]? 

o What do you feel you have in common with a majority of Republicans? 

o How do you feel you are different from a majority of Republicans? 

o Do you feel welcome in the Republican party? 

o Are you open about your sexual orientation with others in your political party? 

 How is that received? 

 

 Is it harder to come out to Republicans as gay or as gay to Republicans?   

o In what ways? 

o Why do you think this is? 

 

 How would you respond to Republicans who are critical of your sexual orientation? 

 How would you respond to other LGBTQ individuals who are critical of your political 

affiliation? 

 

 What are your favorite and least favorite things about being a Republican? 

 What are your favorite and least favorite things about being gay? 

 

 How do you involve yourself politically?  (Do you belong to any political organizations, 

forums, go to meetings, etc.?) 

o What’s that like? 

 

 If you could make any changes to your political party, what would they be? 

 How do you feel your party as a whole regards LGBTQ Americans? 

o In what ways do you think this helps or hurts the party? 

o How do you feel about this aspect of your party? 

o Do you think your party will change in this area? 
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 What direction do you see the Republican Party headed over the next few years? 

o Do you think Republicans will attempt to win over LGBTQ voters? 

o What would it take for them to do this? 

 

 How many gay Republicans do you know? 

o In what ways do you think their political experiences and views are similar to 

your own? 

o In what ways do you think their political experiences and views are different from 

your own? 

o Do you feel a sense of solidarity with these individuals? 

o What role do they play in solidifying your own identity as a gay Republican? 

 

 Is it ever difficult to reconcile your political and sexual identities?  (Do you ever feel like 

your political and sexual identities clash?) 

o In what ways? 

o Why do you think this is? 

 

 What else should I know about your experiences as a gay Republican?  The ups and 

downs?  What makes you unique?  What do you want others to know? 

o What key lessons do you think others can learn from you about American politics 

and political beliefs? 

o What do you think others can learn from you about life as a gay man? 

o Any closing thoughts? 
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APPENDIX C 

IRB APPROVAL 

The Florida State University 

Office of the Vice President For Research 

Human Subjects Committee 

Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 

(850) 644-8673 · FAX (850) 644-4392 

 

APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 

 

Date: 10/8/2013 

 

To: Michael Chouinard 

 

Dept.: COMMUNICATION 

 

From:   Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 

 

Re:     Use of Human Subjects in Research 

 

He Leans to the Right: The Personal and Political Identities of Gay Republicans 

 

The application that you submitted to this office in regard to the use of human subjects in the 

proposal referenced above have been reviewed by the Secretary, the Chair, and one member of 

the Human Subjects Committee. Your project is determined to be Expedited per per 45 CFR § 

46.110(7) and has been approved by an expedited review process. 

 

The Human Subjects Committee has not evaluated your proposal for scientific merit, except to 

weigh the risk to the human participants and the aspects of the proposal related to potential risk 

and benefit. This approval does not replace any departmental or other approvals, which may be 

required. 

 

If you submitted a proposed consent form with your application, the approved stamped consent 

form is attached to this approval notice.  Only the stamped version of the consent form may be 

used in recruiting research subjects. 

 

If the project has not been completed by 10/7/2014 you must request a renewal of approval for 

continuation of the project. As a courtesy, a renewal notice will be sent to you prior to your 

expiration date; however, it is your responsibility as the Principal Investigator to timely request 

renewal of your approval from the Committee. 

 

You are advised that any change in protocol for this project must be reviewed and approved by 

the Committee prior to implementation of the proposed change in the protocol.  A protocol 

change/amendment form is required to be submitted for approval by the Committee.  In addition, 
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federal regulations require that the Principal Investigator promptly report, in writing any 

unanticipated problems or adverse events involving risks to research subjects or others. 

 

By copy of this memorandum, the Chair of your department and/or your major professor is 

reminded that he/she is responsible for being informed concerning research projects involving 

human subjects in the department, and should review protocols as often as needed to insure that 

the project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations. 

 

This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research Protection. The 

Assurance Number is FWA00000168/IRB number IRB00000446. 

 

Cc: Donna Nudd, Advisor 

HSC No. 2013.11117 

 

 

The formal PDF approval letter: 

http://humansubjects.magnet.fsu.edu/pdf/printapprovalletter.aspx?app_id=11117 
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APPENDIX D 

IRB RE-APPROVAL 

The Florida State University 

Office of the Vice President For Research 

Human Subjects Committee 

Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 

(850) 644-8673 · FAX (850) 644-4392 

 

RE-APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 

Date: 9/9/2014 

 

To: Michael Chouinard 

Dept.: COMMUNICATION 

From:   Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 

 

Re:     Re-approval of Use of Human subjects in Research 

He Leans to the Right: The Personal and Political Identities of Gay Republicans 

 

Your request to continue the research project listed above involving human subjects has been 

approved by the Human Subjects Committee. If your project has not been completed by 

9/8/2015, you must request a renewal of approval for continuation of the project. As a courtesy, a 

renewal notice will be sent to you prior to your expiration date; however, it is your responsibility 

as the Principal Investigator to timely request renewal of your approval from the committee. 

 

If you submitted a proposed consent form with your renewal request, the approved stamped 

consent form is attached to this re-approval notice.  Only the stamped version of the consent 

form may be used in recruiting of research subjects. You are reminded that any change in 

protocol for this project must be reviewed and approved by the Committee prior to 

implementation of the proposed change in the protocol.  A protocol change/amendment form is 

required to be submitted for approval by the Committee. In addition, federal regulations require 

that the Principal Investigator promptly report in writing, any unanticipated problems or adverse 

events involving risks to research subjects or others. 

 

By copy of this memorandum, the Chair of your department and/or your major professor are 

reminded of their responsibility for being informed concerning research projects involving 

human subjects in their department.  They are advised to review the protocols as often as 

necessary to insure that the project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and 

with DHHS regulations. 

 

Cc: Donna Nudd, Advisor 

HSC No. 2014.13638 

 

The formal PDF approval letter: 

http://humansubjects.magnet.fsu.edu/pdf/printapprovalletter.aspx?app_id=13638 
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