The Gay Dilemma

THE AIDS THREAT HAS BROUGHT IT UF:
WHY ARE SOME HOMOSEXUAL MEN SO PROMISCUOQUS?

BY NIkkI MEREDITH

he apparent
association be-
tween acquired immune
deficiency syndrome
(AIDS) and multiple sexu-
al partners has forced
many homosexual men to
re-examine their lifestyles.

For many, promiscuity is
out and monogamy is in. But ques-
tions remain as to whether most homo-
sexual men really want or can have
monogamous relationships.

The data that spurred this self-ex-
amination, and surprised even a few
veterans of the urban gay scene, come
from researchers who have been
studying the sexual practices of men
who have contracted AIDS, In a 1982
study of 50 AIDS victims, for example,
the Centers for Disease Control in At-
Janta found that the median number of
lifetime sexual partners for these men
was 1,100, with a few of the men re-

orting as many as 20,000. The median
pumber of different partners for a ho-
mosexual control group without the
disease (a matched sample of 120 men)
was 550. These figures are consistent
with the results of a 1978 survey of

685 gay men living in San Francisco.
Psychologist Alan P. Bell and sociolo-
gist Martin S. Weinberg of the Kinsey

Institute for Sex Research found that

15 percent of these men reported hav-

ing between 500 and 1,000 partners;

more than 25 percent had above 1,000.
Traditional psychoanalysts—still
bitter about the American Psychiatric
Association’s 1973 decision to drop the
designation of homosexuality as a sex-
ual deviation from the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual—see these seem-
ingly astronomical statistics as fur-
ther proof that homosexuality is, by
definition, a disorder of psychosexual
development. The association’s 1973
resolution states that a ‘“significant
proportion of homosexuals are clearly
satisfied with their sexual orientation
and show no signs of psychopatholo-
gy.” Nevertheless, it is worth looking
at the doetrinaire psychoanalytic ex-
planation of gay promiscuity because
at its base is the belief that anything
but male-female sexuality is abnor-
mal—a view widely shared by society
and by many nonanalytic psychothera-
pists who treat homosexual patients.
New York psychoanalyst Charles
W. Socarides, a longtime advocate of
the disease model of homosexuality,
says that promiscuity among gay men
is a manifestation of oedipal fixation:
“In his primary identification with his
mother, the homosexual has (figura-
tively) lost his penis and, therefore, to
preserve himself he must incorporate
the penis and the body of another man.

New York: a subculture in transition.
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The more fragile the structure of the
homosexual ego, and the earlier fixat-
ed he is, the more he needs the fix of a
homosexual act to allay anxiety and
the more indiscriminant he becomes.”
From this perspective, the gay scene
in San Francisco, a nationally re-
nowned homosexual mecca, is one cen-
ter of anxiety-allaying activity. For
more than a decade, San Francisco has
been seen as the homosexual equiva-
lent of the ‘“Big Rock Candy Moun-
tain,” where, as one gay man puts it,
“orgasm is never more than five min-
utes away.” It is important to empha-
size that while some promiscuity has
been common in urban areas such as
San Francisco, Los Angeles and New
York, it has not been universal. Even
in those “liberated” cities, there are
many gay men who lead lives quite re-
moved from sex-in “the fast lane.”
In the days before AIDS, a man

alone seem to argue against the
Freudian contention that castration
anxiety is a universal symptom of ho-
mosexuality.) Heterosexuals often cite
this artifact of gay culture as the
quintessential expression of indis-
criminate sex. Not so, claims psycholo-
gist C. A. Tripp, author of The Homo-
sexual Matrix. He says that the
phenomenon instead reflects a high
degree of discrimination. “If the barri-
er between the two men suddenly be-
came transparent, at least one of them
would likely find himself having sex
with someone he would never consider
pursuing as a sexual partner.”

Taken out of a larger context, de-
scriptions of bathhouses and statistics
on number of sexual partners only
tend to confirm many heterosexuals’
belief that gay men are depraved. And
it might well persuade them that gay
men are indeed seeking relief from

HERE IS A REMARKABLE RESEMBLANCE
BETWEEN THE FANTASIZED SEXUAL LIFE OF GREAT
NUMBERS OF HETEROSEXUAL MEN AND THE REAL LIFE
SEXUAL PRACTICES OF SOME HOMOSEXUAL MEN.

cruising the bars, street corners, sex
shops, restaurants and grocery stores
of the Castro District—San Francis-
co’s gay ghetto—had no difficulty
finding willing partners for one-night
stands, sometimes efficiently con-
densed to one-hour or five-minute
stands.

If convenience was a priority, he
may have preferred visiting a bath-
house, where sex-with-many evolved
to an art form. It seems unlikely that
men reporting thousands of sexual
partners could have been quite as suc-
cessful without the baths. Bathhouses
are typically arranged to accommo-
date orgies, one-to-one or one-to-two
or -three sexual encounters, or, for the
man who prefers anonymity, there are
“glory holes”—circular cut-outs in
bathroom-like stalls that allow one to
have oral sex with a neighbor in the
next stall without introductions or
small talk. (The degree of trust in-
volved in the use of a glory hole would

overidentification with their mothers
and the attendant insecurity about
their masculinity. But for all of this al-
leged female identification, there is a
remarkable resemblance between the
fantasized sexual life of great num-
bers of heterosexual men and the real-
life sexual practices of some homosex-
ual men.

The hypersexuality that has perme-
ated much of gay culture has an un-
mistakably masculine flavor: Many
heterosexual and homosexual men
have an equal appetite for pornogra-
phy and a fondness for young, well-
toned bodies. And anonymous sex is
certainly not unknown in the hetero-
sexual male world—although straight
men usually have to pay for it. At one
time, a San Francisco theater featured
live stage shows that provided male
members of the audience the opportu-
nity to perform oral sex on the female
dancers. And, in addition to traditional
prostitution, the massage-parlor in-
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dustry thrives by serving the needs of
male customers as eff1c1ently as the
customers of gay baths service gach
other. In Thy Neighbor’s Wife, jour-
naliSt Gay Ta]ese bordgrs on the ro-
tic when he describes his own
massage-parlor adventures, particu-
larly his attraction to the impersonal
nature of the experience.

But aside from a select_number of
men who, by virtue of their power or
wealth, reportedly have rema?kable
sexual success—Hugh Hefner, for ex-
ample—studies indicate that hetero-
sexual men lag far behind their homo-
sexual brothers. In their 1973 book,
Male and Female Sexuality, psth_xa—
trists Marcel T. Saghir and Elj Robins
reported that out of a sample of 24
heterosexual and 80 homosexual men,
72 percent of the heterosexuals had
fewer than eight lifetime partners as
compared with 1 percent of the homo-
sexuals; whereas 75 percent of the ho-
mosexual men had reported more than
30 partners, not one heterosexual man
did so.

Despite this difference between het-
erosexual and homosexual males,
there is an increasing trend among re-
searchers to view gender rather than
sexual orientation as the key variable
in understanding sexual attitudes. One
factor is the relatively low rate of pro-
miscuity among lesbians. In Bell and
Weinberg’s lesbian sample, more than
70 percent of the women reported few-
er than nine lifetime partners; only 3
percent had more than 100 different
partners, and none had more than 500.

Also, the promiscuity among hetero-
sexl}al women, much highlighted in
the ’60s and early "70s, is now widely
regarded by many as more a product
of transitory experimentation and me-
oo et o

ransformation i ,
sexual pgatberns. 2tion in women’s

The pronounced differe i
s Bt s in e
ans and similarity in attityde between
lesbians and heterosexual women has
led some researchers to view the s
ality of the gay cultur%“uncontzxq-
nated” as it is by the female eth ol
a distillate of male sexualit e

i . y. In a
way,” Weinberg says, ] believ.
can learn more about male g e l‘_"e
by studying gay men thap weexua 1§y
Stlr}‘(;lying heterosexual mep " e
_‘he same conclusion, f i0-
biological perspective, hagor[r)]e:nsggg_
gested by anthropologist Donald Sy-

man
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San Francisco: Established gay couples don’t frequent bars,
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says one psychologist. “It’s too damn stressful.”’

A A

mons of the University of California at
Santa Barbara. Citing similar data, he
asserts that the sexual agendas of
males and females are genetically pro-
grammed to be dissimilar. “In homo-
sexuality, we see male and female
sexualities in their pure, uncompro-
mised form,” he writes in The Evolu-
tion of Human Sexuality. Extrapolat-
ing from studies of primate behavior
and primitive societies, Symons con-
tends that men'’s desire for many sexu-
al partners, arrived at through natural
selection, maximizes their reproduc-
tive potential. In contrast, women get
no reproductive advantage from multi-
ple sexual partners, Symons argues,
because of the long gestation period of
their offspring. Women instead seek
permanent relationships with good
providers who will help assure that
their progeny survive.

What enhances this genetically fu-
eled male drive for multiple invest-
ments, Symons says, is high
arousability to multifarious stimuli,
particularly of the nubile variety, that
is, good breeders for his sperm. This
ubiquitous male sex drive—poet W. H.

NA WAY, WE
CAN LEARN MORE
ABOUT MALE SEXUALITY
BY STUDYING GAY MEN
THAN WE CAN BY STUDYING
HETEROSEXUAL MEN.

Auden called it an “intolerable itch”—
is described by New York sex thera-
pist Avodah K. Offit as a “powerful
and obvious excitement that may con-
stantly afflict the healthy male with
the desire to copulate.” Referring to
laboratory tests of male arousability
she writes, “Considering the factors
that influence it, I am overwhelmed.
Very few experiences do not stimulate
the libido of the apparently healthy
male.” So, the theory goes, homosex-
ual men are prone to seek a variety of
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partners because they are able to ful-
fill their genetic instinets unburdened
by the sexual agenda of women.

Many who object to this socio-bio-
logical orientation maintain that the
male-female dichotomy is a result of
social conditioning rather than genes.
The limitation of the “male distillate”
view of homosexuality, they charge, is
that it characterizes the gay culture as
a capsule unaffected by social forces.
Homosexual men may not be “contam-
inated” by sexual relationships with
women, but they are influenced by
their experiences as members of a mi-
nority group at odds with the larger
community.

The degree of alienation experi-
enced by homosexuals was poignantly
expressed last July by Massachusetts
Congressman Gerry E. Studds. After
his sexual encounter with a congres-
sional page was revealed, Studds pub-
licly declared his homosexuality and In
a subsequent interview said, ‘“To grow
up and to enter adulthood as 2 gaY
person in this country is to be in a situ-
ation where all the messages one re-
ceives with respect to the deepest feel-
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ings inside oneself tell one that those
feelings are not legitimate at best, and
that they are sinful and evil at worst.”

San Francisco clinical psychologist
Paul Walker, who is gay, says these
feelings of alienation create a sexual
identity that is very different from the
heterosexual’s. “Many homosexuals
feel that their whole sense of being is
defined by their sexuality from an ear-
ly age. After years of sexual repres-
sion, defiantly they shout, ‘See how
uninhibited we are, see how we've
thrown off the chains of guilt—unlike
you poor straight people who have for
so long subjected us to feelings of
worthlessness and sinfulness.””

Some of this repudiation of straight
values is most pronounced when a ho-
mosexual “comes out”’—the gay man’s

possibly be role models for me? I can’t
get married, I can’t move to the sub-
urbs with my lover and move into a
house with a two-car garage, surround-
ed by neighbors who would welcome
us. As far as I'm concerned, every-
thing has to go, you either accept it all,
every bit of it—you get church sanc-
tion, you get in-laws—or none of it.
The bottom line is that we are not of
the American culture.”

Sutton, on the other hand, faces the
dilemma shared by many gay men: the
need for emotional intimacy in the
land of sexual plenty. He may not
want to move to suburbia, but he does
want love. And while the American
heterosexual record for enduring rela-
tionships is nothing to boast about,
there is evidence that “paired intima-

ROWING UP, SAYS ONE HOMOSEXUAL,
TALWAYS KNEW THAT I WASN'T GOING
TO HAVE A RELATIONSHIP LIKE MY MOTHER
AND FATHER HAD. HOW COULD A STRAIGHT COUPLE
POSSIBLY BE ROLE MODELS FOR ME?

rite-of-passage. San Diego psychiatrist
David McWhirter explains that many
gay youngsters are deprived of nor-
mal adolescent experimentation with
sex because they are trying so hard
during that period to hide their homo-
sexuality. ‘“Depending on when they
finally have this period of sexual ex-
perimentation—sometimes it isn’t un-
til they are 35 or 40 years old—they
can get sort of hung up before they
work it out,” he says.

Terry Sutton, who moved from Iowa
to San Francisco a year and a half ago,
says his “coming out” left him without
“anchors.” “Suddenly I was dumped
into all this maleness. I had nothing to
tell me that I ought to be monoga-
mous—other than something inside
that said, ‘I want to be loved.””

Reiterating a common refrain that
trying to live like heterosexuals is self-
defeating, Sutton says, “Growing up, I
always knew that I wasn’t going to
have a relationship like my mother and
father. How could a straight couple

PSYCHOLOGY TODAY 7/ JANUARY 19584

cy” is a much greater task for homo-
sexual men.

Some observers of homosexual be-
havior believe that society’s stigma
against homosexuality is sometimes
turned inward and projected by gay
men onto each other, mitigating
against love and emotional commit-
ment. Social psychologist Evelyn
Hooker, considered a pioneer in homo-
sexual _research, observes, “Even with
gay liberation, there is much
hor_nophobla among gays themselves.
It is extremely difficult for some gay
men to accept the fact that they can
have long-standing relationships and
not be punished for it.”

Walker says this self-deprecation
can produce compulsive promiscuity,
which he distinguishes from ‘“recre-
ational” promiscuity. “The man suf-
fgrmg from this kind of compulsive
disorder must have a great number of
sexual partners in order to validate his
sense of self-worth, but there is no joy
involved. As soon as he connects with
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AFTER AIDS:

It

he nightmare of A IDS and its life-

threatening consequences 1s by
now a familiar story, but for many
gay men the epidemic has also f‘md
far-reaching social and psychological
effects. “It’s as if a panel of experts
sat down one day and said we are go-
ing to stop promoting sexual free-
amy will now be the hall-

dom; monog s :
sanity,” says San

mark of gay
Francisco psychologist Paul Walker.

During the past ycar, manifesta-
tions of this shift have become In-
creasingly visible: the sudden drop in
business or closing of once-flourish-
ing bathhouses, the near-desertion of
streets and parks formerly bustling
with men “cruising,” and perhaps
the decline in the incidence of venere-
al disease in both New York and San
Francisco.

The changing interest from scor-
ing sex to scoring relationships has
also been evident in the gay press.
Peter Frisch, publisher of The Advo-
cate, says that classified advertise-
ments seeking ‘“sex only” have
dropped by 25 percent, while ads
placed by men seeking ‘“relation-
ships” have increased by at least
that much. Ads for models or es-
corts, which once filled seven or
eight pages, have fallen to one page.

This shift in attitudes was also ap-
parent in a March 1983 survey of 600
sexually active gay men. San Fran-
cisco therapists Leon McKusick, Wil-
liam Horstman and Arthur Carfagni
say the men generally reported more
interest in forming new relationships
and felt greater commitment to ex-
isting relationships and to limiting
sexual contacts outside primary rela-
tionships. A majority of the men said
that they believed that being in a mo-
nogamous relationship would be best

for them.

McKusick believes the outcome of
the March survey was probably af-
fected by its timing. “The media had
just amped up its coverage of AIDS,
so we caught everyone in mid-panie,
but, at the same time, the men were
relatively ignorant about the way the
disease is transmitted.”

While people are now better in-
formed, much of the panic has sub-
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sided and along with it, some of the
sexual restraint. “There’s a limit to
how long people can stay terrified,”
says New York psychiatrist Michael
Pollatsek. “I'm learning from my pa-
tients and other doctors that there
has been a resurgence of sexual pro-
miscuity by some who were cutting
back earlier last year.”

Hal Slate, owner of the Caldron, a
private sex club in San Francisco,
says his business, which dropped pre-
cipitously during the first six months
of last year, has picked up since the
summer. ‘“‘More people are coming in
now, but there is a difference. Most
members come less often, play with
fewer people, leave earlier and are
just more cautious.”

Some men are finding the attempt
to suddenly shift gears a difficult
struggle. “A lot of people I know
have been pretty hard on themselves
because they haven’t been able to
make overnight changes in their life-
styles,” Slate says. “That feeling of
failure leads to anxiety, and then
they go out and get loaded and sexu-
ally splurge.”

McKusick says that some of the
men he sees in his practice have
made commitments to sexually ex-
clusive relationships because of
AIDS, and are finding it less than
blissful. ““Some complain of in-
creased pressure and even feelings
of hatred, and other common pitfalls
of intimacy that one can have in a
monogamous relationship.”

The shift from sexual freedom to
sexual restriction, McKusick says,
has had a profound effect on the “tri-
bal” character of the gay-liberation
movement. “A central feature of the
urban gay culture was getting to-
gether as brothers, going to the
baths and celebrating their sexuality,
It seemed very important in throw-
ing off negative stereotypes and
feeling a sense of identity around
one’s sexuality.”

But Cleve Jones, a 28-year-old gay
activist and political aide to a San
Francisco state legislator, says that
a new sense of brotherhood is replac-
ing the old one. “Gay men are find-
ing out that they enjoy activities with
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New Bell Saloon, San Francisco: meeting panic with caim advice.

other gay men that have nothing to
do with sex—baseball, soccer, choral
groups. Now there are more social
alternatives to bars and heavy drugs
and sex.”

Robert Ferro, a 40-year-old New
York writer, says the shift away
from a sexual emphasis was begin-
ning to take place among members
of his generation even before AIDS.
“We were the vanguard of the gay
sexual revolution, but people in my
generation are maturing and less
driven by their genitals.

“Even before AIDS, friends of
mine who were running clubs were
talking about turning the music
down so people could talk and get to
know each other. The back rooms
were still there, but no longer as im-
portant.” Ferro says the develop-
ment of nonsexual gay activities has
been “ripping along” in New York as
the gay community grows, and he
claims that this diversification of in-
terests has been accompanied by a
general move toward respectability.
“It comes from a desire to no longer
be limited by the perception of us as
a sexual and social anathema.”

These factors, along with AIDS,

have combined to create what Ferro
calls “homosociability” and an over-
all desexuahzation of the gay cul-
ture. “I spent some time at Fire Is-
land this summer, and I noticed a big
difference in the way the men ap-
proached one another. Usually, in the
past, when you were walking along
the boardwalk or hanging out on the
Island, the possibility of sex was con-
stantly hanging in the air. When peo-
ple passed, they would eye each oth-
er rather than greet each other. If
you were available, there would be
one kind of response; if you weren't,
there would be none at all. This sum-
mer, people would just say hello and
smile.”

No one knows, however, what
would happen if a cure for AIDS
were found tomorrow. “It’s still too
early to say how profound and long-
lasting some of these changes will
be,” says San Francisco psychiatrist
David Kessler. “There is a tendency
to place a higher value on limited
sexual behavior and monogamy to fit
into traditional ideas, but whether
that fits into the values of gay men
... we don't know.”

—NM.



