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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The gay movement,^ which emerged in the United States 

in the 1940s and burgeoned in the late 1960s, has impacted 

the public's attitudes toward homosexuality and helped 

consolidate a subcultural community that is composed of 

individuals who identify themselves as gays, lesbians, 

bisexuals, and transsexuals (Button et al., 1997; D'Emilio, 

1992; Greenberg, 1988; Harris, 1997; Katz, 1976; Murray, 

1996). Building a social movement based on identity 

signifies a general shift of contemporary social movements' 

focus from that of challenging economic and power 

redistribution to that of redefining taken-for-granted 

cultural meanings, constructing collective identities, and 

creating autonomous space for non-dominant groups (Castells, 

1997; Cohen, 1985; Gamson, 1992; Giddens, 1991; Habermas, 

1981, 1987; Hunt et al., 1994; Katsiaficas, 1997; 

Klandermans and Tarrow, 1988; Melucci, 1989, 1994, 1996). 

^ I will use "the gay movement" throughout the thesis, although it 
is important to note that the movement consists of lesbians, gay men, 
bisexuals, transsexuals, and other "sexual dissents" (see, Duggan and 
Hunter, 1995) . 
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The gay movement reflects some of these changes as it 

invites gays and lesbians to participate in challenging 

sexual norms and to involve themselves in community building 

(Altman, 1982; Castells, 1983; D'Emilio, 1983; Kriesi et 

al., 1996; Marotta, 1981; Warren, 1974; Wolf, 1979). The 

gay movement exhibits at least two objectives similar to 

those of other social movements flourishing in the 1960s and 

1970s (such as the civil rights movements and the feminist 

movements). First, collective actors in these movements 

intend to redefine the taken-for-granted cultural meanings 

that are imposed by the dominant groups in society. Gender 

issues raised by feminism, for example, have changed not 

only the political configuration of society but also 

interpersonal relationships and social cognition about 

gender and power in everyday life (Buechler, 1990; Whittier, 

1995) . The gay movement is similar in this respect as it 

has fought to debunk the cultural mythology that attributes 

homosexuality with sin, abnormality, and medical-psychiatry 

pathology (Conrad and Schneider, 1980). 

The second objective that the gay movement shares with 

other recent social movements is the construction of 

collective identity and a subcultural community. The gay 
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movement facilitates a process for participants both to 

acknowledge their individual sexual identity and to 

reproduce a collective identity for community building 

(Epstein, 1987; Kauffman, 1990; Kriesi et al., 1996; Taylor 

and Whittier, 1992; Wolf, 1979). Thus, the coming out 

process promoted by the gay movement is an acknowledgment of 

individual sexual identity and a tool for gays and lesbians 

to express their grievance toward heterosexism (Berube, 

1990; Rhoads, 1994). Hence, the more individuals come out 

of the closet, the wider the gay community expands (Weeks, 

1977, 1989). A strong subcultural community serving as a 

site for mobilization is a determinant factor for the 

success of the gay movement (D'Emilio, 1983, 1992). 

According to these two general characters of the gay 

movement, a study of any gay-movement-related organization 

requires one to situate the group, on the one hand, in the 

external contested field in which actors attempt to (or fail 

to) redefine the cultural meanings of homosexuality and, on 

the other hand, in the internal environment wherein 

participants reproduce a sense of collective identity that 

allows community building. 



There are very few sociological studies that have 

examined the strategies of gay and lesbian organizations in 

relation to the gay movement (except, Esterberg, 1994; 

Eraser, 1996; Gamson, 1989, 1995; Lehr, 1994); even fewer 

are studies concerning how the gay community can contribute 

to the advancement of the gay movement. In this thesis, I 

explore how the gay fraternity, an organization embedded in 

the gay community, both contributed to and impeded the 

advancement of the gay movement. Examining the gay 

fraternity's group strategies toward social change and its 

within-group cultural strategies can help to understand the 

importance to a social movement and its mobilization with 

respect to group dynamics and interaction among collective 

identity, ideology, and organizational forms. 

In Chapter II, I will outline the historical 

development of the gay movement by reviewing the major 

strategies used by gay activists. The purpose for this 

review is to provide a framework upon which I can evaluate 

the effectiveness of the gay fraternity in terms of its 

contribution to social change. As I will discuss, there are 

generally two major orientations in the gay movement's 

history. The first one is the legitimation paradigm that 
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emphasizes assimilation of gay people into the existing 

system. It also promotes social change by reforming the 

established institutions. The second one is the liberation 

paradigm that advocates an overall change in the existing 

(meaning) system and promotes cross-group coalitions. 

Although not mutually exclusive, these two paradigms have 

created division within the gay movement. 

In Chapter III, I describe the ethnographic methods I 

employed in this study. In particular I discuss the 

grounded theory method that directs the process of data 

collection and data analysis for this thesis. In addition, 

I also provide a sketch of the gay fraternity's history and 

its general structure. 

In Chapters IV and V, I will situate the gay fraternity 

in the straight world and the gay world, respectively. I 

separate the two worlds for analytical purposes only, 

because in reality they overlap one another and most of the 

time are inseparable. In Chapter IV, I examine how the gay 

fraternity externally challenged the cultural meaning of 

being gay within the straight fraternity institution. In 

Chapter V, I discuss the ways the gay fraternity dealt with 

its internal community and how it involved itself in the 



process of reproducing the gay identity. In both chapters, 

I will evaluate the gay fraternity's effectiveness for 

promoting social change within the framework of the debate 

between the legitimation and liberation paradigms. 

Finally in Chapter VI, I attempt to answer the 

questions I originally posed: What is the role of the gay 

fraternity in the gay movement? Does the gay fraternity 

advance or impede the gay movement? 



CHAPTER II 

THE GAY MOVEMENT^ 

Variations within the gay movement make it impossible 

to discuss it as a unified whole, hence I will draw some 

distinctions between various strategic dimensions of the gay 

movement. Although they shared the ultimate goal of 

alleviating the oppression of gays and lesbians, gay 

activists diverge over the issue of how to accomplish such 

goals. The major fault line lies between the legitimation 

paradigm that promotes the integration of gay people into 

existing legitimate institutions and the liberation paradigm 

that insists upon all-encompassing changes in gender, race, 

and class relations as the source of eliminating homophobia 

and heterosexism (Vaid, 1995). The history of the gay 

movement in the United States is essentially a debate 

between these two orientations (Adam, 1987; Altman, 1982; 

Escoffier, 1996; Vaid, 1995). 

This chapter intends to provide an overview of the 

development of the gay movement in the United States. The 

^ The historical discussion of the gay movement in this chapter is 
mainly based on Adam (1987), Altman (1982), D'Emilio (1983, 1992), Katz 
(1976), Marotta (1981), and Vaid (1995). 
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goal of this historical overview is to help evaluate the 

debate between the two opposing paradigms in the gay 

movement and their implication to the success of the gay 

movement. Following John D'Emilio (1992: Chapter 20), I 

divide the development of the gay movement into three 

periods: the pre-Stonewall era, the Stonewall gay liberation 

era, and the post-liberation era. I discuss the means and 

goals activists utilized and adopted, respectively, in each 

period. This chapter thus serves as the foundation for my 

discussion of the role gay fraternities played in the gay 

movement. 

The Pre-Stonewall Homophile Movement 

The Stonewall riot in 1969 that marked the beginning of 

the radical gay movement was precipitated by almost three 

decades of activism that had gradually changed the public's 

view toward homosexuals^ (D'Emilio, 1983; Katz, 1976; 

Marotta, 1981). Known as the "homophile movement," the pre-

Stonewall activists embraced the legitimation paradigm that 

^ I use the term "homosexuals" to reflect the convention in that 
particular historical context. 
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included an accommodation approach and the seeking of civil 

rights and equality. 

Accommodation 

During the "McCarthy era" of the 1950s, when oppression 

of homosexuals was in i ts peak because of the unfounded link 

between homosexuals and communism, movement organizations 

such as Daughters of Bil i t is (DOB) and the Mattachine 

Society* kept a low profile and avoided direct confrontation 

with the existing institutions and social norms (Adam, 1987; 

Esterberg, 1994).^ Although Kinsey's 1948 reports on male 

sexuality had suggested that homosexuals existed in every 

section of society and that homosexuality was neither 

abnormal nor unnatural, the social stigmas and stereotypes 

attached to gays and lesbians in the 50s forced many 

activists to operate in a semi-closeted way. 

The main goal of these two organizations under these 

circumstances was to educate the public about homosexuals as 

'* Daughter of B i l i t i s , a lesb ian group, was founded in 1955 and 
the Mattachine Society, a gay male group, in 1950. 

^ I t should be noted, however, t ha t during i t s f i r s t t h ree years 
(1950-1953), the Mattachine Society was led by i t s founder, Harry Hay, 

who was a member of the Communist Par ty . This per iod of the Society was 
more r a d i c a l l y i nc l i ned . However, i n t e r n a l c o n f l i c t s and the stigma of 
being a communist in the 50s forced the Mattachine to adopt the 
accommodation approach (D'Emilio, 1983; see a l so , Katz, 1976). 



a minority group that deserved equal treatment; at the same 

time, the early homophile activists recommended that 

homosexuals try to achieve creditability in the public eye 

by adjusting themselves to social norms and becoming 

responsible citizens (Adam, 1987; D'Emilio, 1983). Based on 

these goals, members of the Mattachine Society and DOB 

rejected the use of direct political confrontation; they 

justified their legitimation goals by arguing that the time 

was not ripe for any confrontational tactics and that 

radical acts could jeopardize the respectability of 

homosexuals. Evading political involvement, these gay 

movement organizations shared the goal of developing a 

community to provide safe meeting places for gays and 

lesbians. Thus, the homophile movement also signified the 

emergence of a more organized gay subcultural community than 

in earlier times. 

These respectability strategies, however, proved to be 

inadequate; there was no evidence of significant improvement 

in the marginal status of homosexuals. Besides the external 

social constraints preventing many homosexuals from joining 

the groups, the approach of the movement itself was 

contradictory as D'Emilio (1983) points out that 
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the movement took upon itself an impossible burden--
appearing respectable to a society that defined 
homosexuality as beyond respectability. In trying to 
accommodate social mores, DOB and Mattachine often 
reflected back to their potential constituency some of 
society's most condemnatory attitudes. Their 
criticisms of the bars and the gay subculture 
undoubtedly alienated many of the men and women with 
strongest commitment to gay life. (12 5) 

The Mattachine and DOB experienced limited success in their 

activism because they adopted only "ordinary means to attack 

an extraordinary situation" (D'Emilio, 1992: 239). Marotta 

(1981) also points out the paradox of the accommodation 

strategy: 

[T]he preoccupation with assuring people that in 
important respects homosexuals resembled heterosexuals, 
because it encouraged homosexuals to think their 
sexuality insignificant and made them all the more 
reluctant to risk ostracism, was precisely what kept 
homophile leaders from rousing large numbers of people 
with homosexual feelings to identify themselves as gay 
and to support homophile efforts to secure rights and 
status for homosexuals. (68) 

The accommodation strategy that made homosexuals "like 

everyone else" evidently failed to advance the gay movement. 

Nonetheless, at a time when the homosexual subculture was 

still emerging, the low profile and apolitical movement led 

by DOB and the Mattachine did help expand the gay and 

lesbian community, which later became an important 
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foundation for the more political and militant approaches 

taken by other activist groups. 

Civil Rights 

The homophile movement's next step was to assert equal 

individual rights of access for gay citizens to different 

aspects of society. Movement groups such as the Society for 

Individual Rights (SIR) in San Francisco took a different 

approach from the early homophile movement. Instead of 

recommending that members restrain from asserting their 

sexual orientation, SIR promoted the "worth of the 

homosexual. . .and [his] right to his own sexual 

orientation" (quoted in D'Emilio 1983: 190) . While similar 

to DOB and the Mattachine, SIR also focused on community 

building by claiming the right of homosexuals to a 

community; SIR'S policy stated: "Our work is to create a 

Community feeling that will bring a 'Homophile Movement' 

into being" (quoted in D'Emilio, 1983: 190). Thus, SIR 

concentrated largely on social events like dances, parties, 

brunches, drag shows, and outings; the organization also 

sponsored bowling leagues, bridge clubs, and thrift shops. 
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Drawing resources from the gay community of San 

Francisco, SIR organized social services such as educating 

gay men about venereal diseases; it also facilitated 

political actions such as surveying politicians on their 

views on changing sex laws, holding candidate nights for 

local official elections, taking stands on local issues, and 

endorsing political candidates who supported gay issues. 

The SIR'S major contribution was its ability to link the gay 

community to political actions; without a pool of members 

ready for mobilization, SIR could not achieve its political 

goal (D'Emilio, 1983). 

On the east coast, more militant groups from the 

Mattachine branch emerged as a political force using a civil 

rights perspective. Under the leadership of Franklin 

Kameny, the Mattachine Society in Washington, D.C. took a 

more aggressive approach than in the early years of the 

homophile movement (Marotta, 1981). In the period from 1962 

to 1965, Kameny led campaigns against government employment 

discrimination against homosexuals. With his early 

connection with the American Civil Liberties Union, he was 

able to present papers and testify against the government's 

discriminatory employment practice in front of the Civil 
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Service Commission (CSC). He also challenged the medical 

model that ascribed homosexuality as mental sickness and 

asserted that "gay is good" (Marotta, 1981: 67). Later the 

group organized picketing in front of the State Department 

and small demonstrations--following the model of the civil 

rights marches--at the White House for gay rights. 

By the late 60s, the civil rights-oriented gay movement 

had made significant achievement in the political realm 

compared to the cultural-oriented homophile movement in the 

50s and early 60s. For instance, the mid-60s gay movement 

had successfully pushed the Supreme Court to affirm the 

right of publishing gay and lesbian magazines. It also won 

the first employment discrimination case at the federal 

court level, and produced a normalized discourse within the 

medical community. 

These early achievements, won through direct political 

action and militancy, signified a break from the 

accommodation approach of the early Mattachine and DOB. 

However, in general, the homophile movement was a "reform 

movement solidly implanted in the American liberal 

tradition" (D'Emilio, 1992: 239). The assertion of 

individual rights to sexual preferences and to equal 
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treatment in different social institutions reflected the 

legitimation ethos that continued to be an important guide 

for action throughout the next phase of the gay movement. 

Stonewall and Gay Liberation 

The Stonewall riot in 1969 occurred when gay customers 

of the Stonewall Inn in New York City rebelled against 

constant police raids on gay establishments. The incident, 

which reflected the political atmosphere of the late 60s and 

echoed the increasing militancy developing out of the 

previous homophile movement, marked the beginning of radical 

gay activism in the United States. What characterized the 

Stonewall era was the rise of a liberation movement that 

approached gay issues in a broad sense; hence it aligned 

itself with other social movements such as the New Left, the 

civil rights, the antiwar, and the feminist movements (Adam, 

1987). It also signified, for the first time, the aim of 

gay activism shifting from goals of legitimation (that 

sought civil equality) to the abolishment of existing social 

institutions and moving towards the ideal of sexual 

liberation (D'Emilio, 1983). 
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Gay Liberation 

Rather than viewing discrimination and inequality as 

individual ignorance manifested through prejudice, the gay 

liberation activists proposed that the mistreatment of gays 

and lesbians stemmed from a systemic institutional 

oppression that could not be eliminated without also 

restructuring the gender, racial, and class relations in 

society. Thus, one major issue that the gay liberationists 

challenged was the basic social values of nuclear families 

and the prescribed division of labor according to static 

gender roles (Altman, 1972). 

Gay liberationists adopted confrontational tactics and 

direct actions and defined the meaning of coming out in a 

different sense. For the first time, coming out became both 

the means and the end for social action, fusing personal and 

political meanings into one (D'Emilio, 1992; see also 

Millett, 1970). The notion of coming out also signified a 

sense of freedom (Vaid, 1995) that moved beyond the previous 

cultural ascription of homosexuality as medical and 

psychiatric pathology (Conrad and Schneider, 1980). Thus, 

the "propaganda" of coming out also combined two unrelated 

forces, politics and therapy, together (Harris, 1997) . 
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Targeting the media, the police, and the medical 

profession, members of one of the first Stonewall 

organizations. Gay Liberation Front (GLF)^, adopted radical 

strategies that disturbed the dominant order: 

[They] rioted in the streets, and spoke in high school 
civics classes. In everything they did and everywhere 
they went, they sought to create visibility, to give 
substance to a new image of lesbians of gays. . . . 
They engaged in public displays of affection, violated 
gender conventions, and glorified in the discomfort 
they deliberately provoked in others. . . . Before 
Stonewall, the phrase had signified the acknowledgment 
of one's sexuality to others in the gay world; after 
Stonewall, it meant the public affirmation of 
homosexual identity. (D'Emilio, 1992: 243-44) 

Furthermore, one liberationist achievement that redefined 

the meaning of homosexuality occurred in 1973, when the gay 

liberationists succeeded in forcing the deletion of 

homosexuality from the American Psychiatry Association's 

diagnostic manual (Adam 1987; Conrad and Schneider, 1980). 

Realizing the necessity of relating gay liberation to 

other forms of oppression, GLF showed solidarity with the 

antiwar movement; it also passed motions to support women's 

liberation and attended the Black Panthers' rallies in an 

attempt to upset the ruling elite (Adam, 1987). The 

^ GLF consisted of multiple chapters concentrated mainly in major 
coastal cities of the U.S. 
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willingness to cooperate with other oppressed groups 

revealed GLF's leftist influence that claimed: "Since every 

dimension of the existing system was bankrupt, a total 

transformation of society was desirable, and that to effect 

such change, it was necessary to unite all oppressed 

minorities into a broad-based movement" (Marotta, 1981: 9). 

This liberation ethos was, however, short-lived. 

Adopting a non-hierarchical form of organization according 

to its group ideology, GLF soon became a disorganized 

movement without a clear and definite program for change 

(Marotta, 1981); consequently, it led to internal divisions 

that split the group into those who sought a narrow single-

issue movement from those who retained their broad-based 

thinking (Vaid, 1995). By the mid-70s, the former won; the 

central role of GLF in the gay movement was replaced by 

other gay-rights-focused-only groups (Adam, 1987). 

Lesbian-Feminist Communities 

Another strand of the gay movement after the Stonewall 

riot was the emergence of lesbian-feminists who formed 

cultural communities characterized by liberation objectives. 

Synthesizing ideas from the women's liberation movements and 
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the gay liberation movement, lesbian-feminists developed a 

unique ideology of lesbianism in order to understand their 

dual identity of simultaneously being women and being 

lesbians (D'Emilio, 1992; Epstein, 1991) . 

The ideology of lesbian-feminism was based on the 

premise that "sexism is the root of all other oppression" 

(Myron and Bunch, 1975 quoted in Wolf, 1979: 68). Lesbian-

feminists viewed racism, class distinction, and national 

oppression as "man-made" oppression. They also claimed to 

"destroy these divisive remnants of privileged behavior 

among ourselves [lesbian-feminists] as the first step toward 

their destruction in the society" (Myron and Bunch, 1975 

quoted in Wolf, 1979: 69). Lesbian-feminists rejected 

defining lesbians simply by their sexual relationships to 

men (Rich, 1980); they proposed to "create a new sense of 

self--that identity we have to develop with reference to 

ourselves and not in relation to men" (quoted in Wolf, 1979: 

64) . The new identity of lesbian-feminists--"The Woman-

Identified Woman" --was a notion attempting to separate 

lesbians from feminists, heterosexual women, and gay men. 

Their ideology reflected lesbians' discontent toward the 

chauvinism found in the male-dominated gay movement 
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(D'Emilio, 1992; Harne, 1996). Furthermore, they asserted 

that liberated women should become lesbians and that women 

as "pure" feminists should avoid all contact with men 

(Marotta, 1981). They considered that identifying as 

lesbians was a political action and hence defying the 

oppressive heterosexist and patriarchal system. This new 

identity signified lesbian-feminism as "the vanguard of the 

movement" that operated outside both the feminist movement 

and the gay liberation movement (Marotta, 1981: 244). 

In order to distance themselves from the heterosexual 

world, its family institution and its sexual division of 

labor, lesbian-feminists constructed self-contained 

communities that aimed at providing services and supports 

exclusively for lesbians. In an all-female environment, 

lesbian-feminists believed that they could achieve complete 

self-determination (Marrota, 1981). Studying a lesbian-

feminist community in San Francisco, Wolf (1979) described 

how such a community consisted of a comprehensive set of 

facilities including 

crisis counseling, legal services, health care, 
financial aid, employment facilitation, feminist 
educational programs, art projects, child-care, 
recreation, and they include the Women's Centers, a 
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women's switchboard, seven bars, two coffeehouses, 
bookstores, and publishing services. (106) 

Furthermore, the community was organized by an egalitarian 

model and guided by the notion of sisterhood that attempted 

to defy the masculine hierarchy and constructed intimate 

relationships within the community. 

The emphasis on community building, however, had 

impeded lesbian-feminists' political engagement for working 

towards concrete social change. Furthermore, the ideology 

of the "vanguard movement" had "kept lesbian-feminists from 

working in coalition with men. . .many found themselves 

withdrawing into a separate institutional world as much 

through inexorable political logic as out of choice" 

(D'Emilio, 1983: 254). 

Post-Liberation Era 

The gay movement, from the time of the decline of gay 

liberation up to present, has been a tug-of-war between the 

civil rights assimilationists and the liberationists. 

Mainstreaming strategies that sought to integrate gay people 

into legitimate institutions have dominated the gay movement 

since the Stonewall liberation generation (Adam, 1982; Vaid, 
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1995). Near the end of 1970s, most liberation vestiges from 

the Stonewall generation had been replaced by the resurgence 

of the gay rights movement that focused on narrowly defined 

objectives based on pragmatic and short-term political 

strategies (Vaid, 1995) . 

Gay Activists Alliance (GAA), for instance, proposed a 

completely gay-focused program but retained some of the 

radical strategies such as political militancy and the gay 

pride language used previously by the liberationists 

(D'Emilio, 1992). The group, which focused on elections, 

civil rights legislation, media relations, social and 

cultural education, was viewed by the Gay Liberation Front 

as "a regression to homophile accommodationism and an 

abandonment of total social transformation for piece-meal 

reform" (Adams, 1987: 80). 

This trend of seeking gay rights instead of gay 

liberation reflected the American tradition of pressure 

group politics, hence becoming a dominant force for the 

years following the Stonewall era (Altman, 1982) . However, 

continuing discrimination and increasing physical violence 

against gays and lesbians have urged activists to rethink 

the viability and effectiveness of the legitimation/gay 
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rights strategy. Since the mid-8 0s, the gay movement has 

combined multiple strategies, ranging from the gay rights 

legitimation tactics to radical militancy. There were 

groups like ACT-UP (the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power) and 

the Queer Nation which utilized militancy and direct actions 

and building power from grass roots levels (Escoffier, 1996; 

Gamson, 198 9; Lehr, 1994). Yet there were other groups like 

the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force (NGLTF) 

characterized by their history of affiliating with 

government elite, medical and legal professional working 

toward gay rights issues such as gay marriages, gays in the 

military, and other non-discriminatory legal reforms. 

Toward a Framework for Analysis 

The previous discussion on the development of the gay 

movement points to two general, though not necessarily 

mutually exclusive, paradigms regarding how gay activists 

locate their goals and orient their strategies. Vaid (1995) 

calls these two paradigms the "legitimation paradigm" and 

the "liberation paradigm." Drawing from the above 

historical overview, in this section I summarize these two 

paradigms of the gay movement. It should be noted that the 
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creation of such a dichotomy only serves analytical 

purposes. Poster (1995) has shown that within the feminist 

movement, different types of feminist organizations existed 

simultaneously along a continuum between assimilation and 

separation. Examining the development of the Daughters of 

Bilitis, Esterberg (1994) also found that one social 

movement organization can shift from accommodation to 

liberation over time. The history of gay movements I have 

reviewed shows that movements do configure and recombine 

different elements from each paradigm to suit their needs 

and ideologies. 

The Legitimation Paradigm 

The legitimation paradigm aims at assimilating gays and 

lesbians into different legitimate institutions of society 

such as the legal, political, economic, and family arena. 

Since it conceptualizes gays and lesbians as a minority 

group that is "like everyone else" except for the gender of 

one's sexual partner, the legitimation paradigm demands 

equal access to the existing systems and institutions 

without challenging their legitimacy or questioning the 

validity of conventional culture. This paradigm leads 
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activists to ask for tolerance and acceptance toward their 

sexual orientation, claiming that it is irrelevant to other 

aspects of life. 

The targets of this paradigm are the discriminatory 

practices embraced by legitimate institutions. This 

paradigm attributes prejudices and discriminatory practices 

to ignorance, and purports that by educating its opponents 

and by exposing a positive image of gays and lesbians to the 

public that prejudices can be eliminated. The legitimation 

paradigm proposes definite but limited solutions to problems 

facing gays and lesbians. It requires gays and lesbians to 

become respectable citizens, who by their coming out in the 

straight world can defy the stereotypes about gays and 

lesbians. Thus the strategic means of this paradigm are 

normalization and mainstreaming. 

Activists of the legitimation paradigm use conventional 

channels to voice their discontent. They support national 

and local elections in order to elect gay-supportive 

candidates. They strive to repeal discriminatory laws and 

lobby for legal reforms to establish equal rights 

legislation. Their approaches are pragmatic, aiming only 

toward reforms rather than transformation. They also use 
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educational projects to recast the perceived stereotypes. 

Following the conventional political route, activists avoid 

confrontational tactics and frequently argue that the time 

is not right for more aggressive actions. 

The Liberation Paradigm 

The liberation paradigm focuses on challenging the 

basic assumptions of existing institutions. It views those 

institutions as problematic and in need of complete 

overhaul. Its goal is to transform the problematic social 

structures, including their ideological composition. 

Instead of viewing homophobia as a specific problem of 

prejudice, the liberation paradigm suggests discrimination 

against gays and lesbians is a form of oppression that has a 

structural origin within, for example, patriarchy. Since it 

perceives different forms of oppressions in society as 

interconnected, it advocates a complete transformation of 

social, cultural, and political institutions. 

The liberationists support a conceptualization of 

sexual identity as a right of its own. Thus, coming out is 

both the means and the end of the gay liberation's struggle. 

The freedom derived from acknowledging one's sexual identity 
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is a form of liberation; similarly, the act of recognizing 

and claiming gay and lesbian identity is a political action 

that defies the dominant cultural hegemony. 

Because the liberationists perceive the 

interconnectedness of different oppressions, their activism 

is broad-based and their program includes a wide range of 

issues. They advocate cross-movement coalitions and work 

towards fundamental social change that will benefit all. 

They also adopt non-conventional tactics and the radical 

militancy of their activism challenges the basic assumptions 

of the existing culture and attempts to disturb the dominant 

order. Building alternative cultural communities is a 

preferred way to separate the liberated groups from the 

problematic social structure, allowing them to work outside 

the system. Instead of focusing on short-term reforms, the 

liberationists strive toward long-term fundamental 

transformation as the ultimate goal of their action. Next, 

I will provide a critique of both paradigms in order to 

further understand their implications in the success of the 

gay movement. 
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Limitations of Legitimation 

Focusing on gay-only issues, the legitimation paradigm 

neglects the interconnectedness between gender, race, and 

class relations. For instance, fighting for acceptance of 

homosexuality necessarily relates to a "politics of 

masculinity" that forces society to rethink the taken-for-

granted meaning of masculinity and femininity (Connell, 

1995: 219); similarly, the failure of health care reforms 

affects the poor as much as the AIDS patients in the gay 

community (Vaid 1995). Since "homophobia is maintained 

through a complex structure of institutions, values, and 

often unconscious prejudices" (Altman, 1982: 131), 

dismantling homophobia requires also re-evaluating, if not 

destruction, of the structures and values that help shape 

homophobia in society. 

Besides lacking an all-encompassing program, focusing 

solely on electoral and legal reforms weakens the bargaining 

power of the gay movement because such strategy necessarily 

entails "playing the rules that are given" instead of 

creating new rules of the game (Vaid, 1995: 120). Without 

critically reflecting on the validity of the existing 

system, gays and lesbians risk being manipulated by 
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politicians who play the "gay vote" card. The "military 

fiasco" in the 1990s illustrated the potential of such 

manipulation, as the Clinton Administration reinstated the 

"code of silence" of the "don't ask, don't tell" policy in 

dealing with gays and lesbians in the military (Vaid, 1995). 

Another limitation of the legitimation paradigm is its 

assumption that equates achieving civil rights with full 

acceptance of gays and lesbians. Vaid (1995) points out 

that equal access to legitimate institutions does not 

necessarily translate to equality in institutions; hence 

a rights-oriented movement can coexist with prejudice 
against lesbians and gay men. It can even advance 
while leaving homophobia intact. This is possible 
because civil rights can be won without displacing the 
moral and sexual hierarchy that enforces antigay 
stigmatization: you do not have to recognize the 
fundamental humanity of gay people in order to agree 
that they should be treated equally and fairly under 
the law. (179) 

Thus, changes in discriminatory laws do not necessarily 

result in changes in real conditions for gays and lesbians 

(Altman, 1982). Yet, equality of access does provide real 

results, although frequently only benefiting the privileged, 

i.e., white middle-class males (Altman, 1982). Referring to 

the current state of the gay movement as "virtual equality," 

Vaid (1995) contends that gays and lesbians have not yet 
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received the real equality they seek. This notion of 

virtual equality has impeded the advancement of the gay 

movement (Vaid, 1995). 

The AIDS crisis in the mid-80s revealed the 

precariousness of the "politics of respectability" (Cerullo, 

1993). Years of legitimation work for legal reforms and the 

normalization of gay rights movement did not inoculate gays 

and lesbians from being re-stigmatized as immoral sinners by 

the Religious Right (Escoffier, 1996). The neglect of AIDS 

as a public health crisis by the Reagan administration 

revealed the weakness of a strategy that is completely 

dependent upon sympathetic professionals and the elite. For 

instance, AIDS activists found that they had no control over 

how federal funds could be spent for AIDS projects (Murray, 

1996). Hence, groups like ACT-UP emerged and became the 

most outspoken voice fighting against the systemic 

discrimination targeted toward the gay population (Gamson, 

1989) . 

In short, the legitimation paradigm is short sighted. 

Not only do the goals of gaining equality and access to 

existing institutions not necessarily reflect full 

acceptance of homosexuality, these strategies also place 
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gays and lesbians in precarious situations of complete 

dependency upon the existing structure of power. 

Limitations of Liberation 

The short-lived post-Stonewall gay liberation movement 

revealed some of the limitations of an all-encompassing 

movement aimed at fundamental social transformation. Such 

an approach is more demanding than the legitimation 

strategies, and a movement that embraces other issues often 

fails to deliver a focused program (Lehr, 1994) , This 

problem is evidenced in the movement effort of the Gay 

Liberation Front. While the group attempted to cover 

multiple fronts of oppression, actions were often loose and 

sporadic. Members of GLF tended to start a project 

spontaneously and moved to another one without continuity 

(D'Emilio, 1992); furthermore, the lack of a central command 

in the organization led to internal conflicts and its 

eventual demise (Escoffier, 1996). 

Reconciliation 

Sympathizers of the legitimation paradigm suggest that 

integration into the legitimate political arena is a 
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necessity and that the attempt to "shock straights" can work 

just as well within the legitimation paradigm. Altman 

(1982) points out that the activists should recognize gains 

achieved by the assimilationists in destigmatizing 

homosexuality and in disbanding discriminatory laws. In the 

homophile movement history, for instance, the Mattachine and 

Daughters of Bilitis gained significant legal and social 

grounds, eventually allowing the advance of a gay liberation 

movement (D'Emilio, 1983) . 

By coming out and entering in legitimate institutions, 

gays and lesbians can effectively challenge the dominant 

order. As Edmund White once said "straights are amused by 

drag performers, but they are alarmed by more 'normal'-

seeming gays" (quoted in Murray, 1996: 139). The 

integration strategy can force the straight public to 

reconsider unreflective assumptions. Speaking of gays in 

the military, Murray (1996) illustrates the debates between 

liberationists and the assimilationists: 

[the liberationists]see [gays in military and gay 
marriages] as a wave of assimilationism, a 
hyperconformity going beyond dress. . . . But others 
see renunciation of the privileges depending on 
"passing as what I'm not" on the part of those who not 
only could, but did "pass" and whose demand for 
acceptance challenges symbolic bastions of 
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heterosexuality to acknowledge gay and lesbian 

personnel and relationships. (13 8, emphasis original) 

Symbolic challenges in places where heterosexual assumption 

prevails thus can be a powerful tool. Hence, Altman (1982) 

concludes that the legitimation paradigm, though not enough 

to transform society, should not be completely abandoned; 

rather it is a necessary tool (see, Katsiaficas, 1997). 

While recognizing the usefulness of the legitimation 

paradigm, Vaid (1995) advises gay activists to place 

liberation at the core of the movement and to keep the 

legitimation paradigm as a complementary one supporting the 

ultimate goal for social transformation: "gay civil rights 

must be seen as part of a broader focus on human rights, 

sexual and gender equality, social and economic justice, and 

faith in a multiracial society" (180). 

This legitimation-liberation debate serves as the 

backdrop of my discussion as I situate the gay fraternity in 

both the straight world and the gay world in the later 

chapters. In Chapter IV, "In the Straight World: The 

Legitimation of the Gay Fraternity," I view the gay 

fraternity as a legitimation-oriented organization because 

33 



it attempted to gain recognition within the traditional 

fraternity institution. 

In Chapter V, "In the Gay World: Community Liberated," 

I examine the role of the gay fraternity in reproducing a 

collective identity which is the core component of the gay 

movement. I view the gay fraternity as a liberation-

orientated organization because it facilitated a secure 

environment wherein members could seek self-liberation by 

coming out and by expressing their sexual identity. This 

aspect of the fraternity was, in part, aligned with the 

liberationist idea. I also show how the gay fraternity's 

construction of an alternative community for gay men to bond 

liberated the cultural constraints regarding relationships 

between men. 

Finally, in Chapter VI, I will examine the analytical 

usefulness of these two paradigms. I discuss whether the 

legitimation-liberation framework is still useful for gay 

activists in contemporary times as social struggles shift to 

the cultural domains of everyday life. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY AND THE SETTING 

This chapter describes the ethnographic methods used in 

this study, the data collection process, and the grounded 

theory methods I employed for data analysis. I also provide 

a general picture of the national chapter of the gay 

fraternity and the chapter in which I conducted participant 

observation. 

Methods and Data 

Qualitative research methods are suitable for this 

thesis because they allow researchers to seek answers as to 

how actors create their social environment and share 

meanings with one another (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994). I 

employed, in particular, an ethnographic approach that 

explores the nature of a particular social phenomenon by 

working with multiple sources of data, investigating a small 

number of cases, and interpreting the meanings of human 

action (Atkinson and Hammersley, 1994). The ethnographic 

methods I used included in-depth interviewing, field 
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observation, and the collection of archival data (Van 

Maanen, 1982). 

Traditionally, anthropological ethnographic research 

implies the study of a culture in one setting (Brown, 1982). 

Sociologists, on the other hand, tend to move from site to 

site in which a culture is located to describe and 

understand that culture (Cahill et al., 1993). Because this 

thesis is an ethnographic study of a national gay fraternity 

which consisted of multiple chapters, I explored the culture 

of this fraternity at several locations. 

Similar to other ethnographic studies, this thesis 

required working "primarily with 'unstructured' data, that 

is, data that have not been coded at the point of data 

collection in terms of a closed set of analytic categories" 

(Atkinson and Hammersley, 1994: 248). Grounded theory 

method (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1990; 

Strauss and Corbin, 1994) is especially useful for 

interpreting unstructured data, and I employed this method 

for my analysis in order to achieve inductively a 

theoretical description that was empirically grounded. 

Martin and Turner (1986) suggest that grounded theory method 

is particularly helpful in studies that seek to develop a 
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description and analysis of an organizational culture 

because studying an organization often involves seemingly 

unstandard data. 

Data Collection 

This thesis is part of a larger research project 

entitled "Exploring Gay Greek-Letter Organizations" 

(Stombler et al., 1997). Data for the project came from 42 

open-ended in-depth interviews, participant observation, 

official manuals, and archival data. The project was 

divided into two phases. 

In the first phase, chief researcher Mindy Stombler 

conducted participant observation for one year during the 

mid-90s in a chapter of the national fraternity "Delta 

Lambda Phi" (DLP). She attended all fraternity chapter 

meetings, social events, rituals, and community service 

projects. In addition she conducted in-depth face-to-face 

interviews with 6 participants of the chapter (including 

"closeted" members) who were active during the year. In 

1996 Stombler attended the Seventh Annual National Delta 

Lambda Phi Conference in Las Vegas and conducted an 

additional 7 face-to-face interviews with brothers of 
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various DLP chapters. During the convention, Stombler also 

collected a phone list of brothers who were interested in 

participating in the project. 

Renee Wharton, another researcher, and I joined this 

project after the convention. In the second phase we 

interviewed another 2 6 brothers from various chapters by 

phone; among them, I conducted 12 and Wharton conducted 14. 

In addition to phone interviews, we conducted another 3 

interviews through e-mail (Wharton did two of them). The 

reason for doing e-mail interviews was to accommodate 

interested brothers who had time conflicts with our 

schedule. 

We contacted participants initially from the phone list 

Stombler collected during the 1996 convention. Wharton and 

I then used this list to contact the brothers during the 

following year. We also contacted chapter presidents and 

asked for individual volunteers who were interested in 

participating. Other times we used snowball-sampling 

techniques. This method "yields a sample through referrals 

made among people who are or know of others who possess some 

characteristics that are of research interest" (Lofland and 

Lofland, 1995: 38). Occasionally, we employed deviant case 
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sampling technique and sought out individuals with atypical 

character such as straight and bisexuals members or members 

of non-dominant ethnic groups (Babbie, 1992). We stopped 

the interviews when we noticed that information from 

brothers became saturated, indicating recurrent patterns in 

their answers. 

Each phone interview lasted on average one and a half 

to two hours, with a few interviews lasting as long as four 

hours. In all interviews, we let participants choose the 

appropriate time; we also assured that they could terminate 

the interview at anytime. We received permission from 

participants before tape recording these interviews (see 

Appendix). We fully transcribed all 42 interviews. Among 

these 42 interviews, I used approximately 33 of them in 

direct quotation.'' 

In addition to interview data, Wharton and I continued 

to conduct participant observation in the same chapter 

originally observed by Stombler. However, during the time 

of our observation this chapter experienced difficulties in 

' Those whom I did not quote generally echoed or repeated other 
brothers' views about the fraternity. I chose to quote those 3 3 
brothers because they provided a better--but not radically different-
description of the fraternity. 
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remaining active, and after about one semester this chapter 

decided to seek official inactive status. We then 

terminated the obseirvation. 

The archival data we used consisted of the official 

fraternity handbook, Internet websites of the national 

chapter and local chapters of DLP, newspaper articles, and 

magazine articles. As the participant observation was 

conducted in the southwestern region, multi-regional 

archival data provide us with a picture of how chapters 

operated in less oppressive, more cosmopolitan environments. 

To ensure confidentiality I will only use a number 

system to identify individual brothers hereafter when I 

quote their conversation (e.g., "B23"); furthermore, I will 

not identify any particular chapter in my discussion. When 

it is relevant and not potentially harmful, I will note that 

the data come from the specific chapter we observed. I will 

refer it as the "observed chapter." 

Grounded Theory Method 

Since there has been no systematic study of gay 

fraternities, grounded theory method is appropriate for 

generating inductive theories. Strauss and Corbin (1994) 
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define grounded theory method as "a general methodology for 

developing theory that is grounded in data systematically 

gathered and analyzed" (273). Grounded theory method allows 

the interplay between data collection and data analysis. 

Without a preconceived theoretical framework, researchers 

can discover and develop an interpretation of social 

phenomenon grounded in collected data (Charmaz, 1983) . 

The core process of the method involves drawing 

theoretical links between sets of emerging concepts (Strauss 

and Corbin, 1994). Researchers develop these links through 

the process of coding--which is a task of identifying and 

categorizing concepts from the data--and the process of 

writing memoranda, where researchers discuss, elaborate, and 

link various concepts into a more abstract form of 

description. The product of these processes is a 

conceptually dense discourse that presents, theoretically 

and descriptively, sets of relations pertaining to the 

phenomenon studied (Strauss and Corbin, 1990, 1994) . 

Strauss and Corbin (1994) argue that the grounded 

theory method is a scientific method because it allows 

systematic observation (by stages of coding) and careful 

theory-observation (by linking concepts together in memo 
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writing). While traditional quantitative research follows 

the "canons of verification," researchers using the grounded 

theory method "check their developing ideas with further 

specific observations, make systematic comparisons between 

observations, and, often, take their research beyond the 

confines of one topic, setting, or issue" (Charmaz, 1983: 

111) . Yet at the same time, the method does not constrain 

creativity of the researchers because it allows "the mind 

[to] wander and make the free associations that are 

necessary for generating stimulating questions, and for 

coming up with the comparisons that led [sic] to discovery" 

(Strauss and Corbin, 1990: 27). 

The analysis evolved in two distinct stages of data 

discovery. In the first stage, I analyzed materials that 

pertained to general fraternity issues such as group 

structure, the purposes of the gay fraternity, the reasons 

brothers joined the fraternity, the benefits they received, 

the differences and similarities between the gay fraternity 

and other straight fraternities, and the sense of 

brotherhood participants experienced. In the process of 

data analysis during this first stage, I "discovered" the 

non-political nature of the gay fraternity and the ways 
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brothers drew a symbolic boundary marking the difference 

between their fraternity and other gay organizations in 

terms of political orientation. 

In the second stage of data collection and data 

analysis, I paid specific attention to the extent to which 

the gay fraternity participated in the gay community and its 

relationship with other gay organizations. This emphasis 

allowed me to draw conceptual links between the fraternity 

and the gay movement which, for most brothers, was political 

in nature. This process illustrates how grounded theory 

method allows researchers to "dance" (Janesick, 1994) 

between data collection and data analysis. 

The Setting^ 

The National Organization of Delta Lambda Phi 

In October of 1986, a group of men recognized, during 

the course of a large D.C. party, that while the gay 

community supported a plethora of clubs, most were primarily 

^ This section is a direct adoption, with only minor changes, of 
the paper "A House with no closets: Exploring the structure of and 
dynamics within gay fraternities," in which I was the third author (see 
Stombler et al., 1997). The paper was presented at the Annual Meeting 
of the Society for the Study of Social Problems, Toronto, Canada, 
Augusts 10, 1997. 
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motivated toward political or service goals. The few social 

groups that did exist "seemed to suffer from internal 

division, deviant activities, or lax membership standards" 

(Chapter Handbook: II-6). One of these men, who had been a 

member of a traditional fraternity in college, was later 

approached by one of the others to create a "progressive" 

social fraternity based on the collegiate model. He began 

making arrangements to recruit the first Delta Lambda Phi 

pledge class. He placed advertisements in the local gay 

community newspaper, canvassed bars, and distributed 

invitations to the first rush event which was held at a 

local gay club. In 1987, one hundred and fifty people 

attended this successful rush party, of which twenty-nine 

ultimately pledged. Twenty-four men were initiated into 

active brotherhood and the community-based Alpha chapter of 

Delta Lambda Phi was born. The membership of DLP was open 

to "men of all races, color, creed, irrespective of sexual 

orientation, upon the approval of the respective chapter and 

after fulfilling the membership requirements prescribed by 

the National Fraternity and by that chapter" (Chapter 

Handbook: III-8). 
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Nationwide the fraternity, as of August 1998, consisted 

of 16 active chapters; 5 were community-based, 2 are multi-

university based, and 9 were single university-based 

chapters. Delta Lambda Phi had 4 colonies that were working 

toward becoming chapters. Membership concerns are one 

reason for expanding community-based chapters. Extending 

the pool of applicants to the community often enabled the 

chapter to remain active. The community-based chapters did 

not accept high school students or men who never went to 

college. Delta Lambda Phi voted at a national convention 

not to admit women to the fraternity. 

Some of the existing chapters held joint events with 

other Greek organizations, participated in Greek Week; some 

were members of local university Interfraternity Councils 

(IFC) and had houses on Fraternity Row. Other community-

based chapters and some college-based chapters did not have 

any contact with the university Interfraternity Councils 

(IFC). In 1996, members of the gay fraternity voted in the 

DLP national convention to terminate the pursuit of the 

membership of the National Interfraternity Conference (NIC). 

DLP was a national fraternity with an elected executive 

officer and elected board of directors. The national 
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structure was becoming stronger and the fraternity was now 

on-line. DLP also held annual conventions providing an 

opportunity for brothers to network and share organizational 

chapter experience with each other. 

The Observed Chapter of Delta Lambda Phi 

In 1995 a student who had been exposed to DLP at 

another university contacted National DLP about starting a 

chapter at his university in Local Town. This student 

recognized the importance of such an organization for the 

gay population of the university. He approached the vice-

president of the Gay, Lesbian, Bi-sexual students 

organization on campus and asked for his assistance. 

Due to the conservative nature of Local Town and 

university, the founders and advisors anticipated resistance 

to the fraternity. Several incidents in the recent past, 

including the wrongful dismissal of a gay employee, multiple 

incidents of gay bashing in the dormitories, and a letter 

from the Office of the President condemning the "gay 

lifestyle," highlighted the heterosexist nature of the 

campus. Being aware that campus acknowledgment was vital to 

their success, the local organizers applied for and received 
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university recognition. Soon after, the founder submitted a 

petition to National DLP headquarters. The petition was 

granted in the summer of 1995. The local organizers set a 

rush calendar, created advertisements, and hung posters at 

the university and the local gay club. A local television 

station initially agreed to conduct an interview, but later 

declined when they found out the intended open membership of 

the fraternity. The school newspaper interviewed the 

founders and printed the story on the day of formal rush. 

This coverage brought an increased level of visibility that 

was not anticipated. Approximately fifty potential members 

attended the rush events resulting in sixteen member bids 

and four advisor bids being issued. Nineteen men ultimately 

entered into pledgeship. The observed chapter, with eleven 

members, was officially initiated in 1996. 

During the three years of observation, membership 

varied from nineteen to four members. The observed chapter 

was a multi-school based chapter and recruited from three 

colleges in the area (although it only retains members from 

the largest of the three). Members cited the oppressive 

environment of Local Town as the primary reason for 

dwindling membership although I observed multiple conflicts 
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regarding leadership that weakened the fraternity. In 1997, 

the observed chapter officially became inactive. 
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CHAPTER IV 

IN THE STRAIGHT WORLD: 

THE LEGITIMATION OF THE GAY FRATERNITY 

This chapter examines the ways the gay fraternity tried 

to legitimate its status in the straight world. Being a gay 

fraternity, DLP was simultaneously inside and outside of the 

traditional fraternity institution. The gay fraternity 

emulated some of the elements of the traditional model and 

rejected or modified some others, producing different 

meanings of legitimation as DLP attempted to gain a 

legitimate status in the traditional (straight) fraternity 

institution. 

It is important to note that legitimation does not 

necessarily mean without challenge. For example, homophile 

organizations contributed significantly to the legal reforms 

and the improvement of daily lives of many gays and lesbians 

in the 1950s and 1960s. The distinct characteristic of the 

legitimation process is its assumption that working through 

the established system should be the major force for change. 

The gay fraternity appeared to reflect this tradition by 

working through and challenging within the fraternity system 
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which it both emulated and rejected. In the first part of 

this chapter, I discuss how the fraternity broke the silence 

by demanding entry to the fraternity system; the way DLP 

modified the traditional fraternity model; the culture of 

gay brotherhood; and the way it resisted hegemonic 

masculinity within the fraternity system. 

Another assumption of the legitimation paradigm is that 

oppression stems from prejudice and ignorance, and by 

showing that gay people are respectable citizens can 

eliminate prejudice. It proposes that only through this 

educational process can changes take place. In the second 

part of this chapter I discuss three legitimation strategies 

of DLP: desexualizing and defeminizing the gay image, 

normalizing the gay image by serving the community, and 

taking a non-confrontational approach to social action. 

Finally, I evaluate the nature and the limitation of 

the legitimation approach of the gay fraternity. I suggest 

that the mainly symbolic-based legitimation strategies used 

by DLP undermined the potential for substantial change. 

Furthermore, I discuss the way the structure of the gay 

fraternity kept members from being more assertive for social 

transformation. I conclude that the legitimation paradigm 
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is limited because tolerance and prejudice can occur 

simultaneously if fundamental social change does not occur. 

Hence, I support Vaid's (1995) and Altman's (1982) arguments 

that legitimation is necessary but not an adequate strategy 

for change. 

Challenge Within the System 

The major difference between the legitimation paradigm 

and the liberation paradigm is that while the latter 

unravels the existing oppressive system from the outside, 

often by non-conventional tactics, the former depends on 

changing the system from within. Demanding the right to 

participate in the fraternity experience, the gay fraternity 

not only worked toward emulating the traditional model but 

also challenged that system from within. I describe the 

legitimation approaches by DLP in this section. 

Rights To Entry 

Being able to access the traditional fraternity 

institution is important to college men. Traditional 

fraternities entail a prestige status that often translates 
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into a type of cultural capital^ through which members of 

fraternities can achieve upward social mobility. 

Fraternalism, with its strict definition of group 

boundaries, according to Clawson (1989), historically has 

been the site of economic resources, power distribution, and 

social reproduction. Thus by emulating the traditional 

fraternity structure and culture, the gay fraternity was 

able to convey a sense of legitimacy at college. 

As a gay group, DLP demanded the right to enter the 

fraternity institution by stating: "We feel if straight men 

can have the 'traditional' Greek experience, gay men should 

be able to have it as well" (DLP Website, archival data). 

Members of the gay fraternity felt that DLP was simply a 

fraternity with its structure similar and comparable to the 

traditional model; the only difference was the sexual 

orientation of its members: 

We simply are a fraternity; the only difference that 
makes us different from a fraternity is that they 
[straight fraternities] have a large makeup of 
heterosexual men. . .other than that there is no real 
difference. You know, we have a national, we have the 
same types of criteria. . . . We're all men, and even 

^ Pierre Bourdieu's concept of cultural capital "covers a wide 
variety of resources including such things as verbal facility, general 
cultural awareness, aesthetic preferences, information about the school 
system, and educational credentials" (Swartz, 1997: 75; See, Bourdieu, 
1984) 
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though we're gay men there's really not anything that 
really differentiates us from other men down the block 
in the other fraternities. (B13) 

By minimizing the difference between gay and straight 

people, DLP was able to establish a legitimate ground for 

equal rights within the fraternity institution. Demanding 

the right to enter the fraternity system reflected DLP's use 

of the strategy of "minimizing the disability" (Adam, 1987: 

63-64) that conceptualizes a group's deviant or minority 

status as an insignificant factor for unequal treatment. 

Not only did brothers try to neutralize their sexual 

orientation by conceiving of DLP as a fraternity that 

happened to be gay, sometimes they also deliberately 

attempted to detach their gay identity from their fraternity 

status. To be a "real" fraternity, according to this 

strategy, was to become less "gay." One brother in the 

observed chapter illustrated this tactic as he advised his 

chapter to shift its focus from being a "gay fraternity" to 

being the "best fraternity" on campus: 

Right now anything we do will get press coverage 
because we are the gay fraternity. I want that to 
change so that we are not the gay fraternity but that 
we are the best fraternity--that we have the highest 
GPA, have the most service work for a social 
fraternity, that we have the biggest impact on campus 
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. . .the gay thing is just one of the things that makes 
us. . .but that is not the primary thing. I want the 
fraternity to get to the point that straight people 
will not have problems coming to our rushes and 
pledging. (B42) 

Emulating the traditional fraternity model was part of 

the process of being a "real" fraternity, if not the best 

one. The group structure of DLP resonated with many aspects 

of the traditional fraternity model, particularly in its 

definition of membership that excluded women; its selective 

processes like pledge training; its ritualistic formats like 

rushes and initiations; and its notions of brotherhood that 

stressed mutual expectations, obligations, and the close 

relationship with one another. However, the gay fraternity 

did not completely model themselves after the straight 

fraternity model. By modifying and suggesting new forms of 

interaction within the basic structure of fraternity model, 

the gay fraternity in essence challenged the established 

system from within. This included the notion to "shock 

straights." 

Breaking the Silence 

DLP's existence as an openly gay fraternity could be a 

"shock" to the traditionally homophobic fraternity 
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institution which reproduces a "macho image" and actively 

rejects any suggestion of effeminate behavior or 

homosexuality (Martin and Hummer, 1989). One brother 

explained why being an openly gay fraternity could be an 

important statement: 

If you think of a gay fraternity, you are already 
thinking: well, the fraternity and the word gay are not 
usually associated. Now you are saying it is a gay 
fraternity; you have made a statement right there and 
people think a gay fraternity, there can't be a gay 
fraternity. There is no such thing as a gay 
fraternity. (B3 6, emphasis added) 

Another brother noted that the "outness" of his local 

chapter encouraged him to participate in the gay fraternity, 

as he recounted the moment he saw DLP's recruiting posters: 

"The fact that [the gay fraternity] had postered meant they 

broke the silence and it made me want to reach out to 

anything that was gay, basically"(BOS). Breaking the 

silence was especially important to those who have not yet 

come out to oneself or to others. Furthermore, having a gay 

fraternity established was also particularly meaningful for 

those campuses located in more conservative regions: 

I think by virtue of calling ourselves the gay 
fraternity was making a statement nationally, 
especially down here. In San Francisco, or Washington, 
D.C, or New York, gay fraternities might not be such a 
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huge statement, but in the Bible Belt, forming any kind 
of gay organization is making a statement. (B21) 

By coming out at the group level, DLP actively demanded 

recognition: "It is making a statement to colleges and 

campuses saying, hey, you need to recognize that you do have 

gay students; you have a large group of them"(BO9). 

Thus, "breaking the silence" not only was a way to 

force people to rethink that there was such a thing as a gay 

fraternity, it also signified an active request for the 

public and college campuses to recognize the existence of 

both gay students and gays and lesbians in general. 

Modifying Tradition Models 

The gay fraternity also actively sought to modify 

certain parts of the traditional model and established their 

fraternity based on principles that reflected resistance to 

oppression. One way DLP challenged the traditional 

fraternity model was by prohibiting hazing. In both 

official statements and in group interaction, gay brothers 

recognized that hazing was completely unacceptable. DLP 

considered hazing a violation of the fraternity's purpose 

and an opposition to the fraternity's ideal of "promote[ing] 
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the just and equitable treatment of all individuals" 

(Chapter Handbook, archival data). Rejecting hazing was a 

response to the mistreatment from society often felt by gay 

people. Brothers found no reasons for them to haze: "We 

feel that gays have been hazed enough by society. You need 

not fear any hazing from the brotherhood, because it just 

does not happen" (DLP Website, archival data). Based on my 

observation, unlike traditional straight fraternities that 

have similar policies but failed to follow them in practice 

(Nuwer, 1990), DLP strictly followed the no-hazing policy. 

Virtually no brothers reported any hazing behaviors in their 

chapters. ̂° 

The Culture of Gay Brotherhood 

In contrast to traditional fraternities that solidify 

cohesion among brothers by stressing individual submission 

and obedience, by using physical coercion and humiliation, 

and by rejecting homosexuality and enforcing hegemonic 

masculinity (Martin and Hummer, 1989), DLP approached group 

solidarity from the opposite direction. DLP brothers 

°̂ Brothers sometimes discussed whether certain pledge practices 
were hazing or not, but in all cases none of them were. 
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stressed the importance of accepting differences and 

individuality; they also deplored the use of physical and 

mental humiliation towards pledges. 

The gay fraternity did not coerce members to dress the 

same, to have the same hair cut, or to act in a particular 

pattern. In fact, brothers quickly turned down any attempts 

by members to impose conformity. For instance, in planing 

for a rush event one brother, who had been a "believer" of 

the traditional fraternity model, attempted to mandate all 

rushees to dress in white shirts, red ties, and navy blue 

blazers, but the proposal was immediately shunned by other 

brothers because it violated the basic values of the gay 

fraternity. 

In selecting pledges, the gay fraternity found it more 

important for a person to feel comfortable with oneself, 

especially toward one's sexuality. The ideology of gay 

brotherhood stressing acceptance and individuality meant 

that brothers within DLP no longer needed to follow 

stereotypes and that they could be who they are. The 

freedom of individuality given to each DLP member also meant 

that DLP did not require members to come out in public, as 

one brother explained: 
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if you don't feel like going to plays and music, if you 

like working on cars, you can work on cars and that's 

okay and be gay. That is not something you need to be 

ashamed of. . . . If you don't want to be out, you can 

do that. You get to decide what you are going to be. 

(B09) 

Since DLP provided a secure environment for college men to 

come out, those who were not out before joining DLP found 

that they voluntarily outed themselves. Thus, while DLP did 

not force brothers to come out, the culture of a gay 

brotherhood that emphasized individuality made it easier for 

brothers to accept themselves. 

Embracing individuality also entailed accepting 

differences and diversity. DLP brothers expressed that it 

was important for pledging brothers to contribute something 

different to the fraternity. This attitude highlighted the 

willingness of DLP to celebrate diversity, as one brother 

described: 

It would be what [the pledges] can give the fraternity 

that is important. If they look like, or they seem 

like they can give the fraternity something different 

or add something to the fraternity or if they are not 

necessarily just like us. . .and we think they are 

going to be a positive addition to the fraternity, then 

we will extend them a bid. (BOl) 

Instead of stressing conformity and coercion, DLP 

emphasized mutual understanding and respect as a key to 
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achieve unity within diversity. Learning to deal with 

differences was a necessity for any brother to be included 

in the fraternity, as one brother pointed out: 

As soon as you join DLP you are going to be dealing 
with very butch people that are conservative; you are 
dealing with very ethnic people, and with very out
spoken people and I guess also not-so-out-spoken 
people, and there is no way for you to get around it. 
You will learn to deal with them and if you don't then 
your time in the fraternity is very short and you will 
always feel like an outsider. (B24) 

Despite the wide range of differences found in DLP, the 

idealization of brotherhood as unconditional acceptance 

helped DLP to avoid potential conflicts. ̂^ One brother put 

it this way: "I had never met many Republicans at all--Gay 

Republicans. Considering that party's stance. . .a lot of 

brothers didn't understand. . . . But in the end, 

brotherhood won out" (B24). Unlike straight fraternities 

that equate loyalty and group solidarity with obedience and 

submission, the gay fraternity allowed diversity to exist 

and stressed mutual understanding and respect of differences 

as strategies conducive to cohesion. 

Compared to traditional straight fraternities, many DLP 

chapters were ethnically diverse. For members of DLP, 

^̂  Not all conflicts could be avoided this way. I will discuss 
this aspect of the brotherhood in the last part of Chapter V. 
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celebrating differences was a major value of DLP. One 

brother explained: 

I think we have experienced oppression for being gay. 
The whole idea of oppressing or looking down or even 
separating yourself from another group whether it be 
ethnic, religious, or otherwise. . .it wouldn't make 
any sense. If we are fighting for equality and all 
that sort of stuff for our gay selves then why would we 
inflict the same constraints or the same prejudice on 
anyone else. (B3 0) 

Not only did DLP encourage diversity within its group, the 

fraternity also opened up itself to include straight men and 

bisexual men, reflecting the ideal of a progressive 

fraternity. The active acceptance of difference reflected 

the fraternity's understanding of homophobia as a 

consequence of oppression through exclusion. One brother 

stated that inviting diversity not only promoted 

communication among different groups, it was also a way to 

resist homophob i a: 

[diversity] would bring in different view points. It 
would also, I think, bring more understanding of us as 
gay men on the part of straight men. . .which is I 
think part of the reasons why homophobia can be so 
rampant, because there's a total misunderstanding of 
what homosexuality is. (B17) 
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Resisting Hegemonic Masculinity 

Another way the gay fraternity challenged the 

conventional culture within the fraternity system was 

through their rejection of a narrowly defined masculinity. 

In general, researchers currently describe traditional 

fraternities as college campus organizations in which peer 

groups socially construct and reaffirm traditional gender 

relations and thus actively create gender inequality 

(Boswell and Spade, 1996; Bryan, 1987; Ehrhart and Sandler, 

1985; Garrett-Gooding and Senter, 1987; Kalof and Cargill, 

1991; Martin and Hummer, 1989; Sanday, 1990; Stombler, 1994; 

Stombler and Martin, 1994). Traditional fraternities still 

concern themselves with classic notions of masculinity and a 

"macho image" (Martin and Hummer, 1989: 460). Fraternity 

men tend to define masculinity narrowly, stressing 

"competition, athleticism, dominance, winning, conflict, 

wealth, material possessions, willingness to drink alcohol, 

and sexual prowess vis-a-vis women" (Martin and Hummer 1989: 

460; cf., Moffatt, 1989). 

In contrast to traditional straight fraternities, gay 

brothers did not stigmatize effeminate behaviors; indeed, in 

some instances, brothers in DLP encouraged one another to 
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express their femininity through language and behavior. One 

brother explained that "one thing in the gay fraternity that 

you don't see in the straight fraternities is that we don't 

have to play out our masculinity, you know, like prove our 

masculinity in certain ways" (B03). 

For instance, brothers who preferred to dress up in 

drag found the fraternity a safe place to practice 

"femaling" (Ekins, 1997) and to express their individuality. 

Open acceptance of drag also reflected brothers' resistance 

to hegemonic masculinity which defines masculinity as a 

negation of the feminine, hence opening the door for 

brothers to transgress gender boundaries. One brother 

described how, at an initiation party, the "butch" brothers 

who had never had thought of doing drag attempted "border-

crossing" the gender codes: 

the thing that sticks out the most from that evening is 
we had what we call the Drag in the Bag Contest which I 
think is unique to our chapter. . . . Without our 
knowledge, the little pledges got together all sorts of 
female and other paraphernalia. . .basically dress up 
clothes, mostly female, but other things were in there 
also. You would see some of these really butch men 
dress up in drag and basically just have a good time 
with it. They were taking pictures. (B23) 

Less frequently, brothers challenged gender boundaries 

in public space. In one chapter, brothers organized an 
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annual drag ball on campus that attracted a significant 

number of students. The ball gradually became a famous 

event on campus (one year there were about 500 attendants). 

A brother from this chapter described his experience: 

My favorite memory is walking down the stage with my 

fraternity brothers all dressed in drag. . . . We are 

on the runway. We all modeled women's clothes. . . . 

There are so many straight people who come to see this 

now. We are going to be the 7th year. . . . Everybody 

in the campus knows this is an event where guys dress 

up as girls. . . . All these straight people come to 

see what guys look like when they put on women's 

clothes. And let me tell you, we look pretty darn good 

[laugh]. Like last year, I wore this huge ball gown 

and I had six wigs on my head, I just looked like 

. . .Oh!!! (B22) 

Group actions sometimes reflected a collective effort to 

transgress, as one brother described the shopping 

committee's action in his chapter: 

We have a shopping committee whose sole purpose is to 

schedule the next shopping spree. . . . Oh, it's a 

hoot because we go to PP Mills which is an outlet 

store. Ohhh!!! Let's just say that you get like from 

five to ten queens together and it is a riot. It is a 

riot. . . . Then we go into PayLess. We go in there 

and see if we can find pumps in everybody's size. 

That's just fun because most of us are not drag queens 

but it's just to cause a stir. (B24) 

While some aspects of hegemonic masculinity were 

challenged by brothers, others remained intact. The policy 

of women's exclusion revealed contradiction and 
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inconsistency in DLP's group ideology. Furthermore, 

brothers often described women (both straight and lesbians) 

in stereotypical terms. Thus, by conforming to the 

traditional fraternity membership policy, DLP reproduced the 

core element of hegemonic masculinity through male dominance 

over females and the exclusion of women (see Wharton, 

forthcoming). 

In short, the gay fraternity not only achieved a sense 

of legitimacy by entering the traditional fraternity 

institution, it was able to challenge the homophobic system 

from within. The gay fraternity modified the traditional 

fraternity model by eliminating hazing, by accepting 

expressions of individuality, and by accepting differences 

and diversities. To an extent that is largely symbolic, 

efforts intending to "shock straights" often contained 

within private fraternity space. Since most DLP chapters 

were not visible in campus culture, particularly those 

located in conservative areas, modifying the traditional 

model was not recognized by other fraternities. And even 

though brothers celebrated femininity within their private 

space, only very few chapters were able to bring the gender 

challenge to public space. In fact, most DLP brothers 
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expressed desires to mainstream and foster a normal image 

for gay people. This desire led them to endeavor a quasi-

public relations campaign on mainstreaming a positive gay 

image. 

Legitimization Strategies: 
Mainstreaming Gay Image 

Mainstreaming was another way through which DLP 

achieved a sense of legitimacy. Most brothers showed the 

desire to present a normal gay image in the public; hence 

they worked toward tolerance, acceptance, and 

respectability, resonating many strategies of the 

legitimation paradigm. During a business meeting, one 

brother of the observed chapter said that DLP should "polish 

our appearance and change people's perception of what the 

gay community is" (B42). Working within the existing 

normative framework, brothers intended to normalize 

homosexuality by showing the straight community that "gays 

do care" and that gays were a group of respectable persons: 

We're gay but then we know how to behave; we are not 
trashy; we don't act stupid. We can act like kids but 
we kind of put a limit to what we do. . . . We just 
wanted to be accepted for who we are, here on campus 
and here in our community. That is the only thing we 
want at this time. (B27, observed chapter) 
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Brothers believed that straight people would accept 

homosexuality as normal if gay people acted appropriately: 

"I am sure there are plenty of people who say we are not 

normal, but I think that if you conduct yourself in an 

appropriate manner, I think people accept you" (B2 7, 

observed chapter). Hence, one of the purposes of DLP, for 

some brothers, was "to train and educate young gay men to be 

good citizens" (B20). As we will see in this section, 

brothers often defined appropriateness within the existing 

normative framework. The two ways by which brothers 

attempted to normalize a gay public image was by defying 

stereotypes and by building credibility through community 

services and non-confrontational actions. 

Defying Stereotypes I: Desexualizing 

The gay fraternity was well aware of the stereotypes 

and the misconceptions that members of the Greek system and 

the general (campus) community had about DLP. The rumor 

that DLP was a sex club often preoccupied non-members' 

curiosity about the fraternity, as one brother said: "Non-

members ask [what] we do [in the fraternity]. They ask us, 
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'do you guys have sex with each other?' Then you know what 

they are thinking" (B3 0). Brothers also found it disturbing 

when outsiders associated being gay exclusively with sex; 

one brother complained: "Here at the university they think 

we are the biggest sex club in the world. People have had 

that view point because you see gay and you see sex and that 

is all they think. We are not like that"^^ (B27, observed 

chapter). 

For the fraternity brothers, however, these stereotypes 

could easily be debunked, as one brother pointed out: "If 

people wanted sex they could just go to the bars. Every gay 

man who wants sex knows where to get it" (Cohn, 1993: 92, 

archival data) However, brothers also understood that the 

public did not necessarily see them in those terms; 

therefore, they were sensitive to not creating group image 

with any sexual connotations." 

The level of sensitivity was reflected in the way they 

dealt with problematic situations regarding the sexual image 

^̂  One brother in the observed chapter, however, expressed he was 
looking for a sex club when joining. This case seemed to be an 
exception. 

" One chapter, however, used a shirtless male photo in their 
recruiting posters and was accused by other organizations on campus of 
sexualizing their image. The observed chapter advertised "big balls 
bowling" as a rush event as well. 
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of DLP. During a gay pride event, it was the tradition for 

one DLP chapter to sell snow cones as a fund-raising effort. 

By adding a gay theme to the function, brothers would name 

flavors like "lesbian lime." When "Gilbert's Grapes"--

referring to male genitals--appeared as one of the flavors, 

it triggered serious criticism from other brothers. The 

following excerpt shows the frame of reference through which 

brothers constructed their public image: 

I mean because children attend the event and some 

straight people attend the event and to me I am really 

quite tired of the sexual stereotype that straight 

people have of gays and to me I just thought that this 

strengthened the impression that other people have of 

us and I think as a public event that there was no need 

to use that. It bothered me a lot that they would 

want to show one's affection for someone's grapes 

during a public event. . . . I don't want to belong to 

an organization that promotes or encourages sexual 

innuendo or the perception that straight people may 

have of us. . . . I just don't want people to think of 

me as all these gays and all they do is have sex, you 

know, because I am not like that. (B02) 

This brother brought the issue formally to the fraternity's 

attention; the chapter voted and made the decision that they 

"would not make any reference to body parts" in the future 

(B02) . Concentrating on how straight people might feel 

about and react toward gay people, DLP brothers conformed to 
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the legitimation paradigm that negated stereotypes within 

the existing normative framework. 

Detaching sexual connotations from DLP's public image 

promoted a sense of respectability for the fraternity. For 

instance, when a recruiting advertisement of DLP appeared in 

the sexual section of a national gay magazine by mistake, 

the chapter immediately pulled out the advertisement within 

two issues. One brother recounted: 

I mean if we were to put an ad in any gay publication, 
we would put it in an area where ads are normally like: 
joining the square dancing club, or gay swimmers' 
league, those kinds of things where they're reputable 
. . .but it's not in that section. The way we are 
proving to the gay community that we are reputable. 
(B20, emphasis added) 

These self-sanctions of DLP to avoid sexual stereotypes 

reflected brothers' consciousness to establish an image that 

was acceptable and tolerable to the general public. Unlike 

the gay (male) liberationists who paralleled gay liberation 

with sexual liberation, and unlike ACT-UP which would "[put] 

subversive messages in food or. . .[cover] the Washington 

monument with a giant condom" (Gamson, 1989: 361), DLP 

worked within the existing normative framework to construct 

a positive gay image through negating and disassociating 

sexual connotations. 
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Defying Stereotypes II: Defeminizing 

Although fraternity brothers enjoyed doing femininity 

within the private space of the fraternity, they were aware 

that in order to gain acceptance on campus and in the 

general public, brothers should not act like "flaming 

queens." 

Feminine behavior was a concern for DLP and its public 

image, especially in interfraternity functions: 

The queeny guys sometimes don't want to tone it down, 
you know. It becomes really uncomfortable. . .to the 
more butch guys. I guess it's because [the butch guys] 
don't mind, but they don't want to be stereotyped as 
queeny. So when we're in public, it becomes a problem 
when the queeny guys just go off on their: Girl Friend! 
Oh he's got a nice ass. And the straight acting guys 
are like: oouuu. . .let's, let's tone it down there. 
We don't want to draw too much attention to ourselves. 
We just like to keep a low profile.(B18) 

In this instance, the concern over feminine behavior was 

only an issue for the "butch" brothers who felt 

uncomfortable with the "queens." Butch brothers perceived 

that acting "queeny" not only reinforced the stereotypes the 

straight population had about gay people but also was a sign 

of disrespect to others from whom DLP asked for acceptance. 

The butch brothers explained this to the queeny ones: "there 
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are people out there who are not comfortable as you, so you 

need to respect them" (B18). Here we see the double meaning 

about the strategy of respectability: in order to gain 

respect and tolerance from others, some DLP brothers thought 

that they should respect the others first, particularly 

since they were concerned about how other straight people 

would react to their non-conventional behaviors or 

mannerism. 

By defining feminine behavior as inappropriate, the 

brothers co-opted the conventional prejudice that defined 

femininity as negative. To appear normal therefore required 

them to exhibit gender appropriate behavior. While stating 

that the "flaming" behavior was tolerated in his chapter, 

one brother admitted that this tolerance was limited. The 

"flaming queens" were required to learn appropriate behavior 

from one chapter's true gentlemen program that aimed at 

preparing brothers for the real world: 

[it taught] what to do as far as etiquette-wise when 

you are going out to dinner and when you are doing this 

or doing that. It is not appropriate in the business 

setting or in a meeting to turn around and snap your 

fingers and queen out. If we are in a social setting 

you can do that all you want. It is just learning 

appropriateness. (B09, emphasis added) 
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This program thus prescribed what brothers could do in 

private and what they could not do in public. To the extent 

that prescription of behavior was allowed by brothers in 

DLP, the gay fraternity risked contradicting its group 

ideology that celebrated individuality. One brother 

complained about this inconsistency: 

I got very aggravated at the brothers who, in a large 

group, act all butch and put others down for being 

nelly. Then, in private, or when they get drunk, turn 

into the biggest queens this side of Branson. I think 

it's an acceptance thing to put down others for being 

effeminate. (BIO) 

Accepting self-sanctioning thus created a double normative 

framework for gay brothers, since being feminine, as one 

brother pointed out, "was standard pattern in the gay 

community, [such as] using feminine pronouns, even by 

feminine name [to refer to one another]. It's very normal" 

(B19) . The desire to normalize gay images thus led brothers 

to compartmentalize their public space from their private 

space. This highlighted the dilemma of the gay fraternity 

as it negotiated its assimilation into the larger society. 
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Normalization Through Services 

DLP members viewed service projects as tools to access 

the straight community, presenting a positive gay image to 

the straight world. This strategy of normalizing through 

services resonated the early homophile organizations' goals 

to cultivate homosexuals as responsible citizens (Adams, 

1987; D'Emilio, 1983). One DLP brother thought that the 

fraternity should even overcompensate such efforts: 

We should be in the gay and straight community--not 

political stuff--but show them that we do things that 

straight people do. We shouldn't discriminate against 

straight [people]. We should even overcompensate to 

avoid the stigma most people believe about gays. We 

should do things for straight people, like community 

service. (B42, observed chapter) 

Debating what kind of services DLP should do reflected 

brothers' intention for normalization and mainstreaming: 

It is good for us to do for XYZ AIDS Center because 

they do need the help and stuff but also I think we 

should help other organizations, you know, because it's 

like just because it is gay, we are going to go for 

XYZ. . .we are going to do everything gay. We should 

be normal. We should make differences and I think we 

should change it in the future. That would be up to 

the guys to do more than one [service project], do two 

or three because I know other fraternities they do more 

than one. (B3 8, observed chapter, emphasis added) 

In an effort to involve themselves in the straight 

community, brothers not only served homeless shelters, food 
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banks, and soup kitchens, they also extended their services 

to special groups, particularly women and minority groups. 

One chapter, for instance volunteered in a battered women's 

home; another worked for a women's resource center on 

campus. Their involvement included fundraising, educating, 

assisting in rape crisis counseling, and, holding workshops 

to raise awareness. 

Volunteer work not only normalized gay people in the 

eyes of the straight population, it also affected DLP's 

brothers individually, helping them create a positive self 

image. By providing service to the straight community, gay 

fraternity members could affirm their sexuality on a higher 

ground, as one brother put it, "by setting an example and 

showing that gay people do care will help us enter into the 

mainstream of society--it will help humanize us" (Cohn, 

1993: 89, archival data). Besides hoping to gain approval 

from the straight community, brothers could also affirm to 

themselves that they were "normal guys" by involving in the 

straight community and showing how "gay people do straight 

things." 

Gay brothers hoped to achieve tolerance and acceptance 

by conveying a normal, asexual, and non-feminine image of 
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DLP. This strategy echoed the legitimation paradigm that 

frames oppression toward homosexuality and gay people as 

prejudice and ignorance; these prejudices can be eliminated 

t)y gay people educating the public and emphasizing the 

similarity between gays and straights. Using the straight 

community's perception as a frame of reference, brothers of 

DLP attempted to reshape the meaning of being gay according 

to the existing normative framework. 

Non-Confrontational Tactics 

Besides attempts to normalize a gay public image, 

brothers also used non-confrontational tactics as a 

legitimation strategy. Similar to the early homophile 

organizations, DLP avoided public confrontations and 

militant politics. In fact, brothers identified DLP more as 

a "social" fraternity. This group identity was expressed in 

its official mission statement (DLP Website, archival data): 

Delta Lambda Phi National Social Fraternity is 
organized as a non-profit corporation under District of 
Columbia Law. The Corporation is organized for social 
and recreational purposes. 

For the DLP brothers, being "social" meant a focus on events 

that aimed at building interpersonal relationships. 
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facilitating personal growth, creating a secure environment 

for college gay men, providing coming out support, and 

serving the community (Stombler et al. , 1997). Examples of 

social events were parties, retreats, social gatherings, and 

social service projects. 

Gay fraternity brothers generally constructed a 

narrowly-defined notion about the "political." Structures 

and processes relating to the state, governments, and other 

legitimate channels of representation--such as lobbying, 

supporting candidates, signing petitions to support 

legislation--were thought to be political. One brother 

summed up this notion about the "political": 

We are not political at all. . .we don't endorse 
people. . .like supporting people for office, or 
trying to petition the council to pass something. As 
an organization, we're not allowed to voice, to do 
stuff like that. (B22) 

Social actions of DLP were non-confrontational and 

characterized mainly by philanthropic activities such as 

fund raising for AIDS research, volunteering in AIDS 

hospices, and educating fellow students on safer sex. For 

some brothers, "the biggest political statement that we will 

ever make is marching in AIDS walks or riding an AIDS [bike] 

ride" (BOS). DLP also participated in many gay events like 

77 



Gay Pride Parade and National Coming Out Day that conveyed 

symbolic meanings about gay identity (Herrell, 1992). 

However, brothers did not perceive those events as 

confrontational. ^̂  

Rarely did the gay fraternity take an official stance 

on social issues, controversial or not, but when i t did, DLP 

usually adopted legitimate strategies such as petition 

signing or voting. For instance, at one chapter, brothers 

signed a petition as a group requesting the U.S. Navy not 

grant parole to the person found guilty of killing a gay 

American sailor in Japan. In another chapter, brothers 

supported pro-gay initiatives by signing a petition for 

passing a city ordinance legalizing domestic partnerships. 

When choosing the kind of issues to which DLP would respond, 

one brother explained: 

I don't think our organization will hesitate to send a 
letter saying we object to this or we support this. It 
is just a matter of members coming in and saying this 
is what is going on and le t ' s take a stand. Usually if 
i t is not too controversial, people will be willing to 
go along with i t . (B04) 

" As Gay Pride Parades become common phenomena in major c i t i e s , 
t h e i r conf ron ta t iona l e f fec t decreases . Some commentators see the Pride 
Parades as a "dead metaphor" because they have achieved the o r i g i n a l 
i n t e n t i o n to increase v i s i b i l i t y of gays and l e s b i a n s . Savage (1998: 
48) w r i t e s , " [o]ur parades t e l l everyone--fr iends and foes--something 
they a l r eady know: We are everywhere." 
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Besides constructing a narrow definition of 

politicalness by including only legitimate processes for 

political goals, brothers also portrayed politicalness 

itself as being controversial. Furthermore, brothers 

frequently juxtaposed their apoliticalness with other 

radical political groups as ACT-UP, an AIDS activist group 

that used militant tactics in the late 80s: "I mean we [gay 

fraternities] are visible but we're not out in people's 

faces like ACT-UP was, you know, protesting, screaming, and 

yelling, and causing chaos" (B2 0). Taking a non-

confrontational or apolitical stance also paralleled DLP's 

desires to mainstream the image of gay people. For brothers 

of DLP, being political and confrontational could taint the 

positive image they had been building because being 

political would, as one brother put it, "get ourselves in 

trouble" (B4 0, observed chapter). Responding to a debate on 

whether DLP should involve itself in political 

organizations, the president of the observed chapter 

asserted, "No, we are a social organization. People in the 

straight community look down on gay political organizations" 

(B42) . Thus avoiding being looked down upon and getting 

into trouble, the gay fraternity chose a relatively non-
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controversial route in its social action, reflecting its 

desires of respectability within the straight community. 

In short, DLP's rejection of controversial actions 

aligned with the fraternity's goal to mainstream the image 

of gay people. By not involving themselves in political 

activities brothers of DLP avoided potential controversy or 

perceived troubles. Similarly, even when the fraternity 

participated in social action, it chose non-confrontational 

action such as petition signing and philanthropic services. 

Evaluation 

It is difficult to evaluate the effectiveness of DLP's 

legitimation strategies because they were mainly symbolic in 

nature. Breaking the silence within the traditional 

fraternity institution, resisting hegemonic masculinity 

within the fraternity's space, defying stereotypes, 

presenting a positive image of gay people, and showing that 

"gay people do care" conveyed mostly symbolic messages. 

These symbolic actions often limited potential change to the 

cultural level. Furthermore, restraining from involvement 

in political actions also impeded DLP from influencing real 

change in social policy or transforming institutions. 
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The limitation of challenge at the symbolic level is 

that it does not result in substantial change. The status 

of the gay fraternity within the traditional fraternity 

institution reflected such limitations. While generally 

straight fraternities did not object that DLP became an 

established fraternity on campuses, further steps toward 

acceptance were not reported by DLP's brothers. Besides a 

few chapters that were active on their campus 

Interfraternity Councils (IFC), most chapters remained 

isolated from other fraternities. Interfraternity 

interaction was a rare phenomenon. While indifferent to the 

existence of DLP, prejudices against the gay fraternity on 

campus persisted. Brothers reported incidences of 

harassment and disturbances during gatherings or meetings on 

campus and recruiting flyers being torn down. Some chapters 

on conservative campuses continued to worry about their 

visibility on campus. For instance, the observed chapter 

avoided joining the homecoming parade in the first two years 

of its existence on campus; the chapter also refused to have 

photos in the Yearbook for fear of being outed. 

Even chapters that were able to enter the IFC were 

conscious of their precarious status in the system. For 
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example, brothers had to work harder than other traditional 

fraternities in order to enter the IFC, as one brother 

described: "When we tried to join the IFC, they didn't want 

to let us in because they thought we were nothing but a sex 

club. We did everything so well that they couldn't refuse 

us" (BIS, emphasis added). This strategy of proving an 

above average quality level is a common means for minority 

and deviant groups to gain a legitimate status from their 

counterparts. After gaining access, however, the image of 

this chapter to the other campus straight fraternities 

remained scandalous. The same brother continued to explain 

that other fraternities thought that DLP was a "joke 

fraternity"--far from the ideal of being respectable: 

They have IFC game during the homecoming week, and you 
know there are all these queens out there. . . . Of 
course we got our butts kicked most of the time, but we 
were still out there. . . . We are like the joke 
fraternity. There have been a couple of members of our 
chapter who actually were in other fraternities, and 
they told us all about how they bad-mouthed us. (BIS) 

These examples illustrate that prejudice and legitimation 

can occur simultaneously when social action is limited only 

to the legitimation level (Vaid, 1995). Being recognized 

and tolerated by the established institutions does not 

necessarily mean full acceptance, save from differences 
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being celebrated. Thus, legitimation of the gay fraternity 

was important in its attempt to shock the existing system, 

to unravel taken-for-granted assumptions about hazing, about 

male relationships, and about femininity; however, 

legitimation, if operated alone, was inadequate for gaining 

substantial change (Altman, 1982; Vaid, 1995). 

The decision not to involve themselves in the political 

realm or not to change the traditional fraternity 

institution outside the system seemed to be a conscious and 

voluntary choice made by individuals in DLP. In contrast 

with the claim by brothers that DLP was a politically 

diverse group, I found that brothers in the gay fraternity 

shared relatively homogeneous views on issues of social 

change. They agreed with the legitimation strategies by 

constructing a positive image for gay people, by defying 

stereotypes, and by normalizing the gay image. Although 

there were many other areas where brothers had difficulties 

gaining consensus within the group, DLP brothers were almost 

unanimously supportive of portraying DLP as a non-political 

organization; they also realized this official stance in 

practice. Besides a few limited actions in which they would 
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participate, most of the chapters concentrated their time in 

non-political, social issues, and philanthropic services. 

The structure of DLP itself reproduced the attitudes of 

brothers who were likely to take the legitimation route 

rather than the liberation route to social change. Among 

brothers interviewed, very few simultaneously affiliated 

with another gay organization, whether it was an activist 

group or not. About half of them had no history of joining 

other gay organizations before, and some even experienced 

their first action of coming out by joining the gay 

fraternity. Those brothers who had experiences with other 

gay organizations stopped these affiliations right before or 

after they became active members of DLP. Most brothers 

claimed that joining DLP required time and commitment often 

beyond the minimum requirement of other organizations. One 

brother said that DLP was not an organization that "you can 

drop it and drop out of it will, and if you're brothers then 

you're brothers for the rest of your life, no matter what. 

So that's one big difference [from other gay organizations]" 

(B14) . Brothers also pointed out particularly that the time 

commitment required for members was one of the reasons 

pledges failed to finish a pledge program. Hence, the 
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structure of DLP that required major devotion in terms of 

time and emotion could be a hindrance for gay brothers to 

participate in other organizations with different political 

or social orientations. The fraternity structure of DLP 

demanded not only instrumental participation but also 

devotion to personal emotions on the expressive level (e.g., 

brotherhood and bonding), and these demands restricted young 

gay men to an organization that promoted legitimation while 

usually bypassing fundamental social transformation 

advocated by the liberation paradigm. 

Retreating from the System 

Although the gay fraternity made some gains by 

symbolically challenging the traditional fraternity 

institution, it did not completely fulfill its legitimation 

mission. One example illustrating this incompleteness was 

the landmark decision of the 1996 national DLP convention to 

terminate the gay fraternity's pursuit for National 

Interfraternity Conference (NIC) membership. Rather than 

pursuing further rights to equal treatment in the straight 

world, giving up national recognition signified a retreat 

from the traditional fraternity system. This decision also 
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indicated a change of group goal and identity, as one 

brother elaborated: 

In the beginning we were very much interested in 

defining ourselves as a collegiate style fraternity. 

However, over the years, I think that our maturing of 

our members and our relationship and our real chapter 

experience, that is less important to us. In other 

words, being affiliated with a school is not as 

important as it is just to have our presence in the 

[gay] community. (B04) 

Some brothers explained that giving up this pursuit stemmed 

from practical reasons since many brothers retained a dual 

status of being DLP brothers and being members of other 

fraternities, a practice that the NIC prohibited. Others 

explained that NIC membership would restrict DLP only to 

college-based chapters. Because many DLP chapters opened 

their rushes to community members in order to keep their 

chapters in active status, NIC membership would not be 

viable, especially to those with dwindling membership. 

Other brothers found that the trend to separate DLP 

from the IFC and NIC reflected DLP's intention to retreat 

from the system and concentrate in cultivating a space for 

gay men: "years ago the intention [of DLP] was to have 

another outlet for people who were discriminated against" 

(B02). This signaled that DLP was moving toward 
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constructing a self-contained and isolated community; 

furthermore, it reflected how brothers in DLP perceived the 

route to effective social change. Instead of concentrating 

on challenging the external straight system, DLP turned its 

attention to its internal gay world by constructing an 

alternative community for young gay men. I will explore 

these aspects in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER V 

IN THE GAY WORLD: COMMUNITY LIBERATED 

For the marginal, building an "enclave" allows "the 

cultivation of memory; the search for the margins, nuances, 

and seams of experience" (Melucci, 1994: 121). Through 

community building the oppressed defend themselves against 

the dominant order, asserting the worthiness of their 

difference and resisting the "colonization" by the dominant 

system (Habermas, 1987; Katsiaficas, 1997). Facilitating a 

community-like environment is thus an important means to 

resist and to dissent. In the feminist movement, various 

community groups and movement organizations formed and 

shaped the "social movement communities" that support and 

continue the movement (Buechler, 1990; Whittier, 1995). 

Similarly, the gay (cultural) community provided this type 

of support for the gay movement (D'Emilio, 1983). In this 

chapter, I examine how the gay fraternity could advance or 

impede the gay movement by constructing a microcosm within 

the larger gay community. In what way did the gay 

fraternity help (re)produce the gay identity that is the 
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core of the gay movement? How did the gay fraternity relate 

to the gay movement and the gay community? 

At first glance, the gay fraternity related to the gay 

community in a peculiar way. Besides the rumor that the 

fraternity was a sex club, the gay community also accused 

the fraternity of being "too Greek" because of its 

exclusionary practice in choosing members (The Boys of, 

1993, archival data). Campus-based DLP chapters also found 

that gay and lesbian student organizations perceived DLP as 

a competing group, dividing the already hard-to-find 

membership. "We tried to start chapters and it has been 

squashed by resistance from the [student] gay groups," said 

one former chapter president (B31). These negative 

reactions from the gay community made brothers feel like 

outsiders within their "own kind." One brother summed up: 

We are the outcast. In reality, we offer a support 

group for the young gay male. However, in the eyes of 

many gay political leaders, we are discriminating 

because we do not allow anyone in, you must be 

accepted. And of course, we're sexist in their eyes 

[referring to the exclusion of women]. (BIO) 

Here we see the double identity of the gay fraternity. 

Within both the straight fraternity system and the gay 

community, DLP found itself being both an insider and 
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outsider at the same time. The community building of DLP 

also reflected this double vision, as it simultaneously 

applied and rejected the gay culture. 

In the first part of this chapter, I discuss the way 

the gay fraternity reproduced gay identity by facilitating 

the coming out process of members and by socializing members 

about the meaning of being gay. These tasks indicated that 

the gay fraternity was part of the larger gay community by 

playing a role in identity reproduction. 

In the second part of this chapter, I present how the 

gay fraternity moved beyond its reproduction role and 

attempted to reform the gay community by constructing an 

alternative social setting for gay men who longed for 

intimate relationships with other gay men. DLP achieved its 

own community building by drawing upon different cultural 

resources, such as the traditional model of brotherhood and 

the feminine aspects of intimacy and emotion. In this way, 

DLP appeared to liberate a community from the social 

constraints that prevent gay men, and men in general, from 

developing intimate relationships. 

In the last part of this chapter, I evaluate the nature 

of this cultural-community work endeavored by the gay 
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fraternity. The community DLP constructed carried 

potentials for liberation because i t broke through cultural 

constraints that denied intimacy among men. The 

organizational form of DLP, however, contradicted i ts group 

ideology. As a result, the gay fraternity often failed to 

achieve the kind of group solidarity and intimate 

brotherhood i t intended. This failure became an impediment 

for the gay movement. 

(Re)Producing the Gay Identity 

While the gay fraternity professed to be inclusive, 

there were few signs that DLP in fact succeeded at including 

or actively pursuing non-gay members.̂ ^ Brothers commonly 

expressed that "the reason I am here is because we are all 

gay." Although brothers came to the fraternity with various 

reasons and intentions, as one brother explained, "the 

bottom line with every chapter is that we all understand the 

^^ There was one straight active brother in the gay fraternity 
that we could confirm. There were very few bisexual members in the gay 
fraternity. Most brothers we interviewed could not identify any 
bisexual brothers in their chapter. The bisexual brother we interviewed 
expressed that bisexuality was s t i l l a stigma in the fraternity. He had 
to accommodate the needs of his gay brothers by not bringing female 
friends to the fraternity house. 
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trials of being gay" (B24).^^ DLP's brothers recognized a 

sense of commonness found in everyday experience: 

Most of us have felt like outsiders all of our lives. 
Most of us are dealing with a lot of self doubt, and 
have had experience with self destructive behavior. 
This makes it easier, I think, for us to develop 
strong, deep bonds.(B07) 

Within the fraternity, brothers reflected, expressed, and 

shared their experiences with one another, hence 

constructing a sense of connectedness of a "we" that also 

allowed them to draw links with others in the larger gay 

community. In this section, I discuss how DLP facilitated 

two processes of identity development, coming out of the 

closet and going into the gay community, by paying attention 

particularly to the way DLP drew upon the gay culture as a 

resource to reproduce the gay identity within the fraternity 

setting. 

Out of the Closet 

Although most brothers were aware of their homosexual 

orientation prior to joining the fraternity, they were in 

different stages of being out. Coming out of the closet 

^̂  However, Wharton (forthcoming) f inds tha t gay b ro the r s did not 
n e c e s s a r i l y extend t h i s bond to lesb ian women. 
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commonly represents the experience that a gay man or lesbian 

has when first acknowledging one's sexual orientation, 

identifying oneself as gay, acting upon one's sexual desire, 

disclosing this desire to others, and entering the gay 

community (Dank, 1971; Herdt, 1992; Rhoads, 1994; Troiden, 

1988) . For many, the process of coming out was often 

frightening. One brother described coming out is 

. . .a scary kind of process because you have to 

declare yourself at odds with the institutional power 

bases and your society. You have to mark yourself as 

abnormal in the eyes of much of your society because 

most individuals need some kind of love or some kind of 

recognition and they are afraid they are going to lose 

that. It is really a traumatic experience. (B3 8, 

observed chapter) 

DLP appeared to be a site where young gay men could 

find a secure and supportive environment for the coming out 

process. Some brothers reported that joining DLP marked 

their first coming out experience. In the observed chapter, 

men used the fraternity rush as their first function in the 

gay community. One brother said he was so nervous that he 

was shaking. Too scared to dress for rush in his dorm for 

fear of repercussions, he left in workout clothes and went 

to the mall to buy an outfit for the formal rush. He then 

changed at the mall and went to rush. Other brothers told 
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us that rushing DLP was the first time they had seen a 

congregation of gay men. 

Not only was DLP a site where gay men could come out, 

but it was also a site where they could make connections 

with other men at a level besides the impersonal bar scene. 

Group activities often provided opportunities for the men to 

share their coming out experiences with one another. Thus, 

for those who had never come out, joining DLP broke the 

isolation that college gay men often felt prior to coming 

out (Rhoads, 1994) . One brother described how DLP helped 

him to make spiritual connection with other gay men: 

[during pledging] we have sort of a process where we go 

around and get signatures from all the active brothers 

and you talk about whatever. I went and talked with 

everyone about their coming out experience. . . . I 

feel like what brings us together is the experience of 

the fear of coming out. I went around and talked to a 

lot of people about their experiences and I was so 

amazed that I was suddenly able to make connections 

with people who I had never felt like I could make 

before. (BOS) 

DLP was then the first site where these brothers could 

develop a sense of community with others. By contacting 

other gay men through the fraternity, members found a secure 

place to share their experiences and reaffirmed their 

commonness. 
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The fraternity also constructed a new meaning of being 

gay, one that involved a recovery from the guilt and shame 

that is often felt by gay men before they came out (Adam, 

1978; Rhoads, 1994; Weston, 1991). This meaning echoed the 

one stressed by the gay movement that being gay is "being 

who you are": 

One of our fraternity brothers was still in the closet. 
He didn't want to tell his family but Pete helped him 
along. He said "don't be ashamed of who you are. If 
your parents don't approve of you, fine, this is who 
you are. He told him, "You take it easy. Tell your 
parents individually or together but you take it 
slowly. We'll work with you." He came out just fine 
even though his parents didn't approve of it at first. 
They kicked him out but we found him a place to live. 
(Whitlock, 1995, archival data) 

Thus, DLP fostered a supportive environment in which 

brothers collectively provided opportunities for newly outed 

members to orient themselves to the meaning of being gay 

and, in the same process, recover from the fear, shame or 

guilt they experienced. Furthermore, being out as a group 

also helped the coming out process at the individual level, 

one brother explained: 

It's nice to belong to a group whose motto is making 
your presence known and to know that when you go out as 
a group, you are going out with the intention of 
letting people know you are there. You are not going 
to hide. It's very important to me when I came out to 
make people know. It was part of my battle to accept 
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my sexuality and it is nice to be with a group of men, 
as we go out we wear our shirt and you know we are 
there. You can't miss us. (B32) 

Into the Gay Wor1 H 

Coming out also marked the first step for gay men to 

enter the gay community (Dank, 1971), and here DLP served as 

a bridge where newly outed members could connect with the 

larger gay community. Drawing cultural resources from the 

gay world, DLP actively reproduced the gay culture and the 

gay identity that was pivotal to the gay community (Harris, 

1997; Warren, 1974). 

Brothers participated in several processes where they 

learned how to be gay. For brothers who had never contacted 

the gay community, DLP was the first site where they--as 

openly gay men--met other gay men. These meetings 

frequently became a way of socializing and reproducing 

stereotypical notions about the gay culture. For instance, 

information about the gay lifestyle, sexual terminology, gay 

symbols, and, in essence, the gay language, were part of the 

important cultural resource that brothers shared and 

reproduced in group interaction. A newly outed brother 

described the content of this knowledge: 
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the whole thing about being a bottom or a top, or if 

you're femme or you're butch, if you're a straight or 

nellie or queen. I knew about drag queens; I saw 

their performance and liked the club scene. I've 

learned about the pink triangle and the rainbows. If 

you wear the pink triangle upside down it means that 

you're gay or support gays. The lambda sign means 

liberation of gays. Rainbow means you're gay. The 

top-bottom is like a gender role in a relationship. 

One is going to be the more effeminate one and the 

other is the masculine one. The top is more masculine 

and the bottom is more feminine. (B40, observed 

chapter) 

DLP also facilitated in its group events the reproduction of 

this gay knowledge, despite its stereotypical nature. For 

instance, one chapter held workshops and taught brothers 

"from 'how to do fabulous drag' to 'how to deal with HIV-

AIDS when it affects you or someone you love'" (B07). 

Another chapter included the "essential gay history" in its 

coming out support program. One brother from this chapter 

explained how young gay men had lost touch with the legacy 

of the gay past; DLP thus served to fill this gap: 

I have noticed the younger gay men who have come out at 

the age of, like, eighteen, nineteen, twenty, or who 

are in the process of coming out, lack the gay history 

. . . . There's a reason why [gay men] idolize Joan 

Crawford; there's a reason why they love Marilyn 

Monroe. . . . We teach gay history in coming out 

group. Everybody is supposed to know the gay history. 

(B22) 
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This chapter also included questions about gay history in 

fraternity pledge tests. 

Participants in the gay community identify a "we" by 

sharing not only a similar sexual preference but also a 

common cultural knowledge (Altman, 1982; D'Emilio, 1983; 

Murray, 1996; Warren, 1974). The gay fraternity applied 

these cultural resources to bind its members and construct a 

microcosm within the larger gay subcultural community. 

Using gay cultural themes at fraternity events, brothers 

reaffirmed their gay identity. On a movie night, for 

instance, brothers often chose gay-theme movies such as 

"Jeffrey"^^ or watched movies popular in the gay culture: 

instead of watching a regular old hit movie, 
[they]would seek out campy movies like Breakfast at 
Tiffany's, Mommy Dearest, and anything with Bette Davis 
[a gay icon]. . .[then, we went to the park] to play 
crochet and [it was] really campy. I'm like oh my god, 
my god, this is so gay, I love it!" (B3 0) 

In another event, brothers played a game called "Gay 

Monopoly," which included "having discos instead of 

railroads, as well as locations and resorts popular among 

the gay community" (Hahn, 1995, archival data). Through 

these events, brothers could learn the cultural meaning of 

•̂̂  Brothers of the observed chapter watched this movie at a local 
gay club. 
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being gay. Furthermore, brothers oriented others to the gay 

lifestyle, as one brother described how another brother 

learned the gay lifestyle after joining DLP: 

I remember Brother X at his first pledge meeting. We 

asked him what was his most favorite music and he said 

organ music. Organ music?! The man's most favorite 

music was organ music!!! He had a bowl cut hair style 

and he was just wrong. He was just all wrong. Now you 

look at him and he has more hair spray than god knows 

who, and he had a nice little attitude about him. He 

is very self-assured, can dance, loves house music. 

Not that just because you like house music means you 

are fabulous but it's a point [laughing]. (B24) 

Celebration of gayness through group events thus served to 

produce and reaffirm members' gay identity and allowed them 

to become a part of the larger gay cultural community. 

Moreover, the secure environment fostered by the gay 

fraternity was an important component in this celebration 

and learning, as one brother explained that "when you're on 

campus all day and suddenly you're able to sit down in a 

room full of other gay men, and you start to really let your 

hair down, and then you just completely queen out, because 

it's just fun to be able to do it" (B19). 

The gay fraternity connected to the larger gay 

community by drawing upon the gay cultural resources and 

bringing them into the fraternity's internal activities. By 
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socializing brothers with this gay cultural information, 

sharing personal experiences, and learning from one another, 

brothers in DLP actively constructed and reproduced the gay 

identity that was defined beyond an individual's sexual 

preference. Thus, as a microcosm of the larger gay 

community, DLP connected with the gay movement by adopting 

the shared identity narratives and "frames of cultural 

meaning that are historically and contextually situated in 

social movement communities" (Taylor and Whittier, 1996: 

173) . I will discuss how DLP situated itself in this larger 

community. 

(Re)Forming a Cultural Community 

The gay fraternity did not stop at playing merely a 

reproduction role for the gay culture; in fact, it went 

beyond adopting the gay culture in total and moved to 

constructing an alternative environment to complement what 

brothers found lacking within the gay community. The way 

brothers of DLP organized the fraternity reflected their 

critique of the gay culture. By forming an enclave as an 

alternative for gay men, DLP also reformed the gay culture 

In this section, I discuss the ways the gay fraternity 
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perceived the problematics of the gay community and how the 

DLP community reflected these perceptions. 

Critiquing the Gay Community 

Even though brothers incorporated the gay culture into 

their fraternity events, they remained critical of the gay 

community regarding how gay men interact with one another. 

The original intention of establishing DLP in 1986 reflected 

this view, as the founders observed that there were few 

social alternatives besides a plethora of clubs and that 

other gay settings were too political- and service-oriented. 

Following this critical tradition, current brothers of 

DLP also viewed the gay culture as over-sexualized, filled 

with destructive behaviors, lacking depth, and too 

appearance-oriented. One brother explained that 

a big part of the gay culture is the culture of sex and 
all the rituals that surround it from the bar scene to 
social things. . . . People are doing things that 
ostensibly are just fun and they are doing it because 
it is SO MUCH FUN. But if you think about it there is 
really nothing all that fun about it, it is kind of 
self-destructive. (B05) 

Besides within the bar-scene, brothers also felt that the 

gay culture as a whole emphasized the "outside rather than 

the inside," and they viewed it as one that focused on 
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appearance, youth, and power. Referring to L.A., known as 

one of the gay cities in the U.S., one brother explained 

that "there was pervasive superficiality down there. . 

.there was this competition to look like a model, to have 

the best looking you know, the perfect body with all these 

muscles, a perfect looking face, clothes and cars and all 

this stuff" (B12). The brothers also judged the gay culture 

to be lacking cohesion as a community due to this perceived 

superficiality: 

I think that there is a gay culture but I don't 
necessarily believe that there is a gay community 
. . . . Gay men are very alienated from each other. 
We go around, we walk around on the streets and see 
each other, but at the same time there seems to be a 
lack of a real, there is just this lack of feeling that 
we are a community. . . . There is a substantial 
amount of rejection of gay men toward each other. (B21) 

Other brothers found that gay men were particularly 

opinionated, that they tended to judge each other 

critically, and that they lacked trust toward one another 

and put each other down a lot: "people [in the gay 

community] tend to have a lot of acquaintances or 'friends' 

but they don't seem to be that intimate with these people" 

(B12) . 
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These problematics of the gay community became a frame 

of reference for DLP to shape an alternative environment for 

members who sought out intimate, yet non-sexual, 

relationships with other gay men. Particularly, brothers 

turned to an introspective dimension of change. Instead of 

viewing the role of DLP as one that transformed the external 

straight world, brothers pointed out that changes should 

first stem from a transformation in the individual's self. 

One brother suggested that the role of DLP was "to show that 

a progressive man, whether he'd be straight or gay, can 

assume any role in society he wishes, and he's not bound by 

that, he can do whatever he wants," he continued, "the 

objective of all movement should be the liberation of the 

self. When the self is liberated so is the society" (B16). 

Next, I examine how the gay fraternity (re)formed the gay 

community by liberating relationships among gay men and 

hence potentially promoting self-liberation for members. 

Community Liberated 

The community that DLP constructed reflected a mixture 

of cultural components. On the one hand, DLP drew upon the 

traditional fraternal notion of brotherhood that stressed 
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bonding by taking care of each other and sticking up for one 

another; on the other hand, the gay fraternity promoted a 

sense of intimacy that resisted the conventional norms that 

denied the forming of emotional relationships among men. 

The result of this mixture was a unique set of meanings 

prescribing how gay men could bond with one another without 

the implied presence of sexual connotations. In this sense, 

DLP constructed a community that liberated members from 

previous cultural constraints. 

Drawing upon the traditional fraternity model, the gay 

fraternity promoted a bond among its members using the 

mythical ideal of brotherhood. Shared symbols and rituals, 

for example, created a semblance of close relationships and 

connectedness: 

We all go through the same ritual and education 
process. The common things that we all know are the 
same handshake, we all know the same signs, we know 
what letters stand for, we all wear the same letters. 
It is an opportunity to have something that links us 
and when we go and see somebody and we talk about an 
event like the Night of Madness Party everybody knows 
what a Night of Madness Party is. If they talk about 
the exam of learning the song or singing the song or 
doing the cheer everybody knows it. (B04) 

These shared experiences allowed brothers who had never met 

one another to identify as brothers. One member described 
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his experience as "amazing" and "unusual" during the 

national convention: 

It was just amazing to me that I got there, and I have 
never met any of them, and they just would come up to 
me and say "hey, glad to see you." Wow! I don't even 
know you. . . . [it was a] very very unusual 
experience to me. And I just got and felt really 
really close to all these guys. (B17) 

Brothers who had attended the national convention frequently 

reported similar uplifting feelings about meeting other 

brothers from across the country. 

Although this myth of brotherhood did not guarantee 

cohesion within the group,'' brothers did actualize the 

ideal of true belonging, acceptance, and unconditional love 

in their daily interaction with other brothers. Members 

reported how they supported each other in personal crises. 

For instance, one brother received abundant support from 

others when he experienced a financial crisis. He described 

the way other brothers helped him overcome those difficult 

moments as the most memorable incident in his fraternity 

life: 

The most memorable is my brothers have been very 
financially helpful in the sense that if we were going 
out to dinner after a meeting, they'd say "you wanna 

^̂  To be sure, many brothers who claimed to have found this sense 
of brotherhood in their chapters also reported, at the same time, the 
internal conflicts within the fraternity. 
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come along?" I'm like: "yeah, but I can't pay 
anything." And they're like: "don't worry about it, 
it's not a problem." So they were very understanding 
about my situation. . .they don't look down [on me] 
because some people could think of this as free 
loading. But that's not. . .we all are sort of 
looking out for each other and care for each other. 
(B20). 

Some brothers told how members who came from different 

backgrounds or who had "extreme" personalities accepted each 

other and developed long term friendships because, as one 

brother put it, "at the end brotherhood won out" (B24). 

Hence, the mythical ideal of brotherhood was both a myth and 

an actual way for members to accomplish intimate 

relationships with one another. 

In addition, the use of rituals to express intimacy was 

important, especially for brothers who felt the need to get 

close with other gay men without the presence of any sexual 

connotations. Rituals such as the "warm fuzzy" helped 

brothers to express their emotion toward one another in a 

non-s exua1 way: 

In our warm fuzzy exercise, we have a ball of yarn, or 
we have a warm fuzzy pillow, or something. And then 
one person starts and throws the pillow at somebody and 
give that person a warm fuzz. Like: Oh, thank you for 
helping me out, you're one of the nicest people I've 
seen. And that person has to throw it to somebody else 
in the fraternity. We did this like for two hours, 
until we're all like really comfortable, and tired. 
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It's all sappy, and a box of Kleenex starts to come: 
[weeping sound] huuu, you're so wonderful to me. You 
know, a big drama, but it's great, it really pulls us 
altogether. (BIS) 

Emotional work like the "warm fuzzy" ritual facilitated 

solidarity within the group; it also allowed non-

conventional groups to "create and legitimize new emotion 

norms that include expectations about how members should 

feel about themselves" (Taylor and Whittier, 1996: 177). By 

fostering intimacy and emotions among gay men, the gay 

fraternity thereby broke the conventional norms that detach 

masculinity from emotional expression (Cancian, 1987) . 

Without stigmatizing the use of intimacy for bonding, 

the gay fraternity was able to resist hegemonic masculinity 

that was pervasive not only in the straight world but also 

in the gay world (Blachford, 1981). Within the fraternity 

context, brothers "understand that if someone has a problem, 

they are going to come and cry on your shoulder" (BO6) . 

Furthermore, brothers found that it was not necessary for 

them to prove one's masculinity in the fraternity setting. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, "femaling" was one way 

through which brothers transgressed the boundary between the 

socially constructed gender line. Similarly, emotional work 
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through rituals and brotherhood also brought forth these 

challenges. As a result, the gay fraternity redefined both 

the meaning of being a "man" (by intimacy with men) in the 

straight world and the meaning of being "gay" (by non-sexual 

intimacy) in the gay world. 

Through formal rituals and informal communication, 

brothers reported that the kind of relationships they 

developed in the gay fraternity helped them to gain more 

self-confidence and self-assertiveness. Some found their 

personalities had changed and that they were more likely to 

open their emotional side to other men. One brother 

described an instance of personality change: 

He is older and had just come out. . . . Maybe he was 
uncomfortable about the whole situation, but felt 
comfortable enough to join or rush, and then two years 
late, you know, he's here now, and he's hugging 
everybody. He's Mexican and he bleached [his hair] 
blond, so we're like: "peroxide's not a toy," and now 
he can joke about it. He's okay with it. I remember 
before if we had made a joke like that he would be so 
mad and run away. But now he's like, whatever. . . . 
That's like a positive thing that people get out of the 
fraternity. (BOl) 

In short, DLP drew on different cultural resources to 

form the basis of the relationships between members. It 

adopted the traditional fraternity model and a non-hegemonic 

notion of intimacy in order to create a connectedness 
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between members. Guided by the ideal of brotherhood 

expressing in non-sexual intimacy and emotion, members of 

the gay fraternity redefined the meanings of masculinity and 

challenged the conventional cultural norms that denied the 

emotional side of men and stigmatized intimate bonding 

between them. This emotional enclave built by the gay 

fraternity liberated some gay men from these cultural 

constraints and at the same time reformed the gay community 

both by pointing out the problematics of the gay community 

and by showing the potential for gay men to bond non-

sexually. 

Evaluation 

DLP played two roles in the gay movement. First, it 

helped reproduce the gay identity by actively supporting an 

environment wherein gay men could come out. Furthermore, 

the fraternity served as a bridge that led members into the 

gay community. Through contact with other gay men in DLP, 

the newly outed members learned the gay language and also 

the meaning of being gay. DLP also provided a supportive 

environment stressing the ideas that being gay "is nothing 

to be ashamed of" and that one "should be yourself." These 
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notions resonated with the gay liberation movement which 

viewed gay identity in its own right and coming out as ways 

to self-liberation. 

Second, the gay fraternity supported the gay movement 

by providing a reflective critique of the gay culture and 

the gay community. By challenging the problematics of the 

gay community, DLP actively sought members who desired a 

different type of relationship with gay men other than that 

found in the bar scene. By providing a non-sexual 

environment for gay men to bond, the gay fraternity reformed 

the gay culture and allowed members to give these 

relationships new meanings. Through bonding with one 

another, members resisted both the hegemonic masculinity 

that denied emotional ties among men and also the gay 

culture that sexualized any relationship between gays. In 

this sense, the gay fraternity liberated the cultural 

constraints that impeded deep relationships between gay men 

and between men in general. 

However, reproducing the gay identity and reforming the 

gay culture were far from truly liberating in the context of 

the liberation paradigm. Being mainly a gay-focused group, 

the fraternity was unable to draw links with other groups to 
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further its cause of liberation. The contact of the 

fraternity with other organizations in the gay community was 

rare. Besides occasional joined activities such as AIDS 

walk. Gay Pride Parade, voluntary work at AIDS hospices and 

supporting gay youth clubs, most of the time DLP chapters 

seemed concerned and occupied with cultivating interpersonal 

relationships in their own communities. DLP appropriated 

little time for any other action beyond the group's internal 

concerns, reflecting also a withdrawal tendency of the gay 

fraternity from the gay community. DLP also failed to 

extend its intimate and family-like community to other 

members of the gay community. Being a relatively exclusive 

organization by its practice of excluding lesbians and non-

college educated gay men, the gay fraternity conformed with 

the traditional fraternity model that reproduces male-

dominance by prohibiting other out-group members access to 

cultural resources (Wharton, forthcoming). In these ways, 

the liberation effort of DLP was limited only to an 

exclusive group of individuals, hence denying opportunities 

to take further steps toward gay liberation. 

Ill 



Organ-i national Paradox 

Although the gay fraternity professed and actively 

promoted intimate relationships among members in practice, 

many of these relationships failed. Brothers reported 

incidents of conflict at the local level due to personal 

disagreement and the forming of cliques among members. 

There were incidents of brothers being singled out and 

alienated in their chapters. Brothers also complained about 

constant stress, emotional turmoil, and frustration. 

Furthermore, these impediments to group solidarity also 

obstructed DLP's participation in communities outside of its 

own. One force weakening the solidarity of the gay 

fraternity was its organizational form which was 

contradictory to the group's ideology. 

Two processes of contradiction seemed to be at work. 

First, the willingness to accept diversity and reject 

conformity created problems for DLP in maintaining 

solidarity, which sometimes depended on consensus and mutual 

agreement. This willingness reflected their status as gay 

men, as brothers explained that they were hazed enough by 

the society so they refused to haze others or impose 

conformity. Traditional straight fraternities similarly 
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absorb diversity by a mythical brotherhood that "detached 

[brothers] from other social relations and identities" 

(Clemens, 1996: 216-17), but other mechanisms were also at 

work to maintain in-group solidarity. For instance, 

stressing obedience, sometimes through the use of force, 

helps straight fraternities maintain a semblance of 

solidarity (Martin and Hummer, 1989) . It was apparent that 

DLP actively rejected any use of coercion to force members 

to unify; however, without any alternative mechanism to 

neutralize diversity and resolve disagreement, DLP was 

plagued with internal conflicts. 

The contradiction between DLP's hierarchical 

organizational form and its ideology of brotherhood also 

decreased group solidarity. DLP selected to preserve 

traditional fraternity's hierarchical organizational form 

that distributed power vertically. This kind of hierarchy 

caused internal conflict as members struggled for leadership 

within a chapter. One brother explained that "there is 

always somebody. Usually there is two somebodys who want to 

be the top dog and you can only have one. . .it is so 

crazy"(B33). Another problem with the hierarchical 

structure was that it placed an unequal demand of 
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responsibility upon specific members, as one former chapter 

president complained: "I felt all the responsibility from 

the very beginning. Other brothers would just show up for 

the parties without making any effort to help the chapter" 

(BIO) . The hierarchical structure contradicted the ideology 

of brotherhood that stressed intimacy, emotional ties among 

brothers, and supposedly shared power and responsibility. 

More importantly, lacking a mechanism to resolve these 

contradictions hindered the fraternity's further involvement 

in the gay community. 

Solidarity among brothers significantly determined 

whether a chapter would carry out a social service project 

or not. When brotherhood fell apart, instrumental tasks 

also came to a halt. In short, while the gay fraternity 

provided a possibility to liberate the gay community, 

structural contradictions within the fraternity's 

organizational form kept DLP from becoming a full member of 

the gay world. As a result, it failed to move another step 

forward to gay liberation. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

In Chapter II, I discussed how gay movement activists 

generally divide their strategies into the legitimation 

paradigm that stresses reforming the existing system and the 

liberation paradigm that advocates fundamental change in 

society. In Chapter IV, I showed that the gay fraternity 

contributed to the gay movement by adopting the legitimation 

paradigm as it encountered the straight world. The gay 

fraternity achieved a status of legitimation by successfully 

establishing fraternity chapters on campuses across the 

nation; furthermore, some of them were able to gain 

recognition from their local Interfraternity Councils. DLP 

also reformed the traditional fraternity model by rejecting 

hazing and promoting diversity and expression of 

individuality. The legitimation strategy of DLP thus 

included the goal of shocking straights within a known 

homophobic institution. 

To achieve a legitimate status, the gay fraternity 

endeavored to promote a normal image of gay people through 

actions that defied stereotypes. The gay fraternity avoided 
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presenting sexualized and effeminate images to the public; 

hence, they sought to normalize gay people and to reduce 

perceived social differences between the straight and gay 

populations. 

In Chapter V, I demonstrated that when dealing with the 

gay world, the gay fraternity took a slightly different 

role. DLP helped reproduce the gay identity by actively 

supporting an environment where gay men could come out of 

the closet. Furthermore, the fraternity served as a bridge 

that led members into the gay community. Through 

socializing members about the meaning of being gay, DLP 

reaffirmed that being gay "is nothing to be ashamed of" and 

that coming to terms with one's sexuality is a movement 

toward self-liberation. By reproducing the gay identity and 

facilitating the coming out process, DLP aligned itself with 

liberationist ideas that advocated the celebration of one's 

individual sexuality in its own right. 

Another way the gay fraternity supported the gay 

movement was its effort to foster an alternative environment 

for gay men. By promoting intimate relationships among gay 

men, DLP challenged both the hegemonic masculinity that 

denies emotional ties between men and criticized the gay 
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culture that sexualizes social relationships between gays. 

Thus, the community that DLP fostered was both a critique of 

the gay culture and also a liberation force to cultural 

constraints imposed on men in general. This liberation 

tendency, however, did not extend to other social groups 

(e.g., lesbians and non-college educated men); in contrast 

to the broadly focused activism advocated by the gay 

liberationists, the gay fraternity concentrated on gay-

focused issues for a relatively exclusive membership. In 

these ways, the gay fraternity reaffirmed the existing order 

that privileges male-dominance and class distinction. 

This thesis informs knowledge of social movements by 

highlighting the importance of group identity, ideology, and 

organizational form that affect the extent to which a group 

contributes to or impedes a social movement. The gay 

fraternity adopted an ideology and organizational form that 

was contradictory. The group culture of brotherhood that 

stressed personal devotion and emotional ties with others 

detached brothers from participating in other gay 

organizations and from seeking external change. 

Furthermore, challenging both the gay and straight world, 

the gay fraternity celebrated individuality and intimacy 
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among men and, at the same time, conformed to the 

hierarchical organizational form suggested by the 

traditional fraternity institution. These combinations of 

group ideology and organizational forms were not always 

compatible with each other. In fact, they were often the 

source of internal conflicts within the gay brotherhood. 

Because of these conflicts, the fraternity frequently failed 

to carry out their group purpose or to move forward in 

advancing the legitimation and liberation of gay men. These 

internal contradictions between group ideology, identity, 

and organizational form became an impediment to contributing 

to the gay movement. Thus groups with conflicting identity, 

ideology, and organizational form (e.g., gay Republicans 

groups; gay Religious Right groups) may impede a social 

movement if they fail to derive a mechanism to resolve their 

internal contradictions. Future research needs to 

concentrate on how group dynamics and organizational 

structure of social movement organizations might impede or 

advance a social movement. 

This research can also inform gay activists in two 

ways. First, the legitimation paradigm is an important 

strategy for social change because it works through the 
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system, even within some of the most traditionally 

heterosexist institutions like fraternities and the 

military. Yet, although there was little resistance 

directed at DLP's attempt to enter the traditional 

fraternity institution, straight fraternities on campus did 

not make any effort to fully include DLP into their 

fraternity circle. Brothers reported incidents of hostility 

and prejudices even when DLP chapters were able to establish 

officially on campus. Prejudices and tolerance can exist 

simultaneously, and the legitimation strategy is inadequate 

to widen the scope of full acceptance for gays and lesbians. 

This observation supported Vaid's (1995) argument that the 

effectiveness of legitimation lies in changes, not only in 

the public's attitudes toward gay and lesbians, but also in 

interpersonal and power relationships among members of 

society. 

The second way the gay fraternity can inform gay 

activists is by illustrating that the legitimation-

liberation distinction is not as applicable in actual 

practice. When relating to its internal gay world, DLP 

exhibited both the tendency to achieve liberation and 

legitimation. Redefining the meaning of men's relationships 
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through the construction of an alternative environment was a 

liberating force because it challenged the fundamental 

meaning of male friendships. However, promoting non-sexual 

relationships among gay men was a legitimation strategy 

because it attempted to defy the sexualized stereotypes 

about gay men in order to gain public approval. These 

observations suggest that the two categories, the 

legitimation paradigm and the liberation paradigm, are not 

mutually exclusive. The experiences of the gay fraternity 

supported Poster (1995) who placed social movement 

organizations on a continuum between the assimilationist 

groups and organizations that seek broader social change. 

The gay fraternity, when placed in such a continuum, leaned 

heavily toward the legitimation paradigm with only a few 

traits of gay liberation. 

I also observed how the gay fraternity failed at its 

legitimation strategy by not demanding more recognition from 

the traditional fraternity system. The decision to give up 

membership of the National Interfraternity Conference 

indicated the gay fraternity's intention to retreat from the 

traditional fraternity institution. Similarly, by building 

an enclosed and somehow exclusive community as an 
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alternative for (only) gay men, DLP showed signs of 

retreating also from the gay community. DLP thus lost its 

liberation potential by insisting on keeping women from its 

membership and by focusing narrowly on gay men's issues. 

Without any other alternative for developing intimate 

and meaningful interpersonal relationships within the gay 

community, DLP seemed to be a positive start toward building 

a stronger and more cohesive community among gays and 

lesbians. As Vaid (1995) pointed out, the future of gay 

liberation requires not only strong leadership but also a 

community that can produce resolutions for problems that are 

becoming more complex. The construction of such a community 

relies on the creativity of its participants. The gay 

fraternity revealed some of this ingenuity in combining 

different social movement strategies and organizational 

forms to construct an alternative that is unique to both the 

straight world and the gay world. Despite its current 

failure in maintaining group solidarity and the impediment 

to the gay movement that follows, the future of the gay 

fraternity is not all pessimistic. A brighter future relies 

on whether the fraternity can introduce new group strategies 

and ideology that allow DLP to, first, resolve its inherent 
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organizational paradox and, second, re-align itself with the 

liberation paradigm, a social change strategy that I have 

shown in this thesis to be a more viable solution for ending 

the oppression of gays and lesbians. 
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