Chapz‘er 2. Methods: The
Sociologist as Voyeur

IN THE summer of 1965, T wrote a research paper on the subject of
homosexuality. After reading the paper, my graduate adviser raised
a question, the answer to which was not available from my data or
from the literature on sexual deviance: “But where does the aver-
age guy go just to get a blow job? That’s where you should do your
research.” I suspected that the answer was “to the tearooms,” but
this was little more than a hunch. We decided that this area of
covert deviant behavior, tangential to the subculture, was one that
needed study.

Stories of tearoom adventures and raids constantly pass along
the homosexual grapevine. There is a great deal of talk (usually of
a pejorative nature) about these facilities in gay circles. Most men
with whom T had conversed at any lengih during my brief research
admitted to “tricking” (engaging in one-time sexual relationships)
in tearooms from time to time.
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Sociologists had studied bar operations! and the practice of
male prostitution by teen-age gang members,” but no one had
tackled the scenes of impersonal sex where most arrests are made.
Literature on the subject indicates that, up to now, the police and
other law enforcement agents have been the only systematic ob-
servers of homosexual action in public restrooms. In some localities,
these agents have been very busy with such observations. For
example, of the 493 charges of felony for supposed homosexual
conduct made during a recent four-year period in Los Angeles
County, California, 56 per cent were against persons arrested in
public restrooms.? :

Social scientists have avoided this area of deviant behavior, per-
haps due to the many emotional and methodological problems it
presents—some of which are common fo any study of a deviant
population, Ethical and emotional problems, I suspect, provide the
more serious obstacles for most prospective researchers. As Hook-
er points out, “Gaining access to secret worlds of homosexuals,
and maintaining rapport while conducting an ethnographic field
study, requires the development of a non-evaluative attitude to-
ward all forms of sexual behavior.” ¢+ Such an attitude, involving
divorce from one’s socialization, is not easy to come by. No
amount of intellectual exercise alone can enable the ethnographer
to make such emotional adjustments, and ethical concerns (sce the
Postscript for a full discussion) serve to complicate the task.

T am inclined to agree with Polsky when he says: “Most difficul-

1. In this connection, Evelyn Hooker, “The Homosexual Community,”
in Personality Research (Copenhagen: Monksgaard, 1962) is important, See
also Sherri Cavan, Liquor License: An Ethnography of Bar Behavior (Chi-
cago: Aldine, 1966), especially pp. 211-226.

2. Albert J. Reiss, Ir., “The Social Integration of Queers and Peers,”
Social Problems, Vol. 9, No. 2 (Fall, 1561), pp. 102-120,

3. These arrests for felonious homosexual offenses in Los Angeles County,
from 196264, were analyzed in Jon J. Gallo and others, *The Consenting
Adult Homosexual and the Law: An Empirical Study of Enforcement and
Administration in Los Angeles County,” UCLA Law Review, 13 (March,
1966}, p. 804. A number of references to public restrooms in this excellent
study constitute nearly all the literature on this subject. Outside of occasional
comments in gay novels and other works on the subject of homosexuality
that tearooms provide “one of the known sexual outlets” for the homo-
sexual, there is no other mention to be found.

4. Hooker, “The Homosexual Community,” p. 40.
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ties that one meets and solves in doing field research on criminals
are simply the difficulties one meets and solves in doing field
research.” ® The obstructions encountered in the course of this
study—insurmountable as some appeared at the time—are, for the
most part, shared with other ethnographers, particularly those who
take on deviant populations.

Unless one intends to study only that beleaguered, captive popu-
lation, the students in our college classrooms, the first problem is
one of locating subjects for research. In his study of the Negro
street corner man, Elliot Liebow found that “he is no more at
home to the researcher than he is to the case worker or the census
taker.” ® The refreshingly human account of Whyte’s “first efforts”
at research in Street Corner Society underscores this point.” Mas-
ters and Johnson turned to prostitutes for respondents who were
“knowledgeable, cooperative, and available for study” in the early
stages of their investigation of human sexual response.?

As indicated in the preceding chapter, my initial problem was
one of locating the more popular tearooms. Once I could find
where the “action” was, I knew that potential research subjects
would be involved. This is the advantage of studying a population
defined only by their participation in a specific sort of interaction.
To observe those involved in race track society, the scientist goes
to the race tracks.” To study “homosexuals” or “schizophrenics,”
however, one must first overcome the vague, stereotypical generali-
zations to which even social science falls victim in order to define
(much less isolate and sample) the population.

This is not a study of “homosexuals” but of participants in
homosexual acts. The subjects of this study have but one thing in
common: each has been observed by me in the course of 2 homo-
sexual act in a public park restroom. This is the activity, and these
are the actors, that I set out to study in 1965. The physical traces

5. Ned Polsky, Hustlers, Beats, and Others (Chicago: Aldine, 1967), p. 126.

6. El!iqt Liebow, Tally's Corner (Boston: Little, Brown, 1967), p. 7.

7. William Foote Whyte, Street Corner Society (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1943), pp. 288-298.

8. William H. Masters and Virginia E. Johnson, Human Sexual Response
(Boston: Little, Brown, 1966), p. 10.

9.,An interesting example of precisely this sort of study is Marvin B. Scott,
The Racing Game (Chicago: Aldine, 1968).
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that helped lead me to such performers and performances are dis-
cussed in Chapter 1. When a researcher is able to engage partici-
pants in conversation outside the tearooms, he may be directed to
some of the more active spots of a city. In the early stages of
research, however, such measures as location, surroundings, and
the number of cars parked in front are very helpful in locating the
more profitable places for research.

Other Tearooms—Other Variables

There are, of course, other tearooms, not located in parks, that
might have been studied. Those in the Y’s and transportation facili-
ties have received the greatest publicity.'® My study, however, has
been focused upon the park facilities for two reasons. First, the
latter have the greatest notoriety in the homosexual subculture.
Second, I wanted to control the ecological and demographic vari-
ables as much as possible. All but two of the restrooms in which I
conducted systematic observations were of the same floor plan, and
all shared common environmental conditions. Of greater impor-
tance is the “democratic” nature of outdoor facilities. Parks are
much more apt to draw a representative sample of the population.

In the same city, there is a well-known tearoom in a courthouse,
another in a large department store, and a third in the basement of
a class B movie theater. Each caters to a different clientele, is sub-
ject to different influences from the physical surroundings, and is
supervised by different forces of social control. In the department
store tearoom, most of the men wear neckties. Participants venture
there during lunch hour from their nearby offices. This is a white
collar facility, patrolled by the store’s detectives. Word has it that
an apprehended offender is taken to the office of the store manager,
who administers reprimands and threats and then pronounces sen-
tence: he revokes the guilty man’s credit card! I once spent an hour
counselling a distraught participant who was contemplating suicide
in apprehension of what his wife might be told if she tried to charge

10. Perhaps the most famous tearoom arrest in America was that of a
presidential assistant in the restroom of a Washington YMCA in 1964.
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'gﬁyf:hiﬁggat:‘this popular store, where her husband had been caught
in aract of fellatio.

“/Although I have made informal observations of tearoom activity
'in‘New York, Chicago, St. Louis, Kansas City, Des Moines, Tulsa,
Denver, Los Angeles, and San Francisco, the greater part of the
research was concentrated in one metropolitan area. Admittedly,
there are a number of factors that cast doubt on the applicability of
these findings to other regions of the United States, much less to
other nations and cultures.

One feature of the toilet stalls in the city where my research was
concentrated constitutes an important variable: there are no doors
on the stalls in the public parks, Signals from the stalls, therefore,
are all of the bodily motion variety—gestures of the head or hands.
One social scientist questioned an earlier paper of mine that had
omitted reference to other types of signaling:

You don't say anything about men who go into a stall, close the deor
and then make contact with the chap in the next stall by means such as
foot-tapping or passing notes. I presume that, given the layout of the rest-
rooms you surveyed, this was not common practice, but it is certainly
done widely here. As a matter of fact, the University recently removed
the doors from every other stall in several of the larger men’s rooms on
campus in order to cut down on this activity.1?

- In tearooms where there were doors on the stalls, I fave observed
the use of foot-tapping as a means of communication. What the
university authorities mentioned above apparently failed o realize,
however, is that doors on the stalls serve as hindrances rather than
aids to homoerotic activity, Certainly, the passing of notes would
cause inconvenience and place the actor in greater jeopardy.

Other variables such as climate, availability of parks, the nature
of police surveillance, amount of newspaper publicity accorded
offenders, or relative popularity of other sexual outlets could result
in wide variations in the volume of tearoom activity.1? My conten-

11, In a letter from Martin Hoffman, M.D., School of Criminology, Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley, August 2, 1967.

12, For instance, informants tell me that the policy of Denver's daily
newspapers to publish names, addresses, and places of employment of all meq
arrested on charges of homosexual behavior has caused a decrease of tearoom
activity in the city—with a corresponding rise in the. popularity of other
homosexual outlets,
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tion, however, is that the basic rules of the game—and the profile
of the players—are applicable to any place in the United States.

This much may be said with certainty: there is probably no
major city in the nation without its tearooms in current operation,
These facilitics constitute a major part of the free sex market for
those in the homosexual subculture—and for millions who might
never identify with the gay society. For the social scientist, these
public toilets provide a means for direct observation of the dynam-
ics of sexual encounters in situ; morcover, as will be seen, they
facilitate the gathering of a representative sample of secret .de-
viants, for most of whom association with the deviant subculture is
minimal,

Neatness versus Accuracy

I employed the methods described herein not because they are the
most accurate in the sense of “neatness” or “cleanness” but be-
cause they promised the greatest accuracy in terms of faithfulness
to people and actions as they live and happen. These are strategies
that I judged to be the least obtrusive measures available—the least
likely to distort the real world.

My biases are those that Bruyn attributes to the participant ob-
server, who “is interested in people as they are, not as he thinks
they ought to be according to some standard of his own.” 13 To
employ, therefore, any strategies that might distort either the activ-
ity observed or the profile of those who engage in it would be for-
eign to my scientific philosophy and inimical to my purposes.

Some methods, then, have grown quite naturally from the
chromosomal messages of a particular “school” of sociology.
Others are mutations resulting from interaction with my research
environment. As obstacles developed, means were devised to cir-
cumvent them. Unusual difficulties call for unusual strategies.
Although I have employed a number of “oddball measures,” as
they are called by Webb and his asscciates, these research methods

13. Severyn T, Bruyn, The Human Perspective in Sociology (Englewood
Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice-Hall, 1966), p. i8.
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are actually only uncommon applications of such tested measures
as physical traces, the running record, and simple observation, '

My concern in this study has been with the description of a
specific style of deviant behavior and of the population who engage
in that activity, Beyond such systematic, descriptive analyses, 1
have tried to offer, in the light of deviance theory, some explana-
tion as to why and how these people participate in the particular
form of behavior described. T have not attempted to test any pre-
stated hypotheses. Such an approach tends to limit sociological
research to the imagery of the physical sciences. It seems to me
equally valid to apply a number of measures to one population or
one type of social interaction for the purpose of describing that
encounter and its participants.

Hypotheses should develop ouf of such ethnographlc work,
rather than provide restrictions and distortions from its inception.
Where my data have called for a conceptual framework, I have
tried to supply it, sometimes with the help of other social scientists.
In those cases where data were strong enough to generate new
theoretical approaches, I have attempted to be a willing medium.
The descriptive study is important, not only in obtaining objective
and systematic knowledge of behavior that is either unknown or
taken for granted, but in providing the groundwork for new theo-
retical development. If the social scientist is to move back and
forth between his data and the body of social theory, the path of
that movement should not be restricted to a set of predestined hy-
potheses. !t

The research in which T engaged, from the summer of 1965
through the winter of 1967—68, may be broken down into two dis-
tinct stages, each with its subcategories. The first was an ethno-
graphic or participant-observation stage. This part of the research
extended over two years on a part-time basis (I was also involved
in graduate study at the time).

The second half involved six months of full-time work in admin-
istering interview schedules to more than one hundred respondents

14. Eugene Y, Webb and others, Unobtrusive Measures: Nonreactive Re-
search in the Social Sciences (Ch:cago Rand McNally, 1966). All of these
measures are described in some detail in this work,

15, For a description of theory development at its best, see C. anht Mills,
The Sociological Imagination (New York: Grove Press, 1959),p. 73.
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and in attempting to interview another twenty-seven. Another year
has been devoted to analysis of the resulting data.

Preparing for the Field

As an ethnographer, my first task was to acquaint myself with the
homosexual subculture. Because of my pastoral experience, I was
no total stranger to those circles, While a seminarian, I was em-
ployed for two years in a parish that was known in the homosexual
world as Chicage’s “queen parish”—a place to which the homo-
sexuals could turn for counsel, understanding priests, good music,
and worship with an aesthetic emphasis. I soon came to know the
gay parishioners and to speak their language. Seminarians who
worked there called on people who lived in unbelievable squalor and
in houses of prostitution, so it was nothing for us to seck the flock
in gay bars as well. One of the faithful churchmen was bartender
and part-time entertainer in one of the more popular spots, and he
always looked after the seminarians and warned uws of impending
raids.

This particular part of my education was supplemented in the
summer of 1953, when I spent three months in clinical training at
the State University of Towa’s psychiatric hospital. This was a
model institution, operated primarily for research and training pur-
poses, and (in line with rescarch interests of the Head of Staff) was
well stocked that summer with male homosexual patients, That
training provided me with a background in psychoanalytic theory
regarding homosexuality.

From 1955 to 1965, I scrved parishes in Oklahoma, Colorado,
and Kansas, twice serving as Episcopal campus chaplain on a part-
time basis. Because I was considered “wise” and did not attempt to
“reform” them, hundreds of homosexuals of all sorts and condi-
tions came to me during those years for counselling. Having joined
me in counselling parishioners over the coffee pot for many a night,
my wife provided much understanding assistance in this area of my
ministry.

The problem, at the beginning of my research, was threefold: to
become acquainted with the sociological literature on sexual de-
viance; fo gain entry to a deviant subculture in a strange city where
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I no longer had pastoral, and only part-time priestly, duties; and to
begin fo listen fo sexual deviants with a scientist’s rather than a
pastor’s ear.

Passing as Deviant

Like any deviant group, homosexuals have developed defenses
against outsiders: secrecy about their true identity, symbolic ges-
tures and the use of the eyes for communication, unwillingness to
expose the whercabouts of their meeting places, extraordinary cau-
tion with strangers, and admission to certain pldces only in the
company of a recognized person. Shorn of pastoral contacts and
unwilling to use professional credentials, I had tp enter the subcul-
ture as would any newcomer and to make contact with respondents
under the guise of being another gay guy.*®

Such entry is not difficult to accomplish. Almost any taxi driver
can tell a customer where to find a gay bar. A guide to such gather-
ing places 1¥ may be purchased for five dollars. The real problem is
not one of making contact with the subculture but of making the
contact “stick.,” Acceptance does not come easy, and it is ex-
tremely difficult to move beyond superficial contact in public places
to acceptance by the group and invitations to private and semipri-
vate parties. This problem has been well expressed by a team en-
gaged in homosexual research at the University of Michigan:

An outsider—be he a novitiate deviant, police officer, or sociclogist—
finds it necessary to cope with a kind of double closure one confronts
around many kinds of subcultural deviance; to wit, one may gain entrance
into the deviant enterprise only if he has had previous connection with it,
but he can gain such connections only if he has them, 8

16. My reticence at admitting T was a sociologist resulted, in part, from the
cautioning of a gay friend who warned me that homosexuals in the community
are particularly wary of sociologists. This is supposedly the resuit of the fail-
ure of a graduate student at another university to disguise the names of bars
and respondents in a master’s thesis on this subject,

17. Guild Guide (Washinpton: Guild Press, 1968).

18, Donald J. Black and Maureen A. Mileski, “Passing as Deviant:
Methodological Problems and Tactics,” unpublished working paper available
through the Department of Sociology, University of Michigan, Ann Arber,
pp. 4-5.
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On one occasion, for instance, tickets to an after-hours party
were sold to the man next fo me at a bar. When 1 asked to buy one,
I was told that they were “full up.” Following the tip of another
customer, I showed up anyway and walked right in, No one ques-
tioned my being there, Since my purpose at this point of the field
study was simply to “get the feel” of the deviant community rather
than to study methods of penetrating its boundaries, I finally tired
of the long method and told a friendly potential respondent who I
was and what I was doing. He then got me invited to cocktail
parties before the annual “drag ball,” and my survey of the subcul-
ture neared completion.

During those first months, I made the rounds of ten gay bars
then operating in the metropolitan area, attended private gatherings
and the annual ball, covered the scene where male prostitutes oper-
ate out of a coffee house, observed pick-up operations in the parks
and streets, and had dozens of informal interviews with partici-
pants in the gay society, I also visited the locales where “instant
sex” was to be had: the local bathhouse, certain movie theaters,
and the tearooms.

From the beginning, my decision was to continue the practice of
the field study in passing as deviant. Although this raises questions
of scientific ethics, which will be dealt with later, there are good
reasons for following this method of participant observation.

In the first place, I am convinced that there is only one way to
watch highly discreditable behavior and that is to pretend to be in
the same boat with those engaging in it. To wear a button that says
“I Am a Watchbird, Watching You” into a tearoom, would in-
stantly eliminate all action except the flushing of toilets and the
exiting of all present. Polsky has done excellent observation of pool
hustlers because he is experienced and welcome in their game. He
is accepted as one of them. He might also do well, as he suggests, in
interviewing a jewel thief or a fence in his tavern hangout. But it
should be noted that he does not propose watching them steal,
whereas my research required observation of criminal acts.1®

The second reason is to prevent distortion. Hypothetically, let us
assume that a few men could be found to continue their sexual

19. Polsky, Hustlers, Beats, and Others, p. 127,
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activity while under observation, How “normal” could that activity
be? How could the researcher separate the “show” and the “cover”
from standard procedures of the encounter? Masters and Johnson
might gather clinical data in a clinical setting without distortion,
but a stage is a suitable research site only for those who wish to
study the “onstage” behavior of actors.

Serving as Watchqueen

In Unobtrusive Measures, the authors refer to the participant ob-
servation method as one of “simple observation.” 2° This is some-
thing of a misnomer for the study of sexually deviant behavior.
Observation of the tearoom encounters—far from being simple—
became, at some stages of the research, almost impossibly com-
plex.

Observation is made doubly difficult when the observer is an
object of suspicion. Any man who remains in a public washroom
for more than five minutes is apt to be either 2 member of the vice
squad or someone on the make. As yet, he is not suspected as being
a social scientist. The researcher, concerned as he is in uncovering
information, is unavojdably at variance with the secretive interests
of the deviant population, Because his behavior is both criminal®
and the object of much social derision, the tearoom customer is
exceptionally sensitive to the intrusion of all strangers.

Bruyn points out three difficulties attendant to participant obser-
vation: “how to become a natural part of the life of the observed,”
“how to maintain scientific integrity,” and “problems of ethical
integrity.” 22 Each of these problems is intensified in the observa-
tion of homosexual activity. When the focus of an encounter is
specifically sexual, it is very difficult for the observer to take a

20. Webb and others, Unobtrusive Meastires, p. 49.

21. The Revised Statutes of the state under study, for instance, read on this
wise: H563.230. The abominable and detestable crime against natitre—
penalty.—Bvery person who shall be convicted of the detestable and aborni-
nable crime against nature, committed with mankind or with beast, with the
sexuval organs or with the mouth, shall be punished by imprisonment in the
penitentiary not less than two years.

22. Bruyn, Human Perspective
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“natural part” in the action without actual involvement of a sexual
nature. Such involvement would, of course, raise serious questions
of both scientific and ethical integrity on his part. His central prob-
lem, then, is one of maintaining both objectivity and participation
(the old theological question of how to be in, but not of, the
world),

In their excellent and comprehensive paper on the subject of
passing as deviant, Black and Mileski outline ways “by which the
social organization itself can be mobilized by the investigator in the
interests of his research,”? Unfortunately, this paper had not been
written when I needed it; nevertheless, my preliminary observa-
tions of tearoom encounters led to the discovery of an essential
strategy—the real methodological breakthrough of this research—
that involved such mobilization of the social organization being
cbserved.

The very fear and suspicion encountered in the restrooms pro-
duces a participant role, the sexuality of which is optional, This is
the role of the lookout (“watchqueen” in the argot), a man who is
situated at the door or windows from which he may observe the
means of access to the restroom. When someone approaches, he
coughs. He nods when the coast is clear or if he recognizes an
enfering party as a regular,

The lookouts fall into three main types. The most common of
these are the “waiters,” men who are waiting for someone with
whom they have made an appointment or whom they expect to
find at this spot, for a particular type of “trick,” or for a chance to
get in on the action. The others are the masturbaters, who engage
in autoerotic behavior (either overtly or beneath their clothing)
while observing sexual acts, and the voyeurs, who appear to derive
sexual stimulation and pleasure from watching the others. Waiters
sometimes masturbate while waiting—and I have no evidence to
prove some are not also voyeurs. The point is that the primary
purpose of their presence differs from that of the pure mastubater
or voyeur: the waiters expect to become players. In a sense, the
masturbaters are all voyeurs, while the reverse is not true.

In terms of appearances, I assumed the role of the voyeur—a

23. Black and Mileski, “Passing as Deviant,” p. 2.
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role superbly suited for sociologists and the only lookout role that
is not overtly sexual. On those occasions when there was only one
other man present in the room, I have taken a role that is even less
sexual than that of the voyeur-lookout: the straight person who has
come to the facility for purposes of elimination. Although it avoids
sexual pressure, this role is problematic for the researcher: it is
short-lived and invariably disrupts the action he has set out to ob-
serve. (See Chapter 3 for discussion of this role and others.)

Before being alerted to the role of lookout by a cooperating
respondent, I tried first the role of the straight and then that of the
waiter, As the former, I disrupted the action and frustrated my
research. As the latter—glancing at my watch and pacing nerv-
ously from window to door to peer out—I could not stay long
without being invited to enter the action and could only make fur-
tive observation of the encounters. As it was, the waiter and voyeur
roles are subject to blurring and I was often mistaken for the
former.

By serving as a voyeur-lookout, I was able to move around the
room at will, from window to window, and to observe all that went
on without alarming my respondents or otherwise disturbing the
action, I found this role much more amenable and profitable than
the limited roles assumed in the earlier stages of research. Not only
has being a watchqueen enabled me to gather data on the behav-
ioral patterns, it has facilitated the linking of participants in homo-
sexual acts with particular antomobiles.

During the first year of observations—from April of 1966 to
April 1967—my field rescarch notes were made with the aid of a
portable tape recorder, concealed under a pasteboard carton on the
front seat of my automobile. Research efforts during this time were
directed toward comprehensiveness. 1 attempted to survey all of
the active tearooms in one city and to extend my observations,
whenever possible, to other communities across the country. My
concern was to observe the activity across a representative range of
times and places.

The park restrooms first become active as sexual outlets between
7:30 and 8:30 A.M., when the park attendants arrive to unlock
them. The early customers are men who meet on their way to work.
After 9:00, the activity drops off sharply until lunch time. During
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the first two hours of the afternoon, there is another abrupt in-
crease in activity from those who spend their lunch breaks in the
park, followed by a leveling-off until about 4:00 p.M. From this
time until about 7:00 in the evening, the great bulk of tearoom
participants arrive, Most participants stop off in the park restrooms
while driving home from work. As one respondent stated, he tries
to make it to a tearoom “nearly every evening about 5:30 for a
quick job on the way home.”

A few of these facilities remain open until as late as 9:00 p.M.,
but most are locked up by 7:30. On Saturdays and Sundays, the
over-all volume of activity is much greater, reaching its peak be-
tween 4:00 and 4:30 p.M. I have observed a drop in tearoom
action on the weekends immediately after lunch time, a period that
coincides with the greatest amount of picnic activity, Otherwise,
the curve is roughly bell-shaped, rising to the Iate afternoon peak.
There are, of course, variations in these patterns from park to park
and during different seasons of the year. The “hunting season” is
described in Chapter 1, but I estimate that the months of greatest
sexual volume in the park restrooms are from July through
October.

My interest, then, was in distributing observation time through-
out these periods of varying activity—and in different parks and
different seasons. In all, during this first year, I observed some 120
sexual acts in nineteen different men’s rooms in five parks of the
one city. Not including the time spent outdoors, in driving, or en-
gaged in informal interviews with participants, I spent close to sixty
hours in the tearooms in this first stage of the observations. This
time was broken into segments of an hour or less (averaging about
twenty minutes), between which periods I drove to other tearcoms
or parks, sat in my automobile, talked with the few men I could
involve in conversations outdoors, or simply stood outside.

This excerpt from one of the tapes I made in October, 1966,
may communicate fo the reader an idea of my observational tech-
niques at that stage of the research:

I was in this facility about five minutes, during that time the Negro in
his thirties, neatly dressed, who had the [Ford], stood constantly at the
urinal and masturbated, making no attempt to hide what he was doing,
There was a young Negro in there at the same time—very neat, very
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well dressed, in his late teens I would gather—with glasses, student
type. He stood at the window throughout the time and said nothing. I
stood near him at the window, and he made no approach. I went to the
other window, and he made no move., As I was leaving, the man from
the white Chevrolet left his car and went in. . . . Now, as I describe the
two Negroes, I know the one man was alone in his car. The younger
man cbviously came on foot to this facility, All right, on to some other
places. It is now 4:47, traffic is very heavy, much distraction. . . . I'm
now approaching the facility again and there’s not much point going there,
because there are no cars cut front—so I'll move on to Hillside.

My purpose in this “time and place sampling” was to avoid the
research errors outlined by Webb and others—particularly the
danger “that the timing of the data collection may be such that a
selective population periodically appears before the observer, while
another population, equally periodically, engages in the same be-
havior, but comes along only when the observer is absent. Similar-
ly, the individual’s behavior may shift as the hours or days of the
week change.” 24

Sampling Covert Deviants

Hooker has noted that homosexuals who lead secret lives are
usually available for study “only when caught by law enforcement
agents, or when secking psychiatric help.”?® To my knowledge, no
one has yet attempted to acquire a representative sample of covert
deviants for any sort of research. Polsky’s efforts to secure a repre-
sentative sample of “beats,” in order to effect a survey of drug use
among them, is a possible exception to this generalization, although
I question that Village beats could be called covert deviants.
Following Rainwater’s suggestion, I gathered a sample of the
tearoom participants by tracing the license plates of the autos they
drive to the parks. I have already indicated ways in which auto-
mobiles provide observable traces of their drivers’ movements (see
Chapter 1), Operation of one’s car is a form of self-presentation
that tells the observant sociologist a great deal about the operator.

24, Webb and others, op. cit., p. 136.
25. Hooker, op. cit., p. 169,
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For several months, T had noted fHuctuations in the number of
automobiles that remained more than fifteen minutes in front of the
sampled tearooms. My observations had indicated that, with the
sole exception of police cars, autos that parked in front of these
public restrooms (which, as has been mentioned, are usually iso-
lated from other park facitities) for a quarter of an hour or more
invariably belonged to participants in the homosexual encounters.
The same is true for cars that appeared in front of two or more
such facilities in the course of an hour.

These variations in frequency were recorded for half-hour peri-
ods from 11:00 A.M. to 7:00 p.m., each day of the week, for each
of four parks observed during the summer months. Averages of
these volumes were calculated for each thirty-minute time period,
the weekdays and weekends being separated for control purposes.
Although the original calculations were made separately for each
park, no major differences were observed in the over-all traffic pat-
tern thus recorded. These data were then collapsed into the graphs
that appear as Figures 2.1 and 2.2,

In September of 1966, then, I set about to gather a sample in as
systematic a manner as possible under the circumstances. With the
help of the tape recorder, I took the license numbers of as many
cars during each half-hour period as equalled approximately 10 per
cent of the average volume of “likely” autos at that time on that
day of the week. At least for the largest park (which represents
roughly half of the observed homosexual activity of this sort in the
city), the results were fairly representative on a time basis. Ran-
dom selection cannot be claimed for this sample: because of the
pressures of time and possible detection, I was able to record only
a portion of the license plates of participating men I saw at any one
time, the choice of which to record being determined by the volume
and flow of traffic and the position in which the autos were parked.

I also noted, whenever possible, a brief description of both the
car and its driver. By means of frequent sorties into the tearcoms
for observation, each recorded license number was verified as be-
longing to a man actually observed in homosexual activity inside
the facilities. Sometimes the numbers were taped prior to my en-
trance, in anticipation of what I would find inside. In most cases,
however, I observed the activity, left the tearoom, waited in my car
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Figure2.1
Hiustrating Volume of Autos Observed at Restrooms
and Sampling Method (Averaged from Data Gathered on Weekdays)
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Figure 2.2
Hiustrating Volume of Autos Observed at Restrooms
and Sampling Method (Averaged from Data Gathered on Weekends)
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for the participants to enter their autos—then recorded the plate
numbers and brief descriptions. For each of these men but one I
added to the data the role he took in the sexual encounter.

The original sample thus gained was of 134 license numbers,
carefully linked to persons involved in the homosexual encounters,
gathered from the environs of ten public restrooms in four different
parks of a metropolitan area of two million people. With attrition
and additions that will be described later, one hundred participants
in the tearoom game were included in the final sample.

Systematic Observation

Before leaving the account of my observation strategies to consider
the archival measures employed during the first half of my re-
search, T want to describe the techniques employed in “tightening
up” my data. Following the preliminary observations, I developed
a “Systematic Observation Sheet” on which to record my observa-
tions. This form—used by myself in describing fifty encounters and
by a cooperating participant in the recording of thirty others—
helped to assure consistent and thorough recording of the observed
encounters,

Figure 2.3 is a reproduction of an actual Systematic Observation
Sheet, as filled out by me immediately upon return to my office one
summer afternoon. Only the date, place, and description of an auto
have been blanked out in order to avoid incrimination, This was
the first, and briefest, of a series of three successive encounters
observed in that popular restroom in the course of thirty-five
minutes. After they were concluded, I drove to another part of the
park and, with the use of a clipboard, filled in the diagrams and
made written notes, As a left-hander, I find writing difficult; so I
waited until I could use a typewriter to add the running commen-
tary at the bottom.,

As may be seen, this report sheet includes places for recording
the time and place involved; a description of the participants (their
age, attire, auto, and role in the encounter); a description of weather
and other environmental conditions; a diagram on which mov-
ments of the participants could be plotted, along with location of
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the places of contract and fellatio; as well as a complete description Figure 2.3
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The Talk Outside

A sociologist without verbal communication is like a doctor with-
out a stethoscope. The silence of these sexual encounters con-
founded such research problems as legitimation of the observer and
identification of roles. As indicated above, however, it has certain
advantages in limiting the number of variables that must be ob-
served, recorded, and evaluated. When action alone is being ob-
served and aralyzed, the patterns of behavior themselves acquire
meaning independent of verbalization. “The method of participant
observation,” Bruyn states, “is a research procedure which can
provide the basis for establishing adequacy at the level of mean-
ing.” #¢ What verbal research is possible through outside interviews
then becomes an independent means of verifying the observations.

Despite the almost inviolate silence within the restroom setting,
tearoom participants are neither mute nor particularly taciturn.
Away from the scenes where their sexual deviance is exposed—
outside what I shall later discuss as the “interaction membrane”—
conversation is again possible, Once my car and face had become
familiar, I was able to enter into verbal relationships with twelve of
the participants, whom I refer to as the “intensive dozen.” Eight of
these men are included in the final sample, Four others, although
engaged in dialogue near the tearooms where I observed them,
were not included in the sample. Of the eight in the sample, five
(including the two “walkers,” who had walked rather than driven to
the tearooms) wers contacted after leaving the scene of an en-
counter, and three became cooperating respondents as a result of
relationships that developed from the formal interviews.

After the initial contacts with this intensive dozen, T told them of
my research, disclosing my real purpose for being in the tearooms.
With the help of some meals together and a number of drinks, all
agreed to cooperate in subsequent interviewing sessions. A few of
these interviews were taped (only two men were sufficiently un-
afraid to allow their voices to be recorded on tape—and I don't
blame the others) but most were later reconstructed from notes.

26. Bruyn, op.cit,, p. 179.
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Apart from the systematic observations themselves, these conversa-
tions constitute the richest source of data in the study.

Some may ask why, if nine of these cooperating respondents
were obtained without the formal interviews, I bothered with the
seemingly endless task of acquiring a sample and administering
questionnaires—particularly when interviews with the intensive
dozen provided such depth to the data, The answer is simple: these
men are not representative of the tearoom population. I could en-
gage them in conversation only because they are more overt, less
defensive, and better educated than the average participant.

This suggests a problem for all research that relies on willing
respondents, Their very willingness to cooperate sets them apart
from those they are meant to represent. Tally’s Corner and Street
Corner Society stand high among the classics of social science—
and rightly so—but I wonder sometimes how well Tally and Doc
represent the apathetic, alienated, uninvolved men of the street
corners. When authors such as Liebow and Whyte strive to com-
pensate for this by extending their research throughout the friend-
ship networks, great ethnography results. But the saddest works in
the name of social science are those that barrage the reader with
endless individual case studies and small samples from private
psychiatric practices, few of which can be representative of the vast
numbers of human beings who are supposed to be “understood” in
terms of these deviant deviants.

Archival Evidence

The unobtrusive measures of participant observation and physical
traces, combined with a limited use of open-ended interviews for
purposes of correction and validation, enabled me to describe the
previously unexpiored area of tearoom encounters. The prelim-
inary description of the participant population, however, began
only after the establishment of a verified sample. For this stage of
the study, I turned to archival measures, “the running record.”??
Identification of the sample was made by using the automobile

27, Webb and others, op. cit., pp. 53-87.
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license registers of the states in which my respondents lived. For-
tunately, friendly policemen gave me access to the license registers,
without asking to see the numbers or becoming too inquisitive
about the type of “market research” in which I was engaged. These
registers provided the names and addresses of those in the sample,
as well as the brand name and year of the automebiles thus regis-
tered. The make of the car, as recorded in the registers, was
checked against my transcribed description of each car. In the two
cases where these descriptions were contradictory, the numbers
were rejected from the sample. Names and addresses were then
checked in the directories of the metropolitan area, from which
volumes I also acquired marital and occupational data for most of
the sample. '

Geographic mobility and data gaps plague the researcher who
attempts to use the city directory as a source of information. Fortu-
nately, however, new directorics had been issued just prior to my
need for them. Somewhat to my surprise, I had another advantage
due to residential stability on the part of the population under
study. Only 17 per cent of the men in the sample were not listed in
these directories, Occupational data were not given for 37 per cent
of the men (including those not in the directories).

In those few cases where addresses in license registers did not
correspond with those in the city and county directories, I took
advantage of still another archival source: the telephone com-
pany’s index of numbers by street addresses, which had been pub-
lished more recently than either of the other archival sources. By
the time my sample had been verified and identified, none of the
archival measures employed was over a year old, and the most
recent had been published only the week before completion of this
stage of the research.?®

For fear of eliminating variables that might profitably be studied
at a later date, I did not scrub from my sample those for whom the
archives provided no marital or occupational data. These men, I

28. Because identification of the city in which this research was cond'ucted
might result in pressure being brought to bear on law enforcement agencics or
respondents, it has been necessary for me to omit references to the ar'chwal
volumes used., The name of the city, county, or state appears in the title of
each of these sources.
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felt, might represent either a transient or secretive portion of tea-
roor partticipants, the exclusion of which would have distorted the
population.

Other biases were not avoidable; however, where possible, I
have attempted to compensate for them. In the first place, I did not
record the license numbers of automobiles from states not repre-
sented in the metropolitan area. My cstimate is that about 5 per
cent of the cars driven by participants in these homosexual encoun-
ters bore such out-of-state plates, The majority of these autos also
had stickers that identified the owners as armed forces personnel
from nearby military installations. This fact is important for indi-
cating (a) that a very small percentage of the participants are tour-
ists or salesmen who travel from a great distance, and (b) that the
military should have a larger representation in my sample than the
2 per cent indicated by the available occupational data. If the ar-
chives and local license plates arc biased against any one segment
of the population, it is members of the armed forces. When com-
pensation for this bias has been made, the indications (including
those gained from interviews) are that some 10 per cent of tea-
room participants will be armed forces personnel. This factor, how-
ever, should vary with the proximity of parks to large military in-
stallations. There are no such bases within a twenty-mile radius of
the parks in this study.

Other license numbers were excluded from the sample because
they precluded research. Because these may have produced a bias,
they will be mentioned, First, eighteen were eliminated because
they were not listed in the license registers. (The police attribute
such gaps in their data to clerical error.) Seven men resided outside
the metropolitan area under study. Another five were driving leased
or company cars. For two, the automobile description in the regis-
ters did not fit my description. Finally, the license registers listed
two nonexistent addresses. Other adjustments were made before I
reached the final sample of 100. Two men were dropped from the
sample for identity reasons. To replace them, I added two young
men who had walked to the tearcoms and were included in my
intensive dozen. T had estimated that a small percentage of the
participants walked to their favorite tearooms and thought it im-
portant to have representation from the pedestrian population.
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If one may disregard for a moment the strong possibility that
most of these exclusions may have resulted from errors on the part
of clerks, printers, or myself, one other factor may be hidden be-
hind these omissions, Is it not possible that some of these unidenti-
fiable plates may have been switched, counterfeited, or acquired by
other illegitimate means? Some men might have leased cars or
given false addresses in order to prescrve their anonymity. I know
of no unobtrusive way to test the degree of deliberate deception. If
deception were the motive in these instances, it was successful,

A View from the Streets

Like archives, park restrooms, and automobiles, the streets of our
cities are subject to public regulatij; and scrutiny, They are thus
good places for nonreactive research (nonreactive in that it re-
quires no response from the research subjects). Having gained ad-
dresses for every person in my sample, I spent a Christmas vaca-
tion on the streets and highways. By recording a description of
every residence and neighborhood represented in the sample, I was
able to gain further data on my research subjects.

The first purpose of this survey of homes was to acquire descrip-
tions of the house types and dwelling areas that, when combined
with occupational data gleaned from the archives, would enable me
to use Warner’s Index of Status Characteristics (I. S. C.) for a
socioeconomic profile of my population.?® Generally speaking,
this attempt was not successful: job classifications were too vague
and large city housing units too difficult to rank by Warner's
criteria.

As physical evidence, however, homes provide 2 source of data
about a population that outweighs any failure they may have as a
status index. Swing sets and bicycles in the yards indicate that a
family is not childless. A shrine to Saint Mary suggests that the
resident is Roman Catholic in religious identification. Christmas
decorations bespeak at least a nominal Christian preference. A boat

29. See W. Lloyd Warner and others, Social Class in America (Chicago:
Science Research Associates, 1949).
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or trailer in the driveway suggests love of the outdoor life. *“For
Rent” signs may indicate the size of an average apartment and, in
some cases, the price. The most importanat sign, however, was the
relative “neatness” of the house and grounds. Some implications of
this information are pointed out in Chapter 7.

Obtrusive Measures

Realizing that the majority of my participant sample were married
—and nearly all of them quite secretive about their deviant activity
—I was faced with the problem of how to interview more than the
nine willing respondents. Formal interviews of the sample were
part of the original research design. The little T knew about these
covert deviants made me want to know a great deal more. Here
was a unique population just waiting to be studied-but I had no
way to approach them. Clearly, I could not knock on the door of a
suburban residence and say, “Excuse me, I saw you engaging in a
homosexual act in a tearoom last year, and I wonder if T might ask
you a few questions.” Having already been jailed, locked in a rest-
room, and attacked by a group of ruffians, I had no desire to con-
clude my research with a series of beatings.

Perhaps T might have had some success by contacting these men
at their work, granted that I could obtain their business addresses.
This strategy would have precluded the possibility of seeing their
homes and meeting their wives, however, and I believed these con-
frontations to be important.

About this time, fortunately, I was asked to develop a question-
naire for a social health survey of men in the community, which
was being conducted by a research ceater with which I had been a
research associate. Based on such interview schedules already in
use in Michigan and New York, the product would provide nearly
all the information I would want on the men in my sample: family
background, socioeconomic factors, personal health and social his-
tories, religious and employment data, a few questions on social
and political attitudes, a survey of friendship networks, and infor-
mation on marital relationships and sex,

With the permission of the director of the research project, I
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added my deviant sample to the over-all sample of the survey, mak-
ing certain that only one trusted, mature graduate student and I
made all the interviews of my respondents. Thus legitimized, we set
out to interview. Using a table of random numbers, I randomized
my sample, so that its representativeness would not be lost in the
event that we should be unable to complete all 100 interviews.

More will be written later of the measures taken to safeguard
respondents; the important thing to note here is that none of the
respondents was threatened by the interviews. My master list was
kept in a safe-deposit box. Each interview card, kept under lock
and key, was destroyed with completion of the schedule, No names
or other identifying tags were allowed to appear on the question-
naires. Although I recognized each of the men interviewed from ob-
servation of them in the tearooms, there was no indication that they
remembered me. I was careful to change my appearance, dress,
and automobile from the days when I had passed as deviant, I also
allowed at least a year’s time to lapse between the original sam-
pling procedure and the interviews.

This strategy was most important—both from the standpoint of
research validity and ethics—because it enabled me to approach
my respondents as normal people, answering normal questions, as
part of a normal survey., They are part of a larger sample. Their
being interviewed is not stigmatizing, because they comprise but a
small portion of a much larger sample of the population in their
area. They were not put on the spot about their deviance, because
they were not interviewed as deviants.

The attrition rate for these interviews was high, but not discour-
agingly so. Attempts were made at securing seventy-five interviews,
fifty of which were completed. Thirty-five per cent were lost by
attrition, including 13 per cent who refused to cooperate in the
interviews. In addition to the fifty completed schedules, three
fathers of participants consented to interviews on the social health
survey, as did two fathers of the control sample.

Because of the preinterview data obtained by the archival and
observational research previously described, it was possible to
learn a great deal even from the lIosses. As should be expected, the
residue of men with whom interviews were completed are slightly
overrepresentative of the middle and upper classes; they are subur-
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banites, more highly educated men. Those who were lost represent a
more transient group (the most common reason for loss was that
the subject had moved and left no forwarding address), employed
in manual jobs. From preinterview information it was learned that
the largest single occupational class in the sample was the truck
drivers, Only two members of this class remained among those
interviewed,

The refusals also indicated some biases. These men, when pin-
pointed on a map, clustered around the Italian and working class
German areas of the city. Of the ten lost in this manner, three had
Italian names and five bore names of distinctly Germanic origin.

Once these interviews were completed, preparations could be
made for the final step of the research design. From names appear-
ing in the randomly selected sample of the over-all social health
survey, fifty men were sclected, matched with the completed ques-
tionnaires on the following four characteristics: 1. S. C. occupa-
tional category, race, area of the metropolitan region in which the
party resided, and marital status. The loss here was not from re-
fusals or lost addresses but from those who, when interviewed,
failed to correspond with the expected characteristics for matching.
Our precedure, in those cases, was simply to move on to another
name in the larger sample.

" These last fifty interviews, then, enabled me to compare charac-
teristics. of two samples—one deviant, one control—matched on
the basis of certain socioeconomic characteristics, race, and mar-
ital status. Although I made a large proportion of these interviews,
and nearly all of the deviant interviews, I found it necessary to hire
and train two graduate students to assist with interviewing the con-
trol sample. A meeting was held with the assistant interviewers
immediately following the completion of each schedule—and all
coding of the questionnaires was done by us in conference.

There were a number of open-ended questions in the interview
schedules, but the majority included a wide range of precoded an-
swers, for the sake of ease in interviewing and economy in analysis,
In addition, the interviewers were trained to make copious mar-
ginal notes and required to submit a postinterview questionnaire
with each schedule. The median time required for administering the
interview schedules did not differ greatly between the two samples:
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one hour for the deviants, fifty-five minutes for the “straights.”
Even the days of the week when respondents were interviewed
showed little variation between the two samples: Sunday, Tuesday,
and Saturday, in that order, being the more popular days.

Summary

From a methodological standpoint, the value of this research is
that it has employed a variety of methods, each testing a different
outcropping of the research population and their sexual encoun-
ters. It has united the systematic use of participant observation
strategies with other nonreactive measures such as physical traces
and archives, The exigencies of research in a socially sensitive area
demanded such approaches; and the application of unobtrusive
measures yielded data that call, in turn, for reactive methods.

Research strategies do not develop ex nihilo. In part, they are
the outgrowth of the researcher’s basic assumptions. Special condi-
tions of the research problem itself alse exercise a determining influ-
ence upon the methods used. This chapter has been an aftempt to
indicate how my ethnographic assumptions, coupled with the diffi-
culties inhering in the study of covert deviants and their behavior,
have given rise to a set of strategies.

With the help of “oddball” measures, the outlines of the portrait
of participants in the homosexual encounters of the tearcoms ap-
peared. Reactive strategies were needed to fill in the distinguishing
features. They are human, socially patterned features; and it is
doubtful that any one method could have given them the expressive
description they deserve,

Chapter 3. Rules and Rolés

Well, Iet’s start off with one fellow in there—just all by his lonesome
—he’s the only one in there, and he is standing at the window, watching.
He secs somebody at the water fountain first. He sees them coming up;
he sees what they look like; he’s got a few seconds. He seoots around to
the urinal; and he usually stands at one of the two ends—not in the
middle, one of the two ends—and this is the strange thing about it.2

WHAT 18 described here is the beginning of a human encounter
both problematic and consequential: problematic because it in-
volves decision making, the choice of strategies; consequential, not
only because it may conclude with a sexual payoff but because this
payoff has the capacity “to flow beyond the bounds of the occasion
in which it is delivered and to influence objectively the later life of
the bettor.” 2 The players are about to engage in a game of chance,

1. From a taped interview with a cooperating respondent.

2. Throughout this chapter, Erving Goffman’s writings on face-to-face in-
teraction have provided me with vocabulary and an approach to conceptual-
ization. Because in many ways I take leave from his systematic presentations,
he is not io be held responsible for the conclusions T have reached. For the
context of this quotation, see his Interaction Rimmal (Chicago: Aldine, 1967),
pp. 159-160,
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