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Reclaimingthe Importanceof LaudHumphreys'
TearoomTrade:ImpersonalSexin PublicPlaces
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Whenever I teaeh introduetorysociology, publishersare quiek to send,me
eopiesof their latesttextbooks.Nottoo tangago, I reeejvedan examination

eopy of Sociologyby David Ward ánd Lorene Stane (West Publishing,
1996).Oneway I evaluatethe quality is to readhowtopicson gaymenand
lesbiansare presented. It is not uneommon for texts to leaveaut sueh

issuesar,at most, include a token mentionar paragraph.Typiealof many,
the Wardand Stanebookdevotesa "SocialDiversity"half-pagesidebar in
"The Family"chapter on gayand lesbianfamilies.Thats reallyabout jt for
this 500-pagetext,exeept for a half-pagetitled "'nvasionof Privaey"under
the "Ethieallssuesjn SociologicalReseareh" seetion of the chapter on
doingsocialreseareh.

Oneeagajn, Laud Humphreys' infamous study on "impersonal sex in
publjc plaees"hasmadethe eut.Alas,like manytextbocJksthat djseusshis.
researeh,the focus is on the ethiealquestionsrajsedby his methodology.
Onlytwosenteneesare devotedto mentjoningwhat the studyaetuallydis-
eoveredsoejologieallyaboutthe menwho participatedin sexualactivityin a
publie parktoilet. (A "tearoom" in Amerjeanslangar a "cottage" in British
slangisa publietajletwheresame-gendersexualactsoccur).

Howis it that this book,more than twenty-fiveyearslater,could stili be
usedas anexemplarof ethieallyproblematicreseareh?Whatis it that made

thisstudysoseandalous?DebatesariseaboutHumphreys'"voyeur-Iookout"
ar participantobserverrolein thetearooms,his recordingof the lieenseplate
numbersof the participants,hissearchfor theirhomeaddressesand names

throughpubljereeords,and his interviewsa yearlaterwjthfiftyof themwhile
posingasa surveyreseareherfor a studyon mentathealth.Whatsomehave
describedas an ingenjouswayto uríeoverdiffjcult-to-studyformsof hjdden
behavior,othershaveattaekedasunethiealandan invasionof privacy.

Whenthe studyappearedas the leadarticle in Trans-Act;on,a monthly
sociologymagazine(nowealledSoc;ety)edited by IrvjngLouisHorowitz,it
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q!'"I was denounced in a January 1970 Washington Post column by Nicholas

von Hoffman as immoral and a violation of the participants' basic human

rights to informed consent: "No information is valuable enough to obtain by
nipping away at personalliberty" (réprinted in Humphreys 1975: 181).

Sociologists Irving Louis Horowitz and Lee Rainwater jumped to the defense
of Humphreys' work and methods in a May 1970 editorial in Trans-Action

(reprinted in Humphreys 1975). They strongly stated their belief in the

research and "in its principled humaneness, in its courage to learn the
truth and in the constructive contribution that it makes toward our under-

standing of all the issues, including the moral, raised by deviant behavior in
our society" (Humphreys 1975: 185).

Horowitz and Rainwater responded that the behavior of tearoom partici-

pants is not private but public behavior; that full disclosure of the purpose

of the follow-up interviews would have compromised the findings and

research; and that the researcher's intentions in this case do matter ("the

pursuit of truth, the creation of countervailing knowledge, the demy"'stifk.a- -
~Q~r.ep~t..by.ma~~p~umphreys 1975: 188).

Yet Humphreys hjmself later had doubts about one portion of his
methodology. Although he felt that observing tearoom behavior was not a

violation of prjvacy or unethical since jt occurred in a public place, he did

come tobelieve that tracing license numbers and interviewing participants

in their homes may have placed his respondents "in greater danger than

seemed plausible at the time" (1975: 230). If he were to do the study over,

Humphreys wrote, he would spend more time cultivating additional willing
participants for the interviews.

However, rather than endlessly argue about these ethical and method-

ological issues, let the following excerpt of his study reclaim what has been

lost over the years, namely the important sociological findings about the

participants and what the research has taught us about the social organiza--
tion of same-sexsexualencoun~s in p-lJ,91ic~~ (seealsoNardi lYYt)í.

'RuTIIJJIIf~ysoften staféO'fnat fi'éwished "other sociologists would give more

attention to some of my substantive findings that I believe provide an incre-

ment of understanding of social behavior in our society" (1975: 231).

Sociologically, Humphreys' research contributed several key findings, as
"""'

.7Will be seen in the selectionthat follows.9ne finding wasthe structure Qf
the collectiveaction in the tearooms.Humphreysfound that maintenance

'OtprivacfTnpu'olrc settmgs depend; heavily on the silence of the interac-

tion andon a specialritual that must be bothnoncoerciveand noncommit-"'-. '-

~ 7 Tal.Making analogies to Q2!1wa1ts-w.orK,ongames, he analyzed the
encountersin terms of the.1l~~and standardrulesthat character--
ize a game. Humphreys illustrated the collective actions of positioning, sig-
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24 naling,maneuvering,contracting, foreplay,and the payoff.Sincethere is
suchan elaboratesocialstructure, heconcludedthat beingpropositioned
againstone'swill or recruited into homosexualityin public restrooms-as
someantigayrhetoricproclaims-is an unlikelyoccurrence.

A secondimportantfinding from Humphreys'workwasthat manyof the
participants in tearoom sexual encounters were married (54%), were
Roman Catholic (42%), and were politically and socially conservative
(32%, as measuredon a socia//economic liberalism scale). In addition,
based on their appearances and demeanor during the interviews,
Humphreys(1975: 135) concludedthat mostof the participantsput on a

"breastplateof righteousness"-"a protectiveshield of superpropriety. . .
[with] a particularlyshiningquality,a refulgence,which tends to blind the

audienceto certain of [the wearer's] practices." The participants-espe-
cially thosewho were married or were closeted single men-engaged in
variousformsof minimizingrevelationsabout themselvesthrougha strate-
gy of informationcontroldesignedto misdirectfrom their behaviors.Many
of these men took a defensive shield by advocating moral crusades,
endorsing vice squad activities, and creating a presentation of self-
respectability.

Another important sociological conclusion was Humphreys' discussion

about why people engage in public sex and what the costs are. Just as

games of chance attract and thrill participants, so also does the kick from

risk-taking behavior, as we see all too well today among those knowingly

taking a chance with unsafe sexual acts. But Humphreys went beyond sim-

ple psychological explanations and noted the importance of certain struc-

tural reasons:.!be availability, invisibility, variety, and imperso~alit~of tea-
room encounters. Finally, he raised important theoretical and sociological

questions about the social control of sexual behavior and public policy. The

real harm of public sex, Humphreys felt, was putting these men at risk for

blackmail, payoffs, and destroyed reputations at the hands of the police.

This was a strong statement to make in its day-perhaps even to this day-
when entrapments were a routine method of police work.

It is especially important to remember when this book was written in

order to understand fully the reasons for its notoriety. Tearoom Tradewas

first published in 1970 as a revised version of Humphreys' 1968 Ph.D. dis-

sertation at Washington University in St. Louis. Relying on the classical

sociological theories of Erving Goffman, Harold Garfinkel, and Howard

Becker, Humphreys developed a proposal to study the social structures of
sexual interaction in a public place and the social characteristics of those

participating in the behaviors. When he began collecting his data in the

mid-1960s, there were no "gay studies programs," only a few publications
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in sociologyand anthropology focusing on homosexuality, and certainly
very little by openly gay men and lesbians. Psychoanalytic publications

were also widely available but, typically, these pathologized homosexual
behavior.Furthermore, media informationand the public's attitudes about
gaymenand lesbianswerealmostall negativeand erroneous.And the mili-

tant resistance to routine raids by the police on gay bars had only just

begun:the "Stqnewall" rebellionoccurred a scant six months beforepubli-
cation of the book, and about a year after completion of the dissertation
research.

ln such a climate, Humphreys' thesis becamea minor scandal. It was

opposed by Alvin Gouldner, a noted professor in Washington University's

now-defunctsociologydepartment, which resulted in some physicalshov-
ing between him and Humphreys (see Goodwin, Horowitz, and Nardi

1991). There was an attempt by the chancellor of the university to revoke

his Ph.O. degree on the grounds that Humphreys committed a felony by
observing and facilitating fellatio; after that failed, an agreement was
reached to keep the dissertation from being published for at least a two-

year period. However,the book version, published by Aldine in 1970, was

awarded the C. Wright MiHsAward by the Society for the Study of Social
Problems.Twoyearslater,Humphreysleft his positionat the StateUniversi-
ty of New York,Albany,and joined the sociologydepartment at PitzerCol-

lege, one of the Claremont Collegeslocated near LosAngeles, where he

remaineduntil his death in 1988 from smoking-relatedlung cancer .
Morethantwenty-fiveyearsafterits publication,Tearoom Tradecontin-

ues to provide a strong foundation and framework for any research done
todayon public spacesand sexuality.Humphreys'work raisesthe kinds of
questionsthat queer studíesposetodayabout what it actuallymeansto ca"

someone"straight" or "gay." For example,other studies in recent yearson

sex in public places have confirmed some of Humphreys' findings.
Oesroches (1990) analyzed Canadian police case materials and inter-
viewed officers about arrests in shopping mail restrooms and also found
that the interactions were silent and impersonal, were not coercive, and
involvedmarriedmen in 58 percentof the cases.

An unpublished report from the LosAngelesGay& LesbianPoliceAdvi-
sory Task Force in 1992 estimated that about half of those arrested for

"Iewd conduct" in a public park were heterosexually married men,
although only 24 percent of those completing the survey were married
(around 75% of those arrested did not complete the survey). And in Aus-
tralia,where public placesfor sex betweenmen are termed "beats," Moore
(1995: 324) wrote that "Srisbane-basedsurveysfrom the 1990s showthat

the majorityof menwho cruise urban and highwaybeatsare ostensiblyhet-
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erosexualmarried men with families, the same pattern uncoveredby Laud

Humphreysin his 1960s studyfrom America, Tearoom Trade."

Such is the legacyand the enduring powerof quality academic research

and why the following selection is included in this collection. Humphreys'
work, for all the controversy about its methods and findings, remains a

salient part of the international gay studies canon and a pioneeringmodel
for all thosewhocontinue to do researchabout the diversityof human sexu-"
al behavior.
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