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and Gay Men
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Theproblemsgeneratedby societal attitudestoward single
adultsarecompoundedfor thosewhosesexud preferenceistoward people
of thesamegender. L etitiaAnnePeplau and Steve Gordon begin their con-
Siderationof gay relationshipsby pointingout how popul ar stereotypesabout
gaysdemonstrateour assumptionsabout the centrality of gender rolesin
governingacouplesreationship. Theknowledgethat two single peoplewho
areliving together ar e al sosexudly intimaterai sesquestionsin many naive
observersregarding who playsthe™ man™ and who playsthe*woman.” This
ar ea providesa clear demonstrationof how intimatelylinked in many
peoples ni nds sexudity and gender-rolebehaviorsare.

Severd issuesof importancein both gay and heterosexud relationships
ar e exploredin thischapter: what peoplewant from relationships, the part
played by loveand commitment, sati sfaction,and theissueof sexual
exdusvity versusopenness. Many commondlitiesar e found in therelation-
ship vauesof gaysand heterosexuads most peopleseek an intimateand rela-
lively enduring partnership. One major differencehasbeen found, however.
Lhl i ke themagjority of heterosexua coupleswho emphasi zetraditional
masculine-femininerole behavior, most gay couplesrgect suchroles Ingay
relationships,a moreflexibledivisonof labor occurs resemblinga* best
friend"” pattern morethan a traditional marriage. Infact, alongwith the
examplesprovided by someof theelderly couplesdescribedearlier by R ck
Allgeier, gay relationshipsmay offer modelsof moreegalitarian relation-
ships.

Oneimpact of gender-rolesocialization can beseen by comparingles-
bian relationshipsto the rel ationshi psof gay men. Long-termbondingand
fidelityar e somewhat morecharacteristicof leshian than of gay malerela-
tionships. Sexud variety and nonexclusivityismorevalued by gay males.
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Emotional intimacy and equalityar e valuesthat ar e very strongly held
among|eshians, perhapsmoreso than ischaracteristicof gay malesor of
heterosexud relationships. As theauthorsemphasi ze, however, there
appearstobeas much diversity in thelifestylepatternsof gay peopleas
existsamong heterosexud people.

Fndly, regardingsexud interaction per se, homosexual sappear to be
moresexudly satisfiedin their relationshipsthan ischaracteristicof sone
heterosexuds. Perhapsthisisto someextent a function of theabsenceof
rigid patternsregardingwho doeswhat towhom. With greater flexibility
and variety,theremay be greater pleasure. Theremay al sobea greater pos-
sibility for understandingthe physicd fedingsof someoneof thesame
gender. Thisunderstandingis, of course, theoreticallyal so possiblefor
heterosexud couples, but thecommuni cation needed to facilitateit may be
easerfor gaysthanfor traditional heterosexuas.

%@ Confusion about gender rolesand sexuality is perhaps greatest in
E response to homosexuality. Stereotypes often depict gay men and
I_ lesbiansas individuals who are uncomfortable with their gender
identity and who want to change their gender. Cultural images of the ef-
feminategay man and the masculine, " butch™ lesbian are common. Inrela
tionships, homosexuasare thought to mimic heterosexual patterns, with
one partner acting as the "wife" and the other partner playing the ""hus-
band." But current research showsthat these stereotypesareinaccurateand
mid eading. Although these stereotypesmay characterizea small minority of
homosexudls, they fail to fit the lifestylesof most gay men and lesbians.
Where do these stereotypes come from? In part, they stem from the
faulty assumption that three components of human sexuality are insepar-
able. These components aresexual orientation (attraction to same-gender
versus other-gender partners),gender i dertity (our belief that weare mae
or female) and gender-rolebehavior (acting in traditionally **masculing’” or
"feminine"’ ways). Many peoplewrongly believe that, if an individua differs
from the norm on one of these components, he or she must differ on the
othersaswdl. In North American culture, a typical heterosexua woman is
attracted romantically and sexudly to men (sexud orientation), she knows
without doubt that sheisfemale(gender identity), and shefrequently enacts
the roles or behaviors that society defines as appropriate for women. A
lesbiandiffersfrom thispatternin that her sexud and romanticattractionis
to women. The stereotype assumes that the lesbian must also differ in her
gender identity and gender-role behavior. Thisassumptioniswrong.
Homosexualsar e not confused about their gender identity: lesbiansare



228

Part Two Contamporary Perspective

not different from heterosexua womenin their surenessof beingfemal e, nor
do gay men differ from heterosexual men on this dimension. In terms of
behavior, researchindicatesthat most gay menar e not effeminatein dressor
manner, nor are leshians usualy **masculine” in their behavior (see DeLora
& Warren, 1977; Gagnon, 1977; Gagnon & Simon, 1973, Warren, 1974).

This chapter reviews research findings about the love relationshipsof
leshians and gay men. We begin by asking what people want in love rda
tionshipsand by examining how relationship vaues are affected by sexud
orientation. We next look at the question of whether homosexuas adopt
heterosexua scriptsfor relationships(see Chapter 1.for a description of the
use of scriptsin our lives). Are homosexud relationships more similar to
heterosexua "marriages” or to same-gender ""best friendships*? We then
consider loveand commitment in the relationshipsof |esbiansand gay men.
Finally, we investigatesexud behavior and thei ssue of sexua exclusivity in
gay relationships.

METHODOLOGICAL ISSUESAND LIMITATIONS

Before beginning our investigation of homosexud relationships, however, a
few methodol ogical issues deserve mention. First, terms need to be defined.
Thetermhonosexual isappropriately used to refer to both men and women
whose primary sexud and affectional orientation is toward same-gender
partners. But many gay men and lesbiansdidike the term, believing that it
overemphasizesthesexual aspect of their lifestyle. Instead, most prefer* gay”
(for both men and women) or "lesbian™ (for women).

Second, research on gay relationships, like studiesof heterosexua rela-
tionships(see Hill et al., 1979), islimited in several ways. Mog research uses
questionnaires or interviews. Self-report responses can be biased because
peoplel ack insight into their relationshipsor because they want to present a
favorableimageto researchers. Whatever their sexud orientation, peoplear e
not aways truthful in describing their relationships to themsdves or to
researchers. People who volunteer for studiesmay differ from nonvolunteers
in being moreinterestedin socia scienceresearch, moreliberal or permissive
in their views, or more trusting of psychologists. In addition, studiesof gays
or of any partially hidden popul ationencounter specia problems. Thereisno
such thing asa representati vesampl e of lesbiansand gay men (Morin, 1977).
Some gay peoplear e secretive about their sexud orientation and would not
volunteer for psychologica research. Those gays who have participatedin
research tend to beyounger, educated, middle-class, whiteadults. Because of
these limitations, we can place greatest confidence in findings that have

- been replicated in severa different studies. And we need to be cautiousin
assuming that research findings adequately describe the entire gay popula-
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tion in America. In thischapter for instance, our primary focusison volun-
tary relationships. Generalizingour conclusionsto forced sex in institutions
(for example, prisonsor the military) would be inappropriate. With these
warningsin mind, we turn to the questionsof what gay men and lesbians
are lookingfor in an intimate relationship.

VALUESABOUT INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS

What do leshiansand gay men want from their close relationships?Do gays
want a long-term relationshipwith asingle partner, or do they prefer to live
pretty much in the present? s their view of love romantic or cynica? Do
homosexuals have a distinctive set of valuesabout relationships unique to
leshians and gay men, or do gays and heterosexualsseek similar godsin
relationships? Research is beginning to answer these questions.

Mod gayswant to have steady love rel ationships. Few would be satisfied
to have only casual liaisons. One study (Bell & Weinberg, 1978) asked ho-
mosexuas how important it was to them to have"a permanent living ar-
rangement with a homaosexua partner.” Of the lesbians, 25 percent said this
was''the most important thing in life" and another 35 percent said it was
"very important.” Less than one woman in four said that a permanent
relationship was not important. Gay men showed a similar pattern: 15
percent said a relationshipwas the most important thingin life; 22 percent
said it wasvery important; and only a third said it was not important at all.
Thusa somewhat higher proportion of women than men said that havinga
permanent relationship was extremely important.

Mod gays, like mogt heterosexualsvaue steady love relationships (for
example, see Hill, Rubin & Peplau, 1976). What ar e the characteristics that
gays seek in such partnerships? Leshians, gay men, and heterosexualswere
asked to rank nine possble relationship goas (Ramsey, Latham, &
Lindquist, 1978). All groups ranked affection, personal development, and
companionship as mog important; least importancewas given to having''a
place in the community" and to rdigion. Other goas such as economic
security and having an attractivehome wereranked in the middle. Leshians,
gay men, and heterosexualshave also been asked to rank the qualities that
they seek in partners (Laner, 1977). All groups gave greatest importanceto
honesty, affection, and intelligence; these traits ranked above having'good
looks" a sense of humor, and money.

Matched samples of leshians, gay men, and heterosexua women and
men rated theimportanceof variousfeaturesof love rel ationships(Peplau &
Cochran, 1980). These included such issues as reveding intimate feglings,
spending time together, holding similar attitudes, having an equal-power
relationship, and having sexua exclugvity. Participantsgavevaried answer s.
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For example, although some considered it essential to share many activities
with a partner, others viewed joint activities as rdaively unimportant. De-
spite such individual differences, remarkably few overdl group differences
were found between heterosexua sand homosexuds. For example, on aver-
age, both groups gave greatest importance to *'being able to talk about my
mogt intimatefedings® with a partner.

One magjor difference between homosexuds and heterosexuas did
emerge, however. Sexud exclusivity in relationshipswas much moreimpor-
tant to heterosexual sthan to homosexuds. Lesbiansand gay men gavesexual
fidelity an averagerating of somewhat morethan 5, compared with a rating
of just over 7 for the heterosexuas(the highest possible importancerating
was 9). Homosexuds were less likdy than heterosexuas to endorse
monogamy as an ideal for relationships. Two interesting gender differences
al so emerged. Whatever their sexud orientation, women gave greater im-
portance than men did to emotional expressivenessand the sharing of fed-
ings. This finding is consstent with the emphasis in North American
gender-rolesocialization that men should conced their fedingsand present
a tough exterior (David & Brannon, 1976). Second, leshian and heterosexua
women cared more than did men about having egalitarian relationships.
Perhaps because of the women's movement, women showed greater
sensitivity to equal power in love relationships.

Findly, Peplau and Cochran (1980) examined how" romantic' gayswere
in their attitudesabout love. Participantswereasked how much they agreed
or disagreed with statements about love such as" Lover s ought to expect a
certainamount of disillusionment after they have been togetherfor awhile”
and"Tobetruly inloveistobein loveforever.”" No differenceswerefoundin
the answer s of lesbians, gay men, and heterosexuds, most people took a
middle-of-the-road position. Homosexuasand heterosexualswere equally
likely to be starry-eyed romanticsor cold-heartedcynics. In sum, the picture
that emergesfrom thesestudiesisthat most people, whatever their sexua
orientation, want much the same things from love relationships, namdly,
affection and companionship.

RELATIONSHIP SCRIPTS: MARRIAGE

OR BEST FRIENDSHIP?

Of the myths about homosexud relationships, none is more persistent—or
wrong—than the belief that in gay partnerships one person adoptstherole
of "husband™ and the other the role of "wife" According to this stereotype,
gay partners'”makebdieve" in some sense, that one of them ismaleand the
other female. One partner isthe breadwinner, takestheinitiativein sex, and
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generdly assumestheconventional role of dominant male. Theother partner
keeps house and acts the part of the submissivefemale.

Scientific research refutes this stereotype. More typical of actual gay
relationshipsar e the following personal descriptions:

[Gay man:] My involvementwith other menisawayslikeweare
buddies, or at least that's what | strivefar. . . . | very much want to have
a man-to-manrelationshipwith my friendand | value thiselement of
masculinity.. . . | believe masculinitycan beredized as readily through
another manasit can through a woman. [Quoted by Spada, 1979,

p. 168]

[ Leshi an: | In aheterosexud relationship,you areplayingarole...ina
gay relationship,you don't havethat. Yau have two peopleon an equal
leve livingtogether, sharingresponsibilities.Ina heterosexual rela
tionshipyou ar e not going toget it 50:50 (divison of labor). Yaud be
lucky if you get it 60:40, SO thereisacertain amount of roleplaying that
you aregoing to havein a heterosexual rel ationship that youdon't have
in agay relationship.[Quoted by Tanner, 1978, pp. 90-91]

Mod leshiansand gay men actively reject traditional husband-wiferoles
asa modd or script for love relationships. Gne study (Jay & Young, 1977)
asked leshiansand gay men their fedlingsabout 'role playing.” Mo of the
leshiansand half of the men said they felt negatively about role playing. One
lesbian explained, "'I don't likerole playing becauseit copies the traditional
male-femae relaionship. I'm proud I'm a woman. And | love women, not
pseudo-men’* (cited in Jay & Young, 1977, p. 320). May gays vaue their
relationships precisdy because they fed freed from the restrictionsimposed
by gender roles in traditiona heterosexual relationships. A gay man com-
mented, "Rde playing seems to me by nature to involve dominance and
control, both of which makeme fed uncomfortable” (cited inJay & Young,
1977, p. 369). Three possibleareas of masculine-femininerole playingin gay
relationships have been investigated: the divison of household tasks, sexud
behavior and decison making (Bdl & Weinberg, 1978; Caldwell &> Peplau,
1980; Cardell, F nn, & Marecek, 1981; Harry & DeVall, 1978; Jay & Young,
1977; Saghir & Robins 1973).

In most heterosexual marriages, clear distinctionsare made between
the husband's work (for example, being the breadwinner, doing household
repairs) and the wifds work (for example, doing the cooking and other
domestic chores). Is therea similar divison of household tasks among gay
couples who live together? Research fi nds little evidence for thisidea For
example, Bdl & Weinberg (1978) asked gay men and lesbianswhich partner
in the relationship does "'the housework™; 61 percent of gay men and 58
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percent of leshianssaid that housework was shared equaly. When asked if
one partner consistently doesall the"femininetasks” or all the' masculine
tasks," about 90 percent of thegay men and leshianssaid no. Asonegay man
commiented; “When | am asked who is the husband and who is the wife, |
would say were just a couple of happily married husbands™ (quoted by
Saghir & Robins 1973, p. 74). Thepredominant pattern isoneof roleflexibil-
ity, with partnerssharing in housekeeping and financial expenditures. Be-
cause it iscommon in gay relationshipsfor both partnersto havejobs, both
ar e usudly able to contributefinancialy to the relationship and neither can
devoteall their time to homemaking (see Chapter 7 for a description of the
effectsof theemployment of both partnersin heterosexua marriages).

In thear ea of sexua behavior, role playing might be reflected in which
partner initiatessexual interactionsor in persona preferencesfor particular
sexual activities(see Chapter 3). Somestudieshave asked gayswhich partner
ismore"'active" or ""passve’ in sex. A mgjority of lesbiansand gay men say
that both partnersare equdly active or that partnersalternate from situa-
tion to situation (Califia, 1979; Harry, 1976; Marmor, 1980; Saghir & Robins
1973).Jay and Young (1977) asked gaysif they role played sexudly when they
weresexudly intimate. Only 12 percent of gay men and 8 percent of leshians
said they did this frequently; some said they took an active or passive role
occasondly, and the largest group responded “never” Studies of gay men
have investigated men's preferencesfor particular sexual activities, such as
receivingversusgivinganal intercourse. Again, many men indicateenjoying
both roles. Whena nan does havea preferencefor onekind of sexudity, this
preferenceisnot linked to moregeneral dominancein decision makingin the
relationship(Harry & DeVal, 1978). Few homosexua scond stently engagein
sexual role playing. When role playingdoes occur, it may be more common
among gay men than lesbians.

A third component of traditional marriage is the idea that the mas-
culine partner should be the "boss" and leader in decison making. Gay men
and leshians largely reject this modd, preferring a relationship in which
partnersshareequally in power (for example, see Harry, 1979; Spada; 1979).
Onestudy (Peplau &> Cochran, 1980) asked matched samplesof heterosexud
and homosexud college students about power in their current love rela
tionship. Virtualy everyone(over 95 percent in each group) said that idedlly
both partnersshould have " exactly equal say* in their relationship. Unfortu-
natey, only about half theleshians, gay men, and heterosexual sthought that
their current relationshipslived up to thisided.

What are someof the factorsthat tip the baance of power away from
equality in gay relationships?In gay relationships, power is morelikely to be
wielded by the partner who has greater personal resources, in terms of
greater education, income, age, or other characteristics(Caldwell & Peplau,
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1980; Harry & Devall, 1978). In addition, when there is an imbalance of
involvement or commitment in a relationship, the partner who is lessin-
terested often has greater power. Gay relationships, like heterosexua ones
(Peplau, 1979; see also Chapters3 and 5), seem to have the greatest chance
for equality when partners have similar resources and commitmentsto the
relationship.

Although most lesbians and gay men do not engage in gender-role
playing, asmall minority does. Onelesbian described her experience:"When
I anwithayounger girl, | liketoact 'mae —that is, protect her—and | like
it very much if she letsme buy drinks, etc.... What | like best about the
'madée or 'butch' role is the protective angle, even though | redize in-
tellectudly that thisisalot of sexigt shit™ (quoted by Jay & Young, 1977, p.
322). A gay man expressed these views

| put strongemphasi son roles, moresexually than nonsexually. But, and
thisisthedigtinctivepart, | canfed perfectly comfortablein either set
of roles. . . but | liketo keep theserolesclearly defined with any given
person. . .. | likethestability and clarity of it, theease of predictionand
minimal conflict it provides, the communicationsar e so much eedier,
morefamiliar.[Quoted by Jay & Young,1977, p. 367]

For a minority of homosexuds, someelementsof gender-roleplaying arean
important and comfortablepart of relationships,just asthey are for many
heterosexuals (see Peplau, Rubin, & Hill, 1977).

Because a few gays do engage in some gender-role playing, it is in-
formativeto examinefactorsthat may affect the adoption of these patterns.
It appears that such role playing was more common in the"dd gay life"
prior to the recent evol ution of homophileorganizations, gay liberation, and
the women's movement. One older lesbian commented, "I was 'butch’ in
experience prior to 1960, but never heavy butch. Just a wee bit more the
aggressor, paying the way of my partner, for example. ... Snce 1964 |
havent engagedin role playing. [Now] wear e equal women together™ (cited
inJay & Young,1977, p. 321). Therehasbeen a historical declinein gender-role
playing in the United States. One possible consequenceis that such role
playing may be more common among older gay men and leshians than
among younger ones.

Gender-role playing may be more common among gays and lesbians
from lower socioeconomic and educationa levels (Gagnon & Simon, 1973;
Harry & Devall, 1978, Wolf, 1979). It has d so been suggested that role
playing is part of the ""coming-out™ experience of some gays (Gagnon &»
Simon, 1973; Saghir & Robins, 1973). For example, a young woman new to
thelesbian community may initily dress ina™butch* manner in order tobe
more easly identified as lesbian (Walf, 1979).
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In some cases, gender-role playing may result from temporary sit-
uational factors. Saghir and Robins (1973) found that only 12 percent of
leshiansand 17 percent of gay men had engaged in domestic role playingfor
a period of three monthsor longer. Rde playing usualy occurred because one
partner was temporarily unemployed or attending school. Findly, role play-
ing occurs in prison settings; prison culture sometimes defines masculine-
feminine roles as the acceptable form for sexua or love relations between
sarne-gender prisoners (for example, see Gagnon & Simon, 1973).

Theideathat most |esbiansand gay men engage in masculine-feminine
role playingisa myth. Althougha small minority of homosexua sdoesshow
these patterns, the vast majority does not. Why, then, does the role playing
stereotypepersst?One reasonisthat this, like other common stereotypes, is
seldomsubjectedtocaref ul scientificscrutiny. In addition, thosegayswho do
engagein role playing may be much morevisibleto the general public than

t h e mgority of gayswho do not. Moviesand televison often perpetuatethe
stereotype. Findly, in North America, heterosexud marriageisso powerful a
script for love relationshipsthat many peoplefind it difficult to imaginean
intimate relationship that does not involve husband-wife roles. In North
American society, the imagery of romance, love, and “living happily ever
after” is heavily colored by the symbolism of marriage.

Although most gays reject husband-wiferolesas a model for intimacy,
they do want a loving, committed relationship. Therefore, lesbians and gay
men must find or createalternatescriptsfor relationships. Harry and DeVall
(1978) suggest that gay relationshipsare often modeled after friendship,
with the added component of erotic and romantic attraction. As such, gay
relationshipsmay most closdy resemble best friendships.

A friendship script fostersequality in relationships. The normsor rules
for friendship assume that partners will be reatively equal in status and
power; thiscontrastssharply with theingtitution of marriage, in which the
husband i straditionally expected to be the“boss” or |eader. Friendsa so tend
to be similar in interests, resources, and skills. In contrast, spouses have
traditionally brought different gender-linked qualities to a marriage. For
heterosexuals, these differences often foster mae dominance rather than
equality. As one sociologist has observed,

Takeayoungwoman who hasbeen trained for femininedependencies,
whowantsto™look up™ to the man she marries. Put her at adisadvan-
tagein thelabor market. Then marry her toa man who hasa dight
advantage over her in age, income, and education, shored up by an
ideology withamalebias. . . . Thenexpect an egditarian relationship?
[Bernard, 1972, p. 146]
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Because of the divergent socidization of males and femalesin our society,
partnersin heterosexud relationships often find it difficult to break out of
traditional patterns. Research on sarne-gender relationships suggests that
when partners are more similar in their interests and abilities, equality
between partners is more eadly (although not inevitably) achieved.
Feminigs have long argued that heterosexua couples should abandon
gender-based differencesin behavior and power. Studiesof homosexud rela
tionshipsdemonstrate that successful loverel ationshipscanbe built on mod-
esother than traditional marriage. Ve now turn to studiesdescribing what
ogy relationshipsare actualy like.

LOVE AND COMMITMENT IN GAY RELATIONSHIPS

A starting point for our discussion isthe question of how many leshiansand
gy men are actudly involved in steady relationships. Although stereotypes
often portray gays as unable to develop enduring relationships, empirical
evidence argues to the contrary. In studies of leshians, between 45 percent
and 80 percent of the women surveyed were currently in a steady rea
tionship (for example, see Bdl & Weinberg, 1978;Jay & Young, 1977; Peplau
et al., 1978; Raphadl & Robinson, 1980; Schafer, 1977). In most studies, the
proportion of lesbians in an ongoing relationship was close to 75 percent.
Studiesof gay men show that between 45 percent and 60 percent of themen
surveyed were currently involved in a steady relationship (for example,
see Bdl & Waenberg, 1978; Jay & Young, 1977; Peplau & Cochran, 1981;
Spada, 1979). The best estimate about the proportion of gay men in such
relationships is about 50 percent. May lesbians and gay men in steady
relationshipslive with their partners. Although these figures should not be
taken as representative of dl lesbiansand gay men, they do suggest that at
any particular point in time a large proportion of homosexuas have stable
love relationships. It appearsthat reatively more lesbians than gay men are
involved in steady relationships.

We should emphasize that those lesbians and gay men who do not
currently have steady relationships are a diverse group. They include people
who have recently ended relationships through breakups or the death of
partners, people who are eager to begin new relationships, and otherswho
do not want committed relationships.

Love and Satisfaction
We saw earlier that most homosexuas want close love relationships. How
uccesstul are leshians and gay men in achieving this goa? Unfortunately,
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information about love, satisfaction, and commitment in gay relationships
comes from a few studies based on fairly small samples. S the following
results are presented cautioudy. They suggest that gays do find their rela
tionships highly rewarding.

Onestudy (Cardell, F nn, & Marecek, 1981) compared|esbian, gay male,
and heterosexud coupleson a standardized measure of couple adjustment.
Mad coupleswere very satisfied with their relationships, and gay men and
leshians did not differ significantly from each other or from the het-
erosexuas. Another study (Ramsey, Latham;, & Lindquist, 1978) compared
lesbian, gay male, and heterosexual couples on the Locke-Wallace Scae, a
widdly used measureof marital adjustment. All couplesscored in the"well-
adjusted” range, and the homosexuds wer e indistinguishable from the
heterosexuds.

Only recently have socid psychologistsattempted to measure love sys-
tematicaly, spurred by Rubin’s (1973) development of scaes to measure
"loveé" and"liking" for a romantic partner. Peplau and Cochran (1980) com-
pared matched samples of leshians, gay men, and heterosexuals on these
messures. Lesbians and (fay men reported high love for their partners, in-
dicating strong fedlings of attachment, caring, and intimacy. They aso
scored high on the liking scale, reflecting fedlings of respect and affection
toward their partners. On other measures, lesbiansand gay men rated their
current relationshipsas highly satisfying and very dose. When comparisons
were made among leshians, gay men, and heterosexuals on these measures,
no significant differenceswere found.

Peplau and Cochran aso asked leshians, gay men, and heterosexuasto
describein their own wordsthe'best things* and "worst things" about their
relationships. Consder these observations by people listing the best aspects
of their relationships." Thebest thing ishavingsomeoneto be with whenyou
wakeup'" and “We like each other. \WWe both seem to be getting what we want
and need. We have wonderful sex together." Or these descriptionsof the
worst aspects of relationships: "My partner is too dependent emotionally”
and "Her aunt liveswith 11" All these remarks could have been made by
heterosexudss, but they ar e actually all responsesmade by lesbians. Systema
ticanalyses(Cochran,1978) found no significant differencesin the responses
of lesbians, gay men, and heterosexuas—all of whom reported similar joys
and problems. To examine the possbility that more subtle differences
among groups existed that were not captured by the coding scheme, the
"best things” and "worst things" statements were typed on cards in a
standard format, with information about gender and sexud orientation re-

moved. Pands of judges were asked to sort the cards, separating men and
women and separati ngheterosexua sand homosexuds. Thejudgeswere not
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ableto identify correctly the responsesof leshians, gay men, or heterosexud
women and men.

Taken together, these findings suggest that many gay relationshipsar e
highly satisfying. Lesbian and gay mae couples appear, on standardized
messures, to beas"well adjusted” asare heterosexua couples. Thisdoes not
mean, of course, that gays have no difficultiesin their relationships. They
undoubtedly have many of the same problemsas heterosexualsin coordinat-
ing joint goals, resolving interpersona conflicts, and so on. In addition,
lesbian and gay mae couples may have specid problems arising from the
hogtile and regjecting attitudes of many people toward homosexuds (see
Mendola, 1980; Silverstein, 1981). Overdl, however, existing research shows
that homosexua relationshipscan be as persondly satisfyingas heterosexua
ones.

Commitment

It isasad truth that love is no certain guarantee that any relationshipwill
endure. In homosexud relationships, as in heterosexua ones, relationships
begun hopefully and lovingly can and do fall apart. Do homosexud rela-
tionshipslast aslong as heterosexud ones?

Thereisno easy answer to thiscomplex question. TheU.S Bureau of the
Gensus records with considerable accuracy the proportionof the population
who are heterosexudly married and divorced, but no comparable statistical
information exists describing any aspect of homosexua relationships. We
smply do not know how long the ™ average”" leshian or gay male relationship
lagts. It is useful to remember that for an adolescent, whether lesbian or
heterosexud, a relationship of three months may seem “long”; for a 25
year-old, a relationshipof 2 years may be relatively'*long”; for a 50-year-old,
a relationshipof 20 years may belong. In other words, a person's age deter-
mines to some extent the length of time that it is possible or likely for a
relationship to endure.

A recent study of homosexudsin San Francisco (Bdll & Weinberg,1978)
inquired about thelength of people’s first homosexud relationships. On the
average, leshiansin thissample were 22 yearsold when they had their firt
"relaively steady relationships." Nearly 90 percent said they had been "'in
love with thesefirst woman partners,and thetypica relationshiplasted for
amedian of oneto threeyears. For athird of thelesbians, these relationships
lasted four years or longer. Gay men in this sample were, on the average, 23
years old when they had their first steady relationships. About 78 percent
said they had been in love with these first male partners, and the typica
relationship lasted for a median of one to threeyears. For 22 percent of the
men in thissample, thefirst steady relationship lasted four yearsor longer.
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Severd studies have asked homosexualsto describe the length of their
current love relationships (for example, see Bdl & Weinberg, 1978; Jay &
Young, 1977; Peplau & Amaro; in press, Saghir & Robins, 1973). In these
studies, most participants have been young peoplein their 20s. The typica
length of relationshipsisabout two to threeyearsfor both men and women.
Studiesof older gayswould be especialy useful in understanding the length
of homaosexud relationships, but such research is strikingly absent from the
availableliterature. A few studiesthat haveincluded older lesbiansand gay
men document that relationshipsof 20yearsor moreare not uncommon (for
example, see Mendola, 1980; Raphael & Robinson, 1980; Silverstein, 1981).
Findly, athough it is sometimes thought that lesbians have more long:
lasting rel ationshipsthan gay men, evidenceabout gender differencesin the
duration of gay relationshipsisinconsstent (for example, see Bdl & Wein-
berg, 1978; Jay & Young, 1977; Schafer, 1977).

What factors influence the permanence of gay relationships?Probably
many of the same forces that operate in heterosexua relationships. Per-
manence is affected by two separate factors (Levinger, 1979). The first
concernsthe strength of the positive attraction that makea particular part-
ner and relationship appealing. We have seen that homosexuas do not
differ from heterosexuds in the love and satisfaction they fed in steady
relationships. But the possibility alwaysexiststhat attractionsmay waneand
that people may "*fdl out of love™ Thus, a decreasein attraction can lead to
the ending of a relationship.

The second set of factors affecting the permanence of relationships
conggts of barriers that make the ending of a relationship codly, in either
psychologica or material terms. For heterosexuds, marriage usually creates
many barriers to the dissolution of a relationship, including the cost of a
divorce, a wifeésfinancial dependence on her husband, joint investmentsin
property, children, and so on. Such factors may encourage married couples
to "work™ on improving a declining relationship, rather than endingit. In
some cases, these barriers can also kegp partners trapped in an “empty-
shell” relationship.

Gay men and |esbians probably encounter fewer barriers to the termi-
nation of relationships, as these quotationsillustrate:

[GayMan] | see differencesand | seesimilaritiesbetween gay and
straight couples. A bigdifferenceisthat gaysar e lessfrequently obliged
"tostay together.” Ed and | don't have thekids, the high cost of divorce,
thein-laws,and thefinancial entanglementstokeep ustogether. We
alsodon't haveall the support systemsthat strai ghtsenjoy. [Quoted by
Mendola, 1980, pp. 122-1231
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[ Leshi an: Marje and | ar e nodifferentfromany straight couple. Weve
got alot of problemstowork out. And the problemsaren't any different
from the problemsstraightshave: financia, sexud, in-laws. . . . How-
ever, what's differentiswedon't havealot of thestructuresstraights
haveto help them solvetheir problems. Wehavetodoit on our own,
and soit's harder for agay coupletostay together and nake their rela-
tionshipwor k. [Quoted by Mendola, 1980, p. 123]

Because of weaker barriers to relationship dissolution (Lewiset d., 1980),
leshiansand gay menar e lesslikely to becometrapped in hope essy unhappy
relationships. They may d so beless motivated to rescue deteriorating rela-
tionships.

SEXUAL BEHAVIOR IN GAY RELATIONSHIPS

Maos people view gays largely in terms of their sexudity. Stereotypes
sometimesdepict leshiansand gay men as™highly sexed” peoplewhoselives
areorganized around the pursuit of sexud pleasuretoa much greater extent
thanistruefor heterosexuds. Such a characterizationisboth far-fetchedand

wrong. Few of us, whether gay or heterosexua, have sexuality asthe organiz-
ing principlein our lives (Gagnon & Simon, 1973). For most of us, sex isonly
one aspect of our lives, along with work, friendship, and other activities.

Research suggeststhat, when it comesto sexudity, differencesbetween men
and women are much greater than differences between heterosexuals and
homosexuds.

The Physiology of Sexual Arousal

Studies of the physiologica aspects of sexudity (Kinsey et a., 1948, 1953;
Magters& Johnson, 1979) have found no maor differencesin the pattern of
sexual response of leshiansand heterosexua women, nor in the response of
gay and heterosexual men. This should not be surprising. The physiologica
mechanics of sexud arousal and orgasm are human characteristics, unaf -
fected by sexual orientation.

Heterosexual Experiences

Before considering sexudlity in steady relationships, it is useful to provide
some background about the moregenera sexua experiencesof gay menand
leshians. Only a minority of leshians and gay men have had excdusvdy
homosexud experiences throughout their lives. Mog homosexuals have had
sex With other-gender partners, often before they adopted a homosexud
lifestyle(Gundlach & Reiss, 1968;Jay & Young, 1977; Kinsey et al., 1948, 1953;
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Saghir & Robins 1973). For example, a recent study (Bdl & Weinberg, 1978)
found that 83 percent of leshians and 64 percent of gay men had had het-
erosexud intercourse. For many people, these heterosexua experiences oc-
curred in the context of dating relationships(Peplau et a., 1978; Peplau &
Cochran, 1981). A significant minority of lesbiansand gay men have been
married. Bdl and Weinberg (1978) found that 35 percent of thelesbiansand
20 percent of the gay men surveyed had been in heterosexuad marriages.
Researchfindingslead to two conclusions. First, most homosexua shave had
sexual experiencewith other-gender partners. Second, a greater proportion
of lesbiansthan of gay men have had heterosexual experiences, including
marriage.

Sex In a Steady Relationship
For mogt leshians, 32X is an enjoyable part of a seady relationship. In one
study (Peplau et d., 1978), 75 percent of lesbiansreported that sex with their
steady partners was extremely satisfying, and only 4 percent said that it was
not at al satisfying. One factor contributingto satisfactionwasthe reported
| ack of guilt amonglesbians; 80 percent said they never felt guilty about their
sexual activity with their partners, and only 4 percent said they usudly or
awaysfet guilty. Another major factor was the frequency with which les-
bians experienced orgasms with their current partners. Over 70 percent of
women said they amost aways experienced orgasms, only 4 percent said
they never had orgasms. Other studies (Jay & Young, 1977; Kinsey et d.,
1953) confirm that most lesbiansdo not usualy have difficulty in having
orgasmsduring sex.

Comparativestudiessuggest that leshiansmay haveorgasmsmoreregu-
larly during sex than do heterosexual women (for example, see Hunt, 1974;
Jay & Young, 1977; Pietropinto & Simenauer, 1979; Tavris & Sadd, 1977).
Kinsey researchers (1953) compared heterosexud women who had been
married for five years with leshians who had been sexudly active for an
egual number ofyears. Among thesewomen, 17 percent of the heterosexuals
compared to only 7 percent of the lesbianshad never had an orgasm. And
only 40 percent of heterosexual women had orgasms consistently (that is
90 t0 100 percent of the timesthey had sex), compared to 68 percent of les-
bians. These differences may, as Kinsey suggested, reflect differencesin the
knowledge and sexual techniques of women's partners. But differencesin
the emotional and interpersonal aspects of lovemaking may be equally
important. Schafer (1976) asked 57 leshians who had had sexud relations
during the past year both with women and with men to compare these
experiences. Mod leshianssaid that compared to sex with men, sex with
women was more tender (94 percent), intimate (91 percent), considerate(88
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percent), partner related (73 percent), exciting (66 percent), and diversified
(52 percent).

Leshian couples have sex about as often as do heterosexua couples of
the same age. Among theyounger lesbianstypically studied by researchers,
the averagefrequency of sex isabout twoto threetimesper week. Thisfigure
varieswidely from couple to couple, however. Among the leshianssurveyed
by Jay and Youg (1977), only 5 percent reported having sex with their
partnersdaily. Mog women (57 percent) had sex two to five timesper week;
25 percent had s=x once a week, and 8 percent had sex less often. Little is
known about factorsthat influence the actual or desired frequency of sexin
leshian relationships. The picture that emergesfrom these statisticsis that
most leshian couples find sex an enjoyable and rewarding part of their
relationships.

Research on sexuality in gay men's relationships presentsa fairly similar
picture. In generd, gay men report high satisfaction with sex in their rela
tionships (Peplau & Cochran, 1981). Gay men have sex with their steady
partners as often or more often than do heterosexud coupleq Lew s et d.,
1980; Schifer, 1977). Among gay men studied by Jay and Young (1977), 11
percent reported having sex with their partners daily, 38 percent had sex
threeto four timesper week, 40 percent onceor twicea week, and 11 percent
less than once a wesk. Researchersassume that sex usualy leadsto orgasm
for men, and so questionsspecificaly about orgasms have not been included
in mogt studiesof gay men's relationships.

It has been suggested (for example, by Saghir & Robins, 1973) that
long-term gay men's relationships often decline in sexual activity and in-
terest. Adequate empirical evidenceon thispoint is, however, lacking. Wedo
not know how often such sexua “devitalization” occur s in gay men's rela
tionships, whether it is any more common among gay male couples than
among lesbian and heterosexual couples, or what factorsmight createsucha
Situation.

Sexual Exclusivity

Today many couples, both heterosexual and homosexual, are questioning
whether it is better for relationshipsto be sexualy monogamousor sexudly
‘open”  As wediscussed earlier, Peplauand Cochran (1980) found that more
heterosexual sthan homosexua sstrongly valued sexual exclusivityin a steady
relationship. It isimportant to emphasize, however, that gaysare a diverse
group with varied views about sexua behavior. Some gays are strong advo-
cates of sexua exdusvity, as this quotation from a gay man illustrates: *'I

want my lover to be mineand only mine, and | want to be hisand only his.

Heismy life, and I am hislife, and that's theway | want it to be* (cited in
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Slvergein, 1981, p. 141). Other gay men and lesbians rgect the idea of sexual
exclugvity. One gay man explained,

Itill fed that acommitment toarelationship, . , hasverylittletodo
withwhat | choose todo with my body. My commitment ismorein-
tellectud and in the heart. | differentiate between sex and making
love ...Whenl fed strongly towarda person, | makelove When |
don't, I havesex. AndI can enjoy both of them very much. [Quoted by
Sivergein, 1981, p. 143]

Although these t WO quotationsare from gay men, it is easy to imagine
lesbians and heterosexuals who would agree with these views.

In actual practice, the relationships of gay men are less likey to be
sexually exdusive than ar e those of lesbiansor heterosexuals. Studiessuggest
that mogt gay men who are in a steady relationship a so have sex with men
other than their primary partner (for example, see Bl & Weinberg, 1978;
Blasband & Peplau, 1980; Hirry & Lovely, 1979; Plummer, 197% Warren,
1974). In some studies, al the men whose relationships had continued for
severd years reported having had outside affairs. Why is sexud opennessso
common in the relationshipsof gay men? Severd factors are relevant.

First; gender-role socidization in America teaches men to be more
interested in sex and sexud variety than are women. Onegay man suggested
that “Promiscuity isinbred in all boy children, and since most boy children
don't find out they're gay until later in life, their promiscuity has nothingto
dowith their gayness. It has to dowith their maleness” (quoted by Mendola,
1980, p.55). In contrast, for many women, whatever their sexud orientation,
sx and loveare dosdy linked; thus casua sex may beless appealing.

In Jay and Youds survey (1977), 97 percent of lesbians said that
emotiona involvement wasimportant to sex, and 92 percent said that emo-
tional involvement alwaysor very frequently accompanied their own sexual
relations. In comparison, 83 percent of the gay men said that emotiona
involvement isimportant in sex, and 45 percent said that involvementalways
or usualy accompanied sex. Gay men more often than | esbiansseparate sex
and love and can enjoy casual sex for its own sake, without emotional in-
volvement. In Schafer’s (1977) survey, gay men weremorelikely than lesbians
to say that many of their sexud partners were people they had never met
before (70 percent of gay men, 26 percent of lesbians) and were partners
with whom they had sex only once (64 percent of gay men; 18 percent of
leshians). Gay men werelesslikdy than leshiansto say they werein lovewith
most of their sex partners (19 percent of gay men, 64 percent of leshians).

Bascdifferencesin men's and women's orientationstoward love and sex
may be moreimportant here than sexual orientation. Equal proportionsof
leshians and heterosexual women (64 percent) told Gundlach and Reiss
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(1968) that they could have sex only if they were in love with their partners.
Smilarly, just asgay men are morelikely than lesbiansto have sexually open
relationships, so too are heterosexual husbands more likely than wives to
haveextramarital affairs (Hunt, 1974; Kinsey €t al., 1948, 1953; Pietmpintos»
Simenauer, 1979). Gender has a mgjor influence on the kind of relationship
people want. Whereas mogt men and women want a steady relationship
with onespecia partner, menare morelikdy to want—and to have—sexud

relations with other partnersaswell.

For gay men, the norms o the gay community may also encourage
sexual opennessrather than exclusvity. Epecidly in ur ban centers, the gay
men's community provides many opportunitiesfor casual sex. Gay men can
find new partnersat gay bars, publicbaths, and other places. Theimportant
point to remember is that for many gay men, asfor many heterosexual men,
casual sexual affairsare a complement to a steady relationship, not a sub-
dtitutefor it.

In growing up, men and women learn different lessonsabout sexudity.
As adults, the gendersare exposed to different opportunitiesfor sexud ex-
ploration, and men continue to recave greater socia support for sexual
experimentation. Thus, we believe, differencesin the sexual attitudes and
behaviorsof men and women arelargely a result of socialization. But others
attribute these gender differences to biology. For example, sociobiologist
Donald Symons(1979) proposes that evolutionary pressureshave encouraged
a desrefor sexual exdusvity in femalesand a desk for sexud diversity in
males. In Symons view, “the 3= livesof homosaxud men and women—who
need not compromise sexudly with members of the opposite sex—should
provide dramatic insightsinto male sexudity and female sexuality in their
undiluted states™ (1979, p. 292). Symons is referring to the fact that het-
erosexud relationships are, in some measure, a compromise between the
goasand desiresof the maleand femal e partners—a compromise that can
obscure underlying gender differences. In relationships with same-gender
partners,individualsmay beable to express their personal dispositionsmore
fully.

For gaysasfor heterosexuals, decisionsabout sexud exclusivity can have
varied consequences for a love relationship. For some people, sexual ex-
clusivity is a 9gn of love and commitment to their partners. For such in-
dividuds, sexua exploration with other partners might only occur if there

were problemsin the primary relationships. For others, however, secureand
rewarding primary relationshipsar e enhanced by theexcitement and novelty
of outside liaisons. Indeed, some people view sexual fidelity as excessvey
restrictive and unnecessary (See Harry, 1977; Jay & Young, 1977, Silverstein,
1981; Warren, 1974). In other words, the meaning of sexua opennessand its
implicationsfor the continuation of a relationship can be quite i ver se.
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Research on the relationshipsof lesbiansand gay men leads to severd
broad conclusions. There are many similarities between the relationship
values of homosexuds and heterosexuds. Few significant differences have
been found between gay and heterosexud couples on measures ot rela-
tionship adjustment, love and satisfaction, or sex with onés partner. There
appear to be many commonalitiesamong intimate rel ationships, regardless
of sexual orientation. However, a mgjor difference between gay and het-
erosexud relationshipsdid emerge. Heterosexud relationships usualy em-
phasi ze gender-based differencesbetween partnersand adopt husband-wife
rolesasa relationshipscript. In contrast, |lesbiansand gay men usudly reject
traditional marital roles. Instead of treating one another as husband and
wife, homosexuals treat their partners like best friends. The patterns of
interaction that develop in gay couplesare more likely to be based on the

unique individual characteristics of the partners than on predetermined
cultural scripts.

Our review has also highlighted several gender differencesbetween the
rel ationshipsof |eshiansand gay men. Homosexuals ar e not a unitary group;
it is unwise to assume that al homosexuals, regardless of gender, are nec-
essarily smilar. Leshians are more likdy than gay men to be in stable
relationships. Lesbians give greater emphasis to emotional intimacy and to
equality in relationshipsthan do gay men. Leshiansare morelikely to view
sexudity and love as dosdy linked, and to prefer having sex only with
partners they care about. Gay men, in contrast, are morelikely to separate
sex and love Gay nen enjoy s2x with loved partners, but they areal so more
likely than gay women to enj oy recreational S&X with casua partners. Gay
men aremorelildy than lesbianstobein a sexudly open relationshipand to
have had sex with a considerably larger number of partners. Cultural
gender-rolesocialization undoubtedly touchesall of us, regardless of sexual
orientation. Gay men and lesbians bring to love relationshipsmany of the
sarme expectations, val ues, and interestsas heterosexual sof thesamegender.
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11 Gender Roles and
Sexual Violence

FRANCES CHERRY

In thischapter, Fran Cherry examinestherelationshipbe-
tween increases in sexud assault (rape) and anumber of factorsincluding
violent pornogrwhy'gmda'rore'socmhzatmn, and reactionsto thewomen's
liberation movement.

Thefusionof sex, dominance, and aggressionthat accompanysexual
assault nakes it difficult to disentanglethe motivationof rapists. Cherry
exploresthesocidlization of men for sexud and aggressivebehavior asone
possible sourceof sexud assault. Shea so considerswomen'sfailure tocom-
municatetheir fedingsassartivdy. Thisproblemisinherent in thetraditional
socidlizationof women. Although thelack of such skills probably contributes
little tostranger rape, it may play somerolein daterape.

Cherry devotesconsi derablespaceto the tendency of society asawhole,
and rapevictimsin particular, to place respons ibilityfor rapeon thevictim.
Given societd attitudestoward r
thesewomen fail to report rape; they blamethemsavesfor their own vic-
timization. Reyingon theimportant work of Burgessand Holmstrom,
Cherry describesthelong-term effectsof sexual assaullt.

Changesin gender-rolenormsin concert with other factorsappear tobe
increasi ngthe capacity of women to copewith rapein amoreadaptivefash-
ion. Such changes includel earni ngsel f-defensetechniquesand showingan
increased willingness 0 Seek prosecutionof theoffender.

It isreasonable tobe alarmed at what appearsto bean increase inthe
incidenceof rape. However, it isnot clear what thesour ce of that increaseis
Ore possibility is that the rate is not increasing, but more women are
perceiving assaults as rape and are willing to report rapesto authorities.
Cherry describeslegal reformsthat arereducing (if not eliminating) theex-

tent towhich, having been raped, thevictim must go through several more
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