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Introduction

Social acceptance and cultural inclusion for those with differing sexual

orientations and gender identities in the United States is growing at an unprecedented

rate in comparison to other minority populations. It has been almost five years since the

landmark ruling granting marriage equality to same-sex couples and less than ten since

the end of “Don’t Ask Don’t Tell,” a policy designed to prevent openly gay individuals

from serving in the United States military. These policy reversals are significant, not only

from an equal rights standpoint, but also due to the fact that their creation and

enforcement only lasted for around twenty years. These policy changes are just one

aspect of the incredible growth in social acceptance. The American environment, which

can be divided into three sub-categories: its political culture, popular culture, and

economic culture have all been moving toward social acceptance for gender and sexual

minorities, with its political culture generally lagging behind the others.

Movies, television, novels, and the music industry have seen a great increase in

the representation of gender and sexual minorities. During the month of June, also

known as Pride Month, businesses and restaurants have increasingly been advertising

rainbow themed products that are representational for gender and sexual minorities.

Even Drag Shows, one of the most iconic forms of entertainment for Queer communities

enjoys a prime-time slot on television. Openly gay and trans political candidates winning

elections across the nation are proof that social acceptance in the United States for

gender and sexual minorities is rapidly progressing. Although coming out of the closet is

still seen as a difficult decision to make for many reasons, the likelihood of acceptance

is much higher than even ten years ago.
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However, this progress is not without its constant challenges. Annual FBI

statistics illustrate the number of violent hate crimes towards gender and sexual

minorities are growing rather than shrinking. Record numbers of anti-LGBT bills are

being introduced in numerous states across the nation. As political glass ceilings are

being shattered by gender and sexual minorities, government institutions from the

Federal level to the city and county level are struggling with how to effectively

understand the experience of gender and sexual minorities as they join the rank and

files of the professional bureaucracy. With increased social acceptance comes

increased numbers of gender and sexual minorities feeling comfortable with coming out

and living authentically. This inevitably leads to an increased presence in public

organizations across the nation.

Even though training and acceptance is a topic for all public organizational

scholarship, this article is focused on one particular public organization: law

enforcement. Law enforcement represents a critical tool toward the achievement of

justice in American society. With hate crimes and violence against gender and sexual

minorities increasing, it becomes imperative for law enforcement to understand how

best to serve the victims of these crimes. This is an incredibly difficult task for law

enforcement due to its nature of being an inherent masculinized space. Masculinity,

which will be discussed in length throughout this paper is not a “negative” thing, but as

masculinity relates to gender and sexual minorities, it is important to remember that gay

men, historically are not seen as masculine, but the opposite. Not only that, but law

enforcement were the chief executioners of laws and policies that raided gender and

sexual minority spaces, arresting countless numbers using any means necessary
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including physical force that often could be described as brutality. As one could expect,

the relationship between gender and sexual minorities and law enforcement are

strained.

Yet, the challenge for law enforcement is not simply how they relate to the gender

and sexual minority victims of crime, but also how agencies across the nation approach

acceptance of gender and sexual minority officers. Taking an equitable approach on

policy, many law enforcement agencies are focusing on ways in which they can be more

representative of the communities they serve. In addition to the gender and sexual

minority training programs, some agencies have invested in LGBT liaison units and

increased the number of openly gay officers. Given the history of policies and cultural

attitudes towards gender and sexual minorities in the United States, there is bound to

be a clash between those openly gay officers and the traditional masculine profession in

which they serve.

This article’s intent is twofold; number one is to explore the concept of

masculinity as it relates to American law enforcement agencies and those openly gay

officers that are employed within, and number two is to analyze the benefits and

challenges these agencies face when adopting policies or initiatives that are focused on

increasing equitable representation of gender and sexual minorities. To do this, we will

first explore various theories revolving around the subject of men and masculinity for the

purpose of defining what it means to be masculine. Secondly, we will examine the

history of homosexuality within the American context to establish how homosexuality

was effectively considered to be masculinity’s antithesis. Thirdly, we will establish law

enforcement agencies as being the epitome of masculinity. And finally, we will then
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analyze the various policies law enforcement agencies are adopting in regard to openly

gay serving officers to illustrate a collision between traditional understandings of

masculinity and homosexuality.

Masculinity: The Ideal

A vital task when discussing and analyzing masculinity within cultures and

organizations is the ability to define the concept. Scholars from across the globe have

theorized, defined, and criticized masculinity in whatever form it takes across nations

and cultures. To be sure, there does not seem to be one solid definition for masculinity

and perhaps it is so abstract that it can be defined by anyone and everyone. However,

for the purposes of this project masculinity will need to be explored in detail and a solid

definition established. Numerous scholars that focus their research on gender, gender

relations, and power structures look to feminist scholarship to decipher what masculinity

is and define it as being relational to femininity. Butler (2009) describes gender as

performative:

“To say that gender is performative is to say that it is a certain kind of enactment;

the ‘appearance’ of gender is often mistaken as a sign of its internal or inherent

truth; gender is prompted by obligatory norms to be one gender or the other

(usually within a strictly binary frame), and the reproduction of gender without this

reproduction of gender is thus always a negotiation with power; and finally, there

is no gender without reproduction of norms that risks undoing or redoing the

norm in unexpected ways, thus opening up the possibility of a remaking of

gendered reality along new lines.”[i]

To take Butler’s concepts of performativity then is to attach masculinity to a specific

gender, and for most of the world, and in particular, westernized democracies this would
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associate masculinity with cisgender males. In addition, masculinity would then be in

relation to femininity due to the binary nature of gender in society.

Other scholars have a similar analysis yet further establish the concept of plural

masculinities. A heterogenous society filled with different subcultures can all display a

type of masculinity, yet to scholars of gender relations, the concept of hegemonic

masculinity takes center stage. Connell (2005) describes masculinity as being

“simultaneously a place in gender relations, the practices through which men and

women engage that place in gender, and the effects of these practices in bodily

experience, personality, and culture.”[ii] Butler and Connell have a similar take in the

sense of gender or masculinity, in this case being a concept that is relational to the

other. Connell continues to analyze masculinity in its hegemonic form stating,

“hegemonic masculinity can be defined as the configuration of gender practice which

embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem of legitimacy of patriarchy

which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the dominant position of men and the

subordination of women.”[iii] For Connell, hegemonic masculinity is inextricably linked to

its relationship with patriarchy and the subordination of women. Although masculinity

cannot be separated from patriarchy or its relationship with women, “hegemonic

masculinity is not a fixed character type, always and everywhere the same. It is, rather,

the masculinity that occupies the hegemonic position in a given pattern of gender

relations, a position always contestable.”[iv]
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Connell and Messerschmidt (2005), though able to define hegemonic

masculinity, expands the concept even further by exploring its formulation and creation

in historiography. In this analysis, the two establish that there are forms of masculinity

that are able to exist outside of the system of patriarchy and the subjugation of women.

However, to Connell and Messerschmidt hegemonic masculinity is different:

“Hegemonic masculinity was distinguished from other masculinities, especially

subordinated masculinities. Hegemonic masculinity was not assumed to be

normal in the statistical sense; only a minority of men might enact it. But it was

certainly normative. It embodied the currently most honored way of being a man,

it required all other men to position themselves in relation to it, and it ideologically

legitimized the global subordination of women to men.”[v]

Hegemonic masculinity therefore represented some sort of ideal type that was meant to

shape the manner in which men acted and was associated with patriarchy. Admitting

that such an ideal is, if at all achievable, does not take away from its potency when

shaping belief systems as to how men should behave, act, and live. It is important to

note however that even though this ideal type was not afforded to all, “men who

received the benefits of patriarchy without enacting a strong version of masculine

dominance could be regarded as showing complicit masculinity.”[vi] All of which

preserves the system of patriarchy and the domination of women.

Given the various relationships masculinity has with men, society, and culture,

how can it be defined? Critical theorist Garlick (2016)  would describe masculinity as a

“technology of embodiment that limits the potentials of men’s bodies to affect and be

affected and that produces habitual ways of being oriented toward the dispelling of

ontological insecurity through achieving and maintaining control or domination over



Morris 8

nature and one’s world.”[vii] Masculinity then can be described as a tool individuals

utilize to make themselves feel comfortable in various settings. This concept of

masculinity as a tool is certainly prevalent in other cultures across the world as well as

in the United States. For colonial Mexico, as Lipsett-Rivera (2019) reports, masculinity

was a tool to administer dominance not only over women, but also over other classes of

men and boys.[viii] In this setting, masculinity was not singular but plural and men had

to understand the context of any given situation before choosing which masculinity he

should enact. In similar fashion, Brady (2009) says masculinity in Britain during the late

19th and early 20th century was a tool utilized to create a social status for men.[ix]

Masculinity as a social status tool was not limited to domestic relationships between

men and women but also utilized in Britain’s international standing.

The United States, however, is slightly different in the sense that instead of a

homogenous society where masculinity is associated with men and expressed in

relation to women, issues of race are also contemplated.  Masculinity therefore is

considered to be associated with a white man and due to the color of one’s skin, men of

color cannot achieve such a masculine status or as Connell described it, hegemony.

Bederman (1995) describes masculinity in the United States as oppositional to other

ideas rather than in relation to them stating “weakness, effeminacy, and civilization had

been pitted against strength, male sexuality, and primitiveness. These dualisms were

always constructed as opposites, continually at war with one another.”[x] Masculinity,

being associated with men would therefore be in opposition to femininity and its
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association with women. In the American context, men must act in a particular manner

or be perceived as a threat to be exterminated rather than simply being seen as

different.

This war-like mentality toward men expressing anything else but an ideal type of

masculinity is not simply a historical cultural trait. Whether it be in opposition to women

and feminism, or whiteness in opposition to other races, masculinity for much of

American history has illustrated this oppositional stance. The concept of homosexuality,

being no different. Anderson (2005) gives a more modern account for masculinity in the

American context as it relates to athletics and homosexuality. He alludes that

masculinity in athletics, a subsystem of masculine culture in America is “predicated on

homophobia, and homophobia is the chief policing agent against behaviors coded as

feminine” meaning to be masculine in America is to reject homosexuality because it is

effeminate.[xi] He adds that a “reduction of cultural homophobia would lead to a

significant change to the manner in which masculinity is both constructed and

maintained.”[xii] This would be dangerous to a binary logic system that has benefitted

men in a social hierarchy system.

Masculinity, therefore, has several definitions that are dependent on the

geographical location, time period, and sociological context. However, in discussing

these theoretical frameworks of masculinity, one concept links them together in the

sense that masculinity is a set of traits that cisgender men must adhere to in relation to

others around him. For the purposes of this article in examining masculinity as it relates
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to law enforcement and homosexuality, this is the definition that will guide the next

sections.

Homosexuality: The Antithesis

It is difficult to pinpoint a specific time, or even policy in American history that

creates the cultural attitude of homophobia. However, the 1940’s provides a lot of

insight in regard to shifting attitudes. Homosexuality, sex between men, or same-sex

behavior is not invented during this time, but it does make a notable shift from being a

fringe concept ignored by urban centers to a force that threatens America’s way of life.

Four events during this decade would help shape and create a new environment for

homosexuality unlike any other in American history. These events would create the

American environment that would put homosexuality as an oppositional force against

masculinity.

First, the surrender of Axis powers in World War II ended America’s battle with

fascism but started its new battle with communism. Communism triggers discussions on

politics, morality, and culture during this time.  One of the most important concepts

claimed communism was a godless ideology that did not allow for religious worship.

American presidents such as Reagan would come to make jokes about communist

nations not believing in any divinity. Communists were immoral godless individuals in

the eyes of much of America. According to Bates (2004), in America, “to describe

communism as practiced in the Soviet Union, one might talk of the totalitarianism and

terror, the dictatorship of the proletariat, the centralized economy, or the denials of civil

liberties; but Americans knew above all else, according to a 1954 poll, was that

communism was ‘against religion.’ That’s what their leaders were telling them.”[xiii] The
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Soviet Union was anti-Christian to America’s political and cultural leaders and therefore

Christianity must be a central tool used to oppose it.

The second event to take place is often overlooked as it relates to the history of

oppression toward gender and sexual minority communities, however, is by far the most

influential in shaping the immorality argument. There are six verses within the Christian

Bible that allude to some sort of same-sex behavior and it is clear within the context of

those scriptures, that the same-sex behavior is not tolerated, but translation from

ancient Greek and Hebrew into 20th century English is difficult. As Baldock (2014)

explains, “in 1946, the creators of the Revised Standard Version (RSV) of the Bible

were the first to translate Greek words associated with same-sex behavior as

‘homosexual.’”[xiv] But, as scholars of the classics such as Halperin (2012) has

explained, homosexuality, even heterosexuality is not a concept that ancient cultures

grasped:

“Before the scientific construction of ‘sexuality’ as positive, distinct, and

constitutive feature of individual human beings- an autonomous system within the

physiological and psychological economy of the human organism- certain kinds

of sexual acts could be individually evaluated and categorized, and so could

sexual tastes or inclinations, but there was no conceptual apparatus available for

identifying a person’s fixed and determinate sexual orientation, much less for

assessing it and classifying it.”[xv]

Regardless of that fact however, religious leaders then used this translation and

condemned all gender and sexual minorities to hell because the Bible, newly translated,

stated homosexuals would not inherit the kingdom of God.
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The third event took place in 1947 during the Truman presidency. There was

mounting concern over the Soviet Union and communism within the United States. This

concern spread to those federal agencies that handled the day-to-day business of the

national government. Truman, in response to this concern instituted an executive order

known as the “Truman Loyalty Pledge” designed to ensure all government employees

pledge loyalty to the United States. This would be the start of the Lavender Scare.

Shibusawa (2012) illustrates how the loyalty pledge was not designed to target

homosexuals, but through this executive order, they became a casualty:

“Within a couple of years, however, sexuality became an issue as the State

Department attempted to institute Truman’s March 1947 executive order to

establish a loyalty program for government employees. It was at this point that

the department quietly began to search for and force out homosexuals on their

rolls. Although Truman’s executive order makes no mention of sexuality or even

moral behavior, the State Department relied on civil service rules, which forbade

the appointment of those who were known to have displayed ‘immoral’ or

notoriously disgraceful conduct.”[xvi]

The side effect of this order revealed to the public the presence of homosexuals working

within the government, the same homosexuals that could not inherit the kingdom of

God. So, if communists were against God, and homosexuals were incompatible with

God then it stands that in the United States, all homosexuals must then be communist.

The final event that would aid in the creation of the intense homophobic attitude

of the United States comes from a university professor Alfred Kinsey who published a

book on male sexual behavior in 1948. Sexual Behavior in the Human Male was a

surprising success in the United States. It sold over 250,000 copies and impacted
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popular culture as well. Although the report did not focus exclusively on same-sex

behavior, Heffernan (2013) points out:

“Among Kinsey’s most explosive data were those related to homosexuality. 37%

of the men interviewed reported having had at least one homosexual encounter

in their adult life. Moreover, and quite famously, Kinsey asserted that his data

demonstrated that about 10% of the adult population is almost exclusively

homosexual in orientation.”[xvii]

Suddenly, homosexuality was not just an issue for the nation’s governmental agencies

but was a widespread issue that affected all of society. And from this point on, America,

composed of its political culture, economic culture, and popular culture needed to

oppose the threat forcefully.

Homosexuality, more so for gay men than lesbian women became a cultural

sticking point that was now seen as immoral and anti-American in the face of Soviet

Union communism. Homosexuality was not seen as something different, but it was seen

as something dangerous and “widespread Cold War-era anxieties concerning gender,

sexuality, and the male-self directly affected governmental policy.”[xviii] From the federal

government came executive order 10450 by the Eisenhower administration. This

executive order “required federal agencies to investigate, among other negative

characteristics, ‘sexual perversion’ among their employees,” which would be one of the

first times in American history that homosexuals would be classified and targeted for

governmental discrimination.[xix] Canaday (2009) illustrates that there was no federal

law that outlawed homosexuality, yet regulatory ‘policies were enacted that explicitly

used homosexuality to define who could enter the country and be naturalized, who
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could serve in the military, and who could collect state benefits. A

homosexual-heterosexual binary, in other words, was being inscribed in federal

citizenship policy.”[xx]

States and localities would follow suit with sexual psychopath laws that

specifically targeted homosexuals making existence illegal. Schmeiser (2008) notes,

“within the criminal justice system, psychiatrists wielded more authority following the

Second World War than ever before, an authority that became evident in two post-war

developments: increased state-sponsored funding for psychiatric research into sexual

offenders, and the establishment of institutions specifically designed to treat sexual

offenders.”[xxi] With these laws being passed, homosexuality was quickly becoming

illegal rather than immoral. Schmeiser continues, “the association of sexual

psychopathy with homosexuality only ossified as more states adopted special legislation

dealing with sex offenders after World War II,” causing the general public to panic

thinking immoral illegal psychopathic homosexuals were among them in their

communities.[xxii]

The political culture of the United States turned a largely ignored fringe into an

illegal psychopathy that was dangerous to freedom. This growing suspicion and panic

over homosexuality trickled over into the economic and popular cultures of the United

States as well. Because homosexuality was illegal and immoral, then heterosexuality

became the ideal. Men would then strive to prove they were not homosexuals, who are

described in Bergling’s (2001) work as “sissy, homo, femme, fag, or swish.”[xxiii] The
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economic culture marketed gender and masculinity and Bronski (2011) analyzes this

production in the following manner:

“Officially, homosexuality was condemned, although it was certainly and object of

fascination and was often tolerated in urban areas. In addition to the sexual

anxiety it caused, homosexuality also generated confusion about gender that had

to be addressed. Heterosexuality was painstakingly constructed by the medical

profession. Homosexuality was scrutinized, pathologized, and policed. But this

was not enough. One clear, proactive response to the potential confusion and

threat of the invert was the invention and promotion of the strong, forceful,

muscular male as an icon of white heterosexual masculinity.”[xxiv]

Just as the previous discussions on masculinity alluded, American masculinity had to be

in oppositional force to something rather than simply in relation to it. Homosexuals, by

these standards were inherently feminized and could never achieve American

masculinity.

Hollywood, a definitive representation of America’s popular culture, did not

openly bash homosexuality in the same manner as its political culture. Corber (1997)

explores film during this time period and finds that Hollywood did emphasize the

masculine forceful male described as the antidote to homosexuality, however, it did not

participate in an open assault like governmental policy did.[xxv] Yet, Hollywood was not

the only force that occupied America’s popular culture. The rise of communism as

against God only gave rise to popular Christianity to combat it. Popular pastors and

celebrities rose up and made homosexuality their number one target as a path to hell.

As Baldock (2014) describes, individuals such as Anita Bryant, Billy Graham, and Jerry

Falwell all used their newly translated Bible to crusade against homosexuals across the
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United States.[xxvi] Even in cities or states where protections might have been

achievable, the “Moral Majority” would often show up to win “the war against

homosexuals.”[xxvii] Homosexuality was illegal in many states, with punishments that

would send an individual to a psychiatric institution, it was immoral to faith, sending one

to hell, and it was dangerous to the freedom and security of the United States.

Homosexuality was attacked by America’s political culture, economic culture, and

popular culture leading to an institutionalized closetization of those individuals that were

gender and sexual minorities.

Law Enforcement: The Epitome

The damage this environment caused for an entire community is still being

mitigated and remedied almost 70 years after the Eisenhower administration’s

Executive Order 10450. Although widespread tolerance of gender and sexual minorities

can be seen, the cultural impact of past policies still pits homosexuality against a

masculine ideal. As noted, violent hate crimes, sexual assaults, and widespread

discrimination of gender and sexual minorities is seen throughout the United

States.[xxviii] Even as social acceptance increases, these incidents are also rising. This

puts gender and sexual minority community members in a difficult place. Historically,

law enforcement agencies were the principle stewards charged with carrying out the

laws that targeted these communities, “for instance, in the past century, police officers

had the legal authority to arrest persons for engaging in same-sex sexual activity.”[xxix]

Through a binary lens, which is often used, illegal homosexuals would be countered by
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a legal masculinity. This takes form in 20 century law enforcement. To carry out laws

against gender and sexual minorities or in the eyes of the government, criminals, the

officers that comprised the agency must fit into the ideal.

Law enforcement agencies are largely seen as masculine organizations. A

majority of law enforcement officers are male even though some progress has occurred

allowing space for women to join the ranks. Law enforcement’s relationship to ranks,

uniforms, and chain of command situates the institution close to another masculine

dominated organization: the military. Doan and Portillo (2019) dove into the masculine

identity in the military and concluded men within the organization clung to the

stereotypes of hyper masculinity:

“In the military, masculinity has specific rules that have been constructed over

decades and have become the bedrock of its culture. Hegemonic masculinity,

and the cultural scripts it provides, is one of the reasons many men join the

military. Throughout our survey and focus group results, soldiers pervasively

embraced a binary understanding of gender that was reinforced by the

organization’s masculinized culture, which demonstrated little variation in the

social unit. However, men consistently ascribed to and expressed a higher

frequency of stereotyping that they often embedded in the larger context of the

military’s male identity. Men stereotyped themselves, priding their

hyper-masculinity, which included a focus on violence, sexuality, and vulgar

language in the team room.”[xxx]

Many scholars have recently explored the close-knit relationship between the military

and law enforcement through increasing militarization. Sparks (1996) connects film and

media representations of masculinity within law related Hollywood films to the idea of a

hero, adding a cultural perception that police officers are manly heroes.[xxxi] Police
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officers are considered to be the epitome of masculinity because of their proximity to its

antithesis: effeminate homosexuality. The ideals of masculinity only become more

solidified when those ideals are portrayed in popular culture as the hero of a story.

Historical policy, organizational similarities to the military, and the masculine hero

stereotype exalted by film and media have a place in shaping and maintaining law

enforcement culture. Local policies have changed dramatically over the course of a

generation, while the police are being militarized more to combat terrorism after the

attacks of September 11th, there are also new policies to integrate police forces so they

are more representative of the community in terms of race, gender, and even sexual

orientation, however, “despite the presence and participation of women within policing

for well over a century now, policing continues to remain the preserve of (white) men

and there is no evidence of a fully integrated police organization where women

represent 50% of the officer workforce and enjoy an equivalent share of the full range of

roles and ranks within the police hierarchy.”[xxxii] Goodmark (2016) solidifies this

masculine identity in her works regarding partner abuse connecting violence against

criminals to a form of masculinity stating “the traditional association of violence and

criminality with men, men can use violence and crime to separate themselves from

women, thereby constructing their masculinity.”[xxxiii] Women, in this case simply act as

an opposite in the same manner that homosexuality represented an opposite in the 20th

century and to a large extent today. An institution that is composed of a majority of men,

shaped by a political culture that deems homosexuality to be wrong, and a popular
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culture that worships the masculine hero creates a law enforcement agency within the

United States that epitomizes the masculine ideal.

Gay Law Enforcement: The Clash

After the brutal murder of Matthew Shepard, sexual orientation was added to the

Federal Government’s hate crime legislation. The increased social acceptance and

visibility of gender and sexual minorities has led to record numbers of people coming

out of the closet and living their authentic lives. This inevitably has led to an increase of

violent hate crime. FBI statistics show “LGBT people are twice as likely to be the targets

of a violent hate crime as African-Americans, and since 2005 the rate of these attacks

have outstripped hate crimes specifically targeting Jews, who were previously the

largest targeted group.”[xxxiv] In 2015, one in every five hate crimes was toward gender

and sexual minority.[xxxv] The victims of these hate crimes only have one option to

achieve a sense of justice against their attackers: interacting with law enforcement.

However, numerous studies indicate a lack of trust in law enforcement from gender and

sexual minorities. “Victims indicate that a lack of confidence in police responsiveness

and a concern that the police cannot or will not provide assistance are primary reasons

why hate crimes are not reported,” meaning victims are unable to receive justice for the

violence perpetrated against them.[xxxvi]

Gender and sexual minorities who interacted with local law enforcement back up

these perceptions of the police. Owen et al (2018) conducted a focus group and found

“participants noted instances of microaggressions (subtle, often unintentional,
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discrimination) and insensitivity to lesbian, gay, bisexual, and queer communities, as

well as an overlap between race, class, and sexual orientation in shaping how they

were treated by the police.”[xxxvii] Going further, “one concern expressed by

participants was a perceived need to act straight, males acting masculine and females

acting feminine in order to avoid unfair treatment from police.”[xxxviii] A William’s

Institute survey found gender and sexual minorities did not just feel as if the police

expected heteronormative behavior but faced “profiling, discrimination, and harassment

at the hands of law enforcement officers,” indicating a level of cultural ignorance toward

the community.[xxxix]

In response to the increased violence toward gender and sexual minority

communities and the mistrust placed on law enforcement to solve them, new policies

and programs were created. The most common tactic taken by law enforcement is to

increase the number of openly gay and lesbian police officers in their squad.

Sometimes, these officers are given the title of LGBT liaison. Other agencies invest in

cultural competency training to arm their officers with education and insight in how to

interact with marginalized communities. Stotzer (2010) investigates the implications of

state, local, and institutional policy as it relates to reporting of hate crimes by gender

and sexual minorities:

“The importance of institutional policy becomes clear when looking at the two

groups that had the lowest reported number of hate crimes. Regardless of

whether the state included sexual orientation in their hate crime statutes or not,

when a college or university did not include sexual orientation in its
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antidiscrimination policy, there was a uniformly low level of reporting any hate

crimes at all.”[xl]

This evidence suggests that policy at the most local level can impact the perceptions of

community members. Local law enforcement policies, protocols, and programs then

could have a lasting impact on the public’s willingness to interact with them.

Antidiscrimination policies alone cannot remedy the mistrust gender and sexual

minorities have in law enforcement, therefore heightened attention to hiring members of

the community are gaining traction across the United States. Colvin (2012) not only

evaluates the effectiveness of hiring gender and sexual minorities to the police force but

goes further in describing how these departments are able to manage the creation of

these LGBT liaison units.[xli] Using a double murder case in Washington DC as a prime

example for the increase in diversity of law enforcement, Colvin describes how the

original officers investigating missed variables that the gay officers did not:

“This case highlights the importance of diversity among officers for community

policing. It also highlights the importance of having officers who are culturally

competent. The primary investigators missed important elements of the case due

to incompetence, homophobia, and ignorance. In this context, good policing

requires officers who are committed to serving and knowledgeable about their

communities. Good policing, policing that is effective, efficient, and, from a

community perspective, equitable, requires officers to bring their unique

perspectives, histories, and identities to the job.”[xlii]

Many gender and sexual minority officers describe their experience and identity as

being helpful to creating bonds with differing queer organizations in the community.

They believe their identity is the factor that allows them to build trust because they
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already have an understanding of what those community members go through on a

daily basis as gender and sexual minorities.

Increased gender and sexual minority officers in a department, however, come

with organizational challenges. As established in earlier sections, law enforcement is

the epitome of masculinity and homosexuality is its antithesis. Increasing the number of

gender and sexual minority officers brings with it a clash between these two forces.

Many law enforcement officers, though culturally tolerant of homosexuality believe

“employment of lesbians and gay men in the police represents a threat to the gendered

characteristics of police work, with its emphasis on physical strength, aggression,

authority and technical competence.”[xliii] Officers often have to manage their identity so

as to not upset the balance of masculinity that is rampart within law enforcement.

Buhrke (1996) compiled two years’ worth of interviews with gender and sexual minority

law enforcement officers in regard to their experience managing their identities on the

force and officer Grobeson describes his experience:

“The captain would call me into his office every Friday and harass me, telling me,

‘get out of my division.’ They’d threaten me in roll call. One of the officers sat

behind me, dropped his flashlight right behind me, leaned over, and whispered in

my ear, ‘oops. Missed.’ This was the norm. It was a horrible environment, and I

was barely staying alive. By that point I believe there was no way out; I was so

miserable that every night I’d go home and say, ‘I don’t want to go to work

tomorrow. If I kill myself, I won’t have to.’”[xliv]

Although this particular example is an older experience, it is common among gay

officers to fear that level of a response in coming out. Leinan (1993) shows that closeted
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officers “tend to exaggerate the discomfort and social harm that would befall them

should their secret sexual identity become known in their work world.” [xlv]

For those who do come out and work as an openly gay officer, identity

management becomes key, so as to not harm the relationship with their fellow officers.

Myers et al (2004) finds “the masculinist, homophobic police culture continues to put

pressure on its officers” causing them to hide aspects of their identity even after

disclosing their sexual orientation.[xlvi] This management of identity can be troublesome

for many officers because they believe “that’s just the way it is,” referring to acting in a

masculine heteronormative manner.[xlvii] More so, one law enforcement agency might

create a more tolerant organizational culture than others so “the decision to be out as

well as other workplace strategies is shaped not only by an individual’s social location

but also by situational factors, such as time on the job.”[xlviii] There are some cases

where specific officers will have no issue balancing or managing these identities due to

their own personal belief of their “law enforcement identity overriding their sexual

identity.”[xlix]

For those who do not place their identity as a police officer ahead of their sexual

identity, identity management issues can arise. Collins and Rocco (2015) in an article

found five “rules of engagement” designed to ease the challenges of navigating

identities stating, “gay men in law enforcement need to follow the rules of engagement,”

which refer to “unspoken-but-understood guidelines gay law enforcement officers
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learned to survive in law enforcement.”[l] Those who cannot or will not follow these rules

of engagement risk cohesion within the unit at least and could possibly lose their job at

most. Collins (2016) finds that for some gay officers who do not act in a heteronormative

manner can lead to their dismissal using an example from Florida in which an officer is

discovered to be gay, subsequently harassed, and eventually fired.[li]

Openly gay law enforcement officers in these instances illustrate the fact that

they have two jobs. The first job is the rough and tumble that comes with being a police

officer in general while the other job is creating a persona of masculinity that fits inside

of law enforcement. Creating a persona of masculinity and in affect hiding aspects of

your identity is a form of affective labor or as Hardt (1999) describes it, “labor that

produces an immaterial good, such as a service, knowledge, or communication.”[lii]

Oskala (2016) describes this as “the labor of human contact and interaction, which

involves the production and manipulation of affects” or emotional responses.[liii] In the

case of openly gay officers, the affective labor of masculinity is the production of a

persona that effectively hides aspects of one’s identity to create an emotional response

from others that alludes to comfort. To put it bluntly, men act in a manner to appease the

emotions of other men. Creating a masculine image so that other men do not feel

uncomfortable.

Conclusion

Law enforcement is often criticized for being a masculine institution, which often

creates an illusion that masculinity alone is wrong or in need of fixing. It is possible to
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recognize an institution as being masculine or feminine as an observation without

assigning moral implications to it. The issue in regard to law enforcement however, is

not that it is masculine, but rather is it possible for non- cisgender straight white men to

access said masculinity and join the ranks of law enforcement? Progress is occurring

rapidly for law enforcement as the policy and program prescriptions described earlier

are taking affect. Yet, increased numbers of gay officers as a policy prescription for

community trust building does not absolve the internal organizational challenges of

creating an equitable and just agency. Solutions to marginalized community mistrust in

law enforcement cannot simply be reduced to a matter of statistics when said agency is

still operating internally in the same manner deemed acceptable in the latter half of the

20th century. Simply adding more gay officers to the ranks does nothing to address the

internal culture that gives permission for heterosexism to exist.

As the cases and evidence above regarding gay law enforcement officers

illustrate, internal law enforcement culture creates a hostile work environment that

builds on inequities between white heterosexual men and anyone that does not fall

within that category. The policy prescriptions to create a more diverse police force

through hiring practices were done for the purpose of building trust between the agency

and a community that is experiencing grave inequities. A just and equitable society must

include public organizations that are dedicated to justice and equity internally, as they

are purporting to be externally toward the communities they serve.

It is clear that gay men are able to do the job of a police officer meaning they are

able in many circumstances to perform a level of masculinity that is acceptable to the

straight officers in a unit. Once disclosure of a man’s sexuality becomes known
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information, then said masculinity is no longer granted to the gay officer. Or, said officer

will have to work or perform a higher degree of masculinity in order to be taken seriously

enough as to do the job of a law enforcement officer while simultaneously suppressing

aspects of their identity to please the emotions of other officers they are working with.

This article set out to accomplish two things: explore American masculinity as it

relates to law enforcement and homosexuality and analyze the benefits and challenges

that come with increased numbers of gay officers in a law enforcement agency.

Masculinity in American culture during the latter half of the 20 th century was influenced

heavily by the threat of homosexuality and it’s so called ties to communism, America’s

new adversary following World War II. Law enforcement became the chief investigator

and executioner of laws that targeted gender and sexual minority communities placing

them as the good to homosexuality’s bad. In such binary systems, law enforcement

became the epitome of masculinity and homosexuality became the antithesis.

One policy prescription in the last decade involves increasing the number of

openly gay and lesbian officers in hopes their perspective would bring with it trust on the

part of gender and sexual minority communities. Such a policy brought with it more

diverse and effective policing as it relates to the communities law enforcement officers

serve. However, internal police culture creates challenges for those openly gay officers,

with many reporting an additional labor of performing a masculine heteronormative

stereotype while simultaneously suppressing aspects of their sexual identity.

This article attempts to illustrate the side effects to policies that seem to be

perfect in optics by illustrating the individual cost to openly gay officers created by an

organizational culture. This article did not attempt to explore the relationship masculinity
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has with issues of race, gender, or gender identity and although they are not explored in

this piece, they are certainly a factor in studies of American masculinity. In conclusion,

this article sheds light on issues revolving around masculinity, homosexuality, and law

enforcement. Perhaps it is time for law enforcement agencies to directly confront their

own internal culture which creates an organizational environment that causes distress

and harm to officers of diverse backgrounds who chose the career they did in order to

serve the public in a more just and equitable manner.
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