


Sons Talk About
Their Gay Fathers

Life Curves



This page intentionally left blank



Sons Talk About
Their Gay Fathers

Life Curves

Andrew R. Gottlieb, PhD



Harrington Park Press®, an imprint of The Haworth Press, Inc., 10 Alice Street, Binghamton, NY
13904-1580.

© 2003 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced or
utilized in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, microfilm,
and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing
from the publisher. 

TR: 11.12.03

Quoted text has been excerpted from The Boy He Left Behind by Mark Matousek, copyright © 2000
by Mark Matousek. Used by permission of Riverhead Books, an imprint of Penguin Putnam Inc.

PUBLISHER’S NOTE:
Identities of individuals discussed in this book have been changed to protect confidentiality.

Cover design by Jennifer M. Gaska.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Gottlieb, Andrew R.
Sons talk about their gay fathers : life curves / Andrew R. Gottlieb.

p.  cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 1-56023-178-5 (alk. paper) — ISBN 1-56023-179-3 (softcover : alk. paper)
1. Gay fathers—Family relationships. 2. Fathers and sons. 3. Children of gay parents—

Psychology.  4. Sons—Psychology.  I. Title.
HQ76.13 .G67 2003
306.874'2—dc21

2002012397

This edition published 2012 by Routledge

Routledge
Taylor & Francis Group
711 Third Avenue
New York, NY 10017 

Routledge
Taylor & Francis Group
2 Park Square, Milton Park
Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

First published by



To my nephew Marty,
for all that you are,

for all that you will be.
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Earth is round, the trinity is round, the concept of the universe is
eternally round. Yet although we dine from round plates we hu-
mans set those plates on rectangular tables on rectangular floors
in rectangular houses on streets and acres and miles, all square.
We paint pictures in angled frames and hang them in rooms that
are never globes. Does the free animal perceive his world, his
human friends, as spheres? Do we contradict possibilities of
endless joy by blocking out our life? Could we curve our lives?

Ned Rorem, An Absolute Gift
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ForewordForeword

When someone discloses as gay, lesbian, or bisexual, it is not just
an individual event. It is a family event. Based on estimates of mar-
ried gay, lesbian, and bisexual persons, a spouse’s coming out affects
up to two million couples. Yet its impact has been largely overlooked.
Children’s voices are the least often heard. Sons Talk About Their
Gay Fathers: Life Curves as a study is a gift to the literature, a gift to
those families who have endured this crisis, and a gift to those profes-
sionals working with them.

Little has been written about sons of fathers who came out during
or after marriage. Data for studies that do exist most often draw from
the fathers’ points of view. Rather than using reports by parents or
outside observers, Dr. Gottlieb refreshingly explores the perspectives
of the sons, the most reliable source for uncovering what this experi-
ence means. He brings us a range of stories as well as a psychological
lens through which to view them. His narratives succinctly capture
the complexity of the sons’ experience, revealing interlocking com-
ponents of their discovery and their handling of their fathers’ homo-
sexuality.

The significance of this study lies in its comprehensive, detailed
picture of sons and gay fathers as they develop their separate self-
images as well as the images of their father-son relationships over
time. Painful, sensitive, often triumphant—the stories and analysis of
their thoughts, perceptions, and feelings afford a multidimensional,
longitudinal viewing. Step by step, we follow the complicated dance
of these sons and fathers as they develop and define their connection.
How the fathers perceived, revealed, and expressed their homosexu-
ality and how their sons dealt with their fathers’ sexual orientation
and postdisclosure lives as gay men are significant subjects, but in the
end the fact that they were gay remains only one small part of their in-
dividual and collective histories.



The importance of listening to the subjects under study in order to
comprehend such a complex phenomenon cannot be underestimated,
a lesson I learned well while writing my own book, The Other Side of
the Closet: The Coming-Out Crisis for Straight Spouses and Families
(1994). The stories told to me by husbands, wives, and children re-
vealed common concerns and individual meanings that the disclosure
held for each of them. Until identified and acknowledged, these is-
sues often remain unresolved and festering. For the heterosexual
spouse, a partner’s sexual orientation was not as painful an issue as
the loss of trust, the sense of sexual rejection, the fear that the marital
relationship might end, and the sense of disorientation, as assump-
tions upon which their belief system was built were negated. For the
children, the parent’s gayness threw into question their fears of peer
rejection and an uncertainty about what the future held for them.

My research revealed the uneven nature of how families deal with
disclosure. First, the gay, lesbian, or bisexual spouse struggles to
come to terms with same-sex attractions. Next, upon disclosure, the
heterosexual spouse tries to figure out what the new identity means
individually and for the couple together. Finally, when the children
find out, they try to put the new information into some understand-
able context as they cope with just growing up. Dealing with the dis-
closure proceeds at different rates for each of them.

As the family copes with these changes, the personalities, atti-
tudes, and behaviors of the parents, siblings, and relatives affect how
each of them processes the new information. Patterns of problem
solving, anger, denial, secrecy, honesty, blame, and love also influ-
ence how each handles the disclosure. The family constellation, large
or small, extended or nuclear, affects coping too. The larger the fam-
ily, the more variables that impact its members. Children’s views of-
ten differ from their parents’ views. They are most concerned about
having both parents be there for them and having a safe, secure, con-
sistent, and loving home. That one of their parents is gay is not as im-
portant as the family breakup that precedes or, in the majority of
cases, follows the disclosure.

As the stories in this book also show, the social context informs the
perceptions and values that family members bring to bear on the is-
sues. Prevalent attitudes in the neighborhood, social groups, place of
worship, workplace, and school all play their part in how the parent



comes out and how each member handles it. The more conservative
the context, the more difficult the coming out is for everyone.

During the tense postdisclosure period, is it any wonder that the
children remain unheard? They face a daunting task: how to under-
stand the parent’s sexual orientation and integrate it with their age-
related concerns. Since the majority of couples divorce after a spouse
comes out and some fathers disclose after divorcing, the children in
these families also face problems typically experienced by all chil-
dren of divorce, such as the division of loyalties and fear of abandon-
ment. Although being a gay parent is yet another difference for the
couple to negotiate, it is not the primary concern of most children.

Recently reviewing the research on children of divorced gay and
lesbian parents (Buxton, 1999), I found my earlier impressions re-
inforced: children’s perception of their gay or lesbian parent change
over time; most children are resourceful and resilient in coping with
the impact of having a nonheterosexual parent; children’s main con-
cern is how to meet the challenges of growing up; and the behaviors
and home environments created by both the homosexual and hetero-
sexual parent—not the sexual orientation of the parent—make a key
difference in how children fare. The quality of parenthood and the
quality of the children’s relationship with the parent count most in
children’s eyes.

Life Curves brings new voices to express the children’s experience,
adding a number of valuable insights. Running through these stories
is the struggle of gay fathers to break through the initial absorption
with being gay and embrace the concept of being a father. Before the
recent increase of gay men adopting or having children by surrogacy,
being both gay and a parent seemed contradictory. For these fathers,
questions arose such as: “Does being a dad prohibit acting on my
same-sex desires? Will I lose my relationship with my children if I
come out to them?” In contrast to telling a daughter, telling a son
more often risks rejection, especially as a role model. Although some
fathers come out to everyone in the family, some may wait longer to
tell their sons. The length of time that fathers delay the disclosure
usually affects how their sons react. If the disclosure comes after a
long period of secret keeping, some children are angered that they
were not trusted with the truth. At the same time, that truth most often
clears up confusion and answers questions sons harbored about their



fathers or about their parents’ relationship. In contrast, some fathers
never tell. Some sons hear it from someone else, depriving them of
the opportunity to talk about it directly with their dads.

How fathers disclose counts too. Some provide too many details,
rather than just enough to set the stage. Children are often satisfied
with simple statements, such as, “I am gay. I still love you.” There is
sufficient time over the weeks, months, and years ahead to add more
information as questions or opportunities arise.

Although coming out is pivotal in the parent’s life, it is but the be-
ginning of a long process in the child’s life. The father’s disclosure
initiates a long trajectory for a son, perhaps going in a different direc-
tion than it might have taken had the father not come out. Rather than
an epiphany about the identity of the son, a father’s disclosure more
often sets his son back a bit to reorient himself. Some sons yearn for a
safety net. They want help to sort out their confusion or to find an out-
let for their negative feelings. They are vulnerable to change. They
cherish consistency.

The search for a father runs through many of these stories—the son
seeking his father and the father seeking to be a father. Sons want to
know, claim, and identify their father as father and, simultaneously,
want validation for themselves as son—not the son of a gay dad, but
rather as just a son. After disclosure, some fathers become more ac-
cessible, more approachable, more knowable. Others remain distant.

Reactions to the disclosure are as varied as the sons themselves.
Although some sons appear to be accepting, many do not express ini-
tial feelings, such as fear, because of the shock or their desire not to
alienate, anger, or disappoint their dads. These stories reveal many of
those unspoken reactions.

Anger is common, especially if the son discovered evidence before
he was told—and especially during adolescence when their own sex-
uality and desire for independence are emerging. Some displace their
anger onto others, acting out as a way to gain control, feeling power-
less to manage this situation. Sometimes the anger is projected onto
the mother, as she is most available and safe. Other times, sons may
direct the anger against themselves.

Sons may feel a sense of loss: loss of trust if the father had har-
bored the secret a long time, loss of control, loss of a sense of nor-
malcy, and, if the parents divorce, loss of an intact family.



Changes in the postdisclosure behavior of the heterosexual parent
also affect how sons process their fathers’ homosexuality. Their
mothers’ acceptance or nonacceptance, support or anger, or under-
standing or blame often create situations that can help or hinder, re-
spectively.

The sons’ reactions are fluid and most dissipate over time, a trans-
formation that Gottlieb’s narratives capture nicely. At first, some sons
are preoccupied with the new information about their dads. Every-
thing the father does is interpreted as gay. But that focus shifts as
these sons grow older and have more expansive social networks and
begin to pursue their own interests. As autonomy develops, many no
longer see themselves as the son of a gay father but rather as the son
of a man who happens to be gay. Their father’s sexuality becomes
secondary. Some sons form friendships with their fathers and forgive
them for the abuse and neglect they may have endured. Others form
bonds with them not based on any particular interest or similarity.
Still other sons continue a pragmatic relationship with them, valuing
the bond for what it is.

After incorporating the homosexuality of their fathers into their
picture of them, many expand their tolerance of difference to the
world at large. Although some fathers in these stories mirror the de-
velopment of their sons—integrating their gayness into their self-
concept, their maleness, and their fatherhood—some fathers never
reach that point, remaining as closeted as ever.

Based on my own research, a few differences between sons and
daughters of gay fathers highlight the unique experience of sons. Al-
though daughters share many of the sons’ concerns, they deal with
them differently. Similar to sons, they too suffer from a fear of peer
rejection but often find a best friend with whom to share. Sons typi-
cally do not tell peers. They cope in isolation. As with their counter-
parts, daughters appear to have the most difficult time as teenagers,
although they express it differently. Although they may feel angry
and hurt, daughters can still empathize with their fathers’ struggle.

Daughters, too, yearn for a father, but not in the same way as sons
might, appearing more often to follow their fathers’wishes in order to
please them, while sons may simply want to bond. Some girls engage
in activities with their fathers more easily than do boys. The sexual
overtones that sometimes complicate a heterosexual father-daughter



relationship as the girl enters adolescence simply do not exist. Unlike
boys, daughters are not mistaken to be gay—the primal fear of many
young men.

The unique patterns of the sons’ experience are charted in the last
section of this book: early relationship with their fathers, possible
suspicions that their fathers might be homosexual, the fathers’disclo-
sure, and the impact of knowing their fathers are gay—all afford a
framework that helps to structure this complex and fluid son-father
dynamic. Through this lens, we see how the sons experience their
lives, from childhood through adolescence to adulthood, making a
fitting conclusion to a remarkable study that may lead to a greater un-
derstanding of children of gay parents and perhaps more effective
ways to help them cope and mature.

Amity Pierce Buxton, PhD
Author, The Other Side of the Closet:

The Coming-Out Crisis
for Straight Spouses and Families

San Francisco, California
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clinical practice.
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Introduction

IntroductionGay Fatherhood:
A Contradiction in Terms?

[Q]ueers are not fathers.

Jack
Jack

In Oscar Wilde’s (1888/1991) fairy tale The Selfish Giant, our pro-
tagonist has been away for seven years. In his absence, the village
children have been playing in his garden. Upon his return, the giant
orders them out: “My own garden is my own garden” (n.p.), he says,
forbidding them to play there ever again. So nature rebels. The gar-
den then became a place of eternal winter, in which “birds did not
care to sing . . . and the trees forgot to blossom.” The giant could not
understand why spring would never come. Only after the children
sneak in through a hole in the wall does the garden return to life; only
then does the giant realize how selfish he has been, vowing that the
“garden shall be the children’s playground for ever and ever.” How-
ever, at one corner of the garden it is still winter. There stands a lonely
boy needing help. He is crying. The giant rescues him, lifting him up
into the tree. So grateful is the boy that he kisses the giant. They be-
come friends. The boy disappears.

One morning many years later, the giant, now aged and feeble,
looks out of his window and sees the boy standing under a tree that is
“covered with lovely white blossoms” (n.p.), an odd sight in winter.
As he approaches, the giant observes that the boy has been impaled
with nails in both his hands and feet. The giant threatens to “slay” the
perpetrator, but the boy exclaims, “these are the wounds of Love.”
The giant wonders, “Who art thou?” The boy smiles and says, “You
let me play once in your garden, to-day you shall come with me to my
garden, which is Paradise.” Later that afternoon, when the children



return, they find the giant “dead under the tree, all covered with white
blossoms.”

Poet, playwright, novelist, “notorious . . . for being himself”
(Samuelson, Samuelson, and Gilbert, 1998), Wilde was imprisoned
for two years on charges of gross indecency, stemming from his rela-
tionship with Bosie—Lord Alfred Douglas. Their relationship had
absorbed Wilde, taking him away from the relationship with his wife,
Constance, and their two boys. Perhaps the tale of The Selfish Giant
reflects Wilde’s ambivalence about his relationship with his sons. In
the story the children seem, on one hand, to represent a symbol of
life. It was only after their return to the garden that it began to thrive;
it was only through their presence that the giant began to experience
himself as a person capable of loving and giving. On the other hand,
the boy at the end, although a symbol of everlasting life, is also a sym-
bol of death. Perhaps the presence of children in Wilde’s life kept him
tied down—dead, in a way—and unable to fully devote himself ex-
clusively to Bosie or to his own art, always guilt-ridden about leaving
the children and what that might mean for his own future and for
theirs.

Psychologist Don Clark (1979) wrote two letters to his children,
Vicki and Andy, the last one when they were eleven and twelve years
old, expressing the reasons that necessitated his being openly gay, re-
flecting on the possible effects this has already had and might con-
tinue to have on all of them individually and on their family as a
whole. His quest to be himself, he hopes, will prove “a model” (p. 65)
for his children in their quests to be themselves in whatever form that
takes. He writes: “You must follow your path and I must follow mine
and we must keep alive the love and mutual caring that makes us so
eager to follow one another’s progress along those paths” (pp. 73-74).
Clark’s hope is that being able and willing to live his life as a gay man
and a gay father has provided opportunities for all of them to go be-
yond conformity toward finding their own individual, inevitable
truths—ideas that Wilde might have thought and felt but could never
have uttered to his children in quite that way. Clark (1979) surmises
that his children are “glad to have a gay father” (p. 75), but how do we
know that? How do his children feel? We know only what Clark
hopes to be true. We do not hear from his children themselves. After
Wilde’s release from prison, he was not permitted to see his children
again. They were raised under assumed names, reflecting the state of


