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Excerpt from Queer Flourishing, p. 98

The Boys in the Band

o  Whatplays, films, short stories, or novels set in another historical period or cultural

context have most usefully shed light on aspects of yourself that you previously had not

noticed?

Mart Crowley’s stage play The Boys in the Band dramatizes the dynamics of a
group of gay friends in New York City who come together to celebrate a birthday. A
1968 Broadway hit, it was made into a 1970 film, revived on Broadway for its 50t
anniversary (2018), and recently remade into a new film version (2020) with the same
all-gay cast, including Zachary Quinto, Andrew Rannells, and Jim Parsons. If you
haven’t already seen The Boys in the Band, go out and do so now! Either way, | hope
this account of the classic gay drama prompts new insights for you about the queer
superpowers of Socialized mind.

The Boys in the Band captures and conveys the power of Pride Tribe, the pitfalls
of Gaydar, and the shadow side of the Best Little Kid. Though originally set in the 1960s,
its portrayal of gay male culture remains resonant. Though the story is set in a New
York City apartment back in the 1960s, | find the gay men in the drama and the
dynamics between them to be exceedingly familiar, and the dated lingo and cultural
references allow me to stand outside my own contemporary gay cultural context and
see with fresh eyes personal dynamics familiar from my lived experience....

Michael, the host of the party and the protagonist of the drama, is carrying a
bottle of scotch when he first appears, crossing the stage to sit down on the couch and
put ribbons on a present for his friend Harold, whose birthday party provides the
occasion for the friends to assemble.

His friend Donald arrives at Michael’s early after having “the doctor” (a
psychiatrist, we learn) cancel on him for a date. Donald and Michael banter about
shopping, drinking, depression, balding, the “Butch Assurance” provided by the firm
hold of a men’s hairspray brand, and the intimacy of sharing toothbrushes when
Donald comes in from the Hamptons of Long Island to stay at Michael’s in the city. The
“five screaming queens” who are coming for the party are “really all Harold’s friends,”
Michael explains.® “It’s his birthday, and | want everything to be just the way he’d want
it.” Giving Donald the lay of the land, Michael reassures him: “I think you know
everybody anyway-they’re the same old tired fairies you’ve seen around since the day
one. Actually, there’ll be seven, counting Harold and you and me.”

DONALD. Are you calling me a screaming queen or a tired fairy?
MICHAEL. Oh, | beg your pardon-six tired, screaming fairy queens and one
anxious queer.

Two surprise entrants to the party—one stripper plus Michael’s college roommate-
complete the cast of characters.

Michael’s apartment provides a gay refuge of safety, where the boys will be
boys, gaily. They trade sexual innuendo, speak in code (e.g., using feminine pronouns
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for men, calling each other Mary and Nellie), appropriate homophobic slurs (faggot,
fruit, fairy, queen), and speak of institutions that comprise the gay male culture of the
day (e.g., gay bathhouses, Fire Island, gay bars). Trying to get dour Donald into a party
mood, Michael himself queens out and plays a diva before the others arrive with a Judy
Garland imitation.

MICHAEL. Oh, Donald, you’re so serious tonight!
“FORGET YOUR TROUBLES, C'MON GET HAPPY!"P

These men rely on each other to be themselves. It is mostly (only?) here, in the band,
that the boys can be (gay) boys. They speak each other’s language, trading the winks
and code words of insiders. This is Pride Tribe!

The references and winks of the band’s insider language proliferate as the other
boys in the band arrive. The differences of their Jewish, Puerto Rican, Black, and
Catholic experiences of gayness appear in their bodies and distinctive manners.
Among them are runts and jocks, sissy boys, and those whose beefy bodies or butch
manners let them pass as straight. As becomes apparent, character by character, the
boys in the band are bound together not only by affection but also by their common
experience of queer trauma-rejection, loss, betrayal, and misdirected affections, such
as that fooling around which was just play for the straight boy but a disclosure of
profound passion for the gay boy. Their coping mechanisms range from getting high
and hoarding barbiturates to heavy drinking and compulsive shopping (on credit).
Some of them reveal their version of the Great Escape, which preceded their finding
this Pride Tribe with whom they celebrate on this night.

The impending intrusion of someone from outside the Pride Tribe, however,
disturbs the comfortable safety of the group. Having received a call from Alan
McCarthy, a lawyer from DC who had been Michael’s college roommate at
Georgetown, Michael prepares his gay guests for Alan’s arrival. “Listen, everybody, this
old college friend of mine is in town and he’s stopping by for a fast drink on his way to
dinner somewhere. But, listen, he’s straight, so .. .”¢ Michael describes to his friends
where he puts himself on the closeting—coming out continuum when with his old pal
Alan:

MICHAEL. It’s not that | care what he would think of me, really—it’s just that he’s
not ready for it. And he never will be.d

The others are surprised. Can Michael be sure Alan doesn’t know he’s gay?

MICHAEL. If there’s the slightest suspicion, he’s never let on one bit.
EMORY. What’s he had, a lobotomy?

As Michael goes on describing his history in the closet, we see not only more of his
reasoning but also more of his fears. “l was super-careful when | was in college, and |
still am whenever | see him. | don’t know why, but | am.” Michael gets defensive and
justifies his actions. “You may think it was a crock of shit, Donald, but to him I’'m sure we
were close friends. The closest. To pop that balloon now just wouldn’t be fair to him.
And if that’s phony of me, Donald, then that’s phony of me . ..” Closeting works,
according to Michael, because “it’s much simpler to deal with the world according to its
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rules and then go right ahead and do what you damn well please.” So, when in college
Michael “butched it up quite a bit. And | didn’t think | was lying to myself. | really
thought | was straight.” Preparing his gay guests for a visit by his straight college friend,
Michael asks them to protect and preserve the duplicity he employs in continuing a
valued friendship from an earlier era of his life. Shortly thereafter, Alan calls back to
say he is not coming that evening after all-but then he shows up anyway.

When Alan makes his unexpected appearance at the apartment, Michael and
most of the other characters are dancing a “precision routine” that they used to do
together on Fire Island. The stage directions describe the dancers as “turning and
slapping their knees and heels and laughing with abandon.”® Outsiders to mainstream
American society, the boys in the band form a sacrosanct inside place, where the
presence of straight Alan soon presents threatened and actual violence, just as the
wide heteronormative world outside always threatens the safe sanctuary of the fairies.

Socialized Mind Imprints on “Important Others”

Reflecting on The Boys in the Band and the way queer superpowers operate in
the play helps us understand adult development and illustrates what distinguishes
queer developmental journeys. These gay characters have learned how to be, think,
talk, and act so as to fit in with each other and how to operate in the wider society,
which Alan represents. Michael’s friend Donald has not embraced Pride Tribe the way
the other characters have, but he speaks gay fluently and joins smoothly in their
banter.

From a developmental viewpoint, becoming subject to the norms of society and
specific social groups marks a great feat for the adolescent. Socialized mind allows us
into the adult world as societal rules and the specific expectations of individuals and
groups whom we emulate become structurally constitutive of our outlooks on reality,
including ourselves. Yet Michael, Donald, and the other boys in this gay band are no
teenagers. These fictional characters display how the Conformist or Socialized mind
(like all other developmental stages) does not necessarily track with our physical
maturation or aging. As we shall see when we return to these characters, they too have
other layers of complexity beyond their enmeshment in Pride Tribe.

In what we have seen so far of them, they seem to be operating out of a
Conformist mindset. The dance number they are performing when Alan shows up
symbolizes this way of operating. They know the moves, the gestures, the timing, and
the spirit of the “precision routine.” They move as one, in sync with each other, and
revel in their performance. It feels so good to fly as a flock, to know how to move, to
fulfill the group’s expectations by playing your role just as rehearsed!

Gaydar, Pride Tribe, and all aspects of this or any developmental stage operate
out of a certain mindset or consciousness, which determines what we perceive, where
we direct our attention, and how we make sense of what we notice. We can understand
these developmental stages of consciousness according to their structure and their
contents. In terms of structure, consciousness is like the lens through which we see
ourselves, others, and the world. But this lens shapes our reality both inside and out. It
not only forms eyeglasses through which we see the world, but becomes the lens of a
projector we use to project an overlay and backdrop of meaning onto everything
around us. In other words, our consciousness projects a context in which we understand
all of reality.
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In the Conformist mindset, what structures our consciousness and the reality
that we see are the expectations of those “important others” upon whom we imprint. In
this developmental stage, our very self exists in the reality we share with them. When
operating out of this Socialized mindset, they ultimately set our priorities and shape our
views. For knowledge or truth, we look to those whom we regard as worthy authorities
or experts. Like spiders who weave the webs on which they live and move, we humans
weave webs of meaning to structure the world we inhabit. Indeed, by weaving webs of
meaning, we structure our very selves. When operating from Conformist mind, we
weave those webs of material supplied by our “important others.”

Michael and the other boys have elected each other as “important others.”
They have fused part of themselves with the norms, rules, and expectations of this
Pride Tribe.

The Shadow Side of The Boys in the Band

Compared to autobiography or memoirs like The Best Little Boy in the World or
A Dutiful Boy, the dramatic genre of The Boys in the Band brings characters to life more
vividly and offers alternative perspectives on the human condition. The Boys in the
Band thus provides additional insights into the Best Little Kid as a queer superpower of
the Expert stage of development. The play’s protagonist, Michael, epitomizes the Best
Little Kid, especially in its shadow sides.

These shadow sides include the inevitable and dogged self-doubt that comes
from fusing our self-image with others’ approval and their acknowledgement of our
knowledge or accomplishments. We have already seen how the existential insecurity of
the Self-Protective Opportunist “me vs. the world” transformed into the social
insecurity of “us vs. them” of the Conformist mindset, where shunning is the equivalent
of death. The focus of anxiety in this Expert stage, in contrast, focuses on the terrible
prospect of “losing this sense of specialness.”f We “fear being reabsorbed and getting
drawn back into the fold, into the mass of others.”

The Best Little Kid can turn his desperate self-doubt viciously onto others. With
a sharp eye for violations of collectively defined standards, he sees others’
vulnerabilities and weaknesses. Redirecting his usually inwardly directed hatred of his
own less-than places, his loathing of weakness and inferiority can become a cruelly
insightful attack weapon, piercing other peoples’ shields and defenses. Along these
lines, we see Michael expose and attack the vulnerabilities of the other boys in the
band, and then go after his college roommate, Alan. But before that viciousness, we
see Michael in the precarious balancing act of someone in recovery. The piercing gazes
of Donald and Harold allow us to see Michael trying hard to leave behind bad habits.

Bonus material not included in the book

Michael has not yet freed himself, for example, from the habit of chasing social
prestige through conspicuous consumption. In one of Michael’s very first lines in the
play, he tells Donald, “l went shopping today and bought all kinds of goodies.”? From
past shopping sprees, Michael boasts of one sweater bought at Hermes in Paris, and
another of the most expensive wool in the world, that of the Vicufia of Peru. Yet

Michael is unemployed." He is not proud of racking up debt. “The only thing smart
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about it is the ingenious ways | dodge the bill collectors,” he tells Donald.i
Affectionately teasing and comparing their disparate approaches to work and money

leads to Michael describing how his experience of jet-set life has felt:

MICHAEL. You think it’s just nifty how I've always flitted from Beverly Hills to
Rome to Acapulco to Amsterdam, picking up a lot of one-night stands and
a lot of custom-made duds along the trail, but I’'m here to tell you that the
only place in all those miles-the only place I've ever been happy-was on
the goddamn plane.
(He puffs up the bow on the package. A beat.)
Run, charge, run, buy, borrow, make, spend, run, squander, beg, run, run, run,
waste, waste, waste!
(A beat.)
And why? And why? Finis. Applause. [29]

Michael later reveals that the “marvelous” apartment that provides the set for the play
has him living beyond his means.)

But change seems to be afoot in Michael’s life. He quit drinking and smoking,
which he admits to Donald, who notices that Michael has nothing but club soda in his
glass.k The conversation that follows shines a light on Michael’s inner life and his
motivations for quitting drinking. “l could always tell when you were getting high-one
way,” Donald tells Michael, who replies, “I’d get hostile.” Harold reinforces this
observation about Michael later in the play: “Beware the hostile fag. When he’s sober,
he’s dangerous. When he drinks, he’s lethal.” For Michael the worst part about drinking
was the “morning-after ick attack”: “Icks! Anxiety! Guilt! Unfathomable guilt...and you
say ‘Oh, my God, what did | do last night!” and ZAP, total recall!” Michael’s actions on
this night turn out to warrant a case of “icks.”

When the careful game of closeting that he had long been playing with Alan
dissolves into homophobic attacks against effeminate Emory-first verbally and then
physically—Michael takes to drinking, and his dark side flares up. Slamming the door to
his apartment shut, Michael insists that no one leave. The fairy sanctuary becomes a
holding cell in which he orchestrates a cruel “party game,” exposing and piercing his
friends’ vulnerabilities while manipulating and pressuring them into doing the same to

one another.
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HAROLD. What would you like to play, Michael-the Truth Game?

MICHAEL. (Chuckles to himself.) Cute, Hallie.

HAROLD. Or do you want to play Murder? You all remember that one, don’t
you?

MICHAEL. (To HAROLD.) Very, very cute.

DONALD. As | recall, they're quite similar. The rules are the same in both-you kill
somebody.

MICHAEL. In affairs of the heart, there are no rules. Isn't that right, Harold?

HAROLD. That's what | always say.

MICHAEL. Well, that's the name of the game. The Affairs of the Heart.

COWBOY. I've never heard of that one.

MICHAEL. Of course you've never heard of it-I just made it up, baby doll. Affairs
of the Heart is a combination of both the Truth Game and Murder-with a
new twist.m

The Best Little Boy cunningly designs a ruthless competition in emotional self-
exposure. In Michael’s truth-telling game, players must “call on the telephone the one
person we truly believe we have loved.”

This new game, “Affairs of the Heart,” dredges up all manner of heartbreak,
disillusionment, and disappointment as the characters take their turns. Bernard calls
Peter Dahlbeck, the white boy in Detroit for whose family Bernard and his mother
worked as domestic servants. As teenagers Peter and Bernard had “made it-in the pool
house one night after a drunken swimming party.” The next day, Peter pretended
nothing had happened. Bernard was left with a lifelong lovesickness: “I think I've loved
him all my life. But he never knew | was alive. Besides, he's straight.”? Effeminate Emory,
too, calls a straight boy, Delbert Botts. These first players of “The Affairs of the Heart”
stop short of saying “l love you” to those who stole their hearts long ago. For butch
Hank and his boyfriend Larry, the sole couple at the party, the game culminates in
mutual declarations of true love to each other, which shocks Alan, since Hank, like
Alan, is married (to a woman) with two kids.

Before the game even starts, Alan has already brought to the party
misogynistic and homophobic attitudes of disgust as well as actual fist-hurling gay-
bashing. Yet the disgust, slurs, and violence that Alan heaps on fey Emory, as well as
the full-throated denials of homoerotic interest, point possibly to a lady who doth

protest too much.
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ALAN. (Lashes out.) Faggot, fairy, pansy...

(Lunges at Emory.)
...queer, cocksucker! I'll kill you, you goddamn little mincing swish! You goddamn
freak! FREAK! FREAK!

(Pandemonium. ALAN beats EMORY to the floor.)

Hank pulls Alan off and the stage directions describe a certain tenderness for Hank in
Alan’s post-rage emotion: “HANK has gotten ALAN down on the floor on the opposite
side of the room. ALAN relinquishes the struggle, collapses against HANK, moaning
and beating his fists rhythmically against HANK’S chest.”? Throughout the play, the
other characters note Alan’s clear interest in Hank, about whom Alan says to Michael
early on, “That Hank is really a very attractive fellow.” Hank takes care of Alan as Alan
vomits, and Larry jealously asks Hank about Alan’s penis size.S When Michael lays out
the rules of the game, Alan tries to avoid playing. He looks to the other guy’s guy in the
room and says, “Hank. Let’s get out of here.”

Though the party is ostensibly for Harold, Michael put on the game for Alan.
Whatever else might be behind Michael’s game, he is intent on using “The Affairs of the
Heart” to school Alan in internalized homophobia. Once he has explicitly come out to
Alan, he wants Alan to come out to himself and everyone else. He insists that Alan take
his turn.” Priming the pump for Alan to call Justin Stuart, the college friend Michael
believes Alan to have loved, Michael asks him, “Have you heard the term ‘closet
queen’? Do you know what that means? Do you know what it means to be ‘in the
closet’?”v Alan reveals that he actually cut off the friendship because Justin had
declared his love for Alan. “He could never get over that fact that | dropped him. But |
had to. | had to because...he told me... he told me about himself ... he told me that he
wanted to be my lover. And ... l...told him...ne made me sick...| told him | pitied him.”¥

But Michael has an alternative interpretation:

MICHAEL. You ended the friendship, Alan, because you couldn't face the truth
about yourself. You could go along, sleeping with Justin, as long as he lied to
himself and you lied to yourself and you both dated girls and labeled yourselves
men and called yourselves just fond friends. But Justin finally had to be honest
about the truth, and you couldn't take it. You couldn't take it and so you
destroyed the friendship and your friend along with it.x

FLOURISHINGGAYS.COM 7 ©F. Dominic Longo, Ph.D.



Bonus material for “The Boys in the Band” section of Queer Flourishing

Alan denies having been in love or even in bed with Justin Stuart in college. He deflects
Michael’s assertion that he is gay: “Michael, if you are insinuating that I’'m homosexual,
| can only say that you are mistaken.”Y

As “The Affairs of the Heart” game unfolds, Alan brings to life the boys on the
other end of the telephone. He opens a window onto the experience of those straight
guys who stole the hearts of the boys in the band. And yet, the truth of Alan’s sexual
identity is left ambiguous. When he phoned Michael to ask if he could see him that
night, Alan started crying, which stuns Michael, given how buttoned up his posh friend
is. Indeed, the only reason Michael invites Alan over is this uncharacteristic outburst of
emotion. But when it comes time to take his turn in the game, he phones his wife Fran to
declare his love and ask for her forgiveness for some untold wrong. Michael’s balloon
deflates. Alan has secrets, yet neither the other characters nor the audience come to
know what they are.

Michael uses “The Affairs of the Heart” to play with social position in a
homophobic world. Coming out as crushing on some straight boy long ago wins points
even as it risks homophobic backlash. Without Alan’s straight presence, Harold’s party
would have never been twisted into such a queer play. Alan brings to the party the
heteronormative assumptions, vicious homophobia, and homoerotic bro energy
needed to pop the balloons of respectability. He becomes a screen onto which Michael
and the others cast their straight-boy fantasies, and he is also a foil to Michael, who
might have lived a straight life. Indeed, Michael might well be projecting his own hated
homosexuality onto Alan, fantasizing that Alan is a closet queen, and aspiring to tear
him forcefully out of that closet so as to demote him in the social rankings and deprive
him of the imagined comforts of straight life. In a word, Michael’s hypothesis about
Alan might be a version of the Pride Tribe thought that most straight guys (or at least
the hot and smart or cool ones!) are actually gay, but just don’t know it or realize it
because they lack self-awareness.

Michael exemplifies a self-hating Best Little Boy who turns his inner demons
loose on everyone else at the party. At the end of the night, it is Harold who sees
through Michael’s games and self-deceptions, serving up a helping of truth-telling to

the host of the party.
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HAROLD. (Calmly, coldly, clinically.) Now it is my turn. And ready or not,
Michael, here goes.

(A beat.)
You are a sad and pathetic man. You’re a homosexual, and you don’t want to
be. But there is nothing you can do to change it. Not all your prayers to your
God, not all the analysis you can buy in all the years you’ve got left to live. You
may very well one day be able to know a heterosexual life if you want it
desperately enough-if you pursue it with the fervor with which you annihilate-
but you will always be homosexual as well. Always, Michael. Always. Until the
day you die.?

Indeed, guilt, self-loathing, and heartbreak which turn into hostility, aggression, and
regret make for the emotional dynamic at the heart of The Boys in the Band. This play
is about the “icks.” Bernard gets the "icks "after calling the Dahlbeck residence. Alan
gets them after lashing out at Emory. Michael gets them at the end of the night after all

his guests have left except Donald.

(EMORY virtually carries BERNARD out. DONALD closes the door. Silence.
MICHAEL s/owly slips from the couch onto the floor. A beat. Then, slowly,
he begins a low moan that increases in volume-almost like a siren.
Suddenly, he slams his open hands to his ears.)

MICHAEL. (/n desperate panic.) Donald! Donald! DONALD! DONALD!

(DONALD puts down his drink and rushes to MICHAEL. MICHAEL is now white
with fear and tears are bursting from his eyes. He begins to gasp his
words.)

Oh, no! No! What have | done! Oh, my God, what have | done!

(MICHAEL writhes. DONALD holds him and cradles him in his arms.)

DONALD. Michael! Michael!

MICHAEL. (Weeping.) Oh, no! NO! It’s beginning! The liquor is starting to wear
off, and the anxiety is beginning! Oh, NO! No! | feel it! | know it’s going to
happen. Donald!! Donald! Don’t leave me! Please! Please! Oh, my God,
what have | done! Oh, Jesus! | can’t handle it anymore. | won’t make it!e®

Michael’s twisted game of manipulation and emotional exposure plays cruelly
with his friends’ hearts. Fixed on social standing, Michael creates “Affairs of the

Heart” to represent in miniature the cruelty with which society degrades gay men.

9 Mart Crowley, The Boys in the Band (New York: Samuel French, 2018), p. 25.
b Crowley, Boys, 27.
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