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ABSTRACT

Since the 1950s, the closet has been the chief metaphor for conceptualiz-
ing the experience of sexual minorities. Social change over the last four
decades has begun to dismantle some of the social structures that histori-
cally policed heteronormativity and forced queer people to manage infor-
mation about their sexuality in everyday life. Although scholars argue
that these changes make it possible for some sexual minorities to live
“beyond the closet” (Seidman, 2002), evidence shows the dynamics of
the closet persist in organizations. Drawing on a case study of theme
park entertainment workers, whose jobs exist at the nexus of structural
conditions that research anticipates would end heterosexual domination,
I find that what initially appears to be a post-closeted workplace is, in
fact, a new iteration: the walk-in closet. More expansive than the corpo-
rate or gay-friendly closets, the walk-in closet provides some sexual
minorities with a space to disclose their identities, seemingly without
cost. Yet the fundamental dynamics of the closet � the subordination of
homosexuality to heterosexuality and the continued need for LGB work-
ers to manage information about their sexuality at work � persist
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through a set of boundaries that contain gayness to organizationally
desired places.

Keywords: Heteronormativity; homonormativity; organizations;
sexuality; the closet; work culture

INTRODUCTION

The social status of sexual minorities has rapidly changed over the last
40 years. Public opinion toward lesbians, gays, and bisexuals1 (LGB) has
improved since the 1970s (Hicks & Lee, 2006), signaling greater social toler-
ance and acceptance. Improved public opinion has unfolded alongside
increased media visibility (Gross, 2001; Walters, 2001) and expanded state
support (Seidman, 2002). The prohibition of sexuality-based housing and
employment discrimination (Hunter, 2000), decriminalization of sodomy
(Lawrence v. Texas, 2003), hate crime legislation (Jenness & Grattet,
2001), and marriage equality (Obergefell v. Hodges, 2015) signal a rolling-
back of anti-gay policies at the federal and state level. Such change
leads Seidman (2002) to argue that post-closeted life is now possible for
some sexual minorities.

Structural changes that dismantle the workplace closet are particularly
important. Anticipated and experienced discrimination impacts sexual
minorities’ choice of vocation, ability to secure work and career advance-
ment, social isolation at work, and comparably higher levels of work-
related stress and depression (Croteau, 1996; Schneider & Dimito, 2010;
Woods & Lucas, 1993). Discrimination also restricts the potential talent
available to organizations (Tilcsik, Anteby, & Knight, 2015) and diminishes
the productivity of LGB workers who expend time and energy to conceal
their queer identities (Hall, 1986; Woods & Lucas, 1993). Here, too, we
find important changes as organizations adopt queer-inclusive nondiscrimi-
nation policies, extend benefits to same-gender partners, and advance diver-
sity training in an effort to reduce workplace heterosexism (Giuffre,
Dellinger, & Williams, 2008; Raeburn, 2004; Williams, Giuffre, &
Dellinger, 2009). Although scholars demonstrate that these changes pro-
duce a new iteration of the workplace closet (Rumens & Kerfoot, 2009;
Williams et al., 2009) and thus fail to offer sexual minorities the same
degree of inclusion found in gay-owned or gay-community-based organiza-
tions (Ward, 2008; Weston & Rofel, 1984), there is nevertheless evidence
that the closet is being dismantled at work.
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But is post-closeted work in a large company possible? The literature on
organizational sexuality details the social structures that (re)produce different
iterations of the workplace closet. It therefore anticipates the conditions
under which post-closeted work might exist. The Entertainment division at
Wonderland,2 an American theme park, operates under these conditions,
offering a case study to assess the potential for a post-closeted workplace. At
first glance, Wonderland Entertainment seems to illustrate post-closeted
work: employing a large number of openly gay men and characterized by a
gay masculinity all men were expected to embody on-the-job, gay men are
not silenced or tokenized (Hall, 1986; Williams et al., 2009; Woods & Lucas,
1993), but dominant and normative in the workplace. Yet upon deeper
inspection we find the dynamics of the closet persist, albeit in less immediately
limiting ways. The result is a walk-in closet characterized by the constrained
permissibility of LGB sexuality, demonstrating the potential for and limits on
post-closeted work under some of the most ideal organizational conditions.

BACKGROUND

Since the 1950s, the closet has been the dominant lens for understanding the
social experiences of sexual minorities in Western societies (Seidman, 2002).
The term references the dynamic of heterosexual domination and gay sub-
ordination that produces “a ‘life-shaping’ pattern of homosexual
concealment … with family, friends, and at work” (Seidman, 2002, p. 25).
The hegemony of the closet, circa 1950s�1980s, was founded upon “aggres-
sively enforced” (Seidman, 2002, p. 218, f10) heteronormativity and compul-
sory heterosexuality (Escoffier, 1997) policed by multiple institutions and
legitimated by the state (Seidman, 2002; Seidman, Meeks, & Traschen, 1999).
To navigate concerted heterosexual domination, LGB people often manage
information to render invisible any queer interests, activities, and identities
(Escoffier, 1997). State-legitimated oppression and wide-spread cultural
stigma heighten the stakes around the closet: one can either “come out” and
risk violence from individuals and institutions, or “stay in” and live a life of
isolation and internalized stigma (Escoffier, 1997; Seidman, 2002).

Traditionally, this “pattern of homosexual concealment” manifests
on-the-job as the corporate closet (Woods & Lucas, 1993), where sexual
minorities face a decision to either stay in the closet and do the necessary
dramaturgical work to pass as straight, or come out and risk the social and
professional costs of systemic homophobia. These costs include stress over
being outed at work, time and energy spent on feeling and information
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management related to sexual identity, isolation from coworkers, and dimin-
ished career opportunities (Hall, 1986; Rofes, 2000; Woods & Lucas, 1993).

Associated with jobs in business, medicine, law, and education, the cor-
porate closet is produced and sustained by a confluence of social forces.
This includes, in part, occupational expectations for professionalism. The
myth of professionalism � that it demands an asexual worker and removes
sexuality from organizations � obscures how it legitimates heteronormativ-
ity (Burrell & Hearn, 1989; Connell, 2014; Rumens & Kerfoot, 2009;
Woods & Lucas, 1993). Ideal-typical professionalism implicitly imagines a
heterosexual man (Grey, 1998), which reinforces the closet by normalizing
and privileging heterosexual masculinity.

Specific organizational structures � that is, company policies and formal
hierarchy � further (re)produce the corporate closet. The absence of nondis-
crimination policies and diversity training, and the exclusion of same-gender
partners from access to healthcare and other work-related benefits reinforce
the heterosexism that sustains the corporate closet (Woods & Lucas, 1993).
Research likewise demonstrates that the absence of minorities at higher
levels of an organization’s hierarchy sustains hegemonic forms of normativ-
ity and exclusion (Scott, 2005). Scholars also document the role of heterosex-
ist work idiocultures (Hall, 1986; Rumens & Kerfoot, 2009; Ward &
Winstanley, 2003, 2006; Williams et al., 2009; Woods & Lucas, 1993) � that
is, the set of practices, discourses, and interests shared by an interactive
group of coworkers (Fine, 1979) that assert and police heteronormativity �
in sustaining heterosexual domination and gay subordination.

Evidence also suggests that the power of the corporate closet is rein-
forced by a “traditional” model of organization. Characterized by rigid
hierarchy, a high proportion of benefit-receiving jobs, loyalty-based
advancement, and the expectation one’s career should unfold within a
single company (Williams, 2013), traditional work organizations prize the
“organizational man” (Whyte, 1956). This unidimensional worker seam-
lessly conforms to homogenous corporate life, striving to blend in rather
than stand out (Fleming, 2009). When one’s career is expected to unfold
within a single company, where benefits and advancement may depend on
the assessments of homophobic superiors, the potential to experience discri-
mination is high. The high the stakes of disclosure make the corporate
closet the most viable survival strategy for LBG workers.

Historically, these forces came together against a backdrop of homopho-
bia and the hegemony of the closet in the public sphere (Griffith & Hebl,
2002), which further extended the risks of being out (or outed) at work to
all areas of one’s life. Yet the closet is a “product of historically specific
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social dynamics” (Seidman, 2002, p. 218f10), not a static set of social rela-
tions. The conditions that supported the hegemony of the closet during the
1950s�1980s � media censorship (Gross, 2001; Walters, 2001), medicaliza-
tion, and criminalization by the state (Foucault, 1980) � have changed,
diminishing its prominence in U.S. society (Seidman, 2002). This reduced
hegemony is evidenced in the ways LGB people have embraced and
integrated queerness into their daily lives (Seidman et al., 1999).
Fragmentation of the closet’s hegemony further allows some sexual minori-
ties to live “beyond the closet” (Seidman, 2002), without the information
management required to pass as straight or the internalized stigma of a
deviant sexual identity.

Although the corporate closet may still characterize the work experi-
ences of some sexual minorities, the fracturing of the closet’s hegemony
produces a new experience: the “gay-friendly” closet (Williams et al., 2009).
Some organizations attempt to reduce on-the-job heterosexism (Giuffre
et al., 2008; Raeburn, 2004; Williams et al., 2009). These organizations
tolerate � even celebrate � sexual minorities as important sources of orga-
nizationally valued diversity. Yet visibility comes at a price: out employees
experience tokenization and pressure to be the model sexual minority
(Williams et al., 2009). This gay-friendly closet continues to force sexual
minorities to manage information and downplay socially undesirable details
about their “openly” queerly life (Williams et al., 2009; Yoshino, 2002).

Critical to the emergence of the gay-friendly closet is company-wide
adoption of LGB-inclusive policies � for example, sexuality-based sensitivity
training and nondiscrimination policies, and the availability of benefits to
employees’ partners, regardless of gender identity � that address heteronor-
mativity and diminish the stakes of disclosing a queer identity at work
(Rumens & Kerfoot, 2009; Williams et al., 2009). New or “neoliberal” orga-
nizational practices (Williams, 2013), produced by pressure from the new
economy, additionally reduce the risks around disclosure. The shift to con-
tingent, temporary, and flexible labor eliminates expectations for a single-
company career and diminishes workers’ access to benefits (Williams, 2013).
The new ideal employee displays their “authentic self” (Fleming, 2009), cele-
brating individuality and a degree of diversity that, however limited, is not
permissible for the “organizational man.” These changes displace the corpo-
rate closet in favor of the gay-friendly closet (Fleming, 2007). As companies
adopt neoliberal models of organization, the stakes for “coming out” and
claiming a non-heterosexual identity at work diminish.

Yet changes to organizational structure does not necessarily translate to
an inclusive work culture. Workplace idioculture � as an emergent feature
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of interactive groups within an organization (Fine, 1979) � creates a back-
door through which heteronormativity can enter a company and reproduce
the dynamics of the closet. It also shapes sexual minorities’ experiences of
inclusion or exclusion. Research on the gay-friendly closet evidences the
persistent role that informal, heterosexist work culture plays forcing sexual
minorities to manage information regarding their sexuality, even as they
are “out” at work (Giuffre et al., 2008; Rumens & Kerfoot, 2009; Williams
et al., 2009). In fact, the everyday efforts made by straight coworkers to
dismantle heterosexism are phenomenologically more important for the
workplace inclusion of queer youth than any structural changes made by
management (Willis, 2009). So long as work idiocultures assert heteronor-
mativity, the dynamics of the closet persist.

This begs the question: Is post-closeted work possible? Can organiza-
tions provide sexual minorities with environments that eliminate the
dynamics of the closet, that is, end heterosexual domination and gay subor-
dination? Building on the literature, we can anticipate the potential condi-
tions under which post-closeted work is likely to emerge. This includes
occupations with a high concentration of gender-atypical workers (Baumle,
Compton, & Poston, 2009; Ueno, Roach, & Peña-Talamantes, 2013) and
weak expectations for professionalism. Tilcsik et al. (2015) additionally
show that the type of work tasks associated with different occupations may
increase the concentration of queer workers and diminish the closet’s
power. Jobs with high task independence decrease the need to engage in
routine information management regarding sexuality at work, while jobs
that require high levels of social perceptiveness, that is, the ability to antici-
pate and read others’ reactions, capitalize on a historically critical skill
needed to navigate the threat of violence that sustains the closet (Tilcsik
et al., 2015). These occupational characteristics potentially weaken hetero-
normativity by encouraging increased concentrations of LBG workers.

Post-closeted work is similarly likely to exist in organizations with gay-
friendly policies (e.g., nondiscrimination policies, benefits for same-gender
partners, and sensitivity training) and visible representation of sexual mino-
rities among management. Workplaces characterized by “neoliberal” orga-
nizational practices that venerate the “authentic self” also potentially
undermine hegemonic heteronormativity and further dismantle the closet.
Finally, we would anticipate post-closeted work in places characterized by
homonormative � and not heteronormative � work idiocultures.

By homonormative, I mean the ideas, discourses, and practices that ren-
der a particular style of queerness the “morally-endorsed ideal” (Wade,
2010) within a bounded social space. This definition builds on and departs
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from dominant uses of the term. In its initial conceptualization (Duggan,
2002) and subsequent use (Connell, 2014; Puar, 2006; Ward, 2008), homo-
normativity labels and critiques a particular set of sexual politics and iden-
tities. Specifically, it references gays and lesbians who � their same-gender
interests aside � embody “the good sexual citizen” (Duggan, 2002;
Seidman, 2002; Seidman et al., 1999), consumer, and patriot (Puar, 2006).
Although critical of contemporary gay politics � as assimilationist, not lib-
erationist (Seidman, 2002), and benefitting some identities over others �
current use of the term privileges the role of states and corporations in
defining normative sexualities (Brown, 2012). It thus fails to capture the
ways in which sexual identities can be normative, (i.e., morally endorsed
ideals) in local contexts. Corporations and the state are well-positioned to
shape societal-level hegemonic constructions of normativity. But just as
state definitions of sexual harassment get modified in local contexts, with
group members negotiating what constitutes “inappropriate” sexual activ-
ity (Dellinger & Williams, 2002), so, too, are hegemonic ideas about nor-
mative sexualities modified or challenged in local settings. Bears, radical
fairies, and leathermen, for example, assert three styles of gay masculinity
that are morally endorsed and privileged within the spaces these subcul-
tures claim (Hennen, 2008). So in bounded settings, variations of and alter-
natives to hegemonic ideas about what constitutes morally endorsed
sexuality emerge. It is this contextualized, embedded sense of homonorma-
tivity that I reference throughout the paper.

Wonderland Entertainment operates under these social conditions and,
initially, seems to demonstrate post-closeted work. The two departments in
which I worked � Parades and Characters � employ many openly gay men
and are characterized by a particular homonormativity that renders stereo-
typical gay masculinity and gay male sexuality the morally endorsed ideal
at work. All men � regardless of their sexual identity and performance of
masculinity outside of work � must “do” this particular masculinity on-
the-job if they want to be fully socially integrated into the workplace. Yet
deeper inspection reveals the persistent dynamics of the closet. Although
not characterized by isolation, stigma, tokenization, or stress associated
like the corporate or gay-friendly closets, sexual minorities in Wonderland
Entertainment must still engage in information management about their
sexuality at the boundaries of Entertainment-specific spaces.

The dynamics resemble a walk-in closet. This is a space where certain
styles, interests, and activities often associated with gay men are shared and
where the accoutrement of a stereotypically gay masculinity can be taken
up and set aside without costs. Yet, though spacious, there are still
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boundaries that constrain when, where, and what queerness can be enacted
in the organization. Entertainment had a ceiling that set an upper limit for
homonormativity within the company’s hierarchy; it had walls that marked
the limits of everyday enactments of homonormativity with coworkers and
park-goers; and it had a floor that continued to marginalize and exclude
other forms of queerness. The walk-in closet thus illustrates the potential
for and limitations to post-closeted work in a large organization.

METHODS

My discussion of the walk-in closet builds on 17 months of fieldwork as an
entertainer in Wonderland, a Disney-like, American theme park. This
includes over 2,000 hours of on-the-job fieldwork and many informal con-
versations with entertainers. Wonderland offers an array of attractions and
entertainment for adults and children delivered with a middle-class aes-
thetic that presents the “popular” (i.e., low-brow, mass-produced culture)
in a clean, manicured, and friendly atmosphere. Similar to other parks,
Wonderland organizes entertainers into three jobs in two departments.
Parade performers, tasked with enacting choreographed movement while
traversing a set route through the park at a slow pace on or in-procession
with motorized floats, are part of the Parade Department, simply called
“Parades.” Choreography is done to short, two- to three-minute songs, and
repeated dozens of times in a typical 40-minute show. The Character
Department, also known as “Characters,” includes two in-park entertain-
ment jobs. Character performers portray Wonderland’s branded characters
in interaction with park-goers, while Companions speak for masked char-
acters, set lines, prepare fans for autographs, and help take pictures. As
both a parade performer and a Companion, I observed and experienced
the walk-in closet in both departments.

There were roughly equal numbers of men and women in both depart-
ments. Performers were predominantly white; nonwhite performers were
primarily Latino and Asian/Pacific Islander, with Black/African-American
performers consistently underrepresented. Approximately fifty percent of
men in Characters openly identified as gay, as did about eighty percent of
men in Parades. These estimates come from conversations I had with enter-
tainers about the gay-to-straight-male ratio. Performers often guessed a
percentage, although my coworkers and I did a few informal counts based
on men’s declared sexual identity. This means that any men whose straight
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identity was considered suspect by other entertainers was counted as het-
erosexual, despite some performers’ firm, contrary beliefs. More accurate
estimates were not possible, as injuries and employee turn-over kept the
population of entertainers in flux. While male homosexuality was openly
performed and discussed, women’s homosexuality or bisexuality was not:
Less than five percent of women in Parades openly identified as lesbian or
bisexual, or privately confided same-gender interests to me, and I knew
even fewer queer-identified women in Characters. It is possible that more
women identified as lesbian or bisexual, but the visibility of these identities
was exceptional in Entertainment.

My estimates of the sexual composition of Entertainment was addition-
ally constrained by my position in the field. Wonderland � like most theme
parks � has ties to larger organizations and media conglomerates through
ownership and licensing agreements. This required that I do covert field-
work. Corporate power and resources present scholars with a dilemma
common to “studying up”: how to research entities with extensive control
over access and representation (Galliher, 1980; Nader, 1972). Although I
did not disclose my status as a researcher, I also avoided deliberate misre-
presentation (Spicker, 2011): I was “out” as a sociology graduate student.
Similarly, although the covert nature of my fieldwork constrained my
ability to directly pursue certain questions � including performers’ sexual
identity � being an “out” sociology grad student allowed me to investigate
how performers came to and experienced Wonderland Entertainment.
Sexuality was a common topic of conversation among performers, which
made it easier to informally discuss the division’s homonormativiy.

THE WALK-IN CLOSET: GAY WORK CULTURE AND

THE LIMITS OF POST-CLOSETED WORK

Characterizing Wonderland Entertainment as a walk-in closet highlights
(1) the centrality of homonormative masculinity to everyday work and
(2) the ways in which gayness was rendered benign in an organization that
sold tales of heteronormative gender roles. Parades and Characters were
structured such that a particular gay masculinity was permissible � even
desirable � to enact, yet relegated to select organizational spaces. Instead
of the isolation and stress of the corporate closet (Woods & Lucas, 1993)
or the tokenization and pressure to be the model sexual minority character-
istic of the gay-friendly closet (Williams et al., 2009), gay men found a place
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where their sexuality could be shared, enjoyed, and celebrated; a space
where a style of gay masculinity could be picked up and “tried on” with
friends, so long as it was set down and left behind at organizationally
desired times.

I develop the idea of the walk-in closet by building the concept from
the inside out. I begin by briefly identifying the social conditions of
Wonderland Entertainment that, based on the existing literature, anticipate
a post-closeted workplace. I then describe Entertainment homonormativity
to establish the dominant style of gay masculinity engendered, and illus-
trate how it was “tried on” by male performers � evidence that suggests a
workplace that elevates gay men and gay masculinity beyond mere accep-
tance (i.e., the gay-friendly closet) to a normative status that seemingly
eliminates the dynamics of the closet (i.e., post-closeted work). Finally, I
delineate the boundaries placed around this homonormativity that inhibit a
truly post-closeted workplace: the ceiling or upper-organizational limits on
its permissibility, the walls that constrain its everyday enactment and the
floor that marginalizes, stigmatizes, or excludes other styles of queerness.

Wonderland Entertainment operates at the nexus of the social condi-
tions most likely to support post-closeted work. Theme park entertainment
involves highly performative and expressive interactive service work, that
is, feminized work that potentially decreases the enforcement of heteronor-
mativity for men. There are low expectations for conventional professional-
ism, additionally diminishing pressure to conform to heteronormativity.
These jobs also demand social perceptiveness and involve a moderate
degree of task independence: most formal job tasks that require performers
to interact with coworkers occur in-park, where personal discussions are
discouraged and often impossible. This potentially weakens heteronorma-
tivity by drawing more LGB identified people into the workforce.

Wonderland has a number of gay-friendly policies that further under-
mine organizational heteronormativity, including a nondiscrimination pol-
icy that protects sexual minorities, benefits for fulltime employees’ partners
regardless of gender identity, and mandatory diversity training. Openly gay
men are visible among Entertainment management, displacing heterosexu-
ality’s prominence among performers’ immediate supervisors. The park
additionally employs a number of “neoliberal” organizational practices
(Williams, 2013) that potentially decrease the stakes of coming out.
Performers are primarily a contingent, flexible labor force, who must re-
audition 2�3 times a year to keep their job. Few achieve fulltime status,
and thus cannot access company benefits. This means performers have
potentially less to lose by being out at work. In the absence of job security
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and benefits, Wonderland attempts to secure workers’ consent by promot-
ing a “fun” work culture where employees can “be your [authentic] self” �
ideals the company espouses in orientation and training. Combined, these
reduce expectations that performers must conform to the heteronormative
“organizational man” that characterized the traditional workplace, and
increase the odds that post-closeted work will emerge.

Inside the Walk-In Closet

Under these structural conditions, we find a workplace that initially
appears to be “beyond” the closet. Workers in and out of Entertainment
often refer to Characters and Parades as the “gayest” departments in
Wonderland. This is because, unlike the majority of documented organi-
zational cultures (Hall, 1986; Rumens & Kerfoot, 2009; Ward &
Winstanley, 2003, 2006; Woods & Lucas, 1993), that which is “gay” is
not marginalized or excluded in Entertainment, but central and domi-
nant. Parades and Characters are characterized by a style of homonor-
mativity that, at first glance, suggests a post-closeted workplace. This
includes ironic use of gendered language, like when men call each other
“girl,” reference themselves and others as “she” and “her,” and describe
close gay-male friends as “sisters.” It also incorporates slang associated
with gay culture. New performers to learn whether a parade was “sex-
ual!” (a good thing) or “a hot mess” (a bad thing), discover how to “get
it” (i.e., enact a noteworthy performance) during a shift, and say
“fierce” in place of “cool” or “exceptional and without flaw.”
Fashionable attire and music featuring female divas are often discussed
at work. Drag is another common topic of conversation, and many pop-
ular performers have drag personas outside of work. Men openly objec-
tify and discuss the male body, describe recent or favorite sexual
activity, or talk about their current crushes and significant others.
Flirtatious comments and advances are also common between men, as is
intimate touch. Men grope, cuddle, and hold hands with other men in
break areas and changing rooms.

The ubiquity of Entertainment homonormativity is evident in the widely
shared belief that men are “gay until proven straight;” that is, all men in
Entertainment are assumed to be gay. Some men and women in the
department expanded this belief to claim, with various degrees of sin-
cerity, that Wonderland Entertainment actually “made” men gay. Justin,
Wonderland’s head Companion trainer and a veteran entertainer, was the
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first to explicitly state that if you were a guy “[a]t Wonderland, you’re gay
until proven straight,” then admitted that this primarily applied to
Entertainment. He added, “I’ve known some guys where you’re like,
‘Really? Really?!? You’re straight?’”

Justin then illustrated why people assume that all men are gay with a
story about Brandon, a young man who claimed a straight identity when
he first started working in Wonderland as a character performer.
According to Justin, “everyone” thought Brandon was actually gay. “So I
went up to him one day and said, ‘Are you sure [you’re straight]?’ and he’s
like, ‘I’m straight! I have a girlfriend!’ Then I run into him a couple months
later and say to him that he would make a really great gay guy. And he
says, ‘You know I’m here with my boyfriend, right?’ And I was like
[J makes a face: eyes pop wide open and his jaw drops]. ‘But a month ago
you had a girlfriend!’ And he’s like, ‘I know. I broke up with her.’”

For Justin, this story legitimates the “gay until proven straight” rule.
Brandon’s change in publicly stated sexual identity validates others’ percep-
tions that he was “always” gay, despite early claims to the contrary.
Having established the “gay until proven straight” rule, Justin went further
to insist that lots of men “become” gay while working as Wonderland
entertainers, starting off with a straight identity and then “coming out” as
gay. He joked that Entertainment “makes” people gay, dryly quipping,
“Wonderland made me gay. That’s what I tell people sometimes.”

I heard other performers comment on Entertainment’s power to “make”
men gay. These were often flippant remarks, with a tongue-in-cheek atti-
tude regarding the homonormative masculinity deeply embedded in both
departments. While no one seemed to seriously believe that Entertainment
inculcated men with a gay identity, people openly grappled with the claim’s
veracity. Teresa, a veteran character performer, vented about her father’s
belief that “gayness” is contagious, something that could be caught like the
common cold. Though we both laughed at the idea, she went on to add,
“But he’s sorta right,” explaining the she has seen a number of men
“become” gay while working in Entertainment. Teresa’s comments reveal a
struggle to understand men’s sexuality at work. Although her father’s belief
that gayness was infectious is laughable, she still sensed something unusual
at play in Entertainment, something that defied common expectations of
work that she could not articulate.

The belief that Wonderland Entertainment “makes” men gay essentia-
lizes and obscures a more complex set of social processes. By normalizing
and “naturalizing” a particular style of homonormative masculinity,
Wonderland Entertainment provides young men with a safe, interactive

198 DAVID ORZECHOWICZ

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 D

oc
to

r 
D

av
id

 O
rz

ec
ho

w
ic

z 
A

t 1
1:

04
 0

3 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
16

 (
PT

)



space to play around with and “try-on” non-heteronormative identities and
gender performances. Men that supposedly evidenced how Entertainment
“made” workers gay were usually between the ages of 18 and 21, the nor-
mative coming out age in early twenty-first century America (Williams,
2010); a time when a number of young Americans grapple with issues of
sexuality. They came to the park exposed to heteronormative organizations �
schools or previous jobs � where queer interests were stigmatized or
marginalized. But in Wonderland Entertainment, they find a space where
new identities can be tested and tried-on before adoption.

Newly identified are not the only ones to engage in, take up, and enjoy
Entertainment’s homonormativity. Openly gay performers described feeling
“at home” when they first arrived in the department, while straight men
confessed appreciation that they did not have to worry about trying to be
“macho.” Straight women also seemed to enjoy the dynamics of the walk-
in closet. The objectification of men and privileging of the feminine (e.g.,
pronouns, nicknames, popular musicians) normalized and naturalized a
familiar style of femininity, thus better incorporating some women into the
social hierarchy of work.3

Some men come to Entertainment familiar with this style of homonor-
mativity, while others only become acquainted with it through work. This
acquisition illustrates how Entertainment acts as a walk-in closet. “Trying-
on” some of the accoutrement of homonormativity can lead to habituation,
making it difficult to leave behind. Take, for example, Nicholas, a veteran
straight-identified parade performer. By his own admission, Nicholas came
into Parades knowing some of the performers, but not necessarily familiar
with its gay work culture. When I asked him what it was like to be a
straight man in Parades, he told me that it had been a time of personal
growth, though there were certain things he wished he had not picked up.
“Like ‘fierce,’” he explained. “I wish I could get rid of it. But sometimes it’s
just the most appropriate word.” Fierce is only “the most appropriate
word” when one is familiar with a culturally specific meaning. Having
“tried it on” and developed a comfortable affinity for the term, fierce
became part of Nicholas’s cultural repertoire; and like a well-loved pair of
jeans worn past their prime, he could not easily discard it.

Men creatively played with Entertainment homonormativity. Flirtation
was a common choice. Even straight men who were initially defensive
toward a gay coworker’s flirtatious advances eventually welcomed such
attention, and even initiated playful homoerotic flirtations of their own.
But other strategies are also employed. Dustin, a straight-identified,
veteran entertainer, once jokingly complained about the constraints of
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heteronormative masculinity, saying, “You know, guys need an ego boost,
too. So I should be able to say, ‘That is a nice penis.’ And have it be a
straight thing to say. [emphasis his]” This comment, met with laughter,
pushes the boundary of heteronormative masculinity and reflects a sensibil-
ity many straight men in Entertainment shared around “doing” gender
(West & Zimmerman, 1987) backstage. In contemporary American culture,
there are few spaces where men can openly gaze at and compliment other
men’s bodies � especially sexualized parts like the penis. To first call atten-
tion to another man’s penis and then positively assess it in aesthetic terms
would, too often, injure public perceptions of one’s masculinity. At the
heart of Dustin’s humorous comment is a willingness to play with the
boundaries of heteronormative masculinity to allow aesthetic appreciation
of men’s bodies. Though a highly unusual joke to make � few straight-
identified men expressed an interest in viewing and appreciating other
men’s genitalia � the underlying belief that heteronormative rules for inti-
macy between men could be set aside illustrates how straight men played
with sexuality in Entertainment. Because the closet rests upon heteronor-
mativity (Seidman, 2002), its displacement initially suggests a post-closeted
workplace.

Bounding the Walk-In Closet

Evidence of a walk-in closet becomes clear, however, when we investigate
the limitations for displacing heteronormativity. Despite the ease with
which most male performers engaged with homonormativity � picking up
or “donning” the interests, tastes, references, and interactional scripts of
this work idioculture � they could not enact gay masculinity with impu-
nity. Workers and management collectively maintained a set of boundaries
that contained homonormativity to backstage areas of the park. These
boundaries work to prevent the disclosure of queer interests and identities
to park-goers and management, force queer performers to continue to
engage in information management, and thus reproduce gay oppression
and heterosexual domination beyond Entertainment-only spaces.

I distinguish between three boundaries: the ceiling, the walls, and the
floor. The first of these separates Entertainment homonormativity from
upper management, thus preserving heteronormativity at higher levels of
the company. The second boundary � the walls � delineates which every-
day work spaces permit or forbid homonormativity. Finally, the floor
excludes other queer interests and identities from Entertainment’s homo-
normative work idioculture.
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Ceiling
The closet ceiling is the limit to which one could be upwardly mobile in the
organization while embodying Entertainment homonormativity. Being dra-
matic, campy, and expressive is fine among frontline entertainment work-
ers, but as men climb the organizational ladder it becomes increasingly
incompatible with expected, “appropriate” work behavior. Character and
Parade management seemed to be the highest position a man could hold
and still enact Entertainment homonormativity. During my time in the
field, all male Parade managers and most male choreographers, Character
managers, and Entertainment assistant managers frequently participated in
this work idioculture. But they only engaged with it to interact with each
other and their subordinates, not their superiors.

Few of my coworkers expressed interest in moving up into park manage-
ment. Most approached Wonderland Entertainment as a fun college job or
as part of a broader performance career rather than a chance to start a
career with the park. Few, then, cared about the possibility of an organiza-
tional ceiling placed on homonormativity, making it difficult to judge how
aware they were of its presence. Its existence was most salient when
Michael, a veteran performer with more than eight years of experience in
Characters and Parades when I entered the field, decided to apply to the
company’s management training program. Michael’s strong candidature
earned him an interview, conducted by several high-level park managers.
He later described how he meticulously selected his outfit, conscientious of
the image he wanted to present. He contemplated wearing a fashionable
pink tie to the interview, but ultimate decided against it, explaining he did
not want the panel of interviewers to think he was “too gay” for the job. “I
mean, if they ask [about my sexual identity], I’d tell them,” Michael con-
fided over lunch during one of my post-employment park visits, reassuring
me he would not fake a straight identity. But he was not comfortable pre-
senting himself with a potentially overt sign that he was gay. He chose
instead a red-patterned tie, “Because red is a power color.” A couple
months later, Michael was offered a spot in the training program and
within a year became a Character Manager.

Michael’s admission that he did not want to be seen as “too gay” evi-
dences an upper boundary on Entertainment homonormativity. This limit
is, in part, a product of who dominates the upper echelons of management:
straight-identified men. But it also reflects Michael’s attempt to move dee-
per into the core personnel of the park where professionalism and the tradi-
tional model of organization � a corporate ladder to climb, salaried work,
benefits, and greater job security � were the strongest. With more at stake
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to gain or lose, Michael set down Entertainment homonormativity to
advance his career.

Walls
There were also walls placed around Entertainment homonormativity via
the generally accepted belief that these enactments of masculinity should be
kept backstage and out of the park. While Wonderland’s in-park aesthetic
demands theatricality, male performers must avoid the camped femininity
so common backstage. Policing of this boundary began in my first shift, a
rehearsal for a new medieval parade. The cast, predominantly newly hired
men, hung out in the Parades building while we waited for rehearsal to
begin. Three gay-identified men entertained the rest of us with jokes and
some dramatic, flamboyant catwalks up and down the hallway. They were
interrupted by Gavin, our show director and choreographer. He quickly
introduced himself in a friendly but short tone before explaining, “When
you guys are out there, you need to be strong and serious. I don’t care how
you act back here. Trust me,” he said with a courtesy, right hand in the air
as if swearing an oath, a gesture met with laughter, “I’m with you. But out
there, you need to be manly. Remember, you’re soldiers. You’re just back
from battle.” Here, Gavin explicitly draws boundaries around the catwalks
he interrupted, acknowledging that “back here” such behavior was accepta-
ble, while “out there,” in the park we needed to embody a more traditional
masculinity.

Management reinforced these boundaries whenever men’s in-park per-
formances were too feminine. Gideon, one of the gay men who started
working in Parades with me, received a string of critiques about his embo-
diment of masculinity on the parade route shortly after he started his sec-
ond show. Choreographers repeatedly criticized his hand-on-hip placement
during one section of chorography. The desired look and “proper” choreo-
graphy had Gideon’s open palm resting on his hip, elbow straight out to
his side. But he was often caught rolling his wrist into his body so that only
his thumb, forefinger, and the connecting joint rested on his hip while his
other fingers splayed out from his waist. Every time Gideon received a note
about his hand-on-hip placement, it was framed the same way: he needed
to look “more masculine.” This suggests that his performance was too
effeminate, too “gay,” to appropriately embody the park’s image. Maybe
the rolling of the wrist is too closely associated with the stereotypically
limp-wristed gay man, an association that threatened to undermine
Wonderland’s safe, non-aggressive version of heteronormative masculinity
in the park; or perhaps his splayed fingers were too expressive, failing to
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achieve the bodily control that heteronormative masculinity demands.
Whatever the reason, this one action became a concern for Parade manage-
ment who rarely critiqued the execution of choreography at this level
of detail.

Performers find management’s boundary between good and bad expres-
sivity to be subjective, a source of frustration, and an object of ridicule.
One evening, a dancer entered the men’s changing area and loudly
announced that Bobbie, a new, gay-identified performer in his late teens,
was told he was “too gay” on the parade route today. Everyone burst out
laughing at the irony: there were only three straight-identified dancers cur-
rently in that particular show.4 I later saw Bobbie standing by his locker,
and asked him about the note.

I was told [by the choreographer] to “butch it up.” That I was “too hip-ee,” he

explained with a note of exasperation in his voice. “I was like, ‘Seriously?!?’” Richard, a

gay-identified veteran performer in his late forties, voiced the opinion that all entertain-

ment parades “are gay.” Bobbie nodded in agreement. “It’s like, ‘Smile! Smile! Smile!

Smile! But butch,’” his voice shifting from an overly enthusiastic, high-pitched, perky

“Smile!” to a lower-pitched, more serious “butch” to emphasize the gendered expecta-

tions with his tone. He waved his hand dismissively as if dusting the note away with his

fingers. “I’m over it.”

Like Gideon, Bobbie’s in-park performance of masculinity was chal-
lenged for being too expressive, too feminine and, by extension, too “gay.”
Bobbie and other performers found irony in this critique, especially in light
of the lack of straight-identified men cast as dancers. Yet management con-
trolled men’s bodies by reasserting symbolic and spatial boundaries around
appropriate performances of masculinity. The campy, effeminate, expres-
sive masculinity of Entertainment was fine backstage, but not on the par-
ade route. Out there, men were still expected to engage in information
management, covering homonormativity from park-goers’ eyes.

Choreographers and managers do not regulate the walls of the closet
alone. Performers police themselves, assessing men’s performance of gender
and criticizing anyone deemed “too gay.” During an overnight rehearsal, I
sat with two gay-identified veteran performers who had a combined ten
years of experience in three different parks. While we waited for our turn
to perform, they critiqued Ben, another gay-identified performer with three
years of experience, who was in the middle of a run-through. “He’s so
gay,” Edward said with a chuckle. Buck agreed, pointing out the wrist-on-
hip pose Ben had just struck. They decided that both the pose and Ben’s
flamboyant masculinity were inappropriate, and continued to criticize him
for the rest of his run-through.
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Backstage, Edward and Buck both � like Ben � “do” Entertainment’s
homonormative masculinity: they interact with flamboyant gesture, are
facially expressive, and reference men with feminine language. So their cri-
tique of Ben is not about his performance of gender and sexuality in gen-
eral, but whether or not it is appropriate in the park. In other words, does
his gender performance cross a tacitly understood boundary? Both ulti-
mately agree that Ben is too flamboyant to suitably embody Wonderland’s
aesthetic. I heard similar assessments of other performers whose
coworkers saw them as “so gay” or “too gay,” meaning that they embodied
Entertainment homonormativity more than most of their coworkers.
Comments like these were rarely made to a man’s face, so the boundary
work does not necessarily involve the violator. But these assessments still
police the closet walls, reminding oneself and others that gay masculinity
was not appropriate in the park.

Performers sometimes directly police the walls of the walk-in closet,
playfully calling attention to a man’s inappropriate embodiment of mascu-
linity in the park. I was changing after work one evening when Jason, a
veteran performer with six years of experience in four theme parks, walked
into the changing area and announced, “I’ve finally found someone gayer
than PJ!”5

“Who?” Anthony, another gay veteran, asked.
“Rubin,” Jason responded with a large grin. “She was swinging her hips

walking on route today.” He went on to explain that one of the male char-
acters had also noticed Rubin’s hip-sway and started mimicking him during
the parade. The three of us chuckled at the idea.

When Rubin joined us a couple minutes later, Jason gave him a hard
time. He again described the walk, adding an impersonation. His hips
swung left to right with each step.

“I do not walk like that,” Rubin said defensively [emphasis his].
“Yes you do,” Jason insisted. “Walking around out there like she thinks

she’s a diva.”
Rubin, who had been making his way to the bathroom, stopped in his

tracks. Popping one hand into the air, palm out as if to stop the conversa-
tion, he said, “Thinks she’s a diva? THINKS?!?” His head bobbed back
and forth a little to punctuate the attitude he tossed Jason’s direction.

“I said ‘thinks,’” Jason replied, so unfazed by Rubin’s tone or attitude
that he did not even look up from the sweat-soaked parade clothes he was
gathering up. “We all know she’s not.”

Rubin’s swaying hips are twice sanctioned in this tale. First, one of the
characters in the parade calls attention to Rubin’s walk, parodying it before
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park-goers and performers alike. The parody works by highlighting the
movement as “inappropriate” for the body, a feminized movement on a
male-presenting figure. Drawing attention to the “inappropriate” perfor-
mance of gender through humor, the character is able to simultaneously
acknowledge the violation and bracket it as exceptional: it is only Rubin who
sways on route, and only his violation of the symbolic boundary of how to
“do” gender and sexuality in the park that deserves playful commentary.

Rubin’s performative breach is reaffirmed when Jason brings up the par-
ody after the parade. By marking Rubin as someone “gayer than PJ,”
Jason tries to convey the degree of Rubin’s transgression to those of us in
the changing area. Jason goes on to reproduce the movement, both out of
and in Rubin’s presence, to illustrate what is “wrong” with the perfor-
mance. These enactments reassert a symbolic boundary around homonor-
mative masculinity to keep it backstage.

Unlike Bobbie and Gideon’s performances of masculinity, which came
under management scrutiny, Rubin finds himself directly critiqued by cowor-
kers and friends. These critiques take a more playful form and tone than
management’s performance notes, but they still police the walls of the walk-
in closet. Male performers are ultimately reminded that Entertainment’s
homonormative masculinity may be the morally endorsed ideal backstage,
but not in the park. In the presence of park-goers, men are subject to the
traditional logics and demands of the closet.

In Characters, it was often women who policed the walls of the closet
through their expressed concerns regarding their boyfriends’ engagement
with Entertainment’s homonormativity. After several weeks of working
exclusively in Characters, Topher � a straight man who was initially hired
for the same medieval parade as me � complained that the department
[Characters] was “too much drama … they all say Parades is drama, but
they’re worse.” He went on to explain, in a tone of exasperation, that a lot
of the drama stemmed from one issue: “All the girls worry that their boy-
friends are going to go gay.” Between friendships with gay male coworkers,
engagement with the homonormative work idioculture, and a shared belief
that Wonderland Entertainment “made” men gay, some women expressed
concerned about the stability of their boyfriends’ sexual identity. So while
women generally seemed to enjoy Entertainment’s homonormativity, there
was tension with regards to dominant ideas and expectations about how
straight or gay men “ought” to act that left some women uncomfortable
and threatened.

Consider, for example, Gina and Adam’s relationship. Gina, a straight
veteran entertainer in her early twenties with a five years of experience in

205The Walk-In Closet

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 D

oc
to

r 
D

av
id

 O
rz

ec
ho

w
ic

z 
A

t 1
1:

04
 0

3 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
16

 (
PT

)



Characters and Parades, met Adam shortly after he was hired. Adam came
to Wonderland embodying a nontraditional masculinity. In high school
theatre, he developed a physically and facially expressive presentation of
self that fit the park’s aesthetic. Backstage and at home, Adam comfortably
draped his arm around or cuddled-up with other men in Characters. He
was unafraid to playfully flirt with, grope, or be groped by men in
Entertainment, and he did not shy away from explicit conversations about
gay sex. Adam’s closest straight male friends at work similarly played with
masculinity, even joking amongst themselves that “[I]t’s not gay if you
like it!”

Gina was already familiar with Entertainment’s homonormativity when
she and Adam started dating. She had her own group of gay-identified
coworkers who she treated like “the girls,” openly discussing sex and men
with them. In fact, I rarely saw her spend time backstage with straight
men. But she was around them often enough to see them engage in
Entertainment homonormativity.

About nine months after they started dating, Gina and Adam’s relation-
ship became strained. Gina began criticizing Adam’s performance of mas-
culinity, telling him to “man it up.” She confessed to nightmares where he
cheated on her with a guy, and forbade him from hanging out with gay-
male performers outside of work. These things all upset Adam, who
expressed frustration that she could not accept that he was both straight
and friends with gay men; heterosexual, but homonormatively masculine.
They eventually decided they needed space and broke up.

Gina and Adam’s experience illustrates another dimension to the every-
day limits of homonormativity. On the one hand, the presence of a large
number of gay men created a unique space for straight women, where the
dominance of certain feminized interests enabled feminine-identified
women’s greater inclusion in the workplace. But the normative masculinity
and the opportunities it created for young men to “come out” at work also
created uncertainty regarding their male romantic partners’ sexuality. So
while all men were expected to participate in Entertainment’s gay work cul-
ture, straight men’s engagement was more heavily policed and constrained.

Floor
Finally, Entertainment’s walk-in closet had a floor, a boundary that
excluded things explicitly or implicitly understood as profane to the culture.
Like the culture of any interactive group (Fine, 1979), the homonormativity
of Parades and Characters fit the social hierarchy of the departments. The
styles, practices, and discourse that comprise this culture align with the
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interests and sensibilities of the entertainers who enjoy social and/or orga-
nizational positions of prestige: popular gay-male performers and depart-
mental managers.

The closet floor reproduces familiar workplace inequalities. Despite being
a space where men can openly objectify other men and discuss gay sexual acts
and preferences, promiscuity is still stigmatized. Rumor and gossip involving
slut-shaming was not uncommon when entertainers sought to disparage the
character of coworkers. The use of slut-shaming discourse was particularly
surprising given that the majority of male performers � regardless of sexual
identity � confessed to casual hook-ups with coworkers. Some gay men took
a sex-positive stance, comfortably talking about their sexual conquests the
way one might expect some straight men to brag in a locker room. But men
who did were too often described by coworkers as “such a hoe.”

The most potent form of slut-shaming focused less on sexual activity and
more on stigmatized badges of promiscuity: who had � or was rumored to
have � a sexually transmitted infection (STI). During my time in the field, I
heard performers exchange words of warning about who had genital warts,
herpes, scabies, and other STIs. Greetings like “We were missing STDs at
our table,” and comments about guys so sexually active that “He must have
something growing in him,” (i.e., he must have some STI) were posed as
jokes. But they ultimately reinforce a particular style of homonormativity
that shames sexual activity by reinforcing stigma around STIs as signs of
promiscuity. That the amount of sex one has is unrelated to the protection
one uses was seemingly irrelevant. The boundary was so strong that when
one friend and former coworker learned they had seroconverted (i.e., they
tested positive for HIV) after I had left the field, he made it very clear to me
that he would not be disclosing that information to other people in
Entertainment. This was not something that could be “out” at work. So
even though seroconversion is not an exclusively queer experience, it is still
subject to the traditional dynamics of the closet: isolation, internalized
stigma, and invisibility.

Parades and Characters are also widely understood � by workers in and
out of Entertainment � to be gay male spaces. Women’s same-gender
interests and desires are rendered invisible. There were a few bi- or lesbian-
identified women among performers, their limited presence paired with a
limited degree of openness. The homonormativity of Entertainment, which
valorized “campy” femininity, reinforced the conflation of biological fema-
leness with heterosexuality.

This association silences lesbianism. Heterosexuality is still the morally
endorsed ideal for women in Entertainment, which continues to pressure
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women to silence their own non-heterosexual interests. A few women
quietly confided same-gender crushes to me, not wanting it to get around
the department, while openly queer women found it difficult to act on or
discuss these same-gender attractions. “It’s hard being a lesbian here,” one
woman admitted with resignation, frustrated that few women shared her
interests. So although Entertainment culture challenges the marginalization
of male homosexuality, women continued to work within the confines of
the traditional closet.

There is also little room for performers � especially men � to claim a
bisexual identity. Men are categorized as gay or straight. Rarely did perfor-
mers directly disavow male bisexuality. Instead, it was discredited through
suggestion, like when a gay performer casually remarks that a man “says
he’s bi,” with an eye roll, tone, or inflection that silently adds a “but” dis-
claimer. Bisexuality is interpreted as confusion or a place of transition
rather than a legitimate sexual identity � a stance that reproduces hegemo-
nic biphobia.

Both women and men are quick to sort new men into gay- or straight-
categories, and can be quite direct in the labeling process. During my first
three months working in Wonderland, I was approached by women on
three separate occasions, each striking up a conversation that eventually
led to a point-blank question: Are you straight or are you gay? The gay/
straight binary was so embedded in Wonderland Entertainment that even
the first woman who directly inquired about my sexuality, a Character per-
former who self-identified as bisexual, still only offered me two options:
gay or straight. It was as if the prospect that I was a bisexual man was
impossible, despite her own identity. Everyone � particularly men � must
be sorted into one of the two categories, reproducing an essential dynamic
of the closet.

Entertainment’s walk-in closet also marginalizes other forms of queerness.
To the best of my knowledge, none of my coworkers were gender-queer or
trans-identified performers. If anyone did identify as gender-nonconforming,
they felt the need to keep such identities invisible. Even if management hired
an openly trans-identified performer � and I am skeptical they would �
Entertainment homonormativity, particularly use of the transphobic term
“tranny” to reference drag and drag performers, would continue to margina-
lize trans-identities. Furthermore, because this work culture draws on and
subsequently reifies popular associations between flamboyant effeminacy
and “gayness,” it excludes other gay masculinities. Bear-, radical faery-, and
leather daddy-masculinities (Hennen, 2008) are as subordinated as queer fem-
ininities and women’s same-gender interests.

208 DAVID ORZECHOWICZ

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 D

oc
to

r 
D

av
id

 O
rz

ec
ho

w
ic

z 
A

t 1
1:

04
 0

3 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
16

 (
PT

)



CONCLUSION

In Wonderland Entertainment, we see another iteration of the closet: the
walk-in closet. The constrained permissibility of gay masculinity makes
these departments feel like gay havens and initially appear to be post-
closeted workplaces. Unlike heterosexist (Hall, 1986; Ward & Winstanley,
2003, 2006; Woods & Lucas, 1993) or gay-friendly (Giuffre et al., 2008;
Rumens & Kerfoot, 2009; Williams et al., 2009) workplaces, there are few
consequences for enacting homonormative masculinity in Entertainment.
In fact, there is an expectation that men in these departments will actively
“try on” and play around with the elements of gay work culture in order to
enjoy full membership. This changes the phenomenological experience of
work: many men and women described freedom, comfort, or enjoyment
that stemmed from hegemonic masculinity’s displacement.

But Entertainment homonormativity is bounded, limiting its potential to
challenge heteronormative masculinity in the organization, the theme park,
and American society. Advancement in the organization requires an abdi-
cation of homonormativity, thus leaving heteronormativity at higher levels
of management and the company intact. Boundaries on the day-to-day
enactments of gay masculinity; where management and workers police
when, where, and how it can be “done-preserve heteronormativity in the
park.” Finally, while a stereotypical gay masculinity may flourish, the
walk-in closet continues to marginalize, silence, and exclude other sexual
identities and expressions of gender. So while Entertainment’s walk-in clo-
set moves beyond the gay-friendly closet to make a type of gay man not
just normal but normative, it fails to be a truly post-closeted workplace.

I can only speculate what social forces produce the walk-in closet rather
than post-closeted work. Persistent heteronormativity in Wonderland’s
leadership � evident in the professionalism Michael feels he must perform
to become management � helps produce the ceiling. Pressure to cover
queer interests and be the model sexual minority at higher levels of the
organization are reinforced by the traditional model of organization that
characterizes the experiences of “core” personnel (Smith, 2002; Williams,
2013). With benefits, job security, and the promise of advancement on the
line for management, more may be gained by downplaying one’s “authentic
self” to be more like the “organizational man” (Fleming, 2007, 2009).

The closet walls are sustained in part by Wonderland’s narratives of
heteronormative masculinity and femininity. Like other theme parks,
Wonderland’s branded characters are canonically straight men and women.
Portrayal of these characters must protect these narratives. The park’s
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heteronormative aesthetic is additionally reinforced among unbranded
roles, like the pairing of male and female dancer partners in Parades. The
walls are also supported by consumer-producer relationships and the “gen-
eralized other” consumer (Mead, 1934). So long as management imagines
an abstracted target consumer invested in hegemonic heteronormativity,
they are unlikely to produce queer characters or an aesthetic that makes
queerness the morally endorsed ideal in the park. Social constructions of
children as vulnerable populations, especially in regards to sexuality
(Connell, 2014), further buttress in-park heteronormativity and the walk-
in closet walls.

Hegemonic ideas of gender and sexuality similarly produce the closet
floor. The gendering of Entertainment work renders emphasized femininity
and a feminine masculinity normative, opening up the workplace for gay
men while closing it off to queer women. Additionally, performers bring
forms of sexual stigma found in dominant culture into Entertainment’s
homonormative work idioculture. This reinforces the closet floor by mar-
ginalizing and silencing other forms of queerness.

The walk-in closet, then, illustrates a new stage in the dismantling of
the closet at work. If the gay-friendly closet marks LGB workers as
normal, albeit tokenized, the walk-in closet takes this a step further to
make certain LGB identities normalized. Yet this iteration of the closet
reminds us that organizations and organizational sexuality exist in a
broader social context. The workplace closet is sustained by more than
just organizational practices and culture; it is also a product of hegemonic
ideas about sexuality found outside of organizations. So long as narrow
social constructions of the “good sexual citizen” (Seidman, 2002; Seidman
et al., 1999) dominate the public sphere, sexual minorities will continue to
be expected to engage in information management and navigate some
form of the closet if they want to maintain their position or advance in
the workplace.

NOTES

1. The absence of any “out” trans-identified workers coupled with evidence that
transgender people navigate a different set of workplace experiences (Schilt, 2010)
means that I focus on the experiences of LGB workers. I use the terms LGB, sexual
minorities, and queer interchangeably throughout the paper.
2. All names in this paper have been changed.
3. For more discussion of how men and women experienced Entertainment’s

homonormativity, see Orzechowicz, 2010.
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4. The other straight men held non-dancer roles, e.g., stilt-walkers and charac-
ter performers.
5. PJ was often called, by friends and coworkers, the “gayest” man in Parades, a

title he alternately embraced and contested.
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