


O SEAFARING 

and vengeful husbands, but the songs 
describing sex at sea among themselves 
are good-humored and without such warn- 
ings. 

Sailor slang characterized the 
passive sexual partner on ship as "sea 
pussy," implying he was a legitimate 
substitute in the female-deprived circum- 
stances of an ocean voyage. Thus does 
the proverbial seaman's expression "any 
port in a storm" find direct physiological 
outlet. 

Sailors in general have long been 
noted for a relatively casual attitude to- 
ward the standards of sexual "morality" 
held by landlubbers; this relative toler- 
ance also applies to same-gender sexual 
activity. Most seamen are of the working 
class and widely share the attitude com- 
mon among working-class men that only 
the passive partner's activity is l'homosex- 
ual" or "unnatural," while the active, 
insertive partner's role is not stigmatized. 

In the American navy (until pay 
was substantially raised with the end of 
the draft in the early 1 9 7 0 ~ ) ~  and in less- 
well-paidnavies to this day, male prostitu- 
tion in port was quite common among 
enlisted sailors, sometimes for nominal 
sums as an excuse for a desired sexual 
contact. The active, "male" role had to be 
preserved, however. Not infrequently, the 
poverty-stricken sailor would first earn 
some money offering himself for fellatio 
with a homosexual male, then take the 
money so earned and spend it on a female 
prostitute. 

While it is clear that sailors in 
general are more tolerant of homosexual- 
ity than a cross-section of the land-dwell- 
ing population from which they come, the 
maritime subculture is not immune from 
the homophobia of that population. Sig- 
nificant numbers of sailors can also be 
found to endorse the strictly homophobic 
norms established by naval (if not mer- 
chant marine) authorities. While some 
captains ignore the official policy, and 
others enforce it only when inescapably 
brought to their attention, still others 

have been known to conduct vigorous 
witchhunting. As with many other mat- 
ters of shipboard life, the atmospherewith 
regard to  homosexuality can vary 
enormously from one ship to another. 

It should not surprise that signifi- 
cant numbers of youngmen whoprefer the 
companionship of other males and feel 
little or no need for females have for centu- 
ries gone to sea. Those inclined toward 
passive roles have often found themselves 
welcomed by sexually frustrated crew- 
mates, while those inclined toward active 
roles have found it relatively easy to 
camouflage themselves asl'stralght" while 
practicing the sex they like best. 

The Mystique of the Sailor. For 
the landlubbing civilian, sailors have of- 
ten had a romantic aura, and for homosex- 
ual males this has been supplemented by 
an uncommonly strong erotic mystique. 
This mystique is promoted by many sail- 
ors, who traditionally pride themselves on 
their erotic prowess, their experience of 
sexual variations from all over the world, 
their revealing skin-tight uniforms, and 
their abundant sexual energy stored up 
over weeks or months at sea. Some sea- 
men speculate that the constant vibra- 
tions of the powerful engines on ship make 
them especially horny. Perceived by 
homosexuals as hypersexual, relatively 
casual about homosexual contact, and 
easily plied with inhibition-loosening al- 
cohol, it is no wonder that even apparently 
heterosexual sailors were sought out and 
highly prized as sexual partners. The sail- 
ors, of course, were usually aware of this 
and often played up to it, resulting in a 
curious symbiosis of maritime and homo- 
sexual subcultures. In gay slang, sailors are 
called "seafood," probably reflecting their 
well-known (if scientifically undocu- 
mented) fondness for oralsex, and the men 
who are particularly drawn to them are 
called "seafood queens." In major ports, 
where the interaction of the two subcul- 
tures is strong, there are well-known places, 
times, and means of making contact. In 
Norfolk, Virginia [headquarters of theU.S. 
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Atlantic Fleet], for example, there are so 
many available sailors that many of the 
"seafood queens" become specialists, 
adopting one particular ship and its crew 
or one occupational speciality (such as 
radarman or boatswain's mate] to the 
exclusion of others. 

Not well known is the fact that a 
great deal of the motivation for those 
generally heterosexual sailors who become 
repeatedly involved with gay men as trade 
is not sexual or financial at all. The young 
common sailor, generally at the bottom of 
the shipboard hierarchy and often dis- 
missed with contempt by civilians at large, 
finds himself treated like royalty, his male 
ego enhanced, his gripes given sympathetic 
attention. Instead of taking orders all the 
time, he finds himself in a position to give 
them. Instead of the usual sterile environ- 
ment of cramped shipboard quarters, he 
gets to relax in a home environment where 
he can kick back, watch television, and 
have his every need attended to. 

Literary and Artistic Images. The 
sexual fascination with sailors was often 
expressed, though sometimes cryptically, 
in literary works. Major monuments are 
the sea novels of Herman Melville; in 
White-lacket (1850) the title character 
declares, "sailors, as a class, entertain the 
most liberal notions concerning morality 
. . . or rather, they take their own views of 
such matters." In 1895 Adolfo Caminha 
published a novel, Bom-Crioulo, offeringa 
frank view of an interracial affair between 
two Brazilian sailors. Among twentieth- 
century novels, Jean Genet's Querelle of 
Brest (1947) is outstanding for its transpo- 
sition of the sailor image into the author's 
own powerful moral universe. In its turn 
the book was made into a film by the 
German gay director Rainer Werner 
Fassbinder. The multitalented Jean 
Cocteau offered a dual homage to sailors in 
poetry and drawings. Christopher Bram's 
novel Hold Tight (1 988) portrays the spy- 
catching career of a sailor in a male brothel 
in New York City during World War 11. 
The American painters Paul Cadmus and 

Charles Demuth showed sailors on shore 
leave as the object of the attention of gay 
men. Depictions of sailors, often empha- 
sizing the characteristic contours of the 
bell-bottom trousers and the jaunty set of 
the cap, have been a staple of pornographic 
drawings, photographs, and films. 

Much research remains to be 
done, especially as regards homosexual 
behavior among Muslim, Chinese, Japa- 
nese, and other non-Western sailors. There 
can be no doubt, however, that seafaring, 
with its characteristic appeal to escape 
from the constraints of land-based civili- 
zation, has been a major focus of male 
homosexual imagination. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY. E. Lawrence Gibson, 
Get Off My Ship: Ensign Berg v. the U.S. 
Navy, New York: Avon, 1978; Arthur N. 
Gilbert, "Buggery and the British Navy, 
1700-1861," Iournal of Social History, 
10 (19771, 72-98; Lawrence R. Murphy, 
Perverts by Official Order The Cam- 
paign Against Homosexuals by the 
United States Navy, New York: 
Harrington Park Press, 1988; Jan 
Oosterhoff, "Sodomy at Sea and at the 
Cape of Good Hope During the Eight- 
eenth Century," journal of Homosexual- 
ity, 16:1/2 (19881, 22935; Thomas W. 
Sokolowski, The Sailor 1930-45: The 
Image of an American Demigod, 
Norfolk, VA: The Chrysler Museum, 
1983. 

Stephen Donaldson 

SELF-ESTEEM 
Self-esteem refers to the evalu- 

ative dimension of the self-concept: the 
attitude that an individual adopts and 
customarily maintains with regard to the 
self as good or bad. It reflects the extent to 
which an individual believes the self to be 
capable, significant, and worthy. Self-es- 
teem thus implies an overall attitude of 
self-acceptance, self-respect, and self-worth 
independent of context. Rosenberg notes 
that "A pcrson with high self-esteem is 
fundamentally satisfied with the type of 
person he is" while a person with low self- 
esteem "lacks respect for himself, consid- 
ers himself unworthy, inadequate, or 0th- 


