Did Sullivan's Sexual Orientation Influence His Personality Theory?


Did Harry Stack Sullivan's sexual orientation influence his personality theory?  Was Sullivan gay?  Before considering these questions we must first ask:  "Why is it important to know about Sullivan's sexual orientation?"  We believe that this knowledge is important for at least two reasons.  First, a personality theorist's early life history, including gender, birth order, religious beliefs, ethnic background, schooling, as well as sexual orientation all relate to that person's adult beliefs, conception of humanity, and the type of personality theory that that person will develop.  


Second, in Sullivan's case, his sexual orientation may have prevented him from gaining the acceptance and recognition he might have had if others had not suspected that he was homosexual.  Arthur H. Chapman (1976) has argued that Sullivan's influence is pervasive yet unrecognized largely because many psychologists and psychiatrists of his day had difficulty accepting the theoretical concepts and therapeutic practices of someone they suspected of being homosexual.   Chapman contended that Sullivan's contemporaries might have easily accepted a homosexual artist or writer, but, when it came to a psychiatrist, they were still guided by the concept "Physician heal thyself."  This phrase was so ingrained in American society during Sullivan's time that mental health workers found it very difficult to "admit their indebtedness to a psychiatrist whose homosexuality was commonly known" (p. 12).  Thus, Sullivan, who otherwise might have achieved greater fame, was shackled by sexual prejudices that kept him from being regarded as American's foremost psychiatrist of the first half of the 20th century.  


Sullivan never acknowledged his sexual orientation, and in his speeches and writings he regarded adult homosexuality as an incomplete or abnormal development.  Curiously, however, he saw homosexual experiences between and among preadolescent boys as a prerequisite for their later heterosexual development.  In Personal Psychopathology, a book published long after his death and one never intended for publication, Sullivan (1972) talks about a small community—like his own hometown—where mutual masturbation among young boys resulted in later healthy heterosexual relationships, but early adolescent boys who were excluded from homosexual play did not progress to satisfactory heterosexual development.  This description seems strange in light of Sullivan's own early experiences with Clarence Bellinger, a 13 year-old boy from a neighboring farm when Sullivan, then age 8½, first met him.  Bellinger, who was chronologically and physical more mature than Sullivan, was nevertheless as socially immature as young Sullivan.  For 5 or 6 years, the two boys had an growing intimate relationship, one that lasted until Clarence, at age 20, went to Syracuse University to study medicine.  Sullivan's one time secretary and biographer Helen Swick Perry (1982) doubts that there was a homosexual relationship between Clarence and Harry, but Arthur Chapman's (1976) arguments for a homosexual relationship ring more true.  Chapman cites Sullivan's not-intended-for-publication book, Personal Psychopathology, in which Sullivan (1972) stated that in a relationship between a lonely preadolescent boy and an older sexually mature boy, sexual exploitation of the younger boy will almost always occur.  Both Perry and Chapman acknowledge that Bellinger was homosexual.  Bellinger and Sullivan both became psychiatrists and both lived for some time in New York city.  By that time, however, their once intimate relationship had turned to intense animosity.  The bitterness between the two former chums makes sense if Harry felt that Clarence had sexually exploited him over a nearly 6-year period, beginning when Harry was still a preadolescent.  For his part, Clarence harbored a profound hostility for his erstwhile friend, dismissing Sullivan as "a homosexual and a son-of-a-bitch" (Perry, 1982, p. 313).


Granted that Sullivan may have engaged in homosexual play as a youngster, the question of his adult sexual orientation must still be answered.  Michael Allen (1995) addressed this question and became convinced that Sullivan was not only a homosexual adult, but that he was openly gay.  Allen stated that during Sullivan's early career, he was neither the asexual bachelor described by Perry, nor was he "the closeted, repressed, and self-loathing homosexual of my imaginings.  . . . During those years, Sullivan was actively—and courageously—engaged with his sexuality" (p. 8).  However, Allen offered little evidence that Sullivan came out of the closet, but he did uncover some tenuous evidence that Sullivan had adult sexual encounters with men.  Allen found several men who either claimed that Sullivan made a pass at them or who knew for certain that Sullivan was a practicing homosexual.  Most of Allen's "evidence" is hearsay and rumor and is tainted by Allen's (1995) own admission that he "set out to prove, irrefutably, that Harry Stack Sullivan was gay" (p. 2).  This prejudged position is hardly scholarly and casts some doubt on all of Allen's contentions.  


Perhaps the most compelling evidence that Sullivan was gay was his "adoption" of James Inscoe, a 15-year old boy who became Sullivan's constant companion for 22 years.  Although little is known about Jimmie's background, Allen (1995) claimed that he had been a "male hustler" (p. 9).  Also, Allen wrote that he had found "a series of playful and mysterious homoerotic pictures of Jimmie Inscoe" (p. 14).  In any event, Harry and Jimmie lived together through several changes of residence until Harry died in 1949.  Helen Swick Perry (1982), who never admitted that Harry and Jimmie had a sexual relationship, nevertheless acknowledged that neither man was comfortable with his sexuality, and both fantasized about dating or marrying a woman.


To date, scholars have found no "irrefutable" evidence that Harry Stack Sullivan was a practicing homosexual.  We believe that the key to understanding Sullivan's interpersonal theory rests not on his adult sexual orientation but on his preadolescent relationship with Clarence Bellinger.  

In Sullivan's theory, the most crucial stage of development is preadolescence because mistakes made during earlier stages can be rectified during this stage, but errors made during preadolescence cannot easily be corrected during subsequent stages.  Although Sullivan was quite nonspecific about the age when other stages begin, he was very precise about when preadolescence started—8½, his age when he first became acquainted with Bellinger.  Sullivan (1953) called preadolescence a time for interpersonal intimacy and referred to the important social changes during this period as the "quiet miracle of preadolescence" (p. 41}   He believed that same gender chumships during preadolescence are indispensable for later healthy interpersonal relationships.  However, we cited evidence in the Sullivan chapter of our book (Berndt & Hanna, 1995) that same gender friendships are very rare among girls before the age of 12 and even more rare among boys.  Thus, it appears that Sullivan's emphasis on preadolescence was not based on any clinical or research evidence but on his own childhood experiences with Clarence Bellinger that probably evolved into a sexual relationship and led to his romanticizing the period when he and Clarence first found each other.
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