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LGBT Math—Out of the Closet
Frank A. Farris

T
he world was very different in 1984. In my interviews at the JMM Employment Reg-

istry in Louisville,  I no more would have told potential employers that I was gay than 

I would have confessed to embezzlement. And no one asked. I was presentable, with a 

good degree, and imagined that my unacceptable nature was detectable only to myself.

After a long day in our interview clothes, my college friend Steve Kass and I propa-

gated a little prank. We made a neat sign to set by the message board announcing

and added the address of a local gay bar. This is the story of how an idea we found laughable—that gay, 

lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered mathematicians would one day be celebrated at the JMM—is now a 

fact that young people take for granted.

Steve Kass and I had planned to spend a little time at the bar that evening, wondering whether our sign 

would bring any other mathematicians to the site. After about half an hour, we saw two men with con-

ference badges peeking out from their clothes. It was amusing to pretend that we had identified them as 

mathematicians only from their demeanor, though that was probably not out of the question. We passed 

a happy social evening, laughing together at the small joke that there could ever be such a thing as an 

Association of Gay Mathematicians. Looking back I see that our conversation offered us exactly what 

people now gain from the LGBT Math receptions that happen every year: the feeling of support, the 
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exchange of facts about how those like us are treated, and the 

comfort in knowing that we were not alone.

Since I cannot contact S and B to ask their willingness to be 

named in this article, I will stick to initials. S taught at a small 

liberal arts college in the Midwest, while B was a teaching 

specialist at a large southern university. Our common expe-

rience was of “passing,” meaning that we pretended to belong 

to the dominant culture of straight people. 

We all were considered excellent teachers and all used lan-

guage particularly well. I do not recall whose idea this was, 

but we agreed that part of our skill in teaching came from 

childhoods spent having to do that extra calculation of what 

others might think of our behavior and speech, modifying to 

make ourselves more acceptable. Just the little tricks involved 

in finding words to avoid identifying the gender of the person 

one is “seeing” are money in the bank when it comes to pre-

senting complicated mathematical ideas to our students.

Perhaps the most important thing that came of our conver-

sation was the question, “If there are four of us, could there 

be more?” What if we could enjoy the same kind of network-

ing and information exchange at every national meeting?

The San Francisco Earthquake
That year, I was hired by Santa Clara University, a Jesuit uni-

versity where I continue to teach today. Over the years, things 

changed slowly on my own campus: Students at SCU formed 

a support group for gay and lesbian students; when I came 

out to a student, she dismissed the news as an “open secret.”

With more openness came a backlash. In 1992, Colorado 

had passed its nasty Amendment 2 by popular vote. This law 

prevented any jurisdiction within Colorado from recogniz-

ing sexual identity as a class protected from discrimination. 

Looking ahead to the JMM scheduled for Denver in January, 

1995, the leadership of both the MAA and AMS became un-

comfortable with the idea of meeting in a state with such a 

law. Ken Ross, outgoing Associate Secretary of the MAA, tells 

an anecdote about the decision:

At the January 1993 meeting in San Antonio, the AMS 

and MAA agreed to move the meeting from Denver. This 

was a rare and electronically-interesting joint decision. 

My local computer guru insisted that I take his $4000 

black-and-white heavy laptop (I was afraid it would 

disappear) to the meeting.  So the joint AMS-MAA res-

olution was crafted by the MAA Board on my computer, 

then I went down the hall to the AMS Council and read 

the resolution; they changed a few words, then I went 

back to the Board, etc., with fast convergence.  Everyone 

was impressed with this use of modern technology.

Ken Ross tells me it cost the two associations $10,000 to 

move the meetings to San Francisco, but the gain in good 

will, from my perspective, was immeasurable. 

There in San Francisco, Jim Humphreys, Robert Bryant, 

and others organized a reception for lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

and transgendered mathematicians (LGBT Math, now called 

Spectra) at a bar safely distant from the conference site in the 

San Francisco Hilton. It changed my world to see the crowd: 

perhaps 60 people of all ages, including a past president of 

the MAA and an author I had long admired. It startled me to 

see these successful, happy people enjoying both a freedom to 

express their sexual identity and a sense of secret fellowship, 

fostered by the fact that many were not “out,” even to their 

professional colleagues.

The LGBT Math reception became an annual event, with 

a listserv organized by Ron Buckmire  of Occidental Col-

lege. The most popular topics of conversation involved the 

gay-friendly quality of one’s home institution. Pre-tenure 

faculty expressed fears that they had to pretend not to be dif-

ferent until tenure might make them safe. Even with tenure, 

some wondered whether a “moral turpitude” clause might 

terminate their employment if they were too open. It is im-

portant to remember that most states had no anti-discrimi-

nation laws to protect people with variant sexual identities. 

California’s Unruh Act did not explicitly identify sexual ori-

entation as a protected class until 2005, although courts had 

held that it actually extended protection before that time.

Another popular comparison was the degree to which one’s 

school permitted or fostered associations of LGBT students. 

The more forward-looking places had these in place by the 

early ‘80s; at some schools there remain none.

The concept that one’s employer might offer any benefits to 

a same-sex partner would have been laughable in 1984. Per-

haps without being explicitly told, we knew that our schools 

wanted us to say we were single, even if we were not. And yet, 
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school after school started to offer equal benefits to same-sex 

partners.

And now I’m married
It’s hard to capture how much the world has changed since 

Steve and I put up that sign as a joke that there could ever be 

an organization for gay mathematicians. I can find some sym-

pathy with people who have found it difficult to embrace the 

cultural shift, but it is truly marvelous to see so many LGBT 

mathematicians living happy and open lives. That said, strug-

gles are not over. Despite clear scientific evidence that gender 

is not a matter of a single X or Y chromosome, we hear poli-

ticians blustering to put people into boxes based on testing a 

single gene and to remove trans soldiers from the military.

On my own campus, it’s only been a few years since my 

university has started to signal that my sexual orientation is a 

positive contribution to the diversity of our community. One 

small token of the shift: At a reception to celebrate our Rain-

bow Resource Center, supporting LGBT students on cam-

pus, they had not just any old refreshments, but really good, 

catered refreshments. We had arrived. Though the picture is 

rosy now, I should not minimize the damage it did to my own 

career to have lived all those years in discomfort, hearing the 

official church doctrine that referred to homosexuality as “in-

herently disordered.” 

My partner, William Beeman, attended that first reception 

with me in 1991 and has now been back to many receptions 

since then. Having become a couple in 1984, during my 

last year teaching at Brown University, we lived apart as he 

retained his job in the Anthropology department at Brown 

until moving to the University of Minnesota in 2007. With 

many various sabbaticals and other leaves taken in each oth-

er’s cities, we registered as domestic partners in California 

after a 1999 law made it possible. We married in 2014, but 

have never requested benefits from one another’s university, 

though we may some day.

Our lives have been improved wonderfully by efforts to end 

discrimination. Even so, I feel sorrow for those in our pro-

fession who still suffer as I did from feelings of being funda-

mentally unacceptable, for whatever reason. And it’s a double 

sorrow to think of those who left mathematics over feelings 

of exclusion. We have work to do. 
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This award honors college or university teachers who 

have been widely recognized as extraordinarily successful 

and whose teaching effectiveness has been shown to have 

had influence beyond their own institutions. 

Each year at most three college or university teachers 

are honored with this award. Recipients of the Haimo 

Award receive $1,000 and a certificate of recognition; re-

cipients must be members of the Association (teaching in 

the U.S. or Canada). At least one of the Award recipients 

must be a current Section nominee. The Section nominee 

may be the current recipient of the Section Award for 

Distinguished Teaching or a previous recipient of a Sec-

tion Award for Distinguished Teaching from any Section. 

An individual may win the Haimo award at most once.  

Nominations for the Haimo award are due to the secre-

tary of the MAA (secretary@maa.org) by March 1.
For more information and nomination forms go to 

maa.org/awards/haimo.




