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Abstract

In just over three decades, the U.S. federal government shifted from purging suspected gay
employees to appointing the world’s first openly gay ambassador in 1999. Yet this historical
transformation remains largely overlooked in both public discourse and academic scholarship,
despite the growing presence of openly gay ambassadors within diplomacy — a field long structured
by heteronormativity. This thesis seeks to examine how sexuality is staged in such a context,
drawing on a performative theoretical approach to diplomacy. Inspired by practice theory and
employing Erving Goffman’s (1956) dramaturgical model, it develops an inductive analytical
framework to explore the staging of homosexuality across three dimensions: setting, appearance,
and manner. To generate context-rich insights, the study adopts a qualitative approach and analyzes
diplomatic performances on official social media platforms — key arenas for contemporary public-
facing diplomacy, aligned with the concept of digital diplomacy. Using a comparative case study
design, it investigates the performances of two openly gay U.S. ambassadors posted to European
Union (EU) member states: Ambassador James Costos in Spain (2013-2017), a gay-friendly
environment, and Ambassador David Pressman in Hungary (2022-2025), a gay-unfriendly
environment. The analysis reveals that while both ambassadors performed sexuality on the
diplomatic stage, their performances diverged across the three dimensions, shaped not only by
personal and institutional factors but also by the sociopolitical climate of the host country. This
thesis demonstrates that even within diplomacy’s heteronormative structure, sexuality can be
actively and meaningfully staged — and that context plays an important role in shaping both the

boundaries and the possibilities of such performances.
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Goffman, European Union
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1. Introduction

Diplomacy is not merely the sum of treaties and negotiations; it is a public performance on the
international stage. From the ambassador’s attire to their partner’s presence at receptions, every
symbolic element contributes to a carefully curated image of state authority. Traditionally, this
performance has been deeply gendered, classed, and — critically — heteronormative. Diplomacy
has long assumed the figure of the heterosexual male diplomat accompanied by a supportive wife,
reinforcing norms that have excluded both women and LGBTIQ+ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans,

Intersex, Queer, and more) individuals from its ranks.

This heteronormativity is not only institutionalized but has also been actively policed. For
example, during the U.S. federal government’s notorious “Lavender Scare” in the Cold War era,
over a thousand employees were purged from the Department of State for suspected
homosexuality, as they were perceived to pose a greater national security threat than communists
(Johnson, 2004, pp. 1-2, 13-14). These purges reinforced dominant diplomatic norms of
heteronormative masculinity (Dean, 2012, p. 766) and had long-lasting impacts on the diplomatic
field. This did not mean that all diplomats were straight — but it meant they had to behave as if they

were. In other words, they had to “stage” heterosexuality.

In recent decades, however, a quiet transformation has begun. An increasing number of openly gay
individuals have entered the foreign service, challenging the heteronormative traditions of
diplomacy and, in many cases, making history. The appointment of James Hormel as the world’s
first openly gay ambassador in 1999 — representing the United States in Luxembourg — marked a
watershed moment in diplomatic history (Aggestam & Towns, 2019, p. 19). Comparable “firsts”
have occurred elsewhere: the UK appointed Europe’s first openly gay ambassador in 2004 (Chua,
2016, p. 88), and in 2011, Robyn McCutcheon became the first U.S. diplomat to transition openly
while serving abroad, at the U.S. Embassy in Bucharest (Aggestam & Towns, 2019, p. 10). These
milestones mark a growing visibility for LGBTIQ+ diplomats — but visibility does not equate to

safety or acceptance.

While LGBTIQ+ rights have gained recognition as human rights over time, the global landscape
has also become increasingly polarized (Aggestam & Towns, 2019, p. 19; Stephenson, 2020, p.



430). As a result, openly gay diplomats continue to face surveillance and state-sanctioned hostility

while navigating highly divergent sociopolitical contexts.

A fundamental tension within diplomacy itself adds further complexity: diplomats are expected to
project their sending state’s interests and values — such as support for LGBTIQ+ rights — while
also respecting the legal and political context of the receiving state. Article 41 of the Vienna
Convention on Diplomatic Relations (1961) states that diplomats must “not interfere in the internal
affairs” of the host country. But where does the promotion of human rights end, and where does
interference begin? For openly gay ambassadors, who must navigate both friendly and unfriendly
environments, this line is especially blurry. It must be constantly negotiated through their speech,

actions, and symbolic presence.

Although much depends on the policy stance of the sending state and the preferences of the
individual ambassador, performances are also shaped by the audience for whom they are intended.
Diplomatic performances can thus vary greatly depending on the environment. Even within the
European Union (EU) — where Article 10 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union
commits to “combat discrimination based on [...] sexual orientation” — there is wide variation
between member states (TFEU, 2012). Some countries not only provide strong legal protections
for but also celebrate LGBTIQ+ people. Others, however, are more hostile, often framing
LGBTIQ+ rights as foreign or Western impositions and restricting visibility through legal or
rhetorical means (Nufiez-Mietz, 2019, p. 556). As a result, as this thesis will show, how openly
gay ambassadors stage homosexuality may differ significantly depending on the host country.
These ambassadors represent a state and its foreign policy, must respect the host country’s norms,

and yet they also have personal agency — especially since they are already publicly “out”.

The aim of this thesis is to examine how openly gay male ambassadors stage and perform
homosexuality when posted in Europe. It does so by comparing the public performances of two
openly gay U.S. ambassadors: David Pressman in Hungary (2022-2025) and James Costos in
Spain (2013-2017). Hungary presented a gay-unfriendly stage for Ambassador Pressman, with
constitutional restrictions on same-sex marriage and adoption, and where government rhetoric
repeatedly attacks homosexuality and reinforces heteronormative family values. Additionally, laws
prohibiting the display of homosexuality to minors further stigmatize LGBTIQ+ visibility (Vida,
2019, p. 14; Primecz & Pelyhe, 2024, pp. 1817-1818). In contrast, Spain provided a more



supportive environment for Ambassador Costos. The country legalized same-sex marriage and
adoption as early as 2005 and is widely regarded as a global leader in LGBTIQ+ rights. Spanish
support is not only legal but also cultural, reflected in the high visibility and public celebration of
the LGBTIQ+ community (Calvo & Trujillo, 2011, pp. 562, 564).

Existing scholarship has increasingly recognized diplomacy as a performative and embodied
practice, revealing how gender, class, and visual symbols contribute to the projection of state
authority. As the literature review below will show, parallel strands of research have also
illuminated the deeply heteronormative foundations of diplomatic institutions — historically
structured around the figure of the heterosexual male diplomat and his female spouse — which
continue to constrain LGBTIQ+ diplomats. Yet, despite their growing visibility in foreign services
— and a few notable historical and institutional studies — there remains a striking gap in how the
everyday diplomatic performances of openly gay ambassadors are theorized and empirically

analyzed.

While performativity and embodiment are increasingly studied through the lens of gender and
class, the role of sexuality, especially how it is staged, negotiated, or constrained in diplomatic
practice, remains underexplored. No study to date has systematically examined how openly gay
ambassadors stage sexuality. This thesis addresses that gap by offering a comparative, empirically
grounded analysis of how sexuality is staged in diplomacy, focusing on two openly gay U.S.
ambassadors posted to Hungary and Spain. Its broader aim is to extend theorizations of diplomatic
performance by incorporating sexuality as a central — yet previously neglected — dimension of
embodied representation in international relations. In doing so, the thesis not only challenges the
heteronormative assumptions embedded in traditional diplomatic practice but also offers new

insights into the everyday workings of international politics.

The rest of the thesis consists of six chapters. To position this study and its contribution to the field,
Chapter 2 provides an overview of the existing literature on the performative nature of diplomacy,
with particular attention to gender and class, as well as research on the deeply entrenched
heteronormative foundations of diplomatic practice. Chapter 3 presents the theoretical framework.
To analyze how sexuality is staged in diplomacy, | develop an inductive analytical framework
based on Goffman’s (1956) theatrical model, focusing on the categories of setting, appearance,

and manner. Building on this framework, Chapter 4 outlines the research aim and key research



questions. Chapter 5 discusses the qualitative comparative case study research design and the
methods used to gather and analyze the empirical material. Chapter 6 presents the empirical
analysis, structured around the research questions in each case. Finally, Chapter 7 concludes the

thesis by summarizing the main findings and outlining possible directions for future research.



2. Literature Review: Contributions to Diplomatic Studies

This literature review addresses two interrelated strands of diplomatic studies scholarship: one that
examines the performative staging of diplomacy — highlighting how gender and class are deployed
to embody state authority — and a second that underscores the heteronormative foundations of
diplomatic practice, with a focus on the historical marginalization of LGBTIQ+ identities. While
the existing scholarship, to varying degrees, documents the embodied performances of diplomats
and the evolving nature of diplomacy, including the rise of openly gay ambassadors in the last two
decades, it largely neglects the explicit staging of sexuality. In particular, there is no study that has
addressed how openly gay diplomats express sexuality. This thesis seeks to fill that gap by offering
an empirical account of the everyday practices of openly gay ambassadors and examining how
sexuality is expressed in national contexts friendly and unfriendly to homosexuality. In doing so,
it extends our understanding of diplomacy as an embodied and performative practice that integrates

displays of sexuality as a central, yet previously underexplored, dimension.

2.1 Staging of Diplomacy

Recent diplomatic studies scholarship emphasizes diplomacy’s inherently performative nature,
showing how ambassadors and other representatives carefully stage symbolic gestures to project
legitimacy and authority while embodying the state. Most of these works find inspiration in Erving
Goffman’s practice-oriented sociology and dramaturgical approach to everyday life (e.g., Banks,
2019, p. 1163; Danielson & Hedling, 2022, p. 243; Shimazu, 2014, p. 242; Towns, 2024, p. 7).
This approach will be further described in the next chapter. Although some of these studies raise
gender-related questions, discussions of sexual orientation or how sexuality might be “staged”
remain notably absent. Taken together, these accounts underscore how carefully orchestrated
performances enhance a state’s influence in international relations, yet they overlook the role of

sexuality in diplomatic representation.

Diplomats assume a critical function: they physically stand in for and embody their countries
(Neumann, 2019, p. 448). Their individual behavior may be used as a proxy to study state
interactions (Banks, 2019, p. 1166), yet scholarship often overlooks certain kinds of performances,

such as displays of sexuality. While it is widely accepted that diplomacy can be seen not only as
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mediation among states but as an “exercise in embodied representation” (Neumann, 2019, p. 448;
Shimazu, 2014, pp. 242-243; Towns, 2024, p. 2), much of the existing research focuses on how
official protocols and ritualized events reflect broader cultural or institutional norms. Although
such work illuminates the scripted nature of diplomatic ceremonies, it often downplays how, much
like gender and class, sexuality might be staged or negotiated within these same formal settings.
As Danielson and Hedling (2022, p. 250) and Shimazu (2014, pp. 242-243) point out, a
representative’s personal presentation and staging critically influence national image and status,
yet few studies examine the performance of sexuality — whether quietly implicit or overtly signaled
— in diplomatic interactions. Thus, by integrating Goffman’s dramaturgical perspective with the
insights of practice theory, it becomes possible to analyze not only the scripted protocols of
diplomacy but also the nuanced ways in which sexuality is performed, resisted, or negotiated on

the (international) stage.

Some scholars have examined the symbolic importance of staging visual props, such as flags or
backdrops, in public forums of diplomacy. Danielson and Hedling (2022, pp. 245, 247, 260), for
instance, demonstrate that visual diplomacy remained an essential social practice in virtual
summitry during the COVID-19 pandemic, sometimes complementing or even contradicting
official statements. While their emphasis on “extra-linguistic” cues in diplomatic performances
contributes to our understanding of how states signal status and authority, it primarily addresses
the role of outward symbols (e.g., national emblems, political backdrops) rather than how sexuality
might also be staged. Similarly, Shimazu (2014, p. 247) shows how the “Freedom Walk” at
Bandung symbolized leaders’ non-verbal statement with the public, reinforcing diplomacy’s
theatrical dimension. Together, these studies underscore the power of visual performance but leave
largely unexamined the ways in which sexuality can be conveyed and negotiated through outward

displays and symbolic gestures.

Body language and non-verbal communication are also central to these accounts (Banks, 2019, p.
1166). Neumann (2019, pp. 448-450) and Shimazu (2014, p. 242) highlight a diplomat’s “body
capital” (appearance and comportment) and the work invested in achieving presentability (e.g.,
pleasing comportment and manner of speaking, measured body language). This scholarship
highlights, to varying degrees, that a diplomat’s personal presentation — whether focusing on attire,

behavior, or protocol — has the potential to affect the public reception, credibility, and effectiveness



in representing the state (Towns, 2024, p. 10). A handful of studies focus on the body’s significance
in social life, acknowledging that international relations are “inherently embodied” (Neumann,
2008, pp. 671-672). Towns (2024), Kostadinova (2022), and Neumann (2008) each treat the
diplomat as the fundamental unit of study, thereby capturing a human, agency-centered dimension
of foreign affairs (Kostadinova, 2022, p. 465). However, empirical studies of “actual

performances” of diplomatic representation have been relatively scarce (Neumann, 2019, p. 449).

This limited body of scholarship has focused empirically on the gendered nature of diplomacy that
is present in the day-to-day life of diplomats (Kostadinova, 2022, p. 463; Neumann, 2008, p. 672;
Towns, 2024, p. 5). In addition, both Neumann (2008, pp. 672—673) and Towns (2024, p. 17)

recognize the elite origin of diplomacy and examine closely the interplay of class and gender.

On the one hand, Neumann (2008, pp. 672—673) identifies multiple forms of masculinity and
femininity within the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. He notes that masculinities are
mostly tied to social background; however, the hierarchy among them has become less rigid over
time, weakening the once straightforward link between an upper-middle-class positionality and
diplomatic roles. By contrast, all femininities span across class boundaries, rather than being
predominantly shaped by social background (Neumann, 2008, pp. 673, 685, 689). On the other
hand, Towns (2024, pp. 17-18), focusing on appearance management, explains that female
ambassadors from non-elite backgrounds face disproportionate pressures to meet class-based
diplomatic expectations, while male ambassadors, regardless of class, avoid such expectations by

wearing standardized suits.

Although other works, to varying extents, touch on the theme of appearance (Danielson & Hedling,
2022, pp. 258-259; Neumann, 2008, pp. 690-691; Neumann, 2019, p. 465; Shimazu, 2014, pp.
245-246), Towns (2024) does so most extensively and thoroughly. She underlines the limitations
of prior studies, as they examine the symbolic meanings of clothes (e.g., status and cultural capital)
while neglecting the ongoing labor required to maintain professional appearances. This labor falls
unevenly on female ambassadors, who must spend extra time and effort to represent and “embody”
the state (Towns, 2024, pp. 1, 21). Towns (2024, p. 3) therefore stresses the need for an

intersectional approach.

Kostadinova (2022, p. 463) adopts such an intersectional perspective by examining gender-related

challenge in post-communist diplomatic institutions, specifically Bulgaria’s Ministry of Foreign
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Affairs. She critiques the current literature for relying largely on North American or Western
European case studies, limiting applicability to post-authoritarian states. Her aim is to address the
impact of legacy systems (e.g., communist or non-democratic regimes) on the perception of
women’s role in diplomacy (Kostadinova, 2022, pp. 464, 470). Both Neumann (2008, p. 672) and
Kostadinova (2022, p. 466) highlight the historically homosocial nature of diplomatic institutions
(i.e., exclusively male), although in very different settings (Norwegian and Bulgarian Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, respectively). While Neumann (2008, p. 681) emphasizes the disruption of the
traditionally male-only social environment with more women joining diplomatic ranks,
Kostadinova (2022, p. 472) argues that homosocial networks, male privilege, and hierarchical
gender structures remain intact, rooted in Bulgaria’s communist era and preserved under its post-

1989 democratic regime.

The scholarship reviewed above shows clearly that diplomats stage gender and class in their
embodied performances of diplomacy. While existing scholarship is fruitful, the diplomatic staging
of sexuality, family life, and marital status remain comparatively unexplored. One notable
exception is David K. Johnson’s (2004) historical study of the “Lavender Scare”, which illustrates
the impact of perceived sexual orientation on diplomatic careers. However, how sexuality is
enacted and navigated during international postings remains a largely unaddressed dimension in
diplomatic studies (Kostadinova, 2022, p. 469), underscoring a significant gap for future research.

This is one of the major gaps this thesis seeks to address.

2.2 A History of Diplomacy and Homosexuality

While the first strand of literature emphasizes the performative dimensions of diplomacy, a parallel
body of work explores the entrenched heteronormative foundations of diplomatic practice.
Scholars in this tradition highlight that traditional diplomatic practice has long centered on the
heterosexual male diplomat and his female spouse (Aggestam & Towns, 2019, p. 14; Beckwith,
1991, p. 290; Conley Tyler, 2016, p. 696; Stephenson, 2020, p. 429; Wood, 2005, pp. 142—-144),
systematically marginalizing and excluding women and LGBTIQ+ individuals. Despite the
significance of these historical insights, there remains a need to understand how LGBTIQ+
identities are staged in contemporary diplomatic postings, where gay ambassadors and same-sex

spouses are now recognized. This section reviews key contributions of this scholarship,



highlighting historical and ongoing challenges as well as emerging opportunities for LGBTIQ+

representation in diplomacy.

Aggestam and Towns (2019, p. 9), Conley Tyler (2016, p. 696), and Stephenson (2020, p. 434) all
emphasize that diplomacy has historically been not only a male-dominated but also a
heteronormative domain, reflecting heteromasculine norms and reinforcing gendered power
structures within international relations. Building on this, Aggestam and Towns (2019, pp. 17, 19)
note that formal and informal restrictions structurally excluded and prevented women from
entering diplomatic roles, fostering homosocial environments with deeply ingrained masculine
norms and practices. Crucially, this exclusion was intimately tied to the creation of diplomacy as
a heteronormative institution — one that rests on a male official and a female spouse. For instance,
senior male diplomats might mentor and support junior men, creating informal "boys’ clubs" that

disadvantage women (Aggestam & Towns, 2019, p. 21).

Although Acker’s (2012, pp. 218-219) research does not focus on diplomacy, she shows how a
fully-dedicated “ideal worker” model — traditionally based on men with wives managing
household responsibilities — intersects with other inequalities (race, class, sexuality, etc.). Such
assumptions position women with caregiving duties as less committed, perpetuating occupational
segregation. In diplomacy, this dynamic meant that women were largely restricted to unpaid,
supportive spousal roles — a phenomenon well documented by scholarship (e.g., Aggestam &
Towns, 2019, p. 14; Beckwith, 1991, p. 290; Conley Tyler, 2016, p. 696; Stephenson, 2020, p. 429;
Wood, 2005, pp. 142—144). Notably, Aggestam and Towns (2019, p. 14) and Wood (2005, pp. 142—
144) underscore the informal yet indispensable role of the “diplomatic wife”, who contributed
significantly to a mission’s success by hosting receptions, networking, and acting as an informal
advisor. This male-diplomat/female-spouse structure not only excluded women from diplomatic
office but also entrenched a heteronormative framework in which the “ideal” household
arrangement and the “ideal” diplomats were implicitly heterosexual — further marginalizing any

diplomats or spouses who did not conform to this norm.

Turning to contemporary developments, Stephenson (2020, p. 434) examines queer women’s
experiences as diplomatic officials, emphasizing that traditional heteronormative diplomatic
structures presume the involvement of a female spouse as part of the "diplomatic package”. While

the male-diplomat/female-spouse model poses unique challenges for same-sex couples, she also



finds that female diplomats with female partners sometimes manage diplomatic demands more
effectively than their heterosexual counterparts, in part because their spouses (themselves women)
often assume unpaid domestic labor or primary caregiving (Stephenson, 2020, p. 440). Although
queer women continue to encounter discrimination and other barriers in these settings, in this
sense, female-diplomat/female-spouse households at times replicate certain “traditional” spousal-
support dynamics, even as they challenge heteronormative assumptions (Stephenson, 2020, pp.
434, 440). Notably, this arrangement differs from both a male diplomat with a husband, where
societal expectations of spousal support may be less defined, and a female diplomat with a
husband, who might be less inclined, or socially pressured (Balsam & Mohr, 2007, p. 316), to take
on domestic responsibilities. While Stephenson’s (2020) research extends our understanding of
how non-heteronormative identities disrupt conventional diplomatic roles, it leaves open questions

about how they navigate or perform sexuality in these spaces.

Taken together, the heteronormative male-only nature of diplomatic office, the critical role of
“diplomatic wives”, and the disruptive presence of same-sex diplomatic spouses expose a deeply
heteronormative and heterosexist model of diplomacy (Aggestam & Towns, 2019, p. 14;
Stephenson, 2020, pp. 428, 434; Wood, 2005, pp. 142-144). In such an environment,
heterosexuality and gendered expectations are not only social conventions but institutionalized
requirements (Stephenson, 2020, p. 429). As Stephenson (2020, pp. 429, 436) and Chua (2016, p.
87) argue, this structural exclusion has historically marginalized LGBTIQ+ individuals in

diplomatic roles.

During the Cold War, gay diplomats were labeled security threats because national governments
feared they could be blackmailed over their sexual orientation or that they were loyal to a
transnational queer community rather than the state, making their national allegiance questionable
(Chua, 2016, p. 87, Johnson, 2004, pp. 114—115; Stephenson, 2020, p. 429). Although precise data
on the number of openly LGBTIQ+ ambassadors worldwide are lacking (Aggestam & Towns,
2019, p. 19), many countries still show minimal LGBTIQ+ representation in diplomatic leadership
(Chua, 2016, p. 88). Moreover, as Stephenson (2020, p. 429) observes in the early case of two
Australian gay diplomats, LGBTIQ+ officers risk “career suicide” by taking less prestigious roles

due to their open queer identities, revealing ongoing structural barriers.
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Building on these Cold War anxieties, the so-called “Lavender Scare” led to the purge of thousands
of U.S. federal government employees suspected of homosexuality (Johnson, 2004, pp. 1-2, 13—
14). David K. Johnson’s (2004) work of the same title examines this period and remains a rare
scholarly contribution on LGBTIQ+ diplomats (Aggestam & Towns, 2019, p. 16). At the height of
these Cold War purges, the State Department reportedly fired an average of one homosexual
employee per day, surpassing dismissals for suspected communists (Johnson, 2004, p. 2). By the
1960s, it had dismissed approximately 1,000 suspected homosexuals — 20% of the total across the
federal government — despite no documented cases of blackmail leading to compromised state
secrets (Johnson, 2004, pp. 9, 166). As Dean (2012, p. 766) argues, homosexuality thus became a
political scapegoat, with purges designed to uphold dominant norms of heteronormative

masculinity.

As Stephenson (2020, pp. 429-430) argues, most historical narratives on LGBTIQ+ individuals in
diplomacy focus on gay men, with limited attention to queer women. Johnson (2004, p. 12) offers
a partial explanation, noting that although women also faced investigations, men were targeted
more aggressively — of the initial 91 State Department dismissals in 1950, only two involved
women — largely because men occupied higher-level and appointed diplomatic roles (Johnson,
2004, p. 12). Ultimately, this hostile climate has probably discouraged LGBTIQ+ individuals from
diplomatic careers while also shaping the historical context in which openly gay ambassadors

would later emerge.

Aggestam and Towns (2019, pp. 16, 19) argue that histories of sexuality in diplomacy remain
underdeveloped, with limited study of LGBTIQ+ diplomats. They, alongside Stephenson (2020,
p. 436), note that some serve in states openly hostile to LGBTIQ+ rights, raising concerns about
personal safety, career progression, and effective representation. Although Stephenson (2020, p.
433) investigates queer women’s experiences, her analysis focuses more on whether, when, where,
and to whom these diplomats disclose their sexuality rather than how openly gay diplomats stage

sexuality.

The scholarship reviewed above illustrates how the traditionally heteronormative and male-
dominated structure of diplomacy has evolved yet continues to constrain LGBTIQ+ diplomats.
Historical accounts of institutional practices, like the Lavender Scare that has had a long-lasting

impact on the diplomatic field, and ongoing challenges faced by queer diplomats underscore that
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prejudice and homophobia remain embedded within international relations. While recent
scholarship documents the rise of openly gay ambassadors and queer identities in diplomacy, it
does not engage with ways in which these identities are staged — both visually and performatively

— within the constraints of traditional diplomatic practices.

2.3 Contributions to Existing Scholarship

The literature reviewed indicates that while significant progress has been made in exploring the
performative aspects of diplomacy — especially through examinations of gender and class — and in
documenting the historical marginalization of non-heteronormative identities, the diplomatic
displays of sexuality by openly gay ambassadors remain overlooked. This thesis, in response to
calls for comparative research (Aggestam & Towns, 2019, p. 19), contributes to existing
scholarship by documenting how openly gay male ambassadors act and respond in different
diplomatic environments — observing their conduct in settings that are either welcoming or hostile.
By providing a descriptive, empirically grounded analysis of their practices, the study expands our
understanding of diplomatic practice and highlights the ways in which sexuality is performed on
the international stage. This contribution is important as it challenges conventional and
oversimplified views of diplomatic representation and underscores the need to consider a broader

spectrum of performances in international relations.
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3. Performing Diplomacy: A Goffman-Inspired Approach

This thesis relies on a performative theoretical approach to diplomacy. A performative approach
to social life, first articulated by Erving Goffman (1956), compares everyday interactions to a
theatrical production. Building on this analogy, scholars across fields — from Judith Butler’s
performative gender theory to diplomatic practice theorists — have emphasized how people

“perform” roles much like actors on a stage before an audience.

This chapter discusses the dramaturgical performative approach and develops an analytical
framework for examining how sexuality is staged in diplomacy. Drawing on Goffman’s (1956)
theatrical model, I introduce core concepts such as performance, script, actors, front, and front
stage. [ then show how practice theory extends these ideas by emphasizing the practical, embodied,
and reflexive dimensions of diplomacy. A key premise of this thesis is that staging sexuality can
serve both the state’s diplomatic objectives and the ambassador’s personal expression. However, [
focus on the how of these performances, rather than uncovering underlying motivations. I therefore
do not draw a theoretical distinction between personal and official displays. Moreover, given that
virtually everything an ambassador does while in office is part of their official role, such

performances are best understood as inherently official.

In the next section, I outline how openly gay ambassadors use physical settings, personal
appearances, and personal manners to perform sexuality on the diplomatic stage. These categories,
drawn from Goffman’s concept of the front, serve as the foundation of my analytical framework
and is discussed in detail below. Following this, I reflect on the benefits of and decision to employ
Goffman’s framework to guide a primarily inductive, empirically grounded analysis. Finally, I
address the importance of host country environment that can range from being generally hostile to

homosexuality to being gay-friendly.

3.1 Goffman, Performativity, and Theater

Goffman’s (1956, preface) perspective on theatrical performance provides a foundational lens for
examining how individuals present themselves and their activities in everyday work situations. In
Goftfman’s (1956, pp. 17, 21, 155) theatrical model, social life unfolds and can be studied as if

individuals are actors performing on a stage (a particular social setting) before an audience. During
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the “presentation of self”, these actors follow and are constrained by cultural or institutional scripts
that guide the impressions they seek to manage (Goffman, 1956, pp. 2—3; Schimmelfennig, 2002,
pp. 417, 424). Goffman (1956, pp. 6667, 69—70) distinguishes between the front stage (“front
region”), where an actor’s public performance tends to align with social expectations, and the
backstage (“back region”), where the performer can “step out of character” and prepare for future

appearances.

While Goftman’s back-stage concept is valuable for understanding behind-the-scenes
preparations, in this thesis I focus on front-stage behavior — public-facing actions like speeches,
attire, social media posts, and ceremonial events — since these are the diplomatic arenas in which
openly gay ambassadors visibly stage sexuality and therefore can be studied. Although Goffman
(1956, preface) acknowledges that this theatrical model has certain shortcomings — being less fluid
than actual social interactions — it remains crucial for understanding how people use social codes
and cultural scripts to know what expressions to use and how to convey information about

themselves to others (Goffman, 1956, pp. 160-161).

As noted above, Goffman’s approach has been widely used in diplomacy studies (e.g., Banks,
2019; Danielson & Hedling, 2022; Shimazu, 2014; Towns, 2024). In diplomacy, the script refers
to the established protocols, norms, and historical precedents that shape diplomatic interactions
(Danielson & Hedling, 2022, p. 250; Neumann, 2005, p. 72; Neumann, 2008, p. 671; Shimazu,
2014, pp. 225, 252). Actors (e.g., diplomats) bring these scripts to life by performing culturally
recognizable roles (Banks, 2019, p. 1165; Neumann, 2019, p. 27). Finally, the audience includes
peers, government officials, publics at home and abroad, and other international observers who
witness and judge these diplomatic performances, either reinforcing or undermining the intended

impression (Banks, 2019, p. 1167; Danielson & Hedling, 2022, p. 247).

Within the dramaturgical framework, Goffman (1956, pp. 8-9) identifies several concepts that are
key for this study. First, performance encompasses all activities undertaken by an actor during an
interaction with others. Second, social role refers to the set of duties and rights associated with a
status, maintained through consistent performance over time. Goffman (1956, p. 10) notes that
when a person performs a role by projecting certain attributes and competencies, they implicitly

ask their audience to believe in the character they present.
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Third, one of Goffman’s most influential ideas is the concept of the front (Goffman, 1956, p. 13),
which differs from the front stage. The front refers to the expressive resources deployed
consciously or unconsciously — to present a consistent role for an audience. According to Goffman
(1956, pp. 13—14), the front consists of the setting, the physical backdrop for a performance (for
example, décor, layout, and furniture), and personal front, comprising the performer’s attributes
(for example, clothing, posture, gestures, or speech). The personal front can be further divided into
appearance (visual elements indicating the performer’s social status) and manner (behavioral cues
signaling the style of interaction). Ideally, the components of the front are well-aligned so that
observers’ expectations are met. However, inconsistencies can occur, and such deviations may
enhance the interest of the performance, as they challenge standard expectation (Goffman, 1956,
pp. 15-16). This is particularly relevant to a thesis examining openly gay ambassadors, whose

presence may disrupt the traditional heterosexual male scripts within diplomatic circles.

Building on and extending Goffman’s dramaturgical approach, recent diplomacy scholarship has
also incorporated practice theory to capture the practical, embodied, and reflexive dimensions of
diplomacy. According to Pouliot and Cornut (2015, p. 298), diplomacy is simultaneously strategic
and performative, making it an ideal subject for practice-based analysis. Both diplomatic studies
and practice theory focus on human performance and share an interactionist perspective. Yet, while
diplomatic practices tend to be stable and self-reproducing, largely due to the customs and
precedents that shape diplomatic behavior, they remain open to reflexivity, whereby practitioners
consciously question and modify established scripts (Pouliot & Cornut, 2015, p. 306). This
perspective acknowledges that practitioners’ bodily actions — such as delivering speeches or
negotiating — are not merely scripted routines but are shaped by learned habits and individual
agency. In this sense, practice theory enriches Goffman’s dramaturgical model by highlighting how
repeated social practices are not only performative but also subject to ongoing adjustment as
diplomats develop new habits, reflect on their interactions, and refine their public presentations.
This reflexive element is especially relevant for openly gay ambassadors, who may have to

carefully balance sexuality with state interests in the constantly changing diplomatic context.

In this approach, then, international politics emerges from human actions rather than abstract
institutional scripts and forces (Cornut, 2017, p. 5). Scholars such as Banks (2019), Danielson and
Hedling (2022), Neumann (2019), and Shimazu (2014) stress the importance of symbolic staging
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and performative aspect of diplomacy. Viewing “diplomacy as theatre”, for example, offers a
useful lens to investigate how states create and reproduce symbolic meanings through performance
(Shimazu, 2014, p. 252). As Danielson and Hedling (2022, p. 246), Neumann (2019, pp. 458-459),
Shimazu (2014, pp. 231-232), and Constantinou et al. (2021, pp. 569-570) argue, publicly visual
diplomatic performances, in addition to the behind-the-scenes negotiations, are ritualized, often
staged acts that are not merely procedural steps but carefully choreographed and highly visible

moments.

3.2 Between Personal Expression and State Representation

As Hutson (2010, pp. 213-214) and Giuftre et al. (2008, p. 255) indicate, shifting social conditions
have given many LGBTIQ+ individuals greater freedom to express their sexuality. Accordingly,
several empirical and theoretical works discuss how homosexuality can be staged and performed
in the workplace (e.g., Balsam & Mohr, 2007, p. 315; Rumens & Broomfield, 2012, p. 293). For
ambassadors, however, the stakes can be even more pronounced than for other LGBTIQ+
employees, given the high-profile nature of diplomatic roles and the international audience
involved. Any expression of homosexuality — through dress, manner, or institutional symbols —
may be scrutinized more broadly, influencing public perception and reflecting on the sending

state’s foreign policy.

Situating these heightened stakes in context requires recognizing that ambassadors embody both
their sending state’s identity and government policy commitments, as well as their own personal
and professional selves. In fact, an increasing number of states (e.g., the United States, Brazil,
Sweden, the United Kingdom, and Spain) have integrated LGBTIQ+ rights into their foreign
policy agendas, presenting themselves as champions of equality on the international stage
(Nogueira, 2017, pp. 546, 552; Encarnacion, 2016, pp. 17-18; Rainer, 2021). In some cases, these
efforts reflect domestic social transformations; in others, they serve as deliberate strategies to

enhance a nation’s global standing.

Ambassadors’ staging of sexuality can thus be viewed as a dual performance that simultaneously
serves diplomatic objectives and may, but need not, reflect personal expression. Notably, the act
of staging is not in itself inherently indicative of the ambassador’s own sexuality; gay ambassadors

routinely have to stage heterosexuality, and even ambassadors who identify as straight may use
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gay symbols to advance their state’s identity and policy agenda (Cornut, 2017, p. 6). The meaning
of such performances varies depending on both the ambassador’s sexuality and the sending state’s
stance on LGBTIQ+ rights. For instance, a straight ambassador from a pro-LGBTIQ+ country
might attend a Pride event primarily to fulfill official directives, while an openly gay ambassador
doing the same could be perceived as not only implementing policy but also as personally
expressing sexuality. Therefore, the same acts take on different meanings depending on how the

public perceives the ambassador and the broader political environment.

For the purposes of this thesis, I do not differentiate between these potential motivations. My focus
lies on the how of these staged performances rather than the underlying reasons for doing so.
Identical performative elements can serve both as tools for promoting a state’s LGBTIQ+ foreign
policy and as personal expressions of sexuality, depending on the situation and the individual.
Regardless, as noted above, everything an ambassador does while in office is part of state
performance. By documenting and analyzing these everyday public diplomatic practices, this
thesis aims to expand our understanding of how sexuality is enacted on the international stage

without attributing specific personal or policy-driven motives.

3.3 Staging Sexuality in Diplomacy: An Analytical Framework

Following Goffman (1956), I treat diplomacy as if it were a play, where the script comprises
official protocols and cultural norms — often heteronormative — while the stage includes diplomatic
arenas such as ceremonies, meetings with government officials, civil society actors or the business
community, social media appearances and more. Actors (ambassadors) bring these scripts to life
before an audience (e.g. government officials, the business community, domestic and international
publics), shaping how each performance is executed and perceived. Goffman’s (1956, pp. 13—15)
notion of front refines this further: the setting and one’s personal front (appearance and manner)
combine to project an official persona. In this sense, staging highlights the selection of elements

of the front through which diplomats reinforce or resist established diplomatic conventions.

Expanding on Goffman’s model, diplomacy scholars emphasize the visual and ritualized elements
of international relations, calling it ‘diplomacy as theatre’ (Shimazu, 2014, p. 252). In such settings,
everything from dress codes to handshake rituals can function as symbolic props, signifying status

or intent (Constantinou et al., 2021, pp. 569-570; Shimazu, 2014, pp. 231-232).
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The contemporary “diplomatic stage” (Danielson & Hedling, 2022, p. 253) operates with
heteronormative diplomatic scripts, in which diplomats are expected to stage and perform
heterosexuality (Aggestam & Towns, 2019, p. 14; Stephenson, 2020, p. 429). Crucially, no
ambassador can thus avoid staging sexuality — indeed, doing nothing is itself a performance of

conformity to the heteronormative scripts and standards of diplomacy.

Drawing on Goffman’s notion of the front, I will look at how ambassadors use setting, appearance
and manner to stage sexuality. The setting might include the physical backdrops or virtual spaces
where ambassadors perform official duties (e.g., Constantinou et al., 2021, pp. 569-570; Danielson
& Hedling, 2022, pp. 253-254). For example, Rumens and Broomfield (2012, pp. 292-293) report
that in the police, some gay officers choose visible roles by participating in Pride parades (setting)
in uniform. Unlike Danielson and Hedling (2022, pp. 258-259), who include clothes and pins
under “props”, I follow Goffman’s (1956) concept of the front by considering props part of the
setting — objects that enhance the ambassador’s performance but are not part of the personal front.
Examples might include embassy décor featuring LGBTIQ+ imagery and symbols, queer flags or

banners displayed during events, or photographs of same-sex couples in official spaces.

In turn, appearance covers visual elements displayed on the body of diplomats themselves.
Appearance includes clothing choices, visible symbols, and other stylistic markers (e.g., rainbow-
themed accessories) that help stage homosexuality. Similar dynamics have been observed in other
professional contexts: Rumens and Broomfield (2012, pp. 292-293) find that some gay police
officers deliberately wear an LGBTIQ+ badge at the station to signal homosexuality, while
Einarsdottir et al. (2016, pp. 491, 495) note that symbols like a rainbow flag can serve as cues
through which colleagues “detect” homosexuality. These examples illustrate how symbolic

appearance functions as a performative tool across institutional settings, including diplomacy.

Finally, manner encompasses the ambassador’s behavior and communication — both verbal and
nonverbal. Examples might include speeches or social media posts referencing LGBTIQ+ causes,
tweets containing gay-themed emojis or hashtags, gestures that convey support or solidarity, and
inclusive language. For openly gay ambassadors such mannerisms offer a key terrain for staging
sexuality. For instance, in addition to explicitly referencing a same-sex partner in formal settings
(Balsam & Mohr, 2007, p. 315), the audience may interpret gender-nonconforming behavior as

staging homosexuality (Einarsdottir et al., 2016, pp. 491, 495). Einarsdéttir et al. (2016, pp. 496-
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497) find that gay men are often described as “effeminate”, “flamboyant”, or “loud”, using
distinctive body language, such as particular ways of walking or speaking. As Towns (2020. pp.
19-20) discusses, such associations are not new; as already noted in the previous chapter, U.S.
diplomats were targeted in purges during the so-called Lavender Scare, which linked
homosexuality with effeminacy, gossip, and unmanliness. Therefore, this dimension of

performance is particularly delicate.

3.4 From Typologies to Degrees: An Inductive Framework

Much of the existing scholarship on sexuality management at work focuses on whether individuals
choose to disclose their homosexuality. Many studies treat coming out (of the gay closet) as a
continuous, repeated, contextual process rather than a single, one-time act, largely because
interactions often presume heterosexuality, requiring individuals to come out repeatedly (e.g.,
Creed & Scully, 2011, p. 415; Einarsdoéttir et al., 2016, pp. 490-491; Shallenberger, 1994, p. 140;
Ward & Winstanley, 2005, pp. 451-452). Researchers have proposed nuanced strategies — such as

“counterfeiting”, “avoidance”, “acknowledging”, and “advocating” (Button, 2004, pp. 471-473)

— yet these models ultimately point to degrees or gradations of disclosure, rather than distinct

types.

Because this thesis focuses on openly gay ambassadors, the key question shifts from whether to
disclose to how homosexuality is staged in diplomatic contexts. Initially, I attempted to develop a
set of ideal types of openly gay ambassadors or ideal strategies for staging homosexuality (e.g.,
from conformist “heteronormative homosexual” diplomats to more flamboyant or disruptive
“queen” types). However, the existing literature does not define distinct, stable categories; instead,
it suggests a continuum of strategies shaped by institutional context, individual reflexivity, and

audience expectations, with no straightforward way to classify them.

For this reason, I do not impose a new typology but instead work more inductively, using
Goffman’s (1956) concepts of setting, appearance, and manner as an analytical framework. These
categories allow me to trace how sexuality is staged in diplomatic performances without
predetermining what kinds of staging should exist. While this inductive approach offers richer

detail and conceptual clarity, it also provides a structured framework for comparison to explore
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how staging varies across different environments — particularly between more and less LGBTIQ+-

friendly contexts.

3.5 Context Matters: Staging for Different Audiences

How ambassadors stage homosexuality depends not only on the sending state’s identity and foreign
policy or the ambassador’s personal preferences — it also depends on the audience for whom the
performance is intended. Countries and contexts can range from being generally hostile to
homosexuality to being gay-friendly, and ambassadors must consider these local conditions when
staging their performance. We can reasonably expect that staging varies according to context, but
how exactly this variation plays out remains an open empirical question. This thesis therefore aims

to explore such variation in more detail.

As the broader literature on performing sexuality in professional environments indicates, strategies
tend to shift based on the audience or setting (Creed & Scully, 2011, p. 411; Einarsdottir et al.,
2016, p. 491; Ward & Winstanley, 2005, p. 451). For instance, Clair et al. (2005, pp. 84, 86, 88)
and Rumens and Broomfield (2012, p. 285) emphasize that workplace climate and culture —
beyond individual differences or personal motives — play a decisive role. Rumens and Broomfield
(2012, pp. 285, 287) further note that a supportive environment fosters more positive coming-out
experiences, enabling a more open embracing of homosexuality. Nevertheless, even in generally
gay-friendly contexts, resistance or backlash can persist, pressuring individuals to conform more
closely to heterosexual norms. Applied to diplomacy, this suggests that openly gay ambassadors
posted to gay-unfriendly environments may seek to avoid perceptions of being “excessive” by
adhering more strictly to heteronormative diplomatic scripts — especially when compared to those

stationed in gay-friendly environments.

Table 1 below serves to summarize the theoretical discussion. It also provides illustrative examples
of how setting, appearance, and manner may function in practice. Taken together, these elements
offer a systematic lens for examining how homosexuality is staged by openly gay ambassadors in
diplomatic contexts. Having laid out the analytical framework and justified the shift from
typologies to a more inductive approach, the next step is to specify the empirical aim of this study
and present the research questions that guide it. With this theoretical foundation in place, the

subsequent chapter details the methodological approach employed in this thesis, including case
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selection, data collection strategies, and the analytical procedures that inform the empirical

investigation.

Table 1. Staging Sexuality: An Analytical Framework

Front
Personal Front
Setting
Appearance Manner

e Embassy décor featuring | @ Clothing choices using e Statements referencing

LGBTIQ+ symbols pride colors or motifs LGBTIQ+ causes
e Rainbow flags/banners e Accessories with e Gestures that convey
e Participating in Pride or LGBTIQ+ symbols support or solidarity

other LGBTIQ+ events e Inclusive language
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4. Specified Aim and Research Questions

This thesis explores how openly gay ambassadors stage sexuality across different environments,
drawing on Goffman’s dramaturgical framework and insights from practice theory. While prior
scholarship has addressed the performative nature of diplomacy in relation to gender and class, the
staging of sexuality remains largely overlooked. By analyzing diplomatic performances through
the categories of setting, appearance, and manner, this study seeks to inductively identify, describe,

and analyze the diverse ways in which sexuality is performed on the diplomatic stage.

To capture a broader range of staging practices, the thesis employs a comparative case study of
two openly gay U.S. ambassadors: one serving in a gay-unfriendly environment (David Pressman

in Hungary) and one in a gay-friendly environment (James Costos in Spain).

To fulfill this aim, the thesis is guided by the following research questions:

1. How is sexuality staged by openly gay ambassadors through setting?

2. How is sexuality staged by openly gay ambassadors through appearance?

3. How is sexuality staged by openly gay ambassadors through manner?

4. How does the staging of sexuality differ between a gay-unfriendly environment (Hungary)

and a gay-friendly environment (Spain)?

22



5. A Qualitative Comparative Case Study Approach

Building on the theoretical and analytical framework outlined in the previous chapters, this chapter
details the methodological approach used to investigate how sexuality is staged by openly gay
ambassadors in different diplomatic contexts. Given the exploratory nature of this study and the
limited prior research on this phenomenon, the qualitative approach is designed to generate deep,
context-rich insights that contribute to scholarship on diplomatic performances. Specifically, a
small-N comparative case study design was chosen to examine how openly gay U.S. ambassadors
stage sexuality in two carefully selected European environments: one gay-friendly (Spain) and one
gay-unfriendly (Hungary). The chapter outlines the criteria for case selection, the choice of data
sources, and the systematic procedures for data collection and analysis. It also includes a reflection
on reflexivity and my own positionality as a researcher, particularly in relation to interpreting
sexuality and performance in diplomatic contexts. Finally, the chapter addresses common

limitations of small-N case studies.

5.1 Research Design: A Comparative Case Study

Although scholars debate the precise definition and scope of case studies (e.g., Bartlett & Vavrus,
2017, p. 5; Blatter & Haverland, 2012, p. 18; Gerring, 2009, p. 94; Kaarbo & Beasley, 1999, p.
372; Vennesson, 2008, p. 225), there is broad agreement that they are well-suited for analyses
requiring in-depth examination of a small number of units (Blatter & Haverland, 2012, p. 29).
According to Gerring (2009, p. 94), a case is a spatially bounded phenomenon (a unit) observed at
a single point or over a period of time — here, each openly gay ambassador. Following Gerring
(2009, pp. 9697, 115), the case study method is best understood as “the intensive study of a single
unit or a small number of units (the cases)”. Since this study pursues rich contextual insight rather
than large-scale generalization — and given that openly gay ambassadors are relatively rare — case
studies are preferable (Gerring, 2009, p. 97). In this context, external validity is less of a priority
than achieving a deep understanding of specific staging processes, which underscores the strength

of case study research in terms of internal validity (Gerring, 2009, pp. 97, 101-102).

As Kaarbo and Beasley (1999, p. 372) note, a comparative case study involves “the systematic

comparison of two or more cases” using the case study method. While a single-case design could
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provide an in-depth look at one ambassador’s experience, comparing the performances of two
openly gay ambassadors in distinct environments — one gay-friendly and the other gay-unfriendly
— might allow me to identify different ways of staging. Additionally, this design follows what
Kaarbo and Beasley (1999, p. 374) term a theory-guided case study, in which the newly developed
analytical framework structures the investigation. The conceptual lens of “diplomacy as theater”
provides the theoretical foundation, while Goffman’s concepts of setting, appearance, and manner

guide the empirical investigation into how openly gay ambassadors stage sexuality.

5.2 Case Selection

As noted by Kaarbo and Beasley (1999, pp. 379-380) and George and Bennett (2005, p. 83), case
selection is among the most critical and challenging steps in comparative case study research.

Since random sampling is often not feasible, the selection process is strategic.

5.2.1 The Actors

In this thesis, I compare the performances of two openly gay U.S. ambassadors serving in different
environments. [ focus on ambassadors from the same sending state (the United States of America),
appointed under Democratic administrations, but posted to host countries that differ in their
sociopolitical and legal stance on LGBTIQ+ issues. Therefore, my case selection framework is
based on theoretical criteria (Kaarbo & Beasley, 1999, p. 374), allowing for variation in context

while maintaining consistency in institutional background.

The choice of U.S. ambassadors reflects three key considerations. First, there is a well-documented
track record of openly gay American envoys. Second, the United States has, by far, appointed the
highest number of openly gay ambassadors globally. Third, until the recent election of President
Donald Trump, the U.S. State Department had a publicly stated commitment to supporting
LGBTIQ+ personnel (U.S. Department of State, n.d.-b). This agency support from the sending
country can be crucial. As Stephenson (2020, pp. 439—440) notes, queer women diplomats who
enjoy robust backing from their deploying agencies are more likely to be respected and navigate

diplomatic environments successfully, even in challenging host environments.
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Focusing on ambassadors appointed under Democratic administrations helps maintain consistency
in the political context. U.S. presidents have considerable discretion in ambassadorial
appointments, and partisan differences can shape both the types of individuals selected and the
symbolic goals attached to their appointments. Since the Obama administration, which explicitly
committed to employing “all the tools of American diplomacy” to advocate for gay rights
internationally (Myers & Cooper, 2011), Democratic administrations have been more likely to
actively support LGBTIQ+ rights in foreign policy as part of a broader commitment to diversity
and inclusion (Encarnacién, 2016, pp. 17-18; Aggestam & Towns, 2019, p. 10). Therefore, by
narrowing the selection to ambassadors nominated by Democratic presidents, I ensure a shared

baseline of institutional support for LGBTIQ+ visibility.

In addition to the domestic political context, the global power status of the United States also plays
a crucial role in shaping how sexuality can be staged. This reflects broader dynamics in diplomacy,
where ambassadors are primarily treated as embodiments of the states they represent. As Towns
(2022, p. 355) notes, diplomatic status and power are not determined solely by individual skill but
by the structural power and international standing of the sending state, highlighting the deep-rooted
inequalities between diplomatic missions. As Lake (2013, pp. 110—111) points out, dominant states
such as the United States have historically exercised indirect control by leveraging economic and
political advantages in host countries. Accordingly, local elites — even in gay-unfriendly
environments — may prefer not to jeopardize their relationship with a powerful patron, reducing

direct risks for the ambassador regardless of their sexuality.

By selecting U.S. ambassadors, 1 therefore focus on cases where the “powerful state” factor is
maximized, making it less risky for them to be openly gay than for envoys representing smaller,
less influential states. This is a deliberate feature of the research design. Methodologically, these
cases function as critical cases (Shaheen et al., 2019, p. 33): they represent the most favorable
conditions under which openly gay ambassadors might stage sexuality. If staging is constrained
even under these favorable conditions, it is reasonable to infer that it is even more limited

elsewhere.

At the same time, this selection also introduces a limitation: if staging does take place, it cannot

be assumed that ambassadors from less powerful or less supportive states would do the same.
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These diplomats may face greater constraints, leading to more cautious or closeted performances.

U.S. ambassadors, therefore, cannot be taken as representative of all openly gay diplomats.

In sum, this case selection enhances the study’s internal validity by holding key variables constant,
but it limits external generalizability. The findings reflect what is possible under ideal conditions,

rather than what is typical for openly gay ambassadors worldwide.

5.2.2 The Diplomatic Stage

To maximize potential variation in staging practices, this thesis compares how U.S. ambassadors
perform sexuality in a gay-friendly versus a gay-unfriendly national environment. To maintain
institutional similarities, I selected two ambassadors posted within the European Union, differing
primarily in their host country’s stance on LGBTIQ+ rights: Spain (gay-friendly) and Hungary
(gay-unfriendly).
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Figure 1. ILGA-Europe Rainbow Map 2024. Source ILGA-Europe.
[Accessed March 15, 2025]

Relying on ILGA-Europe’s 2024 Rainbow Map (see Figure 1), I classify EU member states based
on how supportive or restrictive their legal and policy frameworks are for LGBTIQ+ individuals
(ILGA-Europe, 2024). ILGA-Europe, the European branch of the International Lesbian, Gay,

Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association, is an advocacy organization working to promote the
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rights of LGBTIQ+ people across Europe through legal and policy monitoring, lobbying, and
research. The Rainbow Map scores 49 European countries on a scale from 0% to 100%, where
lower scores indicate severe human rights violations and widespread discrimination, while higher
scores reflect strong legal protections and full equality. The index is based on an assessment of
national laws and policies that directly affect the lives and rights of LGBTIQ+ people, assessed

across seven thematic categories (ILGA-Europe, n.d.).

The 50% threshold serves as a meaningful dividing line for categorization and aligns with a clear
visual break on the map. This visual distinction captures a broader contrast in political and
institutional attitudes toward LGBTIQ+ rights across Europe. Based on these rankings, I classified
countries scoring below 50% as gay-unfriendly and those scoring 50% or above as gay-friendly. It
is noteworthy to highlight that, according to these criteria, all EU member states that were formerly

part of the Eastern Bloc classify as gay-unfriendly.

Since 1999, five openly gay U.S. ambassadors appointed by a Democratic administration have
served in the EU: James Hormel (Luxembourg, 1999-2001), James Costos (Spain, 2013-2017),
Rufus Gifford (Denmark, 2013-2017), Erik Ramanathan (Sweden, 2022-2025), and David
Pressman (Hungary, 2022-2025). To provide maximum contextual variation (George & Bennett,
2005, p. 82) among the countries that have hosted an openly gay U.S. ambassador, I selected Spain
—which held the highest 2024 ILGA-Europe score among these five (76.41%) and was also among
the most supportive during Costos’s tenure — and Hungary, which held the lowest score (32.53%).
Therefore, I examined cases that were sufficiently similar in terms of diplomat profile yet differed

sharply in terms of the host countries’ legal and policy approaches to LGBTIQ+ rights.

Notably, most openly gay U.S. ambassadors have been posted to countries on the Western side of
the former Iron Curtain, with Hungary standing out as the sole representative from the former
Eastern Bloc. This pattern aligns with Towns and Niklasson’s (2017, p. 530) finding that female
ambassadors are more likely to be posted to countries that have higher levels of gender equality —
suggesting that similar dynamics of representational caution may also influence the placement of

openly gay ambassadors.
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5.3 Choice of Data and Data Collection

This thesis does not involve interviews but instead draws on publicly available social media
content. While interviews might be more suitable for exploring personal motivations and how
individuals narrate and make sense of their performances, this study is primarily concerned with
how sexuality is staged in public-facing arenas. Examining actual performances — such as those
captured in social media posts by ambassadors and embassies — provides a more direct means of

analysis than asking participants to retrospectively reflect on those performances.

In line with the visual emphasis, this thesis draws on what Pauwels (2011, p. 6) calls “found
materials” — pre-existing visual materials not produced for research purposes but nonetheless rich
with analytical potential. These include everything from official press photos and ceremonial
videos to casual social media snapshots. Crucially, they are not treated as neutral records but as
curated performances embedded in institutional and cultural contexts. In this project, such
materials are not auxiliary data but central sources for analyzing how sexuality is staged —

especially in terms of setting and appearance, which are inherently visual.

Although embassy and State Department websites initially appeared to be promising sources for
official content, in practice, significant accessibility issues arose. When attempting to consult
archived versions of the U.S. Embassy in Hungary’s website during Ambassador Pressman’s
tenure, | repeatedly encountered access errors, which prevented me from viewing certain pages.
While I was able to access some sections — such as “Statements and Speeches” — 1 found that the
same content was consistently cross-posted to the embassy’s official Facebook page. This overlap
indicated that social media was not merely a secondary outlet but a central platform for
disseminating embassy communications. Therefore, I shifted my focus to social media platforms
— specifically Facebook, X (formerly Twitter), and YouTube — which not only provided more
accessible and comprehensive data but also served as key arenas for public-facing diplomatic
performance. As such, relying primarily on social media offers a reliable and representative lens
that does not compromise the integrity of the study; rather, it aligns with the growing centrality of

social media in contemporary diplomacy.

In fact, digital technologies have become integral to diplomatic practice, a shift captured by the

concept of “digital diplomacy” (Bjola & Manor, 2022, p. 473). Social media platforms now serve

28



as key tools for direct, global communication, bypassing traditional intermediaries (Duncombe,
2017, p. 561; Harris & Lin-Greenberg, 2024, p. 3). Scholars note that images and posts on these
platforms function as symbolic and performative acts that shape diplomatic practice and influence
public perceptions (Bjola & Manor, 2022, p. 473; Meller et al., 2024, p. 2). While X is widely
regarded as the central platform in diplomatic communication (Meller et al., 2024, p. 3;
Duncombe, 2019, p. 411; Jezierska, 2022, p. 91), Facebook is more commonly used in Central
Europe, such as Hungary, to reach broader audiences (Jezierska, 2022, p. 91). Therefore, I included
Facebook and YouTube alongside X, as highlighted by the literature, recognizing that the
prominence of each platform varied by national context. It is important to note, however, that while
social media offer accessible data, some ambassadors might be less visible or active due to security

concerns or institutional pressures (George & Bennett, 2005, pp. 22-25).

I began with the case of David Pressman in Hungary. First, I manually identified the official
Facebook page of the U.S. Embassy in Hungary. Using Facebook’s date filter, I set the timeframe
to match the duration of Pressman’s ambassadorship (2022-2025) and reviewed posts in reverse
chronological order. I also located the official X account of the U.S. Embassy, which I found to
contain nearly identical content. In addition, I identified two X accounts associated with David
Pressman: his official ambassadorial account and his personal account (the latter was rarely used
during his tenure). Importantly, the ambassador’s own accounts sometimes included content that
was not posted by the embassy. Since posts from official personal or ambassadorial accounts more
directly reflect the individual diplomat, I also reviewed these accounts to expand my dataset.
Finally, I checked the official U.S. Embassy YouTube channel for any additional or extended video

content, particularly those already shared in shortened versions on Facebook or X.

For consistency and comparability, I followed the same data collection procedure for the case of
James Costos in Spain. I began by identifying the official Facebook and X accounts of the U.S.
Embassy in Madrid and filtered posts to match the timeframe of his ambassadorship (2013-2017).
Unlike Pressman, Costos did not maintain a separate official ambassadorial X account. However,
he actively used his official personal account throughout his term. As discussed in Chapter 3,
virtually everything an ambassador does while in office is part of their official role. Accordingly,

I treated Costos’s public X presence as an extension of his diplomatic performance. This
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interpretation is supported by the ambassador’s own framing in his first post on the platform, where

he explicitly referenced his diplomatic role and “modern diplomacy” (Costos, 2014).

Table 2. Overview of Data

Ambassador David Pressman Ambassador James Costos
(2022-2025) (2013-2017)
e 43 posts with picture(s) e 25 posts with picture(s)
Embassy
e 13 posts with video e 2 posts with video
Facebook Account
e 1 post with audio e 6 posts with embedded item
Ambassador e 12 posts with picture(s) e 53 posts with picture(s)
X Account e [ text-based post e 17 text-based post
Embassy ] .
e 1 video e 2 videos
YouTube Channel
Total number of
e 71 items e 105 items

coded items

5.4 Data Analysis — Putting the Analytical Framework to Work

For data analysis, I adopted a systematic, theory-informed qualitative approach that combined
Bowen’s (2009) method of document analysis with Mayring’s (2019) qualitative content analysis.
As Bowen (2009, p. 27) explains, document analysis involves reviewing and evaluating both
printed and digital materials to extract meaning and contextual insights from specific cases. While
typically applied to textual sources, this method is also suitable for analyzing images in social
media posts, as these visual materials serve as symbolic documents that communicate diplomatic
messages. Following the recommended procedure, I began by skimming, reading, and interpreting
each source to gain a comprehensive overview before moving into more focused analysis (Bowen,

2009, p. 32).
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Guided by Mayring’s (2019, p. 3) approach to qualitative content analysis, I organized my analysis
around three predefined categories — setting, appearance, and manner — drawn from Goffman’s
concept of the front. These categories provided a focused lens for identifying relevant material,
including both visual and textual content. The interpretation within each category remained
inductive: rather than testing hypotheses or coding against a fixed set of variables, I allowed
patterns and meanings to emerge from the material itself, using the theoretical framework to guide

— but not constrain — the analysis.

This is especially important when working with visual data, such as photographs, videos, and
social media posts. As Pauwels (2011, p. 13) emphasizes, cameras alone cannot automatically
gather meaningful data — interpretation always depends on a well-defined theoretical framework.
A theory-driven approach avoids uncritical observation, helps prevent reliance on implicit or
unexplained assumptions, and provides direction and structure for how meaning is extracted from
visual materials (Pauwels, 2011, p.13). In this project, Goffman’s framework allowed me to focus

on elements of staging, anchoring my interpretations in a consistent analytical lens.

To ensure a consistent and systematic application of the analytical framework, I translated the
categories of setting, appearance, and manner into guiding analytical questions. These questions
were applied across all data sources to support a structured yet flexible examination of how
sexuality was staged in different diplomatic contexts. This approach follows Bacchi and Eveline’s
(2010, p. 116) suggestion that analytical categories should be treated as tools for fostering critical
reflection. By posing the same guiding questions to each case and data source, I aimed to maintain

analytical coherence while remaining attentive to variations in meaning and context.

To operationalize this framework, I consistently applied the following questions to each data

source:
1. Setting
o What type of physical or virtual space does the ambassador occupy?

o Is the setting linked to openly gay individuals, organizations, or Pride-related

events?
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o Does the setting include symbolic objects or décor featuring LGBTIQ+ imagery
(e.g., rainbow flags, Pride art)?

o Are there obvious opportunities for staging homosexuality that remain unused (e.g.,

omitting rainbow symbols during Pride month)?
2. Appearance

o How is the ambassador dressed, and do any clothing choices (e.g., a rainbow tie)

reference homosexuality?

o Are there visible markers (e.g., accessories with LGBTIQ+ symbols) that serve to

stage homosexuality?
o Are there obvious opportunities for staging homosexuality that remain unused?
3. Manner

o What verbal cues does the ambassador provide (e.g., inclusive language, references

to a same-sex partner)?

o What nonverbal actions or gestures does the ambassador provide that serve to stage

homosexuality?

When posing these questions, I examined each social media post individually, paying close
attention to images and videos, and carefully reading the accompanying text. While I reviewed all
posts within the selected timeframes, I did not analyze every piece of available content related to
each ambassador. The aim of this thesis is not to assess all ambassadorial activities but to explore
how homosexuality is specifically staged. Therefore, I manually recorded all posts related to the
ambassador and the analytical categories of setting, appearance, or manner in an Excel sheet,

noting item ID, source, date, URL, and time accessed.

These data were coded in two stages: first, using descriptive codes to identify elements of setting,
appearance, and manner related to the staging of sexuality; and second, to identify recurring
thematic patterns within each category. This was an iterative process, combining deductive insights
from the theoretical framework with inductive engagement with the material. The resulting themes

structured the interpretative analysis and enabled meaningful comparison between the two cases.
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Based on this coding process, I made interpretive judgments about the extent and consistency of
staging practices in each case, rather than measuring frequency in a numerical sense. This included
assessing whether certain forms of expression appeared more frequently or were more visible.
These assessments were not based on formal quantification, but on qualified comparative analysis
grounded in the coded data. In this way, I examined not only how sexuality was staged, but also
how much, how explicitly, and how consistently it was performed in each environment. The goal
was not to determine which ambassador was “more out”, but to explore how and to what extent
sexuality was staged, depending on the constraints and opportunities present in gay-friendly and

gay-unfriendly environments.

All coded posts for Ambassadors David Pressman and James Costos are included in Appendices 1
and 2, respectively. These appendices list the item ID — used consistently throughout the analysis
to ensure transparency and traceability — and provide direct links to each post, allowing readers to
easily locate the content being analyzed. In selecting images and social media posts for inclusion
in the analysis, I prioritized those that best illustrated the staging practices identified through my
analytical framework. While not all selected examples are “typical”, they are analytically rich and

representative of the broader themes observed in the dataset.

5.4.1 Interpretation and Reflexivity

Although I use setting, appearance, and manner as a guiding framework, I recognize that these
categories cannot be reduced to fixed definitions or predetermined codes. I did not impose a strict
typology of how homosexuality is staged, as explained previously. Had I adopted a typological
approach, I might have coded specific behaviors, appearance, or statements as belonging to
predetermined “types”. Instead, I allowed the data to guide my interpretation of what constituted
“gay” staging in each context. As discussed in Chapter 3, certain acts — such as wearing rainbow
symbols — can be perceived differently when performed by an openly gay ambassador rather than

someone presumed to be straight.

This interpretive process necessarily involves reflexivity, a concept widely explored by scholars
(e.g., Fook, 1999; Breuer, 2003; Macbeth, 2001; Dodgson, 2019). As Fook (1999, p. 12) explains,
reflexivity involves recognizing how researchers’ perspectives, experiences, and contexts shape

both the research process and its outcomes, emphasizing the importance of considering the
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researcher’s full self (including personal history, values, and emotions). Acknowledging these
influences makes it possible to see how the researcher’s presence and interpretations affect data
analysis. Therefore, reflexive awareness deepens understanding and fosters more transparent,

ethically grounded research practices (Fook, 1999, p. 12).

Reflexivity is essential across all three analytical categories — setting, appearance, and manner —
because interpretations are never purely objective, especially when engaging with symbolic or
culturally coded material. My positionality as a gay researcher with lived experience in Hungary,
Spain, and the United States has significantly shaped my ability to recognize and interpret how
sexuality is staged. I grew up in Hungary, which gives me direct, personal familiarity with its
sociopolitical climate and everyday attitudes toward homosexuality. I am also fluent in Spanish
and lived in Spain, allowing me to access linguistic and cultural nuances that might be missed by
non-speakers or non-locals. Moreover, my long-standing engagement with U.S. media and
political culture have provided me with comparative insight into how homosexuality is expressed

and received across different societies.

These experiences position me to identify subtle “gay cues” and contextual markers that may not
be visible or legible to all researchers — such as particular gestures, references, or social dynamics
that carry meaning within specific national or cultural contexts. While this background enhances
my interpretive capacity, | remain aware that it may also introduce unconscious biases: I may read
too much into certain elements, miss others, or project patterns shaped by my own experiences.
By actively acknowledging this, I aimed to approach the data with both cultural sensitivity and

analytical caution, using my positionality as a resource rather than an unexamined influence.

To mitigate these risks, I repeatedly returned to the data, compared multiple sources, and
maintained transparency in my coding decisions to enhance the depth, clarity, and credibility of
the analysis while acknowledging its interpretive nature. I also remained open to revising
interpretations in light of alternative readings or new information. When developing my analysis,
I actively scrutinized my own interpretations — especially where meaning was ambiguous or
potentially contestable — and explicitly noted where alternative explanations might exist. In such
cases, | presented the rationale behind my preferred interpretation while remaining transparent

about its subjective dimensions.
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5.5 Limitations and Considerations

Despite its strengths, this study’s comparative small-N design involves several trade-offs and
limitations. As Gerring (2009, p. 93) notes, findings derived from a small number of cases can be
prone to researcher and selection bias, where favorable cases might be cherry-picked. In this study,
however, case selection is theory-driven, guided by the desire to hold certain contextual variables
constant (e.g., sending state, ambassador profile, political affiliation) while deliberately varying
the host country’s stance on LGBTIQ+ rights. This strategy enables meaningful within-case
comparison while maintaining institutional consistency. Nevertheless, I acknowledge that other
unaccounted-for factors — such as ambassador personality or embassy communication strategies —
may still influence how sexuality is staged. Consequently, the small-N design limits the
generalizability of these findings, which may apply only under the specific conditions of the cases
examined, rather than universally across diplomatic contexts (Blatter & Haverland, 2012, p. 30;

George & Bennett, 2005, p. 32).

Moreover, this study relies exclusively on publicly available materials, which offer advantages in
terms of transparency, accessibility, and non-reactivity (Bowen, 2009, p. 31). They remain stable
over time and allow for repeated close readings. However, since these documents were not
originally created for research purposes, they may lack details essential for fully addressing the
research questions. Data incompleteness — such as deleted posts or outdated online content — also
poses a risk, potentially limiting the ability to capture a complete record of an ambassador’s
staging. To mitigate this and increase credibility, I employ triangulation across different social

media platforms (Bowen, 2009, p. 28; Kaarbo & Beasley, 1999, p. 384).

Another challenge relates to coding and interpretation across all three analytical categories. As
Pauwels (2011, p. 6) notes, analyzing found visual materials requires both cultural familiarity and
the ability to interpret content and style. The study thus inherently involves subjective judgment,

and the risk of researcher bias cannot be fully eliminated.

A further consideration is that “gay-friendly” and “gay-unfriendly” are broad categories that
simplify complex sociopolitical realities on the ground. Ambassadors may encounter individual-
level hostilities within each country that these labels do not capture. The situation in the capital —

where the embassies are located — may be very different from the situation in other parts of the
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country. Although this categorization highlights stark contextual contrasts, it does not account for

the full complexity of each setting’s cultural and legal framework.

Finally, ethical considerations in this study are minimal. All data sources are publicly available,
and no direct contact with research participants occurred. All sources are cited according to
academic standards, and care is taken not to re-contextualize ambassadors’ words in misleading

ways.

Taken together, these limitations underscore the context-dependent, exploratory, and illustrative
nature of the findings and highlight the importance of reflexive analysis in qualitative research.
Although the insights gained here may not be statistically generalizable, they provide a rich, in-
depth, and context-sensitive understanding of how openly gay ambassadors stage sexuality in
diplomacy, offering an empirical and conceptual basis for future studies to build upon or refine.
The following chapter turns to the empirical findings and analyzes how sexuality is staged across

the two cases, examining the performative dimensions of setting, appearance, and manner.
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6. Analysis: Staging Homosexuality in Diplomacy

In this chapter, I analyze how sexuality is staged by openly gay U.S. ambassadors through the
dimensions of setting, appearance, and manner. Each case begins by introducing the diplomatic
context — the stage — into which the ambassador — the actor — steps. This includes a brief overview
of the host country’s environment and the ambassador’s personal and professional background,

framing the broader "theater" in which the performance unfolds.

The analysis is structured according to the analytical questions outlined in the previous chapter,
proceeding through the three interrelated dimensions of staging: first setting, then appearance, and
finally manner. I begin with the case of U.S. Ambassador David Pressman in Hungary (2022—
2025), followed by U.S. Ambassador James Costos in Spain (2013-2017). As the second case
unfolds, comparative insights will be introduced to highlight both similarities and contrasts across
the two contexts. Through this structure, the chapter aims to trace how sexuality is rendered visible,
negotiated, or withheld on the diplomatic stage — and how these performances respond to, resist,

or reproduce the constraints of their respective environments.

6.1 Ambassador Pressman on Hungary’s Gay-Unfriendly Stage

In Goffman’s dramaturgical terms, Hungary’s legislative framework and social climate form a
theater with a narrowly prescribed script — one in which all actors are expected to perform
heterosexuality. Although same-sex activity was decriminalized in 1961 and civil unions are
formally recognized, Hungary ranks among Europe’s least accepting countries for non-
heteronormative lifestyles (Takacs, 2018, p. 71, 75; Wilson, 2020, p. 13). Its socialist past,
combined with the cultural and legal expectations of EU membership, initially allowed for some
liberalization in the early 2000s. However, the growing strength of right-wing populism and a
conservative backlash has since reshaped this front stage (Primecz & Pelyhe, 2024, pp. 1816—
1817; Vida, 2019, p. 14).

Since 2010, under the Fidesz-KDNP coalition led by Viktor Orban, nationalist and
heteronormative family values have been prioritized. This has resulted in a constitutional
restriction on same-sex marriage and the deliberate omission of sexual orientation as a protected

category against discrimination. As a consequence, systemic violence, discrimination, and legal
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exclusion of LGBTIQ+ people have been enabled (Nuiiez-Mietz, 2019, p. 555; Primecz & Pelyhe,
2024, p. 1817; Vida, 2019, p. 14). In 2020, further constitutional amendments codified in the
definition of “family” the principle that “the mother is female, the father is male”, effectively
excluding single, unmarried, and same-sex couples from adoption rights (Primecz & Pelyhe, 2024,
pp. 1817-1818; Takacs et al., 2022, p. 42). These measures have escalated to conflating
homosexuality with pedophilia. This conflation led to the 2021 passage of Act LXXIX, which bans
any display of homosexuality in media accessible to minors and restricts sex education to state-

approved individuals only (Primecz & Pelyhe, 2024, p. 1818; Takdcs et al., 2022, p. 43).

This intensified climate grants Hungarian authorities extensive powers to censor LGBTIQ+
content, including mandatory shrink-wrapping of LGBTIQ+-friendly books (as if they were
pornography) and prohibiting their sale near schools and churches. Critiques of non-
heteronormative book contents extend beyond Fidesz: other far-right politicians have publicly

shredded books, accusing publishers of “promoting homosexuality” (Takécs et al., 2022, p. 39).

In this highly scripted and policed environment, deviation from heteronormative roles is not simply
discouraged — it might risk removal from the stage altogether. This is the gay-unfriendly theater

into which openly gay U.S. Ambassador David Pressman stepped.

His nomination as Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary to Hungary was announced by
U.S. President Joe Biden on May 13, 2022, and he was sworn in on August 8 of that same year.
He stepped onto Hungary’s front stage to begin his performance on September 14, 2022, at the age
of 45, when he presented his diplomatic credentials alongside his partner, Daniel Basila, and their
two children. This took place in a country where LGBTIQ+ content had recently been banned from
being shown to minors. As both a state representative and a visibly queer family unit, their presence

directly challenged the expectations of the Hungarian front stage (Higgins, 2023).

Ambassador David Pressman is a prominent civil and human rights lawyer with a strong
background in national and international security. He has served as U.S. Ambassador to the United
Nations, representing the U.S. on the Security Council, and as Assistant Secretary of Homeland
Security. In addition to his government roles, he had led several human rights organizations and
advocated for victims of terrorism, political prisoners, and individuals persecuted by authoritarian
regimes (Bayer, 2022; Macsari, 2024; The White House, 2022; U.S. Embassy in Budapest, n.d.).
With this background, he stepped into the role of an openly gay U.S. ambassador — taking the stage
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under the spotlight of a Hungarian theater defined by restrictive scripts and heightened surveillance
of LGBTIQ+ expressions. Ambassador Pressman concluded his term as U.S. Ambassador to

Hungary on January 13, 2025, and departed from Budapest on the same day (Barndczki, 2025).

6.1.1 Setting: Visibility and Discretion

Within Goffman’s dramaturgical framework, the setting refers to the physical and symbolic spaces
in which performances take place, including props — objects that enhance the performance but are
not part of the ambassador’s personal front. In Pressman’s case, such settings became sites of both

symbolic resistance and ambiguity.

Pressman’s entrance onto the Hungarian diplomatic stage was itself symbolically charged. On
September 14, 2022, he presented his credentials to President Katalin Novak while accompanied
by his husband and their two children. The accompanying photograph and caption — “My family
and I are looking forward to meeting President Novak” (70.HU.X.) — offered one of the most
intimate and overt depictions of his family unit. This gesture marked a clear challenge to Hungary’s
heteronormative family script. By publicly introducing a same-sex couple and their children in a
country whose constitution enshrines the traditional heterosexual family model (Primecz &
Pelyhe, 2024, p. 1818), Pressman broke with both the conventional diplomatic script — that of the
heterosexual male ambassador accompanied by a diplomatic wife — and the ideological framework
of the host country. The significance of this act is amplified by the fact that President Novak herself
had repeatedly emphasized the importance of traditional family values, both in her domestic
speeches and in international engagements. A former vice-president of Viktor Orban’s Fidesz party,
Novak has positioned herself as a vocal advocate for conservative social norms (e.g., Sandor-

palota, 2023; Magyarorszag Kormanya, n.d.).

Notably, this moment stands out as one of the few highly publicized instances where the
ambassador’s family appears together as a cohesive unit. In later appearances, Pressman often
references his family in speeches or posts, but visual representation tends to focus on the children
rather than the full family. This illustrates how family becomes part of the stage’s setting — a site
through which homosexuality is rendered visible yet always mediated within the unfriendly

Hungarian context.
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https://x.com/USAmbHungary/status/1570049347462496256

The first dimension of analysis focuses on the physical and virtual spaces Ambassador Pressman

occupies in his diplomatic performances.

Throughout his performance, Pressman relied on the U.S. Embassy Residence as a recurring
setting to stage alternative narratives of family and inclusion that departed from heteronormative
expectations. Events such as receptions for Budapest Pride, the Embassy Family Pride Picnic, and
meetings and dinners with openly queer public figures and allies transformed what would typically
be a hetero-neutral diplomatic space into temporary queer-affirming zones (e.g., 14.HU.FB.;

17.HU.FB.; 39.HU.FB.; 45.HU.FB.). During Pride-related events at the residence, LGBTIQ+

symbols appeared throughout the space. These elements aligned the physical backdrop with a
politics of visibility, reinforcing the ambassador’s commitment to inclusivity and challenging the

heteronormative constraints of the broader Hungarian context (e.g., 10.HU.FB.; 30.HU.FB.).

By participating in public events such as the “Family Is Family” Marriage Equality Conference
(5.HU.FB.), Pécs Pride (6.HU.FB.; 26.HU.FB.), and the Budapest Pride March (12.HU.FB.;

36.HU.FB.), Pressman embedded his diplomatic presence into Hungarian public life in ways that
were visible, physical, and political. In doing so, he departed from the conventional diplomatic
script that typically favors neutrality, mediation, and discretion (Adler-Nissen, 2015, p. 22). Digital
platforms, too, functioned as extended stages for diplomatic performance. For example, in a tweet
posted on X, Pressman publicly aligned with a coalition of embassies calling for the “eliminat[ion]
of laws and policies that discriminate against” LGBTIQ+ community in Hungary and elsewhere

(63.HU.X.).

While some of these settings queered official space, others subtly projected heteronormativity.
Pressman frequently appeared with his husband and two sons in seemingly “neutral” contexts —
trips, museum visits, synagogue ceremonies, and cultural events (19.HU.FB.; 40.HU.FB.;

55.HU.FB.; 59.HU.X.; 68.HU.X.). These appearances blurred the line between traditional family

representation and queer domesticity, challenging the exclusionary definition of family codified in

Hungary’s constitution (Takécs et al., 2022, p. 42).

Together, these examples underscore that settings are not confined to embassies or residences; they
also include the street, the stage, and the shared digital arena. Pressman’s presence in these external

and virtual settings reinforced the idea that diplomatic performances of sexuality do not occur in
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https://www.facebook.com/hungary.usembassy/posts/pfbid04kL3N8E4UW6UskbRUvVE5qhpU9CjSHkiKyV9bmucPC1FDYDwtTdpVUrtNZowtRnjl
https://www.facebook.com/hungary.usembassy/posts/pfbid05YyFxbvwX7N1aJ5WuqCCZMjBAwsvjbjaToAbmyBLeZwUCNNEiakZn1KfcydaqNkPl
https://www.facebook.com/hungary.usembassy/posts/pfbid024x89YVkrq1aSi92SN7tjnVRkpf6hMSQZXhgPTzPReDGCGJUqFY2EoPpSyRefjSJYl
https://www.facebook.com/hungary.usembassy/posts/pfbid03AV6Ad415JFbF9XZMtKXsPeuHk52cKuwXoBbVYHdnqWEjReoZRXtNPNM1bPzBhdKl
https://www.facebook.com/hungary.usembassy/posts/pfbid028im7cXpMuVjT7wHKphfgusqzxaeSjPuDQXg6PwyUh89LYxdTRk9L5CuwpQS8S8s2l
https://www.facebook.com/hungary.usembassy/posts/pfbid02ZKGJgFSjwneW9MURRVJK9iFLWaj8xiXGXipN1nrBjerVek8njnMkBcntodQganp7l
https://www.facebook.com/NorwegianEmbassyHungary/posts/pfbid02CpWcYBNrvcEtTXV31Y5WrMEzKjwrDf8HPQf3Q9M7pHDBCyA5ak6uXmsPnPVm2zNQl
https://www.facebook.com/hungary.usembassy/posts/pfbid02tLHVFvrJvHuwUnBsJxm3BLcGFjfuS17QXXKiXFk4GrpkFZRL28QPTmid12Y8mZNal
https://www.facebook.com/photo?fbid=709963921177357&set=pcb.709966911177058
https://www.facebook.com/hungary.usembassy/posts/pfbid02xuZqyQxA7yc6vSjH9CtD7Y5VXqLTJ3gb5hFkEsRwNUzG5yYfTTG2zwhxmpqLXj9gl
https://www.facebook.com/hungary.usembassy/videos/619460216642985
https://x.com/USAmbHungary/status/1679805238402744320
https://www.facebook.com/hungary.usembassy/posts/pfbid021tSQHXASXkMF5YEMSBagEm992DrAKF1G7CZC7FZaRdi1EQb8QMPG8S7HLiv7C9eel
https://www.facebook.com/hungary.usembassy/posts/pfbid0aRNTmozTZyu8tU3srEctSobyApSbpdDCFfdKRmJuEL3FYpBZggHy3LuzjPj9kXhl
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=487340326773052&set=a.256633459843741
https://x.com/USAmbHungary/status/1870827774924964157/photo/1
https://x.com/USAmbHungary/status/1591754897728348161

isolation but are embedded in — and shaped by —a web of public, institutional, and symbolic spaces,

each of which can be claimed and contested through performance.

Building on this spatial analysis, the second dimension of analysis turns to the relational and

symbolic content of these settings.

One notable example is Pressman’s hosting of what he described as “the largest LGBT family
gathering in Hungary’s history”, with nearly a thousand guests attending the Family Pride Picnic
at his residence (32.HU.FB.). More broadly, a recurring pattern in Pressman’s diplomatic staging
through setting is the visibility of openly gay Hungarian public figures in social media posts from
dinners and receptions held at the ambassador’s residence (e.g., 9.HU.FB.; 10.HU.FB;
14.HU.FB.; 16.HU.FB.; 30.HU.FB.; 34 HU.FB.; 39.HU.FB.; 45.HU.FB.). These appearances,

while often informal, carry symbolic significance. Guests include some of Hungary’s most
recognizable LGBTIQ+ figures, such as influencer and TV host Zsolt Osvath, TikTok creator
Whisper Ton, and stylist Mark Lakatos. Musicians Tibor Kocsis and Ibolya Oldh — both nationally
known from talent shows and who came out after rising to fame — also feature prominently. The
presence of openly gay politicians, Richard Barabas and Péter Ungar, is especially notable given
the overall scarcity of openly queer figures in Hungarian politics. Ungar is currently the only
openly gay member of parliament, while Barabas, though no longer politics, remains a visible
public figure. Prominent allies also appear, including TV presenter I1diké Kovalcsik (Lilu), who is
set to lead this year’s Budapest Pride — an event recently banned under new legislation (Molnar,
2025) — and the band Carson Coma, known for its queer fanbase and outspoken stance against

homophobia.

What makes these appearances analytically meaningful is the repetition and visibility of the same
public figures, many of whom appear not only at Pride-related events but also across a range of
embassy functions. Several of them are featured at dinners explicitly organized to celebrate

LGBTIQ+ individuals and their allies (e.g., 14.HU.FB.; 39.HU.FB.). While Pride events can be

hosted by any embassy, repeatedly inviting these figures and co-hosting private gatherings with
his husband suggests a more personal gesture — one that goes beyond standard diplomatic presence
and signals deeper engagement with the local LGBTIQ+ community. Although this is not an
exhaustive list, these individuals represent a core group of openly LGBTIQ+ figures widely

recognized by the Hungarian public — arguably, the publicly known gay figures in the country.
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Their visibility is especially significant in a national context where coming out carries considerable
personal and professional risks. In this light, their repeated inclusion into the setting by Pressman
can be read as a subtle yet meaningful affirmation of queer visibility and legitimacy within a

restrictive political and social environment.

This is, however, my interpretation; it is also possible to view these gatherings simply as instances
of cultural diplomacy or social networking, without necessarily attributing symbolic significance
to the guests’ sexual orientation or activist profile — especially given that many non-LGBTIQ+
individuals also regularly appear. One could further argue that the selection of guests may reflect
broader political alignments, such as support for democratic values or opposition to the Orban
government. While such interpretations are plausible, my analysis foregrounds the patterns of
queer visibility and the recurring inclusion of publicly out figures as meaningful within the

performative constraints of Hungary’s restrictive sociopolitical context.

Having examined the relational and symbolic significance of the people present in Pressman’s
diplomatic settings, the third dimension of analysis turns to the material and visual elements within

those spaces.

A particularly powerful prop used in one of the Pride-related residence events was a bench painted
in the colors of the rainbow flag, marked with the hashtag #FamilyPride2023 (33.HU.FB.). This
was not an arbitrary decorative choice. The bench directly referenced a widely publicized and
politically charged symbol from Hungarian public life: a bench in Budapest, originally painted in
rainbow colors by Amnesty International and inscribed with the message “Open-minded, free,
happy”. In July 2023, this bench became the focus of intense controversy — vandalized and
repainted multiple times by far-right groups who accused it of spreading "gay propaganda”
(Horvath Kévai, 2023). By incorporating it into the residence’s Pride décor, Pressman transformed

this everyday object into a culturally resonant, loaded diplomatic prop.

Another noteworthy aspect of the residence’s setting involves the curation and visibility of books.
Although not explicitly highlighted in captions or speeches, certain visual details captured in event
photographs carry subtle symbolic significance. In images from diplomatic receptions held at the
residence (e.g., 16.HU.FB.), books connected to LGBTIQ+ history and cultural memory are

visible.
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One example is Hide/Seek: Difference and Desire in American Portraiture, a catalog
accompanying the first major museum exhibition in the United States to explore the role and
fluidity of sexuality and gender in modern American art, highlighting the contributions of
LGBTIQ+ artists (National Portrait Gallery, n.d.; Brooklyn Museum, n.d.). Another visible item is
Heroes: A Tribute, a book by Doug Meyer commemorating 49 influential cultural figures — such
as Freddie Mercury — who died during the early years of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, a topic closely
linked to the historical development of LGBTIQ+ advocacy (Ramirez-Valles et al, 2014, p.18;
Simon & Schuster, n.d.).

These volumes may not be immediately recognizable to all members of the audience. Many of the
artists and figures they highlight are not widely known — even within LGBTIQ+ circles, especially
outside specific national contexts. Their presence, therefore, cannot be assumed to be universally
legible. While it remains unclear whether these books were placed intentionally as part of a
symbolic performance or simply reflect the ambassador’s personal collection, their positioning in

public-facing spaces makes them open to interpretation.

From an analytical perspective, these visual elements introduce non-heteronormative references
into an environment traditionally defined by elite, heterosexual, and masculine norms. Regardless
of intent, what matters here is how such elements function within the broader staging of diplomacy.
This interpretation is necessarily subjective, and I acknowledge the possibility of alternative
readings. However, given the cultural and political scripts structuring Hungary’s diplomatic
theater, the visibility of these books gains added significance in how homosexuality is staged in a
constrained and gay-unfriendly environment. Even in the ambassador’s physical absence, the

residence continues to speak — offering a quiet yet persistent counter-narrative to dominant norms.

Having considered how material and visual elements in Pressman’s diplomatic settings contribute

to the staging of homosexuality, the final dimension of analysis turns to symbolic absence.

This refers to the absence of certain expected symbols in Pressman’s performances, which can
itself be revealing. While the residence hosted numerous Pride-related events, a noticeable contrast
emerged in the design of formal staging areas such as press podiums and other focal points of
official speeches. These spaces typically featured only institutional symbols, such as the American

flag and the embassy logo, with no visible Pride-specific design. For example, during the Embassy
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Family Pride Picnic, Pressman delivered his address against a neutral, diplomatically branded

backdrop devoid of Pride-related visual cues (11.HU.FB.).

This pattern suggests restraint, particularly in media-facing settings. In a country where LGBTIQ+
content is legally restricted and often framed as a threat to minors (Takécs et al., 2022, p. 43), such
absences allow for ambiguity. Stripping the official stage of overt queer symbols reduces the
likelihood of political backlash, while still allowing solidarity to emerge through contextual cues
in the surrounding space. For instance, on other pictures of the same event, rainbow flags, balloons,
and LGBTIQ+-themed décor were visible at the residence; guests included well-known openly

gay Hungarian influencers, politicians, and singers (9.HU.FB.; 10.HU.FB.).

This contrast exemplifies what I refer to as symbolic absence: while the broader event space
featured visible LGBTIQ+ references, the official podium was stripped of them. In Hungary’s
censorious context, I interpret this selective absence as meaningful — not merely a lack, but part of
how diplomacy is staged through both presence and omission within the setting. At the same time,
Iacknowledge that this reading is interpretive; the absence may equally reflect standard diplomatic
protocol rather than a response to the political environment. Nevertheless, its effects remain legible

within the performative constraints of Hungary’s gay-unfriendly theater.

In sum, Pressman’s performative use of the setting illustrates a sophisticated calibration between
visibility and discretion. His navigation of Hungary’s hostile legislative environment reveals how
staging sexuality in diplomacy is not only about explicit affirmation but also about creating and

occupying spaces where alternative, non-heteronormative performances can quietly unfold.

6.1.2 Appearance: Subtle Cues and Visual Restraint

In Goffman’s dramaturgical terms, appearance encompasses clothing, accessories, and bodily
displays. As demonstrated in the section before, Ambassador Pressman stages homosexuality

through the setting in several ways. His appearance, by contrast, tends to reflect visual restraint.

The first dimension of analysis focuses on how the ambassador is dressed, and whether clothing
choices visually reference homosexuality. In Pressman’s case, no such references were identified.
Across both Pride-related and conventional events, he consistently appears in formal diplomatic

attire — typically a dark suit and tie — without any visible rainbow elements that would explicitly
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signal homosexuality. This standard presentation aligns with traditional expectations for
ambassadors and suggests an adherence to the norms of diplomatic decorum, even when

participating in events that celebrate LGBTIQ+ visibility.

While his clothing remains diplomatically neutral, the second dimension of analysis turns to the
use of visible accessories or objects that may carry symbolic meaning. In a few key moments,
Pressman’s appearance incorporates LGBTIQ+-related symbols. At Pécs Pride, he is photographed
holding a rainbow-colored “Diplomats for Equality” placard (6.HU.FB.). While the placard itself
could be displayed by any ally, the fact that Pressman physically holds it as an openly gay
ambassador complicates its interpretation — blurring the line between institutional representation
and personal expression. In Goffmanian terms, the placard, when held, functions as part of his

appearance.

A similar instance occurs in a photo taken at his residence, where Pressman holds the children’s
book Vagdnybagoly és a harmadik A (“Rough-n-Tough Owl and Third Grade”) by Zs6fia Ban —
widely recognized in Hungary as the first children’s book to include explicitly LGBTIQ+ content
(30.HU.FB.; Takécs et al., 2022, p. 39). The story features, among other elements, a child with two
mothers, marking a clear departure from traditional gender and family norms. While the book itself
may not be widely read, it gained national attention after the bookstore selling it was fined for
displaying “content deviating from the norm” (Takécs et al., 2022, p. 39), sparking legal battles,
public protests, and political backlash — including a far-right MP publicly shredding the book —
making it one of the most symbolically charged cultural objects in Hungary’s debates over

LGBTIQ+ rights.

Although holding a book — even one as symbolically loaded as this — is less explicit than wearing
a rainbow pin or Pride-themed attire, such moments nonetheless stage homosexuality through
appearance. The act of visibly displaying an object on the ambassador’s body, associated with non-
heterosexual meaning, transforms it into a symbolic element of the personal front — especially in

a context where its visibility has become a political act.

Building on the previous analysis of symbolic markers, this final dimension turns to the omissions
in Pressman’s appearance. At events such as Budapest Pride and the Embassy Family Pride Picnic,
Ambassador Pressman consistently wears conventional diplomatic attire without any visible Pride-

coded elements (9.HU.FB.; 10.HU.FB.; 32.HU.FB.; 71.HU.YT.). This stands in contrast to other
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embassy staff and guests — often not openly gay — who visibly incorporate rainbow accessories

into their appearance.

Such absence can be interpreted as symbolic absence: while Pressman’s participation conveys
LGBTIQ+ solidarity through presence and context, his personal appearance remains visually
neutral. On Hungary’s tightly controlled front stage — where references to LGBTIQ+ topics are
heavily policed — this form of hetero-neutral appearance may serve to make his presence more
publicly acceptable. Without assuming intent, this visual minimalism can be interpreted as
functioning within a performance that responds to and is shaped by restrictive legal and cultural

scripts.

6.1.3 Manner: Critique and Resistance

In Goftman’s dramaturgical framework, manner refers to the behavior of the performer — both
verbal and nonverbal. Manner is where much of the ambivalence in the performance resides.
Pressman’s words, interactions, and public conduct oscillate between diplomatic restraint and
emotionally charged advocacy. While his appearance is generally restrained and his settings
carefully curated, manner becomes the site where political critique and resistance, personal

narrative, and empathetic outreach are most clearly enacted.

The first dimension of analysis focuses on verbal cues provided by Ambassador Pressman. One of
the most consistent patterns in his manner is frequent reference to his family. Mentions of “our

family”, “my twin boys”, and “our sons” appear frequently in speeches and public posts (e.g.,

21.HU.FB.; 48.HU.FB.; 58.HU.X.), suggesting that the repeated portrayal of a same-sex family

unit serves as a subtle yet powerful diplomatic tool. Phrases like “From my family to yours”,
“Hungarian families, American families, our human family”, or “in celebration of Hungary's

LGBT families” (e.g., 32.HU.FB.; 34. HU.FB.) subtly challenge the heteronormative family script

by affirming that Hungarian LGBTIQ+ families are still families — regardless of constitutional
definitions. Rather than direct confrontation, these framings work through normalization and
emotional resonance. At the same time, while his partner is sometimes mentioned or pictured, their
interactions are rarely intimate or affective. This reduction of personal couple visibility reflects a
cautious balance between openness and discretion; nonetheless, a few notable exceptions exist

(e.g., 50.HU.FB.; 69.HU.X.).
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Pressman also frequently delivers subtle but firm critiques of Hungary’s political environment,
addressing topics such as censorship and restrictions on LGBTIQ+ rights. These critiques are not
personally confrontational; instead, they are framed through storytelling, metaphor, or appeals to
universal human rights. For instance, his remark, “Whenever politicians anywhere seek to profit
by twisting love into hate [...] we must pay attention” (1.HU.FB.), functions as a general warning
that subtly reflects Hungary’s anti-LGBTIQ+ political discourse. Similarly, Pressman’s comments
—e.g., “We're seeing a set of political actors around the world who have found that they can profit
by turning us against each other” (24.HU.FB.) or “[...] let’s remember that books and ideas are
not meant to be controlled by politicians” (32.HU.FB.) — position his critique within a global

frame, while clearly resonating with Hungary’s context.

A recurring rhetorical motif in his speeches is the Hungarian phrase “Szabadsag és Szerelem”
(“Freedom and Love”), a reference to the title of a well-known 19th-century revolutionary poem

by Séndor Petéfi (e.g., 1. HU.FB.; 11.HU.FB.; 35.HU.FB.; 71.HU.YT.). By repeatedly invoking

this phrase — particularly in LGBTIQ+-related settings — Pressman draws on Hungary’s national
cultural heritage to reference same-sex love and personal freedom, engaging Hungarian audiences

in a culturally resonant yet subversive way.

Another frequent element in his public speech is emotional alignment with the struggles of
Hungary’s LGBTIQ+ community. At events like Pécs Pride or the Family Pride Picnic, Pressman
speaks of “brave Hungarians” and “ordinary heroes working to advance the human dignity of all

Hungarians and all Hungarian families” (7.HU.FB.; 12.HU.FB.) — often linking their local

activism to broader democratic values. Statements like “We raise our glass to celebrate you”
(11.HU.FB.) position him as an empathetic supporter — though always through careful, institutional
rhetoric, aligning with his role as both a diplomat and a former human rights lawyer (e.g.,

71.LHU.YT)).

Building on the analysis of verbal expression, the second dimension of analysis shifts to nonverbal
cues. While Pressman’s language often operates through emotional resonance and critique, his
physical gestures can be equally revealing. These embodied moments provide powerful insight

into how diplomacy communicates through performance.

A particularly notable instance of performative critique occurred during the Embassy Family Pride

Picnic, when Ambassador Pressman began his speech by slowly unwrapping his notes from a sheet
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of transparent plastic (32.HU.FB.; 33.HU.FB.). The gesture was brief, silent, and highly symbolic.

In a country where books with LGBTIQ+ content must legally be shrink-wrapped like adult
material and restricted from display near minors (Takacs et al., 2022, p. 39), this act visibly echoed
the constraints imposed by the law. Yet rather than conceal, Pressman’s action served to reveal —
suggesting that what he was about to say might be perceived as “dangerous” or “corrupting” under
Hungary’s legislative framework. Without any direct verbal critique, the gesture drew attention to

a legal and political environment that frames LGBTIQ+ content as harmful and inappropriate.

While the ambassador’s precise intention cannot be known, the timing — within a Pride-related
event and in light of this legal context — suggests a carefully staged moment of symbolic
expression. In my interpretation, this was not a spontaneous but a deliberate act of staging, using
non-verbal cues to comment on Hungary’s ongoing censorship. The gesture was met with
enthusiastic applause from the audience, indicating that the performance was clearly understood

and positively received by those present.

In this moment, Pressman neither needed to raise his voice nor name the law. The imagery alone
evoked the restrictions placed on families like his own and, more broadly, on those whose identities
and stories remain legally and socially marginalized. This reading is reinforced by statements in
his accompanying speech: “[...] right now in Hungary — as leaders call for new laws to ‘protect
children’; as books are wrapped in cellophane; as bookstores are fined for displaying books”, and,
“The cellophane on books in Budapest is not meant to hide them, but rather to highlight them — to
signal that what is depicted inside is aberrant [...]. That what is inside you is not right. That your

story should be segregated” (32.HU.FB.).

Like the rainbow-painted bench and the symbolic children’s book — integrated into the setting and
appearance respectively — this act resonated with Hungary’s broader political context and audience,
most notably with the LGBTIQ+ community. It signaled solidarity, while also subtly resisting the
dominant scripts of Hungary’s gay-unfriendly theater that often demands discretion or silence

around LGBTIQ+ issues on stage.

Pressman’s manner, much like his setting and appearance, reflects ambiguity. His performance is
carefully calibrated: emotionally resonant, rhetorically powerful, and yet never overtly personal.
He consistently emphasizes family, employs human rights-centered language, and uses

performative gestures — such as unwrapping plastic from his notes — to subtly contest Hungary’s
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hostile climate while avoiding direct provocation. This reserved yet expressive style aligns with
the broader diplomatic tradition of indirectness and ambiguity, which are central tools of the

profession (Black, 2001, p. 255).

6.2 Ambassador Costos on Spain’s Gay-Friendly Stage

As Calvo and Pichardo (2020, p. 3) highlight, various data sources underscore Spain’s status as a
“very LGBT-friendly society”. Therefore, in Goffman’s dramaturgical terms, Spain provides a
notably gay-friendly front stage for performing homosexuality. Although Francisco Franco’s
nationalist regime condemned homosexuality and promoted heterosexuality through Catholic
marriage as the pillar of national identity until his death in 1975, Spain has since undergone
significant constitutional and legal reforms supporting LGBTIQ+ rights (Martinez & Dodge, 2010,
p. 228-229).

These reforms culminated in the 2005 legislation that legalized same-sex marriage (making Spain
the third country in the world to do so) and granted full adoption rights to gay and lesbian couples,
positioning Spain as a global leader in gender and LGBTIQ+ equality. Despite some opposition,
the Constitutional Court upheld the law, signaling a broader societal shift toward modernity and

democracy after Franco’s dictatorship (Calvo & Trujillo, 2011, p. 562; Sénac, 2018, pp. 105-108).

Beyond formal legal changes, LGBTIQ+ visibility has grown significantly in urban centers,
supported by specialized publishers and bookstores that disseminate activists’ voices. Mainstream
media likewise features LGBTIQ+ characters and storylines on prime-time television, and openly
LGBTIQ+ politicians hold senior government positions. As a result, Spain has nearly achieved
legal and formal equality (Calvo & Pichardo, 2020, pp. 1, 3). Still, achieving substantive equality
remains a work in progress: stigma persists, a significant number of LGBTIQ+ individuals stay in
the closet at work, and homophobic violence is still a serious concern. In response, the Spanish
LGBTIQ+ movement stays inclusive and vigilant against potential conservative backlash, striving

to protect and extend the progress achieved (Calvo & Pichardo, 2020, pp. 1, 3-4).

In Goffman’s dramaturgical sense, Spain offers a largely gay-friendly theater where homosexuality

has been written into the national script of democracy and equality. Yet even in this friendly theater,
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not all members of the audience are equally accepting. This is the stage onto which openly gay

U.S. Ambassador James Costos stepped at the age of 50.

Appointed by President Barack Obama alongside five other openly gay ambassadors, Costos’s
performance begins as U.S. Ambassador to the Kingdom of Spain and the Principality of Andorra
when he presented his letter of credence on September 25, 2013. Prior to entering public service,
he built a career outside of politics, holding executive roles in the fashion, retail, and media —
including leadership positions at Hermeés and HBO. Although he graduated with a degree in
Political Science in 1985, Costos had not previously been active in politics. Instead, as a dedicated
advocate for cultural and humanitarian causes, he has served on the board of the Humane Society
of the United States and supported organizations like the Human Rights Campaign (Harbour, 2013;
UML, n.d.; U.S. Department of State, n.d.-a).

When he arrived in Madrid, Costos was accompanied by his partner since 2001, interior designer
Michael Smith. Both were prominent supporters of Barack Obama’s election campaign and are
well connected in Hollywood circles, with Smith, personally chosen by Michelle Obama to
redesign the Oval Office. Not married and with no children, they instead raised four dogs, as of
2017. During their time in Madrid, the couple became visible public figures, and invitations to
events at the ambassador’s residence became sought-after social highlights (Rico, 2014).
Therefore, rather than disrupting expectations, their presence aligned with Spain’s progressive self-

image.

Ambassador James Costos concluded his ambassadorship on January 18, 2017, just ahead of the
U.S. presidential transition. With Donald Trump assuming office, all politically appointed

ambassadors, including Costos, were expected to step down (de la Torriente, 2017).

6.2.1 Setting: Visibility and Affirmation

Whereas Ambassador Pressman’s performative use of setting was shaped by Hungary’s gay-
unfriendly theater, Ambassador James Costos operated within a markedly different environment.
Spain’s sociopolitical landscape, shaped by rapid legal reforms and growing societal acceptance

of LGBTIQ+ rights, provided a more gay-friendly theater for staging homosexuality. Within this
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welcoming context, Costos mobilized a wide variety of settings — from his residence to public

platforms and cultural institutions — to stage sexuality.

The first dimension of analysis focuses on the physical and virtual spaces Ambassador Costos

occupied in his diplomatic performances.

While the ambassadorial residence received attention, it did not dominate the staging to the same
extent as it did in Pressman’s case. Rather, it was one of several key spaces. The domestic space
often featured Costos’s partner, Michael Smith, and their dog — producing a visual narrative of a

non-traditional yet stable and loving household (e.g., 18.ES.FB.; 43.ES.X.). Their recurring

presence challenged the heteronormative script historically associated with ambassadorial life,
where the spouse is typically female and children are expected (Aggestam & Towns, 2019, p. 14;
Stephenson, 2020, pp. 428, 434). While Pressman’s family narrative often centered on his children
and was mediated through child-focused imagery, Costos embraced a “chosen family” model —
two men and their pet — offering a powerful subversion of traditional family staging. This
sexuality-nonconforming imagery conveyed everyday intimacy and normalized the presence of

homosexuality within elite diplomatic space.

Costos’s diplomatic performance extended across a wide range of external venues — ranging from
institutional events and business forums to cultural gatherings and Pride celebrations. Unlike
Pressman, whose visibility was often cautious and visually restrained, Costos staged sexuality
more openly and consistently. A key difference lies in the presence of his partner: while Pressman
typically appeared alone when speaking or visiting external sites, Michael Smith frequently
accompanied Costos, sharing the stage at a wide variety of events. Their joint visibility at July 4
celebrations, official diplomatic receptions (e.g., with President Barack Obama), cultural
programs, and public lectures served to normalize same-sex couplehood within the traditionally

heteronormative script of diplomatic life (e.g., 2.ES.FB.; 25.ES.FB.; 70.ES.X.; 91.ES.X.). In

Goffmanian terms, these recurring settings reinforced a coherent and consistent front: an openly

gay couple performing the role of the ambassadorial family.

Additionally, Costos appeared more active in the virtual sphere than Pressman, frequently using
social media — particularly X — to extend the reach of his diplomatic performances and further
normalize same-sex couplehood across various spheres of ambassadorial life. While this analysis

is not intended to quantify performance, the collected data suggest a notable difference in digital
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engagement: the dataset for Pressman includes 71 entries, most of which are photographs or
videos, whereas the Costos dataset contains 105 entries, including a higher number of text-based
posts on X without accompanying images (see Table 2). This pattern points to a broader and more
sustained use of virtual space by Costos. However, this difference may also reflect the nature of
their communication platforms — Costos primarily used his personal verified account in his role as
ambassador, rather than an official, state-managed embassy account, which may have allowed for

greater flexibility in tone and content.

Building on this spatial analysis, the second dimension of analysis turns to the relational and

symbolic content of these settings.

Like Pressman, Costos hosted several LGBTIQ+-related events and invited openly queer guests,
including Carla Antonelli, the first openly transgender woman elected to the Spanish Parliament

(e.g., 94.ES.X.; 100.ES.X.; Bianchi, 2024). However, whereas Pressman’s dinner events often

featured a wide array of public figures — making them a central component of his staging of
homosexuality within the setting — this dimension is less dominant in Costos’s case. While both
ambassadors engage visibly with members of the LGBTIQ+ community, their context differs in
meaningful ways. Costos’s encounters typically occur throughout the whole year in official or
structured contexts — including formal visits, institutional meetings, or cultural events. In contrast,
Ambassador Pressman’s interactions — at least in the materials analyzed — appear more embedded
in everyday life and also clustered around Pride events. For instance, during Budapest and Pécs
Pride, he is frequently photographed talking, walking, and laughing with a wide spectrum of queer

individuals, from activists to ordinary participants.

While Costos also engages with queer publics, his manner of interaction relies less on such
gatherings. This contrast may reflect both personal staging strategies and environmental
constraints: in Hungary’s gay-unfriendly theater with restrictive scripts, the residence becomes a
protected space for visibility, making it a central setting for Pressman’s performative encounters.
In Spain’s more gay-friendly theater, Costos has less need to concentrate LGBTIQ+ interaction
into one symbolic space — he can stage homosexuality more openly across multiple diplomatic
platforms. Notably, the very first image on his official X account is a group photo with three of the
other four openly gay U.S. ambassadors at the time — staging homosexuality from the outset as

both a point of pride and a marker of diplomatic visibility (102.ES.X.).
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Moreover, Costos frequently attended external platforms explicitly centered on LGBTIQ+ themes
(e.g., 69.ES.X.; 79.ES.X.; 83.ES.X.) and visited LGBTIQ+ organizations, associations, and

communities (e.g., 7.ES.FB.; 91.ES.X.), amplifying the visibility and normalization of

homosexuality within the traditional diplomatic script. Like Pressman, he delivered keynote
addresses, but unlike Pressman — whose speeches on LGBTIQ+ issues were largely confined to
Pride events — Costos spoke out regularly at business diversity forums, awarded scholarships to
young queer leaders, and participated in international LGBTIQ+ conventions (e.g., 9.ES.FB.;
19.ES.FB.; 99.ES.X.).

Interestingly, while Pressman publicly documented his participation in Pride marches in both
Budapest and Pécs, there are no comparable posts showing Costos marching in Pride parades. One
plausible explanation is that in Spain — where state institutions and political leaders already visibly
support Pride — documenting his physical presence at such marches may have seemed less
necessary or symbolically urgent. Additionally, Costos’s ambassadorship began in 2013, during a
period when social media was still emerging as a dominant tool of public diplomacy. His
participation may therefore have gone undocumented online or may have been communicated

through more traditional diplomatic channels, making it harder to trace retrospectively.

Instead, Costos may have chosen to express solidarity by transforming institutional spaces into
sites of homosexuality, shifting the performative focus from the streets to diplomacy itself. The
most symbolically potent example was an official Pride event hosted at the embassy, attended by
Prime Minister José Luis Rodriguez Zapatero, members of the Spanish LGBTIQ+ community, and
U.S. dignitaries (69.ES.X.). This moment is especially significant in contrast to Pressman’s case:
based on the data collected, there is no record of him being seen with Hungarian Prime Minister
Viktor Orban — let alone in Pride-related settings. This absence highlights the stark contrast
between the two national theaters in terms of political alignment and openness, and underscores
how Costos’s diplomatic performance on stage was enabled by a more supportive and affirming

Spanish environment.

The third dimension of analysis turns to the material and visual elements within these spaces.
Spain’s more gay-friendly theater also enabled overt staging of homosexuality through institutional
symbolism. While Pressman participated in and organized Pride events, the settings were typically

limited to informal Pride-related backdrops, participant attire, and select symbolic objects. In
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contrast, throughout his term, Costos’s diplomatic performance included not only Pride-related
events and official receptions but also featured rainbow flags prominently raised alongside the
U.S. flag on embassy grounds — an element not observed at Pressman’s residence (e.g., 20.ES.FB.;

69.ES.X.).

Unlike Pressman’s receptions, which employed more restrained visual cues — such as a neutral
backdrop for official speeches — Costos’s Pride celebrations unfolded without such constraints. For
instance, during the aforementioned embassy Pride event, the rainbow flag was not merely present
but central: it served as the backdrop to his speeches, asserting an unambiguous commitment to
LGBTIQ+ inclusion (69.ES.X.). The presence of rainbow décor, Pride banners, and a queer

audience transformed the embassy into a gay-affirming diplomatic stage

Furthermore, Costos’s residence in Madrid functioned not merely as a site of diplomatic
hospitality, but as a space of queer cultural visibility. As in Pressman’s case, visual cues within the
residence played a meaningful role in staging sexuality. However, Costos’s use of queer-themed
décor was more explicit and consistent. Prominently displayed were works by openly gay and
lesbian American artists such as Glenn Ligon, Julie Mehretu, and Catherine Opie (105.ES.YT.).
This aesthetic sensibility might be attributed to that fact his partner, Michael Smith, is an interior
designer, and Costos himself has a professional background in cultural causes — factors that likely

informed their choices and the visual storytelling within the ambassadorial home.

Ligon’s conceptual work (Double America), in particular, served as a recurring visual prop,
occupying a central position in the residence. It appears in multiple photographs — featuring Costos

and his partner (e.g., 17.ES.FB.; 67.ES.X.) as well as other openly gay individuals posing in front

of the artwork (e.g., 40.ES.X.; 41.ES.X.). While Double America does not depict explicitly

LGBTIQ+ content — it consists of two mirrored versions of the word “AMERICA” meant to
highlight national contradictions — its presence is symbolically significant. Ligon’s broader body
of work engages deeply with intersectional themes of race and sexuality, making its inclusion in
the residence align with narratives of LGBTIQ+ dignity, struggle, and expression (The
Guggenheim, n.d.).

The final dimension of analysis regards symbolic absence. However, in contrast to Pressman, the
dimension of symbolic absence is far less prominent in Costos’s case. There are no clear moments

where the omission of LGBTIQ+ symbols appears meaningful. This may reflect the broader
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openness of Spain’s sociopolitical context, but also Costos’s own security in expressing sexuality
publicly without fearing backlash. His staging of sexuality through setting rarely relied on
omission; instead, he often integrated LGBTIQ+ visibility into both informal and formal settings,

leaving few instances where one might expect queer symbols and find them absent.

6.2.2 Appearance: Formal Attire and Affirming Cues

While David Pressman’s appearance was characterized by visual restraint and neutrality — even
during Pride events — James Costos projected a similarly conventional diplomatic style, yet one

punctuated by occasional, and arguably more frequent, incorporations of gay-coded symbols.

The first dimension of analysis focuses on how the ambassador dressed, and whether his clothing
choices visually referenced homosexuality. In most documented appearances, Costos maintained
a neutral aesthetic: formal suits, classic ties, and no overt rainbow-themed attire. However, in
contrast to Pressman — whose visible LGBTIQ+ markers were limited exclusively to Pride-related
contexts — Costos more frequently integrated symbolically charged elements into his appearance,

even outside explicitly LGBTIQ+-related settings.

This brings us to the second dimension of analysis: the use of visible accessories or objects that

may carry symbolic meaning.

For instance, he is photographed holding Para acabar con Eddy Bellegueule (“The End of Eddy”),
a semi-autobiographical novel addressing homophobia and school bullying by openly gay French
author Edouard Louis (7.ES.FB.; Vicente, 2019). This took place not during a Pride event but when
meeting with Fundacion Eddy-G, a non-profit organization dedicated to providing support to
LGBTIQ+ youth (Fundacién Eddy-G., n.d.). This moment parallels Pressman’s staging of
sexuality through appearance, specifically when he held the book Vagdnybagoly és a harmadik A
during a Pride event at his residence. As previously discussed, such objects — when displayed on
the ambassador’s body — function as part of the performer’s appearance. The significance here lies
not only in the thematic content of the book, but in the fact that it appears in a non-Pride context.
This suggests that such visual cues were not limited to celebratory occasions, as in Pressman’s
case, but were integrated into the routine visual presentation of diplomacy — subtly extending the

staging of homosexuality into everyday diplomatic life.
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Two moments stand out as the only instances — across both ambassadors — where LGBTIQ+-
related accessories are clearly used. First, Costos wore a red ribbon — long associated with
HIV/AIDS awareness and its historical ties to LGBTIQ+ advocacy — during an event focused on
prevention and treatment (38.ES.X.; Ramirez-Valles et al., 2014, p. 18). Second, and perhaps most
symbolically direct, is the occasion where Costos wears a pin featuring both the U.S. and rainbow
flags, alongside five other openly gay U.S. ambassadors (74.ES.X.). While small in size, such an
accessory functions as a powerful performative tool. It marks a departure from the traditionally
hetero-neutral diplomatic script, where sexuality is often unmarked or rendered invisible. Unlike
Pressman, whose appearance was generally cautious and aligned with the constraints of both
diplomatic protocol and the host country’s dominant heteronormative script, Costos’s use of these
symbols reflects an unambiguous and affirmative expression of homosexuality within the
boundaries of formal diplomacy. These moments, though rare, highlight how his appearance resists
the neutral costume typically expected of state actors — offering instead a subtle revision of what

can be visibly performed on the diplomatic stage.

It is also noteworthy that Costos appears frequently alongside his partner, Michael Smith, whose
own appearance sometimes contrasts markedly with Costos’s formal presentation. Whereas Costos
consistently opts for classic suits in conservative cuts and colors, Smith’s attire often includes bold
color choices such as pink and red (e.g., 39.ES.X.). This contrast emphasizes a balancing act:

maintaining a diplomatic front while integrating homosexuality through relational visibility.

Building on the previous analysis of symbolic markers, the final dimension of analysis turns to the
question of symbolic absence. Unlike in Pressman’s case — where visibly LGBTIQ+ accessories
were notably absent even during Pride events, creating a visual contrast with rainbow-adorned
guests and staff — there are no comparable moments of omission in Costos’s documented
appearances. Although Costos typically dressed in traditional diplomatic attire, his visual
presentation never appeared discordant with the LGBTIQ+ visibility of those around him. In fact,
when he appeared alongside other openly gay diplomats, all of them wore rainbow flag pins
(74.ES.X.). These moments suggest that, even when employing conventional dress codes, Costos's
appearance aligned with the broader visual narrative of solidarity. Rather than withholding
symbolic markers in contexts where they were expected or widely used by others, he integrated

them when appropriate, avoiding the kind of symbolic absence observed in Pressman’s case. In
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Spain’s more gay-friendly theater, symbolic absence did not emerge as a meaningful element of

staging — perhaps because it was neither necessary nor expected.

6.2.3 Manner: Overt Advocacy and the Ambassadorial Gay Couple

Compared to Ambassador Pressman — whose manner is shaped by ambiguity and rhetorical
restraint — Ambassador James Costos enacts a more open, affective, and relational style of
performance. Operating within Spain’s gay-friendly theater, Costos draws on gestures, language,
and interactions that foreground homosexuality. His manner is characterized by visible couple
dynamics, expressions of pride, emotional resonance, and inclusive references. Costos embeds
homosexuality directly into the performance of diplomacy — treating it as both ordinary,

diplomatically legitimate, and integral to his public role.

The first dimension of analysis focuses on verbal cues provided by Ambassador Costos. His
manner is marked by a consistent and high level of LGBTIQ+ advocacy. For instance, he delivers
keynote speeches at conferences focused on diversity and the LGBTIQ+ community (e.g.,

82.ES.X.; 99.ES.X.) and regularly posts about marriage equality — a particularly salient theme, as

same-sex marriage was legalized in the U.S. during his ambassadorship (e.g., 68.ES.X.; 71.ES.X.).

Furthermore, he speaks out on anti-bullying efforts (e.g., 81.ES.X.; 103.ES.X.), workplace
inclusion for LGBTIQ+ individuals (e.g., 65.ES.X.), and he also authored an op-ed in EI Mundo
titled “LGBT Rights are Human Rights, Period!” (93.ES.X.).

While Ambassador Costos made several public speeches the available material reveals a different
pattern. The speeches themselves are not available in full on social media, making it difficult to
trace the content of his verbal advocacy. Instead, his LGBTIQ+-related communication appears
more text-based, with frequent posts on X that convey solidarity, but lack the longer-form verbal

expressions evident in Pressman’s case.

Another key difference is the absence of critique in Costos’s engagement with the host country. In
fact, the opposite is true: whereas Pressman both directly and indirectly criticizes Hungary for its
anti-LGBTIQ+ rhetoric and developments, Costos frames Spain as a role model. He makes claims

such as “Spain led the world with marriage equality” (34.ES.X.) and celebrates milestones like
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“Congrats to Chema & Jonathan! The world’s first gay police wedding happened in Spain”

(66.ES.X.), expressing appreciation and pride in Spain’s progressive stance.

In addition to formal advocacy, Costos’s manner includes a variety of cultural codes and visual
cues that signal homosexuality in the virtual space. These include phrases and hashtags such as
#LovelsLove, #LoveWins, “love is stronger than hate”, or “fabulous” (used in the context of Pride

weekend) (e.g., 8.ES.FB.; 46.ES.X.; 53.ES.X.; 68.ES.X.), as well as imagery of same-sex couples

before queer artwork (e.g., 40.ES.X.), and rainbow emojis (e.g., 45.ES.X.). These stylistic choices
function as layered communicative acts, creating space to stage homosexuality within the

conventions of diplomatic communication.

Such stylistic cues are notably absent from Pressman’s staging. When he references LGBTIQ+
issues, it is typically framed through the language of human rights, democracy, or rule of law — not
through popular cultural codes. Furthermore, Pressman’s engagement with LGBTIQ+ topics is
largely event-based and temporally bounded (e.g., Pride). By contrast, Costos regularly integrates
both subtle and direct references into his posts, using hashtags like #LGBT (e.g., 55.ES.X.;
74.ES.X.; 82.ES.X.). Although not intended as a quantitative comparison, a basic check using X’s

advanced search function further supports this interpretive contrast: during their respective
ambassadorships, Costos used terms such as Pride, LGBT, #Pride, #LGBT, or #LovelsLove in at
least 28 separate posts spread throughout the year, while Pressman appears to have used them only
once — during Pride Month. This suggests that Costos’s staging of sexuality through manner was

not only more frequent, but more fully integrated into his diplomatic performance.

Finally, while Pressman tends to avoid direct self-alignment with the LGBTIQ+ community, often
addressing queer audiences as “you”, Costos consistently employs a “we”-frame that subtly
positions him within the group. He writes statements such as “Our country is with us!” (46.ES.X.),
“our stories” (52.ES.X.), “as 1 of 5 #LGBT US Ambassadors appointed by Obama” (86.ES.X.),
directly affirming his membership in the community. He also offers personal encouragement like,
“I know the journey getting there is almost never easy, but I'm pretty confident YOU will find
YOUR way! [rainbow emoji] #National ComingOutDay” — a message that implicitly draws on his
own experience as a gay man (45.ES.X.). His repeated affirmations, often framed in terms of pride
(e.g., “I am proud to be one of the 5 gay ambassadors” — 98.ES.X.; “Very Proud! Such a huge
honor to speak tonight at @iebusiness #LGBT Work Place conference! #ieOut” — 82.ES.X.; “Proud
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to be mentioned w/these inspiring [openly gay] leaders” — 35.ES.X.), affirm his membership in the

LGBTIQ+ community and actively stage homosexuality through manner on the diplomatic stage.

Building on the analysis of verbal expression, the second dimension of analysis shifts to nonverbal
cues. Whereas Pressman maintains a more selective and cautious representation of his relationship,
Costos regularly appears with his partner, Michael Smith, on both formal and informal stages. The

two often pose and co-host events together (e.g., 2.ES.FB.; 6.ES.FB.; 25.ES.FB.; 49.ES.X.). Their

physical closeness — touching, embracing, or appearing with their shared pets — offers an embodied
expression of homosexual domesticity that is rarely seen in diplomatic performances and entirely

absent in Pressman’s case at this level of intimacy (e.g., 18.ES.FB.; 37.ES.X.; 39.ES.X.; 58. ES.X_;

61.ES.X.). By occupying the stage together, Costos and Smith normalize the ambassadorial gay
couple as a legitimate and celebrated diplomatic unit, thereby disrupting the presumed

heterosexuality that underpins most ambassadorial performances.

Moreover, actions such as adopting a dog together on Valentine’s Day or celebrating holidays
publicly with their pet as “a new member of their household” reinforce a chosen family narrative

(e.g., 31.ES.FB.; 43.ES.X.; 73.ES.X.). While Pressman works to normalize homosexual kinship

through institutional decorum and subtle cues, Costos embraces a more celebratory tone —
transforming his domestic life into an active and affective resource for diplomacy and staging

homosexuality.

One of the most symbolically powerful gestures is his raising of the rainbow flag alongside the
U.S. flag at the embassy — an act that not only places the symbol of queer rights on equal footing
with the national emblem but also visually integrates LGBTIQ+ inclusion into the diplomatic stage
(28.ES.FB.). Unlike Pressman, who — according to the data collected — never interacted with a
rainbow flag, Costos not only raised the flag during the ceremony but also physically engaged with
it, touching and adjusting it (29.ES.FB.). This goes beyond symbolic endorsement and reflects a

visible commitment to and alignment with the values the flag represents.

Costos’s manner, therefore, does not rely solely on speeches or ceremonial participation; it includes
direct, embodied engagement with symbols of queer inclusion. Compared to more coded
performances, such as in Pressman’s case, this approach makes clear that LGBTIQ+ issues are not

peripheral but an affirmed and visible routine part of his diplomatic performance in Spain’s gay-
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friendly theater. I interpret this act not in isolation, but as part of a broader performative pattern

that collectively reinforces a coherent staging of sexuality through manner.
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7. Conclusions

In this concluding chapter, | summarize the main findings of the thesis, discuss the implications
for the existing literature, and propose directions for future research. This thesis set out to examine
how openly gay ambassadors stage sexuality in diplomacy. Drawing on Goffman’s (1956)
dramaturgical framework and informed by insights from practice theory, I developed an inductive
analytical framework that allowed me to analyze diplomatic performances through three
interrelated dimensions: setting, appearance, and manner. Building on scholarship that emphasizes
how performances of sexuality shift depending on audience, institutional norms, and broader social
context, I compared the performances of two openly gay U.S. ambassadors — David Pressman in
Hungary (2022-2025), a generally gay-unfriendly environment, and James Costos in Spain (2013—
2017), a more gay-friendly environment. To explore how sexuality was staged in these contexts, |
analyzed the full content of the respective embassies’ and ambassadors’ official social media
platforms. The findings reveal distinct ways of staging homosexuality: although both men are
openly gay and represented the United States abroad, their performances diverged across the

categories of setting, appearance, and manner.

The first research question examined how sexuality is staged through the setting in diplomatic
performances. Both ambassadors mobilized physical and virtual spaces to stage homosexuality
and incorporated elements of queer art and symbolism into their diplomatic settings. Ambassador
Pressman’s staging was concentrated primarily within the semi-private space of the
ambassadorial residence, where rainbow-themed props, curated guest lists, and locally resonant
LGBTIQ+ symbols became vehicles of resistance, primarily during Pride-related events. In
formal spaces like press podiums, however, overt queer markers were absent. Ambassador
Costos, by contrast, engaged more openly with setting: his residence was not only adorned with
queer art but also functioned as a normalized site of gay domesticity, rainbow flags were raised
alongside the U.S. flag, and his partner appeared frequently, even at official state events. While
Pressman’s approach relied on ambiguity and symbolic discretion, Costos performed sexuality
more openly through repetition, consistency, and normalization. These findings show that setting
is not merely a backdrop but an active site where diplomacy and sexuality intersect — shaped by,

and responsive to, the constraints and possibilities of its sociopolitical context.
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The second research question examined how sexuality is staged through appearance in diplomatic
performances. Both ambassadors maintained a professional diplomatic aesthetic, with occasional
incorporation of objects or accessories carrying LGBTIQ+ associations. Pressman consistently
wore formal attire with no overt references to homosexuality. Only in two moments did subtle cues
emerge. Overall, his appearance reflects a form of visual restraint, in which staging was indirect
and highly contextual. Costos, by contrast, also followed traditional dress norms but more
frequently — and more overtly — incorporated symbolic accessories, such as a red HIV/AIDS
awareness ribbon and a U.S.-rainbow flag pin. These patterns highlight how even physically small
elements of appearance can contribute significantly to the staging of sexuality in diplomacy —
functioning as visual signifiers that both align with and expand the conventional scripts of the

diplomatic stage.

The third research question examined how sexuality is staged through manner in diplomatic
performances. The most notable contrasts emerged in this dimension. Pressman’s behavior, tone,
and language reflected caution. He criticized the Hungarian government’s anti-LGBTIQ+ stances
on several occasions, both directly and indirectly, and consistently framed his advocacy through
the language of human rights and culturally resonant references. He avoided first-person alignment
with the LGBTIQ+ community and used carefully curated family references — frequently
emphasizing his children while showing limited visible intimacy with his partner. This subtly
affirmed same-sex family forms in a context where the legal definition of family remains narrowly
heterosexual. Costos, by contrast, adopted a consistently expressive manner. He repeatedly used
affirming hashtags and inclusive “we” language, explicitly framing himself within the LGBTIQ+
community. He appeared frequently and intimately with his partner, together staging the
ambassadorial gay couple as a legitimate and celebrated diplomatic unit — thereby challenging the
presumed heterosexuality that typically underpins ambassadorial roles. His advocacy was
continuous, not event-bound, and extended beyond diplomacy into the cultural and business

spheres.

The fourth research question examined how the staging of sexuality differs between a gay-
unfriendly environment (Hungary) and a gay-friendly environment (Spain). As discussed in the
previous sections, this was explored across all three dimensions. While both ambassadors staged

homosexuality, their performances diverged in intensity, frequency, and tone — reflecting the
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importance of context. Ambassadors appeared to adapt their performances to different audiences
and perceived levels of risk. This aligns with existing scholarship on performing sexuality in
professional settings. Pressman’s ambiguity and symbolic subversion in Hungary — where anti-
LGBTIQ+ policies are institutionalized — and Costos’s open affirmation in Spain — where same-
sex marriage is legal and LGBTIQ+ rights are celebrated — can be interpreted as context-driven

adaptations rather than individual deviations.

Alternative explanations merit consideration. Personal backgrounds may have played a role:
Pressman’s experience in national security and human rights may have contributed to a more
cautious and message-conscious style, while Costos’s career in the creative industries may have
encouraged more expressive acts. Political timing is also relevant: Costos served under President
Obama during a period of expansive U.S. LGBTIQ+ diplomacy (Encarnaciéon, 2016), while
Pressman served under President Biden in a more polarized international context. Nonetheless,
Biden — Obama’s former vice president — has maintained a broadly pro-LGBTIQ+ agenda (Wax-
Thibodeaux, 2021). In light of this, the analysis suggests that while personal and institutional
factors likely played a role, the host country’s political climate appeared to shape what could be
safely — and meaningfully — performed. In this interpretation, context informed both the boundaries

of and the possibilities for staging sexuality on the diplomatic stage.

These findings also speak to the broader question of what it means to stage homosexuality within
the historically heteronormative institution of diplomacy. Diplomacy has long been shaped by
assumptions of heterosexual masculinity, where private life is expected to conform to traditional
norms, and same-sex relationships have been rendered invisible, marginalized, or stigmatized. The
fact that there are now openly gay ambassadors actively staging sexuality — whether subtly or
overtly — marks a significant shift. While this thesis focuses on U.S. ambassadors and does not
claim generalizability across all diplomatic contexts, it demonstrates that even representatives of
global powers with formal commitments to LGBTIQ+ rights in foreign policy adapt their
performances based on the host environment. If context shapes their performances, it is likely to
influence those of ambassadors from less powerful states with less institutional support even more
strongly. These findings complicate the assumption that diplomacy is uniformly heteronormative.
It remains so — but not exclusively. In some settings, the diplomatic stage is being contested and

reshaped by performances that challenge the heterosexual script and open space for new forms of
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representation. This thesis contributes to our understanding by showing how homosexuality is not
only present but actively performed in diplomacy, offering a new lens through which to examine
how even deeply heterosexist institutions can change — not only through formal policy but through

embodied, symbolic, and relational acts.

While this thesis has shown that openly gay male ambassadors now stage sexuality within a
historically heteronormative institution, diplomacy remains not only heteronormative but also
male-dominated. Strikingly, despite several openly gay male ambassadors being appointed by the
U.S. — and similar trends elsewhere — no openly lesbian ambassador has ever held a bilateral
posting (Luneau, 2022). This stark absence underscores the need for future research that
interrogates the intersection of sexuality and gender in diplomatic life. As Stephenson (2020, p.
440) notes, female diplomats with female partners may navigate diplomatic demands more
efficiently than heterosexual couples. Yet these women remain absent from top-level posts. What
does the dominance of openly gay men suggest about the gender of diplomacy? Do female bodies

pose a “problem” in ways that gay male ones — when professionally stylized — do not?

Future research should also examine the emotional labor required to stage homosexuality in
diplomacy. What are the personal, professional, and emotional costs of being openly gay in public
service abroad? Furthermore, comparative studies may uncover hidden dynamics — for instance,
by analyzing how openly gay ambassadors from less powerful or less LGBTIQ-supportive states
navigate the diplomatic stage; how gay and straight ambassadors from the same sending country
engage differently (or similarly) with LGBTIQ+ issues; or by identifying and examining cases
where the same openly gay ambassador served in both friendly and unfriendly environments. Such

cases could offer unique insight into the underexplored dimension of sexuality in diplomacy.

Finally, and more broadly, further research is essential to understanding the persisting divides in
Europe regarding LGBTIQ+ rights and representation, especially considering the recent
resurgence of anti-LGBTIQ+ rhetoric and policies in several European countries. Exploring how
sexuality is expressed, negotiated, or constrained at the highest levels — not only in diplomacy
but also in political leadership — can shed light on the boundaries of and possibilities for
LGBTIQ+ visibility across Europe. If openly gay ambassadors can push boundaries and rewrite
the script on diplomacy’s historically heteronormative stage, then the scripts of sexuality in other

arenas — political, institutional, and everyday — may also be open to revision.
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Appendix 1. Social Media: Ambassador David Pressman

Note:

e HU.FB. stands for U.S. Embassy Budapest (Facebook account)
e HU.X. stands for U.S. Ambassador David Pressman (X account)
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Appendix 2. Social Media: Ambassador James Costos

Note:

o ES.FB. stands for U.S. Embassy Madrid (Facebook account)
o ES.X. stands for U.S. Ambassador James Costos (X account)
o ES.YT. stands for U.S. Embassy Madrid (YouTube channel)
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https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/742316446307495936
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/720824093386256385
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/718167110049009664
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/699127465336111104
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/684439321059852288
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/672158599989317633
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/670238780213690370
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/668917574508367872
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/668793248455008256
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/664108631525335040
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/657611883302793216
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/652174416814698496
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/649120128911712256
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/642003855786516480
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/631885346398056450
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/616956800668205056
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/616909471504273409
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/615283986248695808
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/614479923152060418
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/600089204572323840
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/595347303344566272
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/580698028341899264
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/571412319915417600
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/571406447298412544
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/570349675166855168
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/568568038523408384
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/563108557374382081
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/544977351402987520
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/543759250502082560
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/535506069146337280

83.ES.X.
84.ES.X.
85.ES.X.
86.ES.X.
87.ES.X.
88.ES.X.
89.ES.X.
90.ES.X.
91.ES.X.
92.ES.X.
93.ES.X.
94.ES.X.
95.ES.X.
96.ES.X.
97.ES.X.
98.ES.X.
99.ES.X.
100.ES.X.
101.ES.X.
102.ES.X.
103.ES.X.
104.ES.YT.
105.ES.YT.
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https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/531331141949980672
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/528589400419368960
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/527991520621002752
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/514891504935256064
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/491246478913187840
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/485770518491332608
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/485448850748887041
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/482814617081872384
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/482543622206676993
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/482486569396236288
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/481559532741861376
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/479316516614459392
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/467729008814465024
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/467615642481610752
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/466870463139155968
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/464381246072946688
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/464380820233678848
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/461480826065387522
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/461479528876244992
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/449949709592170497
https://x.com/JamesCostos/status/449698264892592129
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Pqi3oAJbrA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PnXmyvRjXSw&t=12s

