The stories that follow within are:
The Heart‘s Genres
(They) are autoethnographic, in search of the nexus of self and culture.
They show a maneuvering through time and space to reveal how cultural logics
enable and constrain. They seek a resonance.
Some are autobiographical, a self struggling to understand, a self
constructing an identity. Turn the page and find another self. Turn the page and
find the contradictions. Turn the page and watch the self slip away. They see the
self as a springboard, as a witness.
Some are performative, playful, longing toward poem. They believe in
words. They want to language a stone. They have the jitters. Their heart beats in
a phrase.
Some are scholarly musings, asking what do we need to know next, what
is not exhausted, what is still of interest. Their arguments march to old drums.
Their flags are well known. They are trying to teach. Beware.
Some are creative nonfiction, certain that they can only name by way of
the poem. They dance with the facts.
Some are personal narratives, stories to share because they are meaningful
beyond any teller. They often tell more than they should. They seek connection.
They are listening for your answer.
Some are memoirs, remembrances of days past that take over today‘s
presence. They cannot be put away, buried. They want air.
Some are prayers in search of gods. They refuse to stop believing. They
will not be silent. They live under the skin. They are searching for answers
All are methodological calls, writings that mark a different space. They
collect in the body; an ache, a fist, a soup. They ask for your consideration.
(Ronald J. Pelias‘ A Methodology of the Heart: Evoking Academic and Daily Life, 2004,
p. 11)
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ABSTRACT
In this study, I use autoethnography and queer and critical theory to explore how
compulsory heterosexual hegemony operates on a daily basis in our lives. The work of
Butler, Foucault, Derrida and queer theorists, including Sedgwick and Warner, along
with my personal narratives, are used to deconstruct current societal/educational
discourses and practices that present queerness as ―undesirable.‖ Thus, my personal
narratives of ―being and becoming‖ as a queer child/student/adult/teacher are used to
speak to, and at times interrupt, queer theoretical positions, and practices, in order to
present queerness as ―desirable.‖ Writing autoethnographically involves studying how
the self interacts with culture, and utilizing queer and critical theoretical perspectives
becomes a lens through which to view the culture from whence the self originates. The
implications from this exploration have the power to impact the reader, and the
researcher, as new ways of thinking may result. This work may be particularly useful for
educators as they reflect upon their own and current educational discourses and practices
in regards to queer students.
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Preface
A Snapshot
I first became aware of Jann Arden and the song "Good Mother"1 in 1994. I remember
going to a yard sale and seeing her album "Living Under June" and knowing little about
her, besides the fact that she was Canadian and I liked the cover, I bought the CD for a
few dollars and brought it home. It is 20 years later and I have seen Arden perform 5
times and when she sings "Good Mother" I am filled with laughter and tears as the song
plays; an intense joy for the many gifts that have been given me, an all-encompassing
love for my good mother, a sadness for my good father, lost so many years ago, and for
the little child who hid behind his cardboard mask for so long, I offer love and
compassion. When I was a gay child of 16, Arden's call to face forward and "be
yourself," (Arden, 1994) represented two things for me; something that I could never be,
and yet something that I wanted more than anything. It made me sad and yet it gave me
hope at the same time, that someone was telling me that it was ok to be myself.
A Snapshot
At the age of 20, I was taking an education art class in my undergraduate program, and
we had to make moulds of a body part and then create something of artistic significance
(hopefully) with it. I thought back to Arden‟s cardboard mask and decided to make a
mould of my face. I then covered it with brown tissue paper, attempting to make it look
like a wood carving. Next I tore little holes into the paper. Then I found some multicoloured electrical wire that reminded me of my childhood, because at one time my
neighbour and I, who lived next door to a telephone company, would go and scavenge in
their garbage for the wire and create bracelets out of it, wearing the rainbowed bracelets
with pride, before I knew what that meant, and thus, I conceptualized the wire as my
"innocent" childhood, and wrapped around the wire I put a large heavy black chain to
represent the darkness, which to me represented the ever dark closet. (Of course, many
years later, I am aware that children are less innocent than we think they are, and that
"black" and "darkness" is too often equated with negativity in our Eurocentric society, so
I likely would choose another metaphor). The mask, however, with its tissue paper holes,
represented to me little glimmers of hope. I had begun to tell people that I was gay and I
was beginning to be ok with myself, but it would still take me many years to finally
believe it.

1

It was my intent to include partial lyrics of ―Good Mother‖ to begin this thesis. However, due to

copyright restrictions, I will ask the reader to find the lyrics online before proceeding.
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A Snapshot
Today Jann Arden‟s song is my anthem, my proclamation to my self and to the world that
I am, and always have been enough, as myself. If there is a "life-song," this is mine (so
far), and therefore, as I embark on my thesis, this life-narrative, I feel I must begin with
this song, as its lyrics mirror the experiences I will convey in these pages; not just the
“masks” and the “miseries,”(Arden, 1994) but the goodness and desirableness of my life.
This is the place that I desire to be in and the person I desire to be; the one who has been
here all along.
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Introduction
A Snapshot
At the moment of this writing I am many things and many names. Some of these are
constant and some of them have the potential to change. I am white, queer, gay, feminist
and feminine, able-bodied, middle class, university-educated, and male-perceived. I am
a teacher. I am very aware of the privilege that is allotted to a white and middle class
male-perceived teacher, as well as the oppression that one might face by being a queer
and feminine male. I am also aware that although I fix my identity in print by saying the
above, I am not fixed.2
―Identity‖ is a theme that will come up again and again in this thesis because it
has been an ongoing theme in the queer literature that I have read and has been the
concept that I have grappled with most while researching and writing. In beginning this
work, I want to give a sense of who I am so that the reader is aware of how I position
myself in my research through my writing. My concern with undertaking this in the
introduction, however, is that because we are all complex selves, formed, forming, and
re-forming as we interact and learn from others, that to state who I am in the beginning
before explaining the experiences that have created my sense of self does not seem

2

A note on terminology. Throughout this thesis, I will be employing the umbrella term of ―queer.‖ It will

be used as an inclusive term to represent a rather large population consisting of many varied individuals
and their beliefs and experiences. When other identifiers are used in this paper it will be because I am
quoting someone else and is not intended to be exclusionary. It should be assumed that I am speaking
about queer topics in these cases. This term will be explored in more detail throughout the thesis. It should
also be noted that in order to be inclusive to those who do not use the binaristic terms of ―he/she,‖ I will be
employing the personal pronoun ―they‖ to refer to individuals at appropriate times throughout.
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appropriate. Therefore, I discuss the above snapshot, and each identifier within it,
throughout the thesis, and in regards to the theory and literature that I present. To state it
now seems like a moot point, when my identity has already changed since embarking on
this work and may again by the conclusion of the writing.
With that said, a discussion concerning why I am writing about queer scholarship
and its application to education is necessary. I have been a teacher in a rural school board
in Nova Scotia for the last 12 years. This was the same area that I grew up in and
returned to after completing my Bachelor of Education degree in 2001. Two years into
my career I met a colleague who would instill in me the desire to fight for equity and
social justice in our schools. She was the Human Rights Coordinator for the Board and
was instrumental in teaching me about the ‗isms,‘ privilege, the achievement gap, and
about the hierarchical, Eurocentric system that we worked in. She has become a great
friend and supporter. It was through her, that we developed a team, made up of 7-8
educators across our Board who shared similar social justice visions, to meet monthly and
discuss how we could impact schools in a critical way. It was in these monthly meetings
that we developed our sense of activism and our action plans on how we were going to
affect and perhaps change the ways in which schools operated. During this time it had
been our mandate to facilitate professional development for school staff around issues
such as bullying, harassment, racism, sexism, religious oppression, homophobia, ableism,
and the like. We asked educators to evaluate their own values and the biases they
brought to their work and attempted to present to them possible experiences of the
students who may be ―othered‖ in their classrooms. The goals of these endeavors were to
have educators become more knowledgeable about, and have more empathy for, the
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marginalized students who may be sitting in front of them, to create a more equitable
environment, and to have them think about various perspectives that might be different
from their own. During this time, the coordinator suggested that I create a resource book
on queer topics that queer youth might utilize. I completed the guide in 2009 and it was
distributed to guidance counsellors in the Board. I also served as an advisor for Gay
Straight Alliances at two schools over this period. For the last two years I served in a
part-time capacity as the same Human Rights coordinator as my mentor, mentioned
above. I say this not to brag about my accomplishments but to frame the knowledge
system that has informed my work and practice around social justice and critical
reflection as an educator. I then embarked on a Master‘s program in Critical Studies in
Education, which spoke to much of the work that we had been attempting to undertake in
the Board. The critical theories that I began to learn, including queer, feminist, critical
race, and indigenous theories, spoke to my philosophical perspectives. Critical theory is
defined by Brookfield (2005) as a tradition which explores the ways in which people
accept as ―normal‖ the inequities and systemic forms of oppression that we live under (p.
2). The utility of the theory is that of social action; that the pain people experience by
being marginalized can be alleviated through knowledge about the theory and their
place(ment) in the hegemonic world (p. 4). Critical theory aims to create a just and free
society and to offer hope. It aims to be transformative and to bring about social change
(p. 8). It became clear that this was the goal of my previous work in the education
system.
It is through these experiences as a queer-identified teacher who is working in the
same school system that I attended as a child/youth, and someone who wants to do
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something to assist queer and queer-perceived students so that their experiences in school
are ―desirable,‖ that I feel it is necessary to explore the literature concerning the
discourses surrounding queer students in schools, teacher practices and beliefs, and the
hidden curriculum, or the way in which compulsory heterosexual hegemony operates in
the lives of all students on a daily basis. A great deal of literature is concerned with the
negativity directed at queer and queer-perceived youth in schools, including negative
messages from peers, parents, and teachers, a lack of resources to support queer youth,
the silence of staff and curriculum, horrible statistics concerning bullying and
harassment, and the list goes on. Although this narrative of loss does exist, it is not a
complete picture. Tuck and Yang (2014) say there is a trend in social research where
stories of pain are often considered the most authentic and compelling (p. 812).
Furthermore, they state ―Indigenous and Native researchers, researchers of color, and /or
queer researchers in academe are frequently pressured to mine their families,
communities, and personal stories to become recast as academic data, [and] [t]he archive
on pain just grows and grows‖ (p. 813). As Britzman (1995b) states:
One [must] account for not just the painful stories of subjection and pathos that
spring forth when gay and lesbian youth are typically spoken for; but more
centrally, one must also understand stories of desire and friendships that persist
despite hostile conditions. (p. 68)
Similarly, for Warner (1993), ―heteronormativity can only be overcome by
actively imagining a necessarily and desirably queer [my emphasis] world‖ (p. xvi). I
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will, therefore, be advocating for a desire-based queer approach rather than one based on
loss when discussing queer youth. What does this mean? Gay/queer3, which I use
interchangeably, and perhaps depending on the circumstance, to describe myself, has
been the identity that I historically have been aware of and have acknowledged on a daily
basis. It has been the primary essence of my being, along with love, which, through a
deconstruction of these thoughts, might suggest that the two are the same, for me
anyway. This is a great beginning point, as the crux of my thesis is to talk about
"desirable queerness‖ (p. xvi), or looking at being ―queer‖ in positive, desirable ways. Is
there anything more desirable than to associate queerness with love? This work will not
be looking at queer sexual desire, as much queer literature already exists on the subject,
rather my use of desirable should be interpreted as an ―attractive, useful or necessary
course of action‖ (Desirable. Oxford Dictionaries, 2015), where queerness is
conceptualized not as ―other,‖ but as attractive.
In discussing queer research, Heckert (2010) suggests that one not engage in
―powerful, linear, masculine cultural stories that emphasize achievement,
accomplishment, success‖ (p. 43). Queer research, as he sees it, does not involve the
telling of ―linear stories and their (continually postponed) happy endings‖ (p. 43).
Instead, he states that queer:
May refer to the erotic potential of everyday life, to the ongoing joyful awareness
of being alive, even when it hurts; an awareness that life itself is exuberant and

3

Again, why and how I use these identifiers will be discussed in more detail throughout the thesis.
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always escapes, overflows, undermines or disregards all attempts to impose
categories, to discipline. (p. 43)
Thus, for me, ―desirable queerness‖ involves telling a more complete story,
encompassing love, hurt, and even the mundaneness of the queer experience, with the
intent to make that experience attractive.
A Snapshot
I‟m riding the ferry back to school after Christmas break and feeling somewhat low
because another relationship hasn‟t panned out as I hoped. I looked over to my side to
see two men sitting together with a tiny infant on one‟s lap. For a moment, I wondered
where their partners were and then realized that my internalized heteronormativity was
making me assume that their wives or girlfriends must be returning soon. I kept looking
for their partners to return, until I looked over and saw one of the men lying down with
his feet resting up against the other man who was holding and feeding the baby. Over the
course of the time on the boat I watched them hand the baby back and forth to feed, rock,
and carry the baby around the vessel. Towards the end of the trip, as people were
coming to the front to see how far we were from the wharf, a woman who was walking by,
stopped and said, “How old is your baby?” They both said at the same time, “One
month.” The woman smiled and said, “What a sweet little one!” This exchange made
me smile. I had the overwhelming urge to go up to them and ask if I could take a picture
of them with the baby but I stopped myself. They looked so happy.
It is important to note that my conceptualization of desirable queerness is not one
that I have found throughout the literature, except for the context written above.
Although scholars such as Britzman (1995b), Sedgwick (1991), and Warner (1993) all
discuss the necessity for queer persons to see themselves positively, the exact term is
taken from Warner‘s work. Warner calls for a ―desirably queer world‖ (p. xvi) to
overcome heteronormativity, and in doing so, positive conceptualizations of queer
persons by both heterosexuals and queers is possible. A potential criticism that might be
leveled at this by queer theorists is that ―‘queer‘ gets a critical edge by defining itself
against the normal‖ (p. xxvi), and therefore should/must not consider what the ―normal‖

7

thinks of it. I would argue that queer should continue to define itself against the normal
and that it becomes desirable to do so, even by those (self) perceived as ―normal.‖
This thesis is an example of critical queer autoethnography. Autoethnography
critically engages with the self and culture through narrative, exploring the ways in which
the self has been socially constructed. This thesis utilizes my own queer autobiographical
stories throughout, which I have named ―snapshots,‖ with the intent, as Ellis and Bochner
(2000) state, to produce ―meaningful, accessible, and evocative research grounded in
personal experience, research that would sensitize readers to issues of identity politics, to
experiences shrouded in silence, and to forms of representation that deepen our capacity
to empathize with people…‖ (as cited in Ellis, Adams, and Bochner, 2011, p. 274). As
already suggested, this research attempts to engage with the reader emotionally. Pelias
(2004) says, what is missing in academic writing is the heart (p. 2). Rather than rely on
generic forms of research that ―privilege argument, logic, and facts‖ (p. 11), he
recognizes that other research can ―privilege life‘s passions, puzzles and possibilities‖ (p.
12). This thesis is very much a work of the heart, or as Pelias names it, ―a methodology
of the heart‖ (p. 1). In the pages that follow, I do not shy away from presenting emotions
such as love, joy, hurt, shame, anger, and happiness. Ahmed‘s (2001) work on affective
economies suggests, ―the way we read, understand and experience the movement of
emotion between [individuals, communities, concepts], works to secure difference and
the meanings associated with this difference‖ (as cited in Janzen et al., 2015, p. 14). In
other words our feelings that we associate with people decide for us how much we will
care about each other (p. 14). As this thesis inherently explores the concept of creating
the ―other,‖ it is important to understand the role that emotion plays in this process. I
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would also suggest that not only does emotion create the ―other‖ but it also enables
someone to empathize with another. Thus, showing the reader my ―heart‖ is a way for
them to see their heart in me.4
Autoethnography is essentially a ―methodology of the heart‖ (Pelias, 2004, p. 1)
because as Adams and Holman Jones (2011) state, autoethnography ―means telling a
story about how much we — children and parents, researchers and subjects, authors and
readers — worry about fitting in, about normal, about being accepted, loved and valued‖
(p. 114). As queer is typically referred to as anti-normative, this last statement on
worrying about fitting in or being ―normal,‖ or loved, might appear problematic.
However, Probyn (1995) refers to this as the human need for a sense of belonging. She
states, ―…belonging moves from ‗being the property of someone, something‘ to the sense
of ‗fitting in socially‘, ‗being a member‘…‖ (p. 2). She continues by saying that
belonging, in terms of fitting in, can also be ―…joyous, at times painful, at times destined
to fail‖ (p. 2). Queer, which will be discussed in detail throughout the thesis, might
indeed be a departure from this need to belong, or to fit in socially, or even to disavow
being the imagined pathological subject belonging to, and necessary for, a compulsory
heterosexuality (Rich, 1980).5 However, as people generally do not live in isolation, but

4

As I have read ahead I have noted that there are times when I discuss theoretical conceptualizations over

many pages, during which time my heart might appear absent. Do not worry during these moments; I will
always come back to it.
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usually belong to some social groups or communities, perhaps acquiring a queer identity
is a way for people to look for an alternate identity/community to which they might
belong, and where they feel more accepted. For Probyn (1995), in each instance of
belonging, one acquires ―possessions‖ and ―baggage,‖ and as people move into new
social situations so do these acquisitions. Thus, belongings also ―bring forth images of
leaving, carting one‘s possessions and baggage from place to place… [and therefore] it
also always carries the scent of departure — it marks the interstices of being and going‖
(p. 2). This has many implications when writing autobiographically, as one‘s past
experiences always inform the present. It also has many implications for queer people
whose past experiences with not belonging may become a baggage that stays with them.
Indeed, these themes are all discussed in this thesis. Probyn‘s work leads me to the first
of many sections throughout the thesis that I have entitled ―Points of Departure.‖ These
departures are moments when I purposefully interrupt the text and are explained in the
section that follows.
Point of Departure:
Probyn defines ―points of departure‖ as ―…a lyrical or a maudlin [both of which
might describe my writing style at times, and I leave to the reader‘s interpretation] way of
saying that as theorists, we all have epistemological allegiances and baggages that we

5

This is defined as ―the enormous pressure to be heterosexual placed on young people by their families,

schools, the church, the medical profession, and all forms of media ‖ (as cited in Tyson, 2006, p. 320) and
will be discussed in more detail throughout.
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cart through our writing and thinking‖ (p. 2). In turn, a point of departure, according to
Probyn, can inform our philosophical perspective. For example, queer and critical theory
may be the point of departure for my thinking around this thesis, or perhaps it is desirable
queerness, or perhaps it is my experience with not belonging and not feeling desirable, or
all of the above, suggesting that people have many points of departure. In addition,
departing does not mean that you necessarily leave something completely behind,
although you may if the knowledge does not fit with your own ways of thinking. Instead,
you may be brought to new conceptualizations based upon the new knowledge acquired.
In this way, new learnings can be considered points of departure into new ways of
thinking. In this thesis, I utilize ―Points of Departure‖ throughout, to explore the new
places the research brings up for me along the way, the points I depart from
philosophically, and the points I depart from because they do not work in my
epistemological framework. In this very example, I was led to a discussion on how to
merge the anti-normativity of queer theory with ―worry about fitting in, about normal,
about being accepted, loved and valued‖ (Adams & Holman Jones, p. 114). This brought
me to the work of Probyn (1995) and her discussion on belonging as carrying the ―scent
of departure‖ (p. 2), which led me to her concept of points of departure. However, as
mentioned previously, in subsequent departures the text may not necessarily lead me into
a new way of thinking, but, rather, I may depart from the text because my thoughts differ
in some way with the theory that I have presented. It is my hope that by the end of this
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work, the reader has many new points of departure as well.6
Now that I have briefly explored ―queer‖ and ―autoethnography‖ and have named
this work queer autoethnograpy, the question remains: How does one ―queer‖
autoethnography? As previously stated, queer research aims to undermine that which is
deemed ―normal.‖ Miller (1998) suggests queer autobiography can ―cast in new terms
the ways in which we might investigate our multiple, intersecting, unpredictable, and
unassimilatable identities‖ (as cited in Whitlock, 2010, p. 96), while questioning
normative discourses. In this thesis, I investigate, in part, and through autobiographical
narratives, which I call ―snapshots,‖ how my queer self has been formed. I refer to this as
my ―being and becoming.‖ I thereby utilize the self as the way to gain new knowledge
relating to culture and society (Starr, 2010, p. 4), which is autoethnography. Queer life
narratives, as Grace and Benson (2000) name them, and I would argue queer
autoethnography, are also used:
To inspire action that confronts the stereotypes, myths, and falsehoods that are
perpetuated as the reality and fate of queer persons…it is rewriting culture to
refuse a culture of oppression and violence, which is all too often cast as the lot of
queer persons. (p. 90)
It is imperative that these queer life narratives, or snapshots, trouble the notion that the
queer experience is one of lack, to make it realistic, if you will, as any life is, and
therefore ―desirable.‖

6

Points of departure will be separated from the text with a shaded background.
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My intent is not to present a picture of queer life and, as this is autoethnography,
my queer life, through an undesirable lens. This is not to suggest that every snapshot in
this thesis will be desirable, but I am aware, as the literature suggests, that it is
exceptionally easy to fall into the trap of ―damaged-centered research‖ (Tuck, 2009a, p.
416). Thus, past personal experiences that are or are not readily looked upon as desirable
will be shared in order to deconstruct those narratives and illuminate the social contexts
that produced them. However, Janks (2005) states one must move from deconstruction
―to possibilities for reconstruction that show difference as a positive and productive
response‖ (p. 31). Thus, there must be space for a reconceptualization or reconstruction
of past experiences that may be perceived as undesirable through a desirably queer lens,
in order to move beyond the association of queerness with only stories of loss. This
offers a space for reconstruction, or a space for change, as a way of moving forward.
Thus, the purpose of my research is to enhance understanding of desirable
queerness and thereby open spaces in educational contexts for queer youth. The question
I ask is: How can queer theory and queer methodologies such as queer
autoethnography/queer life narratives be used to deepen an understanding of "desirable
queerness" in education? In so doing, I will explore, by utilizing, critical queer
autoethnography, the relationship between my own ―educational life-history‖ (Ashton,
2011), as a queer child/student/teacher/coordinator and cultural and historical power
structures, and their impacts on the self. In addition, I will show how queer and critical
theory have helped to illuminate, through a desirable lens, my experiences as a queer
child/student/teacher/coordinator, while suggesting that applying queer and critical theory
to education produces a necessary lens through which to view the hegemonic power
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structures that work to contain the subject, in order to subvert these structures.
In the following section I explain the methodological approach of
autoethnography, pointing out the parallels between this methodology and queer theory,
and the reasons for employing them both. I then explore queer theory in more detail,
with its roots in post-structuralism. I engage with the works of Judith Butler and Michel
Foucault in particular, in order to define key concepts and themes and establish a
background to further explore how queer and critical theory might be a strategy towards
producing ―desirable queerness.‖ Next, I critique the educational discourses found in the
literature concerning how queer topics are approached in schools, and how a queer
approach might be beneficial in supporting queer students. Possible critical pedagogical
practices are then discussed with an emphasis on Sarah Ahmed‘s (2000) ethical
encounters, Kevin Kumashiro‘s (2000) anti-oppressive education, and Jacques Derrida‘s
(1967) deconstruction, through which I deconstruct my own narratives to demonstrate
how we are all implicated in oppressive practices. The thesis culminates with a
discussion of the implications of the study. As mentioned, my personal snapshots will
appear throughout the thesis as well as my points of departure when appropriate.
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Autoethnography and Queer Theory: A Methodological Bridge for
Desirable Queerness
In this section I begin with a discussion of the methodology of autoethnography
and explain why this method is ideal for this project. My purpose in combining
autoethnography and queer theory (which I discuss in more detail in the proceeding
section) is to show how they can be used to produce awareness of desirable queerness.
Autoethnography is a methodology that uses one‘s personal experiences with identity or
culture in order to make potential unfamiliar aspects of the identity or culture familiar for
outsiders (cultural strangers) and/or insiders (cultural members) (Adams, 2010; Adams &
Holman Jones, 2011; Ellis et al., 2011). Researchers engaged in autoethnography
selectively write about ―epiphanies‖ based upon belonging to a particular culture or
holding a particular cultural identity (Ellis et al., 2011, p. 275). Ellis, et al. (2011)
describe epiphanies as, ―remembered moments perceived to have significantly impacted
the trajectory of a person‘s life…and events after which life does not seem quite the
same‖ (p. 275). Autoethnography involves bridging personal experiences in the form of
narratives, with the culture that it originates from, for political purposes (Adams &
Holman Jones, 2011; Grace & Benson, 2000). In other words, it aims to place personal,
autobiographical stories with the cultural and social world (Ellis, 2004), and points out
the tensions between individuals and expressions of dominant power (Neumann, 1996, as
cited in Adams & Holman Jones, 2008, p. 374). Once the tensions are pointed out, the
autoethnographer utilizes knowledge and personal experience to create ―a way of seeing
and being (that) challenges, contests, or endorses the official, hegemonic ways of seeing
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and representing the other‖ (Denzin, 2006, as cited in Adams & Holman Jones, 2008, p.
375). Thus, it is my hope that by sharing my ―retrospectively selected epiphanies‖ (Ellis
et al., 2011, p. 276) about how I, for example, even as a small child, did not fit within the
normalized category of what it meant to be a ―boy‖ and in particular a ―straight boy,‖ that
the reader can see how the heterosexual hegemonic social and cultural world affected me,
as someone who did not fit in that particular matrix, but also how it may impact other
young people in their educational-life settings. My intent is to open a space for readers to
consider and perhaps evaluate their own experiences, thoughts, and beliefs on this
subject.
Throughout the thesis, I juxtapose past personal stories with more recent
educational stories, to provide a more current sense of why it is necessary to undertake
this work. My point is to show, as the literature suggests, that heteronormativity is not
relegated to the past, but is very present in our schools today. Each of the following two
snapshots speaks to my experience of heteronormativity and occurred within the last two
years.
A Snapshot
In my role as Human Rights Coordinator for my school board, an administrator phoned
me, very concerned, because she had a parent who was objecting to the teacher reading
picture books about diverse families, including same-sex parents, in grade 1, despite this
being a provincial outcome. We agreed that in order to avoid upset that the student
should be offered an alternate setting for that particular class, but we discussed how
upset we were that this seemed like the only solution.
A Snapshot
A student in the Gay Straight Alliance that I advise came up to me to say that another
student had posted some derogatory comments online about a romantic relationship
between two girls in the school. They (non-descript and gender neutral) told me that
many other students had written comments agreeing with the first comment, and they felt
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betrayed by their fellow students. I took this information to the Administration and the
student who originally posted the comment was spoken to and the comments removed.
The above snapshots are told for a purpose, ―to create a little knowledge, a little
humanity, a little room to live and move in and around the constraints and heartbreaks of
culture and categories, identities, and ideologies‖ (Adams & Holman Jones, 2011, p.
109). Both snapshots represent an undesirable response towards queer individuals, and
both speak to the tensions between individuals and dominant power. They are included
to ―create a little knowledge‖ about how culture and categories do constrain queer youth.
These stories, thus, can help us ―interrogate institutional and structural aspects of
education that exclusively support and maintain heterosexualizing…and other regulatory
discourses to the detriment of the queer teachers and students whom they disenfranchise
and demoralize‖ (Grace, 2006, p. 827). In this way, autoethnography is an educative act,
as ―readers have opportunities to understand how hegemony and the culture-languagepower nexus work to demonize queer, to silence it, to make it invisible‖ (p. 827). Once
we understand this, we are able to consider how we might create change in the future. As
Starr (2010) so eloquently states:
As a methodology, autoethnography draws on the concept of conscientization
(Friere, 1971), which involves the individual becoming aware of one‘s position
and creating a space to change the perception of the resultant reality. It is a study
of the space between self and culture that engages the individual in experiences
that cultivate an authentic cycle of ‗action based on reflection and reflection based
on action‘ (Blackburn, 2000). (p. 1)
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―Conscientization‖ suggests that my awareness requires me to reflect upon what I
did in both situations, what I could have done in both situations, and what I will do in the
future when such situations arise, to disrupt traditional hegemonic notions that hurt all
youth. The stories may also make the reader reflect on whether they have experienced
anything like this before, and/or what they might do if they found themselves in a similar
situation. As Starr (2010) states, the ―…increased awareness of the self, and of the past
and present worlds surrounding the self, primarily has the power to transform and
emancipate…‖ (p. 3), both the researcher and the reader. Thus, as Baylorn (2012)
suggests an autoethnographer must do more than tell a single, personal story; they must
ensure that an individual life resonates with the experiences of others (as cited in
Whitworth, 2014, p. 19), and in this way, ―the queer memoir operates as a form of
collective witness‖ (Cvetkovich, 2007, p. 463). For Sparks (2002), autoethnography can
awaken, inform or potentially disturb readers (and the researcher) by illuminating their
own involvement, or lack of, in hegemonic social processes that they may have been
unaware of. Once they become aware, they may seek to change the situation (as cited in
Starr, 2010, p. 3).
Autoethnography and queer theory have many commonalities.7 Both
autoethnography and queer theory treat identities as fluid, uncertain, and open to
interpretation, and both work against a rigid categorization of norms (Adams & Holman
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Although touched upon briefly in this section, queer theory will be explored in great detail in the section

that follows.
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Jones, 2011, p. 110). As shown above, both work to illuminate cultural effects on the
self. Adams and Holman Jones (2008) state:
Both autoethnography and queer theory take up selves, beings, ―I‘s,‖ even as they
work against a stable sense of such self-subjects or experience and instead work
to map how self-subjects are accomplished in interaction and act in and upon the
world. (p. 379)
In addition, as queer theory attempts to disrupt traditional norms,
autoethnography, as a research method, attempts to disrupt traditional ideas of how
research should be conducted (p. 379). Theorizing through the personal vignettes, while
situating the researcher as the one researched, is a challenge to more positivist research.
My method of including personal snapshots throughout is similar to that used by Adams
and Holman Jones (2008, 2010, & 2011), who present narratives in a non-linear fashion,
with the focus being on the theoretical concepts and using their stories to support theory.
This supports Heckert‘s (2010) notion that stories do not need to be told linearly with a
beginning, middle, and end (p. 43). This really is not possible in writing
autobiographically, as my story still continues and I will never be aware of the ending
point. As well, who is to say when a story begins and ends? Perhaps my story about
being queer is just beginning, as this is an identifier that I only embraced while
researching and writing for this thesis. In addition, the snapshots I write are still open for
new interpretations or framing, and thus, create a new beginning point for analysis and
reconstruction. Writing in this way avoids the pitfalls of a more traditional notion of
narrative, including a plot, climax, and the ever-sought after ―happy ending.‖ I want to
avoid writing as if life has only improved since I became older. For me, it is most
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important that the stories reflect a fuller experience of queer life and do not paint a
picture of queer reality as an ―It Gets Better‖ (It Gets Better Project, 2014) campaign, or
as one of struggle. Young queer students need to feel, in this moment, that they have
worth, and not be told that they have to wait until they walk out the doors of high school
for the final time to discover it.
In addition, Britzman (1995b) states teachers must know more about queer lives
than stereotypes, or stories of victimization, and ―educators must do more than link gay
and lesbian bodies to the problem of homophobia‖ (p. 69). She continues, ―…without
knowledge of ―the pleasures of desire, this thing called love… [we] [risk] reinscribing the
very conditions of normalization one attempts to name‖‖ (as cited in Eyre, 1997, p. 199).
For me, autoethnography is a method I use to advocate for changes in education through
a desire-based approach: desirable queerness. Desire-based research is concerned with
―understanding complexity, contradiction, and the self-determination of lived lives‖
(Tuck, 2009a, p. 416). The intent is to depathologize the experiences of marginalized
communities and to see people as more than broken (p. 416). For Tuck (2009a), viewing
people through a ―broken‖ lens is, in itself, an ―act of aggression‖ (p. 416). Similarly,
Gingrich-Philbrook contrasts subjugated knowledges with knowledge of subjugation,
suggesting that the latter focuses on stories of struggle and oppression, whereas the prior
focuses on stories of pleasure and intimacy, and offers another possibility for writing (as
cited in Adams & Holman Jones, 2008, p. 374). In Tuck‘s (2009a) article, ―Suspending
Damage: A Letter to Communities,‖ she uses the following quote from GingrichPhilbrook to speak about desire-based research, as an alternative to damage-based
research:
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In my own autobiographical performance projects, I identify this chiasmatic shift
in the possibility that all those performances I did about getting bashed only
provided knowledge of subjugation, serving almost as an advertisement for
power: ―Don‘t let it happen to you. Stay in the closet.‖…I decided to write more
about the gratifications of same sex relationships, to depict intimacy and desire,
the kinds of subjugated knowledges we don‘t get to see on the afterschool specials
and movies of the week that parade queer bruises and broken bones but shy away
from the queer kiss. (p. 416)
A Snapshot
It was the first Easter with my new boyfriend and it was still only a few months into our
relationship so I decided to get him something little. I went out and bought a chocolate
bunny and wrote on the package, “To Sam, From the Easter Bunny” and put it in the
living room for him to find the next morning. When he woke up he went into the kitchen
to make coffee and found the bunny. He brought it back into the bedroom, smiling, and
laid on top of me with his head on my chest saying how much it meant to him that I would
give him something for Easter.
Adams and Holman Jones (2008) similarly ask what the possibilities are in
telling, mundane queer stories (p. 374), or Patton‘s (1993) the ―ordinariness‖ (as cited in
Eyre, 1997, p. 201) of the queer experience, rather than rely upon stories of despair, or its
binary, hope (Adams & Holman Jones, 2008, p. 374). This is not to suggest, however,
that those stories are not important, as well. As previously mentioned, this work is
emotionally affective. Cvetkovich (2007) states that affect has been central to queer
writing and the inclusion of affect is seen through memoir, performance, and
autobiography, and, as mentioned earlier, serves to bring the individual experiences to the
public world (p. 466). However, she states that ―negative‖ affects, in particular, such as
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shame, melancholy, hate, trauma, and loss have been central to queer studies (p. 463).
There is much debate concerning the use of such undesirable affects in queer research.
Lee (2005) states that the epistemological use of trauma, or queer shame, has been used
in queer studies to great harm (as cited in Eng, Halberstam, & Munoz, 2005, p. 6). In
addition, Freeman (2005) states, ―…the incorporation of lost others need not be haunted
solely by melancholy and depression… [but that] residues of ‗positive affect‘— ‗erotic
scenes, utopias, memories of touch‘ — must become available for queer counterhistories
of space and time…‖ (as cited in Eng et al., 2005, p. 5). Love (2007), on the other hand,
states that stories of shame and suffering are necessary as they produce an ―archive of
feeling‖ that shows the impact of homophobia (p. 4). She states, ―these texts… describe
what it is like to bear a ―disqualified‖ identity…‖ (p. 4). The voices of critics such as
Love bear remembering. She writes:
In attempting to construct a positive genealogy of gay identity, queer critics and
historians have…disavowed the difficulties of the queer past, arguing that our true
history has not been written. If critics do admit the difficulties of the queer past, it
is most often in order to redeem them. By including queer-figures from the past
in a positive genealogy of gay identity, we make good on their suffering,
transforming their shame into pride after the fact. (p. 32)
Focusing on only ―positive‖ aspects of queer life has the potential to erase the struggles
of the queer individuals who came before. Love calls this the ―paradox of transformative
criticism‖ where ―dreams for the future are founded on a history of suffering…‖ (p. 1).
Again, I would argue that the purpose of this thesis is to present a more balanced
representation of queer life, and although stories of loss may be necessary to create
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change, stories of love, friendships and romance are of equal importance. I think
transformation can result from everyday moments of love, as having these moments
creates in the subject the desire to want more such moments and the desire to want more
of the same for others.
Point of Departure:
The idea of queer ―shame‖ has been discussed by many theorists. Halberstam (2005) is
opposed to the idea of shame as necessary in queer theory, but goes further to suggest
that shame has been written about most often by gay, white, males, who have then
proposed ―pride‖ as the remedy to counter shame. As well, she states there is a focus on
the ―self that shame dismantled rather than taking apart the social processes that project
shame on queer subjects in the first place‖ (as cited in Eng et al., 2005, p. 12). She states:
Much of queer theory nowadays sounds like a metanarrative about the domestic
affairs of white homosexuals.8 Surely, queer studies promises more than a history
of gay men, a sociology of gay male sex clubs, an anthropology of gay male
tourism, a survey of gay male aesthetics. (as cited in Eng et al., 2005, p. 12)
For Halberstam, the future of queer theory should move away from gay white
male narratives of identity politics, and embrace a new generation of scholars who
embrace feminist and queer of colour critique (p. 220). Halberstam (2005), states that
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clinical community to categorize.
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turning ―shame‖ into ―pride‖ is the only outlet for gay, white, males who have not
embraced feminist and queer of colour criticism (p. 219).9 These criticisms are not
invalid, and invite me to question how they affect my work as a white, queer/gay male?
During this research, I have read much literature on the history of gay men and gay sex
that I have already said I do not wish to present within these pages. I do include works
by prominent feminist theorists in the queer field, such as Butler, Sedgwick, Rich, and
Britzman, but acknowledge they are all white Western scholars. Thus, I acknowledge
that there are absent voices and will return to this concern later in the thesis. Also,
although I do engage in identity politics, as one engaged in autoethnography is perhaps
prone to do, this is not simply a study of the self, but a study of a self as produced by and
interacting with a greater culture, thus, removing the focus from the self and exploring
the processes that create shame. However, I think Halberstam‘s thinking is flawed in
suggesting that discussion of shame is only a ―white, gay male‖ phenomena. Ahmed
(2009), in her own discussions of queer affects, mentions the work of Probyn (2005) and
Munt (2007) as offering ―powerful defenses of the potentialities of shame for queer
politics‖ (p. 1), as well as the work of Love (2007), as already mentioned. In addition,
―desirable queerness,‖ as I conceptualize it, is not about conventional notions of ―pride,‖
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reproduced this terminology throughout but acknowledge that it categorizes all people who are ―non-white‖
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later sections, binaries tend to be hierarchical with one term in a dominant position of power over the other.
I, thus, question if using such a term reproduces white dominant discourses.
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as some queer people do not embrace ―pride‖ per se, in terms of attending ―pride‖ events,
marching in parades, wearing ―pride‖ paraphernalia, or hanging a ―pride‖ flag on their
front porch, but choose to be queer in a less public way. Of course, for those in the
closet, outward displays of pride are not even an option. Desirable queerness is,
therefore, feeling desirable about one‘s self, and requires no outward display of pride,
unless one desires to do so. The affects of queer shame, love, pride, and desirableness
will continue to present themselves and will be discussed throughout the thesis.
A Snapshot
I was walking home from a party with my boyfriend who was “out” to the family, but not
to his co-workers. It was two in the morning and the snow was falling gently. We were
walking side by side, still intoxicated by the fun of the night. We turned around the
corner to go up the back road to my house and I took his hand. He let me take it, even
though we were out in public, and we walked the rest of the way home together.
A Snapshot
(A text from my 17 year old niece). “Uncle Darren, I‟m just writing to let you know that
when you get married I‟m going to be your bridesmaid at your wedding.”
These stories are personal and vulnerable. In sharing, I am forced to make myself
vulnerable. Tierney (2000) states, ―when we write vulnerably, we invite others to
respond vulnerably. Surely not every qualitative text that is written needs to provoke a
vulnerable response in the reader; just as surely however, some texts should‖ (as cited in
Vicars, 2006, p. 37). For me, some texts should be written vulnerably because with
vulnerability often comes connection and empathy. I want readers to be able to identify
with my stories and experiences as a queer person within their own frameworks, which
may not be queer. By making the stories personal and vulnerable I am inviting readers to
identify the human experience that is common to us all, while presenting queer
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experiences they may or may not be as familiar with.
Methodological Considerations
In utilizing autoethnography I must be aware that my experiences are not
representative of the whole queer community; these are my experiences and my thoughts.
However, Alcove (1991) cautions against making any grand disclaimers suggesting that
"I speak only for myself" (p. 20), as this might suggest that I do not want to take
responsibility for my impact on others. Therefore, I speak of and from my own
experiences, and perhaps my experiences will resonate within the reader's own
reflexivity, and perhaps they will not. Where they do not resonate, perhaps the reader can
still gain something by glimpsing my own ―grid of intelligibility" (Foucault, as cited in
McNicol Jardine, 2005, p. 109), or personal system of knowledge. Borrowing from
Foucault, McNicol Jardine (2005) suggests that teachers and policy makers need to:
…lever apart our own grid of intelligibility and begin to experience another one.
The wedge to use is an extended immersion in and examination of the discursive
and non-discursive practices of another culture (whether a historical or
marginalized one). (p. 109)
Perhaps my speaking will be a wedge into the reader‘s own knowledge grid.
Regardless, Alcove (1991) also suggests it is better to speak, than to not speak at all (p.
24). With speech comes potential power, and with more queer "marginalized voices"
adding to, what Foucault calls, "subjugated knowledges," comes the power to create
change (as cited in McNicol Jardine, 2005, p. 27).
Choosing what to include and not to include in this thesis is a subjective and
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personal act, and will only be reflective of moments in time, frozen once in print form,
which really cannot encapsulate the whole of my experience (Adams & Holman Jones,
2008, p. 382). Adams and Holman Jones (2008) state that, ―a written text can function as
a permanent representation, a lifeless, uncompromising snapshot of culture‖ (p. 382).
Indeed, this research will not be dissimilar to a photograph, a ―snapshot,‖ in that it
presents a picture of my past and my current thoughts, but like a photograph it cannot tell
the whole and complete story, and it cannot display how my thinking may change after it
is written. In addition, Bochner (2000) states that autoethnography seeks to ―extract
meaning from experience rather than to depict experience exactly as it was lived‖ (as
cited in Adams & Holman Jones, 2008, p. 374), and because autoethnography is
interpretative, there is room for misunderstanding, various interpretations, and for
unknowing (Adams & Holman Jones, 2011, p. 109). In addition, because the author will
continue to evolve after the writing is finished, autoethnography is always unfinished and
questions always remain unanswered (p. 109).
Adams and Holman Jones (2011) and Ellis et al., (2011) also advise that it is
important to understand how we frame ourselves in regards to others. Researchers are
connected to social networks and do not live in isolation. These networks include
relatives, children, friends, students, and co-workers, and therefore our work implicates
others (Ellis et al., 2011, p. 281). It is not my intent in these snapshots to pass blame or
judgment on anyone mentioned. They are my subjective remembrances of events that
occurred in the past. My memories may not be the memories held by the people
mentioned. In addition, people and their conceptualizations, including my own,
continually change and are in flux, as queer theory suggests, and therefore, although these
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snapshots are frozen images in time, the people behind them are not. Autoethnographers
recognize what they are writing are their ―truths‖ with memory being fallible and,
therefore, difficult to recall events exactly how they occurred (p. 282). Similarly, it is
understood that people who have experienced the ―same‖ event often perceive it
differently (Tullis Owen et al., 2009, as cited in Ellis et al., 2011, p. 282). Also, although
the autoethnographer will speak to individual, subjective experiences, there is awareness
that the experiences being described are a reflection of one‘s culture and not the
individuals involved in the specific experience.
In addition, Butler (n.d) advises that individually, we are not responsible for the:
―Entirety of the world‖ but to place ourselves ―in a vividly de-centered way‖ in a
world marked by the differences of others. An ethical attachment to
others…demands a world in which we must sometimes relinquish not only our
epistemological but also our political certitude. (as cited in Eng. et al., 2005, p.
15)
This suggests to me that it is not necessary that everyone agree with the content presented
in this thesis, nor must I agree with every facet of queer theory, which I do not
incidentally. Rather, there is an acknowledgment that this work is one perspective, one
voice, among many.
One of the main criticisms of autoethnography is how academically rigorous it is.
In terms of determining if a piece of autoethnography meets academic rigor, some
qualitative researchers, as I understand it, may use the terms credibility, dependability,
and transferability, to break away from the positivist terms of validity, reliability, and
generalizability (Denscombe, 2010, p. 298). Dependability refers to how life-like the
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stories are, or whether it looks as if the narrator has taken ―literary license‖ and the work
is better represented as fiction rather than a ―true‖ account (Ellis et al., 2011, p. 282).
Credibility suggests that the work invoke a feeling in the reader that the experiences
found are believable, lifelike, and possible (p. 282). It can also offer to improve the lives
of the readers, or help readers understand others perceived as different from themselves
(p. 282). Transferability asks if the autoethnographer‘s experiences are able to illuminate
cultural experiences (p. 283). In addition to being academically rigorous,
autoethnography should also be aesthetically rigorous (Starr, 2010, p. 7). Denzin (1992)
states there should be ―a provocative weave of story and theory‖ (as cited in Starr, 2010,
p. 7), and the work should be an intriguing, complex, and interesting piece of literature
(Starr, 2010, p. 7).
Queer theory has also been criticized for its shortcomings. Giffney (2012), for
example, discusses the failure of queer theorists to demonstrate how gender and sexuality
intersect with other aspects of our identities such as: race, ethnicity, age, ability, class,
and so on (p. 3). Eng et al., (2005) and Halberstam (2005), as already mentioned, allude
to this when they state that queer studies has for too long been the story of white, gay
males. Giffney (2012) states, a ―star system‖ continues to exist with certain scholars,
predominantly white, producing the theory (p. 3). Indeed, many of these prominent
scholars are listed within this work. As well, Giffney also suggests that queer theorists
have been called elitist due to their ―jargon-laden prose in their explication of ideas‖ (p.
3). In addition, Eng et al., (2005) state, much of queer writing comes from Western
institutions and is often written in English (p. 15). It would, thus, appear that many
voices are missing. It is necessary to point out that there are voices missing in my work
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as well, as I am a white, queer/gay, male writing within a Western institution. This
absence must be acknowledged for as Kincheloe (2008), in discussing the works of hooks
(1981 -1994), states, ―advocates of critical pedagogy cannot call for justice in one domain
and remain oppressors in another‖ (p. 83).
Autoethnography has also been criticized for being too simplistic, self-absorbed
and overly personal, while queer theory has been criticized for being too dense, difficult,
and not personal enough (Adams & Holman Jones, 2011, p. 111). Perhaps, the
combination of theory and narrative works to provide validation to both. Holman Jones
and Adams (2010) quote Butler (1997) when advocating for a combined approach:
Theory tells us a story— in non-ordinary language (which jolts us out of our
complacency and into attention) — of how things are and helps us discover the
possibilities in how things might be. The intersections among theory and
everyday language are crucial to our ability to tell and re-imagine not only what
we can say, but also who we can be. (p. 137)
This thesis weaves theory with the vernacular, the academic voice with my
narrative voice, to move the theoretical discourse into the personal, and then to move
both into the cultural sphere from whence they originate, so that a reconceptualization of
hegemonic ways of being and doing might occur. In this way, autoethnography is both
science and art. It is at once ―rigorous, theoretical, and analytical and emotional,
therapeutic, and inclusive of personal and social phenomenon‖ (Ellis et al., 2011, p. 283),
with the goal to produce a text that can help change the world for the better. As Pelias
(2004) states in Methodology of the Heart, ―being emotionally vulnerable, linguistically
evocative,‖ while using a ―…poetic voice can place us closer to the subjects we wish to
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study‖ (p. 1). He continues:
A Methodology of the Heart is a book located in the researcher‘s body — a body
deployed not as a narcissistic display but on behalf of others, a body that invites
identification and empathic connection, a body that takes as its charge to be fully
human. (p. 1)
All of the above speak to the ways in which autoethnographers recognize their
subjectivities, emotionality, and their influence on the research (Ellis et al., 2011, p. 274).
I agree with Starr‘s statement that once you become aware of a situation that
needs to be addressed then you are required to do something to try to change it. Thus, by
using queer theory and autoethnography, the researcher is analyzing ways ―we — as
teachers, writers, researchers, activists, humans, — try to document, ease or eliminate,
and bear witness to harmful social practices, occasions of relational violence, and the
trials and tribulations of (desiring) normalcy‖ (Adams & Holman Jones, 2011, p. 111). In
addition, for Grace and Benson (2000), ―autobiographical queer life narratives‖ (p. 89),
help us to create a ―fugitive knowledge‖ base that can be utilized to circumvent existing
policies and practices that marginalize (p. 90). Hill (1995) defines ―fugitive knowledge‖
as oppositional knowledge created by queer persons in order to resist hegemony (as cited
in Grace and Benson, 2000, p. 90). It is in this way that queer narratives can serve as a
form of resistance (p. 93). Similarly, my writing as a queer teacher about my experiences
of being queer, as a student and teacher, may provoke teachers and administrators to also
consider how they are supporting or not supporting the queer students (and teachers) in
their schools, whether they can identify who they are or not. As well, opportunities for
transformation in teaching pedagogy and potential curriculum development may arise
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from new ways of thinking (Starr, 2010, p. 3). This work may also speak to members of
the queer community who are able to find their own voices situated in the theory and/or
the narrative. This thesis is, therefore, another response to a system that continually
attempts to make queer kids feel ―damaged,‖ rather than the whole and complete, loved
and loveable, beings that they are.
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Queer and Queer Theory10
In order to begin a discussion concerning ―queer‖ and ―queer theory,‖ it is
necessary to provide a brief history of the term ―queer‖ and the origins and use of queer
theory. In a brief overview of queer history, Spargo (1999) states the term ―gay‖ was
adopted in the 1960s as an alternative to ―homosexual,‖ and in response to the naming of
people as ―homosexual‖ by the medical and scientific community. This was rather a
claiming of a name, as opposed to being named, with many considering this time as the
beginning of the ―pride‖ movement (p. 28). In the 1970s many gay liberation movements
arose with the intent to change a society that many viewed, and still view, as the cause of
the oppression. Civil rights groups at this time wanted to present a unified gay
community but this proved to be difficult with such a diverse group of people within the
community (p. 33). This is shown with the size of one of the current acronyms,
LGBTQQIP2SAA11 (and even here I am likely excluding people). With the threat of
AIDS in the 1980s, the queer community was faced with new concerns, one of which
included the discourse of AIDS as a ―gay disease,‖ which contributed to renewed
10
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homophobia (p. 34). This led to further political uprisings by members of the queer
community to fight for equal rights.
Point of Departure:
It is with much hesitation that I include any discussion about AIDS in this paper,
as for too long much of the discussion to be had about queer topics involved the
association of queer sexuality with disease (Eyre, 1997, p. 201), and I do not wish to
reinscribe that stereotype here. It is with much disdain that I am aware that by bringing it
up, however, I draw attention to the stereotype. It is clear that STI‘s/AIDS are equally as
dangerous for all people who engage in sexual activity, however, I fear that stereotypes
still abound about queer people as having an increased prevalence of the possibility of
contracting a disease. I also fear that the queer community has associated itself too much
with the AIDS cause.
A Snapshot
I recently attended two queer community events. The first was a conference on
“Creating a Trans-Friendly Environment.” Attending the event were members from a
local provincial AIDS coalition. I then attended a queer support group in a nearby city.
As I entered the building the first thing I saw was a table set up with information about
various STI‟s and AIDS. As the session carried on, we began to discuss who we could
invite to present to the group throughout the year, and a local AIDS organization was
mentioned.
My concern with this is that once again the queer community becomes synonymous with
disease and I would like to envision a queer community that defines itself as postAIDS/STIs. With that said, I am also very aware that queer sexual activity is often not
discussed in schools and perhaps as a community we owe it to each other to provide that
education. I am also aware that the negative responses directed at the queer community
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during the AIDS epidemic, served as a way to bond a community together to combat the
shame they were made to feel, with ―pride‖ offered as a response, and this should not be
overlooked (Rand, 2012, p. 76). This discussion will be taken up further in this chapter.
To return to the history, during the 1980s, advocacy groups such as Queer Nation
and Pink Panthers led campaigns to call for anti-homophobia education, as well as media
and arts campaigns for equal rights and to counter gay bashing (Spargo, 1999, p. 37).
Central to this was the re-appropriation of the word ―queer.‖ ―Queer‖ was first penned
by Teresa de Lauretis who, at a conference in 1990, called for the field to ―queer
heteronormative underpinnings‖ (Schmidt, 2010, p. 317). ―Queer‖ began with a
consideration of ―identity.‖ For de Lauretis, ―queer‖ held two interpretations: to evaluate
discourse production and to deconstruct our own queer discourses, or how identity is
formed by discourses and how we have taken them on (Giffney, 2012, p. 4).12 Queer can
signify many things to different people. It has been embraced as an identity category, an
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De Lauretis would eventually distance herself from the term queer, calling it a ―vacuous creature of the

publishing industry‖ (p. 4). This speaks to how quickly ―queer‖ would begin to have different meanings to
different theorists. Donald Hall (2003) states, ―there is no ―queer theory‖ in the singular, only many
different voices and sometimes overlapping, sometimes divergent perspectives that can loosely be called
―queer theories‖ (as cited in Giffney, 2012, p. 2). It would seem to me that this is to be expected in a
―community‖ that is, indeed, very diverse. As I have read many different perspectives in the literature,
even when I do not agree at all with particular perspectives, I cannot discount them because they are as
diverse as the people who are speaking them, and therefore, despite not speaking to me they likely do speak
to others.
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anti-identity position, a methodology, a politics, and an academic discipline, among
others, all of which will be taken up in this thesis. Each conceptualization will now be
explored briefly. Queer has been taken on as an identifier for some who wish to define
themselves against the ―norm‖ (p. 3). In addition, queer can be used as an antiidentification position as there are people who use ―queer‖ because they may not wish to
identify as one of the categories listed in the LGBTQ+ acronym. Perhaps, they do not
feel the identity categories speak to them, or perhaps more than one category might speak
to them, or by using queer they are employing their own definition of what ―queer‖
means and do not want to be defined by others (p. 2). ―Queer‖ has also been used as a
politics to join a ―community‖ together to fight against oppression as it ―challenges
hegemonies, exclusions, norms and assumptions‖ (p. 3).
Point of Departure
Some people take issue with the use of ―community‖ to describe the diversity of
people who identify as queer. Anzaldua (1991) refers to this ―as a needed but ‗false
unifying umbrella‘‖ (as cited in Giffney, 2012, p. 2). Warner (1993) states, the notion of
a community remains a problem for the following reasons: ―…nearly every lesbian or
gay [queer person] remembers being such before entering a collectively identified
space,…much of lesbian and gay [queer] history has to do with non-community, and
…dispersal rather than localization‖ (p. xxv), is typical of the queer experience. There
are two points to consider with this, a ―community‖ offers commonalty to an alreadymentioned dispersed population and allows people with certain common interests from
around the globe to meet and connect, but with that said there are people who do not
consider themselves as part of a ―queer community,‖ and they must be respected.
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However, politically, it may be necessary to be considered a community due to our
commonalities of dealing with oppression and fighting against it. I, therefore, tend to
employ the use of ―community‖ when discussing marginalized people who may define
themselves, and who may be defined by society, as ―against the normal‖ and because of
this, may have similar experiences within a heterocentric society.
To continue, in this thesis, I take up ―queer‖ as a methodology in relation to
autoethnography, and as an academic discipline. Therefore, to give one definition of
―queer‖ is not an easy task. As Vicars (2006) states, ―queer embraces the provisional in
its refusal to be pinioned by any one single definition‖ (p. 22). It is not difficult to see
why Giffney (2012) defines ―queer‖ as a contested term that encompasses refusal,
defiance and celebration (p. 2). However, Sewell (2014) considers queer a ―doubleedged discourse,‖ as its differing meanings have the potential ―to unite and divide— to
empower and to alienate‖ (p. 293). Let‘s briefly consider what this means. Sewell states
queer has the potential to alienate because of its origin as a derogatory term for
―homosexuals‖ (p. 293). He goes on to state that being queer means to name oneself as
―other,‖ as queer is anti-normative, which reinforces a marginalized position (p. 294).
On the other hand, in terms of being a uniting force, ―queer‖ was used initially by Queer
Nation to create a unified community in response to the AIDS crisis. Stryker (2007)
states:
A single accomplishment of the group was to reclaim a set of positive
associations for an old epithet, ―queer,‖ and to assert that queer people had a right
to take up cultural space — right here, right now — with no apologies and no
arguments. Just as importantly, queer became an important concept both socially
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and intellectually, helping to broaden what had been primarily a gay and lesbian
social movement into one that is more inclusive… (as cited in Sewell, 2014, p.
298)
Paradoxically, many queer theorists assert that queer is not an identity at all, but a
denial of identity (Butler, 2008; Edelman, 2004; Jagose, 1996). As Sewell (2014) states,
―Therein lies the proverbial rub. If queer is ever-flexible and ever-permeable, how can it
define and mobilize its constituency through naming? Likewise, if queer is not an
identity designation, how can one be queer‖ (p. 294). This is the ―being and becoming‖
of this thesis and will be explored as I progress. My employment of ―queer‖ in this thesis
will be primarily in regards to an exploration of my own queer identity, (I believe I have
one)13 through autoethnography, to define a very diverse group of people for political
purposes, and as ―resistance to regimes of the normal‖ (Warner, 1993, p. xxvi), while
noting the limitless possibilities that queer might, and does, represent.
From Queer to Queer Theory
What then is the conceptualization of queer theory? Spargo (1999) states,
―…queer theory could be seen as mobilizing ―queer‖ as a verb that unsettles assumptions
about sexed and sexual being and doing. In theory, queer is perpetually at odds with the
normal, the norm…‖ (p. 40). Similarly, Whitlock (2010) states, ―queer‖ serves as a
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In a study of queer identity, Mizzi and Stebbins (2010) state that some participants did not want to define

themselves as queer because they found this ―became the dominant aspect of their subjectivities that was
noticed by their colleagues and students‖ (p. 23).
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deliberate and disruptive political term against the normal (p. 82), and in doing so is
connected to sexuality, but goes beyond sexuality to include people who do not fit within
normative categories, including, for example, transgender persons and asexual persons,
who cannot be defined solely by sexuality.
Queer theory has its roots in post-structuralism which critiques the subject and
calls into question the fixedness and stability of categories that are taken for granted
(Filax et al., 2011, p. 87). Post-structuralism states that subjects are created or produced
through discourse. Drazenovich (2010) clarifies:
Discourses are social, political, and cultural arrangements of ideas and concepts
through which the world as we know it is communicated and constructed; they are
observed in terms of the elements of knowledge and power inherent in them.
Discourse is about the production of language and practices by particular systems
that produce existential meanings which then shape our individual lives. (p. 261)
Similarly, for Fairclough (1992), discourse is more than just language use, it is verbal
speech and written language and represents social practice. Therefore, discourse not only
reflects the social world but also helps to produce it (as cited in Rogers, 2004, p. 5).
Thus, discourses are ideological and consist of values and viewpoints (p. 5). Michel
Foucault was a post-structuralist thinker who theorized how discourses create the subject.
Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA) is based on the works of Foucault, and suggests
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that all forms of knowledge are produced discursively.14 Foucauldian Discourse Analysis
also looks at the historical perspective and shows how discourses shape society and how
they change over historical periods (Willig, 2001, p. 107). These discourses demonstrate
the way that people think, or what knowledge exists at a particular historical time, and are
present in every social interaction. They are found in everyday existence through the
rules by which people conduct themselves, acceptable social practices, in texts and
media, and from organizations, such as churches, law and education (Hall, 2007, p. 73).
Examples of discourses, and relevant to this work, are the thoughts around the word
―gender,‖ as it produces ideas about what male and female is, how many genders exist,
family arrangements, standard of dress, appropriate leisure and work activities, and so
forth (Filax et al, 2011, p. 87). These discourses work for some people in society, but for
many they do not. Dominant discourses are those discourses which work to maintain
existing power relations and in so doing work to marginalize others (Willig, 2001, p.
107). They can limit and constrain what can be said and they can influence how ideas
become practices that generally are used to regulate (Hall, 2007, p. 72). Foucault places
the body at the centre of this marginalization, where ―techniques of regulation‖ (as cited
in Hall, 2007, p. 78), found in discourses, are applied to the body in order to control it (p.
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Willig (2001) cautions the researcher and the reader to be aware that the paper you are now reading has

also been discursively influenced and produced (p. 121). I, therefore, put forward my own knowledge
claims and subjectivities, including the discourses that I take up, so the reader is aware of my position.
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78). This form of control has huge impacts on queer youth living in a heterocentric
society, and will be discussed further in this chapter.
Post-structuralist theorists such as Foucault insist there is no fixed biological or
essential self that occurs pre-discursively, or pre-language and culture, as ideas (and
people) only take on meaning through discourse. They, therefore, suggest that there is no
real ―truth‖ (Filax. et al., 2011, p. 87). Foucault (1980) speaks of ―regimes of truth‖
where each society and historical period has particular discourses it accepts, and which
function as ―true‖ at that time and place (as cited in Hall, 2007, p. 77). Therefore,
because the ―truth‖ is often changing, post-structuralism asks us to see the potential for
many ―truths‖ with each being subjectively acquired through the discourses that one
accepts and rejects. Most pertinent to my study is that like ―truth,‖ there are a diverse
number of identities that can be taken up. For Adams and Holman Jones (2011) queer
theory involves telling a story in which one is ―half in and half out of identities, subject
positions, and discourses and having the courage to be fluid in a world relentlessly
searching for stability and certainty‖ (p. 114). The stability, therefore, of subject
positions and categories is always questioned.
This brings me to Jacques Derrida and his concept of deconstruction. Queer
theory is indebted to Derrida as queer theorists often work to deconstruct the cultural
construction of binaries, or two terms or categories that seem at opposition. This work
will examine many binaries such as straight/queer, male/female, masculine/feminine,
normal/pathological and work to deconstruct them. Derrida (1976) states, binaries create
hierarchies ―in which one term gets the ‗upper hand‘ by dismissing its opposite as
secondary, improper, marginal, false or frivolous‖ (as cited in Stronach & MacLure,
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1997, p. 5). Most paradoxically, however, is that if queer is conceptualized as antinormative, then it is opposite of the ―norm‖ and therefore, if taken on as an identity, is
itself, a binary, and occupies a secondary position, as previously mentioned. The purpose
of deconstruction, however, is to open up the binaries and to equalize them by showing
the ways in which they are not actually opposites, but have been socially constructed as
such, in order to see the many possibilities that exist between the two categories (p. 5).
This is a way to resist binaristic, hierarchical ways of thinking, and in regards to this
thesis, to resist heteronormativity. Queer theory, thus, challenges the constructed nature
of sexual, sex, and gender identity categories.
In addition, queer theory is considered a critical theory. Critical theories ask the
reader to do the following, according to Brookfield (2005), ―learn(ing) how to perceive
and challenge dominant ideology, unmask power, contest hegemony, overcome
alienation, and pursue liberation‖ (p. 2). Each concept will be discussed briefly here but
will be explored further in the pages that follow, with concrete examples or snapshots
from my own experiences. Challenging dominant ideology refers to challenging the
myths, beliefs and values that are taken as ―true‖ or morally desirable to the majority of
the population (p. 41). Hegemony, following Antonio Gramsci, is how people accept,
without question, that which they are told by society and which often serves those who
have the most power (p. 43). Unmasking power involves locating how power acts to
marginalize some while maintaining the social order. Overcoming alienation happens
when one is able to express oneself freely (p. 50), and resist the hegemonic, ideological
oppressive system, and learning liberation is learning how to free oneself from dominant
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ideology (p. 54). The works of Butler and Foucault that follow speak to the above
conceptualizations in more detail.
Judith Butler, Michel Foucault, and Queer Theory
Why is it necessary for us to analyze the discourses that we have taken up and
serve as our ―truths?‖ What do Foucault and Butler say about the fluidity of the self and
the possibilities of many selves and sexualities? Why does a subject need to explore sites
of resistance? To begin, the work of Foucault examines how heterosexuality has become
the dominant sexuality through discourse and has resulted in queer being deemed
pathological. Drazenovich (2010) states, for Foucault, sexuality has been created
discursively, and controlled overtime by, first, the Church, through confessions of sexual
acts to Priests who then deemed these acts ―unnatural.‖ Drazenovich continues by stating
that the process of confession occurs within an inverse power relationship. Power is held
by the one who listens and not by the one who is speaking (p. 264). The ―listener‖ then
recorded an ―archive of knowledge‖ over many centuries that became endorsed with the
development of science and psychiatry (p. 264). This ―incitement to discourse‖ was
accomplished by schools, clinics, and psychiatric associations (p. 263). Confession, thus,
moved from the churches to the clinics where clinicians could then diagnose any sexual
―deviation‖ based on one‘s answers to standardized questionnaires, personal history and
memories (p. 265). Again, the one who listened had the power to make meaning, and this
time, created a ―discourse of scientific truth‖ (p. 265). Subsequently, the ―truths‖ were
adopted by Law, and the criminalization of sexual acts occurred. Foucault (1990a) states,
Surely no other type of society has ever accumulated and in such a relatively short
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period of time — a similar quantity of discourses concerned with sex…We are
dealing less with a discourse on sex than with a multiplicity of discourses
produced by a whole series of mechanisms operating in different institutions. (as
cited in Drazenovich, 2010, p. 263)
In 1864, Ulrich was the first person to suggest a scientific theory of same-sex
desire. He said that same-sex attraction between men was ―female in nature‖ (as cited in
Drazenovich, 2010, p. 268), and that if men were attracted to men then they must be
female in nature. Foucault (1990a) states that Westphal‘s article of 1870 entitled
―Contrary Sexual Feeling,‖ first introduced the word ―homosexual‖ as someone who
possesses an ―interior androgyny, a ‗hermaphrodism of the soul‘‖ (p. 268). These events
all conspired to create the socially constructed categories of ―heterosexual‖ and
―homosexual‖ (Drazenovich, 2010; Schmidt, 2010; Spargo, 1999), with a large body of
knowledge created around each, and with ―homosexuality‖ becoming identified as a
pathology (Browne & Nash, 2012; McNicol Jardine, 2005). Spargo (1999) states, in the
19th Century, medical science became preoccupied with sexuality, particularly the
sexuality of children, women, the working class, and ―homosexuals‖ (p. 18). She states,
being a ―homosexual‖ was looked upon as a problem for a working population who
should procreate and produce workers for the capitalist system (p. 18). Regardless of
how ―homosexuality‖ became ―other,‖ it is clear that ―homosexual‖ acquired meaning
through its binary, ―heterosexual,‖ with one deemed as normal and the other as abnormal
(Browne & Nash, 2012; Schmidt, 2010). This is an example of ―knowledge‖ becoming
dominant ideology, which would then be circulated and accepted via hegemony, causing
alienation for those defined as ―homosexual.‖
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In addition, the work of poststructuralist feminist scholar, Judith Butler, has been
highly influential to queer theory as she demonstrated how sex and gender are also social
constructions. Butler was influenced by Foucault‘s work on the construction of sex and
sexuality, and how the subject is discursively created (Salih, 2002, p. 5). Many of her
thoughts have, thus, involved the destabilization of this discursively created subject.
Thus, queer theory, evolving out of post-structuralism, is interested in the creation of the
subject, and takes on as a key component the investigation and deconstruction of identity
categories, by showing how sexed, gendered, and sexualized identities create the subject,
and are all unstable and socially constructed (p. 9).
How then, according to Butler, is the gendered and sexed subject created? I was
taken with her reference to Simone De Beauvoir‘s (1973) quotation, ―One is not born a
woman, but, rather, becomes one‖ (Butler, 1990, p. 11), as this suggests for Butler that
the ―one‖ who becomes a woman does not necessarily have to be a female, or conversely,
that the one who becomes a man does not have to be male, as categories of male and
female and their resultant ways of being are culturally constructed. She states that gender
―is an act that brings into being what it names: in this context, a ―masculine‖ man or a
―feminine‖ woman,‖ and that ―gender identities are constructed and constituted by
language, which means that there is no gender identity that precedes language‖ (Salih,
2002, p. 64). To go further, Butler, in the post-structuralist vein, suggests there is no
―I‖(dentity) without language, and that cultural subjects are created by, rather than
creators of, these discourses (p. 64). Butler refutes the notion that there is an ontological
inner core that is pre-linguistic, but rather believes that people become gendered by
observing repeated gendered acts (p. 65). Thus, gender becomes a ―free floating artifice‖
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(Butler, 1990, p. 10) with the idea, as Beauvoir stated above, that female and feminine
might mean a male body, and male and masculine a female body (Butler, 1990, p. 9).
Why then is gender constructed so binaristically? Butler says, the ―heterosexualization of
desire‖ (p. 24), requires that there be opposition between feminine and masculine, and
how one must express oneself under each category, and that each has been normalized
under ―compulsory heterosexuality‖ (Rich, 1980, as cited in Butler, 1990, p. 43) and
through the dominant discourse of ―heterosexual hegemony‖ (p. 25). To return to
ordinary speech, Butler is suggesting there is no inner gendered core of being, rather
people are socialized into gender through the lens of heterosexuality, which suggests that
to be a male you must be attracted to women and possess certain attributes that signify
you as male, and to be a woman you must be attracted to men and possess certain
attributes to suggest you are female. Thus, as Britzman (1995ab) states, ―heterosexuality
is marked through rigid binaries of gender‖ (p. 70). These gender roles have been
repeated, retold, and passed down from generation to generation, without people‘s
awareness, which is hegemony. The concept of hegemony is most associated with
Antonio Gramsci. It is characterized as the often unknown way we accept dominant
ideologies that give power to some and harm others (Brookfield, 2005, p. 93). Brookfield
(2005) states, ―Ideology becomes hegemony when the dominant ideas are learned and
lived in everyday decisions and judgments and when these ideas (reinforced by mass
media images and messages) pervade the whole of existence‖ (p. 94). Due to hegemony,
heterosexuals may not be aware that they benefit from these conceptualizations and that
those who break the ―norm‖ often suffer, the norm being compulsory heterosexuality.
In addition to gender, Butler also addresses the notion of ―sex‖ as being socially
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constructed. In Bodies That Matter Butler (1993) states:
Consider the medical interpellation which…shifts an infant from an ―it‖ to a
―she‖ or a ―he‖ and in that naming the girl is ―girled,‖ brought into the domain of
language and kinship through the interpellation of gender….The naming is at
once the setting of a boundary, and also the repeated inculcation of a norm. (as
cited in Salih, 2002, p. 77)
This normalized conception of what a girl or boy is and how one must act, continues
throughout one‘s lifetime, and to move between, or in and out, of this categorization
creates the ―other.‖ Thus, Butler states that under these conditions of compulsory
normative heterosexuality, the policing of gender and sexual categories are necessary to
keep heterosexuality as the dominant category (Butler, 1990, p. xii).
A Snapshot
I can remember always loving soap operas. I remember in Grade 3 writing about the
eight different “soaps” that I watched at the time, their plots and their characters, and
sharing it with the class, to Mrs. J‟s shock and probable dismay. Likely because of this
daily foray into the “dramatic,” and because children are often imaginative, I would
often role play at home and at school, that I was a cast member in one of these soap
operas, and in particular, that I was one of the long suffering, always endangered and
needing to be saved, but always glamourous and romanticized heroines. (How
problematic this narrative is does not escape me today! It may speak to the patriarchal
male gaze of the directors of such programs, but that is another topic). At home, these
role plays consisted of taking one of my mother‟s aprons and wearing it over my clothes,
as a dress, along with the longest towel I could find which I would centre on my head and
tuck behind my ears, pulling it down so that I had a straight set of bangs, with the rest of
my “hair” flowing down my back. I would then put on a pair of my mom‟s shoes to
complete the ensemble. My cousin, Molly, who was 1 year older than me, was my only
real playmate at home. Because our parents were close to each other, we were always at
each other‟s house. I can remember that we would often act out these scenes together. I
don‟t remember any judgment initially from my Mom and Dad about this play. There
was only one time that I took my “act” to school. (I say “act” here but it is important to
note that I remember not just wanting to play these women, but to actually “be” one).
One Halloween, I decided that I would dress up as a girl, so I donned one of my mom‟s
dresses and shoes, foregoing the ”towel as wig” look, and went off happily to school.
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When I arrived I soon realized that many peers were laughing and snickering at me and
saying things like, “Nice dress, Darren!” in the sarcastic, judgmental tone that I had
become accustomed to. What I found ironic was that some of the boys who usually
presented themselves as “typical,” masculine boys, also chose to dress up as girls, but
the reaction was much different. Peers looked at them with amusement and applauded
their sense of humour, because who could imagine that these boys would ever really want
to be a girl, whereas the looks directed at me were scornful: a laughing at, rather than a
laughing with, the boy in the dress alone on the swings.
A Snapshot
I loved Barbies. I loved playing with Barbies. I really wanted to be a Barbie and look like
her and wear the clothes and the heels and have the accessories, but more than anything
I wanted Barbies. My cousin Molly had a lot of Barbies with a lot of clothes for them, so
whenever I would go out to Molly‟s house, I would always ask if she wanted to play
Barbies. Sometimes she did and sometimes she didn‟t, but even if she didn‟t, I would
always ask if I could go down to her bedroom and play with them, and if she said “No,”
which she might be inclined to do because I was often mean to poor Molly, because you
see, I was jealous that she seemingly had everything I wanted, then I would ask my Aunt
if I could go, and my Aunt who was always gentle and kind, always allowed me to go. I
can remember often, when I wasn‟t mean to Molly and she was playing with me, that we
would dress our Barbies up and take them out to the adults to do “fashion shows.” I can
recall that sometimes the adults were not very impressed with us presenting our Barbies,
(maybe it was my fashion sense?), and my Mom would tell me that it was enough and go
put them away. Now, I wanted my own Barbies more than anything. I remember
begging and begging my Mom for a Barbie for Christmas, along with the car and the
dream mansion, I‟m sure, and I really was a spoiled kid so I expected to get them. (I am
very aware of how capitalistic this snapshot is.) How exciting it was to get up on
Christmas morning to find a long rectangular box under the tree! I knew that box. It had
to be a Barbie. Ripping off the paper, I was devastated to find my very own Ken doll,
Barbie‟s handsome and perfect boyfriend. Being spoiled, I threw the doll aside and
demanded to know where my Barbie was. (I apologize, Mom!) There was no real
answer. Later, I do remember being told that I was a boy and that I didn‟t play with
„girl‟ toys, and I felt a high sense of injustice. I can remember thinking privately that one
day I was going to have all the Barbies that I wanted and that I would hide them all in my
closet and take them out when no one was watching. What I didn‟t know was how much
a metaphor this would be to describe the years that followed. Incidentally, I did play
with that Ken doll, but mainly because I liked the way he looked with his shirt off, which
I‟m sure was not the intent of my parents when they bought him for me.
A Snapshot
As many families do, our family would regularly have get-togethers or parties to
celebrate special occasions. We might go to a relative‟s house for the evening and
socialize with cousins, aunts and uncles, and the same dynamic would often play out.
Often times, the men could be found in the kitchen around a small table with various food
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and drink, laughing and boisterous, and beyond that, in the living room, all of the women
would sit with their own plates of food. In these situations I would often find myself
sitting beside my Mom in the living room. I would go out into the kitchen occasionally to
talk to the men, but having little in common with the discussions of hunting and fishing,
off-coloured jokes, and off-hand comments about my choice of sitting in the living room
with the women, along with suggestions of my unmasculinity, I began to avoid going into
the kitchen. In fact, I began to avoid going to these get-togethers altogether. It felt
unsafe because I realized in order to get to the safety of the living room I would have to
walk through the men and through their comments.
A Snapshot
I loved watching Dukes of Hazzard. I remember Molly and I watching it and role-playing
it as well. Her favorite character was Bo and mine was Luke. I thought he was so good
looking. Molly, of course, was always good enough to let me be Daisy Duke and she
would reluctantly be one of the boys. Of course, Dukes of Hazzard was very popular at
the time, and so when I went to school I would ask classmates if they wanted to play
Dukes of Hazzard. I can see myself screaming, “I‟m Daisy Duke” and running away
from some imagined “bad guy.” As this continued, and the other children picked up on
my desire to always “play” the girl part, a new name was devised for me. It was the
beginning of many names that would be leveled at me over the next decade, and the
beginning of my subjectification: “Daisy Duke Darren.”
A Snapshot
I was in grade 1 and my cousin Molly was in grade 2. I know this because I know that I
couldn‟t write very well yet and that she could. There was the cutest boy at school who
was in the same grade as my cousin. One of the things that seemed to be popular at the
time, in my mind at least, was that one should write the person whom you had a crush on
a “love note” to express to him your undying love so he could reciprocate it and then you
could both hold hands on the merry-go-round. How romantic! So, because I couldn‟t
write very well, and Molly could, one of us, I can‟t remember who, decided that the best
course of action would be that she would write this boy a note telling him of my undying
love and that if he felt the same way then he should meet me out by the swings at recess
the following day. The next day I waited in class all morning until recess finally arrived.
I bounded out to the playground to see if he was waiting but he did not show up. What did
show up was laughing and pointing and shouts of “Darren Loves Bill.” From that point
on, he avoided me fairly consistently, and often throughout that year my transgression
would be brought up again, for those who didn‟t appreciate my courage.
A Snapshot
My dad and brothers were in the fire department. Because I loved them all and I thought
they were the greatest, I always wanted to go where they went, so I would often beg them
to take me to the fire hall with them. Other dads would often take their children as well.
I say dads because at this time the fire department was very much segregated with no
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female members. That is not the case today, I am happy to say. All of the children
attending the fire hall went to the same small school that I did, so I shouldn‟t have been
shocked when I went in one day and one of the adults called me Daisy Duke Darren. He
would continue calling me this for years. Eventually, I stopped going to the fire hall as
well.
To explore the above snapshots, Foucault suggests ―normality,‖ as well as
―norms,‖ are created by modern Western knowledge, which acts as ―disciplinary‖
knowledge, in that it is used to classify, monitor, and control people (as cited in McNicol
Jardine, 2005, p. 20). This disciplining power has the goal of making people conform.
Foucault differentiates between sovereign power, which was the power held by
sovereigns over their subjects in the Middle Ages, or the power of the legal and justice
system today, and disciplinary power, which is the power that affects each of us on a
daily basis (as cited in McNicol Jardine, 2005, p. 39). Foucault states that with the
advent of the factory system, the latter system of power became prominent. This system
would produce ―docile‖ bodies for the profit of the business owners (p. 41). This worked
through what Foucault calls, ―techniques of surveillance‖ (p. 58). These techniques
include the ―gaze‖ or ―panopticism,‖ which means ―all seeing,‖ where a worker would be
observed daily, often from a central location, where they would not necessarily know
they were being observed (p. 61). This would create in them the fear that they must not
do anything wrong, so they will not be punished (p. 61). Thus, they began to selfmonitor and control their own, and then each other‘s, behavior. For Foucault,
disciplining occurs through the following stages: classification, surveillance,
normalization, reward and punishment (p. 24).
What might this look like in schools? For a moment, let‘s consider a student who
is gender non-conforming. They might be ―classified,‖ firstly, by their peers, as being
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different because they step out of prescribed gender roles. ―Surveillance‖ refers to
observation by others to ensure conformity. Thus, their parents, relatives, peers, and even
teachers, might consistently point out whenever they begin to step outside of those
mandated gender roles, and in so doing the child is presented with ―normalizing‖ notions
of how one ―should‖ or ―must‖ act based on their gender presentation. Exclusion,
particularly by peers, against the child occurs regularly and acts as a punishment, whereas
the child is ―rewarded‖ when they perform their perceived gender ―correctly.‖
―Classification‖ then is reinforced through the exclusion, in terms of creating a sense in
one‘s self as ―other.‖ This was my experience.
To bring these concepts and theories together it is necessary to return to the
snapshots. I was classified, particularly by my classmates, as a child who did not fit
within gender or sexual norms. This classification presented itself in the constant
pointing out by my peers that I did not fit in, in the derisive way I was named ―Daisy
Duke Darren,‖ and the countless other names, often used to assault those who are gender
non-conforming, to the exclusion and eventual self-exclusion from men. Self-exclusion
occurred as not only was I classified, I began to classify those who exhibited masculinity
as potentially dangerous. ―Surveillance‖ occurred through the ―gaze‖ of adults and
children. This occurred when I was informed that I had stepped outside of a gender or
sexual norm, be it by the looks the adults gave me when playing with Barbies, being told
that boys do not play with ―girl toys‖ by my parents, and by my peers in saying that boys
do not write other boys love letters. As a result I learned what was ―normal‖
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(normalization) and what was not, and I learned that I would be punished, through
exclusionary practices, if I stepped outside of these norms.15 Sumara and Davis (1992)
reference Halley‘s concept of the ―heterosexual bribe,‖ where rewards are granted to
those whose ―public performance of self are contained within that narrow band of
behaviors considered proper to a heterosexual identity‖ (as cited in Schmidt, 2010, p.
317). This eventually forced me into the closet to try and fit in and created in me a sense
of alienation.
A Snapshot
I was 13 years old and sitting on my mother‟s bright Pepto Bismal pink throw-covered
sofa. I was working on some kind of school work because I had a piece of paper and a
book on my lap. I do not know where the thought came from, and I can remember at the
time wondering why I was just now able to put into words what I had known for a long
time; “I am gay.” I wrote it over and over again many times on the paper, wondering
what it all really meant. My only information at school about the existence of gay people
came from negative words directed at me by my peers. I do not remember any specific
teaching or discussions about being gay in any other context, school or otherwise. This,
of course, was in the early 1990s, when Oprah wasn‟t yet often talking about queer topics
and Ellen had yet to “come out.” Therefore, I can only surmise that my teachings
regarding my sexuality came from my peers. My conceptualization, therefore, was that,
yes, I was gay, as I had frequently been called, and that meant that I was attracted to
boys, and it also meant that it was wrong and that I could not tell anyone. I rushed out to
the woodstove and burned the piece of paper so my Mom wouldn‟t see it.
A Snapshot
In grade 12 my friend Julie and I volunteered to host the school‟s variety show. We did
so because no one else wanted to do it. I had always been involved in acting and loved it,
and my friend Julie and I came up with a great skit where we would act out scenes from
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It is important to note that the forces of these disciplining techniques not only affected me, but were just

as powerful on all the people I spoke about in the snapshots. This knowledge serves to then remove blame
from particular individuals in order to analyze the norms that are taken up by all of us.
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Oscar nominated movies. We sang “Hakuna Matata” from The Lion King, acted out the
scene from Misery, where Kathy Bates hobbles her prisoner, and I played an excellent
Forrest Gump, if I do say so myself. Between acts, we had collected jokes that we could
tell while the audience was waiting for the next act to arrive. One particular set up took
longer than usual and we ran out of the jokes, so Julie and I asked members of the
audience for some good joke material to which someone hollered out, „Tell the joke about
you being straight!‟ I was mortified and petrified. It was as if the room went silent. My
Mom was in the audience, and all of my friends. I laughed nervously and continued on.
After the show, everyone told me that I did a great job, and no one said a word
concerning the joke about me being straight.
Foucault urges us all to fight against the forces that divert us from our own
unique life experiences and act to create our ―objectification‖ (as cited in McNicol
Jardine, 2005, p. 8). This occurs when disciplining techniques take away a person‘s
ability to make choices independently, and which turn people into objects who are
controlled (p. 8). To go further, McNicol Jardine (2005) states this is a:
System of knowledge and power that tries to turn us into the objects needed for a
modern society: that acts to form and mold each of us, that sets discursive and
non-discursive ideas, expectations, values, and practices into play, leaving us with
the sense of being continually monitored, compared, classified and judged in
relation to the disciplinary categories of the normal and the abnormal. (p. 20)
This system of disciplining power and knowledge created the closet. It never really
worked, however, as I have always found it extremely difficult to be someone who I am
not.
A Snapshot
I was in the library and working on one of the papers for a Master‟s class concerning
Foucault‟s disciplining power. I thought back to my own experiences as a small child
and realized, remembered, rediscovered that there was a time as a small child that I was
not in the closet.
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A Snapshot
I met my next-door neighbours, Leo and Meredith, when I was 5 years old. I was a
precocious child and had no fear of new people so one day I just walked over and
introduced myself to them. It would be the beginning of a deep friendship with both of
them, particularly with Meredith, because I always tended to feel more comfortable with
women than I did with men. They used to take me camping with them and on road trips,
and Meredith and I bonded over our love of prime time soap operas. I went to Meredith
and Leo‟s almost every day. We had sleepovers all of the time, where they would BBQ or
cook me a nice meal, with the typical bed-time snack of ice cream. They became like my
second parents. I can only characterize Leo as very masculine and very kind and gentle.
He had boxes of jokes, many inappropriate, written on cue cards. He tried his hand at
repair work, electrical work, and being a small business owner selling electronics out of
his basement. My dad died when I was ten, and during my teenage years I became more
close with Leo, especially after his diagnosis with cancer, which he fought for many years
and which would eventually become terminal. I did not tell Leo or Meredith that I was
gay. I hadn‟t told anyone in my teenage years. When I left for University, I had come out
to Meredith‟s sister and we had a conversation about my concern of coming out to them.
She told me that Leo had talked to her about my masculinity, saying that he was
concerned about how I would be treated because I didn‟t act masculine. She said to Leo,
“Do you love him the way he is?” and he replied, “Of course I do.” And she replied,
“Then why would you want him to change?” That spring I arrived home for March
Break and went over to surprise Leo and Meredith. As soon as I opened the door and
Leo saw me he bounded up from the chair exclaiming, “Darren! You‟re home,” and gave
me a huge bear hug. It is my favorite memory of him.
To return to Butler, she expands her theory by stating that not only is gender socially
constructed, but there is a performative element to gender and that we are
socialized/disciplined into performing the roles and rules that accompany each gender
category. Thus, Butler says that a ―gendered core‖ (Butler, 1990, p. 33) does not exist,
and there is no gender identity behind gender expressions (p. 34). She states, ―identity is
performatively constituted by the very ―expressions‖ that are said to be its results‖ (p.
34), and that ―acts and gestures, articulated and enacted desires, create the illusion of an
interior and organizing gender core, an illusion discursively maintained for the purposes
of the regulation of sexuality within the obligatory frame of reproductive heterosexuality‖
(p. 185). In other words, we are taught what gender and sexuality are and we then
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internalize it as our identity. Further, this internalization of a gendered and sexual
identity benefits heterosexuals because it hides the disciplining practices that produce the
categories (p. 186).
Point of Departure:
This is where I feel Butler‘s theory, though perhaps speaks to some, does not apply to my
own queer experiences. I agree with Butler, Foucault and many queer theorists that
gender and sexuality are performative and culturally constructed, and, through
socialization and disciplining, I learned the norms of what it meant to be masculine and
therefore straight, and in a sense I do perform against this. This can be seen in my
childhood through my playing with Barbies, wearing ―women‘s clothes,‖ engaging in
activities that many deemed ―feminine,‖ to the wearing of makeup on a daily basis today.
A Snapshot
I‟ve been wearing foundation since I was 25. When I first started to experiment with
makeup I did go a bit over the top, perhaps. I would use eyeliner and some eye shadow
and even a bit of blush. Nowadays, I just wear a light powder and colour in my greying
eyebrows, every day, to work, going to the stores, everywhere. My mom bought an extra
table for her bathroom so that my “beauty products” didn‟t take up so much room on her
rather small sink. Sometimes during family functions a family member might still
comment on the makeup in the bathroom, or point out my excessive use of products and
the hour it takes me to get ready to leave the house in the morning. On the other hand, it
is an extravagant amount of time to get ready in the morning, as pointed out by the four
year old daughter of friends of mine who said, “We always have to wait for Darren to get
his makeup on!”16

16

It may appear problematic to associate wearing makeup with being feminine. However, the wearing of

makeup is traditionally not a dominant masculine attribute and I have been told in the past that I should not
wear it. This snapshot will be examined further in the deconstruction section of this thesis.
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It appears to me, however, that there has always been an innateness, an inner feeling of
―right,‖ in my displays of gender and sexuality. What seemed wrong was going into the
closet and performing something that I was not. Lee (2005) speaks eloquently to the
policing of the self and the closet in The Joy of the Castrated Boy, when they state:
Because laughter is very killing to the soft soul of the young, we tried to get away
from the shame and the pain of laughter by denouncing that identity…what works
is to accept that mistakability as not only a fact of life but a point of joy and
liberation. It can be powerful to be what you look like. (p. 54)
In a sense, when I came out of the closet, who I was as a small child, before I was placed
in the closet by society, had been reclaimed, and today my innate identity feels just as
right now as it did when I was wearing my mother‘s apron or writing a love note to a boy
in grade 1. Clearly, I was culturally influenced to perform in these ways, but this
certainly does not explain my inner desire to do so.
A Snapshot
All through my childhood I dreamed of having a boyfriend. Literally. I still vividly
remember having a dream about a boy who was a year older than me in elementary
school, not the same one mentioned above incidentally, and how we met up downtown
and were holding hands while walking through town. It was the simplest of dreams but I
would visualize this happening for much of my childhood. In my teen years, I would sit
on the back yard swing, where I would swing and dream about a guy walking up the
driveway and sitting beside me, and being “the one” for me.
A Snapshot
During my time as coordinator in my Board, I was able to bring many presentations
concerning diversity and human rights to our area. I was fortunate to make contact with
an organization that supported queer students in schools and employed staff who would
go to schools to facilitate workshops. I contacted one of the presenters, a transgender
man, and organized his speaking at various elementary, junior, and high schools in the
area, to both students and staff. His presentations were on sexuality and gender identity.
He spoke to students from grades 4-12. In some of these cases, particularly in the
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elementary schools, a letter was sent home before the presentation to let parents know
that he would be presenting. A letter for a guest speaker is not normally required, but it
always seems necessary when “controversial” topics will be discussed. He addressed
the difference between gender identity and “sexual orientation,” and spoke about his
experience growing up and feeling as if he were born in the wrong body, and how he first
identified as a lesbian, but would eventually learn about the category of transgender and
realized that this was the term that best applied to him. He then talked about how he
began to transition from a woman to a man. He also asked the children in the lower
grades which objects/toys/sports belonged to boys and which ones to girls. Although
many children protested that there were no such things as “girl toys” or “boy toys,” they
all were able to create lists that gendered objects and ideas. After the presentations I
asked for feedback from the administrators and was quite pleased that only one or two
parents had called in to talk about the content of the presentation or to ask why all the
students were required to attend. In our Board, we are fortunate to have health outcomes
that speak to gender identity and “sexual orientation” from grade 4 and up, so that was
the answer that was given to those parents who were concerned. The impact he had on
staff was powerful as well. One teacher stayed after the workshop to speak with him for
20 minutes to ask him questions and try to understand his experience. Later, a student
told me that the presentation made them question their own gender identity and
encouraged them to read more about it online.
Critics of Butler, such as Prousser (1998), reject the notion that gender is
performative, as many transgender people ―aspire to that which the scheme [i.e.
performativity] devalues. Namely, there are transsexuals [sic] who seek very pointedly to
be non-performative, to be constative, quite simply, to be‖ (as cited in Salih, 2002, p. 70).
Thus, if these categories were simply performative, the emotional and physical
disconnect that trans people often express feeling cannot be accounted for. Similarly, this
is what I sought all along, to ―quite simply‖ just be who I felt I was. Nagoshi and Brzuzy
(2010) reconcile this in their discussion concerning transgender theory. They write about
how transgender theory has emerged out of feminist and queer theories. As noted, queer
theory seeks to dismantle a stable sense of self to show how that self is socially
constructed, often erasing an ontological inner core of being. Transgender theory
critiques this by saying that there are three influences on the self. The first is ―there is an
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embodied aspect of the self that generates bodily experiences, some of them undoubtedly
unconscious, that really are essential for informing one‘s identity‖ (p. 436). This speaks
to an innateness that exists pre-discursively. They go on to discuss the self-constructed
nature of identity, and that we can create an ―identity‖ based on lived experiences
(p.436), this might include how we choose to perform, and circumvent, various identities,
for example, male, female, and what each means. The third is the socially constructed
aspect of identity, whereby the society expects people to perform in certain ways and
involves the disciplining of people into objects (p. 437), as mentioned previously.
Nagoshi and Brzuzy state, ―The autonomous self exists only in relationship to and
interactions with these embodied, self-constructed, and socially constructed aspects of
identity‖ (p. 437). Similarly, Adams and Holman Jones (2008), discuss bridging the
constructionism of gender and sexual categories with essentialism, in terms of an
―identity as achievement‖ (p. 382) argument, which situates the identity in constant
interaction with society, with selves emerging from situated practices, and which can
fluctuate over time, a becoming, while noting that biological aspects, an innate sense of
being, are not irrelevant (p. 382). This makes more sense to my experience than simply
saying that my entire self is constructed by interactions with society. Therefore, the
problem is, if gender and sexuality are constructed and performative, but you choose
what to perform based on an inner need or feeling, and then you are told you cannot
perform it based on constructed norms, this causes damage to people, like myself, who
cannot be as they are. Also, many queer scholars argue that by denying an inner identity
in the subject, by stating sexuality and gender are only fluid and constructed, one can hurt
political activism by denying the existence of that same subject (Browne & Nash, 2012,
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p. 6), as possessing an innate identity is often the grounds used to advocate for equal
rights. It is important for me to point out that I agree with this, not simply as a political
necessity, but an ontological one as well.
This is how I view my own identity and how I approach using queer theory in my
work: that we are socially disciplined to prescribe to compulsory gendered and
heterosexual norms, and these norms must be challenged because they do not work for
many people, as they innately feel they are outside of them. It is at this point that I feel I
can now state how my past experiences and recent understandings of queer theory have
formed my understanding of my identity. I now would say that I am a queer identified17
(at times) man (loosely interpreted), who used to be "gay," and still is to some extent.18
To deconstruct this, part of my embracing of the "queer" identity is that "gay" just doesn't
seem to fully work when I have always felt very feminine. To return to a previously
mentioned snapshot, ―gay‖ was the only word available to me at the age of 13 when I
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Not surprisingly, Butler does not like the use of ―queer‖ as an identity. She states (2008), ―I worry when

‗queer‘ becomes an identity. It was never an identity. It was always a critique of identity. I think if it
ceases to be a critique of identity, it‘s lost its critical edge‖ (as cited in Giffney, 2012, p. 4). However,
―queer‖ as an identity has been taken on as such by many, as previously mentioned.
18

―Queer‖ is still looked upon by many as a derogatory word, and therefore, I may shift my identifier

depending on the audience. In academe, I may be more likely to use queer to define myself, whereas, with
colleagues or friends, I may use gay. When talking about ―queer topics‖ with students or colleagues, I may
use ―LGBTQ topics‖ in its place. This is a perfect example of naming oneself and others and the way we
can move in and out of categories.
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first identified as such. The word ―queer,‖ as a positive adjective, was first introduced to
me a few years ago through learning about the transgender community. However,
―trans," or a person who is transgender, doesn't completely describe me, at this point in
time, but "queer" does seem to. I feel like I identify with women, more than I do with
those who display as men, and through experiencing various forms of homophobia,
before I had even identified myself to anyone, simply because I appeared or "acted"
feminine, has solidified for me the connection between the constructedness and policing
of gender and sexuality norms.19 As well, because gay has often been associated with
men, I feel that it is not as inclusive a term to represent who I am. This is not to suggest
that I am not ―male‖ either. Thus, I agree with Butler (2004) when she states:
The body is not understood as a static and accomplished fact, but as an aging
process, a mode of becoming that, in becoming otherwise, exceeds the norm,
reworks the norm, and makes us see how realities to which we thought we were
confined are not written in stone. (p. 29)
With this said, the way I feel my identity has been and continues to be formed,
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The reader may be thinking that I should have discussed how and why I identify as I do in my

introduction, but I feel that my experiences, as conveyed through the snapshots presented earlier, have led
to my current conceptualizations and therefore had to be mentioned first. This is in line with poststructuralist and queer notions of experiences creating our ―identity‖ constructions. With that said, I would
be remiss if I did not reiterate that my shift between ―gay‖ and ―queer‖ still speaks to an inner sense of
being that I have always known. My story is, thus, one of being and becoming.
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may not resonate with everyone, whereas some readers may identify exactly with my
interpretation. However, I think that one has to be careful in suggesting there is no inner
core or identity, as this not only works against queer activists who are advocating for
rights based on that identity, but it does not fully encapsulate the experiences of all
members of the queer community. In the end, I cannot speak for all members of the
community either, but only refer back to my own experiences as a member of that
community.
To be clear, this does not mean that gender and sexual norms are not socially
constructed, as I believe they are. These constructed norms do benefit many people
whom the norms ―speak to‖ on an individual level (heterosexuals), based on their own
inner sense of who they are. However, they also work to subjugate those who present
alternatives to them, thus, maintaining compulsory heterosexuality. Thus, queer theorists
say that sexuality is policed by the norms in society which control behavior, in the form
of disciplining power, where we control our own actions (self-surveillance) for fear of
falling outside of the norm (Browne & Nash, 2012; Schmidt, 2010). These norms are
also limiting and damaging to all who feel they must abide strictly by the heterosexual,
gendered matrix. They can stifle people whose inner core does not align with their
constructed gender or sexuality, in some cases resulting in a person performing the most
straight or the most feminine or most masculine as per society‘s demand, while
concealing who they really are. All of these disciplining techniques led me to attempt to
―regulate‖ my behavior, so that I would be viewed as ―normal.‖ They also resulted in a
secondary problem: I have a distrust of men based on my past experiences that is a barrier
to any relationship that I have with men today.
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A Snapshot
I had very good friends in elementary and high school. They were mainly girls. When I
reflect back, I realize that I felt more accepted by girls. In my memory, and quite
stereotypically, most of the boys, from a very young age, were involved in activities such
as sports, running and playing in the woods, getting dirty, talking about girls, and I
really had no interest in these activities. In elementary school, I would much rather be
skipping (with skipping ropes), swinging on the swings, or playing with toys with the
girls. I was not very physically active, and when I did try to engage in sports I often
failed. My memories of interactions with boys always involved name-calling and
exclusion, being picked last for any sports teams in Physical Education, being named as
“feminine” in derogatory ways that I won‟t reproduce here, fearing and then refusing in
Grade 9 to enter the change room in the gym. My best friends today are still women.
A Snapshot
I just told a stranger in the library that my thesis was about “desirable queerness.” She
presented as female and started the conversation so I felt “safe” in doing so. In the same
day, someone who presented as a very macho looking man in a “camo” hat and rubber
boots came into the building. Instinctually, I turned over my copy of Halperin‟s “How to
do the History of Male Homosexuality,” so he would not see it. An old habit, I guess.
The assumptions that I have made in the above snapshot are shockingly clear. How
unfair and uncritical of me to assume by the way that the man presented himself that I
should be concerned about his judgment. Am I reading his presentation of masculinity
without considering the disciplining factors that might weigh on him? How has
―masculinity‖ become associated with distrust for me? I will analyze this further in the
―deconstruction‖ section of this thesis but present it here to suggest how the disciplining
techniques mentioned above, through the norm of compulsory heterosexuality, and
predominantly enforced by ―males,‖ in my case, have had a lasting effect that I still must
interrogate.
It is clear why queer theory has become conceptualized as anti-normative because
of how necessary it is to work against the norms that stifle others. This in no way
suggests that norms are not a necessary part of the world as without norms there might be
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lawlessness. However, Butler (2004) makes a wonderful distinction between the norms
that enable people ―to breathe, to desire, to love, and to live, and those norms and
conventions that restrict or eviscerate the conditions of life itself‖ (p. 8), and, ―even if we
cannot do without them, it will be seen that we also cannot accept them as they are‖ (p.
207). I have added the above vignettes to show how I performed outside of the norm, in
order to show how gender and sexuality categories are created by society, and how they
can be, and are, transgressed. As Butler (2004) states:
It is important not only to understand how the terms of gender [and sexuality] are
instituted, naturalized and established as presuppositional but to trace the
moments where the binary system of gender [sexuality] is disputed and
challenged, where the coherence of the categories are put into question, and where
the very social life of gender [and sexuality] turns out to be malleable and
transformable. (p. 216)
It is important to note that the challenging and disputation of categories that create an
objectified subject have been occurring since ―homosexuality‖ was first defined. Spargo
(1999) states, discourses surrounding ―homosexuality‖ ―made possible the formation of a
―reverse‖ discourse: homosexuality began to speak in its own behalf, to demand that its
legitimacy or ―naturality‖ be acknowledged…‖ (p. 21). This speaks to why identity
politics are important for some queer people, including myself, as being objectified
creates a common cause to speak back to (p. 22). As Sedgwick (1993) states:
Substantial groups of men and women [people] under this representational regime
have found that the nominative category ―homosexual‖ or its more recent near-
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synonyms [queer], does have a real power to organize and describe their
experience of their own sexuality and identity…(p. 55)
Having a common cause for speaking back, along with the awareness that a group, a
community, of people have been alienated based on dominant ideology, has created in
some a political drive to overcome that alienation to pursue liberation. Thus, to
conceptualize queerness as desirable rather than pathological is my response to resisting
alienation.
Point of Departure:
A Snapshot
“Are you a boy or a girl?” As a small child I remember being asked this (by adults) all
of the time. I would indignantly reply that I was a boy, because I was embarrassed that
another person had asked me that question. The truth is that I never really felt like I was
a boy. (Perhaps, so many adults continually questioned my gender because I did not
present myself as the way a boy “should.”)
The snapshots I presented above concerning my experiences with feeling
classified and objectified to subscribe to compulsory norms speak in many respects to my
younger years. However, as an adult I am not immune to disciplinary knowledge,
classification, and the resultant shame that can occur. This occurred while researching
for this thesis. In reading Butler‘s (2004) Undoing Gender she discusses in depth how
―gender dysphoria‖ has replaced ―homosexuality‖ in the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSMV). Although familiar with ―gender
dysphoria,‖ I was surprised to read how the experiences of young boys who are
diagnosed with this ―dysphoria‖ were so similar to my childhood experiences. The DSM
V states that the diagnostic features of a ―boy‖ with gender dysphoria are as follows:
Prepubertal natal boys with gender dysphoria may express the wish to be a girl or
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assert they are a girl or that they will grow up to be a woman. They have a
preference for dressing in girls‘ or women‘s clothes or may improvise clothing
from available materials (e.g., using towels, aprons, and scarves for long hair or
skirts. These children may role-play female figures (e.g., playing ―mother‖) and
often are intensely interested in female fantasy figures. Traditional feminine
activities, stereotypical games, and pastimes (e.g., ―playing house‖; drawing
feminine pictures; watching television or videos of favorite female characters) are
most often preferred. Stereotypical female-type dolls (e.g., Barbie) are often
favorite toys, and girls are their preferred playmates. They avoid rough-andtumble play and competitive sports and have little interest in stereotypically
masculine toys (e.g., cars, trucks). (DSM Library, 2013)
The DSM goes on to state that there must be a marked incongruence between the
gender the person feels like and the gender assigned at birth, and that this incongruence
must be accompanied by distress (DSM Library, 2013). As I understand it, the American
Psychological Association (APA), in moving from the previous terminology of ―gender
identity disorder‖ to ―gender dysphoria‖ and ―cross gender identification‖ to ―gender
incongruence,‖ is suggesting that the incongruence is created by societal expectations that
children be the gender they are supposed to be as mandated by societal norms. Therefore,
the DSM appears to be moving away from treating ―gender incongruence‖ as a disorder
of the individual, but as resulting from the incongruence and distress caused by society.
More detail is given about the changes in a document issued by the APA in 2013 prior to
the release of the DSM V. It states:
DSM not only determines how mental disorders are defined and diagnosed, it also
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impacts how people see themselves and each other. While diagnostic terms
facilitate clinical care and access to insurance coverage that supports mental
health, these terms can also have a stigmatizing effect. (Gender Dysphoria, 2013,
p. 1)
This document suggests that the changes were necessary so that the person is still
provided access to care, as insurance companies require a ―diagnosis‖ to cover medical
intervention, such as hormone treatments and surgery, if desired, and it would also serve
to remove the stigma attached to the word ―disorder‖ (p. 2). The document further
suggests that discussions with advocacy groups had brought forth considerations of
removing the diagnosis altogether, but did not want to jeopardize people‘s access to care
(p. 2). In this way, the APA has made some necessary changes to the DSM. However,
Butler (2004) points out that the inclusion of gender dysphoria within the DSM does not
evaluate the problem with gender norms themselves but rather whether the person is
under distress, and still diagnoses the ―distressed‖ person rather than the society that
created the dysphoria (p. 95).
A Snapshot
I have just become aware that my entire childhood is summed up in the DSM. I am
distressed by this. Indeed, that is one of the criteria to have the “disorder”: distress. I
am more “distressed” by the diagnosis than I am from the notion that my gender may not
match my body. And here I thought I was emancipated from the DSM when
“homosexuality” was removed in 1973.
Butler then deconstructs this narrative of diagnosis by saying that the DSM does not
explain why boys might play with dolls, and perhaps they do so because they want to be
the doll‘s friend, or caretaker, or perhaps they are doing so to break from the norm (p.
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97). She then says the use of aprons or towels as hair could be props used for
improvisation for performing another gender, but does not provide evidence of an
internal state of being‖ (p. 98). These are valid points and speak to many ideas that must
be considered. The ―distress‖ that people experience when they do not feel that they are
the person/gender/sexuality that society says that they should be is palpably real. That
feeling is innate. It is a being. It is different than performing, and for me, this was my
experience. However, Butler rightly points out that if one considers some
―performances‖ of gender as ―real,‖ (I would consider my performances of femininity as
real), and some ―performances‖ as ―false‖ (perhaps those in which someone is only role
playing), then the idea of gender, itself, as something that is not a constant, but rather as
something one can move in and out of is, indeed, valid (p. 214). At any rate, I do not feel
that I have ―gender dysphoria,‖ as I am quite content with my gender identity, but if I
were not it would now be necessary for me to change my conceptualization from
someone who was ―disordered‖ to someone who suffered dysphoria caused by societal
constructs. This discussion, once again, speaks to the work of Foucault (1980) and how
institutions have produced ―disciplinary knowledge and power‖ (McNicol Jardine, 2005,
p. 10). In this case we are talking about the production of scientific and medical
knowledge, which has the power to ―diagnose,‖ and without that diagnosis it is
impossible for people to receive the care they need. This ―diagnosis‖ acts as a form of
classification, and as the APA has readily admitted above, can produce stigma.
When I first read the DSM entry I did, involuntarily, feel a sense of shame: shame
that I may have a ―mental disorder.‖ (This hardly makes sense when I do not think that
having a mental illness is at all shameful, and I already have ―anxiety‖ which is already
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in the DSM), but, again I am reminded of the ―shame‖ often associated with the queer
subject. To be once again categorized ―pathologically‖ contributes to the shaming of the
person. The shame I felt then turned to anger that such categories existed at all, and were
able to produce shame in the subject: myself. This sense of anger then led to acceptance
as I, once again, remembered that I have always desired to be exactly who I am, and that
I am desirable. I had to take my sense of shame and turn it into desire. Halberstam
(2005), although not in support of white shame narratives, as mentioned previously, says
queer theorists who do discuss shame state:
An early childhood experience of sexual [emotional and psychological] shame
that has to be reclaimed, reinterpreted, and resituated by a queer adult who, armed
with a theoretical language about his or her [their] sexuality [gender], can
transform past experiences with abjection, isolation, and rejection into legibility,
community, and love….The sexual and emotional scripts that queer life draws on,
and that oppose the scripts of normativity, are indebted oddly to this early
experience with shame, denial, and misrecognition. (Halberstam, 2005, p. 221)20
My above encounter with the DSM does not suggest that moments of shame, internalized
homophobia, doubt, and so on, are magically alleviated when one becomes an adult.

20

The bracketed words are my own to bring the quotation more in line with this work. In addition, it is

worth noting that Halberstam uses this quotation to speak about how ―shame‖ is primarily a gay, white
male practice, but specifically refers to Sedgwick as one of the queer theorists that this quotation
references.
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Indeed they are baggages that I have brought along from previous points of departure.
However, knowledge of queer and critical theory has given me a new lens with which to
view the social structures that produce such affects. Mezirow (1981) discusses the
emancipation that can result when someone becomes ―…critically aware of how and why
the structure of psycho-cultural assumptions has come to constrain the way we see
ourselves and our relationships (as cited in Brookfield, 2005, p. 13). Once we become
aware that we have been shackled by societal structures intent on creating a conforming
subject, we then have the power to remove the shackles that have attempted to constrain
us, and it is then that we become free. The stigma then is gone. As Lee (2005) states, ―In
the end, the joy of the castrated boy is that which he initially dreaded: to be mistaken for
someone that you are (p. 53).
Queer as Copy of a Copy
I have shown how discourses have shaped the heterosexual as natural, and the
queer person as ―unnatural.‖ These same hegemonic discourses also work to secure
heterosexuality as the ―original‖ sexuality in many people‘s minds. Queer theory
challenges heteronormativity and refuses to see heterosexuality as the ―original‖ from
which queer sexualities deviate (Filax et al, 2011, p. 88). Thinking of heterosexuality as
the ―original‖ has the effect of creating queer as ―imaginary other[s] whose flamboyant
differences deflect attention from the contradictions inherent in the construction of
heterosexuality‖ (p. 89). Because queer is then perceived as ―other‖ it is demonized, with
perversity becoming the defining feature of queer life (p. 89). This then acts to solidify
compulsory heterosexuality, which therefore, has the effect of making heterosexuality
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seem like the original sexuality and all other sexualities a copy of that original. Butler
(1993) discusses the impact that feeling like a ―copy‖ had on her life as a young person:
I suffered for a long time, and I suspect many people have, from being told,
explicitly or implicitly, that what I ―am‖ is a copy, an imitation, a derivative
example, a shadow of the real. Compulsory heterosexuality sets itself up as the
original, the true, the authentic…(as cited in Abelove, Halperin, & Barole, 1993,
p. 312)
Butler goes on to state that heterosexuality has become thought of as the ―original‖
through acts of repetition, and the more these acts are expropriated by queer people, the
more it becomes clear that the claim of an original sexuality is a social construction (p.
314).
A Snapshot
I recently saw the film “The Imitation Game,” (Grossman & Tyldum, 2014) which is
based on Andrew Hodges‟ biography of Alan Turing (which I also read), who was
credited with helping crack the Enigma code during WWII. The presentation of Turing
as a "homosexual" in the film was very troubling for me. The movie and the book, to
varying degrees, present “the single story” (Adiche, 2009), of the “homosexual.” This
single story, which is representative, to some extent, of the time in which Turing lived, is
one that is continually perpetuated in representations of queer lived experiences. This
story involves shame, the “social outcast,” the “homosexual” as pathological and
medicalized, and the breaking of the queer character. I found myself questioning the title
of “The Imitation Game” which is mentioned in the biography as follows, “He was living
an imitation game, not in the sense of conscious play-acting, but by being accepted as a
person that he was not”(Hodges, 1983, p. 129). The only time this is alluded to in the
film is at the end when the Turing character laments that he wishes he could have been
“normal,” or in the words of Butler, “the original, the true, the authentic,” and not the
“imitation.” This is problematic because it comes from one page of the biography and is
penned by the biographer to suggest that he was forced to play this “imitation game,”
and is, thus, an imitation, whereas there are many moments in the biography where
Turing does not shy away from telling many of his colleagues that he is gay. He doesn‟t
seem to hide who he is as the movie narrative suggests. The above tropes present the
lives of queer people as that of undesirable. How difficult it must be for young people
engaging with these characterizations, coupled with their own experiences of
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heterosexism and homophobia, to look upon being queer as something they can be proud
of, or even desire to be. I left the theatre in tears. However, this is not the memory of that
night that stays with me. I wish to present something that I observed before the movie.
Two men came into the theatre and were in line in front of us. Both appeared very
“masculine”, whatever that means, but as I watched them I saw one of the men put his
hand on the other man's arm while they were talking, and then when they got up to the
checkout, I watched the other man pay and hand his friend the tickets, and I couldn't help
but smile when the cashier handed them the large bag of popcorn and asked if they
wanted another bag to share it in, and one of the men said, "No, we can share," and
without a beat the cashier said, "Ok, you never know, sometimes people don't like to
share one bag." This interaction can be read in many ways; that I choose to read it as a
potential queer couple who are going to the movies together, who will share the one bag
of popcorn, and publically display their affection (touching), while the server seems
oblivious, or doesn't really care, or loves that they are an openly queer couple going to
the movies, is to me what desirable queerness is, no matter how they may identify. By
definition of queer, gender role binaries and assumptions about sexuality can no longer
be clear. That is what I must be left with from the evening at the movie and this point
onward; the desirable instead of the “imitation.”
Point of Departure:
There is discussion in the literature by some queer theorists who view the ―expropriation
of heterosexual acts‖ by queer persons as ―homonormativity,‖ which is defined by
Duggan (2003) as ―the embracing of heteronormative values, such as matrimony,
monogamy, procreation, binary gender roles, and the rejection of alternative, queer ideals
by LGBTQQ people‖ (as cited in Blackburn & Clark, 2011, p. 240). Blackburn and
Clark suggest homonormativity may be a result of ―internalized homophobia‖ (p. 240)
defined by Tyson (2006) as when homophobic/heterosexist ideologies become
internalized by the queer persons these ideologies are meant to oppress (p. 320). This
suggests that because some queer individuals feel negatively about themselves they then
want to feel ―normal‖ by embracing heterosexual norms.
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A Snapshot
I recently received a message from a stranger on a particular online forum that said,
"You seem really really really gay." This person is a member of the queer community
and identifies as such. Labels!!! Even within our own "community." I'm not offended by
it, nor do I disagree, but it speaks to how we label each other, and I suspect that it may
have to do with his internalized homophobia.21
Although the above may refer to internalized homophobia, I am hesitant to
classify the person mentioned as reproducing homonormative notions of heterosexual
patriarchy. Rather, I take issue with the notion of ―homonormativity.‖ It is problematic
to me that this notion suggests that in order to be properly ―queer‖ we must disavow and
not want the things that heterosexuals have. Should I not desire to be married if I want to
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The hierarchal masculine/feminine binary has found its way into the minds of the queer community. In

my experience there is often judgment that occurs. For example, in my experience, some gay men do not
find very feminine gay men attractive or desirable, and a judgment can accompany this. As Lee (2005)
states:
To escape the soul-snuffing hatred and abjection that haunts him in the heterosexual world, the
castrated boy turns to a homosexual world but, surprisingly, finds not solace but spies from the
other side of the mirror….As homosexuality finds its place in mainstream culture, it also absorbs
mainstream ethics of gender. Television shows and advertisements that make gay people visible
push as desirable only a certain, usually white, upper-middle class, masculine version of gayness.
This alienation may be compounded by the tradition, specifically in gay male life, which defines
male femininity as the antithesis of sexiness. (p. 37)
Not only does this work to solidify further the connections between sexism and homophobia, including
internalized homophobia, but it also speaks to how culture constructs what is acceptable or not. These
themes will be discussed further in this section.
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be? Should I not want to be in a nuclear, monogamous family? Should I not want to
send my partner appropriate greeting cards, which represent us both, on special
occasions? Should I not want to expropriate traditionally heterosexual ways and
institutions, aside from the ones that cause harm, in order to queer them? Does not
whatever ―heterosexual‖ act I decide to engage in automatically become queer because I
am queer myself? Butler (1993) clarifies this by saying:
And it is not necessary to think of such heterosexual constructs as the pernicious
intrusions of ―the straight mind,‖ one that must be rooted out in its entirety. In a
way, the presence of heterosexual constructs and positionalities in whatever form
in gay and lesbian identities presupposes that there is a gay and lesbian repetition
of straightness, a recapitulation of straightness…within its own terms, a site in
which all sorts of resignifying and parodic repetitions become possible. (as cited
in Abelove et al., 1993, p. 314)
Indeed, as Butler states, ―Is it not possible to maintain and pursue heterosexual
identifications and aims within homosexual [queer] practice, and homosexual [queer]
identifications and aims within heterosexual practices‖ (as cited in Abelove et al., 1993,
p. 310)? Queer theorists would say that the latter is definitely true as one may consider
one‘s self to be heterosexual and still engage in queer acts. It seems strange that a theory
that works to deconstruct the labels placed on an individual, would be used to label
members of the community as ―homonormative,‖ and, if looked upon politically, is
divisive within a community that is already diverse and sometimes does not support each
other as it could.
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I would also like to discuss Duggan‘s (2003) statement mentioned above where
―the rejection of alternative queer ideals by LGBTQQ people‖ may be ―homonormative‖
(as cited in Blackburn & Clark, 2011, p. 240). I question what this means? Coupled with
monogamy listed as a heteronormative value, I am concerned with the suggestion that
non-monogomy is an alternative queer ideal. I have many queer friends in committed
relationships who would suggest otherwise. Literature also suggests that when people
think of queers they think more about the sexual act than when they think of
heterosexuals (Gabriel, 2010; Warner, 1993). This can be attributed to queer topics
having been historically approached through discourses around sexually transmitted
diseases, coupled through media depictions of queer people and gay men in particular, as
promiscuous and overtly sexual. One only has to watch a few episodes of the popular
television shows ―Queer as Folk‖ or ―The L Word‖ that aired in the 2000s to get a sense
of this. Indeed, I have been concerned for some time about the association of sex with
sexuality. This may sound like a strange phrase. However, in researching I came across
many articles that focused on the foregrounding of sexuality, sex, and desire, as a key
theme in queer theory (Blackburn & Clark, 2011; Gabriel, 2010; Halperin, 2000).
Gabriel (2010) refers to prejudices that the dominant society holds about queers, but also
those internalized by queers, as ―queer junk‖ (p. 72). He states that for some, queerness
has been associated with reducing ―mind to body, body to sensory experience, sensory
experience to sensual pleasure, and sensual pleasure to erotic play,‖ with queerness
meaning ―sex for pure pleasure, [and] lots of it‖ (p. 76). There is a danger here, as for
many members of the queer community sex has nothing to do with being queer. Indeed, I
consider that I was a ―queer‖ kid for approximately 13 years before the concept of ―sex‖
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had anything to do with my being. Also, where does someone who identifies as asexual
fit in this definition? Where does someone who is transgender fit? What about Adrienne
Rich‘s (1980) ―woman identified woman‖ as discussed by Tyson (2006) in her discussion
of lesbian criticism. Rich states that a woman is often considered a lesbian if she
expresses sexual desire towards another woman, but this is a limiting definition as
sometimes that desire is not fulfilled (p. 324). She describes the ―Boston marriages‖ of
the late 19th Century in New England which were defined as relationships between two
single women who shared common interests such as feminist issues or involvement in
similar cultural activities (p. 318). These relationships were not necessarily sexual in
nature. Rich, therefore, presents a ―lesbian continuum‖ in which a ―woman identified
woman‖ is someone who shares a bond with another woman for emotional reasons (as
cited in Tyson, 2006, p. 324). Tyson states this does not exclude sexual desire but it does
not require it either (p. 325). This type of affectional relationship is rarely discussed in
regards to gay men, in my experience, or other members of the queer community, and I
would suggest that it should be. I have always felt that the term ―sexual orientation‖ or
―sexuality‖ was very limiting and did not fully represent one‘s feeling of
attraction/attachment with another, and have felt that sexuality/affectionality should
coexist in definition. Warner (1993) asks the question: ―What do queers want? …the
answer is not just sex. Sexual desires themselves can imply other wants, ideals and
conditions. And queers live as queers, as lesbians, as gays, as homosexuals, in contexts
other than sex‖ (p. vii). Like desirable queerness, sexuality/affectionality encompasses a
more complete picture of queer life, and removing the perceived focus of sexuality as a
sole definer of queer persons is necessary in terms of being inclusive of the entire queer
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community, but also to sever the association that some people have of queerness only
associated with sex. As Gabriel (2010) states, ―Lost in it all [this conceptualization of
queerness as sexual is] the sense of queer people as any kind of complete persons: mind
and body, soul and sexuality‖ (p. 76). I am not unaware that there are readers who would
interpret these statements concerning monogamy and a focus on emotionality rather than
sexuality as being ―homonormative,‖ and, as mentioned above, I reject this concept.
Rather, the notions of monogamy and a moving away from the sexualized queer are ideas
that work for me, just as I would assume they work for other queer people, and are still
very queer. How individuals self-name is important to consider in this context. As
already suggested, for a queer to be named homonormative, or a ―homonorm,‖ is a label,
and is an imposed label that I reject. Mizzi and Stebbins (2010) suggest that queer people
differ in their conceptualizations about what it means to be queer; what some consider to
be queer others do not (p. 19). They use the word ―unqueer‖ to describe ―the contested
nature of queerness‖ (p. 21). The use of ―unqueer‖ is ―meant to disrupt the assumed
―sameness‖ that purports to connect and unify queers and points out that…there are also
significant notions of difference underlying [them]…‖ (p. 21). However, this term could
be problematic if someone is naming someone else as ―unqueer,‖ but not so if someone
wishes to take on that identifier. This is another layer, which demonstrates the diversity
of the queer community and the difficulty of referring to queer people in terms of
belonging to a ―community.‖ Although Mizzi and Stebbins use of ―unqueer‖ may be
questionable, their work speaks to the notion that the queer community is indeed very
diverse, and any labels placed upon people really serve no purpose but to divide, and that
it is possible to have an unlimited number of positions within the queer community.
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Certainly, to be a queer who is labelled ―homonormative‖ does not lend itself to feeling
good about your beliefs, wants, and values, and, therefore, does not produce desirable
queerness.
A Snapshot
My boyfriend of only a few months had decided that he was going to go out west to find
work. One evening he and I came home from a party and were sitting on the sofa when
he looked over to me and said, “You should move to British Columbia with me and think
about marrying me?” My immediate response was, “No,” because we had not been
together for very long, but I have to admit that it felt good to be asked!
A Snapshot
Recently in a manifestation journal I added the following: “My ideal partner would have
the following characteristics: loving, honest, handsome, single, trustworthy, giving,
funny, fun, have beautiful eyes, is kind to people, loves me and lets me know, who wants
to be with only me, who does not want to change me, who honours our love, who wants a
little family, who shares common interests, who is my soulmate, my support, who wants to
get married, who has goals, who wants to make the world a better place, who wants a
home, who will want to stay with me until our time is up.”
To return to my initial point, if I am not a copy then the above snapshots are not
homonormative, rather, for me they seem… queer normative! (but do I really need to
apply a label?)
Perhaps the crux of the issue of homonormativity is found in the concept of
―queer liberalism‖ (Eng. et al., 2005, p. 10). Eng et al., (2005) suggests that there has
been a mainstreaming of lesbian and gay identity in the media, and in particular, as
people who are fighting for equal rights (p. 1). They state:
While in prior decades gays and lesbians sustained a radical critique of family and
marriage, today many members of these groups have largely abandoned such
critical positions, demanding access to the nuclear family and its associated rights,
recognitions, and privileges from the state. (p. 11)
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However, Love (2007) also comments on this development when she adds that gay
marriage and an increase in media attention is really only allotted to ―well-heeled gays
and lesbians‖ (p. 10), and threatens to diminish the rest of queer people. She states:
One may enter the mainstream on the condition that one breaks ties with all those
who cannot make it— the non-white and the non-monogamous, the poor and the
gender deviant, the fat, the disabled, the unemployed, the infected, and a host of
unmentionable others. (p. 10)
I do not disagree with Love in that depictions of ―mainstream‖ queers seem to be in the
form of lesbian and gay men, with hardly any mention of bisexuality, and with only a
recent emergence of transgender issues as topics that need be addressed. Still missing, in
my experience, are voices of queers of colour and the intersectionality of oppression,
asexual and pansexual discussions, and the queer voices mentioned above by Love. This
work, however, is meant to speak to all queers and not to, as Love says, ―ignore the
ongoing suffering of those not borne up by the rising tide of gay normalization‖ (p. 10).
If ―gay normalization‖ does exist, how has it come about? In discussing the
AIDS coalition group ACT UP, Rand (2012) suggests the gay pride movement was a
result of the AIDS epidemic, and the beginning of a movement to ―normalize‖ the queer
experience. She states that ACT UP wanted ―to counter the predominant representations
of people living with AIDS as passive, shameful victims with images of angry, defiant,
and proud activists‖ (p. 76). She continues by saying that the queer community began to
speak out against stereotypes, and to develop safer-sex education. Gould (n.d) states this
was a ―politics of respectability,‖ where queers advocated for safer sex to fit the
heterosexual norm, which would eventually become homonormativity (as cited in Rand,

78

2012, p. 76). Again, even the notion of a joining together of the community to fight
against stereotypes is labelled homonormative, as if wanting safer sex initiatives is only a
heterosexual want/need. This activism would call for equality rights, such as the right to
marriage and more acceptance, and is again deemed homonormative. To complicate
matters further, Ahmed (2009), states that this activism is overshadowed, as ―recognition
becomes a gift given from the straight world to queers, which conceals long histories of
queer labor and struggle‖ (p. 10). However, the story of the ―gift given by the straight
world,‖ and ―gay normalization‖ is also not a complete narrative as queers still face
discrimination, including those supposedly granted ―normalization.‖ The concept of ―gay
normalization‖ might, therefore, in itself, be contestable by many queer people.22
A Snapshot
It was winter time and I had stayed over at my boyfriend‟s apartment, as I had many
nights, because I didn‟t want to drive home in the snow. His apartment was in a house
with a couple of units downstairs and one upstairs beside his own. He didn‟t really talk
to his neighbours and I hadn‟t met them before, but would see them often. That morning
it was cold and frosty. I left early because I hate driving when the roads have the
potential to be slippery. I went to the back of the car to get the window scraper and
stopped, frozen and immobilized, by the three letter word written in the frost on my wind
shield.
This apparent ―normalization of queers‖ is problematic because it does create a
sense in some that we have made great progress, which I would not deny, but we must
acknowledge that there is still work to do. Perhaps as a point of departure within a point
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I wonder if opinions concerning gay normalization would differ depending on whether the person lived

in a rural or urban community.
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of departure, the argument that is brought up again by this discussion of the
mainstreaming of certain queer people is the place of stories of shame versus stories of
happiness in queer narratives. Ahmed (2009) states, because it appears ―normalization‖
has occurred, many people feel queers can now come out and be happy, but fail to
recognize:
You have to be the right kind of queer23 by depositing your hope for happiness in
the right places [i.e., the family and marriage] — or it is simply not
given...Indeed, the illusion that same sex object choices have become accepted
and acceptable (that civil partnerships mean queer civility) both conceals the
ongoing realities of discrimination, non-recognition and violence, and requires
that we approximate the straight signs of civility. (p. 9)
As I have noted, acquiring ―straight signs of civility‖ should not be considered
problematic if someone wants that, and might remove the conceptualization of
heterosexuality as the ―original‖ sexuality. However, because discrimination and nonrecognition are still an issue for members of the queer community, I agree with Ahmed
that queers must remain ―unhappy with this world,‖ (p. 9), and not exclude stories of
unhappiness for ones that only present happiness. Ahmed states, ―revolutionary forms of
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Again, Halberstam and Lee both suggest that for many gay men ―the right kind of queer‖ means one who

produces a normative masculinity. As, I have learned by writing this thesis, the self has many paradoxes,
and although I do reject the notion of homonormativity, I do not reject the notion of abandoning normative
gender binaries, which seems to fall under the same category.
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political consciousness involve heightening our awareness of just how much there is to be
unhappy about. Yet this does not mean unhappiness becomes our political cause‖ (p. 15).
I agree, and that is why I have not excluded stories that point out problems with society,
but have also not excluded stories of joy and love. I would not have included the
snapshot above without the others, because my life will not be defined by that moment,
or moments like it.
To conclude this Point of Departure, I would suggest that ―desirable queerness‖
involves being and doing what feels right to each queer person, and if some queers wish
to get married and have a family, to be chastised for that by members of the queer
community, feels as de-legitimating as it does from the heterosexual community. To be
chastised feels as if people are being classified and thus, disciplined, not to be
―homonormative,‖ and by suggesting to queers that they ought not take on the social
customs of the oppressor, those theorists who label ―homonormativity,‖ are, in essence,
taking on the social customs of the oppressor. I do not think it unreasonable for queer
adults to want what they saw when they were growing up, especially if they felt or were
told that it was not possible for them, but as it has been shown that heterosexuality is not
the ―original‖ then there really are not any ―heterosexual norms‖ with which to take up,
only human acts. Thus, whereas the following two quotations speak to the desire to feel
―normal,‖ perhaps it is more appropriate to replace the desire for ―normalcy‖ with the
desire to simply be what they have always conceptualized for themselves. As Thomas
Yinling states (1990), ―This homosexual dream of perfect metaphysical union is not so
much a reflected heterosexual ideal as it is the compensation for having wept in the
darkness‖ (as cited in Love, 2007, p. iv). We have wept, not to be normal, but to be
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desirably queer. Similarly, in Ann Marie MacDonald‘s (2014) novel Adult Onset, her
lesbian-identified protagonist, Mary Rose, discusses the progression of her parents,
particularly her mother Dolly, from a place of contempt of Mary Rose to one of
acceptance. She writes,
Hilary smiled, her hair fell forward and caressed her cheek, and Mary Rose
swelled with the pleasure of feeling…normal. My girlfriend likes my mother.
My mother likes my girlfriend. We‘re going to have a family. An entire missile
base vanished from the landscape….Never mind the resulting crater, it will grow
over in time, a slight depression filled with dandelions. (p. 213)
Macdonald‘s use of (…) may suggest that she cannot find the right word to describe the
feeling of pleasure that Mary Rose now feels, or that she hesitates to use the word
―normal‖ but then eventually decides on it. Regardless, the ―pleasure of feeling‖ has
replaced the missile base; but is it because she now feels ―normal,‖ or because her dreams
of having a girlfriend, and her mother liking her girlfriend, and of having a family, are
coming to fruition? It all sounds desirably queer:
She and Hil married as soon as the law came in….When Matthew was
born…Dolly sent them a card. On the cover was the Blessed Virgin Mary.
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Inside, it said, Prayer for a Wonderful Mother. Dolly had crossed out the a and
added an s to Mother. (Macdonald, 2014, p. 213)24
To conclude this section, Butler, along with many queer theorists, suggests that
heteronormative understandings of gender and sexuality are central principles of society
created to preserve the hegemonic system (Britzman, 1995b; Browne & Nash, 2012).
Similarly, Warner (1993) says, the sexual order, heteronormativity, is now so deeply
embedded in society, that queer approaches go beyond ―toleration‖ or equal rights
approaches, but work to challenge the institutions that perpetuate the order (p. xiii). To
move to an educational context, the question that must be asked is what, then, are the
daily effects of compulsory, heterosexual hegemony on students?
A Snapshot
As I look back on grade nine, I see it as a year that I began to advocate for myself. I
reached a point where I would no longer allow myself to be abused in the gym change
rooms or in the gym itself. For two years I dreaded that space. I can remember being
awake many sleepless nights when I knew I had Phys. Ed. the next day, and getting up in
the morning and wondering if I could pretend I was sick one more time, or get myself to
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I now question whether I should have taken up so much of this chapter speaking against the concept of

―homonormativity.‖ However, I do believe that labels such as this continue to divide and that as Tuck
(2008) states it is necessary to ―theorize back‖(p. 120). This:
Requires us to reprove and reclaim theories that have been used against us, theories that we have
mis/believed about ourselves, that have fed our own self-abnegation… Researching back and
theorizing back are refusals to speak against ourselves, shifting the scrutiny off our own bodies
and rightly placing it upon the institutions… [that create our marginalization]. (p. 120)
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school and then cut the class, but that would result in a call home, and it was easier to
just go to gym than explain to my Mom why I didn‟t want to. Why I didn‟t want to was
because the gym was segregated with a curtain down the middle with girls on one side
and boys on the other, and away from the girls I would often find myself alone and
dealing with name calling, harassment, balls thrown purposely at me, once hitting me
square in the face. The Phys. Ed. teacher was a nice person, but I think that he really did
not know how to address the behavior or how to deal with me. We had no real
relationship either. Oftentimes I would try to avoid the change room by wearing my gym
clothes to school, or changing in a bathroom stall. By my ninth year, and discovering
that I could be my own agent if the teachers and school wouldn‟t help me, I told my
mother that I was not going to participate in Phys. Ed anymore because I didn‟t like it
and I couldn‟t do it. I did not tell her, or anyone, how I felt unsafe in the space, however.
I went to school the next day and sat on the bleachers saying I wasn‟t participating.
After a week of this happening, I was sent to the office and the principal asked me why I
wasn‟t going to participate and I told him the same answer as my Mom. He called home
to my Mom, and she said she would talk to me, but I continued to insist that I wasn‟t
doing it. Every day I would go into the gym and sit on the bleachers, and for a while the
response from the teacher was for me to just go directly to the office and sit, which I
happily did. Eventually, both the principal and teacher allowed me to sit out. At the end
of the course I had a 20 %. For attendance, I guess? I did not have to take that course
again as it was not mandatory in Grade 10. Reflecting today I can see how this failure
became empowering for me, and allowed me to see that sometimes it is the system that is
failing the students and not the other way round.
The institutions that allowed, and still allow, heteronormativity to thrive must be
critiqued. Britzman (1995b) argues:
If educators are to be effective in working with every youth, they must begin to
take a more universalizing view of sexuality in general and homosexuality in
particular. So that rather than seeing questions of homosexuality as having to do
with only those who are homosexual, one must consider how dominant discourses
of heterosexuality perform their own set of ignorances about both homosexuality
and heterosexuality. (p. 87)
Similarly, Butler (2004) states that moving away from gender/sexual categories:
Make us not only question what is real, and what ―must‖ be, but they also show us
how the norms that govern contemporary notions of reality can be questioned and
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how new modes of reality can become instituted. (p. 29)
Therefore, I am advocating for a desirably queer approach to education. By this I mean
an approach that involves creating awareness around the heteronormative beliefs and
practices that are used in society to marginalize queer persons, and complicating the
traditional ways that society views sexuality and gender, in order to re-conceptualize all
and any expressions of sexuality and gender as desirable outcomes.
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Educational Approaches and Discourses Around Queer Topics
This thesis aims, in part, to investigate some of the educational/life experiences of
queer people and to argue for a desirably queer approach in education. I will now focus
on themes that have emerged from the literature concerning how queer topics and queer
people are typically addressed in schools, and my response to them. These discourses
circulate in schools and are taken up in policy, curriculum, and pedagogical practices, and
are reflected at different levels of the education system. Therefore, the positions taken in
this section should be considered by all educators at all levels of education, including
policy and curriculum creation and implementation by Departments of Education, the
staff serving on Boards or Districts, and by educators at the post-secondary, secondary,
and elementary levels,
The LGBT-inclusive approach.
Much of the discussion in the literature addresses the difference between the LGBTQinclusive approach and a queer approach to education. The LGBTQ-inclusive approach
tends to address homophobia, while reinforcing heteronormativity, while queer
approaches tend to interrogate heteronormativity and question category constructions
(Blackburn & Clark, 2011), as I have discussed previously. In my role as Human Rights
Coordinator in my Board over the past two years, I saw many occasions where queer
topics were approached in terms of combatting homophobia, or the LGBTQ inclusive
approach. There was little evidence of addressing heteronormativity, or attempts to make
the queer experience ―desirable.‖ Schmidt (2010) argues that the field of education does
very little to address how the experiences of queer people are incorporated in schools (p.

86

314). She states the most frequent responses are in the form of addressing homophobia
with anti-bullying policies, without recognizing that bullying is ―symptomatic of a larger
culture of heteronormativity in school curricula, pedagogy, policy, and social structures
that schools tend to overlook‖ (p. 314). When I was a coordinator, I received many calls
from parents and principals concerned with bullying incidents happening in schools.
Davies (2011) states bullying is often dealt with punitively, with the employment of
consequences for the ―bully,‖ or through restorative practice frameworks where the
―victim‖ speaks and the bully may/should feel ―remorse‖ for the action committed (p.
280). Davies says these approaches often identify the bully as pathological and school
staff members often make judgments on individuals based on their intention, rather than
on the social order that creates the behavior (p. 279). The ―bully‖ then becomes
positioned as ―other‖ to the ―normal‖ behaviors of the other children. The ―bully‖ is
―reformed‖ when they admit what they did and express remorse; a return to normalized
behavior (p. 281). Davies references the work of Deleuze in approaching difference,
which suggests that rather than try to transform the ―bully‖ into a ―normalized entity‖ (p.
282), we should develop in each child a ―shared ethic of truths in which each child is
open to… valuing difference in the other and valuing the process of oneself becoming
different in the encounter with the other‖ (p. 282). Thus, because people believe there is
a fixed moral, normative way of being, the ―bully‖ becomes the ―guardian of the moral
order‖ (p. 278), and others are then categorized as either ―normal,‖ or as lying outside of
what is acceptable (p. 283). Davies states, children must ―learn to recognize the problem
of an absolute position that justifies the sacrifice of other individuals in the maintenance
of their own absolute position‖ (p. 284). Difference then becomes something to value
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and is not a threat. This is the premise of queer theory as well, to question the
construction of gender, sexed, and sexual categories as a ―moral truth.‖ The following
quotation by Butler (2004) can apply to the bullying of queer people:
The person who threatens violence proceeds from the anxious and rigid belief that
a sense of world and a sense of self will be radically undermined if such a being,
uncategorizable, is permitted to live within the social world. The negation,
through violence, of that body is a vain and violent effort to restore order… (p.
34)
Stopping the harassment that takes place is a priority, Mahan et al., (2006) argue,
but does not ―…make visible the value systems that position ―gay‖ as such a horrible way
to be…,‖ and because this value system, i.e., heteronormativity, is never discussed, there
is no real room to create change (as cited in Payne & Smith, 2012, p. 278). Through
another lens, Whitlock (2010) states, by making bullying the story, the bullies, the person
being bullied, and the reason why, are often eclipsed (p. 99). Warner (1993) cautions,
responses to injustices against queer people tend to be fragmentary and reactive, and thus
continue to position queer people at a disadvantage (p. xiii), as they are always in a
defense position. Thus, as Schmidt (2010) says, anti-homophobia programs ―work from
the margins to change how students see the margins, which maintains those margins‖ (p.
321).
Celebratory/multicultural discourses.
Celebratory or multicultural discourses aim to celebrate diverse cultures within the
school. A problem with these discourses is that they may not be part of ongoing
curriculum but may manifest in ―diversity‖ or ―multicultural‖ days. Gorski (2009) states,
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multicultural teacher preparation and programs focus on ―celebrating diversity or
understanding the cultural ‗other‘‖ (as cited in Payne & Smith, 2012, p. 266), but in
doing so ―solidif[y] a civil distance‖ (Mayo, 2002; as cited in Payne & Smith, 2012, p.
266) between dominant and marginalized groups. Since these ―celebrations‖ do not
usually occur regularly, they keep the ―other‖ othered by not being a part of on-going
discourse. Compounding this, from my experience, queer topics and people have been
made invisible in ―multicultural‖ or ―diversity‖ days, contributing to a ―discourse of
silence‖ which will be discussed presently.
Universalizing discourses.
Blackburn and Clark (2011) state, universalizing discourses present queer people as the
―same‖ as straight people, erasing difference, and are typically used to combat
homophobia (p. 223). This might look like a discussion around how ―love is love‖ and
that queer love is the same as ―straight‘ love. This is not wrong inasmuch as it is
incomplete, as a queer identity is much more multi-faceted. Blackburn and Clark (2011),
therefore, suggest this approach is patronizing to queer students who although discussed,
―are never allowed to be fully present in classrooms‖ (p. 223). How can they be fully
present when they remain on the periphery, or when they are told they are just like
everyone else?
The add-on approach.
The ―add-on approach‖ includes utilizing guest speakers, who often find themselves
speaking on behalf of many people (Eyre, 1997, p. 196), which in terms of the queer
community is very difficult to do, as demonstrated in this thesis. It may also include
celebration days, as mentioned above, or one-time events, such as ―days of silence‖ to
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remember queer ―victims‖ (Payne & Smith, 2012, p. 266), where the stories might be
about personal negative experiences, which can leave students feeling that it is too
dangerous to be queer. These approaches are considered as add-on, or the ―tourist
approach‖ (Payne & Smith, 2012, p. 267), because they tend to happen irregularly,
instead of informing a more comprehensive and ongoing discussion about queer life.
This will be touched upon further in the curriculum section that follows.
A Snapshot
My 10 year old niece attended a workshop at her school discussing sexuality and
transgender topics. A year later, her older sister and I were discussing two men that we
knew who were dating and she looked up in shock and exclaimed, “What? Two guys?
Two guys!!??” “Yes,” I said, matter-of-factly. “Two guys!”
Discourse of controversy.
If viewed by educators as ―controversial teaching‖ or with an air of the uncomfortable
then this reaffirms that LGBTQ topics and people are up for debate or whether they
should be included at all (Schmidt, 2010, p. 321).
A Snapshot
In a recent review of Board policies we came across a policy from 1996 entitled,
“Sensitive Issues,” which requires a parent to be notified if “sensitive” topics, including
“sexuality,” are addressed in class. The policy is still in place. In the past, I have heard
from educators that they are worried about potential negative feedback from parents
when discussing sexuality in class. This is most certainly a real concern and is likely the
reason why the policy exists to begin with.
Discourse of innocence.
The discourse of innocence suggests, and one I have heard most often is, that children are
too young, or innocent, to be learning about sexuality (Epstein, O‘Flynn & Telford, 2003;
Eyre, 1997; Vavrus, 2009). Britzman also mentions that some people may feel that
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education in schools might ―encourage‖ students to be queer (as cited in Eyre, 1997, p.
194). I have often wondered if this kind of thinking is behind the ―innocence‖ discourse.
As Vavrus (2009) points out, this innocence trope is taken up despite the sexualized
discourses and games that children actually engage in (p. 384).
A Snapshot
I recently posted an article online about a protest taking place that opposed a new sex-ed
curriculum being discussed in Ontario, where gender expression and same-sex
relationships would be taught in grades 3-6 (Jones, 2015). The Premier reported
receiving letters that were homophobic in nature and people objecting about schools
teaching diverse sexuality and gender expression for religious reasons. One of the
responses I received from posting this online was from a colleague who said they could
understand where parents were coming from as they respected the right of the parents to
keep their children “innocent.” My response was, “What are we keeping them
“innocent” from?25
Heteronormative discourses and the curriculum.
Normalizing heterosexual discourses are found in all aspects of schooling, including the
curriculum (Schmidt, 2010, p. 320). This is to be expected when the curriculum is a
reflection of the dominant society, and as Warner (1993) states, ―Realization that themes
of homophobia and heterosexism may be read in almost any document of our culture
means that we are only beginning to have an idea of how widespread those institutions
and accounts are‖ (as cited in Filax et al., 2011, p. 88). Schmidt also states that by using
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A subsequent Facebook campaign was created where a week was set aside for parents to keep their

children out of school in protest of the proposed curriculum. The Canadian Press reported that a
spokesperson for the Toronto District School Board stated that nearly 35,000 elementary students were
absent on the first day of the protest (McQuigge, 2015).
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outcomes or standards, as well as ―disciplines‖ of study (an interesting choice of words),
this creates some knowledge as central, and that which is not included, or glossed over, or
touched on once and then abandoned, as peripheral (p. 331). Schmidt then moves the
binary from centre/periphery to important/not important (p. 332), and in some cases I
would argue this can be read as ―normal‖ and ―abnormal.‖ In this way, as Britzman
(1995a) states, curriculum that might be touted as inclusive may still exclude ―if the only
subject positions offered are the tolerant normal and the tolerated subaltern‖ (p. 160). For
Walkerdine (1990),
The school, as one of the modern apparatuses of social regulation, not only
defines what shall be taught, what knowledge is, but also defines and regulates
both what ―a child‖ is [innocent?] and how learning and teaching are to be
considered. (as cited in Britzman, 1995b, p. 72)
This is the school acting as proprietor of disciplinary knowledge. It has already been
shown that this disciplining knowledge solidifies heteronormativity as dominant within
school culture. For Schmidt (2010), ―using LGBTQ studies to examine the curriculum is
pointless as the people and issues are absent from it. Rather, queer theory examines what
is said about sexuality in its absence (p. 316). Britzman (1995b) also states, ―if addressed
at all, classroom knowledge about sexuality is typically made synonymous with
heterosexual reproduction although even this knowledge is rendered banal‖ (p. 72).
Thus, this is the teaching of the technical notions of straight sexual intercourse as a
necessity for becoming pregnant, or in many cases the teaching is to avoid pregnancy by
engaging in abstinence. This technical aspect of intercourse reinforces compulsory
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heterosexuality, with discussions of desire, (let alone queer desire, desirable-ness, and
love) often absent (Fine, 1986, as cited in Britzman, 1995b, p. 73).
A Snapshot
When teaching Grade 6 Health I was taxed with the responsibility of teaching about
human reproduction. Without medical intervention, this typically involves penis in
vagina intercourse. I did not officially teach about alternate sexual methods, diverse
sexualities, or the reasons for having sex other than reproductive ones, as these topics
were not listed in the Outcomes. I did, however, answer questions if the students had
them. Before the unit I was instructed by administration to send a letter home to parents
to inform them which topics I would be covering: none of which were queer topics. The
silenced queer teacher, teaching only about heterosexual sexual reproduction.
I cannot escape acknowledging my own participation in this very system, which
speaks to how teachers, through techniques of control, such as accountability (sending a
letter home) and surveillance, have to be very aware of what they are teaching in their
classrooms for fear of reprisal from community members, administration, or the district.
An example of this reprisal is made clear in the protests, mentioned previously, that
occurred in Ontario. Interestingly, even when curriculum is touted as speaking to
diversity, it may still marginalize. For example, MacGillivray and Jennings (2008)
examined textbooks aimed at teaching about diversity and found that the textbooks
employed many of the above approaches mentioned thus far in this section. This
includes the exclusion of queer content, or the inclusion of stereotypical or negative
representations, queer identities framed as pathologies, with sections on depression, STI‘s
and suicide, and descriptions of the queer as victim, or in ―need of protection‖ (as cited in
Payne & Smith, 2012, p. 269).
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Discourses of silence and privatization.
There is often an official silence in schools, but not among the students, about sexuality
in general. However, the sexuality that is mandated in the official curriculum is usually
the ―straightest of straight versions‖ (Epstein et al., 2003, p. 3). Vavrus (2009) speaks to
this when he states, ―Public school teachers daily enact curricula that tend to sublimate
students‘ sexuality and gender identification concerns to school hallways, internet chat
rooms, or dreaded and embarrassed silences‖ (p. 383). For Grace and Benson (2000) this
systematic exclusion refuses queer students information and resources that ―might enable
processes of queer self-discovery, identification, and socialization‖ (p. 100), and instead
queer students are left with the systematic inclusion of the negative discourses, as
mentioned above. Queer youth can and do access a multitude of information online and
through social media that may be helpful, but which must also starkly expose the silence
of their education system.
In summation, a discourse of fear is created if the only discussions to be had about
queer people involve negativity, such as combatting homophobia, or the ―add-on‖
approach which may send the message that being queer is looked upon as an alternative
to the normalized dominant straight society, as it is only discussed periodically, and when
it is discussed it may only focus on undesirable topics, such as the difficulties of being
queer. Also, silence has the effect of suggesting to students that something must not be
discussed because it is not desirable or normal to do so, and therefore, the queer ―secret‖
and ―closet‖ is reinforced. Britzman (1995b) states:
The insistence that sexuality is to be confined to the private sphere reduces
sexuality to the literal and specific sexual practices one performs…The
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privatization of sexuality is perhaps one of the most insidious in that it is used to
justify ―the closet‖ as if such an imagined space could be a harmless and
interesting choice. (p. 74)
This privatization of sexuality speaks to what I mentioned earlier with a ―secret‖
sexuality becoming perceived as only about sexual acts that no one wants to discuss, and
not a wide range of intimate, loving actions.
A Snapshot
(A Facebook message from my 16 year old nephew).
-“Darren, I know your secret.”
-“What are you talking about? What secret?”
-“You know, that you like guys, that you‟re gay.”
-“Ok, but it‟s not a secret.”
-“Ok, I just wanted you to know that Mom told me.”
-“That‟s good!”
The heterosexual secret! That gay people exist.
A Snapshot
My Mom would often have New Year‟s Eve parties when I was a teenager and invite
family and friends. My aunt, by marriage, would often invite her mother and sometimes
her sisters along. I often saw one of her sisters, Ruth, come to social events with a
woman named Lisa. It was explained to me that Ruth and Lisa were friends. Ruth often
brought Lisa to our New Year‟s Eve parties. I am not sure at which point I realized that
they were a couple. I do not think that I was officially ever told. It was not discussed.
My aunt recently passed away, however, and I was pleased to see that in the Obituary,
where the surviving family members were listed, was Ruth, with Lisa named as her
partner.
A Snapshot
I was recently at a family function to see family members who had been away for quite
some time. As we were catching up, people asked me questions such as, “What grades
do you teach?” “How do you like it?” “Have you been in any plays lately?” but no one
asked me any real personal questions. No one asked me whether I had a partner. No one
asked me if I was dating. When the conversation moved to a single female heterosexual
relative, who is the same age as me, the discussion became about her personal life with
men, culminating in a large group discussion about who they could possibly set her up
with.
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A Snapshot
(The scenario above- substituting family for co-workers)
As Martin (1982) says, ―much of the socialization of gay adolescents concerns learning to
hide‖ (as cited in Britzman, 1995b, p. 76), which creates damaging effects on queer youth
and adults. Dank (1971) points out most people who identify under the queer spectrum
need to change the way they view the category that they have been named, or have
named themselves, whether it be, ‗gay,‘ ‗queer,‘ ‗lesbian,‘ ‗trans,‘ etc. (as cited in
Britzman, 1995b, p. 76). However, Britzman (1995b) states, before individuals can place
themselves in a category, they must first rearticulate it in ways that the category is
pleasurable, interesting, or at least ―okay,‖ and not associate it with pathology, disease,
and un-naturalness (p. 77). This was my own experience, and it was not until I was able
to consider myself desirable that I began to free myself from the ―closet.‖ The phrase
―being in the closet‖ might be problematic as there is a great difference between being in
the closet, which might imply that I put myself there, and by being placed in the closet by
a society intent on ensuring that I followed particular dominant norms of what and how I
was supposed to be.
Point of Departure
A Snapshot
I was substituting at a school in the early 2000s and became friends with one of the
teachers. He was an out-gay man, to the community but not to his students. I was
familiar with him beforehand because friends would often talk about how handsome he
was and comment on how he and his partner were always together around town. We
began to chat online and I was invited with other teacher colleagues to his home to
socialize. I had just started to come out to my friends and I wrote him a message online
saying, “I wish that I could have the life that you have.” He wrote me back with two
words that have stayed with me to this day: “You can!”
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A Snapshot
(At 23 years old I sent this email to all of my University friends)
Hi everyone,
I hope everyone is doing well. I am sending you this email to let you know that I am dying
of a terminal illness. No, that is not true! I‟m just gay. I am sorry for shocking you like
that, but I want you all to realize that I could be writing you with much worse news than
letting you know that I‟m gay. I felt a group email was the way to go as I didn‟t know
how to tell you all individually. I really want you to know that I value all of your
friendships so much, and I hope that I don‟t lose any of you because of this.
Love Darren.26
A Snapshot
Out of all of my close family and personal friends my mother was the last person to find
out that I was gay. I was 25 years old. I was so fearful that she wasn‟t going to
understand and that she wasn‟t going to accept me after hearing so many stories from the
media, particularly talk shows, where families might disown their children if they found
out that the child was queer. I began to tell people slowly. First my friends, and then I
told an aunt who was good friends with my Mom, and then my two brothers. I told my
aunt because in my mind I wanted Mom to have someone who she could talk to about it
once I told her. My aunt‟s response was one of acceptance and she said that she would
be there for my Mom. The response from my brothers was also one of acceptance, with
one of them not being surprised at all, and the other one suggesting that he didn‟t know
but was fine with it. I was living in another province at this time and decided that when I
returned home for the summer I would finally tell Mom. It was about two weeks before I
was to return home and I had disconnected the phone in my apartment building in
preparation for leaving, so when I needed to use the phone I would go down to the lobby
and use the pay phone. One evening I went down and called home and Mom answered,
very upset and crying. She said that she had received a letter in the mail that afternoon
and she read it to me over the phone. “Dear Laura,” it began, “I am writing to tell you
that Darren is gay and he does not know how to tell you. Everybody knows and is talking
about it.” It went on to say that one of my brothers and his wife were very unhappy (this
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Although I cringe today at the thought of telling my friends that I had a terminal illness in order to

lighten the impact of telling them I was gay, I was extremely fearful that I was going to lose them if they
knew. Everyone wrote back that all was well. I did not lose a single friend. In fact, most of us remain
cherished friends to this day.
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was not true) about my being gay, and was signed “Anonymous.” My Mom asked me if it
was true and I started to cry and told her, “Yes, it was,” and that we should talk about it
in person when I arrived home. The way that the news was given to her was very
upsetting for both of us; for her because it was such a shock to hear the news in this
manner, and to me because I was not prepared to be coming out to my mom over a
payphone in a public lobby. When I returned home in the following weeks, things were
very strained. I tried to explain to her what it meant and that I hadn‟t changed at all, and
that if I weren‟t gay then I wouldn‟t be the person who I was sitting in front of her. She
struggled because she felt like she didn‟t know who I was anymore as I kept such a large
secret from her and she wondered what else I was “hiding” from her. She was also upset
that she was the “last” person to know. I tearfully sat down beside her and said, “Mom,
you were the last person to know, because I was so afraid of losing you. I thought you
wouldn‟t love me anymore and would disown me.” She started to cry and hugged me
and said, “Darren, you know that I would never disown you! I love you.” This was the
beginning of a new, more open, relationship between Mom and me, one that would make
us closer than ever.
A Snapshot
(The phone rings)
-“Darren, I have found the perfect man for you and he is gay, too!”
-“Really, Mom? Who?”
-“Nate Berkus, he is just so handsome and kind.”
-“Nate Berkus? The guy from Oprah‟s show?”
-“Yes, he would be perfect for you.”
-“Ok Mom, call him up and give him my number!”
Although the relationship with my Mom became much stronger, for a time she
was saddened by my coming out, although she did not necessarily verbalize why, other
than I had kept the secret from her. Adams (2010) speaks to how people can be upset
because the person coming out is now presenting a ―history of hiding practice‖ (p. 237),
where they can be framed as dishonest. Indeed, my mom conveyed to me that she didn‘t
know who I was anymore, after I came out. Also, the words of Ahmed (2007) may speak
to the unhappiness that (a) parent(s) may have when finding out that their child is queer:
You could say that the queer child is an unhappy object for many parents. In
some parental responses to the child coming out, this unhappiness is not so much
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expressed as being unhappy about the child being queer, but as being unhappy
about the child being unhappy… Such an identification through grief about what
the child will lose, reminds us that the queer life is already constructed as an
unhappy life, as a life without the ―things‖ that make you happy [heteronormative
concepts of marriage and children]… The unhappy queer is here the queer who is
judged to be unhappy. [My emphasis] (p. 128)
It is necessary at this point to say that for the period of eight years prior to ―coming out‖
to my mom and during the ―coming out‖ process to my friends, I had been very happy. I
had fully accepted and embraced my sexuality, had made many life-long friends and
supports in university, completed my undergraduate degree, began dating, moved to
Toronto to continue my education, and was very content overall. The ―unhappy‖ queer
was not my reality, and I would argue that it is not the reality of many queer people, and
does not speak to the everyday joy of being alive. Rather, I would suggest that the
moments that queers are unhappy are those moments when they are being oppressed by a
heterocentric society, and this is not a reflection on the queer life but rather on the society
that creates such unhappiness. My worry and unhappiness stemmed not from being who
I was, but in the ―fear‖ that people would not accept me and would abandon me, as
demonstrated in the regrettable email I sent to my friends. I am profoundly saddened by
how ―undesirable‖ I must have felt society perceived me, to then suggest that there was
something at least worse than being queer: a terminal illness.
The ―happy ending‖ of my coming out story is not included to suggest that
coming out is an easy or necessary process. Adams (2010) speaks of the inherent dangers
that are possible with coming out, such as rejection, humiliation and violence (p. 237). I
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am not so naïve as to imagine that all coming out experiences went as well as my own.
Spargo (1999) also discusses the limitations of ―coming out.‖ She states, the declaration
that one is ―out‖ might be personally liberating, but in doing so it acknowledges the
centrality of heterosexuality as heterosexuals never have to ―come out,‖ because they are
never ―placed in‖ (p. 47). Telford (2003b) refers to this as a ―secret requiring a
declaration‖ (as cited in Rasmussen, 2004, p. 148). Adams (2010) also lists many
scholars who attribute ―coming out of the closet‖ as Eurocentric, white, and male
oriented, similar to and including Halberstam‘s (2005) charge, but he does not fully
accept this and believes that many will navigate the closet at times (p. 236), and even if
someone does not characterize themself as someone who is in the closet, does not mean
other people have not placed the individual in that ―category.‖ Rasmussen (2004) also
states, pressures to not come out might be connected to religious affiliations, race or
ethnic background, age, or family dynamics such that create fear (p. 146). These factors
include, but are not limited to, fear of being excluded from a religious community,
dealing with multiple oppressions, fear of losing family members or financial support (p.
146), and inability to ―come out‖ as a young person without the necessary knowledge that
one is desirably queer. Furthermore, in the current climate, once a person is out of the
closet it is necessary to ―come out‖ over and over again with each new social encounter.
As Sedgwick (1993) states:
Even at an individual level, there are remarkably few of even the most openly gay
people who are not deliberately in the closet with someone personally or
economically or institutionally important to them. Furthermore, the deadly
elasticity of heterosexist presumptions means that…people find new walls
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springing up around them… every encounter with a new classful of students, to
say nothing of a new boss, social worker, loan officer, landlord, doctor, erects
new closets…(p. 46)
This is worth pointing out as it speaks to a privilege which members of the heterosexual
community hold: the privilege that their sexuality is already assumed and does not need
clarification. If anyone asks me I would say I am not in the closet, but yet there are
people with whom I remain closeted.
A Snapshot
There is only one close person who I do not discuss my sexuality with. She is someone
who I have known for most of my life and when I was a young person we were very close.
As I got older a wall arose between us. I found that she was very judgmental of many
diverse groups of people. She had made it clear to me many times that her religion did
not permit her to accept queer people. We grew apart. We now see each other only
occasionally, typically at holidays where we exchange cards and talk about the ordinary,
but never about my love life. This is unmentionable. It is because I feel
“unmentionable” when I am around her, that I continue to limit our time together.
A Snapshot
I do not openly discuss my sexuality or gender with my students. How does one go about
this? If I had a partner, I always thought that I would put his picture on my desk. Where
is my voice? I am very troubled by this because I do not feel authentic, even though I will
scream out that I am not in the closet. Parents and staff know, community members
know, and I know that kids know. Other staff members have told me that they do not talk
about their sexuality either. This is the notion of the public versus private, the
professional versus the personal, or the secret versus the known. When it was a secret
before, I was in the closet, but I‟m not in the closet now. What impact is this having on
students who could have an “out” role model? There is shame in this for me. What
about the repercussions of having open dialogue with my students? I have experienced
homophobia by parents before— an all too real fear. Is it then my responsibility to
“come out” again and again to every class that I teach, every year? Am I presenting
queerness as undesirable to those students who think I am in the closet?
There is that ―shame‖ again. The above snapshot requires more time for me to work
through, but is important for me to note the restrictions that I feel are placed on me as a
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queer teacher. For queer teachers, Grace and Benson (2000) state, the ―school is a
panopticon: the modus operandi is surveillance‖ (p. 96). As mentioned, Foucault said the
panopticon meant ―all seeing‖ and was present in institutions such as prisons and
factories where people would be observed from a central location and often without their
knowledge of being observed (as cited in McNicol Jardine, 2005, p. 76). This speaks to
Foucault‘s notion of ―the gaze,‖ which is the constant monitoring of individuals by
people in power (as cited in McNicol Jardine, 2005, p. 59). Thus, one does not know
when one is being observed, but may censor oneself at all times for fear of being
observed (p. 61). This is ever present in a school where many eyes are on the teacher on
a daily basis, and anything that is said in the classroom can be brought to the attention of
parents and administration. This, of course, speaks to fear of disclosure. Sedgwick
(1993) speaks of the difficulty of being an out queer teacher. She states, ―the space for
simply existing as a gay person who is a teacher is in fact bayonetted through and
through, from both sides, by the vectors of a disclosure at once compulsory and
forbidden‖ (p. 47). This experience is very similar 22 years later. There are many factors
to consider when coming out as a teacher. Adams (2010) speaks about the ―paradoxes‖
inherent in ―sexuality, identity, and the closet‖ (p. 234). He speaks of sometimes
disclosing his sexuality to university students and sometimes not, and that he can receive
criticism for both. In deciding not to come out in a given year he says he has received
―passive support‖ to ―aggressive chastisement‖ for being ―self-hating‖ or ―dishonest,‖ or
if he comes out mid-semester he has been told that he was dishonest for waiting so long,
or if he comes out at the beginning of the semester, that he has come out too soon, and
may not be accepted by students who do not ―know‖ him yet (p. 235). Another paradox
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is McLean‘s (2007) ―idealization of coming out,‖ which creates a binary of coming out as
―good‖ and staying in the closet as ―bad‖ (as cited in Adams, 2010, p. 238). Rasmussen
(2004) also speaks of the notion that coming out may be viewed as something that is
―valuable‖ and will benefit the person and those they encounter, whereas those who ―fail
in their duty to come out may be marked as lacking‖ (p. 145). Thus, ―coming out,‖
according to Spargo (1999), inadvertently further reinforces the marginal place of those
who are still in the closet (p. 47). Another consideration is that ―coming out‖ to students
in a declaration might suggest one‘s sexuality is fixed and stable (Rasmussen, 2004, p.
148). This makes sense to me. Had I given a definitive statement of ―I am gay‖ to my
students two years ago, it would not suggest that I might someday reconceptualize that
identity as a queer one, which I now have. Khayatt (1999) also suggests that this
declaration can frame the teacher as representing the entire community they identify with
(as cited in Rasmussen, 2004, p. 148). Warren (2008), on the other hand says he does not
come out to his students, but rather purposely performs an ―ambiguity, a playful and yet
important crux, [a] tension between what they see and what they might imagine….I want
them to dwell in that space of wondering. Ambiguity is my craft‖ (Gust & Warren, 2008,
p. 118). Warren then ponders how positioning in this way may make him complicit with
heteronormativity. Indeed, coming out is not a simple process. Adams (2010) gives a
summation of the above paradoxes, stating:
A gay [queer] person always has the potential, in interaction, to be held
accountable--by herself or himself [themself] and others…for... [being] a gay
[queer] person who comes out or does not, for coming out too soon or not soon
enough, for trying to complete the coming-out process or finding completion
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impossible, for coming out most of the time some of the time, or never at all. (p.
239)
To conclude this point of departure, the paradoxes mentioned above have not
assisted in my dilemma of coming out in the classroom. Borrowing from Adams (2010),
I will remain in paradox, for now (p. 246). However, I am struck by, and will continue to
work through my thinking around, the words of Grace and Benson (2000): Not coming
out ―contributes to an educational shunning of queer students who are left to trespass
hetero-normalized school culture where heterosexism and homophobia are at work‖ (p.
99). It is necessary to note that if I am dealing with a certain uncertainty about being
fully out to my students when I am in a position of privilege as a teacher within the
school, then I can understand the experiences of ―closeted‖ students who may feel even
less empowered than I do.
Prior to researching this topic I would have argued that it was a necessary
endeavor for queer people to ―come out,‖ until we reach a time when ―coming out‖ is
irrelevant, until heterosexual norms do not require subjects to ―go in.‖ However, I am not
so willing to make such recommendations after writing the above. I will say that the
closet is not a desirable option for me. In my experience, Anais Nin‘s (nd) eloquent
words speak to why I had to come out, ―And the day came when the risk to remain tight
in a bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.‖ Coming out was necessary
for my own happiness, and because I wish happiness for other queer people, it leads me
to offer ―coming out‖ as a possible strategy for achieving ―desirable queerness.‖ This
might be accompanied by an acceptance that coming out is an ongoing and continual
process (Adams, 2010, p. 238), and a personal act, with self-judgment regarding when,
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how, in which situations, or whether, one comes out, as the only undesirable option.
A Snapshot
I had been dating someone for a couple months and it was a nice, sunny Saturday so I
asked him if he wanted to go for a drive to my home town and meet my mother. This was
the first boyfriend I had taken home to meet my Mom. My apartment didn‟t have a
washing machine or dryer at the time, so like many 20-somethings, I‟m sure, I would
frequently drive to Mom‟s to do a wash and have a good home-cooked meal.
Surprisingly, my boyfriend agreed to go meet her and off we went. Upon arrival, I was
quite surprised to find that my brother, his wife, and two small children were there.
Immediately I thought, what have I gotten us into? Introductions were made and
everyone was very quiet. My boyfriend, feeling uncomfortable, decided that he would go
out to the kitchen and put my clothes in the washer, so I went out with him to ask him how
he was doing. From the living room, I heard my 11 year old niece ask her dad, “Why is
Mark out there doing Uncle Darren‟s laundry?” His reply to her was, “Well, who else is
going to do it?” to which Mark and I both smiled. It felt like acceptance.
To conclude, allow me to return to the previously mentioned ―snapshot‖ when I
was in the closet and where I first identified to myself that I was ―gay‖ and then burned
the paper so my mother would not see it. I noted that at this time I had learned very little
about queer topics officially from teachers, and had very few positive conceptualizations
of queer people, as the climate for coming out, as my memory serves, was not as
conducive to doing so.
A Snapshot
The absolute aloneness I feel in Junior High is palpable. I am walking the halls thinking
there is no one like me, no one who understands me, and very few who even like me. I am
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told every day, in every way, by everyone, that I will be tolerated but certainly never
“normal.” I wish I knew now what I‟ll know later.27
It has been over 20 years since the snapshot above occurred, yet the literature
continues to show how queer topics are often approached in superficial ways, if not
entirely silenced in many schools. It seems that the words of Sedgwick (1991) have been
prophetic in how queer education has been addressed in the education system today:
…the wish for the dignified treatment of already-gay people is necessarily
destined to turn into either trivialized apologetics, or much worse, a silkily
camouflaged complicity in oppression — in the absence of a strong, explicit,
erotically invested affirmation of many people's felt desire or need that there be
gay people in the immediate world. (p. 26)
Sedgwick‘s ―trivialized apologetics‖ are found in the anti-bullying responses mentioned
previously, where the response might be an apology from the ―bully,‖ to another student
for bullying based on homophobia, along with the employment of consequences, without
addressing the underlying cause of the bullying. Whereas the ―silkily camouflaged
complicity of oppression‖ can be found in the use of ―diversity days,‖ or one-time guest
speakers, or covering diverse sexualities one time in health class, so that it might be
reported that the institution is working towards diversity, while doing very little the
majority of the school year. Meanwhile, acts of oppression perpetrated towards queer or
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This ―snapshot‖ in no way negates what I said at the beginning of this thesis as not wanting this work to

be a narrative of ―it gets better,‖ or that life has only improved since I became older. Rather, it is meant to
suggest that life can be improved in the now for queer kids and adults.
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queer-perceived students continue, as do the ―trivialized apologetics,‖ and the cycle
continues. Sedgwick (1993) speaks of how queer youth often maneuver through this
system, despite having a lack of role models and supports, when she eloquently states the
obstacles many encounter:
…Gay people, who seldom grow up in gay families, who are exposed to their
culture‘s, if not their parents‘, high ambient homophobia long before either they
or those who care for them know that they are among those who most urgently
need to define themselves against it; who have with difficulty and always
belatedly to patch together from fragments, a community, a usable heritage, a
politics of survival or resistance.... (p. 54)
What seems to be missing is an approach where all histories and people‘s lived
experiences have equal value in the school system, and are not included as an add-on, or
to meet a ―diversity‖ requirement. Students need to be in an environment where they are
not made absent, and are able to learn about themselves, even before they have the words
to define who they are, and where more than one system of knowledge is valued. In an
earlier work, Sedgwick (1991) states this absence could be overcome with the
―affirmation‖ and the ―desire‖ of a world that needs gay people in it! She writes:
The number of persons or institutions by whom the existence of gay people is
treated as a precious desideratum, a needed condition of life, is small...advice on
how to help your kids turn out gay... is less ubiquitous than you might think. On
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the other hand, the scope of institutions whose programmatic undertaking is to
prevent the development of gay people is unimaginably large. (p. 23)28
It would seem to me that offering advice on how to be queer, or more realistically,
presenting queer as a desirable outcome for children to gravitate towards, would alleviate
many of the current conditions in schools as mentioned above, including the entire
section I have written on ―coming out.‖
A Snapshot
At the time of this writing the US Supreme Court ruled that the right to marriage equality
was enshrined under the equal protection clause of the 14th Amendment (Guardian.com,
2015). An article in the Guardian acknowledges the importance of queer rights
organizations and people fighting for their rights to marry as key to winning this
decision. After the ruling, my Facebook wall became filled with rainbows in support.
Facebook offered an application that could turn your profile picture into a rainbow, and
my friends, celebrities, and politicians, began to post up rainbows. Barack Obama‟s post
on marriage equality received over 1 million likes on the first day. The main message of
this for me was not in regards to the homonormativity debate that I discussed earlier, it
was the outpouring of kind wishes by many millions of people of differing sexualities and
gender identities. This, for me, is not about being accepted by the “norm,” as much as it
is a sign of desirable queerness, with so much support and attention given this decision.
With so many people augmenting their profile picture with rainbow pride colours this
might mean more than people simply supporting “marriage equality,” but might stand
for an appreciation of queer people in general29. It also made me think that perhaps it
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I have heard far too often that anti-queer groups oppose queer education because they fear that to teach

about queer people may encourage people to be queer. I sense many people might tremble in fear at
Sedgwick‘s (1991) line concerning offering ―advice on how to help your kids turn out gay‖ (p. 23). My
response is that we must help all of our children discover their own ―precious desideratum,‖ and queer
children need as much help as we can provide them in learning about themselves and loving who they are.
29

In a Washington Post online article, the author, Dewey (2015) states that more than 26 million people

changed their profile pictures to a rainbow flag. In the article, she asks if changing one‘s profile picture on
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was time our education system caught up to what millions of people are thinking and how
amazing it is that many people think in this way despite the silence that exists in schools.
Perhaps this is a sign of critical thinkers resisting the silencing effect of heterosexual
hegemony.
With this, I arrive at one of the questions that this thesis asks: How can the education
system be moved from one that still contributes to the systematic oppression of queer
people to one that treats queer people as a ―precious desideratum?‖ Perhaps the next
section will provide some answers to this question.

social media can ever create change. She states that it can because seeing one‘s peers agreeing or
disagreeing with a particular concept or political idea might encourage friends to think about a topic
differently.
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What Can Educators Do?
The narratives I have presented in this thesis speak to how I navigated oppressive
practices and sought out opportunities to: come out, perform against the ―norm,‖ and
know and name myself (and rename myself). In doing so, I have become a critical,
empathetic person who advocates for the rights and freedoms of others, while advocating
for my own rights, in order to achieve a personal freedom. Giroux (n.d) states that
schools can be used for both emancipation and domination (as cited in Kincheloe, 2008,
p. 78). As well, McNicol Jardine (2005) states, ―we, as educators, get to say who is
normal and who is not‖ (p. 2). It is extremely powerful to think that as educators we
could possibly have that much control over students‘ sense of who they are. I cannot
imagine that it is ever the intent of educators to be complicit in labeling a student as
―abnormal,‖ and resulting in that student‘s objectification, but I know it happens. I also
know I have perpetuated that exact subjectification of students in the past. There are
many common classroom and schooling practices that can create in a student the feeling
of ―other.‖ McNicol Jardine says, there is a multitude of oppressive practices in
education that we, as educators, should work towards undoing, but it is difficult as we
have been raised and controlled by the dominant discourses of modern Western society
(p. 2).
The work of educators is key in undoing practices that marginalize. McNicol
Jardine states, teachers have two important responsibilities: The first is the responsibility
to teach the attitudes, skills and knowledge we are required to teach, and the second is to
help students grow into adulthood successfully, avoiding alienation, unhealthy practices,
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and harmful pressures (p. 78). Thus, educators are responsible for not only a student‘s
educational well-being but also their emotional and physical well-being, which go
together in terms of feeling safe in the school/classroom environment, but also goes
beyond that, to create in the student a blossoming of the self.
I think an archeological analysis of ―how knowledge in our modern Western
societies influences and acts on the formation of our self-identity‖ (McNicol Jardine,
2005, p. 80), undertaken by educators, is necessary, to discover the damage the current
system is doing to the self-worth of marginalized students. This can only occur if
educators think critically about how power creates oppression. For Kincheloe (2008),
―critical theorists become detectives of new theoretical insights, perpetually searching for
new and interconnected ways of understanding power and oppression and the ways they
shape everyday life and human experience‖ (p. 49). It is through thinking critically that
we begin to counter hegemony.
As MacNaughton (2005) states, imagine if we had the ―skills to intervene in
children‘s lives and in their learning in ways that are critically informed…that would
include the social and political theories of feminists, poststructuralists, postcolonialists,
critical and cultural theorists‖ (p. 189), and let‘s not forget queer! Engagement with these
theories could lead educators to question how they work with children and how to teach
for democracy and social change (p. 190). I realized after my first critical theory course
that although I found that I had historically thought in terms of the knowledge produced
by feminist, poststructuralist, queer, critical race, and postcolonial theorists, I did not
readily have the names or the terms for such knowledge, and that my thinking was, in
most cases, being confirmed by the theories presented. The combining of theory and
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practice leads to ―informed action‖ (Kincheloe, 2008, p, 120), i.e., praxis. Educators
engaged in critical praxis continually question how knowledge is produced, which
knowledge is valued (p. 124), and who benefits.
For Kincheloe, understanding and teaching about critical social theories ―helps
individuals place themselves and their worldviews within social, cultural, historical,
economic, and philosophical frameworks [where]….teachers and students begin to
analyze and reconstruct their ―ways of being‖ in the social cosmos and in the institution
of education‖ (p. 122). What does this look like? Vavrus (2009) conducted a study with
38 teacher candidates in which autoethnography along with critical pedagogy allowed the
participants to identify their own pedagogical practices. Teacher candidates were asked
to write a personal narrative about gender and sexuality identification, patriarchy,
heteronormativity, and teacher identity formation (p. 386). Findings from 500 pages of
materials found that all teachers wrote about feeling they had to act according to
particular gender roles, and that heterosexuality was the norm, with seven people saying
that their sense of sexuality was not exclusively heterosexual, despite the pressure to act
as if they were (p. 387). In addition, all candidates said that their sex education was
exclusively heterosexual, with the emotional aspects of sex never discussed (p. 386).
This, again, speaks to many themes that were mentioned earlier.
Autobiography/autoethnography can be useful exercises for educators to evaluate
their thoughts and classroom practices, if handled sensitively. If not handled sensitively,
it can create a potential unsafe space for people if colleagues challenge their
stories/experiences, for instance. In addition, in the professional development
opportunities that our Board team conducted, we often had participants reflect on their
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identity formation. In doing so, some educators found their beliefs being challenged,
which in some cases created tensions or ended conversations. This is not easy work,
which is something that we told participants in almost every session, and must be noted.
However, as Pinar (1994) states, autobiography is ―an expansive space for mediation
when it discloses what has been historically ignored, suppressed or denied in the larger
culture and society‖ (as cited in Grace, 2006, p. 831). In this vein, it is important for
educators to always reflect on their impacts on marginalized, indeed all, students, and to
reflect upon their own beliefs and points of departure. Critical educators consider their
pedagogical practices and reflect on what they could do better in the future. The
following is an example from my own teaching career where I have had to reflect on a
resource I created, based upon the knowledge that I had at the time, but would now do
differently.
A Snapshot
A few years ago I was encouraged to take a leave of absence and create a resource book
for queer youth. There are many things that I would do differently concerning the
content of the book. It was a basic primer, discussing the difference between sexuality
and gender identity and providing a basic understanding of transgender people. It
offered a glossary of terms, such as, “coming out” strategies, relationship safety, and
mental health strategies. It also included a section on LGBTQ history, pride symbols,
and a human rights checklist to ensure that the rights of queer persons in school were
being respected. I do have regrets about the book. I regret now that I included a section
on “myths” about queer people, as to put those myths in print does perpetuate them. I
was also encouraged at the time, for my own safety, not to put my name on the book, so I
did not. I also chose not to title the book so that if it were found by a student‟s parent(s)
that it wouldn‟t inadvertently “out” them. All in all, the intent of the resource book was
a good one. Although, not perfect, I hope that it got into the hands of youth and had
some positive impact.
This ―snapshot‖ speaks to many of the realities that I have already mentioned in
this thesis. The resource book was a way for me to respond to the damage that I saw
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being perpetuated against queer youth by a heteronormative hegemony that is central to
school life. It was written with the intent to empower youth by allowing them to read
about queer topics. At the same time, I also perpetuated the damage discourse by
including an unnecessary ―myths‖ section. In addition, in re-reading I find that I
approached the book assuming that life was already hard for the youth who would be
reading the book and that life would eventually ―get better.‖ If I were to rewrite the book
today, I would not approach it from a place that suggests that being queer is a struggle.
In addition, the fact that I did not title the book speaks to how much the topic of queer
sexuality is an official ―secret‖ that needs to be addressed, and that I was encouraged to
not put my name on it for fear of my safety speaks to a potentially dangerous climate for
educators, especially queer educators, who speak out. As I write this, I am pondering
how I will reflect on this thesis, years from now, and how there will undoubtedly be
many aspects that I wish I could change. The idea is not to judge oneself, but to reflect in
order to examine what works and what does not; this is critical pedagogy. As shown in
the previous educational section, there are many pedagogical practices that require
careful scrutiny. I must include my own practices within this evaluative framework as I
have engaged in many of the practices mentioned above such as addressing homophobia
with one time guest speakers, days of silence hosted by the GSA that I supervised, and
my silencing of my sexuality as discussed earlier, which can reinforce ―queer‖ as
undesirable. If anything, this thesis is the beginning of the ―queering‖ of my classroom
practices.
Many educators are resisting the status quo of knowledge and trying to approach
education differently. Departments of Education and Boards are mandating more socially
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just policies. In Nova Scotia, policies such as the Racial Equity Policy, Race Relations,
Cross-Cultural Understanding, and Human Rights policy, along with the adoption of new
Transgender guidelines, are examples. These policies, however, still require close
scrutiny. In addition, I have experienced activism from students and staff involved in
school organizations such as Gay-Straight Alliances (or the more inclusive term, Gender
Sexuality Alliances) or Diversity Clubs, which organize school-wide events. These
initiatives may have an impact on moving educators in a more forward direction. I have
also had the pleasure of working with many critical educators who do want to promote
desirable queerness in their schools.
A Snapshot
An administrator friend and I attended a weekend conference on “How to Create a Safe
Space for Transgender People.” It was informative and eye-opening. When she returned
to her school, she placed “All Gender” signs on all single stall bathrooms in the
building.
A Snapshot
A Phys. Ed. teacher, and friend, contacted me to let me know that the students requested
to play a game in teams of Boys vs. Girls. The teacher then divided the students up into
boys and girls but told them that they could go into whichever line felt right for them, and
that students did so.
A Snapshot
One of the schools that I taught at has a number of flags covering the perimeter of their
Commons area. They include, for example, country flags to honour a large number of
international students, provincial flags to honour those arriving from other provinces, the
Mi‟kmaq flag to honour the people and the land that the school sits on, and so forth. I
had received a second “pride” flag as a gift from a friend, so I went to my Administrator
and asked if she would like to have one of the flags and she readily accepted. After
dismissal the next afternoon I heard the following announcement, “Mr. Cummings, can
you please come to the Commons and see our new addition.” I jolted up, wondering
what she was talking about, and sprinted down the hall. I rounded the corner and I
looked up to see them hanging the pride flag. I went to her office and gave her a huge
hug!
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What, then, are some other strategies that critical educators could employ?
Kumashiro (2001) suggests that there are no strategies that are guaranteed to work ―for
all students, in all situations, against all oppressions‖ (p. 4), and that all approaches are
partial ones that need be modified depending on the situation. Nevertheless, he offers
some strategies to consider. As critical theory suggests that all oppressions must be made
known and fought against, Kumashiro‘s anti-oppressive education involves combatting
all forms of oppression, and many strategies that might work for queer students can be
employed to address other forms of oppression, as well. For example, in addressing the
curriculum, Kumashiro states that the English teacher, if only teaching the traditional
―canon,‖ privileges authors and characters who are typically white, male, middle-class
and heterosexual (p. 4). It should also be noted that a teacher may be following a
curriculum that reflects dominant culture, in an education system that reflects dominant
culture, and where voices and perspectives are missing. In addition, if the teacher
(administration) is part of the dominant culture there may not be an awareness that voices
are missing. It must be reiterated that the problem is not one that solely belongs to the
teacher. Adding multiple voices into curriculum is a way to bring different perspectives
and I think is necessary to do, however, it has also been noted that to simply add
―different‖ voices in order to promote ―equality,‖ as the LGBTQ approach suggests, does
not necessarily work, as it can solidify the divide between ―normal‖ and ―other.‖
Kumashiro (2000) also states that even when the ―other‖ is included, only a portion of the
population is represented and may fail to recognize the experiences of those who are
under multiple oppressions, such as queer of colour experiences (p. 30). Instead Scott
(1993) states, ―We need to acknowledge that there is a reason why certain voices are
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silenced in the first place (as cited in Kumashiro, 2001, p. 6). Students can thus be taught
to find these silences in text. Kumashiro gives the following example in regards to
questions concerning queer youth in a novel study:
What questions does this novel raise about queer youth? Which stereotypes of
queer youth does this novel reinforce, and which ones does it challenge? In
general, what is not said in this novel about queer youth, and how do those
silences make possible and impossible different ways of thinking about queer
youth, about homophobia, about the reader‘s own sexual identities, and about
change? (p. 7)
Similarly, educators can look for silences in curriculum units. How is gender/sexuality
being addressed in health/biology/science curriculum? Is it only through the male/female
binary? How are students named: ―Boys and girls,‖ ―young lady,‖ ―young man,‖ or the
ever controversial and patriarchal ―guys‖ to speak for all students? Where are the queer
people in the history/social studies textbooks? If absent, how can their lives/experiences
be investigated?30 How do multiple oppressions intersect in people‘s lives? It is also
important to not only look at who is missing or othered but who is privileged. In this
way, as mentioned previously, the teacher is engaged in utilizing marginalized theories
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As part of a Holocaust unit, one of the options I gave as an assignment was to examine the experiences of

any of the oppressed groups under the Nazi regime, including the Roma, queer people, people with
disabilities, political opponents, and so on. Along with this, I also addressed the social causes that created
this ‗othering‘.
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(Kumashiro, 2000, p. 25) such as queer and critical theory31, to consider the implications
of teaching normatively. It is noteworthy that the above theories are marginalized, along
with the people they advocate for, demonstrating the power of the dominant order in
creating dominant knowledge. Indeed, Kumashiro (2000) states, ―changing oppression
requires disruptive knowledge, not simply more knowledge‖ (p. 34). This may challenge
someone‘s belief system in such a way that they become in ―crisis‖ (Felman, 1995, as
cited in Kumashiro, 2001, p. 8), where one either moves beyond the crisis with a change
in perception, or returns to normative ways of thinking and doing as an act of resistance.
In the first instance, the disruptive knowledge might cause a ―crisis‖ in the students
thinking, as they attempt to learn new ways of thinking, and ―unlearn‖ (Kumashiro, 2000,
p. 37) oppressive ways of thinking and doing.32 The ―crisis‖ may also cause the student
to resist new ways of thinking. However, I am convinced that reading and then
discussing research from non-dominant perspectives, and by searching for (subjugated or
fugitive) knowledge rather than ―truths‖ (MacNaughton, 2005, p. 201) does open the
door to create transformational change on an individual level. It is by overcoming

31

Kumashiro (2000) points out that all theories need be critiqued as well, as I have critiqued some aspects

of queer theory in this thesis, otherwise there is the danger of the theory becoming another hegemonic
knowledge system (p. 39).
32

In the chapter that follows, I will encounter my own crisis as I deconstruct some of the unintended

messages that I may have conveyed while writing this thesis. I will do so to demonstrate how necessary it
is for teachers to always reflect on what they have said and the possible impacts their words may have on
their readers. (Yes, teachers are texts, as well).
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resistance, as Kumashiro (2000) states, that people learn ―to desire change, to desire
difference‖ (p. 43), and in the context of this work, to desire queer.
It is my hope that this movement to critical awareness and teaching may create
more accepting and critically aware youth who may advocate for further change in their
lifetime, and who may become the next generation of critically aware humans. As
Kumashiro states, knowledge about critical thinking skills, critical theory, and how
people are oppressed can empower people to take action against oppression (p. 37).
The question that remains, however, is: how do educators get to a place where
they want to take action if they have never had to think beyond dominant knowledge
systems? Action can be in the form of policy making, curriculum development, and
classroom pedagogy. If an educator has belonged to a place of privilege their entire life,
how is it possible to have that person hear the perspectives of marginalized voices,
especially when they are not necessarily required to do so? One must also acknowledge
that there are educators who do wish to uphold compulsory heterosexual hegemony
because it is what they ―know‖ and perhaps ―believe.‖ MacGillivray and Jennings (2008)
noted, ―negative attitudes towards LGBT people are prevalent among pre-service and
licensed teachers‖ (as cited in Payne & Smith, 2012, p. 268), and queer topics receive
little attention in teacher preparatory courses, nor are teachers asked to evaluate how their
attitudes might affect their queer students (p. 268). Kumashiro (2001) in discussing antioppressive education states that a possible reason why schooling continues to support
oppressive practices is because, ―we desire teaching and learning in ways that affirm and
confirm our sense that what we have come to believe is normal or commonsense in
society is really the way things are and are supposed to be‖ (p. 5). Thus, policy makers,
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curriculum writers, administrators, teachers, pre-service teachers, parents, and students,
may resist anti-oppression education because it causes them to reflect on how they think
about the ―other,‖ and their place in the othering process. Fuss (1991) states, ―since the
privileging of heterosexuality requires the Othering of other sexualities, any effort to
change what it means to be queer requires simultaneously changing what it means to be
straight‖ (as cited in Kumashiro, 2001, p. 5).
How then does an educator move from a place of resistance? Ahmed‘s work on
ethical encounters might be a starting point. As I understand it, Ahmed (2000) states that
when people meet each other, they first read each other to ―confirm or refute that which
we think we know, to predict the direction and the outcome of meeting‖ (as cited in
Janzen et al., 2015, p. 3). She calls these meetings ―encounters.‖ These encounters do
not begin with meeting another but are situated historically and socially with past
encounters (p. 3). Past encounters have created the ―other,‖ so the key is to understand
how the ―other‖ was created historically and continues to be reproduced (p. 3). This
thesis has aimed to illuminate the creation of the queer ―other‖ by pointing out how
compulsory heterosexuality is produced. For Ahmed, the question remains, however,
how to ―respect the otherness of other‖ (as cited in Janzen et al., 2015, p. 3). Janzen et
al., (2015) ask:
Can we imagine an encounter with an/other that is non-violent in that it does not
impinge on the integrity of the other‘s claim to full humanity? Such ―ethical
encounters‖ (Ahmed, 2000) would resist the allure of subjecting others to an
objectifying, fetishistic gaze. (p. 4)
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What then is an ethical encounter? According to the above, it is one that would
not utilize disciplining techniques to create a subject. However, because of the nature of
hegemony, one can be unaware of their participation in ―othering.‖ For example, in a
previous snapshot I spoke about how some people do not ask or discuss my personal life
which likely, unbeknownst to them, has made me feel ―othered.‖ Another example is
that in general conversation if the topic of ―gay‖ people comes up, I have noticed in some
instances that people have hesitated before saying the word, ―gay,‖ or they might stumble
over it. Of course, this is likely because they are not sure if these discussions, or this
naming, will offend, but may not realize that the hesitation is equally as offensive, or
―othering.‖ I could list a myriad of examples where people are ―othered,‖ and I am sure I
have participated in ―othering‖ as well. The other type of objectification that occurs,
however, is based on difference and perpetuates violence, like the letters in my frosted
windshield. For Ahmed (2001), the ―other‖ is created by emotions and, therefore,
encounters are emotionally affective. She states that emotions are brought into every
encounter and become attached to particular meaning systems and bodies, individually
and collectively (as cited in Janzen et al., 2015, p. 14). Ahmed (2004) calls this
―affective economies‖ (p. 117). As previously mentioned, Janzen et al., (2015) state it is
the way in which we interpret and understand how emotion moves between people that
creates difference (p. 14). Thus the feelings we associate with people decide for us how
much we will care about one an(other) (p. 14). These emotions may include mistrust,
anger, indifference, love, desire, and the gamut of human emotion. If we feel negatively
affected by someone, or a concept of someone, then it might be difficult to care for them.
Ahmed (2000) discusses the idea of the ―stranger.‖ She says ―others‖ become strangers
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and ―other cultures‖ can become ―strange cultures,‖ in the eyes of those who name
themselves as ―normal‖ (p. 12). There is often a ―fear‖ of the stranger and this fear is
grounded in the stranger ―coming too close to home,‖ which creates a distance between
people based on fear (p. 12). She states (2004) that a subject might feel threatened by an
―imagined other‖ who may take something away from them (p. 117). Let us apply this to
those who fear queer people. Here is where you might hear arguments suggesting that
queer marriage removes the ―sanctity‖ of traditional wedding ceremonies, or traditional
ways of being and doing; this is the fear of losing a way of life (tradition), for some it
may be the fear of losing favor with a Creator, or fear of the queer person losing favor
with a Creator, or the fear that the person is going to forfeit their ―truths‖ if they allow the
―other‖ to exist in their world. This is similar to Davies (2011) conception of the ―bully
as the guardian of moral order,‖ (p. 278) discussed earlier. This can create the
―…ordinary person as the real victim. The ordinary becomes that which is already under
threat by imagined others whose proximity becomes a crime against person as well as
place‖ (Ahmed, 2004, p. 118). Place might refer to institutions such as some churches or
schools where queer topics (people) must not exist or be spoken of because of the threat
to the ―ordinary‖ within. As shown above, affect moves between concepts, people and
history (p. 120). Concepts such as queer marriage create varying emotions, and often
these emotions are based on past experiences. The creation of this ―stranger‖ or ―strange
culture‖ creates division that prevents ―care.‖ This is obviously not only applicable to the
experiences of some queer people, but to all forms of ―othering,‖ including exclusion
based on race, sex, disability, class, and many more dimensions of people‘s lives.
Compounding this, Moosa-Mitha (2015) argues, under neo-liberalism the care of others
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has been eclipsed by the insistence that people be autonomous and self-interested
subjects, in order to create more workers and to further the neo-liberal state (p. 259).
This fosters in people the concept of the self as primary and others as secondary.
However, in referencing Levinas (n.d) Janzen et al., (2015), state, ―we each have an
ethical obligation to the other that precedes all meaning or law‖ (p. 16). Derrida (1999)
goes beyond this to discuss the concept of ―hospitality.‖ Janzen refers to Derrida‘s
concept of absolute hospitality which ―sets no limits; it does not demand the other reveal
itself upon arriving and it does not attempt to assimilate it into its epistemic structure‖
(Janzen, 2015, p. 239). Under this conception, one does not demand an approaching
―stranger‖ to reveal themself, as no such naming has been created. This does not mean
that we must not ask questions to learn about people. In borrowing from Arendt, Adriana
Cavarero (n.d) states that in encountering the ―other‖ we ask, ―Who are you?‖ and that
the ―violent response is the one that does not ask, and does not seek to know‖ (as cited in
Butler, 2004, p. 35). Thus, the question that I brought up at the beginning of this
discussion remains the same? How do we move to an ethics of care and hospitality?
Moosa-Mitha discusses three strands of Levinisian ethics that may hold an
answer, that is ―asymmetry,‖ ―uncertainty,‖ and ―other than being‖ (p. 256). Asymmetry
occurs when a person experiences an encounter with an ―other‖ as an ―event‖ (p. 248).
This is a term from Derrida, meaning that something occurs that ―deeply
discombobulates what is taken for granted in one‘s life. It unexpectedly disrupts a
normative situation and upsets the stagnation and inertia that accompanies the
commonplace of accepted truths‖ (Onega, 2005, as cited in Moosa-Mitha, 2015, p. 248).
This is similar to Kumashiro‘s (2001) ―crisis,‖ as mentioned previously. As a result of
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this event, the subject becomes uncertain about their own truths, which then moves the
subject from being self-oriented to being concerned (p. 248), and even responsible, for
the ―other‖ (p. 249). This is the responsibility for others, and not just the self, and is the
―other than being‖ (p. 256), as mentioned above. To give a concrete example, perhaps a
person has homophobic views but has a close relative come out to them as queer, this
then causes a ―crisis‖ or ―discombobulates‖ what they thought was the ―truth.‖ With this
realization, and because they love their family member, they may begin to shift their
thinking. Their ―truth‖ might change. They might realize that everyone has different
―truths.‖ They may then recognize that because we hold no absolute truths about the
―other,‖ there is no absolute truth about the self, which then connects the self and ―other‖
together. Perhaps, we then understand, as Ahmed (2000) states:
Identity itself is constituted in the ‗more than one‘ of the encounter: the
designation of an ‘I‘ or ‘we‘ requires an encounter with others…given that the
subject comes into existence as an entity only through encounters with others,
then the subject‘s existence cannot be separated from the others who are
encountered. (p. 7)33

33

This, again, might suggest that I only think the subject is created by society/encounters, which I have

already said I do not, but I also agree with the idea of the momentous impact of society on the construction
of the self.
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Perhaps, this is how we intervene, as Janzen et al., (2015) state, ―in this process of
making self and stranger, whereby difference becomes fixed with the other, [and] figures
the other as a stranger to our self, our community, and our nation (p. 14).
Could an answer, then, be the very thing that I have been discussing in this thesis?
I have asked the reader to see and think beyond ―other,‖ to open up spaces for many
truths and many possibilities, to experience the affective nature of my narratives in order
for them to ―feel‖ something. For some, similar discussions may be enough to ―deeply
discombobulate‖ and have them begin to question their own truths. That is why these
queer life narratives are important. That is why theory is important. That is why I am
writing a queer autoethnography.

125

A Brief Deconstruction
…literary texts, like all texts, consist of a multiplicity of overlapping, conflicting
meanings in dynamic, fluid relation to one another and to us. (Tyson, 2006, p.
258)
Everything is a text. As the quotation above suggests, any text has the potential to
produce multiple meanings based on individual perceptions of the text. These
perceptions are formed based on one‘s previous experience, and as there is the potential
for many human experiences there is always the potential for multiple readings of any
text, human or otherwise. Derrida‘s (1967) concept of deconstruction has been used to
analyze text. Many people have struggled to define deconstruction, nevertheless, the
following is my understanding of the concept. Deconstruction is used to ―reveal the
complex operations of the ideologies of which the text is constructed‖ (Tyson, 2006, p.
259). In deconstructing, a critic looks for contradictory meanings in the text, which the
author may be unaware of, and which conflict with the main theme that the piece means
to produce (p. 260). As Derrida (1987) states, ―Deconstruction, if such a thing exists,
should open up‖ (as cited in Stronach & MacLure, 1997, p. 1). Derrida (1967) argues,
meaning (signification) is created through how ―signs‖ differ from each other (as cited in
Morton, 2003, p. 26). For example, many might make sense of a concept by looking at
its binary. ―I‖ might come to know myself by knowing ―you,‖ or the ―self‖ by knowing
the ―other,‖ or as presented in this paper, what a man is in relation to a woman, or what
queer is to straight. This suggests that all signs are incomplete on their own and require
other signs to complete them (p. 27). However, a binary can also obscure the many
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possibilities within the binary. When using deconstruction to analyze a text one can
utilize the following analytic strategies: dismantling the binaries, looking for silences,
such as whose voices are missing, searching for contradictions within the text, looking
for an unconscious subtext, and many more (Czarniawska, 2004, p. 97).
In this section of the thesis I predominantly utilize the above strategies to
deconstruct my own narratives and aspects of the thesis to show the silences in the text,
how I have reinforced binaries that I meant to dismantle, and the many contradictions the
text evokes. The reason for undertaking this endeavor is not to show that I did not put
enough thought into my narrative, but to show the ―arbitrariness of language most
strikingly by exposing the contradictions in a discourse, thereby showing how a text
undermines itself‖ (Lynn, 2001, p. 93). This should not change the overall meaning of
the text, the ―preferred‖ (as cited in Duncan, 1994, p. 52) message that I wish to
articulate, but rather to show a wide range of interpretations and meanings (Lynn, 2001,
p. 93), by both the writer and the reader. Most importantly, by showing how every text
can have multiple meanings, this invites the reader to examine their own discourses to
show that no discourse can actually be ―true,‖ and how power is present in all of our
interactions.
To begin, how have I silenced voices in this work? I have opted to use the
―inclusive‖ term of ―community‖ to make the experiences found throughout more
universal. However, in doing so, I have produced a piece that leaves people out. I do not
address the experiences of queer First Nations or the concept of two-spirited. Am I
participating in settler colonialism, which is defined by Wolfe (2006) as ―Indigenous
elimination‖ (as cited in Greensmith, 2015, p. 99) whereby, ―processes of elimination are
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fueled by the routine erasure, assimilation, and dispossession of Indigenous peoples‖ (p.
99). I also do not discuss queer of colour experiences. I have spoken already to the
criticisms directed towards gay/white/western/male authors, categories in which I
somewhat fit. Cohen (1997) states, ―white supremacy remains centralized within queer
studies, arguing that queerness must be expanded to include black people‘s everyday
experiences of anti-blackness, as they are routinely impacted by, ―white, middle-class,
heterosexual norms‖‖ (as cited in Greensmith, 2015, p. 105). Nor do I really address in
great detail asexuality, pansexuality, intersex people, and many concepts falling under the
"transgender" umbrella. Instead, I have lumped everyone under the 'queer ' community.
In deconstructing Butler‘s notion of ―performativity,‖ I have not addressed the existence
of drag queens/kings as performers of gender because I did not want to take the focus
away from the experiences of trans people who may feel innately that they are not the
gender that society has named them.
Do those voices and experiences not count? What does one do to avoid
perpetuating settler colonialism or white supremacy? I could include sections about the
many groups who I exclude, but is that tokenism? I also feel morally that I can't speak
for the experiences of other groups. Spivak speaks of how Western intellectuals silence
―the voices of oppressed groups by speaking for them‖ (as cited in Morton, 2003, p. 33).
However, this fear can also stop the critic from speaking at all. My use of queer is
similarly problematic. Morton (2003) discusses ―master words,‖ which are abstract
words used by political movements to ―name and define the particular histories,
experiences and struggles of minority groups…‖ (p. 33), such as ―women,‖ ―queer,‖ etc.,
which claim to represent all people within that category. This erasure can silence
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individuals whose experiences do not mirror those within these pages. With that said, I
have also read many queer texts that do not speak to my experiences. Morton, in
borrowing from Spivak (1987) states, ―deconstruction‘s affirmation of the complicity of
theory with its object of critique is the ‗greatest gift‘ of deconstruction because it
‗question(s) the authority of the investigating subject without paralyzing [them]‘‖ (p. 39),
and as Butler (1997) states, ―the knowledge we gain from any text will always be partial‖
(as cited in Kumashiro, 2001, p. 7). This means that any text ―will reflect the realities of
some people but miss those of others; it will represent the voices of some groups but
silence those of others; and in doing so, it will challenge some stereotypes while
reinforcing others‖ (Kumashiro, 2001, p. 7). Therefore, I must acknowledge that I am
leaving people out despite my attempts of inclusivity. As mentioned, through this
deconstruction I can question my own authority without feeling that I cannot speak at all.
In the spirit of this thesis and these narratives, I encourage the reader to read beyond this
sole voice to experience the voices of the many that I have left out; the stories that need
to be told.
In addition, there are many occasions throughout where I reinforce a ―traditional
narrative‖ (Czarniawska, 2004, p. 91) that certainly does not speak to everyone. The
most overt example is in the following snapshot that I wrote earlier: ―Recently in a
manifestation journal I added the following, ―My ideal partner would have the following
characteristics: loving, honest, handsome, single, trustworthy, giving, funny, fun, have
beautiful eyes…‖ (p. 76), and so on. This is my vision of the ―Prince!‖ Throughout
these narratives there is evidence of waiting for this imagined handsome prince to arrive
on the scene, through discussions of wanting a ―boyfriend‖ since I was a small child,
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waiting on the swings for him to come (admittedly to rescue me; from what though?
That is a good question!), to be my protector, who should be physically attractive, and
whom I will eventually marry. Although I have already argued against the labeling of
homonormativity, I do see how this narrative reflects a traditional story of wanting what I
had seen and read about as I was growing up, predominantly fairy tales and Disney
constructions of a ―Prince Charming.‖ Again, this points to how the self is, in part,
constructed by society. I also am aware that I have advocated for queer marriage,
monogamy, and wanting, supposedly, ―straight‖ things, and how this does minimize the
experiences of those who do not want any of these constructions. Davies (1989) states,
―The power of the pre-existing structure of the traditional narrative to prevent a new form
of narrative from being heard is ever-present‖ (as cited in Czarniawska, 2004, p. 91). In
pointing out my view I have again silenced other perspectives. However, I deemed it
necessary to take this viewpoint because of the accumulating amount of work that
discusses the idea that to be queer means there are certain things or actions that I
―should‖ not want or do, and that is what I still take issue with. Wanting ―normal‖ things
does not erase the anti-normativity of being queer, because in the examples that I
mentioned where I saw the two men with the baby on the ferry, or when I walked down
the street holding my boyfriend‘s hand, this is still perceived by many as being antinormative just because it is ―queer.‖ Thus, logically, as a queer person, any action that I
undertake that is perceived as anti-normative by a general society, is that — antinormative— until, and perhaps through repetitive acts, as Butler states, it becomes the
new ―normal,‖ or better yet, the anti-normal as…normal.
I also have noted that I reinforce the queer/straight binary in many ways. In
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trying to point out how I was objectified in the past by compulsory heterosexuality, I
have created an ―us‖ versus ―them‖ dichotomy, or even a ―victim‖ versus ―perpetrator‖
stance that I did not want to create, as the point of this thesis was to move away from the
―queer as victim‖ approach, and certainly away from reinforcing binaries. By pointing
out my objectification through disciplining power I have painted a society that did the
following to me: classified me, closeted me, criticized me, ignored me, (and I am once
again reminding the reader) contrary to my statement at the outset how I did not want to
tell these kinds of stories, but did so anyway, for a greater purpose of talking about these
experiences to advocate for change. I have also maintained the binary between feminine
and masculine while attempting to disrupt it. I have done so by suggesting that being
feminine had a particular meaning for me. This is shown in the following excerpts from
my narratives: ―I would role play at home… that I was one of the long suffering, always
endangered and needing to be saved, or always glamourous and romanticized, heroines‖
(p. 46); how, ―I really wanted to be a Barbie and look like her and wear the clothes and
the heels and the accessories…‖ (p. 47); how I pretended to be a ―girl‖ by wearing an
apron, heels, a long towel as a wig, and dresses; how I wear makeup and how long it
takes me to get ready in the morning; how I would ―much rather be skipping‖ (p. 61) or
playing with girls, rather than stereotypical ―boy‖ activities such as ―sports, running, and
playing in the woods [or] getting dirty‖ (p. 61). What I have inadvertently done here is
present stereotypical ideas of femininity and masculinity. Although I pointed out all the
ways that I felt feminine to show that my sense of gender did not match that which I was
named, all of the attributes I listed gave a one dimensional picture of what ―feminine‖
might mean. ―Feminine‖ does not have to mean the wearing of dresses, heels, makeup,
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and so on. Lastly, the point of including the sentence about the kinds of women
portrayed on soap operas was an attempt to speak about the inappropriate and sexist ways
that women were portrayed, but I acknowledge that by putting it in print I might reify it.
My desire to be like the soap opera women, however, once again, speaks to how we often
self-construct based upon what we learn from society, as I wanted to be like these
characters.
―Masculinity‖ did not fare well in my analysis either. In my narratives I defined
masculinity in the following ways: ―typical‖ (p. 47); associations with ―hunting,‖
―fishing,‖ and ―off-coloured jokes‖ (p. 48); being physically active; and associations with
judgments, harassment, and name-calling. Most problematic, is the presentation of the
boys/men in my narratives as people to be feared. There may be only one snapshot
where a woman is presented in a less than positive light than boys/men. I also recognize
that I have presented narratives concerning perceived gay/queer men in a different way
than the other men in the narratives; for example, I presented the ‗couple‖ on the ferry
and in the movie theatre (never mind the assumption that they were even couples!), and
my own partners, in a more desirable way than any straight men in the snapshots. I have
no idea how heterosexual men feel, or the many men who may feel, through the force of
disciplining power, that they must be someone they are not. I have made no exceptions
for those perceived heterosexual men who perform masculinity successfully and are,
however, queer and closeted, or those heterosexual men who are kind allies. What have I
left out here? I have left out stories of the many heterosexual men who have been
wonderful to me. I have left out stories of heterosexual women who have shunned me. I
have left out, for the most part, stories of my own undesirable encounters with queer
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partners/people.
In addition, Hausman (2001) argues that one of the criticisms of queer theory is
that it may ―still promote gender-role stereotyping by seeming to accept gender
categories, even as it attempts to queer (destablilize) them‖ (as cited in Nagoshi &
Brzuzy, 2010, p. 435). Thus, queer theory might reinforce the male/female binary in the
very act of pointing out how they are binaries. Transgender theory suggests that queer
theory ignores a ―both/neither‖ stance of gender identity, and focuses only on the
male/female binary (Roen, 2001, as cited in Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2010, p. 435). This can
be seen when I conveyed the snapshot about attending a conference on creating a safe
environment for trans students and how the administrator then created ―all gender‖
washrooms. I did not question, and perhaps neither did the administrator, whether a safe
space had been created if ―no gender‖ is not a viable option? It may seem I have, again,
left out the voices of a wide range of gender-identifying, or not, people. In a sense,
however, the overall message of my narratives regarding my gender identity might be
that I am also ―both and neither‖ as I do not fit into any one category nicely, and am quite
content not to.
To conclude, the experiences I had of being ―othered‖ based on my gender feeling
and expression, as well as sexuality, are as accurately portrayed in this thesis as my
memory allows, with the intent to point out the hegemonic system that created those
binaries. Therefore, I would suggest that it was necessary to state how and why I felt and
feel feminine, according to what ―feminine‖ feels like for me, personally, but most
importantly, the treatment resulting from such a feeling. As Ahmed (2001) states,
―certain emotions stick to certain bodies‖ (as cited in Janzen, 2015, p. 234), and I will not
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deny that for me, feelings of apprehension remain when it comes to those I perceive as
―men,‖ at least initially, until I get to know them, while feelings of immediate
comfortableness typically stick to those perceived as women. It is ironic that in feeling
―othered‖ especially by perceived heterosexual men, I have now created men, both
heterosexual and queer, as ―other,‖ and ―strangers.‖ This will require further reflection.
Earlier, I asked the reader to ―see and think beyond ―other‖ (p. 124), and it occurs to me,
from this point onward, ethical encounters requires me to do the same.
Narratives, like identity, can never be complete. We, as individuals, can make
multiple meanings of a text. To recognize the potential for the multitudinous, unending
ways of interpreting text, can then move a person to recognize the unending ways of
being that exists. This is why I have employed autoethnography for this thesis. As Starr
(2010) states, ―Autoethnography mirrors the postmodern overlap of embedded
understanding in its exploration of the multiple layers of identity, the meanings
associated with them and the contexts in which they occur‖ (p. 2). This, along with the
notion that hierarchies have been constructed by us, and can, therefore, be deconstructed,
might be the way to social transformation, and in the context of this thesis, the way to
desirable queerness.
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Conclusions, Recommendations, and Final Thoughts
As the end of this thesis approaches it is necessary to return to the purpose of this
work, which is to enhance understanding of desirable queerness and open spaces for
desirable queerness in educational contexts. To expand, the question initially taken up
was, ―How can queer theory and queer methodologies such as queer
autoethnography/queer life narratives be used to deepen an understanding of ―desirable
queerness‖ in education? (p. 12). It is my hope that the narratives I have presented as a
queer child/student/teacher/coordinator, in interaction with, and acted upon, by
hegemonic social practices, have precipitated an understanding in the reader of how it
might feel to conceptualize oneself as un/desirably queer in a heteronormative culture
that has historically created queer as ―undesirable.‖ Queer and critical theories have been
used to enhance understanding of how institutional, social, and political power structures
support heteronormativity and disciplining practices which have created the queer person
as ―other,‖ pathological, or undesirable. These damaging social practices have been
explored in order to show the impact they have on the queer subject. However, and most
importantly, it has been my intent to demonstrate to the reader that I view my own life
desirably, that I should have always viewed my life as desirable, and that all queer people
should have access to social and educational conditions that foster and promote
desirableness to all students
Therefore, although hesitant to draw any recommendations from this thesis that
will work for everyone, I will offer some suggestions that may assist in shifting the
heteronormative school culture, thereby opening spaces for desirable queerness for all
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students. These approaches can be used by anyone, including policy makers, curriculum
developers, school administrators, and classroom educators, to analyze and disrupt
multiple oppressions and, in this context, queer oppression. Learning about and utilizing
marginalized theories such as critical, feminist, critical race, post-colonial, and queer
theories, may assist educators in recognizing and challenging dominant practices in their
own lives, as well as in policy formation, curriculum development, and classroom
pedagogy. Knowledge of these theories can then be used to evaluate existing policy, the
curriculum, pedagogy, and belief systems, and to deconstruct one‘s own knowledge
system about those designated as ―other.‖ It also serves as a beginning point when
creating new policies, curriculum, or classroom practices and planning. This critical
reflection then becomes a daily endeavor as one can then examine whose voices were
missing or privileged in the policy, curriculum unit, or lesson plan that was created and
implemented, how othering may have occurred, and how othering can be avoided in
future. In short, an understanding of the intertwining of theory and practice will enable
an appreciation of how the dominant heteronormative discourses and practices of the
larger society are produced and reproduced in everyday social relations, and how these
can be disrupted to support social justice in education.
What does this look like in terms of making queerness desirable? Educators
might ―queer‖ policies, curriculum, and teaching practices and pedagogy by investigating
how compulsory heterosexuality manifests in the education system. Educators might
move towards deconstructing binaries and fixed labels or categories and work to present
―desirable‖ representations of queer lives, while evaluating policies, curriculum, and
textbooks for information that pathologizes queer experiences. This includes moving
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away from teaching about homophobia specifically, and not lumping such acts under a
―bullying‖ discourse. Employing Davies (2011) concept of bullies as the protector of the
moral order suggests that educators ask students the following, ―What normative moral
discourse were you taking up in this act, and how might that moral discourse be re-read
as oppressive, depriving others of freedom?‖ (p. 284). In other words, this involves
assisting students in analyzing their belief system when that system works to subjugate
others.
In addition, one might move away from the ―tourist‖ or add-on approach, and
utilize a more comprehensive approach, which explores a wide range of queer
possibilities, identities, intersectionalities, and stories. This acknowledges the poststructuralist notion that there are many ―truths‖ and experiences, and that there is not one
static notion of queerness, or any of the categories that fall under it.
It is also important for pre-service teachers to have access to university courses
that address queer topics and encourage critical pedagogy and critical reflection of beliefs
before they embark on their teaching career. As well, heterosexual-identified educators
can continue to learn more about queer experiences and culture, formally through
professional development, and informally through their own learning. In doing so,
educators may level apart their ―grid of intelligibility‖ (as cited in McNicol Jardine, 2005,
p. 109) in order to experience another. I am not so naïve as to think that all educators
will want to do so, or that some will not resist, and in that regard I encourage educators to
reflect on ethical encounters when interacting with students, or when creating policies
and curriculum.
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Along with a critical approach, it is always important to deconstruct one‘s own
narratives, thoughts, and pedagogical practices to examine how one may be enforcing the
dominant narrative, and to then examine how that narrative can be subverted. This
involves an examination of personal points of departure, along with the ―baggage‖ that is
taken into each new encounter.
As reflection is key to being a critical educator, I continue to reflect on what I
have written, even as I near the end of this thesis. Again, I must reflect on what I have
included, but also what I have left out. Further research might involve the inclusion of
some of the voices that are missing from this work: such as expanding beyond this white,
Western narrative to analyze conceptualizations of desirable queerness in non-western
cultures, or analyzing desirable queerness through the lens of intersectionality.
Final Thoughts (for now)
In writing this thesis, the paradoxes and contradictions of what it means to write
about queer topics have become clear. It has left me with many unanswered questions.
They include — What is queer? How do I write about a queer community, or should I?
How can I speak to the experiences of queer people in an inclusive way? Who have I left
out? Should I include stories about love, shame, hate, desirableness? Should queers be
homonormative? Is the self, constructed and/or innate and/or performative? Should
queer teachers come out? When and how often? Should one have to come out over and
over again? — What do these remaining questions show? Perhaps a reader might think
that to end a paper with more questions than answers is a kind of failure. However, all of
these questions help to answer my original question: How can queer theory and queer
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methodologies such as queer autoethnography/queer life narratives be used to deepen an
understanding of ―desirable queerness‖ in educational/life settings? Hopefully the reader
can see ―desirable‖ and ―queer‖ as opening up spaces for many possibilities, and creating
in the person a sense of being free to answer any of the above questions in the way they
choose, in a way that works for their knowledge systems, and their innate being. There
are endless ways of being, knowing, and doing, none of which can be deemed as ―truth‖
or ―just‖ or ―better,‖ because they are, in the end, all human constructions, which only
acquire value because humans attach value to them, a value that has historically divided
and created the ―other,‖ but no longer can do so if we understand that all possibilities are
attractive. This is ―desirable queerness.‖
Final Snapshot (for now)
Gust and Warren (2008) discuss that speaking about our sexual identities (or any
identity) becomes an exercise in naming (p. 128). This entire thesis has been an exercise
in naming: what we are and what we aren‟t, what I am, what I am not, and what you are
and what you are not, what we agree upon and what we do not, what is queer and what is
not, and, most importantly, an exercise in disrupting these binaries in order to discover
the potential for everything in between; the paradoxes, the possibilities, and the overlap.
That is what I have learned; to embrace all possibilities within others and within myself,
to see the possibilities as desirable. That is kind of…“queer?”
As I reach another point of departure, I would like to revisit the point of departure
that I began with. It is my hope that the reader has many points of departure of their own
as they ―face forward.‖ (Arden, 1994) This may include new ways of looking at things, a
reinterpretation of existing knowledge, or even departures from my own thinking if it
does not align with their own. As this thesis is a methodology of the heart, it is my hope
that I have walked through this work with my ―feet on ground‖ (Arden, 1994), but always
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with my ―heart in hand‖ (Arden, 1994). Importantly, it is my hope that I have opened up
spaces for desirable queerness.
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