[image: Cover: Queer Theory in Education, written by William F. Pinar, published by Routledge]

Queer Theory in Education



Studies in Curriculum Theory

William F.Pinar, Series Editor

jagodzinski • Postmodern Dilemmas: Outrageous Essays in Art&Art Education

jagodzinski • Pun(k) Deconstruction: Experfigural Writings in Art&Art Education

Huebner • The Lure of the Transcendent: Collected Essays by Dwayne E.Huebner. Edited by Vikki Hillis.Collected and Introduced by William F.Pinar.

Pinar (Ed.) • Queer Theory in Education




Queer Theory in Education

Edited by William F.Pinar Louisiana State University


[image: Logo: Published by Routledge Press, London and New York]



This edition published in the Taylor & Francis e-Library, 2009.

To purchase your own copy of this or any of Taylor & Francis or Routledge's collection of thousands of eBooks please go to www.eBookstore.tandf.co.uk.

Copyright © 1998 by Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form, by photostat, microfilm, retrieval system, or any other means, without prior written permission of the publisher.


Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc., Publishers

10 Industrial Avenue

Mahwah, NJ 07430



Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Queer theory in education/edited by William F.Pinar. p. cm.—(Studies in curriculum theory) Includes bibliographical references and indexes. ISBN 0-8058-2864-8 (hardcover: alk. paper).—ISBN

0-8058-2921-0 (pbk.: alk. paper) 1. Homosexuality and education. 2. Gays—Identity. 3. Lesbians—Identity. 4. Gay and lesbian studies. I. Pinar, William. II. Series. LC192.6.Q84 1998 371.826’64—dc21 98–25271

CIP

ISBN 1-4106-0376-8 Master e-book ISBN

DOI: 10.4324/9781410603760




Contents


	Introduction
William F. Pinar


	1 Constructing Knowledge: Educational Research and Gay and Lesbian Studies
William G. Tierney and Patrick Dilley


	2 A Generational and Theoretical Analysis of Culture and Male (Homo)Sexuality
James T. Sears


	3 Who Am I? Gay Identity and a Democratic Politics of the Self
Dennis Carlson


	4 Remember When All the Cars Were Fords and All the Lesbians Were Women? Some Notes on Identity, Mobility, and Capital
Erica Meiners


	5 Queering/Querying Pedagogy? Or, Pedagogy Is a Pretty Queer Thing
Susanne Luhmann


	6 Queer Texts and Performativity: Zora, Rap, and Community
Rinaldo Walcott


	7 (Queer) Youth as Political and Pedagogical
Nelson Rodriguez


	8 Appropriating Queerness: Hollywood Sanitation
Shirley R. Steinberg


	9 Telling Tales of Surprise
Dennis Sumara and Brent Davis


	10 Understanding Curriculum as Gender Text: Notes on Reproduction, Resistance, and Male-Male Relations
William F. Pinar


	11 From the Ridiculous to the Sublime: On Finding Oneself in Educational Research
Suzanne de Castell and Mary Bryson


	12 Carnal Knowledge: Re-Searching (through) the Sexual Body
Kenn Gardner Honeychurch


	13 Unresting the Curriculum: Queer Projects, Queer Imaginings
Marla Morris


	14 Queering the Gaze
Mary Aswell Doll


	15 Fantasizing Women in the Women's Studies Classroom: Toward a Symptomatic Reading of Negation
Alice J. Pitt


	16 On Some Psychical Consequences of AIDS Education
Deborah P. Britzman


	17 We “Were Already Ticking and Didn't Even Know” [It] Early AIDS Works
Roger Platizky


	18 Of Mad Men Who Practice Invention to the Brink of Intelligibility
William Haver


	19 Autobiography as a Queer Curriculum Practice
Janet L. Miller


	About the Contributors

	Author Index

	Subject Index







Introduction

William F. Pinar

Louisiana State University



[W]e live the political reality of our identity effects.

— Cindy Patton 1993, p. 175)


The preference of “queer” represents…an aggressive impulse of generalization; it rejects a minoritizing logic of toleration or simple political interest representation in favor of a more thorough resistance to regimes of the normal.

—Michael Warner (1993, p. xxvi)


In a word, [queer] theory may be described as a post-Marxian left discourse that leans in a postmodern direction yet retains much of the modernist legacy, in particular its millennialism and vanguardism.

—Steven Seidman 1993, p. 130)


Queer speech is vague, indirect speech.

—Hubert Fichte 1996, p. 403)


Queer theory in education is not exactly new, of course. The ancient Greeks—and their successors in Rome—although not using the phrase, did link the two. The most recent visibility of queer theory is hardly an expression of nostalgia for those days of homosexuality coupled with misogyny, slavery, and elitism (Block, 1997; Pinar & Grumet, 1988). In education, it appeared in curriculum theory, that site (within the larger field of education) of intellectual revolution for the past three decades (see Pinar, Reynolds, Slattery, & Taubman, 1995, chaps. 1, 4, & 15). Although this is not the occasion for an official history, it is obligatory to mention several events. Peter Taubman's 1979 doctoral dissertation relied on Foucault to destabilize gender categories generally, and gay/lesbian categories specifically. Taubman's work anticipated much of the work that would follow concerning essentialism and identity (Taubman, 1979; for a genealogical history see Pinar & Reynolds, 1992). In December 1981, merged with Chodorow, in bed with Hocquenghem, I attacked the macho Marxists in our field, insisting that for curriculum to escape reproduction it needed to be degenerate. The piece is reprinted in this collection. About this time Meredith Reiniger 1982, 1989) employed Mary Daly's provocative work to study internalized misogyny in her secondary English students. The next year, Jim Sears appeared. No man has done more to challenge heterosexism and to promote understanding of educational issues associated with homosexuality than James Sears 1983, 1987a, 1987b, 1988, 1989a, 1989b, 1990a, 1990b, 1992). But of course, this is not (only) a man's job. Several women have been prominent in this complicated, arduous, necessary effort, most notably Deborah Britzman, Mary Bryson, and Suzanne de Castell. Britzman's “stop reading straight” essay (which appeared in Educational Theory and which I included in the “new identities” collection; see Pinar, 1997) signaled a heightened visibility for scholarship focusing on gay/lesbian/queer concerns, concerns de Castell and Bryson had also articulated (1997; Bryson & de Castell, 1993a, 1993b). Jonathon Silin's (1992, 1995) and Elizabeth Ellsworth's (1986, 1987a, 1987b, 1989, 1992, 1994; Ellsworth & Miller, 1992) work has been influential as well.

Homophobia (not to mention heterosexism) is especially intense in the field of education, a highly conservative and often reactionary field. Still, the closet is being emptied, identities are being declared, practices and theories are being challenged, and, as this book testifies, new ones formulated. Queer Theory in Education seeks to heighten the visibility of the issues, complicate and intensify critique and theory, while challenging homophobic and heterosexist nonsense—for the children's sake; for all children's sake, including queer children, who must feel as if they come “from another planet—Planet Queer” (Watney, 1996, p. 24). In memory of those who have been murdered and beaten in gay bashings, those exterminated in the Holocaust, those who struggle(d) to survive in families whose “values” justify sadism, for all those who have died of and are living with AIDS, you are with us here. We acknowledge all those who have come before us, especially those whose courage has now made possible a certain (if slight and problematical) clearing of the public space for us to speak. It is long past time for us to speak. Will our colleagues in education hear us?

Queer theory is not unique to education, of course. In this, as in other areas, we are late. For more than two decades, lesbians and gay men in the profession of language and literature have been engaged in the projects of research, interpretation, and theory development, as well as the popularization of lesbian and gay writers, issues of gay and lesbian textuality, the sexuality of literature, and the literature of sexuality. Writing in the Modern Language Association (MLA) Gay Studies Newsletter, Adrian Tinsley notes that the first formal gay-studies seminar at an MLA convention took place in 1973; it was entitled “Gay Literature: Teaching and Research.” In 1981, the MLA established the Division on Gay Studies in Language and Literature (Haggerty & Zimmerman, 1995). In 1995, George E.Haggerty and Bonnie Zimmerman edited Professions of Desire: Lesbian and Gay Studies in Literature, published by the MLA. Regarding the title they note: “The title Professions of Desire is meant to convey just that idea: this is a field that one does not enter so much as come out in” (Haggerty & Zimmerman, 1995, p. 2). This book should be taken less as a “coming out” and more a demand that the field “come to”—come to its senses regarding the presence of gay and lesbian youth in the schools, not a few of whose teachers are also gay and lesbian. It is past time to correct the repression of queers in the curriculum, especially in history and literature and the arts. It is past time to think out loud what queer pedagogy and queer curriculum might be. There is the matter of the canon, for starters. As Terry Castle 1993) wrote in regard to lesbian fiction, we assert in regard to the curriculum generally: “What then is a lesbian fiction? … Such a fiction will be, both in the ordinary and in a more elaborate sense, noncanonical…. It will exhibit an ambition to displace the so-called canonical works that have preceded it” (p. 90). Queer pedagogy displaces and decenters; queer curriculum is noncanonical, for starters.

Queer is not a neutral term, even though it wants to be a term of coalition between lesbians and gay men. (Stephen Murray, 1996, prefers “lesbigay” [p. 2], a neologism that constructs “us” as a “quasi-ethnic group” [p. 4].) Queer has been criticized, accused of effacing specific subject positions occupied by these two broad and diverse groups. Queer theorists and activists have pointed to the perceived classism, racism, and Eurocentrism (see, i.e., Boykin, 1996, p. 92) of the terms gay and lesbian, suggesting that queer may need the queer position from which to speak. Queer has become the chosen term for many who have come to be dissatisfied with what they perceive to be the assimilationist politics associated with the terms gay and lesbian. Of course, lesbian and gay have not outlived their usefulness in the struggle for our civil rights. Nor can they be forgotten, given certain nonessential but significant divisions between men and women. During the early 1970s and the mid-1980s, as Steven Seidman 1993) notes, this division became enacted politically. “Gay men and lesbians went their separate ways. The tensions in the early gay liberation days evolved into a full-blown separatism even though some lesbians still identified with an inclusive gay movement. A gay subculture was created largely by and for men. Moreover, many lesbians either identified with the women's movement or with the lesbian separatist project of forging a womansculture” (p. 116).

There remain, of course, compelling reasons for women to be cautious about men, including gay men. So let us think of queer as a very provisional term of perhaps a momentary coalition. Bringing us all into one room may serve important intellectual as well as political and pedagogical purposes. As George Haggerty and Bonnie Zimmerman (1995b) hope for their MLA collection, we might hope for ours: “We hope that this volume, instead of systematically addressing questions of identity, identity politics, and terms of identification, opens all these issues for discussion from various points of view” (p. 4). Let this new discourse in education be profoundly “conversational” (Pinar et al., 1995, p. 848).


Identity Politics

In a 1996 New York Times Magazine article on the state of queer culture in New York, Daniel Mendelsohn contrasted “Rome,” a glitzy but fading nightclub in Chelsea (filled with faux Pompeian frescoes of naked boys) with the increasingly popular Big Cup coffeehouse nearby. This apparent shift in location of male gay culture is not a simple matter of caffeine's ascendancy over alcohol, Mendelsohn thinks. “Things are just as PG-13 half a block away at Barracuda,” he writes, “one of the neighborhood's newer gay bars. Like the coffee shop, it is virtually always packed. ‘This is 1996,’ one man volunteers. ‘It's just not about style anymore’” (quoted in Mendelsohn, 1996, p. 26).

Such a statement, Mendelsohn points out, would have sounded odd just a few years ago. He points out that, in male gay culture especially, style has been inextricably linked with the very idea of the homosexual since the concept was first articulated, just about the time Oscar Wilde took center stage. Ever since, male gay urban culture “has played Wilde to the world's London” (p. 26). Style has functioned:

as a pin to prick the certainties and presumptions of the “normal” universe. You see that sensibility at work from Wilde and Noel Coward to Larry Kramer and Tony Kushner. (The character in Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest who declares, “In matters of grave importance, style, not sincerity, is the vital thing,” is really the ancestor of Kushner's ghostly Ethel Rosenberg, saying Kaddish at Roy Cohn's deathbed: Both outrageously force audiences to rethink “seriousness” and justice.) And you see it even in everyday gay life, where the emphasis on stylization made the most banal routines like breakfast into tableaux worthy of Vincente Minnelli. (p. 26)


What has happened? Is Ellen not Oscar our cultural icon? Has the “gay community” simply aged? Has assimilationist politics triumphed? In both style and substance, Mendelsohn believes, gay culture has become increasingly like the straight mainstream. ACT UP's politics-as-theater is now a memory, replaced by what one AIDS writer calls the “more reality-based disease activism” (quoted in Mendelsohn, 1996, p. 26) typified by the Treatment Action Group (TAG), which works closely with the same Establishment public health institutions ACT UP once protested. “Gay culture,” Mendelsohn (1996) writes, “has gone from épater-ing les bourgeois to aping them” (p. 27). He wonders, as might we, whether something valuable has been lost.

It was not a decade ago, Mendelsohn (1996) recalls, that ACT UP, in order to focus attention on the AIDS crisis, employed “outré gay style-consciousness” (p. 27) to advance an important political agenda. This “new, distinctively gay” brand of activism was characterized by one observer as “the politics of style” (quoted in Mendelsohn, 1996, p. 27). Founded by playwright Larry Kramer, ACT UP demonstrations were conceived as theatrical events, as performances for (usually hostile) “audiences.” Mark Schoofs, a Village Voice AIDS reporter, says: “The moment of ACT UP was really 1987 and 1988. You can be very precise here. That was the floruit of the movement. You had this really wonderful string of attention-grabbing demonstrations: stopping traffic on Wall Street, shutting down the FDA—amazing stuff' (quoted in Mendelsohn, 1996, p. 27).

At its zentih, ACT UP was, in the words of a former member, “fabulous” (quoted in Mendelsohn, 1996, p. 27). It was a vibrant movement, recalls Spencer Cox, a 28-year-old former ACT UPper who is now the director of the antiviral project at TAG. “[A]ll this creative energy was going into it and that was really producing results,” he remembers. And ACT UP generated its own style: “Look at the fashion that gay men wore in the mid-to-late eighties,” Schoofs says. “The military jackets…there was a whole paramilitary thing going on. It was because we were, in fact, fighting” (quoted in Mendelsohn, 1996, p. 27). Today ACT UP is rarely taken into account; occasionally it is not even taken seriously. “For despite its claim to artistic and cultural exceptionalism,” Mendelsohn (1996) concludes, “gay culture today is suffering from a classic assimilationist aliment: You can't take away what was most difficult about being gay without losing what made gay culture interesting in the first place” (p. 31). This sounds like Pier Paolo Pasolini, the brilliant Italian filmmaker, novelist, poet, and essayist who resisted gay politics from the beginning, in large part due to his contempt for “normalization” (Greene, 1990).

Certain contemporary intellectuals such as Stephen Murray (1996) decline assimilationism as well. For instance, Murray disagrees with the assimilationist view that “we're the same except for what we do in bed.” He argues that those of us who came of age estranged (sexually or otherwise) from the heterosexist culture do in fact experience the world differently from those who (especially from a gender point of view) easily fit into it. Furthermore, he asserts, what homosexuals do in bed is not so very different from what heterosexuals do—“so that both halves of the claim are wrong” (p. 4). Murray thinks assimilationism represents, in part, a “compensatory hyperconformity” (p. 4). He acknowledges that for some, homosexuality was never a basis for condemnation, and that many others (“queer” as well as “closeted”) decline to be defined by their sexuality. Those folks acknowledged, Murray regards “gay a state of mind, not of body, so that homosexual apologists for the socio-political status quo are not gay (or lesbian), i.e. those with gay (/lesbian) identity are only a minority of those who engage in homosexual behavior” (p. 4).

Homosexuality has been regarded not only as not assimilable into mainstream culture, but as exhibiting revolutionary potential. For Herbert Marcuse, homosexuality challenged the very ontological structure of technological society by intervening in the reproduction of competitive, aggressive men and commodified women. Writing in the 1960s from California, a new consciousness seemed possible, one that might support a revolution in the existing technological society (Marcuse, 1966; Murray, 1996). In Eros and Civilization, Marcuse (1971) argued that “perversions”:

express rebellion against the subjugation of sexuality under the order of procreation, and against the institutions which guarantee this order. Psychoanalytic theory sees in the practices that exclude or prevent procreation an opposition against continuing the chain of reproduction and thereby of paternal domination—an attempt to prevent the “reappearance of the father.” (p. 49)


Are we queers revolutionaries against the patriarchal heteosexist social order? Or are we just plain folks? Many of us in the academy would answer both questions affirmatively. True, there is a separatist moment for many of us now; many of us reject assimilationism while retaining interests in broader alliances and coalitions. Yet, none of us can feel the revolutionary optimism of the heterosexual Marcuse. Still, we work toward a future that is hardly visible, still not on the horizon. Despite the explosion in scholarship and an apparent and slight clearing in the public space, we remain in a defensive position: trying to teach tolerance, trying to teach the truth, trying to find ways to decenter and destablize the heterosexual normalization that so constructs the students we teach, indeed the public world we inhabit.

But queer is not only queer; it is not identical with itself. We are now clear that both what we are and what we are not are implicated in the construction of identity and community. There are, then, at least two forms of group identity. The first is affiliative, characterized by strategies of identification; the second is exclusionary, typified by strategies of disidentification. These two movements of identity formation seem to characterize the movements of that political and pedagogical subject formation called queer in North America at this time. A decade or so ago, only the first movement, employing an essentialist conception of identity, was widely discernible (Patton, 1993).

Contemporary conceptions of identity and their political expression, which Cindy Patton 1993) characterizes as “postmodern” (p. 165), may be more sophisticated, more “true” than previous essentialized ones. Still, there has been a price to pay for this understanding. When we abandoned essentialist positions, Patton (1993) argues, we lost a degree of consensus and mobilization. If she is right, then we have a theoretical frame for understanding New York gay men's move from “Act-Up” to “Cup-Up.”

That lost political consensus and mobilization can also be illustrated by Queer Nation's first T-shirt, which extended an earlier graphic produced by Adam Rolston. The shirt read “I Am Out, Therefore I Am.” Queer Nation's shirt declared that it was the public space in which the individual Cartesian subject must be enacted, transforming that public terrain to survive privately. The shirt's design mapped a psychic and bodily territory—lavender in color—that threatened to “stain” the entire nation (Berlant & Freeman, 1993).

Then, when we knew who we were (but were less aware of what we were not, that is, of what we had repudiated to become what we affirmed ourselves to be), we were “desire,” free-floating in the social field, making liberal hets nervous, right-wing crazies crazier. But, as Patton notes, now that we as the “social” id have been deconstructed and replaced with an identity-specific concept of the “cultural,” the discursive and political game is different.

The crucial battle now for “minorities” and resistant subalterns is not achieving democratic representation but wrestling control over the discourses concerning identity construction. The opponent is not the state as much as it is the other collectivities attempting to set the rules for identity construction in something like a “civil society.”

(Patton, 1993, p. 173)


Now that the id is loose in the house, the struggle is over the characterization of the new, non-split off, social field. For Patton (1993) it is a matter of “duties” and “alliances.” True enough, but probably these cannot be accomplished by old-time street politics or union organizing (ACT UP is now a memory), but by discursive acts of identify formation—by that pedagogical intervention in the complicated social, political, and gendered conversation that is the curriculum. We must teach our students their inextricable relation to those they fantasize as other. This relational character of identity is reflected and reconstructed through identity politics: “[T]he achievement of identities is precisely that staking out of duties and alliances in a field of power. Postmodern mini narratives of individual and collective moral legitimacy are replacing the rational metanarratives—like the social contract, pluralism, and democracy—that characterized state legitimation in modernity” (Patton, 1993, p. 174).

How can we teach others while reconfiguring ourselves? How can we move beyond a simple and defensive self-affirmation toward a more profound social relationality in a new nation-state? How, Patton (1993) asks, can we formulate post-democratic (“democratic” understood, as does, say, Rorty, 1991a, 1991b, as involving sharp distinctions between public and private, politics and ethics, pragmatics and aesthetics) modes of a gendered social and political life? The intellectual/pedagogical labor involved in such formation is complex and long-term, but, it seems, we have no choice. As we see in the essays in this collection, the work is underway.

These are not efforts at (a Sartrean) retotalization, however. The “social” is imaginary as well as material, and like a conversation, we can intervene in it but not control it. No longer do we even imagine we hold the discursive “key” to education. As Steven Seidman 1993) observed more generally, “Totalizing efforts by neo-Marxists such as Althusser or Habermas have not proved compelling. Social criticism has splintered into a myriad of local discourses mirroring the social fracturing of the American left” (p. 108), and, we might add, of the geopolitical world. “Furthermore,” he continues:

[I]n place of the global, millennial politics of Marxism, radical feminism, or gay liberationalism, I view postmodernism as speaking of multiple, local, intersecting struggles whose aim is less “the end of domination” or “human liberation” than the creation of social spaces that encourage the proliferation of pleasures, desires, voices, interests, modes of individuation and democratization. (p. 106)


And yet, as Seidman (1993) points out, appealing to one's sexual, gender, or ethnic identity as the ground of community and politics is of limited use due its essential instabilities and exclusions, an understanding he attributes to Derrida. Fuss describes the Derridean understanding of identity as follows:

Deconstruction dislocates the understanding of identity as self-presence and offers, instead, a view of identity as difference. To the extent that identity always contains the specter of non-identity within it, the subject is always divided and identity is always purchased at the price of the exclusion of the Other, the repression or repudiation of non-identity.

(quoted in Seidman, 1993, p. 130)


Referring to Williams' (1991) use of the phrase inessentially speaking, Fuss (1993) explains the double relational character of queer identity:

Inessentiality is a particularly useful figure for describing homosexuality's foundational yet liminal position in psychoanalytic accounts of identity formation. The preposition in “inessential,” which here doubles as a prefix, connotes at once a relation of exteriority or nonessentiality (in the sense of incidental, superfluous, peripheral, unimportant, immaterial, lesser, minor, secondary…) and a relation of interiority, of being inside essentially (in the sense of indispensable, central, important, fundamental, necessary, inherent, vita, primary…). (p. 45)


This sounds like Derrida alright. As James Creech comments: “deconstruction is nothing if not a general economy of queering” (quoted in Dellamora, 1995, p. 136), indicating that “all identity, any sexuality, all presence to self of whatever kind are equally queer in that they are undecidable when—as deconstruction allows us to do—we view them against the ceaseless movements of différance and rhetoricity” (Dellamora, 1995, p. 136). Creech argues that deconstruction has played an important role in contemporary queer theory by demonstrating that supposedly natural norms of gender and sexuality are power-effects produced within the institution of compulsory heterosexuality. Deconstruction is connected with “queering” in yet another way, Dellamora (1995) believes. Perhaps there is something perverse about the very notion of deconstruction. The concept may perform the dynamics of identification and disidentification that characterize (queer) identity formation and collective mobilization.

Repudiating views of identity as essence or its effect, Derrida insisted that the identity of an object or person is always implicated in its apparent opposite. “Heterosexuality” has meaning only in relation to “homosexuality”; the coherence of the former idea is predicated on the exclusion, repression, and repudiation of the latter. The two concepts comprise an interdependent and of course hierarchical relation of signification. Seidman (1993) summarizes: “The logic of identity is a logic of boundary defining which necessarily produces a subordinated other. The social productivity of identity is purchased at the price of a logic of hierarchy, normalization, and exclusion” (p. 130). I insist on this point in my piece.

Because identification is identification with an other it is never identical to itself. This alienation of identity from the self it constructs—a structural recapitulation of a primary psychic self-alienation?—does not mean only that any proclamation of identity is necessarily partial, that it will also be exceeded by other elements of identity. As Douglas Crimp (1993) observes, what we know now is that “identity is always a relation, never simply positivity” (p. 313), an important starting point for Britzman, Sumara, and Davis. Identity politics has most often been misunderstood and now denigrated, in Crimp's (1993) words, as “essentialist (denigrated in certain quarters, in fact, as essentially essentialist; this is what Diane Fuss recognizes as the essentialism of antiessentialism)” (p. 314).

It may be relational and unstable, but Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (1990) locates the heterosexual—homosexual distinction at the very center of Western culture. She and those influenced by her and by Derrida insist that this distinction structures the core modes of thought and culture of Western societies. It is this thought and culture that queer theory wants to decenter. In this regard, Seidman (1993) declares: “Queers are not united by an unitary identity but only by their opposition to disciplining, normalizing social forces” (p. 133). This poststructuralist view moves, for him, too completely to textuality and discursive locations: “[T]o the extent the poststructualists reduce cultural codes to textual practice and to the extent that these practices are abstracted from institutional contexts, we come up against the limits of poststructuralism as social critique” (Seidman, 1993, p. 135).

Queer theory is, in Seidman's view, simultaneously modernist and postmodernist, structuralist and poststructuralist. It straddles, as it were, the divide. It shares with both defenders of identity politics and its poststructural critics a preoccupation with the self and the politics of its representation. But Seidman (1993) argues that this agenda must change; he predicts that any renewed political vision must taken into accotmt self, subject, and identity as a social positioning, as “marking a social juncture in the institutional, administrative, juridical organization of society, and as an axis of social stratification” (p. 135). Seidman urges a shift away from the preoccupation with self and representations characteristic of identity politics and poststructuralism “to an analysis that embeds the self in institutional and cultural practices…. This suggests an oppositional politic that intends institutional and cultural change without, however, being wedded to a millennial vision” (Seidman, 1993, p. 137). To some extent, this is the opposite direction from the one in which queer theory in education (not that it is a monolith, mind you) seems to be moving. Perhaps because we tend to be so preoccupied with institutional issues, our agenda seems to be shifting toward the structure of the self (see, for instance, Carlson, in this vol.), toward certain strands of poststructuralism and psychoanalysis (see Britzman, Luhman, Haver, and Walcott). Although not true of all analyses (see Meiners, in this vol.), this shift does reflect the movement in the field that William Tierney and Patrick Dilley describe in their essay. A queer pedagogy would, presumably, call forth and speak to a restructured self.


Positioned Bodies

What are the prospects for a queer pedagogy? Gregory Bredbeck 1995) is not optimistic. He characterizes the prospect of describing a queer pedagogy as a “bleak project” (p. 169), a pessimism several of our contributors do not share (see, for instance, Susanne Luhmann and Rinaldo Walcott). But Bredbeck has a specific (if complicated) idea in mind, not a general concept. He starts with Jane Gallop's (1988) discussion of “the student body” in Thinking Through the Body. Discussing the pedagogical techniques of Sade's bedroom philosophers, Gallop observed: “One of Sade's contributions to pedagogy technique may be the…examination; they use the verb socratiser (to socratize), meaning to stick a finger in the anus” (p. 43).

This examination, which Pasolini had his libertines perform in Salo, may, Gallop suggests, be the basis of all pedagogy. She writes: “A greater man penetrates a lesser man with his knowledge. The student is empty, a receptacle for the phallus; the teacher is the phallic fullness of knowledge” (p. 43). And we thought those deposits made in “banking education” were units of cultural capital.

Bredbeck notes that this argument tends to view the anus as an anterior vagina (is this heterosexism or what?), even though Domancé, the pedagogue in Sade's Philosophy in the Bedroom, “refuses on principle ‘normal’ penile-vaginal intercourse” (Gallop, 1988, p. 43). A man with a dangerous sense of humor, Bredbeck (1995) quips: “If pederasty is, crudely put, an old prick and a young asshole, it here becomes just another dick and his chick” (p. 170). This heterosexist logic follows from Sade's sexual preference, his obsession with a “heterosexual pederasty,” which Gallop (1988) calls “a contradiction in terms” (p. 44). Bredbeck (1995) suggests that this “contradiction” is in fact “the condition of meaning in pedagogy, a condition explicit in the theorization of learning (whether in the classroom or in the bedroom) since at least the time of Plato, a condition that always changes (as Gallop does) the sexual difference of the pederastic Ur-scene into what Teresa de Lauretis would call sexual in difference” (p. 170).

The text that anticipates both Sade's neologism socratiser and Western pedagogy generally, Bredbeck (1995) notes, is Plato's Symposium. This text has been “marked and remarked” (p. 170) in queer culture. Clive Durham, Bredbeck recalls, tried to start something with the central character of E.M.Forster's Maurice by asking, ‘You've read the Symposium?” David Halperin 1990) has. He suggests that what characterizes Plato's text is a supreme indifference to sexual difference. Halperin focuses on Diotima's “education” of Socrates; she tries to teach him that the object of all love, especially pederastic love, must be procreation, “the nearest thing to perpetuity and immortality that a moral being can attain” (quoted passages in Bredbeck, 1995, p. 170). Her pedagogical intervention in the all-male Greek world might be remembered (even as it is forgotten) through Socrates’ allegiance to indifference:

Diotima's feminine presence at the originary scene of philosophy, at one of its founding moments, contributes an essential ingredient to the legitimation of the philosophical enterprise; her presence endows the pedagogical process by which men reproduce themselves culturally—by which they communicate the secrets of their wisdom and social identity, the “mysteries” of male authority, to one across the generations—with the prestige of female procreativity. Diotima's erotic expertise, on this view, constitutes an acknowledgement by men of the peculiar powers and capacities of women; thus Diotima is a woman because Socratic philosophy must borrow her femininity in order to seem to leave nothing out and thereby to ensure the success of its own procreative enterprises, the continual reproduction of its universalizing discourse in the male culture of classical Athens.

(Halperin, 1990, p. 144; quoted in Bredbeck, 1995, p. 171)


Jealous of the procreative powers of women, these boys claimed the creation of culture for themselves (Grumet, 1988; O'Brien, 1981).

Halperin suggests that at the origin of Western philosophy is a profound indifference to difference. Bredbeck characterizes this attitude as “a strategy of solidification” (p. 171). It obscures then erases the difference between pederasty and the “contradiction” of heterosexual pederasty by defining both as expressions of the reproduction of sameness. The move nullifies, Bredbeck (1995) continues, gender difference as well. It defines all gender meanings and functions within the shadow of the male, a male “marked as unified within reproduction, plenitude, and continuance: like father, like son” (p. 171, emphasis in original). “In reality,” he concludes, “there is no woman in the text, only a man's recollection of a man's retelling of a tale a woman has told to a man” (Bredbeck, 1995, p. 171). Lacan thought he himself discovered that “woman” does not exist. That crime is an ancient one, Jacques.

The woman who questions indifference is not easily tolerated in the male academy, whether that woman be Diotima or Irigaray or Madeleine Grumet. The woman can be tolerated only if the question is somehow consumed “by the (re)productive male project, subsumed or expelled, eaten or defecated.” And, Bredbeck (1995) notes:

the Freudian school is as much as boy's club as the orgiastic “boy-dello” that houses Plato's philosophers or the pathologically masculine bedroom that is the center of Sade's Philosophy in the Bedroom is; all are worlds of the same, by the same, and for reproduction of the same (but only insofar as that same is masculine and reproductive). (p. 171)


From the couch it is a short trip to the classroom, where, Bredbeck reminds, homosexuality is erased by hommo-sexuality. It is the presence of one self-reproducing (male) gender who totalizes both gender difference and sexual difference. “As the seemingly deviant ped(erast)agogy,” he laments, not without his sense of humor, “becomes a missionary spreading the word of gender, which is always already the word of one gender: man without end, (a)men” (p. 172). That such orthodoxy and misogyny follow from “the Sadean anus” is unsurprising; the truth is that “heterosexual pederasty is not a contradiction in terms” (p. 172). It is, Bredbeck (1995) understands, the “hommo-sexuality” of the heterosexual that subsumes the different into the same, that reproduces any difference as indifference.

It is precisely this subsumption of difference into the same that we intend to interrupt. In various ways, the essays comprising Queer Theory challenge the reproduction of sameness, of indifference, of patriarchy. In different ways we work to teach the same(sexed) as the exemplification, the solidification and mobilization of difference. As Marla Morris will point out, a queered curriculum is one of individuals not of categories. A(wo)men.


The Essays

Tierney and Dilley introduce their paper by reminding us that few educational issues are as contentious as those surrounding the “queer.” New York City's “rainbow curriculum” became a meltdown point of contestation; the school chancellor was fired, in part over the controversy. They recall the Salt Lake City school system's decision to ban all after-school activities rather than sanction a meeting of a lesbian/gay group. Accompanying this public controversy, they note, has been an explosion in research. This has occurred largely outside education; in our field relatively little research and scholarship have appeared. Tierney's (1997) Academic Outlaws helps correct that situation as does, one hopes, the appearance of this collection.

To illustrate the homophobic history of the field, Tierney and Dilley cite Willard Waller's (1932) The Sociology of Teaching, once a widely taught textbook filled with anti-homosexual stereotypes. The present time is typified, they suggest, by four categories of research. Each of these, they believe, employs an idea of normalcy. In contrast to the Waller book, contemporary educational research acknowledges that homosexuality is not deviant or pathological, but normal. The problem is not homosexuality but rather those organizational constructs and constraints that stifle gay and lesbian life.

The most recent stage of research is queer theory, which, they write, has little interest in normalcy but instead “seeks to disrupt and assert voice and power.” Use of the term queer is in itself defiant, as it rejects the clinician's use of medical terminology (homosexual) or the assimilationist's less confrontational terms. As we have seen, the queer theorist “[s]eeks to bring even language itself in question.” “Unlike the petitions for civil rights,” they continue, “queer rebels constitute a kind of activism that attacks the dominant notion of the natural.” They assert “Queer activism seeks to break down the traditional notions of ‘normal’ and ‘deviant,’ by showing the ‘queer’ in what is thought of as normal, and the ‘normal’ in the queer. As such, queer theory is more related to critical theory and cultural studies.”

Citing the work of several theorists whose work appears in this collection (Britzman, de Castell/Bryson, Haver, Honeychurch, Sears), they note: “Queer theorists argue that proponents of normalcy and deviance have accepted a sexual binarism —heterosexual/homosexual—that privileges some and silences others.” Rather than emphasizing specific institutional issues, such as faculty appointments, queer theorists focus on those fundamental discursive structures that need to be disrupted, structures that make oppressive institutional practices possible. If presently institutionalized structures of knowledge have functioned to define normalized relations that excluded “homosexuality,” then these structures—as Suzanne de Castell and Mary Bryson (1997) once declared—must be destroyed.

James Sears tells the story of the gay and lesbian movement since World War II, emphasizing the issue of adult-adolescent relationships as a point of focus and destabilization. Early on, opponents to gay and lesbian rights focused on the issue of youth, insisting that “homosexual” and “child molester” were, in effect, interchangeable terms. The Mattachine Society was founded in 1953 by, among others, Harry Hay; during this EisenhowerMcCarthy period, the group knew “if we were going to get along in society, we were going to have stay in step with the existing and predominant more and customs.” This male-led and controlled group was joined by the Daughters of Bilitis in 1955; its publication, The Ladder, indicated the movement out of the “well of loneliness,” a reference to Radclyffe Hall's 1928 novel. Relying on straight experts such as Donald Webster Cory and Alfred C.Kinsey to defend the normalcy of homosexuality, both women and men struggled to survive during a time when police raids and public condemnation were common. Women tended to be ignored, whereas gay men were in the spotlight—portrayed as molesters of youth. The Boise scandal intensified an already virulent homophobia. In the early 1960s, when activists such as Frank Kameny and Jack Nichols insisted that lesbians and gay men (not psychiatrists and sex researchers) could best speak on behalf of the movement, a shift in movement thinking occurred. There was, of course, opposition to this more aggressive stance from more conservative, assimilation-minded men and women. Much debate centered around the sickness issue. “It would take rebellious hustlers and drag queens,” Sears writes, “at a seedy Greenwich Village bar and the radicalism of the student movement to shift the ideological terrain.” From this “lumpen” moment, gay liberation became linked to other resistance movements, especially to feminism.

During the 1970s, gay liberationists “separated as the issue of gender defined the homosexual landscape as much as the sickness issue had during the previous era.” Many lesbians separated from gay men, in acts of self-protection, self-understanding, and self-affirmation. Many—Sears cites Rita Mae Brown—separated from heterosexual feminists as well. I leave the remainder of the story to Sears—he tells it well—and focus here on the intergenerational issue he emphasizes. This issue—institutionalized in the formation of the North American Man-Boy Love Association—has remained outside mainstream gay and lesbian dialogue. Moving through several sectors of theory and scholarship regarding sexuality, Sears questions this taboo. He quotes Edward Brongersma, who argued that: “a boy is mature for lust, for hedonist sex, from his birth on; sex as an expression of love becomes a possibility from about five years of age; puberty is the best time for the ‘oceanic,’ the mystic experience and for using sex to unite one with nature.” Sears cites a Dutch study of 25 minors who were engaged in sexual relationships with adult men. Researcher Theo Standfort found that these youths had not been recruited into their relationships. In fact, more often than not it had been the boy who had initiated the relationship. Sears reports the testimonies of men who as boys were engaged in intergenerational relationships. He concludes: “[A] strong case could be made that its [intergenerational sex] recurrence across time and culture evidences a predisposition for such behaviors.” “The challenge of radical pedagogies,” he continues, “is to re-examine the assumptions underlying the perversity of pederasty concept; I've written this essay not to advocate engaging in any illegal act, but with the hope that it will allow us to act in reconceptualizing Eros in relationship to Logos.” May it do so.

Dennis Carlson focuses on the “new” multiculturalism, with its visible inclusion of gays and lesbians. Clearly, this idea represents an important advance over earlier “normalizing” conceptions of community. He worries, however, that multiculturalism may prove to be less progressive than it promises, unless it is developed in new directions. What new directions does Carlson have in mind? Dennis argues that multiculturalism and identity politics need to be characterized “by a politics of the self that disrupts the underlying binary logic that govern identity formation in contemporary culture. For it is this binary construction of identity, and with it the representation of the subaltern Other as deficient and inferior, that provides a common threat that runs throughout the histories of class, race, gender, and sexual orientation in the modern era.”

In recent years, democratic politics has meant identity politics. Like the other major progressive identity politics movements which originated in the 1960s (i.e., the civil rights and women's movements), gay and lesbian identity politics devised a tripartite agenda. First came the demand for recognition; second was a self-affirmative renaming; the third moment involves re-representation. Separatism emerged in the gay and lesbian movement, as it did in the Black and women's movement.

Separatism can go too far. The risk occurs when “we become so aware of identity categories we no longer see anything in people but their identities.” Carlson fears that contemporary versions of identity politics—such as queer theory—may fail to distinguish between the strategic uses of identity categories and their capacity to define and position the self. “For a democratic politics to be progressive,” he writes, “it has to provide some basis for building a broad-based democratic movement and power block, and identity politics does not take us far in that direction, despite what some have claimed.” In fact, he argues, it largely abandons any concept of a public interest that is more than a sum of the specific agendas of various identity groups. He wonders to what extent separatism is finally illusory; is it really possible to separate from the dominant culture in hopes of creating an autonomous space and language of one's own? “In the end,” Carlson declares, “progressive politics must offer more than a collection of seemingly autonomous discourses of liberation or empowerment, and this means taking on the dominant consciousness.” The “dominant consciousness” is a form of common sense structured by the logic of binary oppositions.

Like Foucault, Carlson views identity as a historical production implicated in relations of power. If we recognize all major identity categories (including queer) as functioning in like ways, we cannot celebrate uncritically a multiculturalism that reduces the self to these historically contingent identities. What we need, Carlson continues, is a democratic multicultural education that examines critically the process of identity formation, a process, he notes, “that too often establishes borders between self and Other and represents and positions difference as the polar opposite of self.” Identity formation at this time still tends toward “alterity identity,” he says, “identity that is dependent upon an alter-ego Other to define self, an Other who incorporates all that is excluded and devalued in the self.”

Such a politics of the self does not, he is quick to add, signify the end of identity politics. Collective identity remains essential to the political agendas of marginalized groups. As well, it provides an answer to the question, “who am I?” But what we need, Carlson declares, is a politics of the self that takes into account the ultimate goals of identity politics, namely to free the self from the Same-Other binary. Such a self would be free of limitations due to race, class, gender, sexual orientation, or other markers of difference. What Carlson wants is a “self [who] does not lock itself into rigid oppositional identity politics and never mistakes its identities for itself.” He concludes:

It seems to me that such a politics of the self is desperately needed within multicultural education if it is not to become a fragmented field of study that treats various minority and marginalized groups separately, each given its week or month in the curriculum, and if it is not to encourage young people to think about themselves and others according to reductionistic categories of difference in a new multicultural community. If the promise of multicultural education is to be realized, it must be committed to helping young people learn the technologies of self that will allow them to work together strategically across as well as within various identity boundaries to advance common democratic projects.


In a different way, Erica Meiners is concerned that an identity politics somehow severed from broader political questions risks complicity with macroeconomic processes like consumer capitalism. To elucidate this important problem, she thinks about the relations among identity, mobility, and capital. “As an identity marker,” she notes, “‘queer’ is posted as a way to disrupt and simultaneously expose the construction of the reified binaries of heterosexual and homosexual and the static, constructed gender assignments male and female.” Queer theory “questions the foundations and formations of sexual identities or sexual identifications.” Although she does not claim to be “the mistress of totality” (Meiner's paper is funny as well as shrewd), she does want to “point to some contradictions and implications that arise from…the increased use of mobility or travel metaphors in contemporary deployments of queer theorizing.” She asks us to think about whose interests are served by these fluid constructions of queer: “whose mobility is facilitated, and whose fixed?” “In addition,” she continues, “I don't want to lose sight of Eve—the maiden at stake.” Who is Eve? For Meiners, Eve is played as an icon, as “signifying a project of re-mythologization,” as always “‘technologically’ mediated.” “Eve is,” she writes, “as natural as a Ford.” In “the doubled interests of tainting economic theory and economizing on the production of queer theory,” Erica encourages Eve to come out as a Post-Fordist.

A Post-Fordist? Patience dear reader; Meiners makes this designation perfectly sensible. Remember that Erica wishes to question the elitism in queerness and queer theorizing. In particular, she wants to call attention to the whiteness of queer theory, quoting Evelyn Hammonds (1991), who observed that “the canonical terms and categories of the field: ‘lesbian’ ‘gay’ ‘butch’ ‘femme’ ‘sexuality’ and ‘subjectivity’ are…defined with white as the normative state of existence.”

Recent work in queer theory embraces a notion of mobility in practices and pleasures and degrees of difference(s) in context(s). Queer discourses have moved away from Hammond's “canonical terms” of the field and an unself-conscious association with Eurocentric values. Recent queer discourses (she borrows the term “post-al” from Donald Morton) emphasize mobility in desire; queer is now “about perpetual desires in motion and body-morphing, about the identity or identification a body occupies.” Now desire is characterized by movement: “becomings”; “intensifications”; “outside belongings”; “cruising machines”; “unfixing desire.” Quoting Probyn and Crosz, she writes that the goal is “to queer oneself through movement,” to “free desire from its location.” For these “post-al” theorists, a “Deleuzian nomadism and fluidity are romanced.” Certain travel metaphors (flight and migrancy, not deportation or homelessness, she points out) are common. Bodies and identities are presumed to be in a constant state of “becoming,” and can be characterized, in Deleuzian fashion, as consuming desiring machines. She quips: “everybody who is anybody has a frequent flier plan.” But her tone changes quickly and she asks again: “Who benefits from these discourses, who doesn't, and why?” In this post-al move to “becoming” and constant motion, gendered acts and identities risk ahistoricality and decontextualization. Without a context, she worries, the modifier of “queer” becomes too easily appropriated:

How (and whether) to distinguish between every/any dick or harry who publicly positions as “heterosexual” and accrues privileges, yet considers their (“heterosexual”) practices, for example child prostitution, S/M, or fetish gear, as “queer,” and those bodies who publicly or not, do not identity as “heterosexual” and engage in same sex-desire and sex?


What can queer be when it is construed as excess, referring to recent work on piercing, tattooing, and addictions as forms of queer desire. Decontextualized, ahistoricized, what is queer? What, she asks, “is the queer enough difference that makes a difference ‘queer.’” Returning to the “angstridden Eve,” she asks, “is she now as-queer-as…or queer-than…?” Or, she wonders, has queer become a self-applied adjective, handy when one wants to modify more “static” identities and identifications. If yes, then queer becomes a modifier available to anybody who chooses to self-identify their practice(s) as such.

Meiners calls for an analysis that “works to dis-place and de-naturalize the reified binaries of homo and hetero, and to expose the social, economic and political privileges embedded in these positionings.” Additionally, she wants to explore relationships between constructed sexualities and other identity positionings, such as race. Without such analysis, she warns:

the post-al queer theory move to focus on practices or pleasures or mobile “difference(s) in context(s)” as a marker of queerness introduces a slippery slope. The modifier “queer” can be rendered superficial. To appropriate Cindy Patton's term, “queer” can play as a “disidentification,” or a type of “logofellatio.”


Boys' play you say. Meiners refuses to binarize the discussion into a matter of performing a public identity or not. Clearly, invisibility is not a good thing. But, she says, we must do more than perform deviance; we must remain clear regarding “the costs of identity positionings.” Meiners employs an economic and cultural geography to “flesh out” questions of mobility. Mobility is a metaphor, she points out, directly related to economic and identity privileges. “Who,” she asks, “is permitted to drive, who has access to which forms of transportation, who is moved by ‘choice’ and who is not?” Meiners thinks of Fordism “because of the social contract or scaffolding relationships the theoretical term Fordism acknowledges between the production of the identities of workers and the production of consumers for goods.” Post-Fordism poses questions (as do Said's and Spivak's critiques of post-colonialism) regarding the use of the marker post.

Who travels the post-al highway? “Forms of transportation,” she observes, “whether material, epistemological or sexual, are produced and facilitated by Others.” Although such “technological apparatuses” shape and influence the spheres in which they function, they do not exist independently from pre-existing social relations. Neither the mass production of Fords nor post-al queer theory, she cautions, produce more liberatory vehicles. Further, as in post-colonialism or post-modernism, post implies progression. But is it so? Often, post obscures or even erases those contextual, historical, economic, and political conditions and/or constituencies that produced and/or profited from the post. Queer implies post, implying that there has been a radical shift in sexualities, but, Meiners worries, “these possibilities are only afforded to a few…. I ask what is the cost of this often marked as progressive de-centralization?” Is it possible that the “fluid queer subject” posited by some queer theorists amounts to an ideal consuming subject for late capitalism? What larger ideological and economic shifts and interests does queer scholarship reflect and serve? “Is the post-al production of a consuming queer subject,” she asks, “a form of scaffolding for late northern industrialized capitalist regimes?” She answers:

most post-al queer theorizing does not, as Patton suggests “queery social theory,” but romances mobility. The tenacious analogy I have constructed. … Eve is always, as natural as a Ford, is intended to highlight the necessity of persistent work evaluating…the goals and spaces in which discourses of post-al queer theory reside and are circulated.


Eve, take us there.

Susanne Luhmann shares an interest in “post-al” queer theory, although her sense of it differs. She begins her provocative essay by asking “how can one imagine a queer pedagogy?” Is such a pedagogy about queer students and teachers? Or is it more a matter of a queer curriculum? Queer pedagogy is more, she asserts, than these, more than the incorporation of queer content in extant curricula, more than devising teaching strategies designed to make queer content more palatable to students. A queer pedagogy must address:

both pedagogy's curiosity in the social relations at stake in the process of learning, and on queer critiques of identity-based knowledges. Thus, I will suggest that a queer pedagogy traverses identity demands central to other critical pedagogies and instead poses the question of how a “post-identity pedagogy” becomes thinkable.


Luhmann has grown somewhat skeptical of so-called “subversive” teaching practices. Perhaps the idea promised too much. There are limitations to what we can do (as Marla Morris will also note), and Luhmann suggests that queer pedagogy requires a self-reflexive examination of limitations. Take the matter of representation, for example. Lesbian and gay curricular content is fantasized by some as both a remedy for homophobia and a prerequisite for queer self-esteem. The idea is that homophobia is primarily a problem of representation, an effect of distorted or absent images. To correct such absences and distortions, mainstream lesbian and gay strategists demand “accurate” (that is, positive) representations of lesbian and gay life. This demand for equal cultural and political representation is, she judges, assimilationist in its politics and “modernist” (or “structuralist”) in its construction of identity.

What if difference is a necessary condition for identity? Then homosexuality must experienced—she quotes Fuss—as an “indispensable interior exclusion”; only through the performance of this exclusion does heterosexuality become possible. A queer pedagogy, Luhmann argues, must labor to disrupt both the binary of heterosexual normalcy on the one hand and homosexual defiance on the other. Queer pedagogy works, once again in Fuss's words, “to bring the hetero/homo opposition to the point of collapse.” Representational equity is not enough. “With the difficult suggestion that knowable subjects are merely another form of subjection to normalization,” Luhmann writes, “queer shatters the hopes associated with representational inclusion of lesbians and gays into curricula as a viable strategy against homophobia or a strategy of subversion.”

If not a representational matter, perhaps the queer is a matter of method? If so, can we teach in ways that do not reproduce those political and institutional forms we have criticized? “Can a queer pedagogy,” Luhmann asks, “resist the desire for authority and stable knowledge; can it resist disseminating new knowledge and new forms of subjection?” This question, she argues, renders suspect the very basics of pedagogy as it questions its appeal to rational subjects who are cognitively capable of tolerance through learning accurate representations. Luhmann's question shifts the focus from the common concerns of teaching (what should be learned and how, what should be known, and how this can be taught) to “the question of how we come to know, or, how knowledge is produced in the interaction between teacher/text and student.” Now the focus of pedagogy begins “to shift from transmission strategies to an inquiry into the conditions for understanding, or refusing, knowledge.” What is at stake, she continues, is the relation of student to subject matter. The questions we ask change; now they become: How does the reader insert herself into the text? What kind of identifications are at stake in this process? What structures these identifications? How do identifications become possible, what prevents them, and ultimately, makes learning (im)possible.

Teaching then becomes more interested in the resistance to knowledge than in supplying missing information. “The desire for ignorance,” Luhman explains, “is performative rather than cognitive.” Rather than “dismissing the resistant student as ignorant, troublesome, or politically blinded,” she advises, “we might begin to ask about the conditions and limits of knowledge, and of what one can bear to know. Where is the resistance to knowledge located?” “What is at stake in a queer pedagogy,” Luhmann explains:

is not the application of queer theory (as a new. knowledge) onto pedagogy, nor the application of pedagogy (as a new method) for the dissemination queer theory/knowledge…. A queer pedagogy aims at the infinite proliferation of new identifications. A queer pedagogy suggests that, rather than finding the self in knowledge and representations, learning is about the process of risking the self.


The queer pedagogy Luhmann imagines, then, “would engage students in a conversation about how, for example when reading lesbian and gay texts, when listening to somebody speaking gay, textual positions are being taken up, or refused, by students.” What happens to the self in such a conversation? Rather than assuming and affirming identities, can a queer pedagogy confront the complicated problem of how identifications are made and sometimes refused? “What is at stake,” Luhmann concludes, “is the deeply social or dialogic situation of subject formation, the processes of how we make ourselves through and against others.” After Leigh Gilmore 1994), I think of an “autobiographics” of alterity.

Rinaldo Walcott, too, is concerned about identification and the construction of the “other,” but he looks to popular culture and Black canonical literature to think about “the dynamics of identity, community, and new desires.” He wonders about “new forms of life” that require us to become engaged “in the question of the social.” Walcott draws on textual examples that “refuse to stabilize boundaries of identification and endorse the demands for the proper body.” He reads Zora Neale Hurston's Moses Man of the Mountain juxtaposed to rap music to question the concept of community, specifically Black community. I leave Walcott's intriguing reading of Hurston to the reader. His approach is evident, perhaps, in his discussion of rap, specifically N-Trance. This group performed a version of the Bee Gees “Stayin' Alive,” a version that exhibited a hyper-masculinity. “What is interesting about performance and performativity in relation to N-Trance's ‘copy’ is,” Walcott explains, “that N-Trance used one of the songs or anthems of gay bars to reproduce authentic notions of heteromasculinity.”

“Staying alive” is, as Rinaldo reminds, a poignant priority for those of us living with or at-risk for HIV/AIDS, an “us” who, in his words, “cross-cuts and creates new figurations of communities.” Old bipolar categories of “us” and “them” are called into question by such a view. He continues: “What the fluid traces of HIV/AIDS suggest is how interconnected we all are. Bodies then are not discreet entities but rather connect in space and time: they in effect reveal cross-cultural resonances.”

Certain “cross-cultural resonances” constitute “sites” where “new kinds of conversations, dialogues and pedagogy” might be formulated. Calling on Douglas Crimp, Walcott discusses the idea of intersectionality, which he sees as an elaboration of “relational identities.” It is in the recognition of the intersectionalities of identities that political identifications can occur. N-Trance's “Stayin' Alive” brings various social identities (race, gender, class) into collision. Two lines in particular—“Move to the side/Ev'rybody wants to stay alive”—reconfigure the meaning of sociality. Walcott is intrigued by the possibility of new publics and communities who might be capable of moving beyond familiar and facile notions of sameness.

Both rap and hip-hop culture may be examples of such communities. These Black communities have produced, he argues, new networks that have moved beyond earlier narrow parameters of these musical forms. He thinks of the Disposable Heroes of Hiphoprisy (DHH; 1992) whose album Hypocrisy Is the Greatest Luxury articulates the desire for more complicated and multipolar notions of community. DHH's “Language of Violence” narrates a story of violence: a group of boys violate another by calling him “faggot, sissy, punk, queen, queer.” After school, they attack him. One of the offenders is convicted of the crime; he is sent to prison where he too encounters violence. In this song, race and sexuality are “intersectional,” but those sites where the song is played also constitute intersectionality. Walcott explains:

In queer spaces like dance clubs, rap can often get most people dancing because queer listeners can rewrite the lyrics of many rap songs. Queer men often eroticize hypermasculine rappers in a sexualized dance economy that undermines reading some rap songs as only heteronormative.


Pedagogy, then, must work to demonstrate how we are all bound up together, thereby moving beyond bipolar understandings of the social. This may be the most difficult task for pedagogy, to account for our interconnectedness outside the discourse of victims and victimizers. Pedagogies of the oppressed, Walcott worries, continue to reproduce a bipolar paradigm. “What is ultimately at stake,” he concludes, is a shift in reading practices that might lead to an appreciation of complex, shifting identities …a discussion which is not stuck in the fictive, stable categories we imagine, but never perform as identity. Our reading practices might aspire to continually subvert Us/Them positions and scenarios.

Nelson Rodriguez too is interested in Us/Them scenarios and the cultural politics of youth. He begins his intriguing essay by observing that as the gay community becomes more vocal and assertive in claiming its civil and human rights to equality, respect, and dignity, segments of the right—I think of the Southern Baptist Convention's 1997 boycott of Disney—must retaliate, must “defend” the family, must reiterate tired quasibiblical pseudoarguments to preserve their eroding foundations. He quotes Janet E.Haley (1993) to underline the instability of any sexual class and hence the impossibility of the neoconservatives' project. “The… class of heterosexuals,” Haley writes, “is a default class, home to those who have not fallen out of it. It openly expels but covertly incorporates the homosexual other, an undertaking that renders it profoundly heterogeneous, unstable, and provisional.”

Battles over sexuality and the family often occur, Rodriguez points out, at that site we call “youth,” emphasizing that in our time, youth is a political site. As soon as this youth is understood, youth must be understood also as pedagogical. As we know by now, the pedagogical and the political are intertwined. The ways youth use their bodies, language, and culture to contest the mainstream adult world, Nelson points out, suggests that they are engaging in a pedagogical enterprise to educate us—the teachers, the parents, all of us older ones.

Rodriguez concentrates on queer youth, and in particular the pedagogical politics surrounding queer youth, which, he believes, can support the struggle for radical democracy, a civic state that takes seriously the issue of “difference” and challenges the violence of normativity. Having established that (queer) youth must be understood as political and pedagogical, Nelson now moves to make a second and related argument, namely that:

the political and pedagogical practices and struggles of subcultural groups such as youth need to be linked to the practices and struggles of other (subcultural) groups, and that schools and colleges of education need to provide the critical/theoretical/pedagogical space for imagining how such coalitions might take place.


The field of education's obsession with the practical is complicated of course, but one of the consequences is that theoretical character of the practical goes unrecognized. In an attempt to challenge this pervasive problem, Nelson examines the case of Aaron Fricke. As many readers will recall, Fricke (a high-school senior in 1980) wanted to attend his highschool prom with a male date; he was refused permission by the principal who argued that his attendance with another male would place both Aaron and his classmates in danger. Fricke sued, and “the Rhode Island District Court determined that the school's claim that Fricke's attendance at the dance posed a threat to security was not sufficiently compelling to override Fricke's first amendment rights to free speech and association.” What we see in this moment of youth resistance, Rodriguez explains, is the way such cultural political action can challenge both a particular school's authority and the legal governance of institutional pratices. Fricke's action rippled across a broader social surface as it forced the authority of the state of Rhode Island to confront and negotiate a “clash in ideologies.” Rodriguez continues:

Fricke's cultural work connects to even broader terrain. That is, his resistance contests what Judith Butler calls the heterosexual matrix, “that grid of cultural intelligibility through which bodies, genders, and desires are naturalized.” To be sure, Fricke's attendance at “a paradigmatic heterosexual ritual like a prom [with another male] cannot but call into question our normative assumptions about dating, romance, and the nature of desire.”


Fricke, then, is engaging in a form of pedagogy that performs identity politics. His case, and others, need to be taught in teacher education classes, so that educators—in schools and in colleges and universities—might help youth recognize, in Rodriguez's words, that:

homophobic representations in culture engender undesirable consequences not only for gays and lesbians but for so-called “straights” too. [Perhaps] youth can then begin to consider the importance and necessity of constructing a politics that connects particular interests and struggles to a broader democratic project


Who suffers from homophobia and heterosexism? Who should care? Not only gays and lesbians, Rodriguez answers.

In an insightful essay, Shirley Steinberg discusses queer visibility in the cinema. Although she concedes that queer visibillity has taught something to straight viewers, “I am concerned that this curriculum is a liberal attempt to cover up, sanitize and Disneyfy queerness. This cleansing, then, becomes a reinscription of homophobia and heterosexism.”

Homosexuality has been implied, and occasionally explicit, in films since the beginning. In early films, flirtatious scenes could be interpreted as either “gay” or “straight,” the ambiguity itself permitting visiblity. In the 1940s and 1950s, Hollywood was instructed to stop fooling around. In order to prevent “sleazy” and suggestive or compromising scenes, the Hays Code censored producers' and directors’ film work. For more than 20 years it was followed and “ugly sex situations” were avoided in the cinema. Slowly, however, the Code came to be disregarded in the 1960s, and by the 1970s, it had been forgotten.

Drag became funny and acceptable, provided, of course, the male characters dressed in dresses in order to seduce women. Tootsie, Victor/Victoria, Yentl, and Mrs. Doubtfire illustrate this phase. In the 1980s and 1990s, films with homosexual themes and/or characters were “sanitized” in order to make them “palatable” to (straight) moviegoing audiences. To illusrate the point, Steinberg reminds us that Philadelphia was a film that portrayed a gay man with AIDS—a gay man played by a straight man who was conspicuously asexual throughout the film. Heterosexual audiences were not uncomfortable, Steinberg points out, because the film focused on the prejudices surrounding the illness. But what gay men do in bed was acknowledged only by its absence. In contrast, Torch Song Trilogy is a film about gay men and in fact shows men in bed together. Becuase men kiss and express desire, the film never caught on with mainstream audiences. Steinberg characterizes Philadelphia as liberal, tolerable to the American (het) mainstream. It was considered for public awards; it was discussed in the news media. Torch Song Trilogy she terms queer: to the straight American public it was unacceptable; the movie was not discussed in the media. Liberal movies normalize the queer, she argues, legitimating homophobia, if in tacit ways.

After viewing To Wong Fu, Thanks for Everything, Julie Newmar, a gay man tells Steinberg that he was pleased that so many straight men in the movie audience appeared in no way “offended.” Steinberg thinks that he should not conclude too much, “that he should still not walk down frat row at night without an escort…. These males were not legitimizing queerness,” she argues, “they were merely enjoying Flip Wilson turned into Wesley Snipes in an updated romp through dragdom.” For Steinberg, both To Wong Fu… and Priscilla, Queen of the Desert are liberal films that “reinscribe heterosexism and avoid the political.” She elaborates:

Sex is not topical in either film, that is, no one has it. In both films queers romp around in high heels looking for the “right” man—but, no one has sex. Indeed, when a character in To Wong Fu does fall in love, holding hands is as far as they get. As queer as the drag queens appear, they are depicted as sexless, libidoless and there is no mention of what exactly it is that queers actually do sexually.


Queer females, Steinberg argues, appear to fare better in Hollywood, but for no good reason. “What man,” she asks, “[what] heterosexual man, is not turned on by the thought of more than one woman?” And so, women in Hollywood's “lesbianesque” films function as heterosexual turn-ons. The male audience is titillated to watch their private fantasies acted out on the screen while the women watch. Steinberg points to several films to illustrate her point, including Fried Green Tomatoes, Basic Instinct, Bound, and Chasing Amy. “Thematically,” she tells us, “these films come from the same root: it is evident that the women have had relationships with males and being a lesbian is not the point—having sex with women is.”

Films with women having sex with women “invert” those themes characterizing male movies. In male-male movies, there can be depictions of gay “lifestyles” as long as there is no (or minimal) sex. In female-female movies we see the opposite: the camera concentrates on explicit sexual experience, but rarely do we see detailed portraits of these women as lesbians. Current films “romanticize” queerness, Steinberg argues, by presenting “queerness without sex—and exploit women fucking women who are not really lesbians.” She concludes:

To take one step out, then two steps back, as in Philadelphia, The Crying Game, M Butterfly, etc. is not sufficient. Film as gay counter-hegemonic cultural work must not apologize to homophobes for the practices of queerness. Indeed, homophobes should not tacitly dictate the operation of gay cinema.

…[Visibility is not enough. Responsible, unsanitized and self-conscious film making is.


Thank you, Shirley.

Perhaps there is something in the psychological structure of the male, specifically the European (het)male, that requires the (homosexual) “other” to be like the heterosexual “us.” Such speculation takes us directly to questions of identity, questions that Dennis Sumara and Brent Davis explore in their important essay. Sumara and Davis are interested in identity, particularly sexual identity, which they construe as a social relation, not an essential division between “us” and “them.” They quote Deborah Britzman (1995b): “[E]very sexual identity is an unstable, shifting, and volatile construct, a contradictory and unfinalized social relation.” It is this understanding of sexuality as relational that underpins the work of queer theory. “As a form of cultural study,” they write, “queer theory aims to take account of the polyvalent ways in which desire is culturally produced, experienced, and expressed.” As curriculum theory, queer theory asks “that the form of curriculum and the relations of pedagogy be appropriated as spaces to interpret the minutiae of differences among persons, not merely among categories of persons.” Queer is an umbrella term—a representation of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered persons, but also an idea that functions:

as a collecting place for interpreting instances of curriculum/pedagogy that refuse what Haley (1993) has called the “heterosexual bribe.” …Queer theory asks not that pedagogy become sexed, but that it excavate and interpret that ways it already is sexed and, further that it begin to interpret the ways in which it is explicit heterosexed.


Understanding curriculum as comprised of sets of relations, and understanding both identity and sexuality as relations embedded in the production of knowledge, Sumara and Davis argue that curriculum forms are always tied to expressions of the sexuality/identity matrix. They share with others a certain reservation regarding a queer curriculum theorized in content terms: “While we do not contest the importance of the ‘coming out’ literature and the work it accomplishes, we worry that it continues to participate in the construction of the identity of the homo as necessary other to the hetero.” They are quick to add that they appreciate that this coming out of the closet work functions to disclose what Sedgwick (1990) called the “open secret,” namely that identities other than hetero exist, and “that these identities do not depend upon particular bodily acts and particular forms of social organization for their existence.”

But there is another, different, curriculum question that follows the content question, one that begins in thinking about identity as relational. What if, they ask, sex and sexuality were not construed as discrete acts enacted by specific and separate identities, but rather as sets of social relations in the service of physical, emotional, and psychic pleasure? One might then think of identities and sexualities as formed and reformed through fantasized acts of relationality. What if, they continue, sex is not so much the act of sex—even the particular genitalia of the participants—that mattered, but rather “it was a particular set of structures and associations continued with a particular narrative structure that permitted eroticism.” What then?

Well, for starters it would mean that both cultural studies and curriculum theory would construe the pedagogical as profoundly relational. Curriculum would be understood as a form within which to enact certain interventions, transformations of thinking, and other cultural practices. “Understood as such,” they write, “curriculum theory is not subsumed within the larger category of cultural studies, but is a necessary valence to it.” What makes curriculum queer is not so much that it deals specifically and explicitly with sex, but that, following the work of Britzman (1995b, 1996), “it attempts to perform this understanding of sex as a relation rather than as an object.”

Dennis and Brent elaborate by offering their understandings of what constitutes a queering of curriculum and pedagogy. First, queer curriculum attempts to come to a profound understanding of those forms curriculum might take. Sexuality may be included not as a specific subject of study but as “a necessary valence of all knowing.” Second, rather than focusing on gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered identities, queer curriculum “wonders about the unruly heterosexual closet and seeks to render visible the always known but usually invisible desires and pleasures that circulate throughout it.” Third, because a queer curriculum understands forms such as sexuality, identity, and cognition as relations rather than objects and, moreover, accepts these as intertwined, it creates situations where this complexity is made present for study. This means that sexuality would not be studied as a subset of, say, cognition; rather, knowing would be taught as sexualized. Sexuality is cognitive. Fourth, queer curriculum is interested more in appreciating differences among persons than in understanding differences among categories of persons. Fifth, a queer curriculum is especially interested in matters of desire, pleasure, and sexuality, most importantly, in how we might interrupt our understandings of these, including how they make themselves known. Finally, a queer curriculum creates forms where the heterosexual matrix is made visible, available for interpretation and critique.

In one sense, my piece works to make visible the “heterosexual matrix.” A few things have happened since December 1981, when I wrote “Understanding Curriculum as Gender Text”: AIDS for one, the explosion in lesbian and gay scholarship for another. At the time I was angry with the “macho Marxists” in our field, at their (apparently unconscious) insistence that “power” (i.e., the phallus) not gender (i.e., [heterosexual] women let alone queers), not race, construed especially as “class” (that same reactionary American working class that, in a final act of self-hatred and self-immolation, had just helped elect Reagan president the year before) was the primary category of curriculum theory. To whittle them down to size (as it were), I relied on Chodorow's (1978) study of mothering (which I modified). Although object relations theory has since been critiqued for its class- and race-blindness (see Bordo, 1993, or Cornell, 1992, for commentary), it seemed suitable to me at the time: after all, I was taking aim at middle-class White boys. Well, these boys are middle-aged now, and not so macho anymore. Their tired, self-serving pseudo-Marxism has long been eclipsed by feminist theory and racial theory, joined now by queer theory.

So why reprint the piece? Am I still angry? Maybe a little. Mostly I reprint the piece because machismo still works its way through a number of scholarly disciplines —including cultural studies and curriculum theory—and because it is machismo itself that remains an important problem we queers face. I am thinking specifically of “us” (male queers), as our ambivalence toward traditional masculinity continues to complicate our efforts to move past internalized, self-hating, and mystifying conceptions of who we—and they—might be. I reprint the piece because it names the body, specifically parts of the body, and links them to political and autobiographical ideas. The “phallus”—no matter how densely and brilliantly Lacan insists (and Zizek defends)—is still a dick, a private part yes, but a public weapon too. Ask the victims of rapists and stalkers, including those college girls who continue to visit fraternity houses on date(s) (rapes; see, for instance, Schwartz & DeKeseredy, 1997). Ask female soldiers, ask the military faggots, who get it every day, unless they're outed (of the military that is). The phallus is still a dick; the anus is still an asshole. But both are also symoblic currency in a psychocultural exchange of patriarchy, misogyny, heterosexism, all encoded on and in the body. Body matters: the male body comes from the female body (repudiated then desired/not desired) and from the male body (the father in whose sperm sack “I” lived before reaching the womb, before the egg and “I” merged), and in the settlement of (male) identity an “other” is split-off. Queer theory as I perform it, as I see it anticipated in my 18-year-old paper, is, in part, about the self-splitting other-producing phenomenon of masculinity production in (White/het) America. To be a White middle-class male and a rebel in America means becoming an “other,” and becoming queer was the last move (after the defeat of 1968 and the shift from political to cultural revolution) this White boy could think to make. If the world were queer, I suppose I would be straight. It isn't; I'm not.

“What would we make,” Suzanne de Castell and Mary K. Bryson ask in their succinct and provocative piece, “of a school-based research study in which all of our informants were heterosexual?” They answer:

This should be an easy question to answer, given that practically all educational research finds exactly this. Now, speaking hypothetically for a moment, what of a study in which all of the informants were lesbians? What might we say? That this must be a very unique situation? That the researchers must be being led astray by her own desires? That she must be being duped, like Margaret Mead in Samoa? Or…. what indeed would we say in such a case?


The absence and/or invisibility of lesbian students, teachers, administrators, and, indeed, researchers, in educational research accounts is profoundly troubling. “But,” de Castell and Bryson wryly note, “it has seemed rather impolite to mention this and, when we have dared nonetheless to raise this question of other peoples’ research, we have made all too clearly aware of its impropriety.”

It is essential to ask this question; our absence is not insignificant. Probably it matters very much as to what is discovered who is doing the research, and from what identity position. It matters, they point out, that only heterosexual or “faux-heterosexual” people are usually welcome to do school-based educational research? They assert:

[I]t surely matters if these same heterosexual people are either unable or unwilling to see or to report the presence of gay and lesbian subjects in their research population…. Must we then accept and sanction incomplete and deceptive research because the homophobic environment of school sites and workplaces puts certain knowledges and certain identities out of sight and out of mind?


What can be done? Suzanne and Mary answer with what they term “notes toward a queer researcher's manifesto,” asking afterward: “Alright then, can you sign on? What will it mean for the future of your research if you do? What does it mean for the condition of your research if you cannot?” A (extraordinarily important) point well taken.

Kenn Gardner Honeychurch (whose artwork appears on the cover of this book) has also been thinking about research. Sexually neutral research is, presumably, methodologically optimal. Honeychurch declines to do the optimal. Perhaps a bit like Jane Gallop, he eroticizes his professional activity. After all, the neutered researcher is nothing more than an impersonation. To illustrate eroticized research, he describes his interview with Gayle Ryon, as part of a larger research project concerning adult gay male artists. You'll get the picture:

Prior to beginning the first body-to-body interview, I edged towards the still sticky surface of the wet-into-wet blended gradations of the various lights of painted flesh. The first canvas offered an unfinished nude portrayal of the artist who, in oils, as well as in the regimes of his life, courts the viewer, constructing and presenting himself as an object of sexual desire…. On the floor were tempting, color nude photographs, on which the painting was based.


Honeychurch thinks of Nietzsche, who suggested that “aesthetic experience had more in common with sexual ecstasy…than it did with the quiet individualistic contemplation of a work of art in a spirit of disinterested, rational inquiry.” Glancing over at Gayle, Honeychurch is amazed “how much I had learned about his body in a very short time.”

He now proceeds with the interview process:

After seating ourselves at a long, hand-constructed table, the first formal, recorded interview began. With fluent lips and a brave tongue, Gayle provided interview data which was substantial and provocative. Perhaps predictably however, despite the seductive constituents, the conversation concluded without any mention of the body and sexuality outside of abstract terms of inquiry. Clad in the demand for the body's denunciation, I spoke not a word about it and in that omission, there was created a paradox: an insistence on considering and affirming the homosexual body and desire as topic…but denying them in the flesh.


How did Honeychurch become so clothed, “clad in the demand for the body's denunciation?” Could it be…the university? He observes that “any text of the Academy which expresses sexuality through erotic words and phrases may be deemed tense and unacceptable.” He acknowledges (smiling surely) this not a simple matter of loosening restraints: “[I]f considering, or cruising, the body as an sexual site of agency, and, allowing for at least a peek at the possibilities of desire in social research, are deemed permissible, any ensuing discussion is still not without its kinks.” One such kink is that fundamental sexual repression institutionalized in schools: “It is, after all, at the critical places of pedagogy where bodies of the learner, the teacher, and knowledge come together.” It is clear that “the sensual, sometimes hot, pleasures of the body may not easily, or always, be extricated from the cool demands of inquiry.”

Nor should it, perhaps. “How might,” Honeychurch asks, “a recognition of the body contribute to understanding?” He lists three ways:

1) [E]ros, as a source of human motivation, may not only influence the researcher's ideas for research, but, as well, may invigorate and fuel the entire body-to-body inquiry process; 2) as motivating life-force, the possibility of strong erotic feelings may influence rapport, and therefore, candor; and 3) as emotion is rooted in the visceral, strong emotions which include sexual desire, may also, perhaps most importantly, influence perception.


Social research has to do with the experience of bodies, Honeychurch reminds. By emphasizing sex and the body, he argues for “a more conscious inclusion of the corporeal, for a recognition of a fuller range of the body's sensual capacities, and, as well, for a recognition of how some inquires are impacted by the presence of specific desires.” Sensing and sexual bodies, then, become central not marginal, both to theory as well as to the day-to-day labors of social research. Sexual bodies become allies in, not aliens to, understanding. Such acknowledgment of sexuality and the body might well, he writes, “fall outside of the pervasive and powerful shadow of an exclusive masculinist and heterocentric perspective.” The significance of the body, Honeychurch concludes, can perhaps best appreciated by imagining a world in which sensuality plays no part. The overwhelming disappointment that accompanies such a conjecture speaks “to the irrepressible itch of the body, of the connections of pleasure, desire and knowledge which this project has only begun to scratch.”

Marla Morris wants to scratch the curriculum…well, “unrest” it, to use her evocative verb. Queer it. Starting with Gertrude Stein, Marla asks what would it mean to queer the curriculum? Were she a curriculum theorist, Stein might insist that the curriculum become strange—one way to describe the word queer is as strangeness. But to define queer as an attitude stretches the term too far, risks rendering it meaningless (as Meiners too has worried). If defined as concerning only the problematics of gender, queer risks becoming too narrow. Subsuming differences within it, the concept of queer risks obliterating the situatedness of individuals. So, Morris is left questioning the very category itself, wondering if the notion of queer simply instantiates yet another binary: queer/not queer?

In the echo of these important questions, Morris elaborates her own theory of the queer, a provocative one based in aesthetics. She argues that a queer aesthetic or queer sensibility extends the current discussion on queerness by side-stepping identity politics. She advances a three-part definition of queerness, each part of which includes an aesthetic dimension. First, queerness understood as a subject-position digresses from normalized, rigid identities that adhere to the sex=gender paradigm. It surpasses the liberal humanist project that pretends that straights/lesbians and gays/transgendered people are all somehow alike. Second, queerness as a politics challenges the status quo, rejecting assimilation. The politics of queer is, she suggests, “digressive,” requiring examination of those cultural codes and discursive strategies located in the dominant culture. Unlike resistance, a digressive politics is not utopian. Like Luhmann, Morris says we must entertain a certain cynicism about what, realistically, is possible. To digress from dominant cultural codes is to move away from mainstream discourses. She writes: “Becoming queer is just that: a constant becoming, a constant transformation…. A queer identity is a chameleon-like refusal to be caged into any prescribed category or role.” Third, queerness as an aesthetic or sensibility reads and interprets texts (art, music, literature) as potentially politically radical. As illustrative of a queer aesthetic she discusses—intriguingly—Mark Rothko, Philip Glass, and François Rabelais whose works, across gender and time, provoke queer readings. Morris posits the idea of a queer curriculum worker, one who might trouble curriculum, trouble the very relationships of the day to day lived experience of school life. A queer project, she concludes, unrests curriculum. That it would.

Mary Aswell Doll wants to queer our gaze. To do so, she writes about the pun, “the lowest form of humor.” Why is it, she asks, that when someone puns, people groan, a sound, she notes, that mixes moan with growl, pleasure with pain. The pun, she asserts, ought to be remembered as a kind of opus contra naturam, a work against nature, a move into lower forms. That appeals to Doll, who has pledged herself—heroically I would say—to work against the dulling institutionalized tendency toward “niceness.” To do so, she “must teach the non normal, be the non normal.” How does one queer the gaze? Doll gives us four ways, each, like the pun, an opus contra naturam. First is the way of shock; second is the joke; third is myth; and the fourth is the way of the perverse. Let's take them one at a time. Shock, she explains, is nonphallic, yet confrontational. She discusses Frida Kahlo's painting as an instance of shock. Less confrontational is the second way, that of the joke. Here she cites the playwright Tom Stoppard, who once described himself as a “bounced Czech.” Stoppard's plays, Doll explains, unsettle an audience's expectations of what it is to be an audience, what it means to take on the spectator role. It is, she writes, “insouciant art, wrong representations which function to queer the gaze.”

A third way to queer the gaze is myth. Myths are narratives on a different plane, not “out” but “down.” In myth, forms that appear human are also divine, possibly animal or vegetable, even mineral. Doll recalls the myth of Persephone as illustration. The motifs of the Persephone myth—the virgin, rape, Hades, natural change—resonate with queer theory; they queer normalized perception. The fourth way, that of the perverse, means “to follow a left (non right) path, a way not of the will.” Here she discusses the work of Beckett —on whose work she has written before (Doll, 1988). How do these four ways function to queer the gaze? Doll explains: “To be wretched…away from ourselves, finally, is to leave our ego claims behind. It is to open to a far-flung imagination, an exotic otherness, a vaster vision that expresses a freedom from limits. This move contra-naturam,” she concludes, “might be accomplished in these four ways, ways which both allow us to confront the homophobe while we chart a path away from the straight and narrow.” Indeed.

Away from the straight and narrow is exactly where Alice Pitt is headed. “Lesbians are not women,” she begins provocatively, quoting Monique Wittig's “The Straight Mind.” This declaration is amplified by Wittig in a footnote, where she adds: “No more is any woman who is not in a relation of personal dependency with a man.” What is “woman” and what is her relation to “lesbian”? These questions are audible in Women's Studies classrooms, where commonsense notions of woman are challenged regularly. In the classroom, Pitt reports, “the figure of the lesbian continues to be a disturbing, perhaps even uncanny presence.” This project points to the pedagogical problem that the labor of learning often occurs in the unconscious. There the sense of self is anchored as cohesive and coherent. Education involves the labor of identification, she explains, and its processes are implicated in relations of domination and subordination. So conceived, “theorizing curriculum and pedagogy might benefit from understanding learning as a psychic event that involves the realms of both conscious and unconscious operations.” What might such understanding entail? To explore this question, Pitt suggests studying “certain disturbances in one woman's imagined relation to femininity,” a White woman in her late 30s named Lynne Hunt who volunteered for the project.

Wittig's conclusion (“lesbians are not women”) works against the grain of mainstream North American feminist education. Lesbians are regarded as being within, not apart from, the category of women. Within this mainstream practice, lesbians are perceived as sharing gender identity with heterosexual women, and are oppressed both as women and as lesbians. But for Lynne, the woman Pitt studied, the figure of the “lesbian exceeds the bounds of what she will identify as a women's issue…. [L]esbians are oppressed because they are lesbians, not because they are women.”

Pitt excerpts Lynne's account of her participation in an introductory Women's Studies course in order to examine the relationship between Lynne's self-understandings as a woman and those subject positions—woman, feminist, lesbian—articulated by the course curriculum. “I focus,” Pitt explains, “on the ways in which this relationship can be seen as relying on, even if it is bothered by, the place within the course of the figure of the lesbian.” It is this student's refusal to recognize herself in relation to the figure of lesbian, her generalized resistance to Pitt's pedagogical efforts, that provides Pitt with the opportunity to study the labor of theorizing identity that Lynne—and no doubt many other students—undertake.

What does it mean to interpret the work of students’ resistance as part of the work of identification? What are the “symptoms” of educational engagement? By asking such questions, Pitt is conceiving of pedagogy as creating conditions that invite students to examine the structure of their responses to the curriculum. Wittig's “The Straight Mind” is pedagogically interesting in this regard, not because it “represents lesbians” or problematizes heterosexuality, but because “it allows us to think about representations of gender and sexual identities as sites of identification where our fantasmatic ideals might be called into question, assessed, and perhaps even reconfigured.” This is extraorindarily important work, in which Deborah Britzman has more than a passing interest.

Britzman has been wondering, among other things, about pedagogy's capacity to address the ego. She has grown skeptical of “pedagogy's current preoccupation with making the proper curriculum that can somehow prop up the coherence of knowledge and its subjects.” The author of the groundbreaking “Is There a Queer Pedagogy?” (1995a), Britzman here focuses on AIDS education, noting that as “we attempt to offer less damaging information and ready ourselves to rethink current representations of the virus…we also know those appeals to a rational, cohesive, and unitary subject in the name of toleration, role models, and affirmation of and reliance on identity return the damage.” What does she mean? She explains by challenging educators’ preoccupation with the ego. What is the ego, she asks, that it should be “the destination of a pedagogical address?” After Freud, she suggests that the ego is first of all a bodily ego, a “frontier creature.” Its work is that of perception, hallucination, reality-testing. The ego attempts to resolve that which cannot be resolved, namely the problem (i.e., the difference) between psychic dynamics and social demands. It is in this difference, Britzman writes, that “we have the most intimate expression of the failure of knowledge.” Due to ego's interest in resolution, in synthesis, when confronted with the impossibility of escape from itself when things (inevitably) do not work out, the ego employs its “special methods,” those famous defense mechanisms. When put in operation, the defenses allow the ego to live its irresolvable dilemmas. This concise and compelling account of the ego's coming to knowledge is complicated by Freud's portrayal of the ego as tragic. Britzman explains:

For the ego's defense mechanisms are formed at a time when the ego is just emerging, too young really, to understand that in its lonely attempts to defend itself, to differentiate itself from its own anxieties, it will set in motion the very dilemmas it desires to flee…. Freud suggests that the very work of the ego causes it to fall ill.


The tragedy does end there. Freud theorized that the forces at work within the ego also compel the ego to change the world, rather than merely adapting to it. Does the “longing for total revolution” (Yack, 1986) originate in the birth of the modern subject?

Where does this leave us in our effort to understand our dilemma as students and teachers? We must acknowledge, Britzman writes, that “knowledge will always be fragile, subject to reversal, displacement, substitution and condensation. For the ego is a precipitate of its own libidinal history, its capacity to touch and be touched.” It is within such dynamics that student “learn” and teachers “teach.”

Freud suggests another potential—which Britzman characterizes as queer—that will interest those who think about pedagogy: “Where id was, there ego shall be.” “Suppose,” she asks, “that pedagogy could attend to the time of delay…. If pedagogy can reside in the fallout lines of these sentences—promising nothing, not expecting so much—it might begin again with another sentence of delay.”

What if our professionalized obsession with smooth relations (what Doll calls “niceness”) is in fact a defense against our incapacity to acknowledge the fragility and complexity of our mission? To risk controversy would mean speaking to this phenomenon of symptom-formation, our investment in ignorance. We educators obtain some (perverse?) satisfaction in our victimization. Freud termed this “resistance” or “the gain from illness,” that clinging to illness in the name of innocence. Britzman cites Christopher Bollas who speaks of “the violence of innocence,” characterizing “innocence” as a refusal of relationality. Innocence, Bollas says, is a form of denial, but “one in which we observe not the subject's denial of external perception, but the subject's denial of the other's perception.” Britzman adds: “We might venture to speculate that two relations are being denied: the self’ s otherness and the other's otherness.” Exactly.

The tendency to identify with others is a symptom of the ego's capacity to hallucinate. Citing Alice Balint, Britzman asserts that identificatory thought is an expression of resistance, not love.

Because resistance is carried within so many interminable disguises and essentially recreates the logic of dream-work through condensation, distortion, reversal of content and so on, even resistance, itself a symptom formation, requires interpretation as opposed to the centering of the educator's moral judgment.


Resistance is one of the most difficult concepts in psychoanalysis. Why? Because it implicates thinking itself as one of its primary strategies. Is “reason” in this sense a reactionary instrument of obfuscation and denial? Perhaps the pedagogical problem cannot be solved by a “better idea” devised by bureaucrats of the mind who foolishly try to heal psychical wounds programmatically. Is this why Lyotard (1991) says that thinking is a form of suffering?

We are left with the problem of the ameliorative orientation of the educator, a mode-of-relation to oneself and to one's students that is exceedingly innocent. Hidden in its innocence is aggression. Britzman writes: “Because the desire to make reparation begins with a working through of aggression, pedagogy may need to attend to the question of the ego's capacity to repress.” Repression, she writes (quoting Anna Freud), is one of the ego's most special methods of defense, a mechanism in the service of the “struggle against painful or unendurable ideas or affects.” The educator is inconsolable. Not only can he or she not be in mastery of himself or herself, but he or she employs—in ways that often escape notice—his and her own rather unpedagogical anxieties and defenses. To the educational question of AIDS is where Britzman is taking us, to what she terms “the ego's tragic defense against being touched by AIDS.” Quoting Freud:

If we ask ourselves why the avoidance of touching, contact, or contagion should play such a large part in this neurosis and should become the subject-matter of complicated systems, the answer is that touching and physical contact are the immediate aim of the aggressive as well as the loving objectcathexes. Eros desires contact.


In this touching sense, it is clear that AIDS education makes especially threatening demands on the ego.
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