








[image: image]


Elizabeth J. Meyer & Dennis Carlson
General Editors


Vol. 5





The Gender and Sexualities in Education series
is part of the Peter Lang Education list.
Every volume is peer reviewed and meets
the highest quality standards for content and production.





[image: image]




gender and sexualities
in education


A Reader


elizabeth j. meyer
& dennis carlson,
editors


[image: image]




Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Gender and sexualities in education: a reader /
edited by Elizabeth J. Meyer, Dennis Carlson,.
pages cm. — (Gender and sexualities in education; vol. 5)
Includes bibliographical references.
1. Sex differences in education. 2. Gender identity in education.
3. Feminism and education. 4. Masculinity.
5. Educational sociology. I. Meyer, Elizabeth J.
LC212.9G4 370.15’1—dc23 2013020020
ISBN 978-1-4331-2326-9 (hardcover)
ISBN 978-1-4331-2325-2 (paperback)
ISBN 978-1-4539-1179-2 (e-book)
ISSN 2166-8507


Bibliographic information published by Die Deutsche Nationalbibliothek.
Die Deutsche Nationalbibliothek lists this publication in the “Deutsche
Nationalbibliografie”; detailed bibliographic data is available
on the Internet at http://dnb.d-nb.de/.


© 2014 Peter Lang Publishing, Inc., New York
29 Broadway, 18th floor, New York, NY 10006
www.peterlang.com


All rights reserved.
Reprint or reproduction, even partially, in all forms such as microfilm,
xerography, microfiche, microcard, and offset strictly prohibited.




About the Editors


Elizabeth J. Meyer is an assistant professor in the School of Education at California Polytechnic State University. She completed her Ph.D. in culture and values in education at McGill University in Montreal, Quebec, Canada, and her M.A. in social foundations of education at the University of Colorado at Boulder. She is the author of Gender, Bullying and Harassment: Strategies to End Sexism and Homophobia in Schools (2009) and Gender and Sexual Diversity in Schools (2010), and her research has been published in many academic journals including Gender and Education, Journal of LGBT Youth, Computers and Education, The Clearing House, Cultural Studies ↔ Critical Methodologies, and Learning Landscapes.


Dennis Carlson is a professor of curriculum and the cultural studies of education at Miami University in Oxford, Ohio. He received his Ph.D. in educational policy studies at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, and taught at Hobart and William Smith Colleges and Rutgers University-Newark before joining the faculty in the Department of Educational Leadership at Miami University. He is the author of Leaving Safe Harbors: Toward a New Progressivism in American Education and Public Life (2003), The Education of Eros: A History of Education and the Problem of Adolescent Sexuality (2012), and Volunteers of America: The Journey of a Peace Corps Teacher (2012). He has co-edited a number of volumes in the cultural studies of education and has published in major scholarly journals, including the Harvard Educational Review and Educational Theory.




About the Book


This volume is about the education of gender and sexualities, which is to say it explores how gender and sexuality identities and differences get constructed through the process of education and “schooling.” Wittingly or not, educational institutions and educators play an important role in “normalizing” gender and sexuality differences by disciplining, regulating, and producing differences in ways that are “intelligible” within the dominant or hegemonic culture. To make gender and sexuality identities and differences intelligible through education is to understand them through the logic of separable binary oppositions (man-woman, straight-gay), and to valorize and privilege one normalized identity within each binary (man, straight) and simultaneously stigmatize and marginalize the “other” identity (woman, gay). Educational institutions have been set up to normalize the construction of gender and sexual identities in these ways, and this is both the overt and the “hidden” curriculum of schooling. At the same time, the “postmodern” times in which we live are characterized by a proliferating of differences so that the binary oppositional borders that have been maintained and policed through schooling, and that are central to maintaining highly inequitable power relations and rigid gender roles, are being challenged, resisted, and in other ways profoundly destabilized by young people today.
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Introduction


Dennis Carlson & Elizabeth J. Meyer


This volume is about the education of gender and sexualities, which is to say that it explores how gender and sexuality identities and differences become constructed through the process of education and schooling. Wittingly or not, educational institutions and educators play an important role in normalizing gender and sexuality differences by disciplining, regulating, and producing differences in ways that are intelligible within the dominant or hegemonic culture. To make gender and sexuality identities and differences intelligible through education is to understand them through the logic of separable binary oppositions (man–woman, straight–gay, White–person of color), and to valorize and privilege one normalized identity within each binary (man, straight, White) and simultaneously stigmatize and marginalize the “other” identity (woman, gay, person of color). Educational institutions have been set up to normalize the construction of gender and sexual identities in these ways, and this is both the overt and hidden curriculum of schooling. At the same time, the postmodern times in which we live are characterized by a proliferation of differences, so that the binary oppositional borders that have been maintained and policed through schooling, and that are central to maintaining highly inequitable power relations and rigid gender roles, are being challenged, resisted, and in other ways profoundly destabilized by young people today. The very language we use to talk about gender and sexuality identities is changing rapidly in the process. The label, LGBT (lesbian, gay male, bisexual, and transgender), was introduced in the 1990s to make sense of a broader range of gender and sexuality differences and self-identities, and over the past decade or so another sublabel has been added to the mix: Q, so that we now are talking (at least) about LGBTQ youth. Of course, this new acronym (LGBTQ) is still constructed within a binary that separates the “normal” heterosexual from all these abnormal “others.” As the term, queer, has entered the language of educators over the past decade, it also has served as a stand-alone term for a self that resists being made intelligible through binary gender and sexual identity categories. ← 1 | 2 → In Annamarie Jagose’s (1996) popular text, Queer Theory: An Introduction, she explained that the concept of homosexuality and, subsequently, heterosexuality is just over a century old (p. 17). Heterosexism, compulsory heterosexuality (Rich, 1978/1993), the heterosexual matrix (Butler, 1990), and gender polarization (Bem, 1993) are all different terms that seek to explain the discursive practices that present opposite-sex attraction and sexual behavior as the dominant and preferred social practices. The resulting prejudice against those who deviate from this social script has been carefully developed through the powerful institutional discourses of organized religion, medicine, sexology, psychiatry, and psychology (Bem, 1993, p. 81).


One of the problems with earlier, commonsense conceptions of gender and sexual identities (even some feminist theories, particularly in the 1970s and 1980s), was that they naturalized gender binaries, so that femininity and masculinity were talked about as unified, natural, and universal categories, with each identity constructed by negating its counterpart. Today, through the influence of cultural-studies perspectives, gender is increasingly understood as a social and historical construction, and (thanks to Judith Butler and others) as something we learn to perform, rather than as something we are naturally, even if we may experience gender as natural once we have performed it often enough. Another major problem with earlier feminist theories of gender was that they failed to appreciate the centrality of sexual identity in the construction of the “normal” male and (to a lesser extent) female. Compulsory heterosexuality, as Adrienne Rich, Michel Foucault, and Eve Sedgwick have argued, was what made people “real” men and women in modern, Western culture. The construction of the “normal” man and woman almost seemed to require the homosexual, to serve as an example of an “un-real” man or woman, maladjusted and disturbed and morally condemned. Historically, society has constructed homosexuality as an illness, a deviance, and a sin. This discourse was created through psychological research, religious ideologies, and the political and financial privileging of heterosexual and monogamous family structures by the state. The gay and lesbian rights movements that gained momentum in the 1960s and 1970s have disrupted and challenged this discourse. Many authors have examined the social, historical, and political forces that worked together to construct the idea of the homosexual and then demonize it (Bem, 1993; Foucault, 1980; Jagose, 1996; Sears, 1998; Weeks, 1985).


Of course, as the homosexual has refused to play this role in recent decades, this also means that gender norms are being destabilized. To use the words of Judith Butler, the contemporary cultural landscape is one characterized by “gender trouble”; a troubling of binary gender categories; a growing recognition that the meanings of “man” and “woman,” and even of “straight” and “gay,” are socially constructed and performative rather than naturally given. This involves an awareness that gender and sexuality identities are open to reconstruction and different performances—that they are contested and can be subverted. Yet another problem with earlier theorizations of identity and difference was that they failed to provide an adequate account of human subjectivity as intersectional subjectivity, forged at the intersection of various axes of identity and in terms of unique life experiences.


As we have already noted, queer theorists have begun to offer an intersectional theory of identity formation that is feminist in its critique of gender domination, but that now ← 2 | 3 → recognizes that gender domination cannot be understood outside of, or removed from, a discussion of the othering of sexual difference. But it is not enough to stop at the intersection of gender and sexuality, as some queer theorists have. Race, class, dis/ability, and other markers of cultural difference have an influence on the construction of gender and sexuality identities. For example, young Black and Latino males are themselves the victims of institutional bullying and harassment in a hegemonic White culture. This long history of oppression has continued, and finds expression in the Rodney King case of the 1990s through the Trayvon Martin case of 2012. At the same time, Black and Latino males are encouraged by the culture industry to harass and dominate their women—their “hos” and “bitches”—along with queer Black men, as a means of reclaiming a lost masculinity. This all points to the complexity of gender and sexuality as identities constructed at the intersections of power relations. There is a growing recognition that democratic cultural politics can only be built at the intersection of identities and movements, not through attempting to pull together a number of separate and autonomous identity movements in a purely strategic alliance.


Such an approach to democratic cultural politics, as we have already indicated, helps us make sense of forms of bullying and harassment as educational and cultural phenomena designed to keep various class, race, gender, and sexuality “others” in their places at the margins, in a stigmatized and subordinated position. The current attention given to bullying and harassment in both the media and public education is focused on the bullying of gender non-conforming and LGBTQ youth, and is aimed at making schools “safe spaces” for difference and diversity, and requiring that educational institutions protect the rights of LGBTQ youth to a quality education free of harassment, intimidation, and physical abuse. One response, and no doubt the most common, has been for school and university officials to blame the individual who actually did the bullying, and hold individuals accountable and responsible for their actions—as they must be. But while individual redress is needed, the individualization of bullying often deflects attention away from the systemic nature of the problem, and results in bullying being treated as merely an individual problem, requiring individual solutions. In an individualistic culture, it is all too easy to blame individual students for something that is normalized and thus not really a deviant behavior within an institutional and cultural context that actively encourages bullying and harassment—as ways of policing heteronormative performances of gender. When there is a pervasive culture of bullying in educational institutions—again, at all levels, from the elementary school playground to the college campus—we displace and misplace the blame when we place it only on isolated, so-called “maladjusted” individuals.


On Language


Throughout the book, the reader will note a variety of terms and acronyms used regarding gender and sexuality. As editors, we have intentionally avoided an enforced consistency of language, since authors’ language choices are embedded in the experiences of their research participants, their social contexts, and their theoretical frameworks. This volume is grounded in poststructural and queer theoretical approaches which both work against hegemonic normalizing social forces, and language is one that is particularly powerful. In ← 3 | 4 → each chapter, authors were asked to make choices about language, and to explain their rationale explicitly in order to help the reader develop an understanding of and appreciation for the diversity and complexity of identities, terminologies, and experiences related to the topic of gender and sexuality in education. We have also chosen to follow the American Psychological Association’s (APA) guidelines for reducing bias in language, and specifically the recommended format for writing about racial and ethnic groups. The APA recognizes racial and ethnic groups as proper nouns that must be capitalized, such as Black, Latino, Native American, and White. If authors opt not to adhere to the recommended APA format, we have asked them to explain their rationale in a footnote.


Language is power. The ability to name and create concepts through discourse is a form of control and domination. Theorists Jacques Derrida (1986a, 1986b), Jacques Lacan (1957/1986), and Michel Foucault (1975, 1980, 1986a, 1986b) explored the power of words as signifiers to constitute subjects and their experiences as well as the structures in society that police and reinforce dominant ideologies through discursive practices. Critical theorist, Peter McLaren (1998), clarified how these forces work:


discourse and discursive practices influence how we live our lives as conscious thinking subjects. They shape our subjectivities (our ways of understanding in relation to the world) because it is only in language and through discourse that social reality can be given meaning. Not all discourses are given the same weight, as some will account for and justify the appropriateness of the status quo and others will provide a context for resisting social and institutional practices. (pp. 184–185)


These powerful social discourses are generated through various institutions, including schools. Educational structures wield extraordinary ideological power due to their role in teaching what the culture has deemed as important and valuable to future generations. Ministries of education, textbook publishers, and teachers determine what lessons are passed on to students and whose knowledge or “truth” is valued (Apple, 1990, 2000). Consequently, schools are important sites for contributing to the normalization of gendered and heterosexual behavior. This volume seeks to challenge and disrupt many of these norms and assumptions, and offer alternative ways of understanding and knowing about issues related to gender and sexuality in education.


Organization of Themes


How should educators who are committed to democratic and progressive values respond to this pervasive culture in schools and colleges? One response is to promote awareness of the systemic nature of the problem; its taken-for-granted and commonsense character. Beyond this, proactive efforts are needed to open up spaces in schools and universities for counter discourses and practices, ones that affirm respect for difference and challenge misogyny and homophobia, and that do so in ways that are consistent with democratic educational commitments toward advancing agendas of social justice, equity, and inclusive communities. Chapters in this collection represent both types of responses: promoting awareness of the commonsense beliefs associated with misogyny and heteronormativity, and reconstructing educational practice around inclusivity and social justice. ← 4 | 5 →


The volume brings together educational scholars and practitioners working across a wide range of educational settings to address the question of a democratic response to the bullying of gender and sexuality differences in education. For purposes of convenience, chapters have been arranged in three sections, although the issues that authors raise and the perspectives they bring to these issues cut across sections. Although many of the chapters address issues involving LGBTQ youth, most also address the construction of “straight” identity in relation to femininity and gayness. Since the cultural politics of hegemonic “straightness” needs to be unpacked in order to make educational institutions safe spaces for difference and diversity, scholarship on heterosexual identity construction is much needed in gender and sexualities studies as we envision it, much like Whiteness studies has emerged to supplement Critical Race Theory.


Section I, “Gender, Sexualities, and the Cultural Politics of Education,” sets the general framework for a more detailed analysis of issues in the two sections that follow. This involves an introduction to major theoretical perspectives in cultural studies that are employed throughout the volume, along with vocabulary related to the field. It is one of our beliefs (following Paulo Freire) that in order to create a new world, you must speak a new word. Much of the “high theory” associated with some strands of cultural-studies scholarship is unnecessary, and tends more to reinscribe the movement as one that is elite and academic. Nevertheless, some of the new cultural-studies language provides a new way of thinking about issues, a new way of formulating questions and possible responses. So to that extent, this book is designed to introduce educators to a possibly new language, but one that is presented in an accessible and useful, rather than merely esoteric manner.


Section II, “Beyond the Anti-Bullying Curriculum,” explores the gender and sexualities curriculum (both formal and hidden curriculum) within K–12 education, primarily, but not exclusively, in the US. Authors mix conceptual and theoretical discussions with an analysis of specific, situated practice.


Finally, in Section III, “Queering Teacher Preparation and Higher Education,” authors take up the daunting task of reconstructing the way teachers are educated, in both preservice and in-service settings, about gender and sexual diversities. This section also includes accounts of heteronormativity in the academy, as part of the “ethos” of everyday life for students and professors.


This volume offers readers a diverse array of perspectives and topics that we hope will contribute to and expand your understandings of the ways that gender and sexualities are present, understood, shaped by, and shaping schooling. Many of these chapters are on the cutting edge of theory, research, and practice; and can help offer ideas, strategies, and practices to expand the possibilities of what is learned and taught about gender and sexuality in our educational institutions.
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Section I


Gender, Sexualities, and the Cultural Politics of Education


← 7 | 8 → ← 8 | 9 →




Chapter 1


Masculinities, Gender-Nonconformity, and the Significance of Queer and Transgender Perspectives in Education


Wayne Martino


In this chapter I investigate the contribution of queer and transgender literature for rethinking masculinities in education. Initially, I revisit early feminist poststructuralist literature by Bronwyn Davies (1989) to reflect on the significance of deploying texts and reading practices in the elementary school classroom to tease out their significance for destabilizing hegemonic norms that govern what is to count as a viable expression and embodiment of masculinity. This focus on deconstructing masculinity and gender transgressions serves as a basis for introducing important queer analytic frameworks that draw on Britzman (1998), who linked reading practices to the very structuring of certain forms of “intelligibility, identifications and modes of address” that are capable of interrogating the production of normalcy, and of attending to imagining alternative social imaginaries (p. 84). I also devote some attention to Butler’s (2001, 2004) scholarship on undoing gender and giving an account of oneself as a gendered subject, and apply this theoretical literature to reflecting on the thinkability, recognizability, and embodiment of masculinities as a contested set of norms governing what is to count as a livable gendered presentation.


It is in this sense that I focus on the significance of the queer and transgender project of interrogating gender and sex classificatory systems, which involves interrupting heteronormativity and destabilizing heterosexual normalization, as central to the politics of dismantling hegemonic masculinities. The use of trans perspectives on gender, understood in terms of its embodied relationality, is also illuminated, with its implications for rethinking masculinities and signifying non-hegemonic forms of sociality. Overall, it is argued that a consideration of the significance of transgender theories and perspectives in education has important implications for envisioning imaginative and identificatory possibilities for embodying, signifying, and thinking about the livability of gender and, specifically, non-hegemonic masculinities, which are consistent or congruent with a political project of gender democratization and a more expansive definition of gender justice. ← 9 | 10 →


The Politics of Deconstructing Masculinities


Some years ago, Davies (1989) elaborated a feminist poststructuralist framework for interrogating the legibility and recognizability of gender normalization through its narrativization within the context of schooling, and specifically, the literacy classroom. She highlighted how stories—in both their production and reading—are tied inextricably to “our own sense of who we are,” and function in an identificatory capacity as a means by which to make sense of our lived experiences, particularly in relation to imaginatively positioning and recognizing ourselves as gendered subjects (p. 229). In short, texts and the stories they tell make available certain positions from which to make sense of ourselves and the world, and, in turn, draw on certain categories and classificatory systems for framing the intelligibility of our subjectivities. However, in deconstructing such systems and the discourses underpinning them, Davies illustrated that reader positioning within textual narratives is not necessarily fixed and could be refuted, resisted, or challenged—alternative readings which questioned the inevitability of gender classificatory systems (Bornstein, 1994), for example, could be pedagogically executed in the classroom through producing both alternative readings and by introducing texts which offer other imaginative possibilities beyond locking masculine and feminine subject positions into a binary or dualistic grid of intelligibility (Martino & Mellor, 2000). For example, Davies started reading feminist stories to children that positioned female characters as heroic and male characters as refusing to take up dominant forms of masculinity. She wrote about one story, The Paper Bag Princess (Munsch, 1980), in which Elizabeth (the princess) and Ronald (the prince), who are planning to get married, end up being attacked in the former’s castle by a fierce dragon who burns both the castle and Elizabeth’s clothes while flying off with Ronald. The princess’s clothes are all burnt, and she emerges looking very dirty. She finds a paper bag to wear, and goes off in search of the dragon—which she eventually finds in a cave—and ends up saving the prince. However, Ronald does not want to be saved by a ‘dirty’ princess wearing a paper bag. In the end, the princess announces that she does not want to marry a prince with “really pretty clothes” and “very neat” hair, and “skips off” into the sunset alone (Davies, 1989, p. 231).


Davies, however, pointed out that many students simply refused to read Elizabeth as a legitimate princess, and perceived Ronald as the true hero who is wearing a tennis outfit and medallion around his neck which they interpret as “a tennis gold medal” (1989, p. 231). She also drew attention to the lure of hegemonic masculinity and its desirability for many young boys, which was revealed in their response to the large and powerful dragon who captured their interest, while diminishing the presence and foreclosing for them the true significance of Elizabeth’s agency. Furthermore, Davies indicated that many students simply expressed the belief that the princess should have cleaned herself up and married the prince. In this sense, they were merely recuperating and reinstating the status quo, with regards to asserting a gender system that is embedded in what Butler (1990) termed “the heterosexual matrix” (p. 47). Implicated in such reading practices are certain norms governing the identificatory relations and forms of (hetero)sociality that underscore students’ understandings of gender, desire, and sexuality—what Butler (1990) identified as a manifestation of a “compulsory order of sex/gender/desire” (p. 8), and which Davies deconstructed ← 10 | 11 → for readers to highlight the regulatory capacity of reading practices to function as reception regimes for reinstating a binary system of gender and sexuality.


This recuperative effect of reading practices, which is motivated by a recalcitrant desire to reinstate and invest in hegemonic masculinity “as a sedimented effect” (Butler, 1993, p. 10), is also a phenomenon that emerges in more recent research undertaken by Karen Wohlwend (2012), which investigated boys playing “would be princesses” in the early childhood classroom (p. 1). Wohlwend studied how young boys engaged with Disney Princess transmedia texts. She positioned such texts as identity texts, and examined how the boys appropriated the role of princesses in their interactive play in nuanced and complex ways that involved the children revising and playing with gendered messages and their embodiment. In fact, Wohlwend argued that such identificatory interactions with these texts, which serve as resources for boys in enacting play and fantasy narratives involving princesses, enable them to ‘transgress’ and ‘blur’ familiar gender boundaries and classifications (p. 3). She claimed that by accessing and improvising collaboratively on princess play narratives, the boys not only disrupted heteronormative gender identities, but transgressed “other children’s expectations for performances that aligned with fixed binary gender categories” (p. 7). However, from the account of the fantasy play that is provided, it does not seem that merely stepping into the role of a princess—which contravenes certain norms for boys according to terms of the category boundary maintenance work involved in establishing what it is to count as acceptable masculinity—actually constitutes much of a transgression beyond superficially appropriating a position normally made available only to the opposite sex. For instance, Wohlwend reported on two boys’ improvisations of the fairy tale narrative involving a Disney princess, which resulted in what she termed “wild fantasy episodes involving pizza flinging princesses, karate-fighting queens, sky-diving mermaids, or demented fairy godmothers” (p. 15). She further added that the boys were able to create their own versions of imagined worlds involving princesses that involved “stretching identity expectations for characters” and drawing on and appropriating “identity layers” from a range of intertexts, which they skillfully incorporated into their classroom play to effect what Wohlwend claimed and witnessed as a form of “gender trouble” (p. 15).


An example of creating such imagined worlds involves two boys in interactive play with princess dolls. One of the boys, Austin, assigns the other boy, Daniel, the role of ‘the lady’ and the latter willingly assumes the role of Snow White. Austin, however, plays the role of the ‘bad guy’ princess, placing the “bad baby doll” on a “mirror-turned-magic carpet” and impersonating Superman’s “Up, up, and away!” He then returns to the doll house to engage in “bad baby mayhem,” while Snow White “tidies up after him” (Wohlwend, 2012, p. 10). Thus, rather than subverting gender norms, the performativity that is enacted here by Austin at least appears to be reiterative of norms that are compelled by a desire to replicate certain forms of hegemonic and domestic power relations that are phallogocentric in nature. Such research reveals the extent to which the residual and recalcitrant effects of the lure of hegemonic masculinity live on in the remaking and narrativization of princess characters, which is reflected in the boys’ desire to enact “the hegemonic workings of those identifications” (Butler, 1993, p. 14). In this sense, I am not so sure that the boys’ fantasy ← 11 | 12 → play constitutes entirely a subversive act of gender bending, as exemplified by the young men in Davidson’s (2009) research, which I discuss later.


Reading Practices That Trouble the Sedimentation of Gender Normalization


Such critical analysis highlights the benefits of queer theoretical perspectives in their capacity to inform our understanding of the production of normalcy and hetero-normalization involving the appropriation of a hetero-masculine and phallogocentric symbolic order. It highlights that deploying texts and reading practices can easily be recuperated to reinstate a compulsory order of gender/sex/desire, in which the norms governing hegemonic, heteronormative masculinities remain intact according to the terms set by a heterosexual matrix that enforces and sediments a certain sort of gender normalization in which traditional, female characters are imaginatively positioned as behaving just like hegemonic boys (Butler, 1990). This insight into the implications of reading queerly was elaborated by Britzman (1998), who advocated reading practices that attend to ‘structures of intelligibility’ and norms that govern the recognizability and identificatory possibilities for imagining affective conditions of sociality that are not determined by a phallogocentric symbolic order and regime of compulsory heterosexuality:


a more useful way to think about feelings requires attention to what it is that structures the ways in which feelings are imagined and read. This means constituting feelings for another as a curious reading practice, as a problem of ethical conduct, and as a symptom of identificatory engagement. (Britzman, 1998, p. 84)


As I understand it, Britzman highlighted the role of desire and the norms that govern its incitement as integral to understanding queer reading practices, and the possibilities that they afford for a particular critique of heteronormative systems of thought, as already exemplified in the critique of the boys’ princess fantasy play offered above. It is through attention to the significance of reading practices and strategically deploying texts, which are aligned with an understanding of “the identificatory possibilities” for reimagining masculinities and gender relations beyond the workings of a compulsory heteronormative order of sex/gender/desire, that particular political goals can be realized. Such reading trouble raises important pedagogical questions about destabilizing the “heterosexualizing imperative” driving the disavowal of the feminine. In following Britzman (1998), the problem for educators must involve interrogating certain conditions of intelligibility, and the norms that prop up certain “structures of signification”: “in education the problem becomes how one comes to think, along with others, the very structures of signification in avowing and disavowing forms of sociality and their grounds of possibility: to question along with others, one’s form of practice” (p. 85).


It is in this sense that reading practices are conceived as “socially performative” in their capacity to enforce normalization, as Davies (1989) illustrated. However, they can also be instigated with the objective in mind of unsettling the sedimentation of the disavowal of the feminine that governs forms of sociality that strike at the heart of the recognizability of ← 12 | 13 → what is to count as a legitimate expression and embodiment of heterosexual masculinity. As an English teacher teaching in a secondary school and reading Davies (1989), I understood the significance of reading practices as embedded integrally in a political project of opening up critical reflection for boys on a certain form of hegemonic sociality and identification governing the recognizability and legibility of masculinity as a disavowal of the feminine (Kimmel, 1994; Martino, 1995). Davies’ ideas about reading practices and texts making available particular positions for readers from which to make sense of their own and others’ lives led me at the time to think about the very disavowal of certain forms of sociality for boys and men pertaining to the livability of embodying non-normative masculinity. To what extent was it possible to encourage boys to critically scrutinize the conditions and to reflect on the structures of intelligibility underscoring patterns of desire constituted and maintained through a disavowal, prohibition, and expulsion of the feminized other, as “compelled by a regulatory apparatus of heterosexuality” (Butler, 1993, p. 12).


I selected a short story, “The Altar of the Family,” with this sort of question in mind. The story’s narrative tensions revolve around a father’s disapproval of his son’s playing dolls with his younger sister (Wilding, 1982). The motif of boys playing with dolls is central to unraveling and exposing key questions about the regulatory norms governing the enactment, policing, and surveillance of masculinities. As this story illustrates, such norms governing what is to count as proper masculinity are operationalized by the father’s homophobic disapproval of his son’s desire to play with dolls, a signifier of both the latter’s effeminacy and potential homosexuality. One evening at the dinner table, for example, the father indicates that he does not want his son to turn into a “lily-livered poofter.” In order to measure up to his father’s expectations, David (the son) eventually feels constrained to shoot a possum to prove his manhood: “He was still with terror, the horror of shooting it convulsed his stomach, his bowel, he could already hear his sister’s hysteria” (Wilding, 1982, p. 115). The violent act leads him to feel sick, and finally, the text presents the reader with an image of a boy who has been numbed by his experiences—who has been forced to repress his sensitivity and emotionality in order to be accepted by his father. For example, at the end of the story, David is presented as disavowing his fundamental personhood, playing cricket, “like an automaton figure on a mechanical clock, chiming futile time in the flat emptiness of eternity” (p. 116). As Butler (1993) asserted:


Indeed the construction of gender operates through exclusionary means, such that the human is not only produced over and against the inhuman, but through a set of foreclosures, radical erasures, that are strictly speaking, refused the possibility of cultural articulation. (p. 8).


Interestingly, many of the boys (aged 15) in my class sympathized with David and rejected his father’s insensitivity and abusive treatment of his son. One even raised questions about the tenuousness of the father’s own masculinity, which he attributed to his subconscious or latent insecurities as a man: “The father’s talk of manhood not only proves his idiocy, but illustrates his own self-consciousness in which he doesn’t see himself as fully manly.” The readings of the text vacillated, for the most part, between a rejection of the father, who was read as violent and abusive, and support for David, who was constructed favourably as a “gentle, caring sort of person.” In this sense, the text made available certain identificatory positions, ← 13 | 14 → which enabled a scaffolding platform to be established for reflecting on the norms governing certain social expectations regarding the requirement for boys to prove their masculinity. Moreover, it also paved the way for examining gender non-conformity in boys’ lives and its reception as a regulatory means for policing the boundaries of what is to count as an expression of proper masculinity. The text, therefore, points to the foreclosure of certain identificatory possibilities for boys, in terms of the livability of their masculinities due to a regulatory sex-gender system and the apparatus of heterosexuality that sustains it. In this sense, it opened up a deconstructive space for reflecting on the limits of certain identificatory practices and relations for young men and the norms governing the conditions of their thinkability.


This deconstructive potential, however, is not to deny that the text also functioned for some boys in a heteronormative, recuperative capacity to incite homophobic readings of David’s character, as the following responses indicated:


I think David is a bit of a sissy who tries to live up to what his father expects.


I think David is an alright kind of guy.…Although he might be a bit of a poofter like his father said he wants to have a normal family and live a normal life.


In short, challenging and troubling heteronormativity and homophobia in schools through the deployment of texts which include non-normative representations of gender and sexuality do not necessarily guarantee “deconstructive revolts” (Britzman, 1998, p. 82), and may, in fact, contribute further to the production of (hetero)normalcy, as the boys’ responses above illustrate. However, overall the boys’ responses to the “Altar of the Family” text indicated its pedagogical potential in provoking and inciting critical reflection on the functioning of a binary and compulsory system of gender and sexuality (Bornstein, 1994). It is in this sense that deeper understandings about gender non-conformity and the policing of masculinities can be fostered, with the view to challenging dominant readings of gender variance as symptomatic of a disorder or some sort of pathology (Martino, 2000, 2012).


Further Reflections on Gender-nonconformity and Transgressing Masculinity


This critical project of interrogating gender normalization is particularly important, given the anxiety that gender non-conformity incites, and the sort of clinical and parental surveillance which ensues in order to correct it. For example, in Toronto (and elsewhere), we know that many more boys are referred to the GID (Gender Identity Disorder) clinic at the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health (CAMH). In fact, for every one girl referred there are approximately six boys (Zucker, Bradley, & Sanikani, 1997). Langer and Martin (2004) argued that this higher referral rate is related to fear and anxieties surrounding the expression of non-normative, effeminate masculinities, with all of its potential for signifying homosexuality: “Far less attention has been given to gender atypical behaviour among females. There are no prospective studies examining the association between gender-atyp ← 14 | 15 → ical behaviour in girls and later sexual orientation” (p. 16). Bartlett, Vasey, and Bukowski (2000), in fact, claimed that the basis for clinical referral for children with GID “is more often parents’ or teachers’ concern regarding the child’s intense involvement in overt cross-gender play or the parents’ desire to prevent homosexuality in their child” (p. 760). Thus, as already pointed out, there is a direct link between embodied gender non-conformity, the policing of masculinities, and “the apparatus of heterosexuality,” which curtails the proliferation of identificatory possibilities for boys, in terms of their gender expression. As Butler (1993) cogently pointed out, “the boundaries of the body are the lived experience of differentiation, where that differentiation is never neutral to the question of gender difference or the heterosexual matrix” (p. 65).


Such anxieties about gender non-conformity, as they are manifested through the regulatory surveillance of boys’ bodies and their masculinities, are captured by Davies (1989), who provided an account of a deaf boy, Michael, aged 4, reported on in a research project by Rebecca Kantor from Ohio State University. He finds some nail polish in his teachers’ belongings in the classroom and, together with a group of his peers, proceeds to paint his nails bright red. The next day, however, he returns to school with a note from his father requesting that he not be permitted to play with nail polish. Michael himself asserted that “he was a good boy” and that “boys don’t wear polish.” His father’s disapproval of such a gender transgression is internalized as a moral imperative to correct a perceived deviance or transgression in terms of what is to count as a thinkable and livable expression of masculinity. Kantor continued to pursue a conversation about the legitimacy of such a transgression, namely, that while boys customarily do not wear nail polish, it is OK for them to do so, expressing that some boys even like to wear nail polish for fun. In response to such a comment, and clearly agitated, Michael asserted vehemently, “No, no no, I am a boy, a boy, a boy.” However, when Kantor persisted, and in response, indicated that it is okay for boys to wear nail polish, Michael proceeded to pull down his pants, point to his genitals, and exclaim, “Here, look, I am a Boy!” (as quoted in Davies, 1989, p. 237).


This account highlights how the body is seized as a necessary biological and ontological referent for bearing truth about a claim to being a boy, which has been brought into question through a bodily transgression that has been subjected to the moral scrutiny and regulatory gaze of the father. As Butler (2004) pointed out, the ontological grounding of truth claims raises fundamental questions about the regimes of thought and the intelligibility granted through the operation of norms governing the thinkability of the kinds of bodies that are considered to be real and true bodies and which are inextricably tied to certain knowledge-power relations:


Having or bearing “truth” and “reality” is an enormously powerful prerogative within the social world, one way in which power dissimulates as ontology. According to Foucault, one of the first tasks of critique is to discern the relation between “mechanisms of coercion and elements of knowledge.” Here we are confronted with the limits of what is knowable, limits that exercise a certain force but are not grounded in any necessity, limits one integrates only at a risk to one’s secure and available ontology. (p. 215)


In the case of Michael, we see how the moral injunction to expel what has been established as a transgression, which is enacted through the regulatory surveillance of his father, ← 15 | 16 → results in a coercion that leads to a necessity to mobilize a self-knowledge about the ontological legitimacy of the body as an indisputable referent for the truth about being a boy. In other words, Michael resorts to the claiming of the biological body as a fixed referent and ontological necessity to secure the bearing of an unquestionable truth about being a boy. It is at this particular nexus of knowledge-power relations (Foucault, 1977), and how they work to constitute classificatory systems and systematic ways of ordering the world, with their own conditions of intelligibility and acceptability, that a focus on gender normalization and sedimentation in giving an account of oneself as a gendered subject, and in accounting for gender non-conformity, take on a particular analytic salience.


As Butler (2004) pointed out:


What this means for gender, then, is that it is important not only to understand how the terms of gender are constituted, naturalized, and established as presuppositional but to trace the moments where the binary system of gender is disputed and challenged, where the coherence of the categories are put into question, and where the very social life of gender turns out to be malleable and transformable. (p. 216)


This important critical project is central to giving an account of oneself (Butler, 2001) as a gendered subject, as Kate Bornstein’s (1994) testimony to being a ‘gender outlaw,’ for example, illustrates:


Gender identity is assumed by many to be “natural”; that is someone can feel “like a man,” or “like a woman.” “I’ve no idea what a woman feels like…I’ve no idea what “a man” feels like. I never did feel like a girl or a woman; rather it was my unshakable conviction that I was not a boy or a man. It was the absence of a feeling, rather than its presence, that convinced me to change my gender…to which gender (class) do I want to belong? Being and belonging are closely related concepts when it comes to gender. I felt I was a woman (being) and more importantly I felt I belong with other women (belonging). In this culture, the only two sanctioned gender clubs are “men” and “women.” If you don’t belong to one or the other, you’re told in no uncertain terms to sign up fast. (p. 24)


In giving this account of herself, as a transgendered subject, Bornstein is concerned with exposing the normative basis of a binary gender classificatory system that works to reject or foreclose any notion of gender fluidity. In talking about the notion of belonging in relation to gender she drew attention to and problematized the norms underpinning the recognizability and the terms of desire for deciding what is to count as a basis for gaining membership to a particular “gender club.” How are such norms mediated, and “under what conditions do some individuals acquire a face, a legible and visible face, and others do not?” (Butler, 2001, p. 23). This is a question which I will return to in the following section, but there are clearly sets of norms that govern both relations to the self and to others and how these relations are understood, particularly in terms of what constitutes recognizability regarding the securing of a viable, gendered personhood and, therefore, “the proliferation of one’s own identificatory possibilities” (Britzman, 1998, p. 85).


Slesaransky-Poe and Garcia (2009), for example, highlighted important questions of knowability encapsulated by a refusal to properly recognize gender non-conforming children. For example, they wrote about the familiar experience of gender non-conforming boys being misrecognized or remaining unintelligible to those receiving them. For example, a son of one of the authors is a “puzzlement to people who cannot reconcile the combina ← 16 | 17 → tion of his short hair and pink shoes,” which confounds their intelligibility and need to be able to properly read his gender. In fact, such signifiers lead them to read him as a girl, and when they discover that he is actually a boy, they end up apologizing profusely. Such forms of address related to getting one’s gender right, and their conditions of intelligibility, raise important questions about the “norms that condition the possibility of recognition” (Butler, 2001, p. 25). As Slesaransky-Poe and Garcia explained, we cannot tolerate the unknowability of children, in terms of properly recognizing their gender and getting it right. Such destabilization of norms is a good thing, in that it serves to disrupt normalizing judgements that result in a certain degree of foreclosure, in terms of interrupting the desire for “complete coherence,” with the requirement to properly identify the gender of another as being governed by a need to “mirror one’s own constitution” and positionality within a binary gender system (Butler, 2001, p. 27). It is the ensuing unpredictability—in terms of being able to properly identify the boy’s gender, as recounted above by Slesaransky-Poe and Garcia (2009), on the basis of his interests, dress, and behaviour—that incites a degree of discomfort in those who attempt to address him as a gendered subject:


If Nico were to act like a ‘boy’, then we could predict his behaviour and interests, and have corresponding reactions that we do not have to think about. We know how to be with him, we know what to do—it is automatic and anxiety free. If he is as the literature calls ‘a girly boy’ or a ‘Tomgirl’ (Ehrensaft 2007), we are without the script. Further, the script does not just tell us how to see him and how to act towards him, it also tells us who we are and what we are perceived as. Thus to acknowledge him is also to acknowledge the ‘other’ gender in ourselves, to call into being that of ourselves which has been repressed by our own upbringing. (Slesaransky-Poe & Garcia, 2009, p. 205)


This scenario speaks to Butler’s (2001) call for suspending “the demand for self-identity,” at the heart of which is a fundamental tendency to derive a sense of coherence from a desire to recognize ourselves in another. Breaking such a relational coherence has the capacity to result in “a disorientation from oneself,” as indicated above, with the potential for decentering the requirement to establish a coherent self-identification with another (p. 28).


Davidson’s (2009) research on the gender-bending masculinities of three adolescent males of color, however, provided insight into the materialization of a genuine desire to interrupt hegemonic norms, and to embrace gender non-conformity and an alternative system of valuing the nurturing of non-hegemonic identificatory relations and modes of sociality. They were presented as “borderland dwellers” who were “intimately engaged” (p. 616) with challenging the regulatory norms at the heart of the “workings of heterosexual hegemony in the formation of what qualifies as a viable body” and, hence, legitimated expression of masculinity (Butler, 1993, p. 16). The boys in Davidson’s study operated in ‘quiet’ ways to expand identificatory possibilities for relationality, which enable them to validate and strengthen their feminine masculinities. In consciously seeking to embrace a more feminine expression of masculinity, they “trouble the grounds of intelligibility” (Britzman, 1998, p. 89), and refuse the very structures of embodied signification that govern the terms of recognizability for what is to count as a proper expression of masculinity and its materialization as a form of sociality.


JJ, an openly gay Mexican American; Jackson, of African American/Native American/Irish/German descent who identifies as bisexual; and Bryce, who termed himself “a jock ← 17 | 18 → actor and a feminine straight boy,” all provided accounts of the punishment they have had to endure as a result of not being perceived as traditionally masculine. This policing of masculinity through abjection and repudiation of the feminine is illuminated by theorists, such as Butler (1993), and also by transgender activists, such as Bornstein (1994), who refer to gender as “a class.” Bornstein, for example, rejected such a rigid system of binary classification, which exhorts its members to demonstrate their gender viability as a basis for justifying their recognizability and intelligibility, according to quite specific norms for embodying what is to count as a legitimate expression of masculinity or femininity. In this sense, each of the boys’ accounts of their experiences highlighted the extent to which they felt trapped and were isolated by such a binary gender system, which resulted in them failing the “daily gender exams” (Davidson, 2009, p. 623).


JJ talked explicitly about embracing a mode of relationality ‘as a kid,’ which contravened norms governing commonly accepted forms of sociality for boys. For example, he mentioned how he would “just turn into this little girl” when someone would come to talk to him about a problem, and indicated how he would “gossip” and be invested in finding ways to help. He termed this mode of relationality, “girlyboy communication,” and embraced such gender-fluid or queer ascriptions. However, he talked about growing up feeling invisible, apart from initially being targeted and harassed by most of the boys for his feminine expression of masculinity. But once the harassment stopped, he claimed to have been rendered invisible, with teachers and even his mother not wanting to recognize his girlyboy expressivity. JJ did mention his mother showing him a photograph of himself in kindergarten wearing a white dress, but she apparently just smiled and indicated that it could not be talked about. So for JJ, the refusal to talk about and, hence, to fully recognize his gender expression was constituted as a fundamental denial and erasure of his personhood (Butler, 2004).


Bryce also talked about his actions and temperament being more “girly,” and mentioned how his ‘feminine persona’ led to his being labelled and identified as gay, despite the fact that he is straight. However, he did not consider such mislabelling to be an insult, but a hindrance which limited both recognizability and intelligibility of both his sexuality and gendered personhood: “I have a kind of flamboyant, somewhat feminine soft personality to start with, so it’s much easier for people to go with stereotypes than to bother with the truth…you know actually bothering to get to know me” (Davidson, 2009, p. 622).


What is interesting is that all three boys saw their spirituality and sexuality as embedded in their gender expressions, which led them to feel the need to embrace alternative modes of relationality and sociality in seeking to create “newly defined spaces” for realizing the livability of their gendered embodiment as integral to their personalized spiritual formation. JJ, for example, talked about the significance of his “hybrid spirituality,” which he connected to both his re-articulation of Catholic faith traditions, along with the blending of his race and cultural background with his disruptive masculinity: “My hybrid spirituality is best described by my hybrid physique, heritage and sexuality. Look at me…I’m a perfect mix of black and white. I have a big manly voice and big, pretty, feminine eyes” (Davidson, 2009, p. 624). Bryce also mentioned the significance of Christianity, which has taught him to be “caring, understanding and nurturing,” and indicated that if Jesus were alive today, he ← 18 | 19 → would be considered gay and “a feminine man” who “had no trouble expressing intimacies in public.” He referred to Christ’s “sensitivity, loving-kindness and caring,” and tied such relationality to an expression and understanding of his own masculinity: “I feel very connected because of that. I’m not afraid of being me, masculine and flamboyant” (Davidson, 2009, p. 624).


All three boys in Davidson’s study connected their validation of feminine masculinity and its expression to a desire to embrace alternative modes of relationality and sociality which resist the recuperative effects and the lure of hegemonic masculinity. They achieved this quietly through consciously “co-creating spaces for safe expression and experience,” which are understood as “a non-threatening relational zone where masculinities can grow out of shared loss and past emotional solitude” (Davidson, 2009, p. 625). JJ talked about a silent identification and communication with other “girlyboys” at school, who come together to create a counter-hegemonic space of sociality that functions as “a security blanket”:


It’s how you react to them and the way you look at people, the way you talk…you hear it in a few other guys. You know it’s safe to be yourself around them, you feel protective of each other, because you’re all invisible together. It’s protected space…kind of like a habitat for endangered species. The jocks controlled the gym, the playground. The girls controlled the classroom, so unless you take things into your own hands and create your own group, you’re just trapped, waiting to get beat up. (Davidson, 2009, p. 625)


Here JJ highlighted the regulatory space of schools for the policing of gendered bodies, and the vectors of power that come to demarcate a hegemonic form of sociality that establishes a degree of foreclosure in terms of the proliferation of other identificatory possibilities. However, as JJ highlighted, gender-queer or girlyboy expressions and embodiment of masculinity not only function at the level of citationality and resignification as a challenge to the symbolic phallogocentric order, but as “a specific reworking of abjection into political agency” (Butler, 1993, p. 21). It is in this sense that the performativity of girlyboy masculinities needs to be understood as an incitement to counter hegemonic discourse and modes of relationality that produce effects and insights into the conditions governing not only “the resignifiability of gender and race,” but also its thinkability and recognizability as a form of political agency (Butler, 1993, p. 20).


The Question of Gender Justice and the Contribution of Transgender Theorists


Incorporating the perspectives and subjugated knowledges of both gender non-conforming and trans subjects highlights the need to address important questions about gender justice, particularly as they pertain to the recognizability of a “coherent gender as a presupposition of humanness” and, hence, the livability of gender for those who embody gender non-conformity or desire to create a congruent gender identity through sex-reassignment surgery. As Butler (2004) highlighted:


Justice is not only or exclusively a matter of how persons are treated or how societies are constituted. It also concerns consequential decisions about what a person is, and what social norms must be honored ← 19 | 20 → and expressed for “personhood” to become allocated, how we do or do not recognize animate others as persons depending on whether we recognize a certain norm manifested by the body of that other. (p. 58)


Butler (2004) spent much time explicating this question of gender justice through reference to the particular case of David/Brenda, as a basis for drawing attention to the significance of norms governing the desire for a particular gender identity and its recognizability and material embodiment. David was born with XY chromosomes, but due to his penis having been burnt and severed accidentally, while undergoing a medical procedure to correct phimosis (a condition involving the need to remove the foreskin to allow for urination), he underwent surgery to have his testicles removed, and was raised as a girl, Brenda. Some preliminary surgery was also undertaken to prepare for vaginal reconstruction when he was older. Thus, David was renamed Brenda, and was raised and grew up as a girl, under the clinical gaze of John Money at the Gender Identity Institute, as well as various psychiatrists and other medical professionals. An intensification of the medical and clinical gaze occurred when between the ages of 9 and 11, Brenda started to realize that she was not a girl and had no desire to remain as a girl. He eventually decided to take hormones, and underwent surgery to embrace a gender identity that he felt was more consistent with his own feeling and intelligibility as a boy.


In giving an account of himself, Butler treated David’s desire to embrace certain norms and, in short, his failure to live up to certain norms of femininity, as imposed and communicated through a set of expectations that are externally imposed, but which came to serve as the means by which he was able to frame his own intelligibility for making sense of his own gendered personhood. However, in analyzing David’s project of the self as a site of becoming, Butler (2004) was at pains to problematize the norms governing the conditions of his recognizability as grounded in the body as a site for the sedimentation of gender norms in conferring a certain ontological truth or essentialism about the derivation of his gender identity. For example, David refuted that the viability, worth, and coherence of his gendered personhood—i.e., the extent to which he was able to live a productive and recognizable gender—should be based on what he had “between his legs”:


Doctor said “it’s gonna be tough, you’re gonna be picked on, you’re gonna be very alone, you’re not gonna find anybody (unless you have vaginal surgery and live as a female).” And I thought to myself…these people gotta be pretty shallow if that’s the only thing they think I’ve got going for me; that the only reason why people get married and have children and have a productive life is because of what they have between their legs (As quoted by Butler, 2004, p. 71)


Butler (2004) used the case of David, therefore, to explicate that the livability, relationality, and desire to live gender cannot simply be reduced to the internalization of gendered norms or to the anatomical body. Certainly, she showed that in living his desire, David’s “acquiring of the anatomy that he wants in order to live his desire” is complex, and cannot simply be reduced to “the compatibility of his anatomy with the norm” (p. 72).


Furthermore, transgender scholars, such as Susan Stryker (2006), highlight the invaluable contribution of transgender studies in building knowledge and providing frameworks “for analyzing and interpreting the unique situation of embodied human consciousness” (p. ← 20 | 21 → 12). She rejected commonsensical views about the materiality of anatomical sex as a basis for merely representing a desired or recognizable gender identity:


The relationship between bodily sex, gender role, and subjective identity are imagined to be strictly, mechanically mimetic—real thing and its reflections. Gender is simply what we call bodily sex when we see it in the mirror of representation—no questions asked, none needed. Transgender phenomena call into question both the stability of the material referent “sex” and the relationship of that unstable category to the linguistic, social, and psychical categories of “gender.” (p. 9)


In short, the way one relates to one’s body, and the gender norms mediating such relationality, are not necessarily tied to the referent of the material, anatomical body in a stable or fixed manner. For example, as Noble (2004) pointed out, “No one articulation (of masculinity) is original. And thus each is capable of re-articulation and/or re-construction” (p. xi). The pivotal question, therefore, is “how one imagines oneself as masculine” (Nobel, 2012, p. 145). In short, there are different ways of expressing masculinity and of embodying it. In fact, for Cooper (2004) gender was understood as “a series of grammar, modalities, or communities which make (new) legible choices meaningful and possible” (p. 85).


For transsexual and gender scholars, such as Connell (2009), the conditions for gender justice need to be informed by “a strategy of gender democracy,” which “seeks to equalize gender orders, rather than shrink them to nothing” (p. 146). In other words, a desire for a certain alignment and bodily congruence in seeking to present and live as the opposite gender does not necessarily constitute a reinforcement of an oppressive, hierarchical gender system. Rather, it is the particular norms by which gendered subjects seek to make themselves recognizable, and the livability of such embodied norms as a viable expression of gendered personhood and their ontological necessity for transsexuals that need to be understood outside of a position that merely presents gender as irreducible to the anatomical body.


Such “a transgender rhetorics,” Alexander (2005) argued, can be used as a basis for interrogating how students write about gender, and can involve productive, pedagogical engagement that incites both meta-reflection and discussion with students, particularly in the English classroom, about how bodies are narrated and the norms governing their emergence and conditions of possibility. For example, by encouraging students to write about gender and gender relations, Alexander showed how such narratives can be deployed in a deconstructive capacity to interrogate both how the gendered body is inscribed through discourse, and the norms governing a desire for certain sorts of bodies as a basis for securing a recognizable and viable, gendered personhood. However, Alexander (2005) argued that narrative can also be a means by which students can be invited to consider the significance of transsexual perspectives that pay attention to “the lived and embodied complexity of gender” (p. 73), and particularly, to “how gender inscribes itself at the level of the flesh” (p. 70).


Sanders (2010), in discussing the trans artwork of Biden Cole Schueren, a 21-year-old art student at Columbus State University, who was born female-bodied, captured the ontological basis and significance of the body as a site of gender transitioning. One piece of artwork features three photographs of Schueren’s torso—the first on the left with breasts ← 21 | 22 → is positioned alongside a similar body in the middle with the breasts significantly reduced, which in turn is positioned alongside another photograph of a torso in which there is no sign of female breasts. The images appear in a single frame and hence, the photograph creates the illusion of three separate bodies holding hands. Interestingly, Schueren’s transitioning body in the middle is holding the left hand of her female body assigned at birth positioned to his right, and is also holding the right hand of his more congruent male body that is positioned to his left. This photographical pastiche illustrates and reflects “his coming into being,” and epitomizes what Sanders also referred to as “coming into alignment” with a conscious choice. Schueren captures in his artwork how the “experience of people looking at me as a female and then looking at me as a male” has forced him “to understand the world in different ways.” Such artwork, which entails a visual, representational account of transitioning, accompanied by written text, can further serve to highlight the corporeal significance of the extent to which, as Prosser (1998) claimed, “embodiment forms an essential base to subjectivity; but it also reveals that embodiment is as much about feeling one inhabits material flesh as the flesh itself” (p. 7).


Conclusion: Imaginative Possibilities and Identifications


In this chapter, I have brought together both theoretical and empirical literature that deals specifically with the questions of gender, queer, and trans perspectives to reflect on and to tease out their implications for the critical project of masculinities within the field of education. In many respects, the feminist and queer critical work on deconstructing hegemonic masculinities and their heteronormative limits has offered considerable insight in pedagogical possibilities for interrogating the narrativization and deconstruction of masculinity and its potential for reflecting on identificatory possibilities. The pedagogical possibilities of reading practices and deploying texts as sites for troubling the grounds and terms of intelligibility and recognizability for what is to count as a viable expression and embodiment of masculinity were highlighted. Both queer theory elaborated by Britzman (1995, 1998) and the empirical literature dealing with gender non-conformity and “gender-bending” young men are crucial in drawing attention to the need for building an epistemological framework for a grounding of the pedagogical possibilities of deconstructing gender regimes in the lived experiences of those gendered subjects who inhabit the margins or borderland spaces of hegemonic sociality.


Butler’s work, and also that of transgender theorists such as Stryker, were also employed to draw attention to the importance of a more expansive definition and understanding of the conditions and norms governing the terms of what is to count as a viable, gendered personhood for trans subjects. The pedagogical implications of the epistemological and philosophical considerations of such a transgender rhetorics, coupled with a consideration of a transsexual focus on the transitioning body, serve as a final reflection on the imaginative and identificatory possibilities of recognizing oneself as a viable, gendered subject. Such literature has particular implications for thinking about the political project of democratizing masculinities as embodied forms of experience, identificatory possibilities, and relationality that need to be understood as not necessarily tied to propping up a hierarchical system of gender. The livability of gender, and, hence, the conditions of its recognizability and emer ← 22 | 23 → gence, are understood in terms of both corporeal signification and the need to attend to the pleasure derived from and desire for a particular gender embodiment, which is consistent with a more expansive definition of gender justice.
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Chapter 2


Impossible Women


Saints, Sinners, and the Gendered Mythology in a Catholic School


Kevin Burke


I had to go down to the office ’cause she decided to be a bitch and say I was out of uniform. Welcome to daycare, Dr. Burke.


—Donnie1


Girls ruin school. ’Cause here we can just do whatever we want and not worry about it. I wouldn’t go to co-ed school.


—Luke


‘Priests for Life’ is a ministry of life issues [that] works for liberty to express faith without the government remanding it…abortion is like a hurricane because it can spawn tornadoes…everyone under 37 years of age didn’t have the right to live in their first nine months…we live in a culture that says, ‘I’ll do what I please,’ and 97% of abortions are for convenience anyway.


—Fr. Denis


What we say and what we do not say, what is voiced and what is silenced create knowledges for our students with tremendous ramifications.


—Rofes, 2012, p. 113


Introduction


“Religious fundamentalism,” for Madigan (2011), “can be understood as a politics of identity, which aims to maintain a patriarchal political, economic, and societal order threatened by the impact of modernity” (p. 27). Much might be said—and certainly plenty of ink has as yet been spilled—regarding the institutional Catholic Church’s recent, though in no way historically anomalous, attempts to reign in women vowed religious in regards to what are often framed as women’s (reproductive) issues. These recent conflagrations—missives sent from Rome requiring that the Leadership Conference of Women Religious (LCWR, which represents 80 percent of the religious sisters in the United States) become vocal in ← 25 | 26 → its support for teachings of the Church about sexual (im)morality, subjecting them to direct Papal control through two assigned, male, American prelates; the condemnation of two books about sexual ethics highly praised by theologians, but penned by women religious sisters, Margaret Farley of Yale and Elizabeth Johnson of Fordham, which dare question the teachings of the Magisterium; and of course, the latest politicization of the Health and Human Services (HHS) mandate requiring contraceptive coverage and abortion services through a widely publicized lawsuit run through the bishopric—serve to illustrate well that patriarchy “relies heavily on the cultural and/or economic commodification of women, which is given religious legitimacy or justification by the ‘invention’ of tradition” (Madigan, 2011, p. 27).


Indeed. By way of examining the creation of this fundamentalism through the rigors and ministrations of the invention of tradition, this chapter will expand on and reinterpret work taken from a yearlong autoethnography centered on the elucidation of the development of masculinities and spirituality in an all-boys, Catholic, secondary school in the Midwestern United States. Elsewhere, I began an analysis of the means by which women are produced in dichotomous and problematic ways through the theology of (the) school, noting that “the lesson…seems to be that women are just fundamentally different [and inferior] beings” (Burke, 2011, p. 96). This realization, of course, does not occur in a vacuum, nor does it come solely at the confluence of schooling and religion, but rather in the interstices of the larger, homosocial context of the socialization of growing up in certain places and spaces in the American landscape. Mac an Ghaill (1994) noted a “male heterosexual ambivalence towards women” which “should not be read as an aberration, but rather as an intrinsic aspect of hegemonic masculinity” (p. 105). And, in concert with Mac an Ghaill, much of the argument of this chapter is that “schools actively produce…student masculine identities” (1994, p. 44), but just as importantly, these schools and the religio-discursive elements that pervade, indeed construct, them, come to outline very specific and unlivable conditions for women in the imaginary and lived possibilities of male students.


But why does this matter for an audience that might have, at best, a cursory sense of Catholicity and at most incidental contact with religious schools? Indeed, data from the National Catholic Educational Association (NCEA, 2012) illustrated a steady decline in enrollment through the last ten years that has been marked by a rash of school closings and a dispersion of nearly half a million students.2 We might just, one argument could go, merely let these schools die out, and deal with the effects of ideology through reparative work down the line. Perhaps. I would suggest, however, that a more politically vocal Church, in regard to the social issues discussed above, has reengaged something of a culture war. This is valuable as far as it goes, but lost in the shuffle is an increasing influence of religious schooling in the realm of education policy. Based on sheer enrollment data, it is perhaps fair to say that the emergent push for vouchers taken up by state governments in concert with organizations like the Program for K–12 Educational Access at Notre Dame or Stand for Children, has granted religious, and in particular, Catholic schools outsize influence on education policy.


It is vital to point out, too, that “although the pro-voucher argument is framed in terms of parental choice,” on a broader scale the movement is rooted, Robinson and Lugg (2012) ← 26 | 27 → noted, deeply in a “neoliberal attempt to ‘marketize’ the public school system to allow students to go to religious private schools using public funds” (p. 130). Here it is also worth noting that though I will examine a very small subset of Catholic schooling—indeed in the NCEA’s 2012 data, we find that only 380 secondary schools in the United States are Catholic and single-gendered;3 as I will be looking solely at an all-boys school, the number this might be said to “represent” is surely much smaller—the influence of Catholic ideology as taught within this particular parochial system can come to carry exaggerated influence in American society. We might take the current makeup of the Supreme Court as indicative of the potential for the shaping of policy (on education, on health care, on the very contours of our rights as citizens) when we note that there are currently six practicing Catholics on the bench, and two of these (John Roberts and Antonin Scalia) attended single-sex Catholic high schools. This is not to suggest that our legal system is rife with papists, but rather, to note that when considering the potential effects of some small consortium of schooling in the United States system, we might look to ends and influence to justify critical attention.


Or, as Butler (2009) noted, the frames of an education, and thus a life, can come to determine how “specific lives cannot be apprehended as injured or lost if they are not first apprehended as living” (p. 1), noting further that as our senses dictate experience, when they are shaped by interpretive frameworks which will, again, be shaped by schooling and religion often enough, “differentiating the cries we can hear from those we cannot, the sights we can see from those we cannot” (p. 51) will require the difficult work of learning “to see the frame that blinds us to what we see” (p. 100). The work from here is elucidating the outlines of the frame through which boys in a single-gendered, religious school come to apprehend certain kinds of women as living and others as unseeable, their cries muted amidst the rush of ideology, tradition, and the invention of a brotherhood which excludes very specifically the potentiality for the full humanity of women. To get there, we will need to say a bit (never enough, of course) about the de-limiting frames of my own approach.


Methodology


“Critical autoethnography is an autobiographical genre of writing. It is research that displays multiple aspects of individual awareness about the author’s critical embeddedness,” where the “main advantage of [the] method is to let the researcher act sometimes as a researcher and other times as a participant” (Cupane & Taylor, 2007, p. 11). I see this work as a critical autoethnography because my ability (and will, really) to disentangle my own memories as a student in an all-boys, single-gendered classroom in the past from those experiences of the 2009–2010 school year strikes me as always-already suspect.


Austin and Hickey (2008) viewed “autoethnographic interrogation” as ideal for the “critical appraisal of the marginalizing and privileging influences of culture in…classrooms” (p. 138). And while I take issue with a simplistic, dichotomous sense of privilege pushing to the margin, I find the methodology on a whole useful for its honesty regarding the role of researcher as creator, evaluator, and participant. In this sense, then, I was free to make decisions that felt important about data creation. I am not so much concerned, for example, with what may have happened to my memory between the occurrence (in class, or at a foot ← 27 | 28 → ball game) and the writing up of the action, as I understand this manner of research (and really, any research at all) to be a practice in elaborated and/or elaborate fiction.4


Van Maanen helps here, writing that “qualitative researchers” do not “capture lived experience. Such experience…is created in the social text written by the researcher” (as cited in Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 19). Or, say: any time that passes between experience and the written codifying of the memory of that experience is basically moot—in ethnography and here in autoethnography—as the “ethnographic text” becomes “a means, the meditative vehicle for a transcendence of time and place” (Tyler, 1986, p. 129) anyway. And certainly, in those intervening moments, anything I choose to represent in writing will “always be filtered through the lens of language, gender, social class, race and ethnicity” (Usher, 2000, p. 28). But as ethnographers always “use, manipulate, alter, edit, discard, reduce, and recycle voices” (Segall, 2001, p. 584) as a necessary and self-conscious part of the analysis of data, such filtering is problematic, yes, but less so than not acknowledging its occurrence. So it is that I have come to matter to my data just as it becomes matter-as-data.


In essence, the ethnographic text is powerful in how it acknowledges the limitations of its powers to transform and/or transfix readers in its homage to the reality of the necessary transformation of the written subjects for the purposes of evoking a scene, a memory, a school, a snippet of dialog. And here it is vital to ask if we understand that ethnography, this occult document, “produce[s]” only “partial truths, serious fictions, powerful ‘lies,’…which partial truths about our own ethnographic practices does our ‘lying’ reveal? Which do they conceal?” (Segall, 2001, p. 580). Essentially, this is a challenge to and/or for reader and author, for though I know of my purposeful partial truths and powerful lies, I may not know what they come to conceal, even as I seek to flog them to reveal.


Method


In the fall semester of 2009, I attended classes (following the full, daily schedule) as if enrolled as a senior at St. Monica of Cascia High School—located in a working-class borough of a large Midwestern city—three days a week. Work obligations kept me from school at the bracket ends of the week, and so I took a bloc of Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday classes, which provided a kind of mid-week continuity for me and the students who came to wonder at my regular bookending absences. In the spring semester, I spent my time writing up the study in an office provided me (complete with “Mr. Burke” nameplate) in the Counseling department.	


In the fall, I followed four different students, one each month, through their daily class schedules, sitting in a student desk in each of their classes. Throughout the semester, I carried the same (orange) notebook, and took field notes on/about/regarding/in response to the students, the teachers, and the classroom environments. I took field notes, when possible, while in the school. Generally, this occurred in classroom settings, and not in less formal spheres (at lunch, for example). My aim, when not taking field notes actively, was to transcribe experiences in the middle of the school day or outside of the school setting, in an attempt to “capture” moments not previously crystallized on paper.


Further, I was able to join and observe two senior retreats offered by the school, and took over duties as an assistant junior varsity lacrosse coach, which gave me access to unique ← 28 | 29 → spiritual and athletic vistas at St. Monica. In addition, I attended extracurricular sporting and social events affiliated with, though not necessarily located at, the school itself. Playoff football games took me to the outskirts of Chicago on frozen nights; basketball left me in a hot box of a rival gym, clapping through the sweat; I witnessed perhaps the most baffling phenomenon of the semester at a hockey rink in the far southwestern suburbs. I took my partner to the Homecoming dance, as well as the school’s Winter Fundraiser, and she was kind enough to endure Saturday lacrosse and Friday-night football contests. I mention her because she became important in much of the dialogue I had with students, not only as they tried to make sense of their dating lives, but also as they came to struggle with just who I might be, particularly around the question of my straightness, as I queered—in the sense of making strange their prior notions—their idea of what was possible for and/or expected of an adult in the context of a school day. 	


Framing


Fendler (2010) suggested that discourse, for Foucault, “is everything we can access with our minds”; discourses, further, are “continually being re-created by people as they think and talk” (p. 36). Most importantly, however, for our work here: discourse neither controls (determinism) nor is controlled by people. In his Discourse on Language, Foucault (1972) noted that “questions of heresy and unorthodoxy in no way arise out of fanatical exaggeration of doctrinal mechanisms; they are a fundamental part of them” (p. 226). Which is to say that the ways in which the boys come to read representations of women in the schooled-religious context of St. Monica, is not aberrational, but is, rather, a rational and productive response to the filtering of and/or by ideology and the ministrations and manifestations of power. For


What is an educational system, after all, if not a ritualization of the word; if not a qualification of some fixing of roles for speakers; if not the constitutions of a (diffuse) doctrinal group; if not a distribution of an appropriation of discourse, with all its learning and its powers? (Foucault, 1972, p. 227)


Deborah Cameron (2006), in her work, On Language and Sexual Politics, noted that “we [can] take it that no expression has a meaning independent of its linguistic and non-linguistic context” (p. 17), and thus language both creates and is created by a social and historical reality. Further, she suggested that “every act reproduces or subverts a social institution” (p. 18). Trites (2000) similarly concluded that “humans grow to maturity trained in the ways of…institutions,” and that this “training invariably depends on language of some sort” (p. 22). In this sense, language is a part of discourse, which, for Foucault (1990), “transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but also undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart it” (p. 101). This understanding of discourse allows an analysis of the orientations to women through masculinities produced and resisted in a school (in the face of religious ideology) to become more “indefinite,” more potentially contested; in essence, it allows students the possibility to “shake them up, make them fragile,” allowing for “crossovers and osmosis” (Foucault, 1998, p. 167). Further, Foucault (1990) cautioned that we may not find, nor necessarily look for, a rational ordering or progression of discourse: ← 29 | 30 →


We must conceive discourse as a series of discontinuous segments whose tactical function is neither uniform nor stable. To be more precise, we must not imagine a world of discourse divided between accepted discourse and excluded discourse, or between the dominant discourse and the dominated one; but as a multiplicity of discursive elements that can come into play in various strategies. (p. 100)


And so I am asking, in this chapter, just how the notion of working to become a man (in and/or for Christ), as put forth explicitly (indeed, lettered on stone, often) by an all-boys Catholic school, gets played with fitfully, through language, curriculum, and bodies that are ever filtered by and/or through ideology, most especially when read through the lens of an orientation to the great other: women.


Fendler (2010) explained Foucault’s notion of ideology this way: “Ideologies…sort and filter discourses” making “certain kinds of knowledge accessible…and other knowledge inaccessible” (p. 37). And so all schooling, religious or otherwise, in a very real sense is the process of presenting information in an ideologically specific way, to and for students. In the process, silence is created. Silence, too, is of significance in the formation of discourse, for rather than delineating the end of its reaches, quietude becomes a mode of response, of resistance:


Silence itself—the things one declines to say, or is forbidden to name, the discretion that is required between two different speakers—is less the absolute limit of discourse, the other side from which it is separated by a strict boundary, than an element that functions alongside the things said, with them and in relation to them within over-all strategies. (Foucault, 1990, p. 27)


These discourses all, these silences, are neither static nor are they typologies useful for slotting, precisely because they are fragile, temporal (or historically specific), and always in play. Neither are they the only discourses that might get mobilized within a given school at various times. Represented as and/or in the official texts of the place, certain curricular discourses might, though, be considered as perhaps seeking to produce a kind of hegemonic (or preferred) masculinity, as suggested by Connell (1995, 2002). In this sense, then, an all-boys Catholic school will present certain ideologies as always-already: that religion is valuable to the educative experience, and that single-gendered contexts produce certain kinds of men. What is done, then, with that ideology happens in the negotiation of discourses by teachers, administration, and students.


If gender is indeed something one performs and does, it is vital to examine on what stages such performance occurs and for what audiences, and how these contexts stymie or encourage certain versions of self. For schools, it seems, provide unique “terministic screens” through which students come to view, interact with, perform, and resist versions of gender and religious ideology (Burke, 1966). They might be considered the structures, or perhaps institutions is a better term, through which (gender) relations come to be (played with).


Sex and the Church


In other venues I have considered the masculinizing processes of the all-boys schooled environment (Burke, 2011, 2012). In particular, I have focused in on the ways in which discourse, and particularly, the mobilization of fag discourse (Pascoe, 2007), is uniquely situ ← 30 | 31 → ated in an environment that is both self-consciously religious and self-appointedly gender segregated. But of course, the school is not devoid of the presence nor of the influence of women. These boys are taught by women, they are raised by them, and they interact with young women in their social lives beyond the school. More vitally for our analysis here, however, is the way in which these students are trained to interact with the most significant women in the Catholic Church: those lionized in the beatification to sainthood, and particularly the virgin mother of God, Mary.


Church doctrine, particularly under Pope John Paul II, has focused on the “dignity” of women and their coequal stance in the Church, albeit due to their nature, in separate spheres. Here we have a bit of the Orwellian: That is, all people are equal in the Church, only some people are more equal than others, and can be priests and bishops and popes while others can be mothers. Or, for Cahill (1996), “it seems not unreasonable to suppose therefore that fear of women’s social equality with men and a tenacious grip on subordinating practices lie not far below the surface of readings of women’s ‘dignity’ which equate it with maternity” (p. 205). What we will see in the forgoing are the young men of a school coming to make sense of women through a religious institution whose ideologies filter very specific messages about how to relate to women. Mythical and symbolic women, like the sainted Monica for whom the school is named, are to be worshiped; or rather they are to be sought as intermediaries who can intervene with Jesus on behalf of the needs of students. Indeed, the weekly prayer service before school on Monday was conducted at a shrine that included a relic of the fingerbone of the human Monica. We were praying to her as Peacemaker through the very real (or presumably so) presence of her mutilated and preserved body.


Real women, the girls who pepper the boys’ lives beyond the school, are constantly belittled actively and also in the reality of their exclusion from the school itself. More on this, momentarily, but we should harken back to a point taken from Madigan (2011) which insists that in the face of increased fundamentalism in the teachings of Catholicism, “Christology has become androlotry and therefore idolatry” (p. 126). This might seem an odd claim in the midst of an argument pointing up the kind of worship of female saints alluded to, but I would suggest that it precisely follows. For if women can be worshiped for their perfection as mothers and martyrs5 (and what is Mary if not the former par excellence) men are free to take more prominent leadership roles within the body of the Church itself for they can never be mothers themselves and must thus take up their newly naturalized places of power elsewhere, spherically separated. I turn now to an examination of the discursive dis/engagement with ‘real’ women to suggest the implications of this dualistic approach to a hidden curriculum around women in the school.


Squishes and pink jerseys


Somewhere around October, the boys started asking me if I was bringing my “squish” to the Homecoming dance. I had some context for where the word might have come from, and certainly, I knew the person to whom they were alluding, but I wanted to pursue the concept a bit more in-depth, particularly after some of the seniors talked about taking a vacation to their cottage in “squishigan.” ← 31 | 32 →


Burke: So what’s a squish?


Nick: It’s the total package.


Burke: So why that word?


Nick: [Uncomfortable] “Well, you know, it’s like…if you think about the sound…and they, well…[He halfheartedly mimes grabbing breasts]…squish.


Note the importance of Nick’s discomfort here. The boys were not used to explaining themselves; in essence, they existed in a closed system of symbolic meaning where, in particular, an adult would never ask them about meanings. This might be a larger comment on the relative value of education and questioning at the school, but for now, I will choose to focus on the relative dehumanization of sexually available women to the boys: the whole package for a woman is limited to her ability to be squeezed and, well, fucked. She was effectively reduced to body parts and bodily processes, a reality that was extended to young teachers, but not older ones. In this realm, the boys were making ready distinctions between the elder women of the school as potential mothers who were off-limits and essentially desexualized in ways similar to the saints who adorned the chapel and the walls of each classroom. I wondered about this aloud.


Burke: So why do you guys flirt with Ms. Garcia?


Kobe: She flirts with us! [shocked and not a bit indignant]


Burke: Why don’t you flirt with Mrs. Daley?


Kobe: Sick. ’Cause she’s old and she looks like Chicken Little.


Colorful description aside, we might note that the primary difference between the younger Ms. Garcia and her older counterpart is that the former was at the time unmarried; the latter was married with adult children. And while we might speak to high school students’ relative correlation of age and attractiveness of their teachers, a pattern of dis/respect held throughout the classes I observed. Younger women teachers had a much harder time controlling classes than their older counterparts. We might chalk this up to experience, certainly, but it also came from a sexually charged aggressiveness on the part of the boys: they were implicitly rejected in their sexual advances on a daily basis in the form of discipline, and acted out petulantly as a result. This fundamental disrespect came from, I think, a culture embedded in the athletic tradition of the school, but also the religious and structurally male formatting as well.


In the state of Illinois, an athlete who is academically ineligible to play in games can still practice with the team. Individual schools set policies for how this looks, in terms of the actual academic rigors of failure and reinstatement to full participation. At St. Monica, during the football season, any boy academically ineligible was fated to practice in a pink jersey for the duration of his time on probation. Made a symbolic woman—whatever acceptability for straight males that has come with the Komen association with pink and subsequent high-profile athletes playing in the color, this was clearly a punishment at Monica—the shamed boy was a very clear target for retaliation on the field (he had let his teammates down, of course), and he was only able to become a man again when his grades had sufficiently improved, when he was, in essence, smart enough to shed his femaleness. ← 32 | 33 →


Messner (2002) noted that in sports “symbolic women” are easy targets because they so easily can be morphed in the imaginary into “pussies and faggots” (p. 35), and can thus be shamed for their inadequate performance of masculinity. What I would note here, however, is the institutionalization of the shame of femaleness, through the football policy, certainly, but also in the casual utterances throughout the year entreating the boys in classroom environments to “man-up” whenever they were performing in ways deemed problematic. The message is fairly clear: men perform at high levels. Women, the opposite and the physically absent other, cannot handle the physical, the mental, and even the spiritual relationships that are formed at St. Monica. Indeed, they were unwelcome except in very specific forms.


Mythical women


I see a direct line drawn from the othered nature of “real” (sexually available) women and girls seen as impossibly other and largely dehumanized as inferior in the academic and social contexts of the school, to the presentation of women in religious ceremony and dogma. There is not the space here to delineate the Marian cult in Catholic theology, nor is there time to flesh out the long-standing, feminist, theological critiques of these Christian traditions. However, it is worth establishing some context for the sake of placing solid footings under the assertions to follow. DeConick (2011) saw the conversion of Mary, the mother of Jesus, into the mythical Mary, mother of God (conceived without sin herself and later assumed into heaven bodily, according to relatively recent Catholic teachings) as a response to the “neutered Trinity by the Cappadocians in the fourth century” (p. 37). As a result, the “cult of the Virgin Mary blossoms in popularity. It offered one of the only acceptable options for the Mother traditions to continue to survive within a religion that had been stripped of the Mother God” (p. 37). The sub-deification of Mary and the sainted women to follow her, in turn, became a part of Catholic-Christian lore, and served to affix the role of woman to mother and servant. Coloma (2012), writing of the mobilization of the concept of women in the realm of nationalism, noted that “the nation as woman and mother is conceived as loving, nurturing, and giving, on the other hand ‘she’ is also threatened by conquest, abuse, and power by masculinized forms of transgression and imperialism” (p. 236). And so it is with the Church’s appropriation of the mythical women of its pantheon of saints: here are models for women to follow (in obedience), and here are models of women for men to envision, indeed, to whom they ought to direct prayer. They are, too, women in need of protection from temptation and sin. A twisted rhetoric we see manifest in Fr. Denis’s epigrammatic statement at the beginning of this piece, which we will revisit momentarily. For now, however, it should come as no surprise then, when the boys of a school like St. Monica see a stark dichotomy in the lives of the women they interact with daily: there are sainted women who are mothers, untouchable, indeed enshrined in the sacred space of a chapel; and there are the failed, benighted women of everyday life who are not worthy to enter the brotherhood of the school, and by whom, if one fails to man-up, a boy may eventually become contaminated. The boys are, in other words, trained to be comfortable praying to a kind of mother deity. Indeed, they are conditioned to obey the older teachers, their symbolic physical mothers in the school. At the same time, they are primed ← 33 | 34 → to see their age-group peers and younger, nominally sexually available teachers as implicitly impossible, as fallen, unsanctioned interlopers.


Garry Wills (2000) cited a study of the priesthood from the early 1980s that might help explain some of what we see here. Recall that in the Catholic Church we have a homosocial environment much the same as that produced in an all-boys school, and of course the school itself is run under the auspices of the Augustinian order of priests. He noted that prevalent among the priests surveyed by the bishops was a tendency toward “mother dominance, or a prevalence of a dominant unconscious mother image (an idealized view of women)” (p. 193). Again, this ought not be surprising, particularly when applied to the boys of St. Monica who are told in a great many ways (through sports; in offhand comments about masculinity; in religious ceremonies dictated and run by men exclusively) that the women to be valued in the school are mythical and virginal mothers. All other women are so suspect as to be excluded from the place and denigrated actively by the broader structure of the institutional Church in moves like the censure of the LCWR by the Vatican. The boys, becoming men, thus interpret and respond to the messages of the place in rational (and highly problematic) ways before being sent off at graduation into a decidedly gender comingled world.


Conclusion


According to the Pew Research Center’s Forum on Religion and Public Life (2008), the three largest religious denominations in the United States in sheer numbers are Catholics, Baptists, and ex-Catholics. That last category is, in some sense, facetious in its construction, because of the heterogeneous movement of former Catholics into other denominations or away from religion in general. Still, the overwhelming influence of Catholic education (in Catholic schools and Catholic pews) on the American public and its consciousness matters far beyond the hallways of a place like St. Monica. It is precisely this overarching influence that makes presentations, to rooms of boys-becoming-men—like that on abortion from Fr. Denis in the epigram of this work—harrowing. This is not so much about the morals of religion and the debate of when life begins, necessarily, as it is about the fact that in that presentation, an hour in length, women were discussed as human beings with intentionality and presence for exactly two sentences. The rest of the time was focused on the graphic representation of aborted fetuses and the dogmatization of the masculine role as protector of fetal life. Nothing about the role of love or the potential implications for the health of a woman was mentioned through the process, and in that moment in the auditorium of St. Monica, we were witness to the apotheosis of the school’s (and, some would say, the Church’s) approach to women: they are largely unmentionable except when they step beyond the scripted role of patient and unspeaking mother, sainted martyr for the cause of the perpetuation of the numbers of the institution, at which point they must be censured for the indulgence of having a personal will.


What we see in the formulation and perpetuation of single-sex schools is the engendering (pun intended) of the kind of anxiety about children and sex that has long plagued schooling. There has been an ongoing fear, Kimmel (2012) reported, that “constant intimacy between maturing boys and girls fosters an undesirable precocity and introduces unnecessarily perplexing problems” (p. 118). These concerns are rooted in a fear that “coeduca ← 34 | 35 → tion might destroy the dissimilarity between the sexes” (p. 121). And in religious schooling there is the added problem that this comingling might reveal, through juxtaposition of real with symbolic women, the cracks in the gendered mythology of a Church that relies on a fundamentally problematic vision of women as only actualized through obedience, motherhood, and ethereality. Put boys and girls together, and the learned superiority of men might be jeopardized in the classroom (though separate sports by gender ensure competition in this realm retains the sacrosanctity of separation) and perhaps in the chapel. What would we do, in other words, with all these messily human women with their urges and thoughts, their desires and concerns? They are not to be prayed to, and they certainly cannot intercede between the boys and God, so what to do with them? The answer, up to now, has been exclusion and increasingly a very public attempt at reining in women religious and women’s health care by a hierarchy that is homosocial to the extreme. That we understand some of the roots of these political moves in schooling is vital to our way forward in determining how to address overzealous prelates, certainly, but it bespeaks a need to further study the boys in schools such as St. Monica to see how we might interrupt the discursive filters of religious ideology to foster different kinds of conversations about gender, sexuality, and masculinity, particularly in relation to women in and beyond schools.


Notes


1All names of students and that of the school have been changed.


2For the sake of scale, consider that the American public school system, according to census data (2010), sat at right around 48 million students in 2008 (the latest available data). Catholic schools in 2010 enrolled roughly 2 million students. This is not an insignificant number, but we might consider the implications of policy moves by Catholic leaders that disproportionately affect the larger group in the name of the smaller group as increasingly troubling and in some sense immoral.


3The term, single-sex, is generally preferred in the broader world of Catholic religious schooling, though at the building level, institutions tend to stress the presumed gender of the students they serve (noting that they were founded to serve and to shape). The decision to use single-gendered in this space is meant as a nod to the beginnings of the work that is done in the discursive spaces of these schools as students come to be shaped in/as gendered spaces. Sex, when it is talked about, comes in reference to acts rather than states of being, as, of course, one tends to be assumed hetero until proven guilty in the Catholic Church.


4Tyler (1986) quibbled with this term, through a bit of equivocation, in this way:


An ethnography is a fantasy, but it is not, like these, a fiction for the idea of fiction entails a locus of judgment outside the fiction, whereas an ethnography weaves a locus of judgment within itself, and that locus, that evocation of reality, is also a fantasy. It is not a reality fantasy like ‘Dallas,’ nor a fantasy reality like the DSM III; it is a reality fantasy of a fantasy reality. That is to say, it is realism, the evocation of a possible world of reality already known to us in fantasy. (p. 139)


Personally, I am more comfortable with the term, fiction, than fantasy, and so will continue to refer to the work as such, when it feels relevant. I will also, later in this chapter, address the idea of television-ed fantasy and/or reality. In this light, I use Geertz (1973) as a guide, for he saw ethnography and anthropological research as fiction, because they are necessarily shaped by their authors and largely determined by the linguistic context and tradition through which they are created.


5One version of the mythology of the foundress of the school studied here is that she murdered her two sons to keep them from committing the sin of murder themselves. They were to have sought retribution after the killing of their father in the midst of a 15th-century gang war in Italy, but their loving mother wanted them to avoid such sin, and, the ultimate sacrifice for a mother, decided she had to intervene and take away the temptation by killing them. Gruesome, surely, but illustrative of the model of self-sacrifice that is emblematic of women elevated to idol status in the Church. ← 35 | 36 →
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Chapter 3


Schooling the Gendered Politics of Masculine Scripts in Black Popular Culture


Darius D. Prier


African American males have always been viewed as “problems” in urban schools through the prism of racial, gendered, and sexual optics of the White, racist imagination. The cultural dimensions across and between race, gender, and sexuality have been indispensable to the existential predicament for Black folk in U.S. society. For example, after the integration of public schools, the assault on the Black male image was cultivated through distorted narratives around White fear of Black miscegenation with their daughters who would be in close contact with African American males (hooks, 2004; Kharem, 2006; Prier, 2012). During the institution of slavery, the preoccupation of the Black male with asserting and protecting his manhood can be traced back to the public spectacle of lynching—punishment practices where one’s genitalia were often removed if one was deemed a physical threat to authority—a symbolic and material gesture of emasculation. Subsequently,


It is no coincidence that at that very point in history where Black men were being set on fire and castrated for recreation, Black culture created the myth of Stag-o-Lee, the violent, invulnerable Black bad man who was immune to danger and endowed with superheroic sexual abilities. (Cobb, 2008, p. 185)


In the contemporary moment of Black popular culture, stylization of the Black male body politic asserts resistance to a hostile, racist culture; evokes fear of disciplinary authorities; enacts a machismo identity ready for violent confrontation; and entails sexual prowess toward the female body at the expense of the objectification of women (West, 1999, p. 518). In this regard, youths’ celebration of hyper-testosterone heteronormativity within Black popular culture is an unhealthy expression of rage and resistance that instigates symbolic forms of lynching in White media at the epicenter of Black sexual politics (Jackson, 2006). Urban youths’ consumption of these performative identities represents compensatory, coping, defense strategies in an institutionally racist, White, patriarchal culture. It is within the ← 38 | 39 → cultural politics of these conditions where representational practices of hegemonic masculinity within the matrix of Black sexual politics have been successfully consumed and commodified within market niches in much of gangsta rap in hip-hop culture. In this sense, the “money over bitches,” “thug life” ethic, as Chuck D stated, is Black masculinity sold in a bottle to vulnerable urban youth who desperately want to “be that dude” in a neoliberal culture where corporate ideologies take shape in school systems (Prier, 2012). This is where market ideologies usurp the invisibility urban youth feel in school systems where they feel neglected (Prier, 2012).


There is limited research on the intersectionality between race and gender, and how masculinity influences youths’ experience of schooling (Davis, 2005, p. 131). According to James Davis, youth create spaces of masculinity in schools that simultaneously love and hate them at the same time. They are celebrated and critiqued for the creative expressions in hip-hop and athletics; yet, they are disproportionately punished, and lag behind in academic achievement compared to other student populations (Davis, 2005, p. 133). Davis suggested that when African American male youth are seen as sexy and sexually threatening, it creates contradictory cultural contexts that make for unique and problematic experiences in the formation of masculinities for African American male youth in schools (Davis, 2005, p. 133). Complicating these matters, pursuing an education in some circles of African American male communities is, implicitly or explicitly, shunned as a feminine activity (Davis, 2005; hooks, 2004). Some scholars suggest that the lack of an African American male presence in urban classrooms, and the disproportionate female presence, along with a curriculum absent of the gendered experiences of African American males add to these conundrums (Kunjufu, 1995). Subsequently, “The spaces they create in response offer a sanctuary for the development of a set of relational and performance patterns that are unique to this group” (Davis, 2005, p. 133).


Urban schools narrowly address the gendered experiences of African American males. At the same time, schools also tend to deny the significance of how Black popular culture fills in the void to appropriately or inappropriately address matters related to the performance and representation of Black masculinities. Subsequently, schools can be the site of cultural politics where Black popular culture can be critiqued and analyzed for its destructive contradictions for impressionable, urban, male youth who are students and fans of the culture. Conversely, Black popular culture can be harnessed by schools to organize a new progressive vision of gendered experiences of African American males for their own empowerment. Subsequently, schooling masculinities in Black popular culture means walking a tightrope between redefining what it means to be Black and male, along the cultural dimensions of race, gender, and Black sexual politics. However, framing the cultural politics of how Black masculinity is represented is neither confined to dialectical opposition to White male norms, nor framed purely in relation to LGBT discourses (Chandler, 2011).


To be clear, each of these projects is necessary, crucial, and significant in disrupting White male heteronormativity. However, this chapter also gives attention to the unique, distinctive, cultural contexts that explain how and why the performativity of Black masculinity in relation to sexual politics is open and contested within and between the dominant culture and the cultural location of the African American community (Chandler, 2011). ← 39 | 40 → The production of discourses within Black popular culture, which are commodified and coproduced by White dominant culture, often has been complicit in the making of Black masculinities that do not serve the best interests of urban youth. Schools become the stage by which the performativity of Black masculinity—as represented in the media—is embodied and enacted between administration officials, teachers, and students themselves.


In this chapter, I theorize the intersectional and historical context of Black masculinities. Following the lead of Patricia Hill Collins (2004), new racisms within the gendered context of Black masculinity must be framed across, between, and within the cultural dimensions of race, class, gender, and sexual politics. There are distinctions and convergences in the formation of Black masculinities across and between these cultural dimensions that disrupt essentialist characterizations. A historical context of this intersectional framework underscores how Black masculinities have been shaped over time, and how these contexts have mutated and resurfaced in Black popular culture. Second, I use critical media literacy to analyze the active production of Black masculine scripts in urban movies, music, and film. There is an active production of scripts, embedded within Whiteness ideology that “writes” hegemonic representations of Black masculinities in popular culture. Finally, popular representations of hegemonic, Black masculinities in media ultimately impact the everyday culture of urban youth in schools. Students’ gendered performativity in schools, along lines of race and Black sexual politics, is at times heavily dependent upon their consumption of market-driven, masculine scripts in the mass culture of the media that offer distorted versions of manhood. Subsequently, educational leaders need to create new progressive spaces for a new, healthy sense of “maleness,” where urban youth are not dependent upon the denigration or subjugation of women or same-gender-loving communities. This approach is perhaps a beginning way forward, toward new cultural terrains for social justice in schools.


Theorizing the Intersectional and Historical Context of Black Masculinities


Patricia Hill Collins offered a critical social theory that frames and analyzes the intersectionality across, between, and in relation to race, gender, and sexuality. Collins argued that there is a unique set of experiences that cannot privilege one cultural dimension to forsake another, particularly in the African American community. She stated that the liberation, freedom, and empowerment of women cannot come at the expense of African American men, and the empowerment of African American males cannot come at the expense of African American women. In addition, the specificity of race in relation to the gendered experiences of the African American community must be understood as an important political project within broader struggles of social justice for marginalized communities. Collins suggested that it is important to analyze a unique set of experiences where race has been gendered and sexualized, and the political and social consequences of injustice between the groups and the larger, dominant culture as the most accurate point of critical inquiry. The cultural dimensions of race, gender, and sexual politics act as mutual, interlocking par ← 40 | 41 → ticipants or actors in the coconstruction of historical manifestations in the formation and performativity of Black masculinities in U.S. popular, cultural contexts.


The racial and gendered tensions and politics over guilt and innocence of the O. J. Simpson trial; the Don Imus public debacle of blaming African American male rappers in hip-hop culture for his own racism and sexism toward African American females (Prier, 2012); the public spectacles of the Mike Tyson and Tupac Shakur rape cases in the 1990s; the victimization and imprisonment of high-school honor student and star athlete Marcus Dixon for his sexual relationship with his White girlfriend; the beast-brute-like image of a grimacing Lebron James holding White female Annie Leibovitz in a King Konglike posture on the cover of Vanity Fair; hip-hop artist Frank Ocean’s coming out to reveal his sexual identity to the high-testosterone culture of hip-hop; the sexism and misogyny in market-driven forms of gangsta rap; and the fear of the first Black president of the United States, are some examples of how race, gender, and sexual politics are interwoven in intersectional contexts. In each of these discursive events, the gendered experiences of Black masculinity were politicized across, between, and within race and Black sexual politics. In each of these examples, the African American male fulfilled or rejected the commodification and consumption of his objectification and exploitation in a White, patriarchal society.


Historically, the earliest racialized, gendered, and sexual scripts in the production of Black masculinities suggest that the Black man was not viewed much higher than an animal, possessing brute strength, yet lacking in intellectual ability (Marable, 1994). In addition, African American males, whose supposed, lusty sexual potency made them potential sexual predators toward the raping of the slave master’s White women, were viewed as a threat to the slave system (Marable, 1994). While Black women’s bodies were actually the victims of rape from the slave master, the slave master’s actions licensed a false paranoia for the Black male engaging in the same sexual transgressions toward his White woman. Subsequently, any hint at resistance to authority or sexual threat toward the master’s wife was chastised via disciplining Black male bodies through lynching, castration, or imprisonment. These punishment tactics served as emasculation practices to render him docile. Therefore, Black male bodies were economized differently than Black female bodies. The Black male was subjected to power struggles between authority and miscegenation, versus the slave master’s self-imposed sexual exploits to calm the “licentious” nature of Black females (hooks, 1992; Jackson, 2006; Marable, 1994).


White ideological production of hegemonic, Black masculine scripts during the institution of slavery carried over into the minstrel period of popular culture, during the 1800s and 1900s post-emancipation period (Jackson, 2006). Jackson’s (2006) interpretations of scripts, rather than readings, are intentional “writings” on the canvas of the Black male body, informed by Whiteness ideology as the fuel for negative projection and stereotyping. Consequently, the act of minstrelsy—where Whites put on a dark, pasty mask of “Black face”—marked the first period of “Black cinema.” Whites were the first actors to stage performative scripts that defined African American males, with identifiers such as the irresponsible citizen, the social delinquent, the sexual superman, the criminal, the mental inferior, the superior athlete, the natural-born musician, and the perfect entertainer (Jackson, 2006, p. 24). Minstrelsy is the historical context by which mythic ideas about Black masculini ← 41 | 42 → ties were produced and performed by White playwrights and actors for the consumption and pleasure of a White buying public. These scripts were myths, because Whites did not have close contact or social interaction with Blacks to know their attitudes, behaviors, and worldviews about their everyday lives (Jackson, 2006). In addition, Blacks could not be involved as actors or performers. When Blacks could finally take the stage, they took on these roles, and performed scripts already produced for them to earn wages for the economic survival of their families (Jackson, 2006). Subsequently, the production and commodification of hegemonic, Black masculine scripts with raced, gendered, and sexual overtones, were subject to the exploitation of White, capitalist consumerism.


bell hooks insisted that it is when integration took shape in the sixties that Black males developed a discourse that reappropriated hegemonic Black masculinity. As an act of resistance, while White males controlled the reins of power in every other sphere of society, Black males would rule Black sexuality (hooks, 2004, p. 75). The supersexual hero script dominated the discourse of what they could sexually do to and with women. At a time of integration and sexual liberation in the sixties, instead of challenging and rejecting hegemonic masculinity, formed in White, supremacist, patriarchal culture, they made it their own (hooks, 2004). For example, Eldridge Cleaver’s popular text, Soul on Ice, reverses the master-slave relationship, pursuing Black women as a sexual testing ground for the eventual raping of White women as a “political act” of retribution (hooks, 2004; Neal, 2005). In addition, films such as Shaft, Superfly, and The Mack are classic examples, during the blaxploitation era of hypermasculine performativity, scripted to the desires of Black males in search of patriarchal heroes who wielded some authority over their lives. These films celebrated African American males’ sexual domination of women as their calling card to some modicum of power (hooks, 2004). However, in the process, the commodification of their hypersexual creation became feminized and tamed, because the performativity they embodied was bereft of real, transformative agency (hooks, 2004). Sexual domination is where their power was exerted in a society that had cut off other spaces of power (hooks, 2004).


The maintenance and reproduction of these performative scripts, established during the minstrelsy period on into the blaxploitation/Black Power eras of the 1960s and 1970s, are now carried out in contemporary Black popular culture of the hip-hop generation. Unfortunately, urban youth have become coproducers and consumers of these scripts, to their detriment and resulting in their own exploitation. The next section suggests the legacy of the supersexual hero—intellectually incapacitated—and violent masculine scripts are resurrected in many reality shows, urban films, and music. The media seem to pigeonhole Black masculinities, where intelligence confers docility and impotence versus the hegemonic, sexual, or violent script, fulfilled by some rappers, athletes, or entertainers in the market-driven context of contemporary Black popular culture.


A Cultural Critique of Masculine Scripts in Black Popular Culture


C. P. Gause (2008) suggested that the development of Black masculinities does not emerge in a vacuum, and that such masculinity in relation to race and gender is influenced and shaped by school culture. He stated that the “assault of popular culture on school culture and family culture is increasingly affecting how Black males mediate their gendered iden ← 42 | 43 → tities” (Gause, 2008, p. 9). For example, networks such as VH1 and BET, both owned by Viacom, in addition to mainstream, urban genre films, have cashed in millions of dollars producing hegemonic masculine scripts to “put a mirror on pop culture and influence pop culture”; to supposedly reflect the way the world is (Villarreal & Braxton, 2012). According to the 2011 Nielson report, African American communities represent the largest rate of TV viewership (Villarreal & Braxton, 2012). Consequently, they have been the targets for commodification and consumption of market-driven masculine scripts in Black popular culture. These gendered scripts, regarding African American males, often reflect some of the following themes: supersexual hero; intellectually incapacitated; or dangerous, deviant, psychotic, and uncontrollable (Brown, 2011; hooks, 2004; Jackson, 2006). In this section, I highlight specific hip-hop–based reality shows, market-driven forms of rap music, popular sitcoms, and urban films as key genres and vehicles for the perpetuation and institutionalization of these hegemonic masculine scripts in Black popular culture.


Today, many reality shows and much of market-driven rap music celebrate the Black male as supersexual hero. Television shows such as The Flavor of Love (featuring rap artist, Flavor Flav of Public Enemy); For the Love of Ray J (R&B singer); Ochocinco: The Ultimate Catch (Chad Johnson, NFL football player); VH1’s The T. O. Show (Terrell Owens, NFL football player); and Love and Hip-Hop (e.g., music producer, Stevie J) celebrate, commodify, and exploit the celebrity of African American singers, athletes, and rap artists. Interestingly, their professional roles as athletes and entertainers have been reassigned to the script of pimps or supersexual heroes. Ray J and Chad Johnson were bachelors on their own shows, dating multiple women vulnerable enough to be objectified and sexually exploited for the pleasure of one man. While Terrell Owens’s television series was not a dating show, he still fulfilled the role of the pimp and/or player. He, too, dated numerous women on the show, never finding the “right fit,” as if they were shoes. In Love and Hip-Hop, Stevie J also fulfills the role of pimp and/or player. He cheats on the mother of his children, his partner of nearly fifteen years, with a former stripper/aspiring artist who is basically prostituting her body to Stevie J in exchange for a singing career. Similarly, mainstream hip-hop artists such as Rick Ross, Tyga, and 2 Chainz celebrate market-driven, supersexual hero scripts through music tracks such as “Bag of Money,” “Rack City Chick,” and “Birthday Song.” In these texts, money and women are synonymous with currency, and African American males are constructed as sexual heroes in the objectification and sexual exploitation of women. Youths’ consumption of these market-driven, sexual scripts suppresses their ability to see themselves as critical students in education systems that have abandoned them (Davis, 2005; hooks, 2004).


Black males are also scripted in mass media as intellectually incapacitated. Rather than celebrate Black male intelligence as strength in progressive masculinity, the Black male constructed as rapper, actor, ball player, or violent thug takes precedent (hooks, 2004). Subsequently, the intelligence of the Black male in media is either tamed, docile, or effeminized.


bell hooks (2004) insisted that when alternative versions of Black masculinity have been offered in the media, the identities of Black males are often represented as nerds. For example, Steve Urkel in Family Matters or the Carlton character on the Fresh Prince of Bel Air immediately come to mind (hooks, 2004). In the Fresh Prince of Bel Air, the more popular ← 43 | 44 → character, played by Will Smith, “macked all the ladies,” cut class and skipped school; was the star athlete; knew the latest trends in hip-hop music and fashion; and could be interpreted as the buffoon in certain moments. However, Carlton was smart; bought into the system of Ameritocracy; almost never had a date; was viewed as uncool; listened to Tom Jones and perfected a nerdy dance; found losing his virginity a difficult task; and wore argyle sweaters. Subsequently, the “Black,” sexy, cool, machismo character of Will, who lacked intellectual prowess, was made more popular than the nerdy, sexually impotent character of Carlton, whose Blackness and manhood was constantly called into question.


Similarly, in the film, Finding Forrester, the character of Jamal is celebrated for his basketball exploits in both the urban and suburban schools he attended. He overcompensates, using his coolness and athleticism to avoid being perceived as a square or sissy for his intelligence in the urban school. For example, Jamal has a daily routine of playing basketball with his peers in the streets; underperforms in school with C’s; silences anyone who knows about his high standardized-test scores; and performs writing as a private activity in his locker or with his White mentor in a remote, apartment location. However, Jamal’s brilliance as a writer exceeds expectations in the suburban school, which is “unbelievable” to White male normativity. When he confronts accusations of plagiarism before school authorities, his voice is muted. In racially profiling Jamal as not educated enough to be excellent in a White school environment, and too smart for the Black community, he was symbolically emasculated and lynched on both fronts (Jackson, 2006).


In We Real Cool: Black Men and Masculinity (2004), hooks argued that historically, schools were not spaces and places where Black males were given affirmation that they could think critically for themselves. She stated that they were socialized and taught not to ask questions. If Black males ask a lot of questions, they are deemed as troublemakers. Those who have been successful in school have been more docile and obedient in acquiescing to the system. In addition, if reading in some households is encouraged more with girls at an early age, some Black males may view reading as an effeminate activity, and may perceive the social risk of being seen as a “sissy” (hooks, 2004).


Certainly as long as black people buy into the notion of patriarchal manhood, which says that real men are all body and no mind, black boys who are cerebral, who want to read, and who love books will risk being ridiculed as not manly. (hooks, 2004, p. 40)


Historically, it was more dangerous for the African American male to speak his mind; to critique or challenge the system, while using education as a means to transform the very system in which he had been educated (hooks, 2004). This is the situation of double consciousness, to reference W. E. B. Du Bois, in which Jamal found himself. Alternatively, films and/or shows such as The Principal, The Substitute, Lean on Me, 187, Dangerous Minds, and the Wire serve as exaggerated versions of violent, masculine scripts where schools must punish the outspoken, unruly aggression of “gangster” youth through the use of machetes, machine guns, baseball bats, and expulsion as the only disciplinary options (Prier, 2012). These efforts served to repress uncontrollable Black masculinities when the rage of double consciousness goes unchecked. Subsequently, emasculated African American males are ← 44 | 45 → projected in media as either extremely docile and effeminate; or violent, aggressive, and outspoken, which is defined as more masculine.


Contested Scripts for Rethinking Black Masculinities


Familiar scripts of hegemonic masculinity are not a given. They have been constructed with ideological meanings that resurrect old racial logics into contemporary media scripts of popular culture. However, Ronald Jackson (2006) argued that scripts are written with intentionality, with particular ideologies, values, and perspectives of the institution or individual writing the script. Subsequently, Jackson argued that masculine scripts are not fixed, and can be rewritten toward more emancipatory and transformative ends. This opens the door for masculine scripts in popular culture to be contested and rearranged toward more diverse masculinities in Black popular culture. Anthony Brown (2011) argued that social science and educational literature reinscribes cultural deficit theories about Black males in schools and society. African American males are either categorized as absent from the household and footloose, hypersexual, powerless and impotent, culturally adaptive and soulful, or in crisis (Brown, 2011). Brown was clear on the empirical evidence, which suggests that the African American has been encumbered by a series of challenges. However, he argued that populational reasoning, fixed identity constructions of African American males, has closed off new ways in which we might conceptualize how we understand, and how the African American male understands, the varied, contextual experiences not limited by previous discourses of pathology (Brown, 2011).


For example, Lupe Fiasco came out with a new song entitled, “Bitch Bad” (2012), to contest hegemonic masculinities in Black popular culture. Fiasco brilliantly contests the open-ended meanings of the term, bitch, in relation to the evolution of how youth and young adults might interpret and consume the term differently as empowering or sexist. Imagery in the video shows girls viewing stereotypical images of a “thug” sexualizing his “bitch” in a music video. However, the video also shows a young boy with his mother who is listening to a song on the radio, championing the term, bitch, as a form of empowerment. Hidden behind the backdrop of these conversations in the video are images of the minstrel show, once performed during the 1800s and 1900s. Importantly, the “thug” and “bitch” closely resemble the minstrel roles of the buck and jezebel. The African American actors who are fulfilling new minstrel scripts are wearing black, pasty masks, which they remove from their faces in tears toward the end of the video. Implicitly, Fiasco seems to suggest the staged identities of the hard-core gangsta and his “bitch,” both performing different minstrel roles at the service of and while being exploited by a predominantly White-owned music industry. This narrative challenges uncritical defenders of hip-hop who simply suggest that “there are some bitches and hoes” out there (Rose, 2008).


The Boondocks, an animated cartoon series by Aaron McGruder, also contests hegemonic Black masculinities in popular culture. He uses satire and irony to make points about larger social and political issues in Black America. In the episode entitled, “The Story of Gangstalicious: Part 2,” from the television series, “The Boondocks,” McGruder, Barnes, Kim, & Hathcock (2008) construct an inverse relationship that confronts, contests, and rearranges ← 45 | 46 → how Black masculinity is represented in hip-hop. Impressionable adolescent, Riley, is fascinated with a fictitious iconic artist, Gangstalicious, who recently came out with a song and popular video entitled, “Homies over Hoes.” At the same time, Gangstalicious is sexist and misogynistic; he privileges the ideology of “homies” over “hoes” that, ironically, mirrors the social ethics of homosexual communities. In addition, the launch of Gangstalicious’s deceptively effeminate clothing line features shirts that look like halter tops; shorts that look like miniskirts; long tees that look like dresses; pearls; and a pink bulletproof vest to define the new “gangsta” fashion style for urban males. As the episode comes to a climax, urban youth are unknowingly adopting the styles, aesthetics, and ideologies of an iconic rap artist they idolize who, unbeknownst to them, is in the closet about his sexuality. McGruder et al.’s (2008) critique suggests that while hip-hop is often awash in sexism, misogyny, and homophobia, many actors in the culture wittingly or unwittingly participate in performances of gender and Blackness that contrast with its hypermasculine, hypersexual image of manhood. In addition, for all the hard-core male posturing, the thought of gay communities in hip-hop is either masked or pushed to the underground of the culture.


The movie, Antwone Fisher (2002), also represents a powerful, counternarrative to hegemonic masculinity in Black popular culture. Antwone was born in Ohio State Correctional Facility for Women; abandoned by his parents and sent to live in an orphanage; raised in a physically and sexually abusive foster home; witnessed the death of his friend who tried to rob a store cashier; and eventually lived in a homeless shelter prior to entering the Navy as a seaman officer. Abandonment, sexual abuse, and violence become the pedagogical conditions by which Antwone fights for a new, progressive sense of Black manhood. He locates the mother who abandoned him, in order to confront and release the anger and violence that has haunted him for years. When tempted by his peers to “score” with multiple women, he rejects this, cultivating a monogamous relationship with his girlfriend, Cheryl. Finally, the film underscores that the abuse Antwone has endured from the Tate foster home represents a cycle of generational abuse practices many Black families adopted from the legacy of slave masters to discipline their children. Subsequently, a historical and cultural context to the formation of hegemonic masculinities in the African American community is situated in the film. Rather than celebrate the role and script of the violent, supersexual hero, Antwone is represented as a “new Black man” who disrupts his own anger and aggression, who embraces his emotions in healthy ways that enable him to be vulnerable; to confront pain in an effort to heal.


Finally, the election of Barack Obama in 2008 symbolically changed the landscape of how Black masculinities could be perceived in the social imagination of the American public. The idea, image, and symbol of Barack Obama as the “leader of the free world” momentarily interrupted the commonplace narrative of Black males as dumb, deficient, psychotic, violent, sexist, and misogynistic. Obama also interrupted the idea that the talents and skills of African American males were only in the arena of athletics and entertainment—figurative tropes that have become normalized in discourses on Black masculinities. In the media, his intelligence, calm demeanor, and being a doting father to his daughters could be viewed as counternarratives upon which a new version of masculinity could be celebrated. In the documentary, Barack vs. Curtis: Manhood, Power, and Respect (Hurt, 2008), radio host and ← 46 | 47 → playwright, Esther Armah, stated that Obama challenged the notion that intelligence in middle-class Black males equaled impotence; while gangsta culture in hip-hop equaled virility. Yes, the projected identity of Obama is a performative script. In addition, the hawkish nature in some of Obama’s foreign policies must also be critiqued as acquiescing to hegemonic masculinity. However, the symbolic text of Obama is no less powerful a stage upon which new, working ideas and conversations of how new, diverse Black masculinities might take shape and play out. I now turn toward the political implications of education as a script for redefining how masculinities in relation to Black sexual politics can inform new, critical citizenship for African American males in schools.


Education as a Script for Rethinking Black Masculinities in Urban Schools


The bombardment of appropriated, popular cultural portrayals in mass media suggests an important moral, ethical, and political role for education in coconstructing pedagogies with African American male youth in order to rethink, challenge, and redefine how masculinities have been produced, represented, and practiced in their everyday lives. Such pedagogy would call into question ideologies that silence, suppress, and objectify women; would question the notion of manhood in relation to how many women become a Black male’s sexual conquests; would protect the dignity and humanity of same-gender–loving communities; and would forge a new, progressive sense of maleness in heterosexual communities (Prier, 2012). This requires centering the study of Black popular culture, in order to raise awareness of distorted narratives of hegemonic masculinities, and of how these narratives oppress and marginalize those who become subjugated under their gaze, thereby recreating a new, progressive sense of what it means to be Black and male, outside of hegemonic norms. Schools are a crucial site via which this project might take shape.


Teachers also need to unpack image-making practices in media that cast African American males as persons to be feared; as sexually threatening. Critical media literacy provides one avenue through which educators might develop their own awareness for critiquing and transforming image-making practices in media that reproduce gendered racisms in complex ways. “This method involves a pedagogical understanding of the interrelatedness between signification, race, and power in media” (King, 2007, as quoted in Prier, 2012, p. 88). According to C. Richard King, critical media literacy as antiracist pedagogy seeks to do the following:


interpret and read the racialization of racial identity; connect methods of critical media literacy in relation to the political consequences of white supremacy in the social system; recognize how comparisons in norms of performativity, pleasure, desire, corporeality, and privilege are racialized differently and enacted between different groups in a white media world; and question the conditions upon which knowledge, values, and identities are produced and appropriated within the hierarchy of a racialized world. (King, 2007, p. 203, as quoted in Prier, 2012, p. 88)
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