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T
h

e Ideology of "Fag" 

The School Experience of G
ay Students 

G
eorge W

. S
m

ith 
(com

pleted for publication by D
orothy E. S

m
ith) 

G
ay and lesbian youth attend schools throughout the nation .... 

T
hese 

stu
d

en
ts-fro

m
 every 

ethnic and 
racial 

background, in 
urban, suburban, and rural sch

o
o

ls-h
av

e sat passively through 
years of public school education w

here their identities as gay and 
lesbian people have been ignored and denied. T

hey have done this 
because o

f their ow
n fears and isolation, and because o

f the failure 
o

f gay m
en and lesbians to effectively take up their cause. 

-E
. R

afes, w
O

pening U
p the C

lassrooin C
loset" 

T
H
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O

L
O
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Y

 O
F

 "FA
G

" is key to the organization o
f th

e heterosexist/hom
o

phobic dim
ensions o

f the school regim
e. It is a practice in language. M

ikhail 
B

akhtin's w
ork is used to devise w

ays o
f "seeing" social organization in th

e 
speech and graffiti in w

hich the ideology o
f "fag" is realized in schools. H

is 
conception o

f the dialogic explicates the relationship 'betw
een researcher an

d
 

inform
ants, 

as 
w

ell 
as 

th
e 

dialogues 
internal 

to 
inform

ants' 
narratives. 

E
xcerpts from

 their stories create w
indow

s into th
e local practices o

f th
e ide

ology o
f fag as they experienced it and m

ade available th
e social organization 

o
f their everyday school lives. A

nalysis focuses o
n

 how
 speech, w

hether as ver
bal abuse or hom

ophobic graffiti, concerts antigay activities, articulating to
 th

e 
w

ider organization o
f gender and th

e school as ,a regim
e. 

95 

Kathy
Typewritten Text
From Weis, L. & Fine, M. (2005). Beyond Silenced Voices.Albany, NY: SUNY Press.
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Inform
ants' stories describe how

 fag as a stigm
atized object is constituted 

in "gossip." A
spects o

f youths' appearance are interpreted w
ith reference to fag 

as an underlying pattern. E
veryday practices of "fag-baiting," such as poking 

fun, teasing, nam
e calling, scraw

ling graffiti on lockers, insulting and harass
ing som

eone, produce th
e fag as a social object. T

h
e language intends a course 

of action isolating the gay student and inciting to physical violence. V
erbal 

abuse both is and initiates attack. A
s a form

 o
f public speech, graffiti consti

tutes a depersonalized form
 o

f threat and harassm
ent. W

h
eth

er a gay student 
is identified as fag or not, he acquires a gay identity/consciousness through the 
practices o

f the ideology o
f fag. 

W
h

at this chapter describes is a norm
al part o

f school organization. T
h

e 
social relations o

f heterosexuality and patriarchy dom
inate its public space. 

B
eing gay is 

never spoken o
f positively (in these inform

ants' experience). 
T

eachers are reported as being generally com
plicit by their silence if n

o
t 

actively participating in th
e ideology. A

ttacks o
n

 and ostracism
 o

f gay stu


dents are taken for granted. T
h

e heterosexism
 o

f the regim
e m

akes fag the 
stigm

atized other, and reflexively, "fag" as stigm
atized other feeds into the 

regim
e's heterosexism

. T
hus, the gay students' stories show

 the school's com


plicity in
 th

e everyday cruelties o
f th

e enforcem
ent o

f heterosexist/hom
o

phobic hegem
ony. 

T
his study investigates and reports on the treatm

ent gay youth receive in 
school and on the effect this has on their education and ultim

ately on their 
lives. It is part o

f a collaborative project, funcfe'd by the O
ntario M

inistry o
f 

E
ducation, researching the everyday school experiences o

f gay and lesbian 
teenagers. M

y
 colleague, D

idi K
hayatt (1994, 1995), researched the school 

experience of lesbians, and I investigated the situation o
f gay m

ales. T
his 

chapter is a report on w
hat I learned from

 the gay youth I talked to. M
y

 inter
est in this topic com

es out o
f m

y ow
n educational history as a gay youth w

ho 
w

ent through high school and then o
n

 to a career in elem
entary and secondary 

school teaching before going o
n

 into graduate studies. It has also been influ
enced by m

y involvem
ent, during the 1970s and 1980s, in the C

anadian G
ay 

L
iberation M

ovem
ent. 
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I interview
ed gay young m

en about their school experiences. I talked to indi
viduals w

ho w
ere either still in school or w

ho had left school ju
st recently. I 

w
anted m

y inform
ation to be current and sufficiently detailed in

 order to . 
describe how

 they w
ere actually treated in

 contem
porary schools. T

h
e infor

m
ants w

hose stories are the data for this study w
ere treated n

o
t as objects o

f 
study but as individuals know

ledgeable about how
 schools w

ork, at least as far 
as students are concerned (D

evault, 1990). 
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T
h

e research approach is that o
f institutional ethnography, w

hich rests on 
the ontological presupposition that an actual w

orld exists that people actively 
bring into being and that can be studied and described. T

h
e part o

f this w
orld 

I w
as interested in w

as the current educational reg
im

e-a particular system
 o

f 
education based on a specific set of social norm

s. T
h

e interview
s opened var

ious w
indow

s on different aspects o
f the organization of this regim

e. E
ach 

inform
ant provides a partial view

; the w
ork o

f institutional ethnography is to 
put together an integrated view

 based on these otherw
ise truncated accounts 

o
f schools. T

h
e aim

 is to describe the heterosexistlhom
ophobic social relations 

o
f the current educational regim

e in schools. 
T

h
e interview

s w
ere designed reflexively to create a dialogue betw

een tw
o 

gay indiV
iduals, m

yself and m
y inform

ant, about the school experiences of gay 
students. T

h
e dialogic character o

f the interview
s w

as essential to this reflex
ivity. I located m

yself as som
eone w

ho, after a thirty-year hiatus, w
as catching 

up o
n

 how
 schools treated gay students. C

ritical to establishing a dialogue 
w

as, first, that m
y inform

ant w
as assured that he w

as n
o

t the object of stu
d

y


schools w
ere-an

d
 second, that he felt in

 this situation that he w
as som

eone 
w

ho knew
 m

ore about his school than I did. I w
as there to learn from

 him
. 

T
hese and sim

ilar procedures organized taking up scltools from
 the stand

point o
f gay students. 

In
 locating 

inform
ants, 

I 
started 

w
ith a 

com
m

unity organization 
in 

T
oronto, L

esbian and G
ay Y

outh T
oronto (L

G
Y

T
), as a source o

f inform
ants. 

T
h

e group m
et each T

uesday evening at a com
m

unity center in the heart o
f 

T
oronto's gay com

m
unity. A

t the beginning o
f each m

eeting there w
as an 

opportunity for m
e to advertise for inform

ants. T
his I did on three or four 

occasions. T
h

e contacts I m
ade som

etim
es referred other students to the study. 

I also recruited inform
ants from

 
m

y contacts in the gay com
m

unity. D
idi 

K
hayatt, m

y research colleague, also referred gay students to m
e from

 her con
tacts w

ith her lesbian interview
ees. L

ast, I recruited som
e "street youths" from

 
a T

oronto com
m

unity service agency, the S
treet O

utreach Services (S
O

S
). 

V
ery few

 o
f m

y inform
ants w

ere still attending secondary school at the 
tim

e they w
ere interview

ed. S
om

e w
ere university undergraduates w

ho had 
recently 

graduated 
from

 
high 

school. T
hey w

ere 
bright, 

articulate, 
self

selected individuals w
ho had often given considerable thought to their high 

school experience. S
om

e o
f them

 arrived for their interview
 prepared to give 

w
itness to their school experiences. F

or exam
ple, one brought in

 his high 
school notebook w

ith the pages m
arked w

here he had recorded, as part o
f a 

very system
atic practice o

f note-taking, the hom
ophobic rem

arks m
ade by one 

o
f his teachers. It becam

e clear, how
ever, that m

ost o
f these students had been 

"in the closet" during high school. T
hey had finished high school and gone o

n
 

to a university. N
onetheless they could describe the harassm

ent of gay stu
dents w

ho w
ere "out" at school and w

ho eventually for the m
ost part "dropped 

out" before com
pleting high school. 
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T
h

is latter group bore the violence 
o

f high school hom
ophobia. It 

b
ecam

e clear to m
e that th

e sch
ool experiences o

f stu
d

en
ts w

h
o w

ere "out" 
w

ou
ld

 be different from
 th

ose w
h

o w
ere "in th

e closet." I w
an

ted
 to capture 

this difference as part o
f m

y w
ork. T

o do so, I arranged to interview
 "street 

kids" w
ho w

ere S
O

S
 clients. U

nlike the L
G

Y
T

 interview
ees, th

e agency 
staff selected these young m

en. W
h

om
 I interview

ed depended on w
ho 

turned up th
at day, provided they w

ere w
illing to be interview

ed. A
ll of the 

young people I talked to from
 this agency h

ad
 "dropped out" of school, and 

one reportedly had attem
pted suicide. 

A
ll b

u
t one o

f these individuals 
"dropped out" because they w

ere discrim
inated against for b

ein
g gay. Inter

estingly en
ou

gh
, like their college counterparts, m

ost of th
ese you

n
g m

en
 

had b
een

 enrolled in
 an academ

ic program
. T

h
ey w

ere bright, engaged, and 
engaging. 

T
h

e gay and bisexual students interview
ed w

ere clear, at this p
oin

t in
 

their lives, about their sexual orientation. S
om

e realized from
 an early age that 

they w
ere "different," w

h
ile others had only recently determ

ined their orien
tation for sure. O

n
e student said categorically that h

e had alw
ays k

n
ow

n
 h

e 
w

as gay. A
nother said he had "funny feelings around age nine" and "that by 

age tw
elve [he] knew

 w
ithout a shadow

 o
f a doubt" that he w

as gay. W
h

at 
struck m

e about these you
n

g m
en

 w
as th

e positive attitude they had about 
being gay, although this w

as probably tied to the fact that they w
ere largely 

self-selected and all w
ere "out" at th

e tim
e of interview

. It w
as equally clear, 

how
ever, that they had this attitude in

 spite 6f their schooling. H
ere is an 

exam
ple, a story told

 by on
e of th

e inform
ants. 

IN
T

E
R

V
IE

W
E

E
: So w

hen I w
as reading m

y speech [in class], the principal 
happened to w

alk in
 just as I adm

itted th
at I w

as, in
 fact, gay. A

s far as I 
can rem

em
ber his ch

in
 h

it the floor, h
e w

as so flabbergasted ... and called 
m

e to th
e office afterw

ards. 

R
E

sE
A

R
C

H
E

R
: H

e called you to the office. A
nd w

hat happened there? 

IN
T

E
R

V
IE

W
E

E
: B

asically he w
arned m

e that if I didn't keep m
y sexual 

preference under w
raps that I'd be suspended. A

nd I said, "W
ell it's m

y 
business, and if I w

ant to share it w
ith

 people it's up to m
e; nobody can 

tell m
e n

ot to tell other people w
h

o I am
 ... 'cause I'm

 n
ot afraid o

f it, so 
w

hy should I be?" T
hat's basically w

hat m
y attitude w

as back then and 
still is. I w

as suspended for b
ein

g rude and insubordinate. 

W
h

at w
as typical o

f these young m
en

, in
 th

e end, w
as their straightfor

w
ard attitude tow

ard their sexuality. W
h

at em
erged over and over again w

as a 
strong b

elief that they w
ere n

ot th
e horrible p

eop
le others m

ade th
em

 ou
t to 

be sim
ply because they w

ere gay. M
y

 inform
ants, w

hether high school stu
dents, university students, or "street kids," view

ed their sexual orientation as a 
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norm
al, natural part of them

selves. T
his self-know

ledge and clarity of identity 
stood

 in
 stark contrast to th

e popular conception m
ost teachers, adm

inistra
tors, and fellow

 students held o
f hom

osexuals and hom
osexuality. 
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T
h

e fag as stigm
atized object is constituted in

 "gossip." G
ossip projects the fag 

as object o
f th

e ideology's activities; a fag is pivotal to their actualization even 
if on

e has to be invented. 

R
E

SE
A

R
C

H
E

R
: H

o
w

 often w
ould they occur? W

h
o

 w
as beaten up? P

eople 
they just thought w

ere fags? 

IN
T

E
R

V
IE

W
E

E
: Y

eah. I w
ould say the last point is really the m

ost im
por

tant. It's quite often that they w~re only people perceived to be fags. I 
d

o
n

t think that half the tim
e, they ever really w

ere. O
r, half the tim

e w
hat 

people ... if people really knew
 w

hat a fag w
as, to be that intent o

n
 deter

m
in

in
g w

hether that person's sexual orientation w
as on

e w
ay or th

e other. 
W

h
at it w

ould entail w
as, depending on the circum

stances, I m
ean, I ... 

there w
as a few

 tim
es w

here fights w
ould. break ou

t in th
e cafeteria I 

recall, b
u

t m
ore often it w

ould happen after school. S
om

ebody w
ould be 

sort of system
atically Singled out, and a group o

f people w
ould harass that 

person, and if a fight ensued, th
en

 usually it w
asn't in

 the individual's 
favor. T

h
ere w

ould usually be a num
ber o

f people involved, even if it w
as 

on
ly on

e person w
h

o w
as actually physically beating on

 that person. 

W
ith

in
 the ideology o

f fag, characteristics m
ade visible by the organiza

tion
 o

f gender are seen as d
ocu

m
en

tin
g th

e "underlying pattern" of fag. H
ere 

th
e docum

entary m
ethod o

f interpretation enforces the difference, required by 
heterosexual hegem

ony, betw
een w

h
at is properly m

ale or fem
ale. C

haracter
istics that blur this boundary (e.g. effem

inacy, being "bookish" or unathletic) 
docum

ent the underlying pattern o
f fag. T

his is n
o

t just a m
ental activity, as 

th
e docum

entary m
eth

od
 o

f interpretation seem
s to im

ply. R
ather, it form

s a 
social course o

f action contextualized by the relations o
f gender. Identifying a 

fag, and thereby engaging the ideology, is an activity usually organized w
ithin 

a group o
f m

ale heterosexual students. 

IN
T

E
R

V
IE

W
E

E
: I m

ean, it w
as assum

ed that you w
ere heterosexual, and I 

think that m
ore than anything w

as m
y biggest problem

. S
o m

aybe it's 
m

ore productive to talk about heterosexism
 than hom

ophobia, because it 
w

as just assum
ed that you w

ere, and if you w
en

t to a sch
ool dance and you 
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knew
 m

ore than one or tw
o steps th

en
 you w

ere a fag. If you m
ade any 

conscious 
attem

pt 
to 

look w
ell 

dressed 
or 

w
ere 

perceived 
to 

dress 
"funny" -y

o
u

 know
, in q

u
o

tatio
n

s-y
o

u
 w

ere a fag. 

T
h

e above interview
 excerpt pO

ints to
 the social character o

f being labeled 
""fag." F

in
d

in
g

 the fag is socially, indeed dialogically, organized in speech, pri
m

arily through gossip, and, as w
e see below

. som
etim

es textually in
 th

e form
 

o
f graffiti. T

h
e interpersonal organization o

f gossip as th
e activities o

f speak
ers and listeners, w

riters and readers, m
akes this a piece o

f social organization 
there to be described. 

R
ESEA

R
C

H
ER

: W
h

at about this kind o
f gossip o

r th
at kind o

f thing, w
hat 

form
 did th

at take? 

IN
T

E
R

V
IE

W
E

E
: P

rim
arily it w

ould b
e co

m
m

en
ts overheard in

 th
e halls as 

people w
ere at their lockers and som

eone w
ould w

alk by and either an 
explicit com

m
ent w

ould be yelled at them
, such as "fag," "queer," o

r "cock
sucker," som

etim
es, and either th

at or you'd hear little w
hispers H

ke, 
"S

he's a dyke," or "I hear she lives w
ith another w

om
an," o

r w
hatever, o

r 
"A

void her in
 the show

ers," w
hatever, som

ething like that, so it w
as to m

y 
m

ind very, very petty backbiting sort o
f ... 

I w
ant to exam

ine m
ore carefully tw

o infprm
ants' accounts o

f activities in
 

w
hich the fag as stigm

atized object operates as a coordinative device. T
h

e first 
is a report o

f graffiti scraw
led near a m

en's toilet; th
e second reports an E

n
g


lish teacher's routine com

m
ents to

 students hanging o
u

t near the m
en's toilet 

at an alternative high school. T
h

e sim
ilarities o

f these acco
u

n
ts-th

e sam
e 

rhetoric is in
 b

o
th

-p
ain

ts again to th
e generalized character o

f th
e ideology 

o
f fag. 

R
ESEA

R
C

H
ER

: W
as there any sort o

f graffiti on the w
alls or any jokes o

r 
anything like that? C

an
 you tell m

e anything about that? 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: O
kay, in

 this one w
ashroom

 in
 th

e school, it w
as like 

dow
nstairs, there w

as 
like graffiti w

ritten on th
e w

alls and, "A
nyone 

found going in this w
ashroom

, w
e w

ill know
 is ... " 

R
ESEA

R
C

H
ER

: Is queer? 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: "A
nyone caught going in

 this w
ashroom

, w
e know

 is a 
faggot." 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: E
ven th

e E
nglish teacher ... [w

ho] w
as really th

e m
ost 

open-m
inded. the 

m
ost nonconform

ist, in
 th

e sense th
at he dressed 

alw
ays in w

hatever he w
anted to. N

o
 other school w

ould see a teacher 
dressed like that. T

h
e thing is he w

ent to th
e students' ... th

e lounge for 

T
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E
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th
e alternative school w

as right ... outside th
e lounge there w

ere tw
o 

d
o

o
rs-o

n
e for th

e w
om

en's w
ashroom

. one for the m
en's w

ash
ro

o
m


and therefore a lot o

f students w
ould just ... instead o

f going into the 
lounge to talk to other students, they'd just stand outside, as they w

ere 
passing each other by, and they'd ju

st talk. S
o th

e m
en

 w
ould be standing 

beside the m
en's w

ashroom
, and th

e E
nglish teacher w

ould w
alk by and 

often say, "O
h

 you know
 w

hat they say about guys w
ho hang o

u
t by th

e 
w

ashroom
." S

o they have things like th
at constantly. 

B
o

th
 o

f these accounts show
 how

 producing fag is organized in lan
guage am

ong w
riters and readers, speakers and hearers, active in

 particular 
social settings. In

 th
e first excerpt above, th

e social character o
f th

e activity 
is textually m

ediated in
 th

e w
riting an

d
 reading o

f graffiti. T
h

e exchange 
th

at produces a fag connects th
e w

riter an
d

 readers o
f th

e text. R
eading th

e 
graffiti "activates" th

e text, coordinating a social course o
f a

c
tio

n
-a

 form
 

o
f consciousness: E

ven if nobody w
as seen using this toilet, everyone is 

alerted to
 be o

n
 th

e look o
u

t for a possible fag. E
very reader has learned 

from
 th

e text one w
ay o

f identifying a fag. E
very reader has been given a 

basic lesson in h
o

m
o

p
h

o
b

ia in
 learning how

 to produce a fag as a stigm
a

tized object. T
h

u
s, th

e social organization generated by th
e text shapes th

e 
consciousness o

f students, setting up this course o
f action as 

potential, 
w

aiting to
 be actualized, w

aiting for th
e opportunity to

 produce a "fag" o
n

 
som

e appropriate occasion. 
In

 the second excerpt, producing th
e "fag" is locally organized in

 th
e talk 

betw
een teacher and students. In

 this instance, th
e teacher's rem

arks engage 
th

e process and coordinate it as a course o
f action. M

o
st probably the teacher 

is using this "joking" form
 o

f queer baiting as a m
ethod o

f co
n

tro
l-th

at is, to 
stop the students from

 congregating in th
e hanw

ay. H
is rem

arks deploy th
e 

sam
e rhetorical device as th

e graffiti. In
 this case, th

e dialogic 9rganization is 
striking. S

tudents are hooked as listeners, into a discourse already being car
ried on by o

th
ers-"O

h
, you know

 w
hat they say .... " T

h
e teacher's rem

arks 
teach the docum

entary m
ethod o

f interpretation th
at produces th

e fag as a 
stigm

atized object. 
Inform

ants reported a range o
f antigay abuse and violence. T

hese activi
ties, as w

ith finding th
e fag, w

ere organized through utterances, w
hether as 

talk or text. Inform
ants could n

o
t describe w

hat had gone on in their schools 
w

ithout rem
em

bering o
r reconstructing com

m
ents, snatches o

f conversations, 
or graffiti scraw

led on students' lockers, toilet cubicles, or school w
alls. T

h
e 

utterances they recalled included their ow
n internal conversations. M

y
 infor

m
ants w

ere caught u
p

 in the organization o
f these ideological practices and 

how
 they w

ere located by th
em

 as gay m
en. T

h
ro

u
g

h
 them

, they cam
e to iden

tify them
selves as gay, if they had n

o
t already done so, and to experience being 

gay in
 school as isolation. 
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T
h

e peculiar form
 o

f social organ
ization

 I have called th
e "

id
eology o

f fag" is 
assem

bled reflexively: T
h

e language u
sed

 in
ten

d
s a course o

f action, and th
e 

resu
ltin

g course o
f action

 actualizes w
h

at is laten
t in

 th
e rhetoric o

f fag, for 
exam

ple. by isolatin
g th

e gay stu
d

en
t or subjecting h

im
 to physical violence. 

C
arrying Q

ut su
ch

 a course o
f action

 accom
p

lish
es w

h
at sp

eech
 has already 

in
ten

d
ed

. T
h

e pivotal role o
f language in

 th
is process displays th

e reflexivity 
o

f th
e course o

f action. V
erbal abuse id

en
tifies th

e stigm
atized

 object, thereby 
m

arking h
im

 for attack, but is itself part o
f th

e attack. T
h

e organ
ization

 o
f th

e 
activity is b

oth
 in

 and coord
in

ated
 by talk. 

In
 th

e follow
in

g accounts, in
form

an
ts m

ak
e u

se o
f th

eir k
n

ow
led

ge o
f 

n
ow

 antigay sp
eech

 w
orks and h

ow
 th

e social organ
ization

 o
f h

om
op

h
ob

ic 
courses o

f action
 u

n
fold

 in
 sch

ool settin
gs, starting w

ith
 talk and en

d
in

g in
 

physical violen
ce. E

ach
 o

f th
e follow

in
g exam

ples gives a different account, 
but all reflect th

e sam
e social organ

ization
. It is th

e ubiquity o
f th

is form
 o

f 
organ

ization
 th

at locates th
e gen

eralized
 form

 o
f th

e id
eology o

f fag. T
h

is 
property d

oes n
ot rely on

 th
e procedures for arguing from

 a sam
p

le to a p
op


u

lation
 (in a sense, I am

 n
ot con

cern
ed

 w
ith

 individuals here) but on
 th

e actual 
recursive organ

ization
 o

f con
stitu

en
t practices. T

h
e gen

eralized
 id

eology o
f 

fag is part o
f th

e real w
orld, there to be described. 

, 
R

E
S

E
A

R
C

H
E

R
: C

an
 you

 give m
e som

e exam
ples o

f h
ow

 you
 d

eterm
in

ed
 

th
at it [hom

osexuality] w
as "fiercely taboo," as you

 p
u

t it? 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: I think ju
st the language, and w

h
at you w

ould overhear 
in the hallw

ays, ju
st being very negative. O

kay, if a few
 people did talk 

about people being gay, then th
at w

ould be im
m

ediately follow
ed by n

o
t 

associatin
g w

ith
 th

is person, ostracizin
g th

is person, often
 actually fol

low
in

g th
rou

gh
 and d

oin
g that, harassing th

e p
erson

 on
 a regular basis, 

to their face. 

T
h

e practical w
ork

 o
f id

en
tifyin

g gay stu
d

en
ts and attack

in
g th

em
 is a 

course o
f action

 w
ith

 a d
istin

ctive social organ
ization

. I have described h
ow

 
the ideology of fag is put in place through the use of language. Its effect is to 
isolate th

e individuals id
en

tified
 in

 a variety o
f w

ays. T
h

is process I call "enter
ing" the ideology o

f fag. O
n

e student, at the tim
e in the closet and so w

ith no 
problem

s at sch
ool arising from

 h
is sexual orien

tation
, described h

ow
 an "out" 

gay friend w
as treated to w

h
at h

e calls "ignorant com
m

ents." H
e reported th

at 
his friend "didn't have th

at m
any friends. P

eople just kept aw
ay from

 him
." 

T
h

e use o
f w

h
at on

e in
form

an
t called "negative" language IS follow

ed
 by n

ot 
associatin

g w
ith

 h
im

 or by ou
trigh

t ostracism
. 
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IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: So w
h

at w
ould happen if people flaunted it [i.e., did h

o
t 

hide the fact that they w
ere gay]? 

R
ESEA

R
C

H
ER

: P
eople like G

eorge, for exam
ple, they'd call him

 "faggot." 
H

e w
ould be ostracized. P

eople w
ould exclude him

 from
 different things. 

Y
ou know

 students, generally I guess, w
ouldn't go out o

f their w
ay for 

him
. T

hey m
ight drop a door o

n
 him

 or ... w
ouldn't talk to him

. H
e felt 

very excluded. A
ctually I think he ended up feeling so excluded that he 

left school. H
e thinks he w

as driven out o
f the school. 

A
 

further in
ten

sification
 is regular harassm

ent "to 
[his] 

face," 
a con


frontational form

 o
f abuse th

at foreshadow
s violence. H

arassm
en

t builds in
to 

borderline or actual physical attacks. 

R
ESEA

R
C

H
ER

: O
h

 they'd pick on you, in the cafeteria? 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: I had one incident w
hen I w

as going up for a m
eal, one o

f 
the junior kids at the school decided th

a
t-h

e
 w

alked by and he tripped 
m

e and [spilled] m
y tray and said som

ething like "a faggot needs to be o
n

 
h

is knees." 

A
n

tigay violen
ce is, as on

e in
form

an
t described it, th

e "logical conclusion" 
to the antigay abuse. A

nother said it w
as "kind o

f odd" w
hen this outcom

e did 
n

ot m
aterialize. T

h
u

s th
e seq

u
en

ce organ
ized

 w
ith

in
 th

e id
eology o

f fag goes 
from

 n
am

in
g th

at id
en

tifies th
e fag th

rou
gh

 verbal abuse and ostracism
 to 

harassm
ent in

 w
h

ich
 verbal attacks are com

b
in

ed
 w

ith
 p

etty violen
ce and 

finally to ou
trigh

t violence. 
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T
h

e ideology o
f fag m

ay also be coordinated by the practice o
f scraw

ling 
an

tigay graffiti on
 toilet stalls, on

 som
eon

e's locker, or on
 th

e w
alls o

f th
e 

sch
ool. G

raffiti are a form
 o

f p
u

b
lic sp

eech
 b

u
t w

ith
 a p

erm
an

en
ce lack

in
g in

 
sp

eech
. A

n
tigay graffiti are som

etim
es used to id

en
tify a fag as w

h
en

 th
e 

w
ord fag is w

ritten
 on

 som
eon

e's locker, and in
 su

ch
 in

stan
ces th

ey serve to 
isolate gay stu

d
en

ts and in
cite h

arassm
en

t o
f th

em
. A

s w
ith

 verbal abuse. 
graffiti both identify the stigm

atized object and are a form
 o

f attack upon the 
fag. T

h
ey

 also set up a dialogic process, linking w
riters and readers. In

 these 
respects, there is little difference b

etw
een

 talk and text in
 coord

in
atin

g th
e 

id
eology o

f fag. H
ow

ever. th
e text's relative p

erm
an

en
ce gives th

em
 a p

ow
er

ful role. D
etach

in
g utterance from

 author. th
ey sp

eak
 to every passerby w

h
o 

cares to look
 and read. A

 
d

ep
erson

alized
 form

 o
f threat and harassm

ent 
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against an individual is produced, com
ing from

 no one in
 particular, but 

inciting readers in
 general to m

arginalize and attack the gay student they 
identify. T

h
eir relative perm

anence gives them
 a pow

erful role in
 organizing 

the ideology of fag. 
A

ccounts of hom
ophobic graffiti figured prom

inently in how
 m

y inter
view

ees w
ere treated at school. A

gain their accounts display the ubiquity and 
generalized character of the ideology o

f fag. 

R
ESEA

R
C

H
ER

: S
o w

as there any o
th

er incident th
at com

es to
 your m

in
d

 
about that period that w

as sort o
f hom

ophobic? Y
ou said that the school 

w
as really hom

ophobic in a "people w
ay." W

h
at other kind o

f things ... 
h

o
w

 w
ould you describe that? 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: A
m

o
n

g
 o

th
er things, spray painting fag o

n
 a locker, th

e 
person's locker; going off and carving into th

e school ... you know
 how

 
som

e people love to carve hearts w
ith 1. H

. or som
ething. W

ell, they'd 
scraw

l the person's nam
e and th

en
 p

u
t "queer" or "gay" or so

m
eth

in
g

 
like that. 

IN
T

E
R

V
IE

W
E

E
: I said that hom

osexuals are people too. "L
ook at m

e. 1 am
 

one." A
n

d
 I think the w

hole school ju
st about died. [laughter} T

h
e next 

day I had "faggot," "queer," and "hom
o" and all sorts o

f ju
n

k
 like th

at all 
over m

y locker to w
hich 1 ju

st drew
 a big pink triangle and said, "1 am

 so, 
and I'm

 proud o
f it." D

idn't seem
 to bother m

e at all. B
ut the ridicule I 

got from
 people physically and verbaily w

as a little bit m
uch. S

o I ended 
up quitting school. 

T
h

e w
ork done by graffiti reflexively coordinates and directs the ideology 

of fag. A
 w

riter uses graffiti to m
ake public statem

ents th
at he cannot m

ake 
publicly him

self, perhaps because he fears official censure or because he has no 
access to a m

edium
 of public com

m
unication. G

raffiti claim
 the authority o

f 
the public space. T

h
o

u
g

h
 they m

ay n
o

t alw
ays be successful in

 accom
plishing 

w
hat they intend w

ithin the ideology o
f fag, they are read. even if reinter

preted or read ironically. B
u

t often they do w
ork. O

ver and over again the 
young m

en I interview
ed described how

 the graffiti isolated them
 at school, 

in
 som

e instances forcing them
 to leave school altogether. T

h
e patriarchal 

form
s 

o
f heterosexism

 graffiti coordinate are 
n

o
t exclusively the w

riters', 
T

h
o

u
g

h
 graffiti as a m

edium
 are ordinarily identified as speaking from

 an 
underground, antigay graffiti trade o

n
 the general patriarchal relations that are 

the basis of school life. L
ack o

f adm
inistrative intervention is tacit acceptance 

o
f the ideology o

f fag. It is a m
easure o

f the school adm
inistration's hetero

sexism
 and its com

plem
entary hom

ophobia. 
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S
tudents first learn to identify fags and how

 to treat them
 through the social 

organization of talk and text in school. T
his is equally true for hom

osexual and 
bisexual as w

ell as for "straight" students. Indeed, it is in part out o
f the dia

logic o
f the ideology o

f fag that som
e gay students com

e to see them
selves as 

gay and take o
n

 gay identity. T
h

o
u

g
h

 presum
ably not intentionally, the ideol

ogy 
o

f fag 
thus 

accom
plishes 

gay 
identity!consciousness. 

A
s 

inform
ants 

describe the process, consciousness em
erges dialogically in

 the characteristic 
sequence of the ideology of fag, beginning w

ith gossip and foreshadow
ing if 

n
o

t actuallY
 concluding in

 violence. A
 gay consciousness is form

ed dialogically 
in this socially isolating process. 

T
h

e antigay rhetoric enters these students into the ideology of fag as a 
form

 o
f consciousness for them

, w
hether or n

o
t they are subject to direct 

attack. M
any o

f m
y inform

ants reported that they knew
 they w

ere "different" 
early in life b

u
t that entering the ideology of fag during their high school years 

identified and shaped their consciousness o
f difference. S

chool gossip and 
som

etim
es verbal abuse w

ere the dialogic context in w
hich som

e hom
osexual 

students develop fully fledged gay identities: 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: [W
]h

en
 I w

as in elem
entary school, I did a lot of ballet. I 

w
as at the N

ational B
allet S

chool one sum
m

er. A
n

d
 that sort o

f stigm
a 

[laugh} w
hich I never thought w

as a stigm
a, or could be a stigm

a, but 
w

hich becam
e a stigm

a, follow
ed m

e into high school. A
nd that w

as fol
low

ed w
ith com

m
ents continually-"fag." you know

. "fag." I think that 
w

as actually ... one of the reasons w
hy I eventually gave up ballet w

as ju
st 

because o
f the constant harassm

ent and also pursuing other interests. B
u

t 
I think that w

as at the back o
f m

y m
ind a lot of the tim

e w
ith the harass

m
ent, and realizing that they're right. T

hat's w
hat I w

as. I knew
 th

at 
that's w

hat I w
as. 

T
h

e organizing effects o
f fag rhetoric on the gay consciousness o

f m
y 

inform
ants w

as profound. T
his use o

f language, this nam
ing w

ithin the patri
archy, sets up an internal dialogue w

ithin individuals. 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: I never really thought about it [passing]. I just acted like 
the w

ay I alw
ays d

id
-n

o
rm

al. I didn't p
u

t up a front to say I w
asn't gay 

or w
hatever. P

eople alw
ays called m

e "hom
o," and I said, "If that's w

h
at 

you w
ant to think, go ahead." A

n
d

 in th
e back o

f m
y m

ind I'd think, "r 
w

ish you knew
 how

 right you w
ere." 
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S
om

e gay students took up the ideology o
f fag as a set o

f practices and 
activities for p

rotectin
g th

em
selves: 

R
ESEA

R
C

H
ER

: W
h

at did you then do to hide it [being gay]? 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: I had to lie, like, "H
ey m

an, so w
h

at if I know
 gay people, 

doesn't m
ean I'm

 gay." A
nd like one guy goes, "I know

 you are. Just adm
it 

it." I said, "I ain't no faggot!" A
n

d
 the w

ay I cam
e o

n
 to him

 ... I cam
e 

on strong, and he goes, "I'm
 ju

st kidding, relax." A
n

d
 I said, "R

elax! Y
ou 

called m
e a fucking faggot, and I'm

 going to relax about it?" A
n

d
 so I said, 

"Just get out of m
y .... " T

h
en

 after he left, I'd be laughing to m
yself. 

S
om

e becam
e preoccupied w

ith
 being identified as gay or alm

ost com


p
u

lsively con
cern

ed
 w

ith
 avoid

in
g stereotyp

ical fag behavior. 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: W
ell, ... it w

ould have been just everything, from
 being, 

like, nervous about, am
 I w

alking the right w
ay? A

m
 I talking the right 

w
ay? D

o
 I m

ove m
y h

an
d

s too m
uch? I m

ean
, th

at sort o
f th

in
g. I m

ean
, 

that's ju
st sort o

f gen
eral paranoia. 

T
h

e contradictions on
e inform

ant experienced m
ad

e self-isolation
 a forced 

ch
oice. 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: I just stayed to m
yself in sch\'ol ... 

R
ESEA

R
C

H
ER

: H
o

w
 long w

ere you there in
 th

at school? 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: A
lm

ost three m
onths. I just stayed really to m

yself. 

R
ESEA

R
C

H
ER

: Y
es, and then you left? 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: Y
es ... I had like, kids in

 m
y ow

n class w
ould com

e up to 
m

e and start talk
in

g like, "
D

o you
 w

an
t to go ... ?" or, "

W
h

at are you
 

doing o
n

 noon hour ... ?" and I said, "O
h

 I don't know
." A

n
d

 like, "So 
you w

ant to go and sm
oke a [inaudible] som

ew
here?" ... "O

h
 no, I don't 

d
o an

yth
in

g like that. I've got to m
eet som

eb
od

y at n
oon

 hour." 

R
ESEA

R
C

H
ER

: S
o then you ju

st left that school. D
id

 it have anything to 
do w

ith your being gay? 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: I didn't like the thought o
f m

e ju
st having to ignore every

one. I could have played like the straight guy, like, "C
heck that baby out, 

uh hU
h." I could have done that, but I ju

st like, stayed to m
yself, did m

y 
school w

ork, left school. I w
ouldn't take the bus hom

e either. I didn't w
ant 

to m
eet anybody. 

T
h

e gay con
sciou

sn
ess o

f m
y in

form
an

ts w
as organ

ized
 b

y th
e id

eology 
o

f fag. T
h

is view
 o

f con
sciou

sn
ess as social activities based in

 lan
gu

age con
-

T
H

E
 ID

E
O

L
O

G
Y

 O
F "FA

G
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trasts to th
e con

cep
tion

 o
f con

sciou
sn

ess as a private m
en

tal state. T
h

e social 
organ

ization
 o

f gay con
sciou

sn
ess is visible in

 social activities,th
at are ordi-:

narily available to be described. Its dialogic creates for gay students a breach 
in

 everyday con
sciou

sn
ess th

rou
gh

 w
h

ich
 th

ey com
e to see th

em
selves as m

ar
ginalized, isolated, and other. 
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T
h

e ideology of fag is em
bedded in and organized by contem

porary hetero
sexual relations o

f gender. T
ake. for exam

ple. on
e inform

ant's d
escrip

tion
 o

f 
th

e w
ork o

f p
assin

g as h
eterosexu

al in
 order to avoid

 th
e stigm

a o
f fag. O

n
 th

is 
occasion

, it is th
e gen

d
ered

 organ
ization

 o
f th

e settin
g th

at in
itiates fag b

ait
in

g. P
assin

g in
 th

is and in
 every oth

er in
stan

ce d
ep

en
d

s o
n

 k
n

ow
in

g h
ow

 to 
assem

b
le heterosexuality. So, in

 d
escrib

in
g th

e w
ork

 o
f passing. m

y in
form

an
t 

reveals how
 the ideology o

f fag is em
bedded in

 the social organization of het
erosexuality. L

ack
 o

f in
terest in

 th
e op

p
osite sex can

 trigger fag b
aitin

g an
d

 
fag-baiting gossip. 

R
EsEA

R
C

H
ER

: H
o

w
 w

as it w
hen you w

ere in
 the closet in

 school? H
o

w
 

w
ould you go about passing? W

h
at sorts o

f things w
ould you have to do 

to m
ake sure that you stayed in the closet? H

o
w

 did you ... ? 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: O
kay, w

ell I'm
 happy you asked that. It's unreal w

hat peo
ple have to do. Y

ou know
 w

hen all the guys w
ould be m

aking the girl 
jok

es, you
 a h

ave to go alon
g w

ith
 th

em
, as m

u
ch

 as you
 tried n

o
t to, you

 
still h

ad
 to ch

u
ck

le here and there to n
ot raise su

sp
icion

 . . . very fre
quently, jokingly, som

e students w
ould say to other stu

d
en

ts-w
h

en
 they 

didn't necessarily conform
 to all the Jokes and the w

ay o
f thinking of 

w
om

en stu
d

en
ts-th

ey
'd

 say, "W
hat, you're n

o
t gay, are you?" ju

st jok
ingly ... it w

as said jokingly b
u

t half seriously, so you didn't w
ant that 

accusation left about you. If it w
as, you'd know

 you'd be ready to deny it 
w

holeheartedly, and to that extent YOU'd even talk about other fem
ale stu

d
en

ts at sch
ool th

at you
 said you

 w
ere interested in. W

h
en

 in
 reality you

 
w

eren't ... and you had to m
ake sure you did stuff like that. 

In
 th

is d
escrip

tion
, th

e lan
gu

age o
f "girl jokes" coord

in
ates a particular set 

o
f gen

d
er relations and a particular form

 o
f m

ale con
sciou

sn
ess. M

y
 in

fon
n

an
t 

describes th
is as a "w

ay o
f th

in
k

in
g ab

ou
t w

om
en

 students." O
n

 on
e level 

th
ese jok

es express an
 in

terest in
 th

e op
p

osite sex. B
u

t th
is says little ab

ou
t 

h
ow

 th
ey w

ork
 as jok

es am
on

g stu
d

en
ts. A

s social organ
ization

. th
ey create for 

th
e stu

d
en

ts in
volved

 a h
eterosexu

al m
ascu

lin
ity d

efin
ed

 by treating w
om

en
 as 

objects o
f h

eterosexu
al hum

or an
d

 as inferior to m
en

. T
h

e id
eology o

f fag is 
u

sed
 to coerce a m

ale stu
d

en
t w

h
o "didn't necessarily conform

." 
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A
ctivities that define heterosexual m

asculinity are activities o
f m

en
 in 

groups. F
ailure to join in risks initiating the cycle organized b

y the ideology 
o

f fag. Inform
ants' accounts often distinguish betw

een such group displays o
f 

heterosexual 
m

asculinity 
and 

associations 
o

f o
th

er 
kinds 

w
ith 

students, 
including genuine friendships. T

hus, inform
ants' accounts show

 th
e ideology 

of fag operating at the level of public or "popular" relations am
ong students. 

It organizes m
ales as groups but n

o
t necessarily the practices o

f single indi
viduals. F

ag baiting at school w
as described alm

ost invariably as launched by 
groups of students and under pressure from

 peers. 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: It [avoiding m
el 

depended o
n

 w
hether they w

ere in
 a 

group or if they w
ere by them

selves. If they w
ere in a group they w

ould 
be m

uch m
ore hom

ophobic and stick together as a group, and w
hereas 

alone they m
ight n

o
t ... they m

ight still talk to m
e. It w

ould vary. T
hey 

m
ight realize that since they w

eren't in a group and the peer pressure w
as

n't an influence o
n

 them
 and so that changed. 

G
ay students are located differently from

 their heterosexual counterparts 
in the gender relations of the school. T

h
e social consciousness in

 w
hich they 

participate is differentiated from
 the heterosexist dom

ination o
f the public 

space and hence is em
bedded in different social relations. 

O
n

e o
f m

y inform
ants w

ho w
as "out" at school described how

 his friendly 
association w

ith girls could trigger the ideolog!s sequence o
f harassm

ent and 
violence. 

R
E

S
E

A
R

C
H

E
R

: H
o

w
 does that w

ork? H
o

w
 does the violence com

e in
 and 

w
hat w

as it like? 

IN
T

E
R

V
IE

W
E

E
: W

ell the violence com
es in because now

 you get a bunch 
o

f guys w
ho ... "O

h
 m

y G
od, there's a fag," or if they're associating w

ith 
girls or w

hatever or other friends o
f theirs, the jealousy ... they can't see 

how
 I get along so good w

ith these girls and so the jealousy and the fact 
that you're gay that's a turn off for them

, and they say. "O
h, w

e can't see 
this happening," and they don't think, they're just ... they start w

ith the 
nam

es and then w
ith the pushing and ... 

A
 distinctive feature o

f the ideology of fag is that it is basically the w
ork 

o
f m

ales. Inform
ants' accounts suggest that gay students w

ould be m
ore likely 

to be out to w
om

en than to m
en in school. M

oreover none o
f m

y inform
ants 

described being verbally abused or harassed by w
om

en students, though this 
does not m

ean that it never occurred or th
at the girls w

ere n
o

t to som
e degree 

hom
ophobic. In

 interview
 after interview

, inform
ants m

ade visible how
 the 

T
H

E
 ID

E
O

L
O

G
Y

 O
F "F

A
G

" 
lO

9 

ideology o
f fag enforced the rule o

f heterosexual m
ales and hence the relations 

o
f patriarchy in their schools. A

m
ong m

ales, behavior subverting these rela
tions brought the ideology into play to coerce conform

ity. 

H
E

T
E

R
O

S
E

X
IS

T
 H

E
G

E
M

O
N

Y
 IN

 T
H

E
 S

C
H

O
O

L
 

W
ith

 the help o
f m

y inform
ants, I have been describing the antigay activities 

that are a norm
al, everyday part of school social organization. I have identi

fied these activities as the ideology o
f fag. In

 their ubiquity, they are indepen
dent o

f any particular individual and o
f any particular school. Inform

ants' lives 
w

ere shaped by the ideology o
f fag no m

atter w
here they w

ent to school. V
ir

tually all th
e schools that the interview

s investigated w
ere organized as local 

iterations o
f these generalized ideological practices. T

h
e recursive properties 

o
f the ideology constitute it as a general phenom

enon. A
 gay student m

ight 
have genuine friends, m

ale or fem
ale (though m

ore often fem
ale), but hetero

sexism
 had hegem

ony in the public consciousness. 
P

opularity in
 school is a publicly defined status. T

h
e social relations o

fh
et

erosexuality and patriarchy dom
inated the public space of the school, and pop

ularity w
as defined w

ithin that public space. S
tudents identified as gay, w

hether 
by them

selves or by others, could n
o

t be "popular" in
 schools. P

ublic status 
am

ong students in the school m
eant being straight or acting straight. O

n
e six

teen-year-old youth, a m
em

ber o
f the student council, had just quit school 

because h
e w

as afraid o
f the social repercussions w

hen his fellow
 students 

found out he w
as gay. W

h
at triggered this set o

f events w
as sim

ply that a young 
w

om
an from

 his school saw
 him

 going into a gay club in dow
ntow

n T
oronto. 

"P
assing" is generally understood in term

s o
f the individual, but in rela

tion to th
e heterosexist hegem

ony over the public spaces o
f the school, it m

ust 
also be understood as it affected the possibility o

f the form
ation Of gay groups 

or open gay friendships in schools. 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: Y
es, and another thing, I found o

u
t, w

hen w
e w

ere talking 
w

ith m
y friends now

, w
ho live in ... they also thought other people w

ere 
gay b

u
t they never w

ent up to that person to say, ''A
re you gay?" because 

they w
ere scared to do that in case they m

ight be w
rong, and everyone 

w
ould know

 for sure that they w
ere gay, and also, it's a problem

 hanging 
out w

ith each other, because if everyone thinks you're gay and like indi
viduals w

ho are gay, and then those individuals hang out together, you 
know

 it's like a confirm
ation. so ... 

M
an

y
 of m

y inform
ants w

ho w
ere closeted in

 school claim
ed that, as far 

as they knew
, they w

ere the only gay person in
 their high school; later, they 
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learned o
f m

an
y h

igh
 sch

ool con
tem

p
oraries w

h
o w

ere also gay. O
ver h

alf o
f 

th
e you

n
g m

en
 m

en
tion

ed
, after h

avin
g left sch

ool, m
eetin

g or h
earin

g ab
ou

t 
h

igh
 sch

ool con
tem

p
oraries w

h
o turned ou

t to b
e gay. 

N
o

t k
n

ow
in

g w
h

o else w
as gay at sch

ool m
ad

e any form
 o

f su
p

p
ort and 

solidarity am
on

g th
e gay stu

d
en

ts virtually im
p

ossib
le. T

h
is isolation

 o
f gay 

stu
d

en
ts as individuals w

as a m
ajor feature o

f th
e social organ

ization
 o

f "pass
ing" as straight at school. T

h
o

u
g

h
 gay students m

ig
h

t find individual support 
from

 friends and teachers, n
o sch

ool is reported as ch
allen

gin
g th

e h
eterosex

ist h
egem

on
y o

f its public space. 

The O
fficial Silence 0/ the School 

A
t best, th

e official organ
ization

 o
f th

e sch
ool assum

es th
at all stu

d
en

ts are 
heterosexual; at w

orst, it im
p

lies th
at it is profession

ally appropriate to attack 
and isolate gay stu

d
en

ts on
 th

e basis o
f their sexual orien

tation
. W

h
en

 m
y 

inform
ants got support from

 teachers, it w
as alw

ays a personal m
atter and n

ot 
th

e result o
f official sch

ool p
olicy or p

rofession
al responsibility. 

O
n

e in
form

an
t had k

ep
t a n

oteb
ook

 recording th
e h

eterosexism
 o

f teach


ers. N
oteb

ook
 in

 hand, h
e described to m

e th
e id

eological practices o
f h

is h
is

tory teacher, con
stitu

tin
g h

om
osexu

als as b
eyon

d
 th

e pale o
f m

oral sO
ciety. 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: I have all the quotations o
f all the hom

ophobic com
m

ents 
and so, like off the top o

f m
y head, the one like ... he did talk about hom

o
sexuals but only in

 very negative context, so h
e talked about w

h
en

 th
e N

azis, 
E

rnst R
oehm

 ... like w
e w

ere talking about N
azi G

erm
any and H

itler and 
all that, and h

e w
as talking about th

e N
azi system

. th
e storm

 troops, and 
h

ow
 R

oeh
m

 w
as head o

f that, and h
e w

as m
ak

in
g fun, th

e history teacher 
w

as m
aking fun, o

f him
. L

ike h
ow

 h
e w

as from
 an aristocratic background, 

but w
as really into leather and young boys. A

nd it w
as the night o

f the long 
knives in 1934, and h

e w
as found in

 b
ed

 w
ith

 his chauffeur, or som
eth

in
g, 

and killed. A
nd this history teacher w

as m
uch m

ore hom
ophobic in

 m
aking 

light o
f it, and h

e w
ould do im

itations o
f hom

osexuals ... 

T
h

e patriarchal con
text m

ak
es fag th

e stigm
atized

 other. S
u

ch
 id

eologi
cal practices are su

p
p

orted
 by and su

p
p

ort th
e social relations o

f gen
d

er p
er

vasive in th
e w

ider society. In
 sch

ool, th
is is visible in

 h
ow

 sch
ool a

u
th

o
rities

teachers, counselors, and p
rin

cip
als-give tacit su

p
p

ort and som
etim

es· even
 

approval to the local practices o
f the ideology o

f fag. T
acit approval o

f the ide
ology w

as given
 w

h
en

 teachers p
reten

d
ed

 n
ot to hear and, h

en
ce could ignore, 

th
e use o

f fag-b
aitin

g language in
 th

e corridors and classroom
s. 

R
ESEA

R
C

H
ER

: N
o

w
 th

e staff and th
e sch

ool w
ou

ld
 never have access to 

this kind o
f gossip [in the corridors o

f th
e school]? 

T
H

E
 ID

E
O

L
O

G
Y

 O
F "FA

G
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IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: T
h

ey
 m

ig
h

t have. T
h

ey
 could w

alk up and dow
n th

e halls 
and hear it th

e sam
e as an

yon
e else. G

enerally how
ever, I th

in
k

 th
at m

ost 
o

f th
e staff either ignored it or pretended to

 ignore it. T
h

ey
 sim

ply w
ould 

refuse to give com
m

en
ts. 

C
ounteracting h

om
op

h
ob

ia or heterosexism
 w

as n
ot part o

f th
e professional 

responsibilities o
f teachers, as it m

igh
t be in

 curbing th
e ideology o

f "race." 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: B
u

t w
h

en
 you're in

 a general classroom
, w

h
en

 you hear 
som

ebody up front say, "O
h

 ya, fucking faggots," o
r som

ething to
 th

at 
effect, you couldrit do anything, w

hereas if they'd said, "T
hose fucking 

niggers," th
e teacher w

ould probably say som
ething, m

ost likely ... 

W
orst o

f all w
ere teachers w

h
o w

ou
ld

 encourage or even jo
in

 in
 th

e an
ti

gay talk. O
n

e stu
d

en
t. w

h
ose teachers generally w

ere supportive, described 
som

e teachers w
h

o, w
h

en
 h

e w
as verbally abused, laughed alon

g w
ith

 th
e stu


d

en
ts. S

om
e teachers w

ere op
en

ly h
om

op
h

ob
ic. T

h
is seem

ed
 particularly true 

o
f physical ed

u
cation

 teachers. 
Indeed, physical ed

u
cation

 program
s w

ere 
notable in

 this respect and w
ere especially alienating for gay students. L

ike 
public sp

ortin
g events, physical ed

u
cation

 operates as an organizational n
od


ule coord

in
atin

g patriarchal relations in
 our society. au

th
orizin

g th
e m

ale 
teachers' participation in

 th
e id

eology o
f fag. B

eer advertisem
ents on

 televi
sion

. for exam
ple. or th

e w
ay w

ars are described, th
e u

se o
f sports m

etaphors 
in

 m
anagerial occupations, and th

e top
ic o

f sports as a kind o
f m

ale lingua 
franca all trade o

n
 th

e relations o
f m

ale h
egem

on
y. 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: I find that's probably one o
f the m

ost intim
idating things 

about phys ed, (a) how
 com

petitive it w
as, and (b) alw

ays being exposed 
to phys ed

 teachers and particularly this on
e th

at I can
 recall. w

h
o con


stantly poked fun at people w

ho w
ere n

o
t inform

ed, and p'art o
f poking 

fun is th
is n

otion
 o

f "sissy" and th
en

 you know
, w

h
eth

er th
ey carried th

at 
over in

to som
eth

in
g th

at I w
ou

ld
 label h

om
op

h
ob

ic or n
ot, and I seem

 to 
recall th

at he did on several occasions. O
ften

 students w
ould, after class, 

carry
o

n
 and taunt you and th

at w
ould, you know

, if this authority figure 
said, it's okay to call you

 a sissy and d
eterm

in
es th

at you're a sissy th
en

, 
w

ow
, talk about carte blanche, w

e have freedom
 to basically feel ... m

ake 
you feel shitty about yourself and did often. 

R
ESEA

R
C

H
ER

: T
h

e phys ed instructor w
as ... 

IN
TER

V
IEW

EE: D
efinitely very hom

ophobic, and I even suspected h
im

 o
f 

b
ein

g gay at tim
es ... 

S
om

e inform
ants reported th

at teachers w
ou

ld
 attack fellow

 teachers w
h

o 
w

ere gay (and m
ust have done so w

here they could be overheard by students). 
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R
E

SE
A

R
C

H
E

R
: W

h
at happened around that? 

IN
T

E
R

V
IE

W
E

E
: H

e led a very straight lifestyle, and he w
as also very w

ell 
liked by the student body, although behind his back, there w

ere tons o
f 

jok
es, even from

 the other teachers or the other faculty, m
ak

in
g jok

es 
about it [the fact that he w

as a hom
osexual]. 

S
om

e reported teachers w
h

o w
ere supportive on

 an individual basis. 

IN
T

E
R

V
IE

W
E

E
: I found that w

ith the teachers, because you get som
e kind 

o
f relationship w

ith
 the teachers, so th

e teachers are m
ore understanding 

because you see th
em

 every day and talk to th
em

. I'm
 n

ot saying w
ith

 all 
teachers but the teachers that you get along w

ith, they w
ould help you 

Q
ut, they w

ou
ld

 ask you if you w
ere having problem

s, but w
ith

 the p
rin


cipal, I don't th

in
k

 so. A
lth

ou
gh

 there are large num
bers o

f h
om

osexu
als 

in the society, h
om

osexu
ality is a forbidden top

ic o
f in

stru
ction

 in
 m

ost 
sch

ools. T
h

is m
ean

s that m
ost stu

d
en

ts rem
ain ign

orant o
f a substantial 

m
in

ority o
f p

eop
le in contem

porary society. 

O
n

e inform
ant described con

su
ltin

g a counselor w
h

ose response m
ade it 

clear that the school's hands-off policy tow
ard hom

osexuality w
as official. 

IN
T

E
R

V
IE

W
E

E
: A

n
d

 also, at on
e tim

e, I w
as very con

fu
sed

 about m
y sex

uality, and I felt the need to talk to som
eone, and I w

ent to the school 
gU

idance counselor, and h
e responded w

ith
, he's n

ot allow
ed to talk to us 

about th
e subject because he'd get in trouble w

ith
 th

e sch
ool board. H

e 
didn't give m

e a p
h

on
e num

ber, he didn't give m
e th

e stress num
ber or 

L
G

Y
T

 or anything like that. H
eju

st sort o
f just left it at th

at and closed 
the subject before it w

as really op
en

, so th
at w

as another piss off, and that 
m

ade m
e stay in

 the closet a little longer than I had to. 

C
onsistently, th

ese stories in various w
ays m

ake visible the official toler
ance of the local practices of the ideology of fag as an im

plem
entation o

f th
e 

h
egem

on
y o

f heterosexism
 in th

e sch
ools. 

C
O

N
C

L
U

S
IO

N
 

T
h

at the ideology o
f fag is prim

arily a practice o
f (som

e) m
ale students seem

s 
to divest teachers and 

counselors as 
w

ell as 
th

e sch
ool adm

inistration o
f 

responsibility. B
u

t th
e foregoin

g analysis and th
e accounts o

f th
e experiences 

o
f gay stu

d
en

ts in
 sch

ools sh
ow

s th
e pow

er and effectiveness o
f a public 

regim
e o

f heterosexism
. T

h
e id

eology o
f fag d

om
in

ates th
e public space o

f 
sch

ools and d
efin

es its public discourse. T
eachers m

ay overtly participate in
 or 

T
H

E
 ID

E
O

L
O

G
Y

 O
F

 "F
A

G
" 

just go along w
ith its local practices. T

hose w
ho m

ay be supportive of gay stu
d

en
ts as individuals lack a public voice. C

urriculum
 m

aterials in social studies, 
literature, and health avoid the topic o

f hom
osexuality. C

ou
n

selors appear to 
be untrained in

 providing the kinds o
f support that gay students need and act 

m
erely as buffers that individualize th

e "problem
." T

h
e local practices o

f th
e 

ideology o
f fag are never penalized or publicly condem

ned. E
xplicitly hom

o
p

h
ob

ic ridicule in sports contexts goes unrem
arked. E

ffective toleration o
f th

e 
ideology o

f fag am
ong students and teachers condem

ns gay students to the 
isolation

 o
f passing or ostracism

 and som
etim

es to a life o
f h

ell in
 sch

ool. 
T

h
ose w

h
o w

ere "in th
e closet" w

ere con
sign

ed
 by the official tolerance 

o
f the ideology o

f fag to a dialogue w
ith it in

 w
hich they sorted out their sex

uality in isolation, ignorance, and fear. F
or stu

d
en

ts w
h

o w
ere "out" in h

igh
 

sch
ool th

e id
eology o

f fag con
d

u
cted

 a seq
u

en
ce in

 w
h

ich
 verbal 

abuse, 
ostracism

, and harassm
ent culm

inated in
 th

e conclusive isolation o
f dropping 

out. T
h

e occasional hero w
h

o sou
gh

t a gay appropriation o
f the public space 

o
f the school suffered heavy penalties. S

chools m
ust be held responsible for 

th
e arbitrary suffering o

f gay students as w
ell as for the barrier to ed

u
cation

 
that it creates, at least for th

ose w
h

o are driven to the final exclusionary logic 
o

f the ideology o
f fag. T

h
e experiences o

f gay students as they have spoken 
th

em
 in the exam

ples recorded in this chapter sh
ow

 sch
ools as com

p
licit in the 

everyday cruelties o
f th

e ideology's en
forcem

en
t o

f heterosexist hegem
ony. 

T
h

is is a sch
ool-created

 en
viron

m
en

t and an act o
f governm

ent. 




