Brigham Young University

BYU ScholarsArchive

Theses and Dissertations

2019-08-01

“Don’t Say Gay. We Say Dumb or Stupid”: Queering
ProspectiveMathematics Teachers’ Discussions

Amy Saunders Ross
Brigham Young University

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd

6‘ Part of the Physical Sciences and Mathematics Commons

BYU ScholarsArchive Citation

Ross, Amy Saunders, "“Don’t Say Gay. We Say Dumb or Stupid”: Queering ProspectiveMathematics
Teachers’ Discussions" (2019). Theses and Dissertations. 7587.
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd/7587

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more information, please
contact scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.


http://home.byu.edu/home/
http://home.byu.edu/home/
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fetd%2F7587&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/114?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fetd%2F7587&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd/7587?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fetd%2F7587&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:scholarsarchive@byu.edu,%20ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu

“Don’t Say Gay. We Say Dumb or Stupid”: Queering Prospective

Mathematics Teachers’ Discussions

Amy Saunders Ross

A thesis submitted to the faculty of
Brigham Young University
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of

Master of Arts

Kate R. Johnson, Chair
Daniel K. Siebert
Roni Jo Draper

Department of Mathematics Education

Brigham Young University

Copyright © 2019 Amy Saunders Ross

All Rights Reserved



ABSTRACT

“Don’t Say Gay. We Say Dumb or Stupid”: Queering Prospective
Mathematics Teachers’ Discussions

Amy Saunders Ross
Department of Mathematics Education, BYU
Master of Arts

Many prospective teachers make assumptions about their students before they actually
begin teaching. Many of these assumptions can be rooted specifically in students’ races,
cultures, classes, religions, genders, and sexual orientations. In order for prospective
mathematics teachers to challenge these biases, some mathematics teacher educators have
provided tasks to support these prospective teachers in becoming aware of their own biases. |
chose to analyze a group of five prospective mathematics teachers discussing topics of teaching
for social justice to examine more closely the kinds of biases they carry, and more specifically,
how those biases came about in their conversations. My analysis also involved looking
specifically at whether or not these prospective mathematics teachers were challenging their
own as well as others’ biases that came out during the discussions. The results of this study
display the ways in which these biases were illuminated during the group discussions as well as
the lack of prospective teachers challenging the biases that came out.

Keywords: queer theory, racism, sexism, homophobia, mathematics education, prospective
teachers, group discussion
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PROLOGUE
There are homophobic and marginalizing implications of leaving
much queer studies work to queers themselves. (Dubbs, 2016, p. 4)

All children need curricular mirrors to see themselves reflected
and thus feel safe in being themselves. (Dubbs, 2016, p. 5)

As a White, heterosexual Christian, I benefit from a lot of systemic privilege. Further, 1
consider myself privileged in terms of my socio-economic status growing up and the
opportunities I had as a child. I was able to accomplish many things in high school, especially in
my mathematics and physical science classes. | began college by pursuing a physics major.
Unlike high school, my mathematics classes in college consisted of a male-dominant population
along with mostly male professors. As a woman, I felt isolated and alone when it came to
collaborating on assignments and trying to learn the material. I did not feel that I had anyone I
could relate to in my situation and was hesitant to reach out for help. Because I was not able to
find comfort in asking people for help, I was failing most of my physics and mathematics
classes. Therefore, I switched my major to mathematics education. Although the mathematics
classes I was required to take still consisted of mostly males, my major itself was a more female-
dominated one. Because of this, I was able to have a sense of community during my studies at
college, which made a difference in my success as a student. I had a much higher GPA and was
emotionally more stable when attending my classes because I felt I could better relate to and
connect with the people around me.

Am I a success story? I would be writing my thesis in physics if only I had seen myself

mirrored in the curriculum and the faces around me.



CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION AND RATIONALE

Being smart in math means being fast.

Boys have the ‘math’ brain so girls are less capable at understanding math.

Only White students should be in honors math classes.

I doubt I'll have gay students when I teach.

These are biases I have either explicitly or implicitly heard when conversing with mathematics
teachers. When discussing biases, | am referring to problematic assumptions being made
regarding aspects of people’s identities (e.g. race, gender, sexual orientation, religion, etc.). In
hearing these biases, I began to wonder how teachers are reinforcing and challenging their
assumptions when talking together. If a teacher said, “being smart in math means being fast,”
would someone else challenge that? Would 1?

According to Sleeter (2001), many prospective teachers make assumptions about their
students before they actually begin teaching, which can be rooted in students’ races, cultures,
classes, religions, genders, and sexual orientations. One possible outcome of these assumptions
towards students is they can perpetuate a wider achievement gap (Lavy & Sand, 2015). Singham
(2003) explained, however, that much discussion about how to eliminate the achievement gap
focuses too much on what should be done with historically marginalized students, which then
sends the message that historically marginalized students are the cause of this achievement gap.
In this section I first discuss four reasons why these biases teachers have towards students are
problematic. I discuss an alternate solution to reducing these biases about students that does not
put the responsibility on historically marginalized students.

The first reason teacher biases rooted in a student’s race, sexual orientation, gender,

religion, classism, etc. are problematic is because teachers who have negative biases towards
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students are more likely to believe their students are not capable of succeeding in that subject
area (Cooper, 2003). Parks and Kennedy (2007) defined a “what is beautiful is good” (p. 937)
phenomenon that many teachers fall into that describes how teachers believe students who are
more physically attractive will be more successful in the class. Research has also shown that this
phenomenon can occur with students’ gender as well. Li (1999) supported this phenomenon
occurring with students’ gender by stating that many teachers believe mathematics is strictly a
male domain, implying that boys are better at mathematics than girls. Because of these positive
biases' towards males, many teachers will often have higher expectations for boys in terms of
their performance in the classroom than girls (Li, 1999).

The second reason negative biases towards students are problematic is because these
biases can directly impact students’ motivation to want to excel in class (Cooper, 2003). Students
were often able to sense low expectations from their teachers and in turn were less motivated to
put forth their best effort into their school work (Parks & Kennedy, 2007). When students put
forth less effort, they were more likely to perform worse in classrooms and were fulfilling the
expectations that were originally placed on them by the teacher. Parks and Kennedy referred to
this as a “self-fulfilling prophecy” (p. 938), meaning a student fulfills the original expectations
the teacher set based on the teacher’s biases towards that student.

The third reason biases are problematic is they can affect students’ achievement. To
summarize the results of Lavy and Sand’s (2015) study, mathematics teachers who had positive
biases towards boys meant that the male students performed better on exams throughout middle
and high school. The boys were as well more likely to continue on to complete higher levels of

mathematics and science courses in high school. Teachers from this study who had a negative

! When referencing positive biases, I am referring to assumptions made about people that unjustly benefit that
population. In contrast, negative biases refer to assumptions made about people that put that population at a
disadvantage. When using the word bias without a qualifier I am assuming the definition of negative bias.
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gender bias towards girls in their classrooms meant that the female students performed worse on
exams when compared to their male counterparts, and were less likely to continue forward with
higher level mathematics and science courses in high school. Lavy and Sand’s study showed an
example of how positive biases towards a group of students (males) can have a positive effect on
their achievement, but a negative effect on the other group of students (females). Along with
how biases affect student achievement, Li (1999) claimed that when teachers had positive biases
towards males in mathematics classrooms, males who did not succeed in the class were failing
because according to the teacher’s perception, the teacher failed to help them. When girls failed
to succeed in the mathematics class, however, teachers perceived the reason as being that girls
are not as capable as being successful in mathematics than boys (Li, 1999). These same teachers
most likely believed that a female being unsuccessful in a mathematics class was because of the
female’s lack of effort and not because the teacher failed to help them (Li, 1999). Campbell
(2015) also described how mathematics teachers underrated the abilities of low-income students,
students with disabilities, students of color, multilingual students, and females. Underrating these
abilities was largely due to the fact that White?, male students’ achievement is often the basis for
what is considered “normal” in mathematics classrooms.

A fourth negative effect teacher biases can have towards mathematics students is it can
prevent students from enrolling in higher level mathematics courses (Boaler, 2016). Boaler
discussed how Latinx® and Black students were more likely than White students to retake an

algebra class in high school that they had already passed in middle school the previous year. The

2 I have chosen to capitalize Black and White when referencing races because I am discussing a specific group of
people. By not capitalizing the words they simply represent the color of objects. To me, peoples’ races are more than
just the color of their skin and therefore should be capitalized.

3 I am choosing to use the term Latinx rather than Latina/o to emphasize a more gender fluidity. I recognize as well
that there were other ethnicities in Rico’s classroom other than Latinxs, however, the PSTs more commonly
reference Latinx because that was the majority of Rico’s classroom population.
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reason for this unnecessary repeat in an algebra class was due to the fact that teachers believed
“some students do not belong in higher-level mathematics” (2016, p. 97) and chose to keep those
students from advancing forward. Students unnecessarily repeating an algebra class has long-
term effects by preventing these students from taking some upper level mathematics classes such
as AP Calculus or AP Statistics, which can then directly correlate with how likely students are to
graduate from college with a bachelor’s degree (Singham, 2003).

As mentioned above, many involved in the discussion of mathematics achievement
discrepancies assume, whether explicitly or implicitly, this discrepancy falls on historically
marginalized students. In other words, many assume it is the responsibility of historically
marginalized students to be the ones to minimize this discrepancy in achievement. Parks and
Kennedy (2007) instead consider how teachers themselves can minimize mathematics
achievement discrepancy by reducing their biases towards students. Parks and Kennedy,
however, hypothesized in their study that preservice teachers would be less biased about
superficial features such as race, gender and physical appearance than more experienced
teachers. The reason for this hypothesis was because many prospective teachers were required to
enroll in diversity courses to support teachers in understanding the detrimental effects negative
biases have towards children in the classroom. Although the prospective teachers were exposed
to the effects of negative biases, it was not a guarantee, however, that all would implement these
values into their teaching (Parks & Kennedy, 2007). To summarize, simply being exposed to the
negative effects of biases was not enough to reduce them for the PSTs in this study.

In this thesis, I consider how prospective teachers (PSTs) were revealing their biases and
supporting and/or challenging the stated biases of others. Although teacher biases can extend to

all subjects, I have specifically chosen to consider mathematics classrooms because many fail to



consider mathematics classrooms as a place where social issues exist (Kumashiro, 2004). The
context in which these biases came about in this thesis was a book discussion group. The book
was intended to provide PSTs with an opportunity to illuminate and examine their own biases.
Therefore, I consider whether or not this assignment was actually providing this kind of learning
opportunity. Characterizing the nature of how biases are revealed during these conversations can
support teacher educators in knowing what kinds of learning opportunities are needed for

prospective teachers to create classrooms in which all children are safe to learn.



CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Literature Review

There were four major themes that came about in the literature that relates to practicing
and prospective teachers’ biases towards their students and what effects these biases have. The
first two themes describe types of biases teachers and textbooks have towards students
respectively. The third and fourth themes relate to ways teachers can combat and minimize the
biases they hold towards students. I then discuss three main criteria that define what it means to
use critical pedagogy. Finally, I briefly review some research on prospective teachers engaging
in discussions about critical pedagogy.

The first theme that was represented in the literature is what stereotypes practicing and
prospective teachers carry about their students in the classroom. One example of a stereotype
practicing teachers have is towards LGBTQ students. Snapp et al., (2015) stated that “teachers
are more likely to address LGBTQ slurs in class than to include the contributions of LGBTQ
individuals in classroom lessons” (p. 256). The teachers in this study were only disturbed by the
derogatory comments made towards students and not from the lack of representation LGBTQ
students have in classrooms.

Sleeter (2001) claimed that prospective teachers have several preconceived notions about
the potential students they will be educating. One specific example that supports this first theme
from the literature mentioned earlier is Sleeter’s (2011) study that displayed how some
prospective teachers believe African American students all have an “attitude” in the classroom.
Prospective teachers predict this “attitude” as being something that will detract from the learning
environment of the other students. This negative bias prospective teachers have towards African

American students affects how teachers think these students will behave in the classroom.



The second major theme that came about in the literature is what kinds of stereotypes
textbooks are making towards students. Montano and Quintanar-Sarellana (2012) explained how
English Language Learners (ELL) from their study were not seen as valuable because English
was not these students’ first language. The textbooks specifically from Montano and Quintanar-
Sarellana’s study were demeaning ELL students’ native language by not having it valued in the
text the way the English language was. As stated by Montano and Quintanar-Sarellana,
“textbooks used in secondary ELL classrooms perpetuate a deficit view of ELLs. The textbooks
fail to acknowledge [the students’] cultural and linguistic capital and demean the first language
and culture of the students” (2012, p. 17). In other words, because these ELL students did not
share the same culture and language as those who dominated society, these students were seen as
less valuable. It is important to note, however, that representing all languages spoken at a school
in textbooks would be unrealistic to accomplish and is not necessarily the solution to this
problem addressed in Montano and Quintanar-Sarellana’s study. It is important, however, to
consider the implicit messages being communicated to ELL students through the use of
textbooks.

Another example to support the second major theme in the literature comes from
Hottinger (2010) and how girls were not viewing themselves as having an identity as
mathematicians because of the biases mathematics textbooks had towards females. She claimed
that how mathematics textbooks are positioning girls in story problems has an effect on how girls
in classrooms view themselves as mathematicians. In her study, Hottinger specifically described
the differences between how boys and girls were positioned as subjects of mathematical story
problems. Boys who were the subject of story problems had already solved the mathematical

problem, and it was the reader’s job to interpret the boy’s solution strategy (Hottinger, 2010).



Also, boys were solving these story problems in new and innovative ways. The portrayed boys as
being active learners of mathematics. Girls who were the subject of mathematical story
problems, however, were not able to solve the problem. It was the reader’s job to help the girl
solve the problem. Girls being viewed as helpless when solving mathematical problems supports
the idea that these mathematical textbooks from Hottinger’s study were positioning girls as
passive learners of mathematics.

The third theme that came about in the literature is how positive representation of
historically marginalized students can help reduce biases teachers and other students have
towards marginalized students. Snapp (2015) explained how biases can be significantly reduced
when students are taught positive aspects regarding LGBTQ people. More specifically, when
students learned about positive aspects of LGBTQ lives, students were able to see LGBTQ
people in a more positive light. Britzman (1995) claimed as well that representing gays and
lesbians in authentic and positive ways serves as a potential remedy for hostility towards gays
and lesbians and for their self-esteem. Britzman, however, recognized that representation alone is
not going to change the ignorance people have towards gay and lesbian identities, but it is
sufficient in making some change.

Another example that supports this third theme deals with African American students and
their representation in classrooms. Sleeter (2001) explained when African American students
were being represented and appreciated in the classroom these students were able to contribute
unique perspectives to the class discussions. African American students were then more likely to
participate because of the appreciation they received in the classroom. It is important to note as

well that Sleeter’s results were not necessarily specific to mathematics classrooms.



These last two examples concerning people who identify as LGBTQ and African
Americans display how positive representation can help students and teachers reduce the
negative biases they both have towards these historically marginalized groups. Pienta and Smith
(2012) argued an example of how a lack of representation can have negative consequences
regarding historically marginalized students. More specifically, Pienta and Smith explained how
women in textbooks are not seen as engaging with the mathematics and science. Because of this
lack of representation of women, girls are then less likely to pursue mathematics or science as
careers because the number of role models they have is limited (Pienta & Smith, 2012). This lack
of representation also then perpetuates the negative bias that women are not seen as
mathematicians or capable of doing mathematics because they are less likely to pursue a career
in STEM.

The fourth and final theme that emerged from the literature consists of teachers being
more critical of the classroom setting. More specifically, teachers should consider being critical
of 1) their biases towards students and 2) the resources they use in classrooms (e.g. textbooks).
To address the first part of the theme, Sleeter (2001) described how novice teachers who are
simply exposed to teaching a wide range of students are not able to dismantle the preconceived
stereotypes they bring to the profession. Essentially, teaching experience alone is not sufficient
to eliminate biases towards students. Teachers must become aware of the stereotypes they hold
about their students as well as challenge these stereotypes in order to reduce these biases. To
address the second part of the theme regarding teachers being critical of textbooks, Foster (2012)
stated that textbooks are what “provide opportunities for teachers to engage in a critical analysis
of'the economic, political, and social realities outside and within the classroom” (p. 3). What

Foster claimed is those who are a part of the dominant culture determine what material is being
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included in these resources. It is important for teachers then to be critical of the kinds of
messages these textbooks and other resources are conveying about the students to question what
stereotypes are being perpetuated about students.

Some of the studies reviewed here described specific biases teachers might have towards
historically marginalized students as well as the need to be critical of the resources perpetuating
these biases. Further, some of these studies focus on (mathematics) classroom materials or
discussions while others focused on teacher learning. In this thesis, I expand the understanding of
representation and opportunities to elicit and examine biases by describing the nature of
conversations among mathematics prospective teachers. Specifically, these conversations were
focused on discussing a book centered on positive representations of people of color and offering
teachers strategies for how to use mathematics as an opportunity to be critical of certain social
structures that have historically marginalized certain groups of people. Central to the book was a
theme of critical pedagogy, and teaching mathematics for social justice, specifically. This
pedagogical practice is built on the theoretical backdrop of culturally relevant pedagogy which 1
now describe.

According to Ladson-Billings (1995), culturally relevant pedagogy is founded on three
main principles: Teachers must guide students to 1) experience academic success, 2) develop
cultural competence, and 3) develop the skill of being critical of the social structures around
them. The only difference between culturally relevant pedagogy and critical pedagogy, according
to Ladson-Billings (1995), is critical pedagogy focuses more on individual empowerment rather
than a collective one. I would argue then that critical pedagogy is grounded upon those same

three principles discussed. As well, critical pedagogy refers to teaching strategies that focus on
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how positions of power based on race, gender, sexuality, class, etc. affect learning (Morrow &
Torres, 2002).

The first principle academic success describes is how teachers must support students in
being successful in class. A critical pedagogical approach would then require that teachers attend
to individual student’s academic needs to help students obtain this academic success (Ladson-
Billings, 1995). An example of attending to individual student’s academic needs would be to
value students’ specific skills and abilities to encourage students to express their thoughts in the
classroom. If students are feeling valued and represented positively in the classroom by their
teacher, then they are more likely to be academically successful (Ladson-Billings, 1995).

The second principle of a critical pedagogy is that teachers must establish cultural
competence within the students. Ladson-Billings (1995) described one criterion of cultural
competence as teachers needing to implement aspects of the students’ cultures into the
classroom. The National Education Association (n.d.) builds on that definition by also claiming
that an aspect of cultural competence means being aware of one’s own cultural identity so that
one can better understand the varying community and familial norms each student will be
accustomed to. An example of implementing aspects of students’ culture would be encouraging
students to use their home or first language to organize and make sense of the ideas being
discussed. Translating those ideas into the standard English used in schools can follow, but
having students use their native language can be a way for students to make better sense of their
ideas in class while having their native language valued in the classroom.

The third principle of critical pedagogy is teaching students to become critical of the
social structures around them, which involves teachers preparing students to be actively

critiquing social norms and structures that continue to perpetuate social inequities. An example
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of teaching students to be critical of social structures would be to have students in a mathematics
classroom determine whether mortgage lenders are racist when approving loans. Students might
use mathematics to consider what groups of people are being approved for the highest amount
with the best interest rate. Rather than calculate meaningless numbers, students can use
mathematics to be critical about how the housing market is structured, and consider if mortgage
lenders are indeed racist. To summarize, a critically centered pedagogy encompasses teachers
needing to implement academics in a way that is meaningful for all students, validating all
students’ cultural identities, and helping students develop skills to become skeptical of the social
structures around them.

After discussing in-depth the three characteristics of a critically centered pedagogy, I now
discuss how specifically prospective mathematics teachers might benefit from learning about and
be exposed to this particular type of pedagogy. One benefit prospective mathematics teachers
might gain from learning more about culturally responsive teachers is a better understanding and
awareness of their own cultural identity. Experiencing critical pedagogy firsthand will
theoretically allow prospective teachers to understand how the social and familial norms they are
accustomed to play a part in teaching mathematics to a diverse population of students. Another
benefit prospective mathematics teachers might gain from learning about critical pedagogy is an
understanding of how they might benefit from certain social structures around them.
Understanding one’s privileges is necessary for prospective teachers to then engage their
students in this kind of critical thinking.

As noted earlier, prospective and practicing mathematics teachers have biases and
prejudices that manifest themselves in subtle and overt ways in classrooms and impact student

learning. Teacher education programs can design learning opportunities to support teachers in
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understanding and changing their own biases. These kinds of learning opportunities may take
different forms such as projects to learn about marginalized communities (Aguirre et al., 2013),
activities going to places in which teachers are in the minority, separate multicultural education
classes, or book clubs (Johnson, 2013). Although diverse in nature, these assignments or courses
typically have some commonalities including opportunities to develop openness (or a willingness
to learn about other people’s cultures and identities), increasing self-awareness or self-reflection
by providing teachers with tools to illuminate and interrogate their own biases, and allowing for
intercultural experiences (Garmon, 2005). Researchers have investigated the impact of a range of
learning opportunities and characterized the ways in which teachers talk about race (Haviland,
2008) and teaching mathematics for social justice (Johnson, 2013) among other topics. This
thesis will add to present research by increasing understanding of the nature of the conversations
that teachers (particularly prospective mathematics teachers) have about social justice and equity

in mathematics classrooms.

Theoretical Framework

Queer Theory* in mathematics education is an emerging theoretical perspective. In
relation to prospective mathematics teachers and their conversations with each other, Queer
Theory will help understand the assumptions PSTs were making about other people’s
experiences as well as their own collective experiences as learners and teachers of mathematics.
The use of Queer Theory will assist in dissecting these assumptions along with the implications
behind them and how these assumptions were perpetuated or challenged. Therefore, in this
section, I cover a diverse range of ideas in order to support the reader in understanding the

definitions that will undergird the rest of the study. First, I discuss Queer Theory and some of its

4T am choosing to capitalize Queer Theory because it represents the lens I am using throughout this thesis and
therefore to me is a proper noun.
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historical development in order to contextualize and define this theoretical perspective that,
fundamentally, resists definitions. Next, I describe the ways in which Queer Theory is a
perspective that focuses on more social identities than people’s sexual orientation or gender
identity in order to show why Queer Theory is sufficient for supporting the analysis in this thesis.
Further, I argue for the use of Queer Theory in education, particularly teacher education, as a
way of analyzing and thinking about prospective teacher discussions. I conclude by defining the
main constructs mobilized in the analysis of this thesis, namely confirming, challenging, and
changing.

Queer Theory: An overview. When mentioning the word “Queer Theory” most people
cannot help but visualize gay and lesbian experiences in their minds. Many people are greatly
offended by the word queer, especially when people feel the word is being directed towards
them. For some people, queer experiences (i.e. gay and lesbian experiences) are unnatural which
turns the word “queer” into some kind of slur or derogatory remark. For some, the use of Queer
Theory can be viewed as a noun that describes a person’s identity. Britzman (1995), however,
claimed that “the queer and the theory in Queer Theory signify actions not actors” (p. 153). That
is, when Queer is linked to the word Theory, its use signifies a verb rather than a noun linked to a
person’s identity. Using Queer Theory as a verb leads to a definition of Queer Theory
as “offer[ing] methods of critiques to mark the repetitions of normalcy as a structure and as a
pedagogy” (Britzman, 1995, p. 153). To “queer” something means to offer criticisms of social
norms in a society and question why such social structures are in place as well as who has the
power to maintain said structures. Thinking of Queer Theory as a verb, however, does not mean

it is a prescribed list of actions to be performed in every possible scenario (Britzman, 1995).
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Having a list of prescribed actions to perform when using Queer Theory would imply that Queer
Theory itself can only be applied to a fixed setting.

Although Queer Theory is not exclusive to homosexuality, painting a picture for how
homosexuality has been viewed historically in different cultures shows that society defines
sexuality and determines the type of sexuality that is acceptable and appropriate during any
moment in time. That is, what is defined as “normal” (or what aspects of society maintain power)
has shifted over history. Sullivan (2003) claimed there is no true account for what
homosexuality, bisexuality or heterosexuality entails because these identities are understood
differently based on the experiences, culture and history surrounding them. For these reasons, the
way society views same-sex desire today is not any more of a correct interpretation than in
previous time periods and different cultures because experience and time have an effect on these
definitions. An example of differing definitions in homosexuality is considering whether a:

classical Greek adult, married male who periodically enjoys sexually penetrating a male

adolescent [has the] same sexuality with the Native American (Indian) adult male who
from childhood has taken on many aspects of a woman and is regularly penetrated by the
adult male to whom he has been married in public and socially sanctioned ceremony?

(Jagose, 1996, p.8)

This quotation is displaying how specifically homosexuality can be socially acceptable in
different societies but take on different meanings; homosexuality in the classical Greek
community is accepted between a married adult male and a young boy, and in the Native
American community homosexuality is accepted between a married couple where one partner

has taken on more stereotypically female attributes. Therefore, it is difficult to define strictly
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what it means for a person to be a homosexual across the globe when societies are defining it in
different ways.

Today’s definition of homosexuality describes either a romantic or sexual attraction
towards a person of the same sex. Today’s definition coincides with the word sodomy, which
describes anal or oral penetration with a member of the same sex. Until about the late 1800s in
Britain, sodomy was perceived as any unnatural sexual practice that included oral sex and sex
with the use of contraception (Sullivan, 2003). During this time period, sex was considered
“unnatural” if its purpose was not for procreation. The idea of sodomy became so extreme at one
point that people were being executed not just for having sexual relations with members of the
opposite sex but as well because they were “transgressing gender norms” (Sullivan, 2003, p. 3).
That is, people were performing their gender contradictory to the way society deemed as
acceptable. For example, Katherina Hetzeldorfer was drowned in 1477 not only because she had
a relationship with another female, but because she dressed and performed similar to how a man
would dress and perform during this time (Sullivan, 2003). In 1781, however, a law was passed
that stated people could no longer be executed based on conflicting gender performance, but
could be executed based on same sex penetration.

In the 19th century, a shift in the definition of homosexuality occurred when society
defined homosexuality as an illness and no longer a punishable crime (Sullivan, 2003).
Homosexuality was now addressed with medical attention to find a cure. Viewing homosexuality
as an illness lead to the mentality that homosexuals were born ill and were seen as lesser than the
“healthy” heterosexuals.

Up until this point historically, it has been argued that biology and nature played the

largest role in determining a person’s sexuality. British sexologist, Havelock Ellis, argued that
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homosexuality did not need to be regarded as harmful but more of a small abnormality similar to
color-blindness. Viewing homosexuality as a small abnormality implied that Ellis did believe
some biology (nature) had a hand in determining a person’s sexuality; however, he also argued
that a person’s upbringing (nurture) had an impact as well (Sullivan, 2003). For these reasons,
Ellis did not believe homosexuality was an illness or illegal, but believed that the potential for
children becoming homosexuals could be reduced or completely eradicated if children were
nurtured in the right environment.

Painting this picture for how homosexuality has been viewed historically shows that
through time and different experiences the definition for homosexuality is constantly changing.
That is, what society has once claimed as being normal or aberrant is susceptible to change. For
example, homosexuality was once viewed as unnatural and, therefore, a religious sin which lead
to homosexuality being a punishable crime. Homosexuality was then viewed as a curable illness
and, therefore, no longer something unnatural. Eventually, homosexuality was seen as a result of
biology and a person’s upbringing. Sullivan (2003) argued that none of these definitions of
homosexuality are correct or absolute truth because these definitions have been constantly
revised throughout time. The definition of homosexuality is seen as truth at a given moment by a
particular culture, but based on this review of homosexuality, these definitions are constantly
varying based on what society is valuing at the time.

Queer Theory: A theory for all identities. The purpose for painting this historical
picture of homosexuality is to show that the definitions of homosexuality are all based on what
the dominant culture of a group bounded geographically is valuing at that time. The use of Queer
Theory calls for a questioning of all norms that are established in a society while recognizing

these norms exist only because society has deemed them as valuable. The focus of Queer Theory
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includes all aspects of a society that are considered normal and acceptable by being critical of
who determined what was acceptable as well as who is benefitting from these social norms.
Someone using the lens of Queer Theory is critical of those who are positioned in such ways to
have the power to establish and maintain these social norms as well as who is positioned to
benefit from these norms. Here, I detail evidence with respect to gender and race about which
identities are considered normal and are associated with social power.

Butler (1990) claimed that a person’s gender identity is achieved through performed
actions. If'a person’s gender identity is female, she is typically performing in a way that society
accepts as the feminine way to act. For example, society has defined one way to be feminine as
wearing high heels and a dress. If a female were to wear such clothing, society would deem her
appearance appropriate because she is performing her femininity in an acceptable way to society.
On the other hand, seeing a male wearing high heels and a dress causes a discontinuity in his
gender identity according to society because he is not performing as appropriately male. A
female wearing high heels is one example of how a definition society has used to describe
femininity (wearing high heels and a dress) is only appropriate for the female gender to perform.
When a male chooses to take on this definition of femininity by wearing heels and a dress,
however, he is seen as problematic to society.

Another example of how gender performance is affected by what society values is how
lesbians were once defined as being a male trapped in a female’s body (Sullivan, 2003). Lesbians
were viewed as more masculine than heterosexual females. Margaret Gibson (1998) discussed
how in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries masculine intelligence was viewed as superior to
the feminine counterpart. Because in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries lesbians were viewed

as being more masculine than heterosexual females, Gibson made the claim then that lesbians’
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intellect was necessarily superior to the heterosexual female. Gibson’s claim presented a
disturbance in the standards of society because homosexual women were viewed as degenerate
compared to heterosexual women. The role of lesbians caused tension in society because their
sexuality was viewed as lesser than heterosexuals; however, lesbians’ masculinity implied their
intelligence must be greater than heterosexual females. People, however, did not assume lesbians
had equal intelligence to White males, and instead compared lesbians as having a similar
intelligence to non-White or lower-class males. Comparing lesbian, female intelligence to the
intelligence of non-White or lower-class males illustrates how society valued upper- or middle-
class, White male intelligence over all other identities. Because of this kind of appropriation,
females were viewed as having lesser intelligence even if they performed in a more masculine
way.

Just as I have described the parallels in evolving definitions of “normal” for
homosexuality and gender, these ideas cont