
General Meeting of Allies at Dalhousie

February 15, 2005

Attending: Leah Albrecht (student in sociology and volunteer at DWC), Robert Allan, Larry 
Baxter (AIDS Commission), Sue Campbell (Philosophy and Women’s Studies), Tamara 
Conrod (Vice President, Dalhousie Student Union), Carol de Coff (Counselling Services), 
Patricia De Meo (French), Richard Devlin (Law), Stella Doucett (School of Nursing), Derrick 
Enslow (Health Services educator), Lilith Finkler (PhD candidate at Dal), Devon Fry 
(Katamavik at DWC), Mike Gillis (Mount Saint Vincent University Pride), Bruce Greenfield 
(English), Judy Hayashi (Counselling Services), Barbara Hamilton-Hinch (Black Student 
Advisor), Patrick Hancock (student at Dal), Bill Hart (Engineering), Joy Johnson 
(Katamavik at DWC), Tyler Jordan (student in biology at Dal), Marian MacKinnon 
(International Development Studies), Mike McAllister (Computer Science), Clement 
Mehlman (Chaplaincy), Stephen Murray (Weldon Law Library), Suzanne Sheffield (Centre 
for Learning and Teaching), Lynn Taylor (Centre for Learning and Teaching), Leighann 
Wichman (Youth Project), Lucille Wittstock (School of Nursing), and Susan Youden (School 
of Nursing).

Regrets: Sue Brousseau, Judy Dunn, Christine Moore, Marianne Parsons.

Description of the Presentation

“Queer(y)ing the Classroom and the Curriculum” with Dr. James McNinch.

This session will ask how we begin to understand the subjectivities of 
sexual difference in a “straight” classroom.  In documenting the very real 
progress made by GLBTs in the nineties, John D’Emilio (2002) has been 
largely (mis)quoted as concluding that “some kind of gay utopia has 
arrived” and that all the struggles for gay and lesbian rights are over.  
What D’Emilio does say is that everyone today is in a position to 
acknowledge that “gays and lesbians are very much a part of the world,”  
Even this might be debated, but it should be “a starting point much to be 
preferred to the conditions that prevailed a generation ago” (xi).  I 
suggest we take this as a stance to interrogate the pedagogical spaces 
we inhabit in the academy.

Didier Eribon, French journalist and biographer of Foucault, in Insult and 
the Making of the Gay Self (2004), notes: “the gay movement, the opening 
outward and the intensification of ‘sub-cultural life,’ surely represents 



along with feminism [my italics] one of the most intense questionings of 
the instituted order — the sexual and social order, but also the 
epistemological order — of the contemporary world” (28).

Frank Tuitt, a young black Ph.D. from Harvard and now at the University of
Denver, has likened any visible [and I would add invisible] minority 
student to the canaries in the mine shafts of the l9th century: the first 
creatures to succumb in a toxic environment (2004), an early warning 
system to the miners. Where does such sensitivity and vulnerability  (and 
even justifiable paranoia) come from in minority students, especially 
queer students, to whom are these “canaries” obligated, and who 
“owns” this problem in the classroom?

This session will ask participants to discuss what happens, and what 
could or should happen, when this intersection of individual GLBT 
identities and the collective gay and lesbian movement (consciously or 
unconsciously) arrive in our predominately heterosexist and patriarchal 
classrooms?

About the Presenter

James McNinch is a visiting scholar from the University of Regina where he 
is the Director of the Teaching Development Centre and an Associate 
Professor in the Faculty of Education. His research on student evaluations 
of teaching brings him to Dalhousie.  He has developed and teaches a 
course on Sexual Identities and Schooling and recently contributed to and 
edited an anthology called I Could Not Speak My Heart:  Education and 
Social Justice for Gay and Lesbian Youth (University of Regina Press, 2004).

The Meeting

Pat De Meo facilitated this meeting. James McNinch was welcomed by 
Lynn Taylor of the Dalhousie Centre for Learning and Teaching. He spoke 
on Dal Allies, the Classroom, and the Curriculum “Dalliance.”

James approaches lgbt issues in the context of diversity education, good
teaching, and ethical behaviour. He asked if we noted what the moving 
title on the new Dal website was; no one recalled Dal’s logo of “See 
differently.”

Three questions are to be raised of curriculum: What is being taught? By 



whom? Who gives that person the right to profess? Classrooms need to 
reflect the larger society in all of its vibrancy in order to be relevant. We 
are dealing with more than a focus on lgbt students and their issues. We 
need to ask how issues that affect lgbt students and their learning 
applies to the needs of all students.

He spoke of the image of lgbt people being like “canaries in a mineshaft.” 
(See above). Students come to us “suffering the experience of a 
subordinate positionality.” (Bordieu in Eribon, p. 38).

All students bring baggage to the classroom.

He referred a lot to Eribon's book Insult and the Making of the Gay Self. 
Eribon, an interpreter of Foucault, focuses on the shaming by insult that 
has been inflicted on gay people. This “insult” or shaming has been a 
form of moral harassment. Eribon notes that lgbt students are always 
seeking some refuge because of this shaming. He sees the move of lgbt 
people to urban areas not as a search for anonymity as much as a 
seeking of others like themselves. Always seeking a place where they can 
“come out.”

Emily Style notes that students come “looking for ‘windows and mirrors.’”
Schools construct windows and mirrors for students: windows to a bigger 
world. But for minority students we do not provide enough mirrors, not 
enough reflection of the lives of lgbt in the curriculum.

Kevin Kumashiro on Anti-Oppressive Education (2001) says that we need 
to understand “interlocking oppressions.” Social privilege is not “naturally 
produced.” It is not enough to teach “about the other.” It is not enough 
to teach “for the other.” No one person has only one identity. We need to 
see the richness of any one person's identity.

“What is repudiated and hence lost is preserved as a repudiated 
identification.” Judith Butler (The Psychic Life of Power: Theories of 
Subjection, 1997, p. 137). “A gay person learns to speak twice.” (Eribon, 
Insult, p. 100).

What do these conflicted, complex identities mean for us? Gay people 
bring with them a history of the concept of being sexually different. They 
will walk into a new space fearing being subjected to sexual insults, on 
the blackboard, in words, etc. These lgbt students seek refuge. They seek 
to reclaim institutions which have been denied to them, as we see 
currently happening in the same-sex marriage debate. Some interpret 



this as a need or a “hunger to reinvent a family we have lost.”

We hear it often said: “if only they would come out.” Well, for sexual
minorities they have to come out in every new environment, and this 
action of coming out means they are making themselves vulnerable. To 
come out does not minimize the oppression to be faced.

“One could even say that the soul is nothing other than the effect of
socialization.” As Foucault put it, the “soul is the prison of the body.’”
(Eribon, p. 66). For gay people the idea of soul is built on shame as lgbt
people are objectified as something I am not.

Authenticity and Inauthenticity.  Palmer Parker asks us to be silent no 
more, asks us to confront our fears, and so we reach beyond our frozen 
state. “You shall become the person you are” (by facing up to your 
freedom which is ‘no longer being ashamed in front of oneself.’” (Parker 
Palmer, The Courage to Teach: Exploring the Inner Landscape of a Teacher's 
Life (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1998) and Let Your Life Speak: Listening 
for the Voices of Vocation (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1999).

There are three levels of classroom engagement or three degrees of 
separation:

1. Closed/Closeted
Student                                                Faculty
Is in denial/lacks trust/feels unsafe         Doesn't acknowledge sexual differences
Sees no reflection of lgbt interests in course Curriculum is silent
Is never given an opportunity to find a voice      The topic is never seen as relevant or 

germane
Is a passive receptacle for knowledge                The faculty member “owns” knowledge and

doles it out.            

2. Assimilated/Integrated
Student                                                Faculty
Feels acknowledged                                Sympathetic and fair to all students
Feels respected                                        Doesn’t like to make a big deal of sexual 

difference
Can be “as good as” anybody else                        Has liberal assumptions about minority
Can drop defenses; feels safe “rights and freedoms.”

                       

3. "I can see queerly now"
Student                                                Faculty
“out(rageous)”                                        Seeks to disrupt/interrogate
“beyond” rights based politics                        Seeks authenticity
“beyond” binaries                                Seeks answers to ethical question: who 
Is an active learner “owns” the means of (knowledge) 

production



Foucault asks: “How have we been imprisoned? How can we liberate 
ourselves?”

For students and faculty: “Let your legitimate strangeness unfold.”
(Eribon/Lucey) or “Cultivate your authentic difference.” (McNinch) McNinch
quoted from E. M. Forester’s Maurice. In this turn of the twentieth century
novel Cambridge students were told to “Omit all references to the
unspeakable vice of the Greeks.” The movement of these Neo-hellinists 
created space for a new discourse on sexuality.

Where are the sites for such a discourse? Feminists have been creating 
room in every discourse sites for a reclaiming of space for discourse.

The shared world is never a given, but something always under 
construction. The classroom is a microcosm of this world: a public space 
full of private people.

Hannah Arendt uses the metaphor of the table in The Banality of Evil. We 
need to allow certain kinds of discrimination — we cannot legislate away 
difference. The table in the metaphor is like a classroom. That table unites 
people, yet it also separates people. Similarities and differences need 
honoring. Sometimes the stress will be on sameness, and sometimes on 
difference. This is nothing but good pedagogy.

Strong pedagogy is ethical teaching. This discussion of lgbt students and
que(e)rying the curriculum is one that is consistent with the basic tenets 
of all diversity education.

Discussion

Points arising from the questions raised included the following:

l Encourage students with strong religious views to return to their 
churches for controversial debates.

l What happens if a student, who perhaps might be lgbt, is writing on 
the same-sex marriage debate, yet is defending religious intolerance and 
will produce a paper which is quite dangerous politically? How might we 
deal with someone in denial? The student is already encouraged by the 
generosity of the assignment. Encourage the student in argument and 
perspective, which might open the possibility of more frank discussion 



with him or her?

l How do we address parents’ concerns when lgbt issues are raised? 
Consider the use of parent permission slips in advance.

l How can lgbt student legitimate or assert their identity as lgbt people? 
The classroom is still one of the dangerous places for lgbt students, insult 
still happens. Where workshops are offered around sexual identity, one 
could expect to be treated better by a nurse, teacher, social worker. The 
reality is that coming out is a constant process. Is it possible for lgbt 
people to be totally comfortable? Or do we just become hardened enough 
to endure the discrimination? We hope to move beyond a space where 
these differences in sexual identity mean “so much.” Everyone, whatever 
their sexual identity, is in some way unique, “queer” if you like, in some 
way. Work on this fact. Sexuality is the least static aspect of being a 
person. We need to confront the domination of heteronormativity.

l Someone noted that every time an lgbt poster or brochure was posted 
on campus that it was soon removed. Sites of our own creation happen 
all around us. to see the posters being deliberately removed is better 
than our not knowing that they are being removed. The sites of lgbt 
struggle continue, yet we continue to struggle with changing the 
environments in which we work. It is all too easy to become dispirited or 
cynical.

l How do we give ourselves a voice in difficult contexts? We also need to 
be speaking up for others who need our support; for example, speaking 
up for those suffering other forms of discrimination or marginalization.

l In our speaking out for others — in our coming out — we are not just 
being a “burden” to those around us. We are actually making a “gift” to 
people with our honest voice.

Handout

“But What Can One Teacher Do in the University Classroom? 
Some Suggestions”

1. Send the right visual signals. Allies signs, for example, level the playing
field.



2. Send the right verbal signals: Say up front “this class is an harassment 
free zone,” a place of “civil discourse” where the views and informed 
opinions of all are listened to respectfully, a place of ideas not mere 
personalities.

3. Don’t, however, be too draconian in talking about student disciplinary
procedures.

4. Don’t, in the enthusiasm of protecting minority rights, get caught in the
role of the punitive police deflecting anything but the “politically correct.”

5. Assume that there is at least one lgbt person in your class (and say so 
if appropriate). Ask about other “invisible” minorities.

6. Acknowledge that sexual orientation is a religious question for some 
people, and we will respect each other's religious views, even though 
there may be disagreement.

7. Do not frame sexual orientation as an issue of “right or wrong.” Don’t
indulge theological arguments unless you are an expert. Commend your 
students to their faith communities to continue such “moral” debates.

8. Reinforce the idea that you are open to further discussion of sensitive 
or controversial issues with students after class or by e-mail.

9. Critique content in light of lgbt concerns for inclusion and equality. (Ask
yourself, “What am I presuming knowledge to be?”)

10. Give choices with an lgbt angle in assignments. For example, "How 
does this impact the local lgbt community?”

11. Make visible the invisible; break the silence; “normalize” by moving 
sexual orientation from the margin to the centre. Avoid making lgbt’s 
“exotic” others, or “them.”

12. Integrate sexual orientation routinely into our understanding of 
diversity in our society. For example, we often talk about the implications 
of race, class, and gender on all sorts of issues, but by simply adding 
sexual orientation to this list, we conclude those students who see the 
world from that vantage point.

13. Question simplistic binaries, such as “The difference between men 
and women is . . .” Instead, ask about “other factors” that contribute to 



perceived differences.

14. Use lgbt examples from the media to illustrate your point. Help 
students to understand point of view and the “gaze” (Laura Mulvey.

15. Find discipline specific concepts, ideas, and issues that have important 
implications for lgbt's. (Business Management students, for example, use 
IKEA’s “Marketing for Diversity” plan to understand targeted and 
segmented markets, including gay and lesbian consumers.)

16. Model the idea that, despite most peoples’ “heterosexual white 
privilege,” we are all enriched by new knowledge, not diminished by it. 
(See, for example, the controversy about the sexuality of Abraham Lincoln 
raised by C. A. Tripp’s The Intimate World of Abraham Lincoln (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 2005).

17. Look at the Big Picture. The relationship between nature and nurture,  
between biology and environment, between constructivist and 
essentialist, arguments continue to be dominant questions across all 
disciplines, in law, in medicine, in business and other professions as well 
as in the Sciences and Arts and Fine Arts. Sexuality and sexual orientation 
are prime topics that can well illustrate the nuances of the debate along 
this continuum. (For example, in genetics, the possibility of a “gay gene” 
has many interesting aspects.)

18. Emphasize the Act of  Interpretation. The lessons of history are all 
about issues of interpretation. How homosexuality has been interpreted 
(or constructed), for example, offers a rich lesson in understanding 
historical contexts and conditions.

19. Use lgbt examples to illustrate larger concepts. For example, we can 
come to know the difference between the Conservative and the Liberal 
Parties of Canada, or the difference between the Catholic Church and the 
United Church this way.

20. Have and use a sense of humour and playfulness. There is a lot to 
laugh about. Often merely “asides” and “teachable moments” are more 
effective than a heavy-handed or intense focus on an issue.


