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Abstract

When we throw away the “big theories” of Marxism in favor of the specificity and local contexts of poststructuralist-based queer theories, we cease to have a queer theory capable of interrogating and challenging advanced postmodern capitalism.  Without an adequate queer theory as a base, our notions of queer pedagogy are going to be insufficient to challenge the hegemony of advanced capitalism around the world.  It explores the strengths and weaknesses in various approaches in the attempt to explore the possibilities of synthesis of the various perspectives.

In this world of floating signifiers, post-structuralism, narratives, discourse, fluid identities the question arises--what of the concrete material realities of people around the globe?  Queer theory and its educational counterpart, queer pedagogy, give primacy to issues of signification and fail to adequately critique capitalism and patriarchy. (Hennessy, 1994, p. 99).  Dana Neacsu (2005) reminds us, "Feminist and queer theories, for the most part, ignore the context of multinational capitalism, how capitalism affects the lives of billions of women, children, and queers from the less developed countries.”  Poverty, inequality, injustice exists around the globe.  When someone is starving from lack of food, dying of AIDS without medication, or working long hours for low pay in a sweatshop, concepts from queer theory such as hybridity or performativity are insufficient to change the concrete realities of their life situation.  Our queer theory and queer pedagogy must be, in Rosemary Hennessy’s terms, a materialist one.   This tension between poststructuralist queer theory and materialist class analysis leads one to explore the creation of an integrated perspective, a revolutionary queer pedagogy.

In order to understand what is implied by the term “revolutionary queer pedagogy” one might ask: What is a revolutionary pedagogy?  According to McLaren (2000), a revolutionary pedagogy "would be dedicated to creating a citizenry dedicated to social justice and the reinvention of social life based on democratic social ideals"  (p. 196).  Education would, in his conception, "be purposively linked to the development of a coalition of new revolutionary movements that would work conjointly with students, teachers, and administrators to create a civil society responsive to all of its citizens, echoing the zapatudo '¡Ya Basta!'" (p. 196).  In defining his revolutionary pedagogy, McLaren is skeptical of the sort of watered down critical pedagogy that has "come to be associated with anything dragged up out of the troubled and infested waters of educational practice, from classroom furniture organized in a 'dialogue-friendly' circle to 'feel-good' curricula designed to increase students' self-image" (p. x).   Instead, he wants to encourage the “direct participation of students in thinking critically about what a socialist reconstruction and alternative to capitalism might look like” (Pozo, 2003).

But is McLaren’s work on “revolutionary critical pedagogy” going to be sufficient for queers?  Unfortunately, McLaren does not significantly address queer issues, nor the concept of a queer pedagogy.  There is but one token reference to homophobia in the previously cited book.  Queer people and queer movements have much to contribute to theories of a revolutionary pedagogy.  So perhaps we need to inquire, as did Bryson and de Castell (1993), “What could be made 'queer' about pedagogy?" (From “Queer Theory” to “Queer Pedagogy” section, ¶1). 

Bryson and de Castell offer some initial conjectures: "Queer pedagogy could refer here to education carried out by lesbian and gay educators, to curricula and environments designed for gay and lesbian students, to education for everyone about queers…"  (From “Queer Theory” to “Queer Pedagogy” section, ¶1).  By queers, for queers, about queers—all three are potential attributes of a queer pedagogy—but are they the totality of what queer pedagogy is?   If queer pedagogy was solely about queers, why would those not identified as queer want to practice queer pedagogy?  

Bryson and de Castell see queer pedagogy as not just being about queer subjects. Instead, they suggest:

Queer pedagogy could refer to the deliberate production of queer relations and to the production of subjectivities as deviant performance—that is to say, to a kind of postmodern carnivalesque pedagogy of the underworld, as agitation implemented deliberately to interfere with, to intervene in the production of so-called normalcy in schooled subjects.  (From “Queer Theory” to “Queer Pedagogy” section, ¶1)

This comes closer to what Bryson and de Castell were trying to do in their WMST 666 course.  This course had activities such as the Dating Game, where students had to create a transhistoric date between two historical figures in order to “consider all the many socially and historically contingent details that go into the construction of an identity, enabling them to explore “identity” not as an individual accomplishment, but as a function of community and relation.” (Queer Pedagogy In/Deed Section, ¶7).

Bryson and de Castell are not entirely satisfied with this definition either and so continuing their exploration, they look in the Concise Oxford English Dictionary and find: "Queer: adjective—sexual deviate, homosexual.  Pedagogy: from pedagogue, paid—boy and ago--lead, orig: the slave who escorted children to school."  From “Queer Theory” to “Queer Pedagogy” section, ¶2-3).  So from that, they derive that "one version of a queer pedagogy" could be "the stereotypical image of the pederast fondling boys on the way to school, or the gay teacher, fired for 'indecent exposure' or 'inappropriate touching.'"  (¶4).  They continue, however, to read the dictionary definition and find this definition: "Queer: verb—to spoil, put out of order, to put into an embarrassing or disadvantageous situation"  (¶5). This definition interests Bryson and de Castell more.  They like the idea of an actively queering and queerying pedagogy.  They suggest: 

It seems that a worthwhile avenue for the elucidation of a queer praxis might be to consider the value of an actively queerying pedagogy—of queering its technics and scribbling graffiti over its texts, of colouring  outside of its lines so as to deliberately take the wrong route on the way to school—going in an altogether different direction than that specified by a monologic destination. (¶6)

A queer pedagogy must question the foundations of the entire pedagogical enterprise.

So far, queer pedagogy seems reasonably compatible with McLaren’s revolutionary critical pedagogy. A possible concern, however, is about the question of the ethical foundations of queer theory.  Although McLaren gives some credit to the utility of deconstruction and post-structuralism, he cautions about the need to keep a strong epistemological and ethical base (McLaren, 2000, p. 198).  Honneth (1995) is concerned as well but believes that we are starting to see a poststructuralist ethics emerge, observing: “If the philosophical movement of poststructuralism was, in its beginnings, apparently strictly directed against every kind of normative theory, then this initial reticence has since given way to a dramatically changed attitude”  (p.289).  Honneth presents a reading of a key postmodernist, Lyotard, and shows him to be in fact quite concerned with questions of ethics.  Lyotard is concerned with the injustice of those silenced by the inability of their experiences to gain validity within various linguistic systems. (p. 293-294).   This concept of the injustice of the inability to articulate certain ideas coincides well with Foucault’s concept of discourses; Foucault is concerned with who and what is excluded by our (limited) conceptions of reality.   For Foucault, however, discourse is not simply linguistic but also has a material component.   Schaafsma (1998) argues that Foucauldian discourses “operate in particular sites, within certain rules of inclusion/exclusion, providing boundaries invested with institutional support and correlated with a variety of social, political, and administrative practices” (p. 256).  These boundaries and practices are material, not just linguistic.

 Habermas is very interested in the exclusion of people from discourse and the possibilities for constructing a society in which this would not be the case.  He is interested in the concept of an “ideal speech situation” in which consensus is achieved in a rational manner by the “force of the better argument.”  (McCarthy, 1978, p. 308).  McCarthy offers some examples of situations where an ideal speech situation might not exist, for example: “that the outcome of a critical discussion was in some way determined by force or threats of force from the outside, or by a differential distribution of privilege or authority within…” (p. 309).  Habermas starts with elaborating a theory of an ideal speech situation and then proceeds to derive an ethical theory from this notion of consensus; “these principles are built into the very structure of practical discourse.”  (McCarthy, p. 325).    

In working towards an ideal speech situation, however, one will inevitably come across important questions of epistemology.   Epistemology is perhaps one of the most important issues one must look at in defining a revolutionary queer pedagogy.

According to McCarthy, Habermas attempts to “radicalize epistemology by unearthing the roots of knowledge in life” (p. 55).  Habermas does this by defining three types of knowledge: technical/empiricial-analytic (relating to physical laws), practical/historical-hermenutic, and critical/emancipatory (p.58).  The process of seeking out and elaborating on critical knowledge, critical reflection, is perhaps a tenuous category; McCarthy reminds us that it “obviously carr[ies] less initial plausibility than the aforementioned” (p. 56).  

For Habermas, critical reflection comes from a tradition that includes Kant, Hegel, Marx, and Freud.  In Marx’s thought, according to McCarthy, “Social labor, ‘sensuous human activity’, is not only a condition of human existence but a transcendental accomplishment.” (p. 81).  The social world is produced through labor, and consequently, produces subjects themselves.  McCarthy writes, “In the labor process, what changes is not only the nature worked upon but the nature of the laboring subjects themselves.” (p.81).   The human subject is formed over generations of labor; as Habermas writes:

The present subject comprehends itself by knowing itself to have been produced as by itself through the production of past subjects… A social subject attains consciousness of itself only if it becomes aware of itself in the production or labor as the self-generative act of the species in general and knows itself to have been produced by the ‘labor of the entire previous course of world history’.  (McCarthy, p. 81-82)

This focus on the historical genesis of subjects forms one of the major elements of the theories of Foucault.   He asks how “bodies… are constituted as peripheral subjects as a result of the effects of power” (1980, p.98).  Foucault wants to know how ideas of identity have evolved over time and how this relates to power and knowledge, or what he calls, power-knowledge.   Britzman uses Foucault to ask questions about knowledge and how it relates to “normality.”  She sees queer pedagogy as being about the study of limits—what makes some things thinkable and others not.  She writes of this strategy that “[it] attempts to get at the unmarked criteria that work to dismiss as irrelevant or valorize as relevant a particular mode of thought, field of study, or insistence upon the real”  (1995, p. 156).   Britzman explores Michael Foucault’s idea of “structures of intelligibility” and how they determine what counts as truth.  

Exploration of what truth is and what it means and who gets to define it is an important element of a queer pedagogy. Foucault writes of truth:  

“Truth is a thing of this world; it is produced only by virtue of multiple forms of constraint.  And it induces regular effects of power.  Each society has its regime of truth, its 'general politics of truth: that is, the type of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true; the mechanisms and instances which enable one to distinguish true and false statements, the means by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and procedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the status of those who are charged with saying what counts as true.” (Schaafsma 256)   

Revolutionary pedagogy is interested in similar questions, but goes even further—McLaren suggests:

it puts power/knowledge relations on a collision course with their own internal contradictions; such a powerful and often unbearable collision gives birth not to an epistemological resolution at a higher level but rather to a provisional glimpse of a new society freed from the bondage of the past… (2000, p. 185)  

An integration of queer pedagogy’s questioning of truths about identities and subjects along with the nuanced economic critique of revolutionary pedagogy could lead to new forms of thinking about these issues.  A question of normalcy applies not only to gays and lesbians but to issues of class, race, and disability as well—the homeless, the poor, people of color, and the disabled are constructed as abnormal.  Queer pedagogy causes borders to come into question: “Sometimes, something queer happens when the categories of Us and Them scramble for articulation” (Britzman 1995).   Instead of “teaching as, for, or about queer subject(s),” queer pedagogy “aims at the infinite proliferation of new identifications” (Luhmann, p. 151).

There are some possible dangers when it comes to relying too heavily on Foucault in our development of our revolutionary queer pedagogy.  Hennessy, coming from a materialist feminist perspective, has concerns about Foucauldian strands in queer theory.  She wonders what has happened to discussions of labor.  Of theorists such as Butler, de Lauretis, Patton, Rubin, Sedgwick, and Warner, she writes: 

Drawing heavily on Foucault’s arguments that subjectivity is first of all historical and social, that identities are discursively constructed, and that these constructions are enacted through disciplinary technologies and regimes of power, this strand of queer theory, like Foucault’s genealogies, is a version of materialism.  (1994, p. 94)

Yet they fall short in her opinion, being “quite at odds with historical materialism” (p. 94).  Although she concedes that modern consumer capitalism constructs subjectivity more in terms of “lifestyle, taste, and culture” she warns that “the overdetermined relations between labor and gender have [not] disappeared” (p.108).  Identities are constructed by capitalist relations of power in order to serve particular interests and are not just a result of the process of différance.  (p. 99).

Britzman writes that she hopes to “exceed such binary oppositions as the tolerant and the tolerated and the oppressed and the oppressor yet still hold onto an analysis of social difference that can account for how structural dynamics of subordination and subjection work at the level of the historical, the conceptual, the social, and the psychic” (p. 164-165).  In doing so, theorists must be careful not to be too quick to discard so-called large theories such as Marxism and patriarchy.  Hennessy reminds us that “’very large’ is hardly an adequate descriptor of a systemic analysis that extends its concepts from a high level of abstraction to a conjunctural, historically specific one” (p. 91).  

A revolutionary queer pedagogy, as has been formulated here, will critically explore the connections between labor, gender, and sexuality.  It will stay grounded in material reality while avoiding the myopic focus on class characteristic of orthodox Marxism.  When looking at issues of knowledge-power, it will remind us to see whose interests are being served and what is it at stake in the struggle.  And it will connect these struggles to the day-to-day practice of teaching.  In our struggle for a just and authentic world, a revolutionary queer pedagogy should be at the forefront, giving a conceptual roadmap for the journey ahead.
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Author’s Note

James R. Sheldon is a third semester student in the graduate program in Equity and Social Justice in Education program at San Francisco State University.  His areas of research is on critical and queer pedagogies.

This paper is the result of a long-term dissatisfaction with gay and lesbian movements, particularly when it comes to issues of class.  These class biases of the movements are often reflected in the associated theoretical frameworks and paradigms.  He hopes that this paper will help to pave the way for a different path.

