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homophobia, thus obscuring the centrality of such

harassment in the formation of a gendered iden-

tity for boys in a way that it is not for girls.
“Fag" is not necessarily a static identity at-

“There’s a faggot over there! There’s a faggot over there! Come look!” yelled Brian, a
senior at River High School, to a group of [0-year-old boys. Follewing Brian, the 10-
vear-olds dashed down a hallway. At the end of the halhway Brian s friend, Dan, pursed
}ris lips and hegan sashaying rowards the 10-year-olds. He minced towards them, swing-
ing his hips exaggeratedly and wildly waving his arms. To the boys Brian velled, “Look
at the fageot! Watch out! He'll get you!” It response the 10-year-clds raced back down.
the hallway screaming in terror. (From anthor’s fieldnotes)

The relationship between adolescent masculinity
and scxuality is embedded in the specter of the
faggot. Faggots represent a penetrated masculinity
in which “to be penetrated is to abdicate power”
(Bersani, 1987: 212). Penetrated men symbolize a
masculinity deveid of power, which, in its contra-
diction, threatens both psychic and social chaos. [t
is precisely this specter of penetrated masculinity
that functions as a regulatory mechanism of gen-
der for contemporary American adolescent boys.

Feminist scholars of masculinity have docu-
mented the centrality of homophabic insults to
masculinity (Lehne, 1998; Kimmel, 2001} espe-
cially in school settings (Wood, 1984; Smith,
1998; Burn, 2000; Plummer, 2001; Kimmel,
2003). They argue that homophobic teasing often
characterizes masculinity in adolescence and eazly
adulthood, and that anti-gay slurs tend to primar-
ily be directed at other gay boys.

This article both expands on and challenges
these accounts of relationships between homo-
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phobia and masculinity. Homophobia is indeed a
central mechanism in the making of contempo-
rary American adolescent masculinity. This arti-
cle both critiques and builds on this finding by (1)
pointing to the limits of an argument that focuses
centrally on homophobia, (2) demonstrating that
the fag is not only an identity linked to homosex-
val boys! but an identity that can temporarily
adhere to heterosexual boys as wefl and (3) high-
lighting the racialized nature of the fag as a disci-
plinary mechanism.

“Homophobia” is too facile a term with
which to describe the deployment of “fag” as an
epithet. By calling the use of the word “fag”
homophobia—and letting the argument stop with
that point--previous research chscures the gen-
dered nature of sexualized insults (Plummer,
2001). Invoking homophobia to describe the
ways in which boys aggressively tease each other
overlooks the powerful relationship between mas-
culinity and this sort of insult. Instead, it seems
incidental in this conventional lie of argument
that girls do not harass each other and are not ha-
rassed in this same manner.> This framing natu-
ralizes the relationship between masculinity and

tached to a particular (homosexual) boy. Fag talk
and fag imitations serve as a discourse with which
boys discipline themselves and each other through
joking relationships.* Any boy can temporarily
become a fag in a given social space or interac-
tion. This does not mean that those boys who
identify as or are perceived to be homosexual are
not subject to intense harassment. But becoming
a fag has as much to do with failing at the mas-
culine tasks of competence, heterosexual prowess
and strength or in any way revealing wealcness or
femininity, as it does with a sexual identity. This
fluidity of the fag identity is what makes the
specter of the fag such a powerful disciplinary
mechanism. It is fluid enough that boys police
most of their behaviors out of fear of having the
fag identity permanently adhere and definitive
enough so that boys recognize a fag behavior and
strive to avoid it.

The fag discourse is racialized. It is invoked
differently by and in relation to white boys’ bodies
than it is by and in relation to African-American
bays' bodies. While certain behaviors put all boys
at risk for becoming ternporarily a fag, some be-
haviors can be enacted by African-American boys
without putting them at risk of receiving the Iabel.
The racialized meanings of the fag discourse sug-
gest that something more than simple homopho-
bia is involved in these sorts of interactions. An
analysis of boys’ deployments of the specter of the
fag should also extend to the ways in which gen-
dered power works through racialized selves. It is
not that this gendered homophobia does not exist
in African-American communities. Indeed, mak-
ing fun of “Negro faggotry seems to be a rite of
passage among contemporary black male rap-
pers and filmmakers” (Riggs, 1991: 253). How-
ever, the fact that “white women and men, gay
and straight, have more or less colonized cultural
debates about sexual representation” (Julien and
Mercer, 1991 167} obscures varied systems of sex-

ARTICLE 11 “Dude, You're a Fag" 125

ualized meanings among different racialized eth-
nic groups (Almaguer, 1991; King, 2004).

Theoretical Framing

The sociology of masculinity entails a “critical
study of men, their behaviors, practices, values
and perspectives” (Whitehead and Barrett, 2001:
14). Recent studies of men emphasize the mulii-
plicity of masculinity (Connell, 1995) detaiting the
ways in which different configurations of gender
practice are promoted, challenged or reinforced
in given seccial situations. This research on how
men do masculinities has explored gendered prac-
tices in a wide range of social institutions, such as
families (Coltrane, 2001) schools (Skelton, 1996;
Parker, 1996; Mac an Ghaill, 1996; Francis and
Skelton, 2001), workplaces (Coaper, 2000), media
(Craig, 1992), and sports (Messner, 1989; Edly
and Wetherel, 1997; Curry, 2004). Many of these
studies have developed specific typologies of
masculinities: gay, Black, Chicano, working class,
middie class, Asian, gay Black, gay Chicano,
white working class, militarized, transnational
business, New Man, negotiated, versatile, healthy,
toxic, counter, and cool masculinities, to name a
few (Messner, 2004). In this sort of model the fag
could be (and often has been) framed as a type of
subordinated masculinity attached to homosex-
ual adolescent boys’ bodies.

Heeding Timothy Carrigan’s admonition that
an “analysis of masculinity needs to be related as
well to other currents in feminism” {Carrigan et
al., 1987: 64), in this article T integrate queer the-
ory’s insights about the relationships between
gender, sexuality, identities and power with the
attention to men found in the literature on mas-
culinities. Like the sociology of gender, queer the-
ory destabilizes the assumed naturalness of the
social order (Lemert, 1996). Queer theory is a
“conceptualization which sees sexual power as
embedded in different levels of social life” and in-
terrogates areas of the social world not usually
seen as sexuality (Stein and Plummer, 1994). In
this sense queer theory calls for sexuality to be
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looked at not only as a discrete arena of sexual
practices and identities, but also as a constitutive
element of social life (Warner, 1993; Epstein,
1996).

While the masculinities' literature rightly

highlights very real inequalities between gay and
straight men (see for instance Connell, 1995), this
emphasis on sexuality as inhered in static identi-
ties attached to male bodies, rather than major
organizing principles of social life (Sedgwick,
1990), limits scholars’ ability to analyze the myr-
iad ways in which sexuality, in part, constitutes

gender. This article does not seek to establish that

there are homosexual boys and heterosexual boys
and the homosexual ones are marginalized.
Rather this article explores what happens to
theories of gender if we look at a discourse of sex-
valized identities in addition to focusing on seem-
ingly static identity categories inhabited by men.
This is not to say that gender is reduced only to
sexuality, indeed feminist scholars have demon-
strated that gender is embedded in and constitu-
tive of a multitude of social structures—the
economy, places of work, families and schoals.
In the tradition of post-structural feminist theo-
rists of race and gender who look at “border
cases” that explode taken-for-granted binaries of
race and gender (Smith, 1994}, queer theory is
another tool which enables an integrated analysis
of sexuality, gender and race.

As scholars of gender have demonstrated,
gender is accomplished through day-to-day inter-
actions (Fine, 1987; Hochschild, 1989; West and
Zimmerman, 1991; Thorne, 1993). In this sense
gender is the “activity of managing situated con-
duct in light of normative conceptions of attitudes
and activities appropriate for one's sex category™
{(West and Zimmerman, 1991: 127). Similarly,
queer theorist Judith Butler argues that gender is
accomphished interactionally through “a set of re-
peated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame
that congeal over time to produce the appearance
of substance, of a natural sort of being” (Butler,
1999: 43). Specifically she argues that gendered
beings are created through processes of citation

and repudiation of a “constitutive outside” (But-
ler, 1993: 3) in which is contained all that is cast
out of a socially recognizable gender category.

... The “constitutive cutside” is inhabited by abject

identities, unrecognizably and unacceptably gen-
dered selves, The interactional accomplishment
of gender in a Butlerian model consists, in part, of
the continual iteration and repudiation of this ab-
jectidentity. Gender, in this sense, is “constituted
through the force of exclusion and abjection, on
which produces a constitutive outside to the sub-
ject, an abjected outside, which is, after all, ‘inside’
the subject-as its own founding repudiation” (But=
ler, 1993: 3) This repudiation creates and reaffirms
a "threatening specter” (Butler, 1993: 3) of failed,
unrecognizable gender, the existence of which
must be continually repudiated through interac-
tional processes.

T argue that the “fag” position is an “abject”
position and, as such, is a “threatening specter”
comstituting contemporary American adolescent
masculinity. The fag discourse is the interactional
process through which boys name and repudiate
this abjected identity. Rather than analyzing the
fag as an identity for homosexual boys, T examine
uses of the discourse that imply that any boy can
become a fag, regardless of his actual desire or
self-perceived sexual orientation. The threat of the
abject position infuses the faggot with regulatory
power. This article provides empirical data to il-
lustrate Butler's approach to gender and indicates
that it might be a useful addition to the sociclog-
ical literature on masculinities through highlight-
ing one of the ways in which a masculine gender
identity is accomplished through interaction.

Method
Research Site

T conducted fieldwork at a suburban high school
in north-central California which I call River
High." River High is a working class, suburban
J0-year-old high school located in a town called
Riverton. With the exception of the median
household income and racial diversity (both of

which are elevated due to Riverton’s location in
California), the town mirTors national averages in
the percentages of white collar workers, rates of
college attendance and marriages, and age com-
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than the breadth of data (for other examples of this
method see Willis, 1981; MacLeod, 1987; Eder et
al., 1995; Ferguson, 2000).

I recruited students for interviews by con-

position (according to the 2000 census). 1t 15 a
politically moderate to conservative, religious
community., Most of the students’ parents com-
mute to surrounding cities for work.

On average Riverton is a middle-class com-
munity. However, students at River are likely to
refer to the town as two communities: “Old River-
ton” and “New Riverton.” A busy highway and
railroad tracks bisect the town into these two sec-
tions. River High is literally on the “wrong side of
the tracks,” in Old Riverton. Exiting the freeway,
heading north to Old Riverton, one sees a mix of
1950s-era ranch-style homes, some with neatly
trimmed lawns and tidy gardens, others with yards
strewn with various car parts, lawn chairs and ap-
pliances. Old Riverton is visually bounded by
smoke-puffing factories. On the other side of the
freeway New Riverton is characterized by wide
sidewalk-lined streets and new walled-in home
developments. Instead of smokestacks, a forested
mountain, home to a state park, rises majestically
in the background. The teens from these homes
attend Hillside High, River’s rival.

River High is attended by 2000 students.
River High's racial/ethnic breakdown roughly
represents California at large: 50 percent white, 9
percent African-American, 28 percent Latino and
6 percent Asian (as compared to California’s 46,
6, 32, and 11 percent respectively, according to
census data and school records). The students at
River High are primarily working class.

Research

I gathered data using the qualitative method of
ethnographic research. [ spent a year and a half
conducting observations, formally interviewing
49 students at River High (36 boys and 13 girls),
one male student from Hillside High, and con-
ducting countless informal interviews with stu-
dents, faculty and administrators. I concentrated
an one school because I explore the richness rather

ducting ‘preséritations in a range of classes and
hanging around at lunch, before school, after
school and at various events talking to different
groups of students about my research, which [
presented as “writing a book about guys.” The in-
terviews usually took place at school, unless the
student had a car, in which case he or she met me
at one of the local fast food restaurants where 1
treated them to a meal. Interviews lasted any-
where from half an hour to two hours.

The initial interviews I conducted helped
me to map a gendered and sexualized geography
of the school, from which T chose my observa-
tion sites. I observed a “neutral” site-—a senior
government classroom, where sexualized mean-
ings were subdued. I observed three sites that stu-
dents marked as “fag” sites—two drama classes
and the Gay/Straight Alliance. I alsc observed
two normatively “masculine” sites—auto-shop
and weightlifting.” T took daily field notes focus-
ing on how students, faculty and administrators
negotiated, regulated and resisted particular mean-
ings of gender and sexuality. I attended major
school rituals such as Winter Ball, school rallies,
plays, dances and lunches. I would also occasion-
ally “ride along” with Mr. Johnson (Mr J.), the
school's security guard, on his battery-powered
golf cart to watch which, how and when students
were disciplined. Observational data provided me
with more insight to the interacticnal processes of
masculinity than simple interviews yielded. If I
had relied only on interview data I would have
missed the interactional processes of masculinity
which are central to the fag discourse.

Given the importance of appearance in high
school, T gave some thought as to how I would
present myself, deciding to both blend in and set
myself apart from the students. In order to blend
in I wore my standard graduate student gear—
comfortabie, baggy cargo paats, a black t-shirt or
sweater and tennis shoes. To set myself apart I
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carried a messenger bag instead of a back-pack,
didn't wear makeup, and spoke slightly differently
than the students by using some slang, but refrain-

ing from uttering the ubiquitous “hecka” and

“hella.”

The boys were fascinated by the fact that a
30-something white “girl” (their words) was inter-
ested in studying them. While at first many would
make sexualized comments asking me about my
dating life or saying that they were going to “hit
on” me, it seemed eventually they began to forget
about me as a potential sexual/romantic partner.
Part of this, I think, was related to.my knowledge
about “guy” things. For instance, T lift weights on
a regular basis and as a result the weightlifting
coach introduced me as a “weight-lifter from U.C.
Berkeley” telling the students they should ask me
for weight-lifting advice. Additionally, my taste in
movies and television shows often coincided with
theirs. I am an avid fan of the movies Jackass and
Fight Chub, both of which contain high levels of vi-
olence and “bathroom™ humor. Finally, 1 gar-
nered a lot of points among boys because I Hve off
a dangerous street in a nearby city famous for
drug deals, gang fights and frequent gun shots,

What Is a Fag?

“Since you were little boys you've been told,
‘hey, don't be a little faggot,” ” explained Damell,
an African-American football player, as we sat
on a bench next to the athletic field. Indeed, both
the boys and girls I interviewed told me that
“fag” was the worst epithet one guy could direct
at another. Jeff, a slight white sophomore, ex-
plained to me that boys call each aother fag because
“gay people aren’t really liked over here and
stuff,” Jeremy, a Latino Junior, told me that this
insult literally reduced a boy to nothing, “To call
someone gay or fag is like the lowest thing you
can call someone. Because that's like saying that
you're nothing.”

Most guys explained their or others’ dislike
of fags by claiming that homophaobia is just part
of what it means to be a guy, For instance Keith,
a white soccer-playing senior, explained, “I think

~ample, while Jake, 2 handsome white senior, told

guys are just homophobic.” However, it is aot
just homophobia, it is a gendered homophobia.
Several students told me that these homophobic
insults only applied to boys and not girls. For ex-

For boys and girls at River High “gay” is a fairly
common synonym for “stupid.” While this word
shares the sexual origins of “fag,” it does not con-
sistently have the skew of gender-loaded meaning.

me that he didn’t like gay people, he guickly
added, “Lesbians, okay that's good.” Similarly
Cathy, a popular white cheerleader, told me
“Being a lesbian is accepted because guys think
‘oh that's cool.” " Darnell, after telling me that
boys were told not to be faggots, said of lesbians,
“They're [guys are] fine with girls. T think it's the
guy part that they’re like ewwww!” In this sense it
is not strictly homophobia, but a gendered homo-
phobia that constitutes adolescent masculinity in
the culture of this school. However, it is clear, ac-
cording to these comments, that lesbians are
“good” because of their place in heterosexual male
fantasy not necessarily because of some enlight-
ened approach to same-sex relationships. It does
however, indicate that using only the term homo-
phobia to describe boys’ repeated use of the word
“fag” might be a bit simplistic and misleading.

Additionally, girls at River High rarely de-
ployed the word “fag” and were never called
“fags.” I recorded girls uttering “fag"” only three
times during my research, In one instance,
Angela, a Latina cheerleader, teased Jeremy, a
well-liked white senior involved in student gov-
erament, for not ditching school with her, “You
wouldn’t ‘cause you're a faggot.” However, girls
did not use this word as part of their regular lexi-
con. The sort of gendered homophobia that con-
stitutes adolescent masculinity does not constitute
adolescent femnininity. Girls were not calied dykes
or lesbians in any sort of regular or systematic
way. Students did tell me that “slut” was the worst
thing a girl could be called. However, my field
notes indicate that the word “slut” {or its synonym
*ho™) appears one time for every eight times the
word “fag” appears. Even when it does occur,
“slut” is rarely deployed as a direct insult against
another girl. '

Highlighting the difference between the de-
ployment of “gay” and “fag” as insults brings the
gendered nature of this homophobia into focus.

Girls and boys often used “gay” as an adjective
referring to inanimate objects and male or female
people, whereas they used “fag” as a noun that
denotes only un-masculine males. Students used
“gay” to describe anything from someone's
clothes to a new school rule that the students did
not like, as in the following encounter:

In auto-shop Armie pulled out & targe older ver-
sion black laptop computer and placed it on his
desk. Behind him Nick said “That’s a gay lap-
top! It's five inches thick!”

A laptop can be gay, a movie can be gay or a
group of people can be gay. Boys used "gay” and
“fag” interchangeably when they refer to other
boys, but “fag” does not have the non-gendered
attributes that “gay” sometimes invokes.

While its meanings are not the same as
gay,” “fag” does have multiple meanings which
do not necessarily replace its connotations as a
homophobic stur, but rather exist alongside.
Some boys took pains to say that “fag” is not
about sexuality, Darnell told me “It doesn’t even
have anything to do with being gay.” J.L., a white
sophomore at Hillside High (River High'’s cross-
town rival) asserted “Fag, seriously, it has noth-
ing to do with sexual preference at all. You could
just be calling somebody an idiot you know?"" 1
asked Ben, a quiet, white sophomore who wore
heavy metal t-shirts to auto-shop each day, “What
kind of things do guys get called a fag for?” Ben
answered “Anything . . . literally, anything. Like
you were (rying to turn a wrench the wrong way,
‘dude, you're a fag.’ Even if a piece of meat drops
out of your sandwich, ‘you fag!’” Each time Ben
said “you fag™ his voice deepened as if he were
tmitating a more masculine boy. While Ben might
rightly feel like a guy could be called a fag for
“anything . .. literally, anything,” there are actu-
ally specific behaviors which, when enacted by
most boys, can render him more vulnerable to a
fag epithet. In this instance Ben’s comment high-
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lights the use of “fag” as a generic insult for in-
competence, which in the world of River High, is
central to a masculine identity. A boy could get
called a fag for exhibiting any sort of behavior
defined as non-masculine (although not neces-
sarily behaviors aligned with femininity) in the
world of River High: being stupid, incompetent,
dancing, caring too much about clothing, being
too emotional or expressing interest (sexual or
platonic) in other guys. However, given the extent
of its deployment and the laundry list of behav-
iors that could get a boy in trouble it is no wonder
that Ben felt like a boy could be calied “fag” for
“anything.”

One-third (13) of the boys I interviewed told
me that, while they may liberally insult each other
with the term, they would not actually direct it
at a homosexual peer. Jabes, a Filipino senior,
told me

I actwally say it [fag] quite a lot, except for
when I'm in the company of an actual homo-
sexual person. Then I try not to say it at all. But
when I'm just hanging out with my friends I'll
be like, “shut up, I don’t want you hear you
any more, you stupid fag.”

Similarly J.L. compared homosexuality to a dis-
ability, saying there is “no way" he'd call an actu-
ally gay guy a fag because

There's people who are the retarded people
who nobody wants to associate with. I'll be so
nice to those guys and I hate it when people
make fun of them. It's like, “bro do you realize
that they can’t help that,” And then there's gay
people. They were born that way.

According to this group of boys, gay is a le-
gitimate, if marginalized, social identity. Ifa man
is gay, there may be a chance he could be con-
sidered masculine by other men (Connell, 1993),
David, a handsome white senior dressed smartly
in khaki pants and a white button-down shirt said,
“Being gay is just a lifestyle. It's someone you
choose to sleep with. You can still throw around
a football and be gay.” In other words there is a
possibility, however slight, that a boy can be gay
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hanging out together. In the second instance
Brian goes from being a fag to making Josh into
a fag, through the “cock game."” The “fag” is trans-
ferable. Boys move in and out of it by discursively

his position as a subject.
Boys also consistently tried to put another in creating another as a fag through joking interac-
tions. They, somewhat ironically, can move in

the fag position by lobbing the fag epithet at one
and out of the fag position by transforming them-
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ﬁﬂdeork T wa + U as a joke. In my play!” The v nna watch the boys : i ) a symbolic response to institutionalized racism
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word seemed It Which the Imitation, P at his : : i i - S, SUT: '
med to pop uncontrollably o laughed hysterically as Josh slinked away say too big, hanging low on a boy’s waist. usuall
mouths in gf kinds of Situations ; ut of bc?ys' Through ing “I have a bigger dick than ali you mother [g’ 5Ing fb b y h Sl-l' ot g
oBe of many instances § - {o quote jug . 80 Imitating 5 fag, boys assure oh fuckers!” revealing a pair of boxers beneath. Shirts an
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i i others that sucy : deflecting it from himself. In the first instance athletic shoes with rolled up socks under the
Neil makes fun of Craig and Brian for simply tongue complete a typical hip-hop outfit.
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This amount of attenton and care given to
clothing for white boys not identified with hip-hop
culture (that is, most of the white boys at River

High) would certainly cast them into an abject,

fag position. White boys are not supposed to ap-
pear to care about their clothes or appearance, be-
cause only fags care about how they look. Ben
illustrates this:

Ben walked in to the auto-shop classroom from
the parking lot where he had been working on
a particularly oily engine. Grease stains cov-
ered his jeans. He looked down at them, made
a face and walled toward me with limp wrists;
laughing and lisping in a in a high pitch sing-
song voice “I got my good panths all dirty!"”

Ben draws on indicators of a fag identity, such as
limp wrists, as do the boys in the introductory
vignette to illustrate that a masculine person
certainly would not care about having dirty
clothes. In this sense, masculinity, for white boys,
becomes the carefully crafted appearance of not
caring about appearance, especially in terms of
cleanliness.

However, African-American boys involved in
hip-hop culture talk frequently about whether or
not their clothes, specifically their shoes, are dirty:

In drama class botl: Darnell and Mare com-
pared their white Adidas basketball shoes,
Darnell mocked Marc because black scuff
marks covered his shoes, asking incredulously
“Yours are 2 week old and they're dirty—TI've
had mine for a month and they’re not direy!”
Both laughed.

Monte, River High's star football plaver, echoed
this concern about dirty shoes when looking at the
fancy red shoes he had lent to his cousin the week
before, and told rme he was Fustrated because after
his cousin used them, the “shoes are hella scuffed
up.” Clothing, for these boys, does not indicate a
fag position, but rather defines membership in a
certain cultural and racial group (Perry, 2002).
Dancing is another arena that carries dis-
tinetly fag associated meanings for white boys and
masculine meanings for African-American boys
who participate in hip-hop culture. White boys

often associate dancing with “fags.” J.L. told me
that guys think “'nSync’s gay” because they can
dance. 'nSync is an all white male singing group

boys frequently held their female dates tightly,
locking their hips together. The boys never danced
with one another, unless engaged in a round of
"hot potato.” White boys often jokingly danced
together in order to embarrass each other by mak-
ing someone else into a fag:

Lindy danced behind her date, Chris. Chris's

friend, Matt, walied up and nudged Lindy

aside, imitating her dance moves behind Chris,
As Matt rubbed his hands up and down Chris’s
back, Chris turned around and jumped back
startled to see Matt there instead of Lindy,
Matt cracked up as Chris terned red.

However dancing does not carry this sort
of sexualized gender meaning for all boys at
River High. For African-American bays dancing
demonstrates membership in a cultural commu-
nity (Best, 2000). African-American boys fre-
quently danced together in single sex groups,
teaching each other the latest dance maoves, show-
ing off a particularly difficult move or making
each other laugh with humorous dance TAOVES,
Students recognized K.J. as the most talented
dancer at the school. K.J. is a sophomore of
African-American and Filipino descent who par-
ticipated in the hip-hop culture of River High. He
continually wore the latest hip-hop fashions. K.J.
was extremely popular. Girls hollered his name
as they walked down the hall and thrust urgently
written love notes folded in compiicated designs
into his hands as he sauntered to class. For the
past two years K.J. won first place in the talent
show for dancing. When he danced at assemblies
the room reverberated with screamed chants of
“GoK.J.IGoK.J! Go K.J.I” Because dancing for
African-American boys places them within a tra-
dition of masculinity, they are not at risk of
becoming a fag for this particular gendered prac-
tice. Nobody called K.J. a fag. In fact in several
of my interviews boys of multiple racial/ethnic
backgrounds spoke admiringly of K.J.’s dancing
abilities,

Jnown for their dance moves.. At dances white- -

Implications

These findings confirm previous studies of mas-
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identities may affect how “fag” is deployed and
what it means in various social sitnations. While
researchers have addressed the ways in which

culinity and sexuality that position hemophobia
as central to contemporary definitions of adoles-
cent masculinity. These data extend previous re-
search by unpacking multilayered meanings that
boys deploy through their uses of homophobic
language and joking rituals, By attending to these
meanings I reframe the discussion as one of a fag
discourse, rather than simply labeling this sort of
behavior as homophobia. The fag is an “abject”
position, a position outside of masculinity that
actually constitutes masculinity. Thus, masculin-
ity, in part, becornes the daily interactional worl of
repudiating the “threatening specter” of the fag.

The fag extends beyond a static sexual iden-
tity attached to a gay boy. Few boys are perma-
nently identified as fags; most move in and out of
fag positions. Looking at “fag” as a discourse
rather than a static identity reveals that the term
can be invested with different meanings in differ-
ent social spaces. “Fag” may be used as a weapon
with which to temporarily assert one’s masculin-
ity by deaying it to others, Thus “fag” becomes a
symbol around which contests of masculinity
tale place.

The fag epithet, when hurled at other boys,
may or may not have explicit sexual meanings,
but it always has gendered meanings. When a boy
calls another boy a fag, it means he is not a man,
not necessarily that he is a homosexual. The boys
in this study know that they are not supposed to
call homosexual boys “fags” because that is mean,
This, then, has been the limited success of the
mainstream gay rights movement. The message
absorbed by sume of these teenage boys is that
"gay men can be masculine, just like you.” Instead
of challenging gender inequality, this particular
discourse of gay rights has reinscribed it. Thus we
need to begin to think about how gay men may
be in a unique position to challenge gendered as
well as sexual norms.

This study indicates that researchers who
look at the intersection of sexuality and masculin-
ity need to attend to the ways in which racialized

masculine identities are racialized (Connell, 1995;
Ross, 1998; Bucholtz, 1999; Davis, 1999; Price,
1999; Ferguson, 2000; Majors, 2001) they have
not paid equal attention to the ways in which
“fag" might be a racialized epithet. It is important
to look at when, where and with what meaning
“the fag” is deployed in order to get at how mas-
culinity is defined, contested, and invested in
among adolescent boys.

Research shows that sexualized teasing
often leads to deadly results, as evidenced by the
spate of school shootings in the 1990s (Kimmei,
2003). Clearly the fag discourse affects not just
homosexual teens, but all boys, gay and straight.
Further research could investigate these processes
in a variety of contexts: varied geographic loca-
tions, sexualized groups, classed groups, religious
groups and age groups.
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Notes

1. While the term “homosexual” is laden with med-
icalized and normalizing meanings, I use it instead of
“gay” because “gay" in the world of River High has
multiple meanings apart from sexual practices or
identities.

2, Girls do insuit one another based on sexualized
meanings. But in my own research I found that girls
and boys did not harass girls in this manner with the
same frequency that boys harassed each ather through
engaging in joking about the fag.

3. T use discourse in the Foucauldian sense, to de-
scribe truth producing practices, not just text or speech
(Foucault, 1978).
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4. The names of places and respondents have been
changed.

5. Auto-shop was a class in which students learned

how to build and repair cars. Many.of the students.in.. ...

this course were looking into careers as mechanics,

6. While there are several white and Latino boys at
River High who identify with hip-hop culture, hip-hop
is identified by the majority of students as an African-
American cultural style.
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ARTICLE 12

Daniel Farr

Sissy Boy, Progressive Parents

Gender is part of our lives from the very begin-
ning. From early on, children begin to conceptu-
alize and integrate an understanding of gender
into their identities and actions (Jordan and
Cowan 1995; Rogers 1999; Thorne 1986). Fami-
lies, the media, and other children continually
recreate, develop, and perpetuate regulating be-
haviors both within and between individuals that
work to legitimize and maintain the dichotomous
nature of gender. One is either a boy or a giri, a
man or a woman. When gender is not evident in
this conventional way, there can be disapproval,
concern, and even loathing. These responses may
torment both girls (tormboys) and boys (sissy boys)
who do not conform to dichotomous gender char-
acteristics. Some research suggests that tomboys
may be less stigmatized than sissy boys (Martin
1993}, but the experience of growing up as a “too
masculine” girl does have lifetime implications
(Carr 1998).

In adulthood, many of the gendering events
that shape one’s life have been forgotten or min-
imized. For most, the act of fitting into one's so-
cially approved gender feels natural—seamless
and simple. The social rules about how to behave
in the spheres of work, education, and recreation
or in the private sphere of the family are so deeply
imbedded into our persona we can be unaware of
their existence. Not only does one learn how to
behave, but how not to behave. These rules and
norms unwittingly limit us in cur daily lives in
how and to whom we should speak, how we
should dress, perhaps even how we should think
if we wish to adhere to our “natural” gender.

From Couples, Kids, and Family Life, edited by Jaber Gu-
borium and james Helstein (NY: Oxford UP, 2006). Used
by permission of the author.

Our introduction into a gendered world is so
deeply ingrained that individuals who do not seem
to support the gendered norms of appropriate mas-
culinity and femininity stand out in stark relief,
We can beill-at-ease if we are unable to neatly al-
locate individuals the appropriate slots of man or
woman {see Lucal 1999}, Without being able to
categorize individuals, we don’t know how to in-
teract or interpret the behaviors, situations, and ir-
teractions we arg encountering.

Looking Back at Childhood

Applying an autoethnographic analysis of my ex-
perience growing up as a gender non-conforming
boy-—yes, a “sissy boy"—offers insight into the
social construction of gender and the manner in
which gender is incorporated into the various
social organizations and structures that guide our
lives. As a sissy boy, 1 seldom interacted with
tomboys so I cannot offer insight into their expe-
rience, but I will explore facets of my own early
experience as an effeminate male to describe the
way gender dichotomy affects those who don't
readily fit into one gender category or the other.

Critically evaluating and looking back at
one's experience offers a rich tapestry of informa-
tion about the social world. Informed in part by
Arlie Hochschild's concept of the “magnified mo-
ment” (1994: 4), 1 explore several of the key mo-
ments and events of my life that have reverberated
through my memories. These are happenings
which, at the time they occur, seem to tell it all,
50 to speak. In the process, I point to the many
threads of gender socialization and related power
dynamics at play in our society, which, oddly
enough, work themselves out in the smallest ways,
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such as through toy selection and favored books.
Setting out to examine my own social history in
terms of magnified moments has been both chal-
_ lenging and insightful. These memories, while

sometimes painful or embarrassing, offer a
glimpse into the moments when experience can
telescope our understanding of our selves and so-
ciety. Clearly, my perception and interpretation
of these moments are not representative of the
experience of all sissy boys, but they do offer in-
sight into the experience of growing up as an
effeminate boy in a culture, where the two

words—"effeminate” and “boy”—are considered -

anomalous terms of reference.

Looking back to being children, we all can
probably recall being called a cruel name or feel-
ing out of place. Fortunately, most of us do find
a place or group in which to fit and we leam to
cope with those with whom we don't fit, Some-
times we cope by setting ourselves apart from the
groups that treat us poorly. Sometimes we cope
by demeaning the group that we are apart from,
Sometimes we pretend the others are unimpor-
tant and don't matter. Sometimes we cope by
reaffirming the importance of our own group. Re-
gardless of how we deal with this, we’ve all ex-
perienced these varying social mechanisms at play
as we grew up. The scary reality is that we can ex-
perience these mechanisms our entire lives if we
aren’t careful, perhaps without even noticing it.

Looking to childhood, ene is likely to recall
a quiet bay who never quite fit in, Maybe he was
shy. Maybe he was socially awkward with boys
but comfortable with girls. Maybe he liked music
and art too much. Maybe he was too smart.
Maybe he was too fat or too skinny, or not ath-
letic. Perhaps he was a bit too effeminate {girly
acting)}—who knows what specifically marked
him as different, but surely you knew this boy.
This boy was probably picked on and teased, per-
haps even physically assaulted in some manner,
but he was clearfy marked as the outsider, the one
you knew you didn't want to be—even if he was
you. This chapter will examine some of the expe-
riences of one such boy, the trials and tribulations

that he experienced, the pains felt, and the victo-
ries that can be won. Examining the various mo-
ments that have shaped my early life will aliow us

toexplore the numerous manners in which theno-

tions of gender and sexuality are taught, learned,
lived, and challenged.

Growing up I was what many might call a
precocicus child. I was intelligent, creative, imag-
inative, and “too” sensitive to fit into the social
conception of boyhaod. I was the boy who was
constantly picked on by my peers for being un-
manly, for being a sissy, and later for supposedly

being a faggot. I don’t know that-1 can pinpoint--

when I first realized T was unique and different,
but I certainly recognized I was not just unlike
other boys, but other children in general, at any
early age (at least by first or second grade}. The
path of my unique childhood is not the same as
all other effeminate boys or even other outsider
boys in general, but the various experiences I will
examine are ones to which we can all relate in
one way or another.

Boy versus Girl Toys

As children of the late 20th century, many of us
have a collection of toys and other recreational
and educational objects. Coming from a middle-
class background, I was fortunate to have a re-
spectable assortment of toys and tools at my
disposal, to help ward off childhood boredom.
Looking back to my childhood, I don't think my
parents took too strongly to the idea that there
were specific toys for boys and specific toys for
girls. I know my sister got dolls and [ got teddy
bears, but at the time I only saw this as their giv-
ing us what we each liked.

Is this a matter of what we instinctively pre-
fer or is it what we are taught to prefer? Had I been
more like other “normal” boys of my age group,
maybe I would have received more action figures
and appropriately masculine toys. For example,
Transformers were all the rage at the time. I don't
recall ever expressing desire for, or interest in,
them. My one friend had a large collection of these
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types of toys, but I never found them especially
interesting. The time T spent playing with this
friend and his toys was more the result of neigh-
borhood proximity than strong feelings of cama-

all opened our gifts at the same time. My initial
excitement of receiving the biggest box was
squelched when I opened it to find a Nerf™ foot-
ball. I was disappointed; I had no clue about what

raderies. Fortunately, my parents were able to
step away from some, though of course not all, of
the categorization of toys by gender. Despite the
frequent gender stereotyping of toys by parents
{see Campenni 1999), my own parents were more
open about the types of toys my siblings and I
could play with. I was thus able to enjoy “mascu-
line” toys, such as Legos™ and Construx™, as
well as “feminine” toys like looms and cooking
kits. My parents were exceptional in this way. As
far as 1 knew, they never stereotyped my interests.
They never discouraged what my peers viewed
with disdain as sissy boy inclinations. To my pro-
gressive parents, T was simply their son—the one
who was good at so many things and who loved
his farmily—not the bay child in their lives.

One of the favorite toys I received as a child
was a Fisher-Price™ loom. It's used to weave
yamn into fabric, to make scarves, for example. I
didn’t view it as a girly type of gift; I saw it as a
cool new crafty toy. I still recall the circumstances
of receiving the loom; it was an unexpected gift,
unassociated with a holiday or birthday. It was
new and exciting. As I look back, I can still
vaguely see the box, It seems that there was 2 boy
on the box cover. I have unsuccessfully searched
online trying to locate a picture of this box. I be-
lieve it was a boy on the cover, but it may have
been a girl with a *masculine” haircut. This led
me to assume that this was a gender-appropriate
gift. It there was a boy on the cover, it must have
been okay for me to also play with the loom.

The freedom of toy selection I experienced
at home was not something T would experience
in school. One winter, in second grade, my class
had a holiday party and a gift exchange. On the
day of the big party, we each drew numbers for
the gifts that were sorted as being either a mascu-
line toy or a feminine toy. [ was lucky in that I
drew the number for the biggest box! After all the
boxes were distributed, the tension grew as we

to do with it. Thad grown up in a household where
sports were rarely, if ever, watched on TV. I
promptly made a trade for a cool dinosaur kit
where you could put the bones together to build
a T-rex. I loved building that T-rex and kept it for
many years, but the boys of my class branded
me a “wuss” because I didn't want the football,
Omne would think that bones and dinosaurs would
be adequately masculine, but a football superseded
this in the toy-related hierarchy of masculinity in
the classroom.

Hobbies and Books

Through much of my childhood I had an interest
in artistic endeavors. Despite my parents' lack of
concern for gender-appropriate toys and interests,
I soon became aware of the gendered division of
hobbies and how to regulate and manage the pub-
lic (schoaol) and private (home) side of this. I had
grown up with parents who both enjoyed arts
and crafis. From as back as I can remember, my
mother had sewn, quilted, crocheted, and cross-
stitched. My father also had interest in crafts,
particularly working with wood and stained
glass, Given the dangers innate to a wood shop, 1
was primarily exposed to the fiber arts my mother
was working with, From an early age, I found
her hobbies intriguing and was eager to learn. 1
was six or seven when my mother showed me
how to cross-stitch, Her efforts to teach me didn’t
work out very well. I had a hard time emulating
what she was doing. [ ultimately did learn to cross-
stitch from a book, 1 can still remember the first
piece I stitched of a little brown bear.

Looking back, I now know that my interest
in cross-stitch must have been challenging for my
parents. Sewing is culturally regarded in our
society as a craft for women. 1 feel it was quite
progressive of my parents to not have told me
“cross-stitch is for girls" and push me toward
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stereotypical masculine pastimes. I even recall
my father's positive support for my first little
project. My parents never instilled shame or

embarrassment in me because of my “feminine”

e —

Early in my school years, I found great joy in
the world of books. I became a hungry little
reader, taking out as many as three books a weel
from the library—a heavy stack for such a little
person. At the pace I worked through the library
books, it was inevitable that 1 would hit upon
books that boys “shouldn't” read. T recal] one se-

ries of books where a doll traveled to. different .

places around the world. I don’t recall ever hav-
ing an interest in dolls as a child, but I enjoyed
those books because of the travel aspect and the
exposure to different cultures and places.

The other children in my class did take notice.
Since boys aren't supposed to read bocks about
dolls, I used to hide them from my classmates, I
don’t recall if they teased me about this, but I
knew, even at that age, that these were books for
girls. Further reflection upon these books makes
me wonder about my parents’ response. I don't re-
member any. As far as I can recall, my parents
never made any negative or derogatory comment
about it; they simply supported my interest in read-
ing, even if my books werer’t really boy books.

Later, in this same library, I discovered a
children’s series of biographies where I was ex-
posed to individuals such as Abraham Lincolr,
Martin Luther King, Jr., and Thomas Jefferson.
These books were most certainly appropriate for
a boy. I checked out a new one every week. One
weel, I got one about a woman, for which I re-
ceived a great deal of harassment from my male
classmates. Over and over, [ heard, “Why would
you want to read about a girl?" | was embarrassed
and dejected, Helen Keller remains the only
woman from the series I ever read about. It's odd
how a simple act of reading about a woman can
put one’s masculinity at risk.

A growing interest in arts and crafts, com-
bined with my love of books, led me to borrow
various arts books. Initially, I was vaguely famil-
iar with the craft of crocheting, having seen my

maother working with the funny hooked needle. I
was curious, so this was the topic of the first of

" these books I borrowed. 1 took the book horme
_and taught myself how to crachet, making a white
washcloth.

I was proud of that little project, so I took it
to school for show-and-tell. This led to another
magnified moment, in which I learned one of the
harshest lessons of my gender socialization. My
classmates picked me on endlessly. T was begin-
ning to see that there were certain hobbies and ac-
tivities that I might be interested in and had talent
in doing; but which could never be shared with
the kids at school. The teacher was supportive
and said what a nice job I had done, but the kids
were cruel. I was confused. After afl, we all took
the same art classes. How was this different? 1
had ne idea that this wasn't stuff T was supposed
to be doing. I had two options: give up this hobby
entirely or continue it at home and keep it secret
from my peers. T chose the latter.

At first blush, the library would seem to be
gender-neutral territory, a place of knowledge and
entertainment. But this is gendered too. A boy
must be carefitl not to overstep the boundaries that
define appropriate masculinity. One is constricted
by the gendered information we are taught by
peers, teachers, and families. While adults cer-
tainly have a profound influence upon youth, it
also seems that much of the gender policing of
boys is accomplished by their male peers. Girls,
who may participate in taunting and harassment
in conjunction with other boys, are unlikely to
potice and taunt boys for feminine belsaviors or
interests on their own {Zucker et al. 1995). In my
experience this was true. Girls were much more
willing to accept my interest in art and the books
that they may have also read, and they enjoyed
discussing them with me. This probably helped lay
the groundwork for my ability to establish friend-
ships more readily with girls than with boys.

Moving Along in School

The lesson learned about what constitutes an ap-
propriate book extended beyond the library to
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schooling. There is an expectation that both girls
and boys in our culture will attend schools, but
the types of involvement and the interest demon-

_strated by the differing genders is regulated dif-

ferently. Subjects and information taught and
presented to children help to reinforce conceptions
of masculinity and femininity, as well as power,
in our culture. Subjects that have the connotation
of being of “lesser” importance, such as hand-
writing, tend to be associated with the feminine.
Thus, it may be socially expected that girls will
earn higher grades than boys in such subjects.
People notice the “girly” writing of a man who
writes nicely. The social construction of gender
also reaches out from the books of the classroom
to sugpest that there are subjects, topics, and ca-
reers that are for girls and others that are for boys.

By the fourth grade, I was selected to join my
school district's Academically Gifted Program
(AGP). This became another nail in the coffin of
my popularity. It's strange how as children we
tease and insult both the over-achievers and the
under-achievers. I yearned through those years to
merely be “average.” Alas, I was not, as I was in
a special program where I was permitted to leave
my regular school one whole day a week and ride
a bus to another school to interact with other
“gifted” students in a special class. We had access
to various academic and activity-experience op-
portunities. it was a good experience while I was
at AGP, at least initially. This was the first time
that T had a chance to mingle with peers who
seemed to be at my own intellectvat level. I also
was no longer the main target of harassment in
my class. I was grouped with those who I can only
assume were also targets in their own schools. In
a funny kind of way, it was rewarding to be
grouped up with the other nerds, geeks, sissies,
and weirdos, one of the first times I didn't feel
alone.

Children can be incredibly cruel and I was
an easy target, being in a gifted program, being a
bit pudgy, being too effeminate, and wearing
glasses. It was in fourth grade when I first tried to
g0 on a diet in hopes of fitting in beiter with my
classmates. [ knew to hide this from my peers, be-

cause, as with so many other things in my world,
being on a diet was something girls did, not boys.
So even in my aim to fit in better, I was trying to
get there by way of non-masculine approved
routes {though as adults we know that both men
and women go on diets).

During those years of fourth through sixth
grade, I found myself becoming increasingly iso-
lated and distant. T was a sad child in many ways.
I spent a lot of time reading and deing artistic
projects by myself. I struggled with the emotional
limitations of schooling, with my inability to fit in
with my peers. I spent many nights hiding under
my quilt in bed crying about it. I simply could not
understand why my peers held such a negative
view of me. I tried to reasoa the circumstances
away as being the result of superior intellect, but
this didn't work. I'm sure it was not an easy thing
for my parents to see me so sad, so I also tried to
keep it hidden from them. (TIsn't that what boys
are supposed to do?) I sought to reconcile some of
the emotional strain of the situation by withdraw-
ing and convincing myself that [ was fine alone.

Having relecated to a new town towards the
end of sixth grade, I merged into the life of junior
high school much like my peers. We were all new
to the school, with an equally low status in the
grade hierarchy, all seeking to establish our stand-
ing in the local scheme of things. I was placed in
all the advanced classes that were offered. While
this was great in that I was with a group of intel-
lectual peers, I also was separated from the ma-
jority of my classmates, who I only met in gym,
chorus, and maybe in the cafeteria,

During the seventh grade, all students were
required to take a home economics class. For the
first time, I was able to flaunt my domestic abilities
with a needle and thread as well as in the kitchen.
From a young age, 1 had learmed to cook, in part
because of personal interest, but also in part be-
cause I was a Cub Scout. I no longer had to hide
the fact that I could cook and sew from my peers,
but I did have to be careful in showing how much
I knew and how much I enjoyed these activities.
I ended up being at the head of my class for home
economics and even started helping other students
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with some of the sewing and embroidery assign-
ments. [t was the first time that the feedback T was
receiving from peers was not reinforcing the neg-

nection with stereotypicaily feminine activities.

Because the course was required and I was
part of a class of high achieving students, I wasn’t
seen as a boy participating in feminine activities.
Instead, I was just a student who was doing well
in class. But as soon as the semester in home eco-
nosics ended and T entered the wood shop class,
T had to send my domestic abilities and interests
magnified moment, this time highlighting how
quickly valued abilities in one context can be-
come a source of embarrassment and taunting in
another.

Heading into wood shop, many of my peers
expected that I would be uncomfortable and fall
flat on my face. I surprised them when they
learned that I actually knew as much or more
about the tools and equipment as they did. All the
time I had spent with my father in the garage had
paid off. T was a competent woodworker and did
just fne in making the semester’s big lamp
project. One might think that the ability to fulfill
both the roles and tasks traditionally classified as
femninine and those classified as masculine would
have been regarded positively by my peers. Un-
fortunately, this was not the case, because the
dichotomous nature of gender reared its head
once again. While both my feminine and mascu-
line skills required similar abilities-~precise mea-
surement, the operation of machines (be it a
sewing machine and mixer, or a table saw and
drili press), envisioning how differing parts or dif-
ferent ingredients work together to create a final
product—the incongruity of being a boy who was
successful in the feminine tasks was unaccept-
able. We seem more likely to recognize differ-
ence while remaining blind to the similarity that
is demonstrated by differently gendered youth
(Messner 2000). This is especially true for boys
who demonstrate “ferninine” skills.

1 was never blessed as a child with good
hand-eye coordination or balance; I was a “big

ative associations of my.gender identity in con-....

ol’ klutz.” Early on, I learned to dread gym class,

in part because of a disinterest in athletics and in

part because of my peers’ responses to my lack of

athletic prowess. There were, of course, some

things I loved about gym class, such as the little

wheelie catts for scooting around, dodge-ball,

playing with the big parachute, and square-

dancing, which I adored. Another magnified mo-

ment unfolded at this time. It was a Wednesday

and we had gym in late morning, right after
lunch. My second tooth was loose. It had gotten
to that cool stage where you: could spin the tooth
round and round, but-it heid tight by a single-
thread. It was climb-the-rope day. To me, the
rope was the very worst part of gym classes. I did
not have the upper body strength to climb the
rope; 1 even had problems with the interval knots.

1 was waiting in line, spinning the tooth with all
my might, and it finally came out when there was
just one person remaining between me and the
dreaded rope. I felt tremendous relief in being
able to avoid the rope and go to the nurse’s office.
But I also knew this could have been a gender-
defining moment.

In those early years, in addition to scouting,
my parents also offered me the opportunity to join
various local youth sports teams, like baseball.
My one sister and I had both taken swim lessons
when we were young and enjoyed that greatly,
but the thought of an organized team sport didn't
appeal to me. As it was, I was already spending
enough time figuring ways to get out of gym class.
But my parents never forced these opportunities
on me. They surely knew that I was not the most
masculine boy, but they never demeaned me for
lacking an interest in sports. Actually, in contrast
to many of my classmates’ pareats, my own par-
ents weren't very interested in sports. Organized
sports were rarely, if ever, seen on television in
my house. One could argue that this could have
“caused” me not be interested in sports, but this
is unlikely considering that both. my siblings par-
ticipated in various sports in their youth.

When I was about six years old, I had another
of those eye-opening experiences (another magni-
fied moment) during which I pegan to understand

some of the “real world” differences between
males and females. I had mastered riding my bike
with training wheels and was fnally ready to
move on to riding without them. At the time, 1

was only allowed to bike back and forth on the
sidewalks on either side of my house. Two sisters,
Ann and Stella, lived in the house on the left and
had a driveway that was perfect for turning
arcund. In the transition to riding without train-
ing wheels, one of the hardest parts is learning to
turn, continue o stay upright, and keep going
where you want to go. At the side of Ann and
Stella’s driveway was a large bush. During one of
my first efforts to turn around, I turned abruptty,
crashed into their bush, and simultaneously
learned what happens when a hard object—like
handle bars—hits a boy in the groin. I was stuck,
entangled in both the bush and bike, and in
tremendous pain. I cried and was very upset, of
course. Who knew that such an occurrence could
hurt so badly? As I was a modest child, I was em-
barrassed by the entire incident. I knocked on
Ann and Stella’s door to apologize for breaking
branches on their bush. They took me very seri-
ously, inspected the bush, and actually thanked
me for having broken out the branch that had
some rot on it. (At least, that was their story.) I
was so relieved. I eventually mastered the act of
turning on niy bike with not too many scars to
my ego or body, but my neighbors’ support and
understanding stayed with me,

Third grade brought my first regular visits to
the playground. Of course, we had gone outside
to play in the past, but it had been intermittent, as
the big kids in higher grades were “too wild” and
might hurt us. While it is common for children to
create single-sex play groups (Martin and Fabes
2001}, T found I was more comfortable playing
with the girls. They were less violent and didn't
always talk about the stereotypically masculine
toys about which I had little knowledge or inter-
est. I didn’t fit in well and was picked on and
posited to the lowest boy status. However, with
the group of girls, I was able to be one of the lead-
ers and had a lot of social support from them. 1
learned how to play cat’s cradle at lunch, got to
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just relax and sit and talk in the sun at play time,
and compete on the swings for who could go
highest and jump off,

The dread of gym class persisted throughout
my junior and high school years. My gym class
loathing was reinforced one year when I was
placed with students two years my senior because
of my academic and choral schedule. That was a
very rough year of gym class for me. As one might
suspect, my classmates (who seemingly com-
prised the majority of the football team) were not
pleased to have to count me among them, Mak-
ing marters worse, the gym teacher “inadver-
tently” mentioned that I was in a class of seniors
“because of chorus.” Involvement of any male in
choir was regarded with disgust by most of the
boys of my school.

I had leamed to deal with the psychelogical
harm accompanying this masculine departure,
but that year I understood that gender violations
could also result in physical pain. That fall, one of
the games of flag football, which was sapposed to
be non-contact, resulted in my first cast. This was
the first concrete example of my life in which the
disapprovai of my gender portrayal by my peers,
together with the bolstering disapproval of adults
(my gym teacher), caused me real harm. I had al-
ways wanted to believe that each of my class-
mates felt different and out-of-place to at least
some degree, but from that point on I became in-
creasingly critical and distant from my peers and
even wary of the adults of my school. T was dis-
appointed that adults would not present a better
example for students, but I now recognize that
deeply imbedded categories of masculinity are
not only part of youth culture but of adult culture
as well.

Athletic interest and involvement have fong
been held a bastion of masculinity, Being a suc-
cessful athlete enables men/boys to affirm and
define who and what they are, especially in oppo-
sition to femininity {Connell 1993; Messner 1992).
Having had little athletic interest or skill as a child
(and I still don't today), my experience of mas-
culinity was problematized in this regard by my
peers as well as the adults of my world. T had
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become a large-bodied, strongly built youth, with
the quintessential football figure. The idea that 1
was disinterested in the football and wrestling
teams seemed utterly foreign to. my athletics
feachers.

Cub Scouts and Masculinity

While I didn’t participate in organized sports in
my youth, I did become involved in ar organiza-
tion that is commonly regarded as a cornerstone
of masculine childhood socialization, the Cub

Scouts. I donot recall if I joined of my own voli=®

tion or if I had been encouraged to do so by my
parents. Looking back, I can see how I might ini-
tially have perceived Cub Scouts as the “in thing”
to do, but I can also see how my parents, like
many other parents, may have been encouraged
to involve their sons in activities such as this, My
scout troop was small because of the area where
Llived. It was just me, Gus (a boy who was even
more of an outsider than myself), and Brian
{whose dad was our pack leader). Such a small
pack was limited in the activities it conld under-
take. I remember the cccasional craft projects and
the emergence of my competitive nature as I
sought various beads and patches that marked
one's ranking and skill as a scout, As the years
passed, I obtained quite a few badges, but I did not
find the overall experience fulfilling.

While “character development” is the first
purpose of scouting, I do not know if T experienced
much of this within the Scouts or if, instead, I
was encouraged to regard certain behaviors, ac-
tivities, and characteristics as masculine and thus
appropriate, or ferinine and thus inappropriate.
There were many conflicting messages in this re-
gard. While we primarily participated in “mascu-
line” activities such as woodworking, nature and
environmental appreciation, and various compe-
titicns such as the building and racing of small
wooden cars, we also had an annual cake bake
contest. Fathers and sons were to bake cakes with-
out the help of a mother to raise funds for the
troop. At the time, T did not understand why my

mother wasn't allowed to help with the cake. I
felt that since my mother did most of the cooking
and baking at home, she would be the appropriate

parent for the task. In ather scouting tasks, such-

as seeking patches, my mother was able to help,
so why couldn't she here? The annual cake-baking
contest was in many respects a magnified mo-
ment, an affirmation for me that men and women
Wwere in opposition in our society. To be a real man
meant to be separate and independent of giris.
Any task a woman could do, a man could do
better—if he wanted to.

{'eventually left the Cub Scouts, just before
advancing to Boy Scouts. My parents encouraged
continued participation, but I asserted that T was
not enjoying the activities, especially given the
shortcomings that resulted from my troop’s small
size. My parents sympathized and allowed me to
make the final decision; [ always appreciated the
choices they allowed me to make.

Cooking and Clothing

While there were conflicting messages conveyed
in the cake baking of Cub Scouts, it didn't reduce
my interest in cooking. I found I loved mixing and
making things in the kitchen. It amazed me that
you could put various ingredients together, add
heat, and presto! I first learned the miracles of
kitchen chemistry through the use of Bisquick. I
would get up early on the weekend, not only for
the cartoons, but to make pancakes for the fam-
ily. Tbecame quite skilled at it, even though it took
many bad pancakes to master the timing. My par-
ents were always encouraging and around the age
of 7 or 8, I received my first cookbook. I loved that
book and have kept it. The first real thing I ever
made from it was potato salad, which was a hit
with the family. Despite all the comfort and praise
I received from my family for my cooking, and
despite my cookbook having pictures of both bays
and girls, I somehow knew that this was not some-
thing 1 should mention at school. I was already
labeled an outsider; no need to add fodder to my
peers’ ammunition.
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It is odd how, as children, we receive such
mixed messages about what establishes various
tasks as masculine and feminine. We often see our
parents completing similar tasks, at-least on-oc-
casion. If raised in the home of a single parent,
with all the adult tasks needing to be accomplished
by that one parent, how is it that certain tasks and
skills are then demarcated masculine and femi-
nine? I recall most cooking and kitchen tasks being
done by my mother, but I can also vividly recall
occasions when my father cooked and worked in
the kitchen. We probably all experience childhood
in this way, but at the same time we create a cul-
tural understanding of gender through the subtle
messages surrounding us, such as that while both
men and women cook, kitchen and cooking are
gendered feminine.

During my early adolescence, like most of
my peers, I became fashion conscious, 1 aspired to
dress in style and to fit in. I was never guite able
to pull it off. When T was in junior high, I had a
pair of jeans that caused me problems and sparked
a new wave of taunting. When 1 sat, the jeans
would bunch up in front, causing the zippered
area to visibly bulge. At the time, we were having
our first big sex education sections in health class.
All the sex talk combined with my bulging jeans
led one of my male classmates to ask me loudly
whether I was gay because I was allegedly look-
ing in his direction while sexually aroused. I was
completely embarrassed and angered, prompting
another magnified moment.

Regardless of my response, | was branded.
No longer was [ just a nerd, geek, and sissy boy,
but I was to become the gay boy of the class. The
months that followed were horrendous, Despite
assertions to the contrary, no one listened. Being
regarded as gay was the worst thing anyone could
be branded.

Dating, Sex, and College

In rime, I became increasingly aware of dating and
sex. However, unlike many of my peers, I did not
date. There were some girls who I had crushes

on, but given my outsider and stigmatized status,
it did not seem likely that T could get a date. The
combination of rumors that I was gay, my partici-
pationin music, art; and theater, and my academic
achievements put me in a tough spot, Socially, 1
did spend some time with a small group of my
classmates, much of it during lunch. It was reas-
suring to have some bonds with a group of other
nerds, sissies, and outsiders of both genders. Few
members of this group dated or were sexually ac-
tive as far as I knew, and we were all disparaged
to varying degrees by the “populars.”

High school is not an easy journey, It is par-
ticularly difficult if you do not adhere to estab-
lished gender norms. Even though those norms
are sometimes unclear, and the ability to cross
the borders of gendered behavior is occasionally
warranted, there is privilege associated with ad-
hering to normative gender behaviors. In our
society, we privilege those who clearly demark
their homosexual status by having a romantic
partner of the opposite six. This affirms one's gen-
der identity as appropriate. An appropriately mas-
culine male should be emotionally and erotically
oriented to appropriately feminine fernales. Sex-
uality especially seems to supersede the other gen-
dered markers that we take into account when
viewing another person. Had [ been more inclined
to date or establish a heterosexual relationship in
my teen years, perhaps my journey would have
been less painful.

College offered me a clean slate on which I
hoped to write a new story. After years of being
labeled and taunted for not being masculine
enough, I found college to be a liberating exper:-
ence. I had visions of being a new person, a man
who would be masculine and free of taunts and
labels, someone who would [eave behind gender-
bending attributes. But I found I could not be any-
one other than who | was—a man who enjoyed
sewing and quilting, a man who loved to cool, a
man who enjoyed art and music, and a man who
became immersed in the soap operas the girls
would watch at [unch time. College was a world
away from the one I had known. Not only was [
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no longer picked on, teased, or taunted, but I was
finally accepted by my floormates, classmates, in-
structors, and co-workers. With this new freedom,
I became more confident and outgoing. Those

that had confined me as a youth now worked to
my benefit, making me special. I reveled in new-
found popularity with my peers and found the
obstacles that had impeded dating in the past were
now all but gone,

Then and Now_

As the years have passed, I have often reflected

on my past and contrasted my own experience
with that of other men with whom I've spoken. I
have realized my parents were far more progres-
sive than I had imagined, providing me with a reg-
ular refuge at home to be myself. In our culture,
the acceptabie expressions of masculinity are quite
restrictive, but my parents somehow managed to
establish an environment that offered flexibility.
My parents are not psychiatrists; they had not
even acquired college degrees when [ was grow-
ing up. But they supported my own, as well as my
sibling’s, choices to live our lives as we chose, to
be the individuals we preferred. I believe it is their
acceptance and support that made my childhood
successful despite the odds.

Today, I am proud to admit that [ still par-
take in many feminine stereotyped activities, I no
longer feel shame for the ways that I challenge
the stereotypes of gender. Yes, 1 am clearly a man.
I dress in appropriately masculine clothes. T wear
my hair in a masculine style. T am “masculine” in
many ways. Yet, I suspect my sexual orientation
is often in question. Many may wonder—am I
gay or am I straight? Were all those taunts and
teases of my youth correct? [ actually find this to
be humorous, something reflecting the need for
clear dichotomies. Perhaps some readers did not
guestion my sexuality as they read this chapter,
but 1 suspect that most did, given the “de-
mascutinizing” title of the chapter and the vari-
ous masculinity-challenging behaviors exhibited
throughout my life. I know that I challenge the

unique “noh-masciline” ictivities and interests

conceptions of masculinity in numerous ways,
but nearly every man challenges our stereotypical
" beliefs of masculinity in some manner. In prac-
tice, gender for many is an endless range of grays,

Yes, many gay men do express recollections
of a childhood in which they experienced mas-
culinity in problematic and stigmatizing manners
(Savin-Williams 1998). There also are many gay
men who experienced z fairly non-problematic
masculine gender identity as they grew up. We
see little problem in questioning the experiences
of gay men, presuming that somehow their gen-

der inclinations are clear, but we rarely question—

the gender of heterosexual men whose gender de-
pictions challenge our conceptions of masculinity.

Does it matter? Why do we tie together gen-

der and sexual orientation—are they really the
same thing? Don't you, yourself, know individu-
als whose gendered behavior and depiction do
not align with our stereotypical beliefs about ho-
mosexuality and heterosexuality? Why do we
stigmatize and label the sissy boys of our culture
as gay, but are mare accepting of tornboys? There
are tomboys who grow up to be heterosexual
womnen and there are tomboys who grow up to be
homosexual women. The same is true for Sissy
boys. Is masculinity so much more valuable than
femininity? This sissy boy has grown up, and I
have been fortunate to find a wonderful person to
share my life—a progressive individual like my
parents who supports my interests and abilities
and loves me for the sissy boy I am.

Summing Up

Based on my own social history, [ have examined
the experience of growing up as a boy/man who
embraces stereotypically feminine actvities.
Through this autoethnography, some of the com-
plexities of socialization have beent examined for
those who are different. Looking at the education
system, one of the primary socialization environ-
ments for youth, we can readily recognize the
mechanisms of peer policing and gender regula-
tion, which are further linked with society at large.
Individvals who do not adhere to dichotomious

" difference.
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definitions of masculinity or femininity are often
stigmatized, considered polluted, and suspect.
Negative responses often conflate sexuality and
gender, whose magnified moments showcase
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der Roles.” Sex Roles 33: 727-751.
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