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 With the ultimate goal of illustrating the ways that queer youth employ change 

and act as agents of self-representation, this project examines the relationship between 

the It Gets Better Project, a queer adult project focused upon ‘bettering‘ the lives of their 

younger generation, and the Make it Better Project created in response by queer youth. 

This thesis addresses the following questions: How do adult conceptualizations of queer 

youth as vulnerable victims operate within discourses that employ queer youth as agents 

of change? In what ways do queer youth grapple with such conceptualizations? 

Furthermore, how might queer youth actively resist adult narratives of risk, vulnerability, 

and surveillance? 

 Seeking to not only examine the ways in which queer youth negotiate adult 
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narratives of adolescent risk and vulnerability, this project is organized to highlight the 

ways in which queer youth understand and experience their own representational and 

performative narratives, particularly when performed in response to adult narratives.  In 

examination of the “It Gets Better: Dan and Terry” (2010a) and “It Gets Better: President 

Barack Obama” (2010c) vlogs of the It Gets Better Project, this thesis seeks to uncover 

the ways that assimilationist goals of inclusion, tolerance, and equality impact the 

intelligibility of queer youth.  As a means for which to explore the possible resistance 

employed to counter such silencing mechanisms, the examination turns to three youth-

produced vlogs of the Make it Better Project.  An additional intent of the focus on the 

“LGBTQ Youth Speak Out”, “Make it Better Project” and “Make it Better Project - You 

Can Make it Better Now!” vlogs is to construct a space to analyze the complex and fluid 

dynamics of queer youth communities. 

  With focus given to the various mechanisms employed by the adult and youth 

performers of these particular vlog-narratives, this project constructs an interdisciplinary 

framework of new social movement theory, new online media studies, queer theory, quare 

(queer of color) studies, feminist sociolinguistics, and critical youth studies as a means to 

position queer youth voices at the forefront of discussion.  With the goal of continuing 

research that represents queer youth as agents of their own experiences, bodies, lives, and 

identities, it is my hope that the framework provided by this examination will inspire 

future work that highlights and centers the voices of queer youth.  
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 Introduction

 
 Billy Lucas was just 15 when he hanged himself in a barn on his grandmother's  
property. He reportedly endured intense bullying at the hands of his classmates

 --- classmates who called him a fag and told him to kill himself. His mother found  his 
body....I wish I could have talked to this kid for five minutes. I wish I could  have told 
Billy that it gets better. I wish I could have told him that, however bad  things were, 

however isolated and alone he was, it gets better. [Dan Savage 2010]

 The thousands of delegates attending the 1988 National Education Association 

(NEA) Representative Assembly in July of 1988 braced themselves for a heated debate as 

the Secretary-Treasurer began the introduction to the controversial resolution C-11.  A 

much-anticipated resolution, C-11 passing would require the two million member 

organization to dedicate a portion of its resources to serve the educational needs of 

lesbian, gay and bisexual students (Blout and Anahita 2004:63). The discussion opened 

with the Secretary-Treasurer’s sympathetic narration of a recent interaction with a student  

who had survived an extended coma after a suicide attempt.  The Secretary-Treasurer 

explained the student’s decision to commit suicide as a direct result from the 

discrimination and harassment she had faced in school because of her sexuality (National 

Education Association 1988:227).  The President of the North Carolina delegation then 

summarized the motivations for supporting the resolution: 

 C-11 is about children, it is about giving all children a sense of self-esteem, it is 
 about children who are being denied equal access to education, who are at a 
 greater risk for suicide, who face isolation, rejection, and verbal and physical 
 abuse, who compromise a disproportionately large percentage of homeless youth, 
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 who often resort to dropping out and running away...These students need out 
 support, our counsel, and our love. Let’s not  fail them today. [National Education 
 Association 1988:230]

The room was immediately flooded with a violent disruption of angry outcries and shouts 

of support.  After calming the thousands of delegates, NEA President, Mary Hartwood, 

shocked the naysayers with her declaration of the resolution’s success.  The first 

resolution to support the the educational needs of LGBTQ youth had been officially 

passed by the National Education Association (National Education Association 

1988:227-233; Blout and Anahita 2004:63-64). 

 Three months later, the United States Department of Health and Human Services 

(USDHHS) published the Report of the Secretary’s Task Force on Youth Suicide, a 

precedent setting four volume study that included a relatively brief chapter entitled “Gay 

Male and Lesbian Youth Suicide” (Blout and Anahita 2004:64-65).  Although this chapter 

legitimated the C-11 premise that LGBTQ students are denied equal access to learning 

opportunities and the existence of the relationship between nonheterosexual youth 

identity and a heightened risk of suicide, the incoming George H. W. Bush administration 

declared the chapter to be politically offensive and denied the public’s access to it 

(Talburt 2004a:118; Blout and Anahita 2004:64-65). After two years of LGBTQ activism 

and threats of public scandal, the chapter was finally released to the public (National Gay 

and Lesbian Task Force 1989).  Opening dramatically, the first finding proclaimed that “a 

majority of suicide attempts by homosexuals occur during their youth, and gay youth are 

2 to 3 times more likely to attempt suicide than other youth people” (Gibson 1989:110; 
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Blout and Anahita 2004:64-67).  The painting of LGBTQ youth as a group that commits 

about 30% of teen suicides suddenly became sensational.  Picked up and carried to the 

extreme by national media headlines and mainstream activists publications, the alarming 

statistic spoke directly to sympathetic adults and called for their interventions into the 

victimized lives of minority youth.  Through a vulnerable and imperiled representation, 

queer youth became suddenly visible (Talburt 2004a:118). However, as this examination 

will discuss in detail, such visibility will ultimately determine the queer youth’s access to 

their agency and self-representations.  

 Historically, LGBTQ youth have been invisible except when conceptualized as 

deviant or in some sort of immediate danger. At best, the category ‘youth’ gets articulated 

as an absent presence within mainstream adult culture.  In times of moral panic, however, 

youth  become “known to adults as a visible spectacle” (Roman 1996:1). The visible 

spectacle of queer youth in dire crisis and risk of committing suicide served to 

delegitimate their agency as part of the queer identity and transformed them into children 

in need of adult help.  This concept began to dissipate over the next decade and a half due 

to the media and activist attention to more mainstream gay and lesbian issues, such as 

same-sex marriage and adoption rights.  Sparked by the recent surge in queer youth 

suicides that occurred over the time span of less than three months, the media’s attention 

to the vulnerable lives of queer youth has recently re-emerged.  Fifteen-year-old Justin 

Aaberg hung himself on July 9, 2010 after being continuously harassed for the two years 
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that he had been out as gay.  In September, three more LGBTQ-identified adolescents 

committed suicide: 

 Billy Lucas, a fifteen-year-old from Indiana who hanged himself after repeatedly 
 being called a "fag" by his classmates; Asher Brown, a thirteen-year-old Texan 
 who shot himself after his fellow students performed "mock gay acts" on him 
 during gym class; and thirteen-year-old Seth Walsh from California who hanged 
 himself from a tree in his backyard after being teased for years for being gay. 
 [Kim 2010:2]  

Zach Harrington and Raymond Chase, both nineteen-year-olds, also took their lives a 

couple of weeks later in October.  Although global, national and local activist 

organizations rallied for immediate change, the sharp surge in mainstream media 

attention served to pervasively resurrect the universal representation of queer youth as in 

constant threat of victimization and suicide.  

 Dan Savage, Queer Youth, and the Politics of Making It Better

 Despite the fact that queer youth have been agents of change throughout the history 

of U.S. social movements, and although not the ultimate goal of this project, the attempt 

to conduct a historical analysis of the lived experiences of queer youth proved to be an 

extremely difficult task. Combined forces of oppression, particularly homophobia, 

ageism and racism continue to act as mechanisms of silence that push the lives and voices 

of queer youth to the margins as the hidden and erased.

  The lack of existing research concerning the dynamics of queer youth-embraced 

self- representation serves as fuel for my research inquiries, which speak to the ways in 
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which the focus on victimization and vulnerability has influenced contemporary adult and 

youth understandings of young queer people. How do these conceptualizations operate 

within discourses that employ queer youth as agents of self-representation while 

contained within an adult-dominated context of survival? How are these 

conceptualizations transferred through youth understandings? In what ways might queer 

youth actively resist adult narratives of risk, vulnerability, and surveillance?

 With the ultimate goal of illustrating the ways in which queer youth employ change 

and act as agents of self-representation within a society that enforces heteronormative and 

ageist ideologies, this project will examine the relationship between a queer adult project 

focused on ‘bettering‘ the lives of their younger generations, the It Gets Better Project, 

and the queer youth produced project in response, the Make it Better Project. Seeking not 

only to examine the ways in which queer youth negotiate adult narratives of youth risk 

and vulnerability, this project is accordingly organized to highlight the ways in which 

queer youth understand and experience their own representational and performative 

narratives, particularly when constructed in response to adult conceptualizations.  Both 

publicly located on their campaign’s YouTube channel, the following analysis will 

provide an in-depth analysis of the individual campaign of the It Gets Better Project and 

the Make it Better Project as well as the important conversation happening between them.  

 With over five thousand It Gets Better vlogs posted, this focus on analysis is 

concerned with the vlog that stared it all, Dan Savage’s “It Gets Better: Dan and 

Terry” (2010a).  Accordingly, although there are fifteen vlogs that have been uploaded by 
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the Make it Better Project’s YouTube channel and eighty-seven queer youth videos that 

have tagged their vlogs as part of the Make it Better Project to date, the framework of this 

project positions the first uploaded (and most viewed) vlog, “LGBT Youth Speak 

Out” (2010b), as its center of analysis. However, it is imperative to include as many 

voices as possible.  It is for this reason that two other queer youth produced video 

narratives, Buddie’s “Make it Better Project” (2010d)  and Isais and Magaly’s vlog,  

“Make it Better Project - You Can Make it Better Now!” (2010e) will be incorporated 

throughout the analysis as well.

 Focusing specifically on the various mechanisms employed by adult and queer 

youth- constructed vlog narratives, the following analysis will utilize the theories and 

research produced by new social movement scholars, new online media studies, queer 

theorists, quare (queer of color) studies, feminist sociolinguistics, and critical youth 

studies as a means to produce an ongoing and much-needed framework that positions the 

voices of queer youth at the forefront of discussion.  It is my hope that this project will 

provide a framework for future research in which the voices of queer youth are finally 

represented as agents of their own experiences, bodies, lives, and identities.

An Overview of the Project

 In response to the alarming lack of research concerning the multi-layered lives of 

queer youth, “It Won’t Get Better Until we MAKE it Better”: Queer Youth and the 
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Politics of Making it Better follows an interdisciplinary approach to the creation of a 

much-needed framework that positions queer youth as agents self-representation at the 

center of research.  The first chapter, “Adult Moral Panics and the (In)VISability of 

Queer Youth” introduces the main focus of analysis as Dan and Terry’s It Gets Better 

vlog and Isaiah and G’s vlog for the Make it Better Project.  The chapter first details the 

ways in which the It Gets Better Project sustains an adult moral panic of queer youth 

suicide and the ways in which the vlogs construct vulnerable and victimized notions of 

queer youth through performances of adult memory-narratives of being young and queer.  

The chapter then moves into the visibility of queer youth cultures by introducing the 

Make it Better Project and the research and theoretical work that holds queer youth at the 

center of discussion. 

 The second chapter, “Quaring Spaces for Queer Youth”, begins with an 

examination of the limitations and possibilities concerning mainstream queer theorists’ 

understanding of subject formation and queer identity politics.  To create a space for 

queer youth within the discourse of queer theory, the chapter, calls for a quaring of queer 

studies (Johnson 2007).  By using the tools and concepts of queer of color theory, such as 

disidentification, counterpublics, hetero/homonormativity, and intersectionality, quare 

studies is invoked to blur the boundaries of queer theory to include, rather than exclude, 

the complex dynamics of queer youth lives and spaces.  Furthermore, the chapter 

critically examines the academic discipline of youth studies.  With the discussion of queer 

theory’s monolithic identity politics as a foregrounding framework, we are now able to 
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examine the ideal (white, male, heterosexual, middle-class) subject making of youth.  As 

a means for which to counter the representation of queer youth as vulnerable and at risk, I 

call for a queering/quaring of adolescence through the decentralization of the ideal youth.  

It is with such a process that this chapter urges for a new conceptualization of what it 

means to identify as a youth today. 

 To fully understand the potential of this process, the next chapter, “Queer Youth 

Activism: The Emergence of the Gay-Straight Alliance Movement” examines the cannon 

of social movement theory and questions mainstream gay and lesbian movement’s focus 

on inclusion, equity, and tolerance through strategies of non-threatening recognition and 

assimilation. Throughout the chapter, the framework of queer theory, quare studies, 

critical youth studies and social movement theory is constructed to create a space that 

disrupts the assumptions that queer youth desire assimilation in the hetero/

homonormative world and illustrates their creative performances of identity, community, 

and resistance. The last section of this chapter highlights the important connection of the 

Gay-Straight Alliance (GSA) movement to New Social Movement (NSM) theory, the 

evolving relationship between LGBTQ adults and youth, and the subsequent impact on 

representations of queer youth cultures.   It is my assertion that in grappling with the 

paradox of vulnerable agents queer youth began “speaking the truth to power” (Miceli 

2005:7), blurring the lines of activism and ultimately formulating a new type of queer 

politics within the GSA movement. 
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 The performances of community, identity, and space, as exemplified by the Make 

it Better Project, is imperative to the maintenance of queer politics within the GSA 

movement.  Thus, Chapter 4, “Blurring the Lines: Conclusions of Queer Youth 

Resistances, Performances, and Spaces” calls upon online new media theory to inform 

the ways that queer youth perform these embodiments within the in-between spaces of 

public and private.  As a means to queer/quare the narrative process, I illustrate the ways 

in which the youth of the Make it Better Project use their voice to form agentic notions of 

communal experiences and collective solidarity.  As this chapter shows, it is through such 

formulations that queer youth mobilize spaces of empowerment, identity, exploration, 

visibility and resistance.    

 Rather than serving as a summary to“It Won’t GET Better Until We MAKE it 

Better”: Queer Youth and the Politics of Making it Better, the conclusion is situated 

within this chapter with the hope of future continuation and elaboration upon the 

framework provided by this project.  It is imperative that such research on queer youth 

continues to disrupt dominant adult conceptualizations of youth victimization, risk, and 

vulnerability.  My personal goal as a queer feminist researcher is to serve as a vehicle for 

the illustration of queer youth voices acting in community formation, empowerment, 

solidarity and resistance.  By creating a research-based framework of queer theory, quare 

studies, critical youth studies, new social movement theory, feminist sociolinguistics, and 

online new media studies, this project hopes to provide an interdisciplinary method to 

9



analyze and voice the complex dynamics of queer youth communities that also inspires 

the continuation of such imperative research.
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Chapter 1

Adult Moral Panics and the (In)VISibility of Queer Youth

At-Risk Queer Youth - It’s Common Sense! 

 Mobilizing the mainstream understanding of LGBTQ youth as being in constant 

danger, a ‘moral panic’ concerning the unstoppable force of LGBTQ suicides called for 

immediate adult intervention.  Occurring with the conceptualization of youth as at-risk, 

“...adults may create a moral panic encouraging other adults to take (punitive or ‘helpful’) 

action” (Barry 2000:87).  Following in discourse of mainstream media representation, 

Dan Savage, a well-known gay rights activist and author, directly aided in the creation of 

a moral panic concerning the at-risk queer youth with his response to the second queer 

teen suicide in two months.  With the hope of “inspiring young people facing 

harassment” Savage and his partner, Terry, uploaded a personal-narrative vlog, “It Gets 

Better: Dan and Terry” (2010a) to YouTube on September 21, 2010.  Dan and Terry’s 

goal of “creat[ing] a personal way for supporters everywhere to tell LGBT[Q] youth that, 

yes, it does indeed get better” (It Gets Better Project 2010) ignited what has now become 

the largest and most publicly visible adult intervention of the victimization faced by queer 

youth.  Over the next two months, the It Gets Better Project’s YouTube channel received 

over 5,000 vlog submissions and with the majority of them being celebrities, Savage’s 
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project also received an equal surge in media attention. Now, seven months later, through 

the project’s viewership of over over fifteen million, official website, blog, Facebook 

page and Twitter account, queer youth have been granted access to the words of wisdom 

of Barack Obama, Nancy Pelosi, Anne Hathaway, Hillary Clinton, Ke$ha, Kim 

Kardashian and the staff of The Gap (just to name a few) who all want to “show young 

LGBT people the levels of happiness, potential, and positivity their lives will reach - if 

they can just get through their teen years” (It Gets Better Project 2010).  Disregarding, for 

the moment, the lack of confidence afforded by the ‘if’ given to the youths’ ability to 

survive high school, the vloggers of the It Gets Better Project’s overarching message is 

that it will get better.  The multiple dimensions of the It Gets Better campaign that are 

explored throughout this project will illustrate the various strategies employed by queer 

and allied adults, such as relaying the narrative of memory, the employment of 

mainstream LGB activist strategies of assimilation, and utilization of empirical statistics 

of victimization faced by queer youth, that sustain and perpetuate the at risk 

representation of queer youth.

 Situated in a cafe in front of a professional microphone, Dan and Terry voice an 

eight minute dual narrative of their experiences of being young and gay, what they have 

learned, the happier and more successful people they are today, and how their stories can 

help save struggling queer youth. Dan begins his narrative by reconstructing his 

experiences in high school:
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 High school was bad. I was Catholic, went to Catholic high school, Catholic boys’ 
 school. My dad was a Catholic deacon, my mom was a Catholic lay minister and 
 my family was...very Catholic. And there were no gay people in my family, and no 
 openly gay people at my school and I was picked on ‘cause I like musicals and was 
 obviously gay. Some kids didn’t like that, and I did get harassed. [Dan 2010a]

Terry relates to Dan’s narrative by portraying a similar experience of being harassed and 

bullied in school because of his sexuality. They then conclude their testimonials by 

promising their young queer audience that after high school everything becomes 

immediately better. They then recount the memory of meeting each other, falling in love, 

and their most cherished experiences with each other; all of which occurred, of course, 

after they left high school.  Dan mentions several life events, such as the adoption of their 

son, DJ, and traveling to Paris as a family for the first time. Terry details his fondest 

memory of snowboarding through avalanche country.  The connecting factor in this dual 

narrative is that these experiences made surviving through the experiences of high school 

worth it.  As Terry explains:

 Some of my best memories include Dan and DJ. Just being on the top of mountains,
 complete bluebird sunny sky, nothing but the fresh powder below us, and all three 
 of us  plow down the mountain. Those moments make it so worth sticking out the 
 bullying and the pain and despair of high school. And if you can just do that, you 
 will have moments like us, and so many more ahead of you! [Terry 2010a]

This process of telling youth to ‘stick it out’ through high school so that they can partake 

in lavish vacations when they get older is representative of Dan and Terry’s overall 

message, which is clearly articulated by Dan at the conclusion of the vlog:

 I thought I’d be asleep, not walking around Paris. The worst time of your life, 
 really, for many gay kids is high school. And if at that time of your life, you choose 
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 to end your life, then the bullies really won then, and you have deprived yourself of 
 so much potential happiness. [Dan 2010a]

With their message of sticking out the next one to nine years of inevitable harassment so 

you can be happy and eventually ‘better’ clear, Dan and Terry conclude their dual-

narrative by exclaiming how happy they are to be alive.  Right before the camera shuts 

off, Dan quickly assures the audience of the success inherent in his narrative by 

promising, “and you can have...a great life too!” (Dan 2010a). 

 The moral panic created and sustained by the It Gets Better Project is due to the 

adult’s understanding of their own past experiences of being young and queer and the 

correlating awareness of the dangers that young queers will have to face.  As Angela 

McRobbie describes, “A moral panic is therefore created deriving from three different 

assumptions (1) Their sexuality may be seen as dangerous; (2) the heterosexuals around  

them may be viewed as dangerous; (3) because of internalized homophobia, the youth 

may be a danger to themselves” (2000:87).  By conceptualizing the youth experience 

through the adult’s anxious memories of survival, moral panics also serve to position 

happiness as the goal to be attained only after one survives their youth.  “To speak of 

adolescence today is to engage the memories, dreams, disappointments and worries of 

adults who have survived their youth, and owing to this survival, see adolescence as a 

familiar territory” (Gilbert 2004:110). The framing of queer youth experiences as 

invested in reaching happiness situates the structuring of possibilities in which “the 

exercise of power consists in guiding the possibility of conduct and putting in order the 
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possible outcome” (Foucault 1982:221).   We can see this process at play in Dan’s 

narrative construction of his fourteen-year-old self and the connection to his young queer 

audience: 

 If my adult self could talk to my 14-year-old-self and tell him anything, I 
would tell him to really believe the lyrics to “Somewhere” from West Side 
Story.  There really is a place for us.  There really is a place for you. One 
day you will have friends who love and support you. You will find love, 
you will find a community and that life gets better and that the bigots 
don’t win. [Dan 2010a]

These regulatory adult narratives of LGBTQ youth experiences position happiness as the 

end goal only to be attained by ‘getting through’ your adolescent experiences. Mary 

Louise Rasmussen describes this common and problematic survival tactic as 

understanding happiness as a concept or experience that must be put on the back-burner 

until on has successfully navigated through the tumultuous adolescent years (2006:132).  

The internalization of this process is clear with Dan’s positioning of his experiences onto 

the needs of his audience:

 If there are 14, 15, 16 year olds...13, 12 year olds watching this video, what I’d 
 love you for take away from it really is that it gets better! However bad it is now, 
 it gets better.  And it can get great, it can get awesome.  Your life can be amazing, 
 but you will have to tough this period of your life out...[Dan 2010a]

According to the queer adults who propose such strategies, it is the end of the story that 

matters, “and adults know [that] the correct and happy ending is increasing maturity and 

responsibility, school achievement, full-time employment, marriage and children, 

property ownership” (Lesko 2001:132).  Thus, there comes a particular sense of shame 

associated with those who are unable to reach the dictated happiness.  Supporting the 
15



reproduction of teleological narratives of suffering through adolescence to reach the 

rewarded liberation of adulthood, Dan and Terry’s narratives reflect and perpetuate the 

ways in which “lesbian and gay adolescence is constituted almost pietistically, as the 

territory of an inevitable martyrdom, the reward for which is postponed until 

adulthood” (Gordon 1999:19).

 Without ignoring or denying the raw facts about the vulnerabilities of queer 

youth, it is imperative to question the ways in which queer youth have been 

systematically characterized as perpetually ‘at-risk’.  Returning to the previous discussion 

of the utilization of sensational statistics to frame the experiences, lives, and identities of 

queer youth, Susan Driver explains the results, “characterized in terms of endangerment 

and victimization, the lives of queer youth become objectified, precluding nuanced ways 

of understanding the changing and multilayered contours of their daily lives” (2008a:4).  

Due to the scarcity of studies concerning queer youth prior to 1990, conducting a 

comprehensive historical analysis of the lived experiences of queer youth is close to 

impossible and because the majority of queer youth who are forced to conceal their 

identities, developmental and longitudinal studies are even more rare (Savin-Williams 

1990:8-9; Gray 1999:3). Similarly, there are few, if any, concrete facts concerning the 

national demographics of LGBTQ youth (SIECUS 2006, GLSEN 2007, NYAC 2009, 

Driver 2008a, Miceli 2005, Rasmussen et.al 2004, Gray 1999). 

 According to the Sexuality Information and Education Council of the United 

States (2006), the average coming-out age for LGBT youth is sixteen, which when 
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compared to the average age of twenty-one in 1970 illustrates the fact that more young 

people are rejecting heterosexual processes and gaining access to alternative modes of 

being at earlier and earlier ages (Gray 1999:3; Owens 1998:35, Miceli 2005). There is an 

estimated one million self-identified LGBTQ teenagers living in the United States, and it 

has been further estimated that six to ten percent of high school teenagers self identify as 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer or questioning (Lambda 2006, SIECUS 2006, NGLTF 

2007).

  A comprehensive study of the multiple dynamics of this population’s experiences 

in high school is yet to be conducted while other studies have focused only on the 

victimization faced by the students.  For example, conducted by the Gay, Lesbian and 

Straight Education Network and understood to be the most comprehensive report 

concerning the experiences of LGBTQ students in the United States, the “National 

School Climate Survey” only covered topics that concerned the student’s experiences of 

verbal harassment, physical harassment, physical assault, and missing school due to fear 

of safety (GLSEN 2007).  Reflective of the dominant focus of local and national 

organizations to provide statistical evidence as proof of the risk, vulnerability, and 

victimization faced by queer youth, such studies ultimately serve to render the realities of 

queer youth lives and identities invisible.  Furthermore, such studies have been (and 

continue to be) conducted with an alarming lack of firsthand accounts from young self-

identified LGBTQ people, which only serves to reify their misrepresentation and 

exclusion of agency (Gray 1999:3).
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 The utilization of the notions of sympathy and vulnerability in adult memory-

narratives is explored in Susan Talburt’s chapter, “Intelligibility and Narrating Queer 

Youth” in Youth and Sexualities through the lens of intelligibility, which is the process of 

producing (self)knowledge during the development of the subject-self (2004b:17).  For 

queer youth, intelligibility is driven by the martyr-target-victim paradigm (m-t-v), a 

framework that Eric Rofes claims to be central in the processes of queer youth identity 

formation (Rofes 2004).  Within the identity confines of martyr, target, and vicim, 

intelligibility works to define and perpetuate notions of queer youth as either resilient to 

the forces of oppression (m), in constant fear of the possibility of violence around every 

corer (t), or a constant sufferer of violence (v) (Rofes 2004:42).  It is easier to blame the 

victim, therefore the majority of intelligibility works to situate queer youth within the 

victim confines of the m-t-v paradigm.  

 Nancy Naples’ exploration of the term ‘survivor’ and the discourse in which it is 

embedded provides an imperative framework to highlight the youth (re)transformations 

of their own experiences and also the adult transformations of youth into narratives of 

risk.  Positioning the youth narratives as Other, or in opposition, to adult narratives, the It 

Gets Better Project’s focus on the adult recollection of youth experiences with 

victimization situates a dichotomous discourse of victim (queer youth) versus survivor 

(LGBTW adult) (Naples 2003).  The repetition of the m-t-v paradigm by the adults 

allows for the narratives to “narrow who and what we think of as LGBT youth - and who 

allows themselves to identify as LGBT youth” (Rofes 2004:37).
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 Utilizing Naples’ scholarship on survivor discourse, in conjunction with 

intelligibility being indexed by the martyr-target-victim paradigm as a framework of 

analysis, the following two narratives illustrate the different ways in which power works 

to locate and generate dominant and subversive notions of survival. 

 Honestly, things got better the day I left high school.  I didn’t see the 
bullies everyday, I didn’t see the people who harassed me everyday. I 
didn’t have to see the school administrators who would do nothing about it 
everyday. Life instantly got better. [Terry 2010a]

Terry’s narratives indexes a dominant notion of survival as a reward for enduring

victimization for a certain period of time.  For G, the power generating her

survivor discourse is contingent on reclaiming her agency and lending that agency

to others in her community.  

 A week later, I got out of the hospital and went back to high school and
 started my sophomore year. I made the decision to make it better for 

myself because I’m not going to wait until I get out of high school, until I 
go to college and move out, because right now is where I am, and right 
now is where it needs to change. It can happen for anybody. It just takes 
that moment of realization and hopefully it doesn't happen when you have 
already taken the pills, or already tied the noose, because it doesn’t need to 
happen then. [G 2010b]

Through the processes of intelligibility working within a survivor discourse, a G’s

narrative is subordinated by Terry’s positionality as the embodiment of the adult

knowledge of surviving beyond high school. 

 Presenting a “corrective alternative” (1998:239) to the solutions proposed by 

adults to fix the problems faced by queer youth, Robert E. Owens Jr.‘s Queer Kids 

combines the living narratives of queer youth with scholarly research to inform adults of 
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the unique challenges faced by LGB youth.  Speaking directly to care-giving adults, 

Owens details the problematics of the adult-proposed solution for helpless queer youth 

who are not able to fix the problem themselves.  The adult perception of queer youth as 

victims without the adequate tools to make changes in their own lives and is therefore in 

dire need of adult intervention is reflected again in Terry’s vlog.  By detailing the 

constant harassment and violence he faced in school because of his gay identity and the 

shame and helpless he felt when the administration blamed him and did nothing to stop 

the bullying, Terry relays a sense of hopelessness to youth who might be experiencing 

similar harassment.  He further clarifies this feeling by making sure that his audience 

understands that it all ended once he finally graduated high school.  Assuming that queer 

youth are experiencing the same feelings of fear and hopelessness, Terry’s narrative is 

constructed as a dire intervention to assure queer youth that, although nothing can be 

done at the moment, it will get better after high school.

 My school was pretty miserable.  I lived in Spokane, Washington, which is a mid- 
 size town with a small-town mentality.  And I was picked on mercilessly in 
 school.  People were really cruel to me, I was bullied a lot, beat up, thrown 
 against walls and lockers and windows.  You know...stuffed into bathroom stalls, 
 people shit on my car, people scratched my car, broke my windows.  And my 
 parents went in once to talk to the school administrators about the harassment I 
 was getting in school, and they basically said, “If you look that way, talk that way, 
 act that way, then there’s nothing we can do to help your son.”  Honestly, things 
 got better the day I left high school.  I didn’t see the bullies  everyday, I didn’t see 
 the people who harassed me everyday. I didn’t have to see the school 
 administrators who would do nothing about it everyday...[Terry 2010a]

Terry’s narrative not only conveys no hope for queer kids who live in rural areas, but also 

suggests that youth are helpless when it comes to changing the administrative system of 
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education. The activists of the Make it Better Project passionately reject Terry’s 

intervention and propose a reality constructed through agency rather than helpless 

vulnerability.  Isaiah counters Terry’s conceptualization of queer youth as helpless in the 

face of school administration by stating, “We have made a difference.  We have 

accomplished so much for ourselves and for others like us” (Isaiah 2010b).

Queer Youth Respond to the It Gets Better Project

 In direct response to the It Gets Better Project’s role in sustaining and 

perpetuating at risk conceptualizations and the many facts of oppression that accompany 

this characterization, queer youth have taken on such a process of creating spaces for and 

by queer youth.  Born out of the Gay Straight Alliance (GSA) Network, an organization 

formulated on the mission of adults and youth working together (with youth leadership as 

the main focus of the relationship) to fight homophobia and transphobia in schools, the 

youth-driven Make it Better Project was launched in response to both the recent LGBTQ 

youth suicides and the viral It Gets Better campaign.  As the October 3, 2010 press 

release explains, “The Gay-Straight Alliance Network is launching the Make it Better 

Project to give youth the empowering tools they need to fight back against anti-LGBTQ 

bullying and make schools safer for LGBTQ youth” (GSA Network 2010a).  

Acknowledging the fact that “any effort to stop teen suicide is admirable”, Carolyn Laub, 

founder and executive director of the GSA Network, explains that “youth know that they 
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don’t have to wait until graduation to enjoy life or live free from harassment or 

discrimination” (GSA Network 2010a). 

 As students across the globe began to join the Make it Better Project, the GSA 

Network asked the queer high schools students who initiated the move to Make it Better, 

as well as some California-based GSA Network youth leaders, to share why they became 

involved and how it had impacted their lives.  A sample of the responses received are re-

quoted from a GSA flyer entitled “Youth Share Their Thoughts on the Make it Better 

Project” and published on October 13, 2010 (GSA Network 2010b):

 The Make It Better Project is a chance to do something about injustices in our 
 schools. It's an opportunity to have a voice, to be known, to be understood, and to 
 be accepted. It will NOT get better until we MAKE IT BETTER! I participated 
 because I know what it's like to be discriminated against, not only because of my 
 gender identity, but by my skin color as well. [Buddie Sims; GSA Network 
 2010b]

 In addition to promoting the Gay-Straight Alliance, fighting homophobic and 
 transphobic slurs, and raising awareness for LGBTQ bullying and suicides at 
 school, I've been able to help plan a candlelight vigil in my local area. Around 25 
 participants marched down Main Street demanding that our schools and 
 communities support LGBTQ issues. By asking for change now, we are also 
 remembering those who took their lives. [Claudia Chen; GSA Network 2010b]

 Report harassment! School administration may not listen but keep bothering them 
 until they take action. Don't be afraid to ask for help. Let your voice be heard! 
 Adults need to know what is important to you. Let them know what you need! 
 [Kimiko Nishitsuji; GSA Network 2010b]. 

 In true queer youth fashion of unfurling “an assemblage of affects, images, words, and 

relations that challenge the containment of youth demographics and the bounded 

conceptual mappings of subcultural studies” (Driver 2008a:8), the queer youth of the 
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Make it Better Project refuse to ‘just wait’ until they make it past their teen years. For the 

perceived audience of the ‘inspirational’ adult narratives of the It Gets Better Campaign, 

this means having to endure harassment and homophobic violence on a daily basis for a 

waiting period of one to ten (or more) years. As Laub explains, “The youth who initiated 

this project felt it imperative to voice that they do not have to wait until they graduate to 

be happy and safe at school. [They] launched the project to focus on how we can all take 

action to make schools better now rather than later” (GSA Network 2010a).  

 Almost immediately after “It Gets Better: Dan and Terry” (2010a) went viral, 

utilizing the same communicative formats, LGBTQ youth from around the world began 

to respond to the It Gets Better Project by voicing their own lived experiences. With a 

surge in national and global youth interest and support, these responses have now evolved 

into the Make It Better Project, an organized grassroots campaign run for and by LGBT 

youth. By providing community forums, lists of action steps, and tools of resistance, such 

as how to start a Gay Straight Alliance, organize events, and educate others, on their 

website, YouTube channel, Facebook and Twitter networks, the Make it Better Project’s 

activists are organizing change in the present. In brilliant transformation of immobility 

into action, their mission statement simply proclaims, “We can make it better 

NOW!” (Make it Better Project 2010).  The queer youth of the Make it Better Project are 

not only refusing to wait for ‘it’ to get better, they are organizing, rallying, and fighting 

for both immediate and long-lasting change.
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 As a response to Dan and Terry’s vlog, the most viewed vlog on the Make it Better 

Project’s YouTube channel, “LGBT Youth Speak Out” (2010b), conveys a very different 

message than the It Gets Better Project. The two queer-identified teenagers in the video 

introduce themselves as Isaiah, a seventeen-year-old senior in high school, and G, a 

sixteen yea-old-junior. Isaiah voices the first narrative, which speaks briefly to his past 

experiences of being bullied in high school, then quickly shifts the narrative’s focus on 

the ways in which he refuses to allow homophobia to have power over him.

 I realized, ‘Hey, I’m going to be here for a while, why should these next couple of 
 years be anything less than perfect for me?’ Because I deserved a good life, I 
 deserved to be happy. I tried and succeeded at making it better for myself. I didn't 
 just wait and hope that it would get better. I found a whole world of people and of 
 places and of experiences that I never thought I would have; just because I stopped 
 for a moment and I thought to myself, ‘Hey it doesn't have to be this way, I don’t 
 have to be alone in my high school, I can go out and see what the world has to offer 
 me.’ [Isaiah 2010b]

G then illustrates process of reclaiming agency by narrating the ways in which she healed 

from a recent suicide attempt. Rather than a focus on the personal trauma and 

vulnerability that she experienced, G describes the empowering event of realizing her 

own potential by herself. G’s narrative is constructed in such a way that it both connects 

with other youth and urges them to become agents of change. 

 But now that I have [realized my potential], I have made myself a community. I 
 have made  tons of new friends from all over the state through my work for LGBT 
 rights, for safer schools and, again, by choosing to make my life better and my own 
 climate better because you know, it needed to be, I have succeeded it making it 
 better for other youth.  So Isaiah and I want to step in now and let youth know, all 
 over the world, that you don’t have to wait, it can happen right now, right here in 
 your own high school. [G 2010b]
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Isaiah then joins in G’s narrative and outlines the ways that the youth watching the vlog 

can join the movement. They encourage youths to first focus on themselves and then on 

their surrounding community. Isaiah concludes by focusing on both individual and 

community empowerment:

 Whether it be today, tomorrow, just as soon as you can, try and make the world a 
 better place, because no matter what you do, how big, how small, it will make a 
 difference and you are definitely not alone. [Isaiah 2010b]

 The queer youth activists of the Make it Better Project are representative (although 

important to note here that this does not mean essentially representative) of the type of 

voices that have been systematically silenced by adult narratives of risk and vulnerability.  

 The complexities of [queer youth] subjectivities and social lives imbricate class, 
 race, ethnic, geographic, and age relations through which queer youth become 
 meaningful to themselves and others.  In this sense, any attempt to understand 
 queer youth must work against totalizing concepts and generalizing depictions...
 [Driver 2008a:1]

Serving as illuminating evidence of the political, academic, activist, personal, and 

cultural empowerment associated with the making of spaces by queer youth, the activists 

of the Make it Better Project illustrate the uncontainable nature of queer youth identities, 

experiences, communities, and desires. 
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Writing and Researching Queer Youth

 The point is not to ask who and what are queer youth? But rather to consider how  do 
young people forge personal and collective representations that address their  immediate 

conditions and elaborate enriching visions? [Driver 2008b:19]

 We are not helpless, we are not ruled by adults, we are not just waiting to grow  up. We 
have lives right now and we have power right now and we can use that to  make it better 

right now. [Isaiah 2010b]

 

 The challenge of voicing the lived experiences of queer youth is brilliantly 

addressed by Mary Gray’s In Your Face: Stories from the Lives of Queer Youth (1999), 

Susan Driver’s Queer Girls and Popular Culture: Reading, Resisting and Creating Media 

(2007), and her later anthology, Queer Youth Cultures (2008).  Utilizing the theoretical 

framework presented by the introduction to Youth and Sexualities: Pleasure, Subversion, 

and Insubordination In and Out of Schools (Rasmussen et.al 2004), with compelling (re)

presentations of the multivocality and fluidity of queer youth identities and communities, 

Susan Driver encapsulates the work of these four texts through her contestation and 

disruption of heteronormative conceptualizations.   

 Fostering dialogues with queer girls from an adult position as an advocate and 
 ally, I shift the focus of this book away from patronizing constructions of queer 
 youth as social problems, rebellious outsiders, or ‘at risk’ victims, towards their 
 innovative work as cultural knowers and doers. [2007:18-19]

  Although published over the span of a decade, these four texts utilize the framework of 

pleasure, subversion and insubordination (Rasmussen et.al 2004) to explore the ways in 
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which queer youth assert self-determination as counter-determinacy to the minoritizing 

discourses of vulnerability and victimhood. 

 Focusing on the varying relationship between popular culture, representation, and 

self-identified female bodied queer girls, Susan Driver’s Queer Girls and Popular 

Culture (2007) actively disrupts dominant narratives of queer youth experiences and 

identities.  Through her definition of the word ‘queer’ as a performative acts conducted 

by youth, Driver presents a research-framework in which the youth are positioned as 

agents (2007:4).  The rich complexity of various actions in resistance to structures of 

heteronormativity and ageism is illuminated by the voices of queer youth, who speak 

throughout the text in regards to dismantle adult and media representations of their 

experiences and identities.  Similarly, In Your Face (1999) presents the experiences of a 

diverse group of fifteen self-identified gay, lesbian, and bisexual teenagers.  Gray 

explains the impetus for the book to be in resistance to “the complete absence of voice 

and testimony from youth talking about their queer sexuality and identity” (Gray 1999:2). 

Ranging from the ages of fourteen to eighteen, each voice relays a unique experience to 

Gray’s semi-facilitated discussion topics that inquire about of coming-out experiences, 

religious background, educational environment, internet communities, and plans for the 

future. 

  In celebration of contemporary queer youth cultures, Susan Driver’s anthology, 

Queer Youth Cultures (2008), brilliantly comprises the work of self-identified queer 

youth of the ages fifteen to twenty.  Rather than attempt to encompass the vastness of 
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queer youth communities, Driver presents a well-organized variety of essays/art that 

depicts the revolutionary approaches queer youth in self and communal representation 

and resistance to heterosexism, ageism, racism, classism and ableism. The term 

revolutionary in this context is defined by a contributor to the anthology as “break[ing] 

free from the modernist Right and Left...taking up principles that replace much of the 

rigidity of leftist resistance movements with an emphasis on decentralism, networking, 

and collective structures” (Ritchie 2008:262).  Consistent with Gray’s project of 

highlighting youth as innovative agents of self representation (Gray 1999:9-12), the 

theme of Queer Youth Cultures (2008) is supported by the presentation of queer youth’s 

participation in popular culture narratives, do-it-yourself media projects, anti-oppression 

activism, online communities, involvement in GSAs, drag performances, and music 

subcultures (Driver 2008a:1-7).

 By dedicating the entirety of their collections to youth participation, Gray and 

Driver create a revolutionary and much-needed space for youth to finally be able to voice 

their own narratives in a published text.  Giving particular effort to avoid the invasive 

powers of surveillance and knowledge that continue to claim the representations of queer 

youth, these collections focus on the specificities of the communal and self-

representations performed by a variety of queer youth communities.  The presentation of 

empowering ways to voice the unique multitude of queer voices, both Driver and Gray’s 

work serves in contribution to the innovative framework of pleasure, subversion and 

insubordination set forth by the editors of Youth and Sexualities (2004). 
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 However, although these collections do provide the important work of (re)

presenting queer youth as active agents in the construction of dynamic cultural and 

political discourses, their representation of queer youth of color is limited.  By only 

presenting the experiences of queer youth of color in bounded sections rather than a 

process that flows throughout the text, their method inclusion is reflective of what Sandra 

K. Soto calls the see-for-instance endnote: “Queer theorists’ engagement with queers of 

color, or with racial formation more broadly, is still too often contained in the tiny-font 

endnotes at the backs of books” (2010:4).  This holds true for the majority of theorizing 

of queer youth of color and held evident by throughout the research conducted for this 

project. 

 Andil Gosine’s chapter of Queer Youth Cultures (2008),“FOBs, Banana Boy, and 

the Gay Pretenders: Queer Youth Navigate Sex, ‘Race’ and Nation in Toronto, Canada”, 

borrows Gayatri Gopinath’s concept of “impossible subjects” to situate his analysis of the 

performances enacted by young diasporic queers.  Gopinath explains the process of 

impossible subject making in her book, Impossible Desires: Queer Diasporas and South 

Asian Public Cultures (2005).  

 Within patriarchal diasporic logic, the “lesbian” can only exist outside the 
 “home”...is seen as “foreign”, as a product of “being too long in the West”, and is 
 therefore annexed to the “host” nation where she is further elided...within both a 
 mainstream (white) lesbian and gay movement and the larger body of the 
 nation- state. [Gopinath 2005:263]

  With analysis focused on the cultural work of queer youth in the diaspora, Gosine 

illustrates the tensions between queer sexual desire, ‘good citizenship’, and 
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marginalization faced in both the ‘home‘ and ‘host‘ nations.  The two cultural texts 

examined, Fresh of the Boat (zine of the creative work by young LGBT immigrants in 

Toronto) and Banana Boy (youth produced digital video of a young queer immigrant’s 

experiences of migrating from Hong Kong to Toronto), provides evidence of the way 

queer desires are filtered through processes of racialization to produce a specific kind of 

cultural capital.  Once received, nonwhite queer youth in the diaspora are then forced to 

Gosine’s chapter concludes that because the categories of youth, sexuality, and race are 

constructed through nationalist discourse, queer youth of color are systematically 

positioned as objects to be both regulated and disrupted (2008:224-225).

 Moving beyond the dominant research concern of homophobia faced by LGBTQ 

youth, Mollie V. Blackburn’s chapter in Youth and Sexualities (2004), “Agency in 

Borderland Discourses: Engaging in Gaybonics for Pleasure, Subversion, and 

Retaliation”, complicates the narrative of vulnerability as a vehicle to illustrate queer 

youth as empowered agents.  Rather than describe queer youth within an either/or 

framework (vulnerable/empowered), Blackburn explores the ways in which queer youth 

of color evoke pleasure and subversion through the performance of Gaybonics, which she 

describes as a language constructed by queer youth of color as a strategy “to recognize 

and be recognized within their predominantly Black, queer youth community...and to 

avoid being understood by those outside of their community” (2004:178).  The 

performance of Gaybonics is situated within a ‘borderland discourse’, a concept inspired 

by Gloria Anzaldua’s Borderlands (1987).  Blackburn describes Anzaldua’s framing of 
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discourses as existing “at the junctures of cultures, criss-pollinating and creating the 

language of the borderlands” (2004:183).  To further situate her analysis, Blackburn 

invokes James Gee’s understanding of borderland discourses as “community-based 

discourses that allow interactions outside of the confines at the public-sphere and middle 

class” to which Blackburn adds “homophobic, ageist, and elite discourse” (Gee 

1996:162; Blackburn 2004:179). Citing her community-based research in a youth-run 

LGBTQ center as evidence, Blackburn details the ways in which Gaybonics, when 

performed within a borderland discourse, works to assert the agency of queer youth of 

color.  She concludes her chapter by highlighting a hidden voice in the dominant research 

of queer youth of color, the activist potential of their agency.

  Although focused on the experiences of queer youth, Gosine and Blackburn filter 

the voices through their own, which reifies the lack of direct participation by queer youth 

in research.  Calling the connection between the lack of queer youth voice and the forces 

of “homophobia, racism, and its ever-present ageists sensibilities of whose view 

counts” (Gray 1999:2) to attention is the the queer youth of color produced text, 

Revolutionary Voices: A Multicultural Queer Youth Anthology (2000).

 We see that we live under a system of heterosexism, white supremacy, misogyny, 
 and capitalism - where homophobia is wielded as a weapon of sexism; where 
 most of us are taught a Eurocentric version of history in school; where young 
 people, especially young people of color and poor people, are being tracked into 
 prisons...This system makes possible a society that packages queer identities with 
 rainbow ribbons and sells them to the highest bidder.  A society in which Pride has 
 been commodified.  We see that this is a system that privileges some of us at the 
 expenses of others - a world where we learn to hate and fear difference, but where 
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 we must relearn love of ourselves and of each other.  And we are committed to 
 challenging that system. [Sonnie 2000:xvii]

Working to directly disrupt the systemic silencing of their voices, the queer youth 

contributors of this anthology assert that they are their own experts who can speak for 

themselves.  Such an understanding is reflective of the ways in which contemporary 

queer youth cultures work to interweave their experiences of discrimination, symbolic 

erasure, material conditions of inequality, empowerment, solidarity, desire and pleasure to 

construct their complex dynamics of identity and community.  

32



Chapter 2 

 Quaring Spaces for Queer Youth

 I think everyone who does gay and lesbian studies is haunted by the suicides of  
adolescents.  To us, the hard statistics come easily: that queer young teenagers are two to 

three times more likely to attempt suicide, and to accomplish it, than others; that up to 
thirty percent of teen suicides are likely to be gay or lesbian; that a third of lesbian and 

gay teenagers say they have attempted suicide; that minority  queer adolescents are even 
more extreme risk.  This knowledge is indelible, but not astonishing, to anyone with a 
reason to be attuned to the profligate way this culture has of denying and despoiling 

queer energies and lives.  I look at my adult  friends and colleagues doing lesbian and 
gay work, and I feel that the survival of  each one is a miracle. Everyone who has 

survived has stories of how it was done. [Sedgwick 1993:2]

Quaring Queer Youth

 Citing these statistics as her motivation to publish an anthology of her own 

writings on queer theory, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, while reifying the minoritizing 

characteristic of queer youth as in constant threat of violence (self-inflicted or otherwise), 

presents an interestingly complex paradox of situating LGBTQ youth within a queer 

theoretical discourse (1993).  Illuminated by Sedgwick is the paradoxical concern of 

stabilizing queerness while also refusing its inflexible fate.  This rhetorical effort of 

affirming queerness as a recognizable identity category but without an essence is 

translated onto the representations of LGBTQ youth.  As Lensik-Oberstein and Thomson 

argue, “Hence the importance, and the problem, [is] of the proto gay kid, who is strangely 
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destined and yet not destined” (2002:45). Although it is important to give attention to the 

reality of queer youth suicides, in interrogation of this paradox of conceptualizing queer 

youth within a queer theoretical framework this project calls for a discourse that moves 

away from the vulnerable “queer young teenagers” (Sedgwick 1993:2)  Informing this 

new theoretical discourse is the frameworks produced by queer studies, quare [queer of 

color] theory, and online new media studies.  The tools provided by these fields that 

critique and deconstruct monolithic and exclusionary identity politics are extremely 

useful in this project’s goal of disrupting the boundaries that situate queer youth within a 

homogenizing conceptualization of individualized subjectivity and powerlessness.

 Understanding the making of a queer subject as an ever-evolving process of 

performative utterances and acts, leading queer theorists deploy the notion of ‘queer’ to 

signify dynamics of doing rather than being (Butler 1990; Fuss 1991; Johnson 2005; 

Munoz 1991; Sedgwick 1993).  The development of such a performative theoretical 

understanding specifically requires a critical critique of the regulatory power of 

heteronormative knowledges that enforce ideological notions of gender and sexuality.  It 

is within this critique that we are able to locate that the ways in which identifications and 

desires emerge as constitutive activities: “If the ‘reality’ of gender is constituted by the 

performance itself, then there is no recourse to an essential and unrealized ‘sex’ or 

‘gender’ which gender performances ostensibly express” (Butler 1990:278).  According 

to Judith Butler, the constitutive performances of gender and sexuality have no 

foundational truth aside from the truth situating the process of articulation (1990:278).
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 A matrix of active, complex and elaborate articulations of identity supports the 

innumerable possibilities of performances.  Butler describes this active process as “in 

some very key sense, one does one’s body and, indeed, one does one’s body differently 

from one’s contemporaries and from one’s embodied predecessors and successors as 

well” (Butler 1990:278).  It is imperative to note here that these performative 

articulations are first weaved through a configuration of hegemonic social norms and 

symbolic systems of ideology, meaning that the multiple performances of identities 

involves a evolving process of restructuring the boundaries of the normalizing discourse 

in which it is situated.  Taking into consideration Butler’s understanding of the process as 

a “reiteration of a norm or a set of norms” (1990:278), the necessary process of repetition 

to establish concepts of normativity becomes clear. It is within the gaps of expectation 

produced by these habitual repetitions of normativity that queerness begins to emerge as 

an identity.  The queer subject is then able to perform a myriad of words, actions and 

interpretations that disrupt heteronormative structures of identity, knowledge and desire.  

 Moving beyond the focus of queerness as a configuration of performative acts, 

queer theorists began to conceptualize ‘queer’ as an individual and community identity 

set in opposition to heteronormatively configured identities (Desert 1997; Talburt 2000).  

Focusing on the oppositional attitude embodied by those with nonnormative genders and/

or sexualities, queerness began to be understood as “...a quality related to any expression 

that can be marked as contra-, non- or anti-straight” (Doty 1993:xv).  Notions of 
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queerness became deeply connected to  this ‘anti-straight’ notion, and therefore, to an 

identity that stabilized both time and space.

 Calling to attention both the limitations and agentic possibilities for the framing of 

‘queer’ as noun, Butler illustrates the importance of destabilizing the noun’s past 

associations.  “To recast queer agency in the chain of historicity is thus to avow a set of 

constraints on the past and the future that mark at once the limits of agency and its most 

enabling conditions” (Butler 1993:228). Drawing on the ways in which the noun was 

utilized to fixate static notions is imperative to reinvent new queer appropriations in 

contemporary contexts, such as queer youth cultures. By “redeploying, twisting, 

queering, from a prior usage” (Butler 1993:228), LGBTQ youth are interacting with 

‘queer‘ in very interesting ways.  Within the context of identity,  in recognizing the utility 

of “transforming descriptors into identities and actions...by reconciling adjectives with 

nouns and the energizing them into verbs” (Hall 2003:18), we can begin to analyze the 

ways in which queer youth claim the noun in identity affirmation, a verb in description of 

transition, and an adjective in illustration of fluidity. Such disruptions are essential for 

projects of change.  However, while queer pluralities are embraced, it is imperative to  

note that ‘queer’ continues to depend on some notion of essentialized identity.  It is for 

this reason that research must be conscious and high critical of  “...the boundaries 

limiting who, where, what and how subjects stake out claims to queer youth 

identifications (Driver 2008a:13). Within this critical framework it is crucial to constantly  

question the hierarchal structuring of differences between subjects who become more 
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visible as queer youth and those who are excluded within discursive practices. (Driver 

2007; Talburt 2000).

 As represented throughout the research on LGBTQ youth, the majority of the 

tenants of queer theory directed toward the experiences of white lesbians and gay men 

(Munoz 1998:10).  Serving the same purpose of exclusion, the consistent theme of 

categorizing youth as passive victims and/or normalized subjects obscures the complex 

structure of power through which youth grapple with their identities across boundaries of 

national, class, age, racial, ethnic, and ability.  The racialized politics of queer youth are 

constructed through essentializing and minoritizing terms of scientific discourses, leaving 

whiteness to remain as the unmarked center. The issue, then, is not the individual gender 

or sexual identities of queer youth, but the structures of white heteropatriarchy that erase 

their specificity (Driver 2008a:6).

 While offering a progressive politics by destabilizing static notions of identity, 

dominant queer theory’s focus on unmarking difference is tied to a single-variable 

politics of what constitutes nonnormativity.  At times reinforcing the very hegemonic 

power structures that it claims to disable, queer theory’s monolithic focus on identity 

politics systematically excludes LGBTQ people with accompanying identities of race, 

class, religion, region, able-bodiness, etc.  This privileged position of only having to 

focus on one aspect of oppression is not accessible to those with multi-layered 

nonnormative identities.  As Henderson and Johnson explain, “Lesbians, gays, bisexuals 

and transgendered people of color who are committed to the demise of oppression in its 
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various forms, cannot afford to theorize their lives based on “single-variable” 

politics” (2007:5). 

 Continuing such an analysis within the context of queer youth studies, it is 

imperative to understand that “minoritarian identifications are often neglectful or 

antagonistic to other minoritarian positionalities” (Munoz 1999:8).  These affective 

stances of neglect and antagonism are fueled by ageism and racism.  The continuation of 

such an analysis highlights the ways in which the adult positioning of queer youth’s 

desire for heteronormative integration configures and reifies hegemonic ideologies of 

race.  A conceptual understanding of the ways to expand single-variable identity politics 

allows for the further examination of the dynamics of queer youth cultures.

 An understanding of monolithic identity formations takes place in both essentialist 

and constructivist understandings.  The resulting tensions between identity deconstruction 

and cohesion foregrounds a subcultural challenge to the philosophy of ‘queer’ life (Pullen 

2010:3-4).  Jose Munoz explains the collision of essentialism and constructionism as 

actually providing the space or which the hybrid, racially predicated and deviantly 

gendered arrive at representation.  Is is at this point that the queer and the color come 

together into perception and subsequently shift the social order (1999:6). This shift marks 

the complexity of subjectivities, disrupts the monologic perspectives of identity 

formations, and calls for a reconceptualization of queer theories to address this critical 

paradigm of subjectivity.  E. Patrick Johnson and Mae Henderson importantly make clear 

that for in order for this to happen, “the imperativeness of race and sexuality must give 
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way to messier but more progressive stratagems of contestation and survival” (2007:6).  

Foregrounding such an analysis and critical dialogue, the emergent field of queer of color 

theory moves beyond the theorizing of discursively mediated subject formation to a focus 

on the ways in which those subjects are transformed into active bodies.

 Situated within queer of color theory, this project’s framework is furthered by E. 

Patrick Johnson’s process of quaring queer studies (2007) and Jose Munoz’s elaborations 

of the ways that people of color engage in the creative process of disidentification (1999).  

Flowing throughout both Johnson and Munoz’s work are the influential notions of 

heteronormativity (Warner 1993), homonormativity (Duggan 2003) which is described by 

Munoz as “a theory that deciphers the ways in which conservative and assimilationist 

gays and lesbians contribute to the privatization of mass culture” (1999:xii), and 

Kimberle William Crenshaw’s coining of intersectionality (1993), a theory that:

 account[s] for convergences of black and feminist critical issues within a 
 paradigm that factors in both of these components and replaces what she has 
 referred to as monocausal paradigms that can only consider blackness at the 
 expense of feminism or vice versa. [Munoz 1999:8] 

Following in the questioning of communities of identity that exclude rather than include, 

this examination will provide the much-needed analysis of the ways in which the narrow 

parameters of research on queer youth are formulated and perpetuated. 

 Placing this understanding of the limits of monolithic conceptualizations of 

identity formation within the context of cannon of queer youth studies, it is imperative to 

understand that “subjects who are outside the purview of dominant public spheres 
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encounter obstacles in enacting identifications.  Minority identifications are often 

neglectful or antagonistic to other minoritarian positionalities” (Munoz 1999:8). It is 

through such an understanding that the ways in which adult conceptualizations of queer 

youth’s assumed status of acceptable health and desire for heteronormative integration 

both configure and reify hegemonic racialized ideologies.  It is with a conceptual 

understanding of the ways in which to expand such ‘single-variable’ identity politics that 

we can begin to uncover the theoretical implications in terms of what and who are 

considered meaningful within the field of queer youth studies.  

 Although strategically focused on identity, quare studies divorces itself from the 

single-variable focus of queer theory through its theoretical framework that speaks across 

identities and articulates them in them process.  As E. Patrick Johnson explains:

 Quare offers a way to critique stable notions of identity and, at the same time, to 
 locate racialized and class knowledges...I wish to ‘quare’ ‘queer’ such that ways 
 of knowing are viewed as both discursively mediated and as historically situated 
 and materially conditioned. [2007:127] 

In opposition to dominant queer theory’s reduction of multiple identities into a monolithic 

perspective, quare studies proposes a politics that recognizes difference within and 

between groups (Johnson 2007:135).  Similarly, Munoz illustrates to politics of identities-

in-difference as a way for which to situate a politics of identity within disidentificatory 

practices  As he explains:

 These identities-in-difference emerged from a failed interprellation within the 
 dominant public sphere.  Their emergence is predicated on their ability to 
 disidentify with the mass public and instead, through this disidentification, 
 contribute to the function of a counterpublic sphere. [Munoz 1999:7]  
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Within Munoz’s politics of identities-in-difference, queer youth are able to disidentify 

with dominant conceptualizations and also reconfigure the continual exploration of their 

multiplicity of identities and desires.  

 Moving away from detached universalism, quare studies disrupts the white 

privileged textual abstractions of performative queer theory and reinstates the dismissed 

subject by providing the means to negotiate the race, class, and national boundaries of 

queer identity formation (Johnson 2007).  Able to focus on the discursive fields of 

knowledge while also addressing the concerns of LGBTQ people across issues of identity  

and subject positions, quare studies provides an interdisciplinary methodology that 

reinstates theory with real experiences.  This is particularly important in the context of 

researching queer youth who are negotiating their identities with their desires.  Johnson 

explains this type of methodology to be necessary because “we exist in discursive as well 

as material bodies, we need a theory that speaks to that reality” (2007:150).  Quare 

studies‘ focus on the mediations of memories, powers, and ways of knowing is 

imperative within a framework that seeks to understand the ways in which queer youth 

come to sexual and racial knowledges.  

 Connecting through the process of narrative reconstitution, Jose Munoz’s 

articulations of disidentification creates a space to explores the ways that queer youth 

might not simply accept or reject heteronormative ideologies (1999). With this in mind, 

Munoz describes disidentification as a process that “scrambles and reconstructs the 
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encoded message of a cultural text in a fashion that both exposes the encoded message’s 

universalizing and exclusionary machinations and recruits its working to account for, 

include, and empower minority identities and identifications” (Munoz 1999:31).  

Through such an understanding we are able to uncover the ways in which queer youth not 

only grapple with heteronormative, racist, classist and ageist ideologies, but the ways that 

they interact with the tools available to enact resistance and/or survival strategies.

 Munoz’s exploration of the fiction of identity proposes that in order to access their 

own sense of self, the minoritarian subject must interact with different subcultural fields. 

“The disidentificatory performances circulate in subcultural circuits and strive to envision 

and activate new social relations.  These new social relations would be the blueprint for 

minoritarian counterpublic spheres” (Munoz 1999:5-6).  Here it is now critical to 

highlight queer space, queer time, and the distinction between public and private queer 

discourses.  In reflection of the queer theoretical discourse of which it sits, the definition 

of queer space is fluid and difficult to narrow.  For example: “Queer space crosses, 

engages, and transgresses social, spiritual, and aesthetic locations...” (Desert 1997:20).  It 

is at this point that a form of queer localization becomes necessary. Michel Foucault 

conceptualized such a local trajectory that will ultimately lead to a disanctification 

(1986:11) of space, in which the old boundaries of sacred space will become blurred and 

scrambled (Foucault 1998:11).  Although what it means to draw boundaries around a 

queer space is up for constant debate, it is generally agreed upon that the blurring and 

scrambling of these lines have been initiated and perpetuated by queer subcultural groups 
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(Halberstam 2005).  Although they remain hidden in the literature, queer youth 

communities are active participants in the blurring and recreation of queer space. 

 My assertion is that within youth-driven spaces, young queer people are able to 

explore, construct, and forge their own conceptualizations of identity, queerness, and 

community.  But where are these spaces exactly? The vlogging practices employed by the 

queer youth of the Make it Better Project suggest that spatial boundaries are constantly 

being blurred by new discursive strategies of community formation and fall under liminal 

categories of space.   As a means in which to locate these specific spaces, this analysis 

turns to J. Halberstam’s discussion of queer time and queer space (2005).  For 

Halberstam, queer time refers to the specific models of temporality that emerge once one 

leaves the temporal frames of bourgeois reproduction and family, longevity, risk/safety, 

and inheritance, while queer space describes the new understandings of spaced enabled 

by the production of queer counterpublics and the place-making practices that queer 

people engage in (2005:6).  

 Michel Foucault contends that “space is fundamental in any form of continual 

life: space is fundamental in any exercise of power” (1984:252) and that “the space in 

which we live...is also, in itself, a heterogeneous space...we live inside a set of relations 

that delineates sites which are irreducible to one another and absolutely not 

superimposable on one another” (1986:23).  In understanding that space is relational, 

fundamental to power, and irreducible to other spaces, tensions between the dominant 

space and the subaltern are inevitable.  What is imperative to address is the process of 
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territorialization, or the making of space.  Although having access to little social power, 

queer youth do make their own spaces, usually as free of adult surveillance as possible.  

Reflective of the shifting nature of identity, queer youth are making spaces for themselves 

that both work within and transgress public/private, the built/unbuilt, painted/unpainted, 

scripted/unscripted, and all social, spiritual and aesthetic locations/conceptualizations 

(Bertram 2010:248).  

 Returning to Munoz’s notion of minoritarian access to subcultural fields and the 

progressive potential for creating minoritarian counterpublic spheres, queer theorist, J. 

Halberstam, agrees: “A broad-based study of queer subcultures can provide material 

evidence for lives lived ‘otherwise’, outside of the conventional life narratives of family 

and reproduction, but it can also point to those modes of resistance that survive the 

encounter between marginal subjects and dominant culture” (2008:28).  It is important 

here to attempt to narrow down was constituted subcultural formation made by youth. 

 The Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies stresses the visibility 

of subculture as an identifiable space that can be seen and analyzed (Bennett and Kahn-

Harris 2004:14-15).  Due to the fact that the dominant theoretical work has been done by 

an academic generation outside of the spectacular youth of interest, the majority of 

subcultural theories centered and legitimated the youth activity of heterosexual males 

(Halberstam 2008:35). Although the dominant work on subcultures disregards non-white/

male/heterosexual experiences, feminist interventions have worked to disrupt the field 

and insert the silenced experiences of minority youth (Jiwanti et. al 2006; Kearney 2006; 
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McRobbie 2000; Leblanc 1999; Pough 2004) have worked to refocus the ways in which 

structures of hegemonic masculinities regulate gendered and sexual ideologies. 

 Research on subcultural formation has proven to be both both useful and 

problematic when considering the permeability of queer youth lifeworlds.  Dominant 

subcultural theories proposed by the social and human sciences treat subculture 

exclusively as an abstract top-down social model, leaving the complex ways that youth 

participate in the construction completely absent in the research (Bennett 2004:171).  The 

canonical assumptions of youth as unified group becomes even more problematic when 

considering the intersectional, layered and fluid identifications that shape nonnormative 

gender and sexual youth identity affiliations. Following the complex dynamics and 

fragmentation of youth culture, recent research (Bennett and Kahn-Harris 2004; Redhead 

1998) traces the boundary-pushing configurations of youth communities.  By illustrating 

the ways in which youth explore identities, experiences, make meanings, create texts and 

participate in culture, such configurations offer a much-needed space for the flow of 

identity formations within the rigid discourse of youth subcultural studies. A shift in 

analysis to the creative strategies of young people opens a space for which to approach 

the critical process of queering youth studies by positioning them within a 

“nonheterosexual, non-exclusively male, nonwhite, and non-adolescent subcultural 

production in all its specificity” (Halberstam 2008:35).  
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Queering/Quaring Critical Youth Studies

 Although the concept of an adolescent stage of development existed for centuries, 

the Western push towards the modernization of society in the late 1800s and early 1900s 

brought new possibilities for conceptualizing the stage of youth to those who defined 

their needs and social capabilities (Lesko 2001).  With the push for individualized 

determinacy and reason-based citizens came the notion of adolescence as “... a space in 

which to talk about the characteristics of people in modernity, to worry about the 

possibilities of these social changes, and to establish policies and programs that would 

help create the modern social order and citizenry” (Lesko 2001:5). Fueled by three sets of 

preoccupations concerning the worry over racial progress, the worry over male 

dominance, and the worry over the the building of a unified and powerful nation, 

adolescence became positioned as a useful and important public issue (Lesko 2001:5-6).  

Accompanying this period, the formation of the human sciences as an academic disciple 

and the scholarship on adolescence that it produced served to further distinguish the 

category of youth.

 Jumpstarting the emergence of a specific social knowledge of adolescence was G. 

Stanley Hall’s two-volume text, Adolescence: Its Psychology and Its Relation to 

Physiology, Anthropology, Sociology, Sex, Crime, Religion and Education (1904).  

Explored throughout his work, Hall’s theory of recapitulation solidified his position as 

the creator of academic scholarship on youth.  This theory proposes that the development 
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of each individual recapitulates the evolutionary development of the entire human 

species.  Hall tied each stage of development to a specific process/experience of 

recapitulation and it is the stage of adolescence that experiences the most disordered 

process of recapitulation (1904).  Hall labeled this stage of disorder in development as the 

“storm and stress” stage, which is made visible by youth conflicting with parents, 

disruptions in mood, and youth partaking in risky behaviors (Hall 1904; Filax 

2006:39-40).  These disruptive behaviors were explained to be directly related to sudden 

changes in hormones.  The focus given to the natural and biological reasonings for risky 

and out-of-control behaviors of adolescents continues to be the cornerstones of the 

science of youth today.   

 The industrialization of Western society’s demand for young workers then 

initiated a shift from the biological concepts of youth to their social ability to function as 

productive social beings (Filax 2006:50-57).  Although attention was given to the 

different experiences of youth from different backgrounds of class, race and gender, 

constructivist accounts continued to cite the hormonal differences between youth and 

adults to legitimate their socially inferior position.  Thus, the trend in dominant 

scholarship conceptualized adolescents as experiencing biological and psychological 

growth simultaneously.  This new theory defined and positioned youth in a perpetual state 

of becoming.  With the anxiety of society’s responsibility to transform them into 

productive citizens placed upon their identities, adolescents faced constant adult scrutiny 

and surveillance.  As Cindy Patton has pointed out, science and society jointly imagined 
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adolescence as a vortex of individual changes “analogized to the progress of civilization 

itself” (1996:44). 

  As the previous section of this project on queer theories has illuminated, this 

analogy of youth to civil progress placed white male adolescents as the center of the 

representation of the ideal subject.  This ideological formation was dependent upon the 

marginalization of female youth, working class youth, and youth of color.  By placing the 

white heterosexual male youth in comparison to the socially undesirable characteristics of 

Other youth, the ideological adolescent was strategically defined as masculine, 

disciplined, courageous and sexually pure.  By framing this process through its direct ties 

to the histories of colonialism’s project of Western white heterosexual male citizen-

making, this project understands the social category of adolescence as a “technology of 

whiteness, of masculinity, and of domination” (Lesko 2001:11).

 The discourse of contemporary youth studies began to situate itself within this 

paradigm of ideological adolescent subject formation.  Nancy Lesko’s groundbreaking 

work on critical youth studies, Act Your Age! A Cultural Construction of Adolescence 

(2001) details “the four confident characterization of adolescence” (2001:2) that continue 

to exist in youth studies.  These characterizations are described as (1) the coming of age 

into adulthood; (2) control by raging hormones; (3) peer-oriented; and (4) represented by 

their numeric age (2001:2).  The first characterization of coming of age speaks to the 

much-debated ways for which to articulate this stage, such as ‘at the threshold’ or ‘in 

transition’ to adulthood.  Lesko describes these articulations as participating in an 
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“ideology of emergency” that believes “teenagers [to be]naturally emerging and outside 

of social influences” (Lesko 2001:3).  This ideology of emergence is problematic not 

only because it positions the adult identity as an enlightened and fulfilled state of final 

development but also because it categorizes the stage of adolescence as a naturally 

occurring phenomena of development.  The ideology of emergence narrative continues in 

contemporary research through the dominant focus on the “turmoil, instability, and 

abnormality” (Ayman-Nolley and Taira 2000:42) faced by adolescents and sets the stage 

for identifying problems that necessitate adult interventions.  

 Producing a vast body of scientific research to rationalize what counts as youth 

knowledge and the characteristics of a normative development, the experts of 

contemporary youth studies have expanded the concept of adolescence into distinct 

groups of teens, adolescents, youth and young people. Often used interchangeably by 

those who are not scholars in the field, Patton points out that each label actually has its 

own meaning that is predicated on the power of truth, knowledge, and the nature of 

young people (Patton 1996; Rasmussen 2006).  In deconstruction of the specific forms of 

power involved in this meaning-making process, Patton focuses her analysis on the two 

views already discussed in this chapter (the biology-based storm and stress theory and the 

always-becoming position) which, as she explains, places LGBTQ youth as “anxiously 

linked to both heterosexual peers and adult homosexuals” and youth of color  “outside of 

either model of adolescence...” (1996:37).  Furthermore, important to note is the 

contextual influence of the terms she uses to characterize youth, such as ‘anxious’ for 
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queer youth and ‘outside’ for youth of color.  This contextual divergence in terminology 

illustrates the hierarchy embedded with adult understandings of adolescents.  Some are 

understood as innocent, some dangerous, whereas young people of color are conceived as 

always abject (Rasmussen 2006:130).  Adolescents’ identities are therefore situated at the 

crossroads of cultural debates concerning knowledge, identity, representation and power 

and forced to take up the border zones (Haraway 1989) of the in-between spaces of adult 

and child, productive and unproductive, male and female a good or bad 

citizen.Adolescent bodies have subsequently become a landscape of ideological meaning-

making of what society considers to be desirable and deviant (Lesko 2001:48-50). 

 The positioning of adolescence within the tensions of fear and desire, emotions 

and reasons, black and white, sexuality and purity is continued in dominant discourses of 

youth studies through the lens of at-risk-ness (Lesko 2001:51; Davis 1999).  In a study of 

journal articles referenced the academic subject of adolescence, Ayman-Nolley and Taira 

found a persistent focus on the disruptive and risky behaviors of youth and highlighted a 

particular framing of youth of color throughout the literature researched.  Non-white/

heterosexual/middle-class/male youth were overwhelmingly cited by the dominant 

research as the most highly endangered group of adolescents (Ayman-Nolley and Taira 

2000:43).  Also critical of research that focuses on the “dark side of 

adolescence” (Ayman-Nolley and Taira 2000:49), a student of the experiences of black 

male middle school students and the ways in which the negotiate their masculinity and 

sexuality over emphasis on at-risk-ness and the related absence of “...how black males 
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construct personal meaning for lives in and out of school” (Davis 1999:50).  The findings 

of these two studies continue to work within the same frameworks of earlier discourses 

that framed youth as inferior and in need of adult guidance.  

  These psycho-physiologically based theories of the risk faced by youth 

understand the adolescent years as a liminal phase during which young people attempt to 

acquire the knowledge necessary to becoming adults. (Rasmussen 2006:141).  Through 

the repetition of risks in association with adult supervision and guidance, the 

understanding of queer youth as a group in constant threat of victimization has become 

“common knowledge” (Rasmussen 2006:133,141).  Susan Driver explains the silencing 

consequences of common sense’s fixation with the vulnerability status of queer youth as 

“leaving little space within which to listen for alternative youth voices that might express 

complex strengths, pleasures, and curiosities (2008a:4).  

 The dominant common sense adult narrative that pathologizes LGBTQ students 

as at risk of suicide, dropping out, and subject to physical and verbal harassment in the 

classroom, serves to make youth intelligible to others and to themselves in extremely 

narrow ways ways. Framed within the martyr-target-victim (m-t-v) paradigm, meaning 

the illustration of youth as invincible to harassment (martyr), living with the threat of 

harassment (target), or as a constant (victim) of harassment, the question of how to 

support queer youth becomes a questions of how to deal with them (Rofes 2004; Owens 

1998:53). Terry illustrates the m-t-v framing of queer youth by simultaneously telling 

them that they “can totally get through high school” (martyr), to “just stick it 
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out” (target), and that he understands that “its painful for now” (victim) (Rofes 2004; 

Terry 2010a). 

 If I could say anything to any middle school or high schooler watching 
this, who is having trouble in school with bullies, and is questioning their 
sexuality, who is questioning the way they look or act, I would say 
this....Living well is the best revenge.  And if you can life through high 
school, which you can, you can totally live through high school, you’re 
going to have a great life and it’s going to be the envy of all those people 
who picked on you while you were in middle and high school.  So just 
stick it out.  It’s painful now, but its going to get so much better. [Terry 
2010a]

 Rather than the providing in space for which the youth are able to locate their own 

conceptualizations of needed support, the intelligibility of Terry’s at risk m-t-v narrative 

serves to constitute a production of subject positions in which adults administer the needs 

that they, as adults, deem appropriate for an at risk group (Rofes 2004:46; Talburt 2004b:

17-18).  These appropriations serve to “either make queer kids more vulnerable or 

eliminate ‘the problem’ altogether” (Owens 1998:81). Reflecting the pervasively 

oppressive fact that youth are rarely part of the evaluation process concerning their needs, 

it is apparent that the It Gets Better Project did not make it a priority to assess what 

youths felt that they needed, let alone create structures that empower the youth to lead 

themselves (Gray 1999:143-144).  This focus on at-risk-ness (Davis 1999) and the lack of 

research concerning the ways in which young people make sense of their gender and 

sexuality serves to reinforce the invisibility and silencing of queer youth experiences in 

mainstream discourses of youth studies. 
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 Although dominant framings of adolescence are problematic for all youth, they 

serve to further situate a notion of systematic impossibility for young people to embrace 

their peer’s (or their own) nonnormative sexualities and/or genders or the reclaim 

possession of their own bodies and lives from these confines.  The dual-impact of this 

systemic impossibility is relayed throughout a vlog of the Make it Better Project, “Make 

it Better Project - You Can Make It Better Now!” (2010e), produced by Isais, a sixteen-

year-old gay student of color and his friend, Magaly, a seventeen-year-old self-identified 

straight ally of color.  Magaly relays her experiences of being an ally to queer youth as 

first having to go through the process of feeling helpless because of the overwhelming 

inability of other students to even consider the fact that one of their peers might identify 

as something other than heterosexual. 

 In middle school and high school In middle school and high school, I always 
 witnessed other students, including my friends, being harassed and I always 
 wanted to know how I could help them.  Even though I wouldn’t be the person 
 being harassed, I still felt their pain.  I felt like there was nothing I could do. I felt 
 hopeless. It really hurt me when I would participate in events and someone would 
 say bad things to be because I was supporting a cause.  In the Day of Silence there 
 would be people that would come up to me and other allies and say bad things to 
 us. It made me feel bad and I couldn’t even begin to imagine how horrible 
 someone who actually experiences the harassment would feel. [Magaly 2010e]

Although similar to Magaly’s frustration with the homophobia infecting their school, 

Isais’ story differs because it is spoken from the lived experiences of an (out) queer youth 

of color:

 The reason that I’m here to make the videos to say that youth don’t have to wait 
 until after they graduate high school for life to get better. Every youth out there 
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 can make it better now.... My goal, my life, was to avoid being noticed by anyone. 
 The less attention I had on myself the better. Becoming a shadow among the 
 masses was my objective. I would always hear many slurs like ‘gay’ and ‘faggot’ 
 among the hallways and among friends. There was no way that I was going to 
 speak out then. I didn’t want to be noticed and become the next victim of 
 harassment. I would avoid grabbing any attention and I would let the bullying and 
 slurs that would happen at my school just slide by me. I thought that if I waited 
 until I graduated from high school and got to college my whole life would be way 
 better than what was I was going through. [Isais 2010e]

Isais narrative details his experiences of being blocked access to the ability to understand 

his own identity because of the strategies that he employed to dodge the homophobic 

actions of the students described by Magaly.  As the editors of Youth and Sexualities 

provocatively ask: 

 When such cultures insist on seeing ‘good’ young people as asexual, how can 
 there be a lesbian 7th grader? When society constructs teenagers as the chattel 
 property of their parents, how can we talk about a young person’s right to forge 
 his or her own gender identity? [Rasmussen et. al 2004:3]

Speaking directly to the consequences posed by these questions, Isais and Magaly’s 

narratives reflect the problematic consequences of the limits imposed by the 

universalizing category of adolescence.

 At this stage of analysis it has become clear that in order to situate queerness 

within framework of youth studies that does not focus solely on their vulnerability, we 

must embark upon the process of entirely reconceptualizing the social category of 

adolescence.  However, such a process of dismantling the social structures and politics 

that has administered the natural and inferior concept of adolescence is unfortunately 

beyond the scope of this project.  Fortunately, however,  it is accessible to rework the 
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definition of adolescence. Countering the dominant positioning of adolescence as a 

scientifically produced and legitimate field of inquiry, this project’s framework posits 

adolescence as in a constant state of production, movement and transition. This 

illustration of youth as in flux and mobile understands young people as “an always, 

already contradictory and imperfect notion, simultaneously challenging restrictive 

categorizations while constructing new subjects and sites of regulation and 

resistance” (Driver 2008a:2).  In direct resistance to essential constructions of youth as 

tied to biology or an arbitrary understanding of at the threshold of adulthood, the 

insertion of defining adolescence through the lens of fluidity also proposes an 

examination of queer youth within the realm of critical youth studies that supports the 

center of the marginal experiences and material bodies of youth.  

 Shaped by Nancy Lesko’s (2001) critique of the socio-historical context of 

adolescence as authorized by a field of expert knowledges (to which I will add the 

knowledges of queer adults the adults), this working definition of adolescence is not 

concerned with finding the true ‘queer’ adolescent.  Rather, this project’s goal is to 

illustrate the ways in which queer youth defy the narrow boundaries of desirable youth 

and subsequently invoke progressive understandings of what it means to be a youth 

today. With the decentering of white male midd-class heterosexual values of youth 

identity comes the availability to access the tools of critical analysis within the 

framework of queer youth subject formation.  The question to now ask is what is 

delivered with the birth of the queer adolescent within critical youth studies? 
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 Reclaiming the ‘queer’ in queer youth is of the upmost importance.  Susan Driver 

explains this process as: 

 strategically useful in political, research and policy contexts that work to support 
 and focus attention onto marginalized youth [and] shifts away from abstract 
 appeals to the problem of queer youth that tend to lose touch with the messy, 
 desiring, materially located bodies of young people. [2008a:2]  

By drawing upon and struggling against mainstream commercialized cultural 

representations to (re)structure and (re)illustrate components of queerness, queer youth 

craft day-to-day identifications through the ritualization of resistance (Hall and Jefferson 

1993).  These ritualized acts include bricollage, or the process of “appropriating another 

range of commodities by placing them in a symbolic ensemble which served to erase or 

subvert their original straight meanings" (Hedbidge 1979:104) and symbolic creativity, 

which involves the “application of human capacities to and through, on and with 

symbolic resources and raw materials to produce meanings” (Willis 1990:10).  Situating 

an analysis of the day-to-day and more macro subversive practices of queer youth within 

these resistance-based frameworks enhances this project’s goals of highlighting the 

creative and innovate performances of queer youth identity.  As a means for which to 

fully explore these strategies, we must continue in the theoretical critique of the ways in 

which such practices are conceptualized by the mainstream public, expert knowledges, 

and the youths themselves.
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Chapter 3

Queer Youth Activism: The Emergence of the Gay-Straight Alliance 
Movement

 Understanding our own societies, as well as the larger social world in which they are 
embedded, clearly requires some knowledge and understanding of social movements and 

the activities with which they are associated. [Snow et.al 2004:5]

Start Gay-Straight Alliance clubs, find an LGBTQ friendly hangout. Start an  LGBTQ 
safe space if one doesn't exist in your community. Be open to talk about  how you've dealt 
with harassment and discrimination. Get involved! Use your  voice! [Buddie Sims; GSA 

Network 2010b]

Queering/Quaring Social Movement Theory

 Understanding that political, cultural, and social lives of queer youth remain 

hidden within mainstream gay and lesbian social justice rhetoric, this framework turns to 

the field of social movement studies to uncover the voices of queer youth in narratives of 

resistance and organization. The focus given to social movement theory in this 

framework is fueled by the “need for work which includes a more positive consideration 

of the ways in which LBG[TQ] youth respond actively to mitigate the effect of 

oppression” (Dobinson 2004:50). We must take into account the facet of collective 

action, which at the minimal level constitutes the common pursuit of purpose-driven 

activity by two or more individual in join action (Snow et.al 2004).  Collective action is 
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not possible without the notion of a collective identity that is constructed through the 

sociocultural context and reproduced through continuous interactions between allies and 

oppositional forces (Snow et.al 2004).  Collective identities thus provide the cultural 

criteria of individual participation and collective action but are distinct from notions of 

ideology and individual identity (Snow et.al 2004).  In effect, while the notion of a 

collective identity fosters a sense of solidarity and collective agency, it also sustains the 

notion of Other in the creation of boundaries (Hunt and Benford 2004:450).  

 The negotiation of meaning-making in the process of boundary identification is 

posited by Taylor and Whittier as the most important mechanism to understanding 

collective identity construction (1992:115).  As tangible reference to the establishment of 

differences between the movement and dominant society, boundaries “heighten 

awareness of a group’s commonalities and frame interaction between members” (Taylor 

and Whittier 1992:115).  Frames of consciousness reflect the interpretive nature of 

collective identity construction during the construction and maintenance of boundaries.  

Within the context of both mainstream LGBTQ and queer youth movements, meaning-

making processes of meaning-making emerge within the development of an oppositional 

consciousness (Sandoval 2000). The performative production of self-narration is essential 

in the exploration of such processes within a new social movement.

 Speaking to the Make it Better Project’s participation in the GSA movement, 

meaning-making processes of narratives and performance are produced within an 

oppositional framework of disruption.  Focused on the disruption of dominant 
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conceptualizations, such counternarratives “modify existing beliefs and symbols and their 

resonance comes from their appeal to values an expectations that people already 

hold” (Davis 2002:25). As Isaiah makes clear, “We are not helpless, we are not ruled by 

adults, we are not just waiting to grow up. We have lives right now and we have power 

right now and we can use that to make it better right now” (2010b).

 In order to understand this oppositional stance we must discuss the process of 

negotiation, which “entails the symbols and everyday actions subordinate groups use to 

resist and restructure existing systems of domination [that] point to the myriad of ways 

that activists work to resist negative social definitions and demands the others value and 

treat oppositional groups differently” (Hunt and Benford 2004:442). Such an 

understanding calls attention to the usually hidden ways in which collective identities, 

such as mainstream gay and lesbian advocacy groups, reify the processes of exclusion 

that the negotiation strategies theoretically resist.

 Framed by Eurocentric ideology, the dominant gay and lesbian movement 

adopted a civil rights identity politics model (Highleyman 2002) which framed its 

strategies with the ultimate goal of mainstream inclusion.  Maintaining the inclusion into 

normative society as the “ guiding principle and most widely shared ideal” (Vaid 1995:3) 

is extremely problematic on multiple levels with the most oppressive being the exclusions 

of those who do not fit within the boundaries of what it means to be a normal LGBTQ 

American citizen. Highlighting the connections between this etymological link of the 

normal to present social standards, Michael Warner explores the ways in which normalcy 
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depends upon the ideological standards of evaluation set within the institution of 

education.  Exploring the standardization of normative behaviors, Warner explains, 

“When one speaks of normalization, one refers to the whole process of training, testing, 

and authorizing people as full members of society” (1999:56). Calling to attention the 

mechanisms of judgment and authority, Warner illustrates the classroom as a space of 

indoctrinating young people though standardized ideologies of normativity.  This 

illustrates the ways in which heteronormative strategies are deployed not only to “hold in 

place an entire system of power and privilege that relegates young people, people of 

color, queers and women to the symbolic fringes of society” (Rasmussen et.al 2004:3) but 

also the ways they work within the LGB liberal projects of tolerance, equity, and 

inclusion to silence the meaning-making processes of queer youth.  By calling these 

projects of assimilation into question, we can being to uncover the exclusionary tactics 

(i.e. regulatory narratives) of the mainstream gay and lesbian movement.

 The notion of a certain commonsense that frames discussions of queer youth in 

terms of their understood oppressed status of victimization parallels the structures of 

mainstream gay and lesbian political activism in the West.  The movement’s main goal of 

gaining entry into civil society is fueled by the desire of normalization - an obsession 

with acceptability that is discussed by Jasbir Puar throughout Terrorist Assemblages: 

Homonationalism in Queer Times (2007) as a notion dependent upon national recognition 

and inclusion. Examined through the lens of patriotism and nationalism, Puar illustrates 

the ways in which the emergence of the national homosexuality (homonationalism) 
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works as a “regulatory script not only of normative gayness, queerness, or homosexuality, 

but also for the racial and national norms that reinforce these sexual subjects” (2007:2). 

By attaching to nationalist sentiments, narratives of U.S. sexual exceptionalism serve to 

claim the management of life in regard to a people and joins exceptional forms of 

national homonormativity with national heteronormativity.  

 As Matilda Bernstein Sycamore explains, “Gay assimilationists have created the 

ultimate genetically modified organism, combining virulent strains of nationalism, 

patriotism, consumerism, and patriarchy and delivering them in one deadly 

product” (2008:2). This enjoining of national U.S. (homo)sexual exceptionalisms within 

the discourse of homonationalism corresponds with the emergence of the American 

empire and subsequently works to situate narratives of tolerance and national superiority 

(Puar 2007:2). Furthermore, working to “enable a transnational discourse of U.S. sexual 

exceptionalism vis-a-vis perversely racialized pathologized nationalities” (Puar 2007:51).  

President Barack Obama’s contribution to the It Gets Better Project, “It Gets Better: 

President Barack Obama” (2010c) exemplifies this process with his attempt to relate his 

own past experiences of racial discrimination with those of his young queer audience: “I 

don't know what it's like to be picked on for being gay, but I do know what it's like to 

grow up feeling that sometimes you don't belong” (2010c).  This folding of racialized 

U.S. sexual exceptionalist narratives of excellence and nationalism is furthered by 

Obama’s patriotic illustration of the United States of America:  
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 As a nation, we're founded on the belief that all of us are equal and each of us 
 deserves the freedom to pursue our own version of happiness, to make the most of 
 our talents, to speak our minds, to not fit in; most of all, to be true to ourselves. 
 That's the freedom that enriches all of us. That's what America is all about, and 
 every day it gets better. [Obama 2010c]

 By assuring American queer youth that it will get better because America was 

founded upon ideals of freedom and the right for each citizen to pursue their own version 

of happiness, President Obama’s vlog (2010c) illustrates Puar’s understanding of the 

ways in which “the national not only allows for queer bodies, but also actually disciplines 

and normalizes them” (Puar 2007:50).  Simultaneously invoking the defensive and 

normalizing nationalist us-versus-them rhetoric, President Obama continues his narrative 

by proclaiming the American acceptance of diversity while calling for the ‘vulnerable’ 

youth to join in on the national fight against non-tolerance:

 The other thing you need to know is things will get better, and more than that, 
 with time you are going to see that your differences are a source of pride and a 
 source of strength. You'll look back on the struggles you've faced with 
 compassion and wisdom, and that's not just going to serve you, but it'll help you 
 get involved and make this country a better place. It will mean that you'll be more 
 likely to help fight discrimination, not just against LGBT Americans but 
 discrimination in all its forms. [Obama 2010c]

Situated within this framework of liberal conceptualizations of acceptance is the 

mainstream gay and lesbian adoption of similar strategies of homonationalism.  By 

actively embracing Obama’s “patriotic call in various modalities” (Puar 2007:43) the 

adults of the It Gets Better Project exemplify Puar’s illustration of the ways in which 

such nationalist narratives of progress are embedded within hetero/homonationalist 
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frameworks that codify the stability of sexual and gender identities with fixed meanings. 

Appealing to public ideals of the potential for gay and lesbian normalization, the 

nationalist rhetoric performed in President Obama’s It Gets Better vlog (2010c) assures 

us that the assimilation of LGBTQ youth into civil society will become possible when the 

bullying of difference stops in the American school system, which will subsequently aid 

in the fostering of the classroom as a place that breeds American ideals of tolerance and 

multiculturalism.  Proposing a promising narrative of future tolerance of minority youth, 

Obama proclaims:

 It's something that just shouldn't happen in this country. We have an obligation to 
 ensure that our schools are safe for all of our kids.  And when you're teased or 
 bullied it can seem like somehow you have brought it on yourself for being 
 different or for not fitting in with everybody else. But what I want to say is this: 
 You are not alone, you didn't do anything wrong, you didn't do anything to 
 deserve being bullied, and there's a whole world waiting for you filled with 
 possibilities. [2010c]

 The stability of homonationalist complicity with heterosexual nationalist 

formations (Puar 2007:4) is supported by the normalizing strategies proposed by lesbian 

and gay adult interventions of the in-school harassment of queer youth.  These 

interventionist strategies, such as encouraging queer adult role models, offering positive 

curricular representations of gays and lesbians, and supporting the development of Gay-

Straight-Alliances, are constructed and enacted with the hope of reaching the 

assimilationist goal of inclusion and non-differentiated equality for queer youth in school 

programming. 
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 These practices of inclusion speak a language policy can understand and follow a 
 narrative structure that gay and lesbian politics can understand: representational 
 visibility through teachers’ bodies and accurate curricular images will more 
 students from ignorance to knowledge. [Talburt 2004b:33]

This representational logic of inclusion and tolerance also serves to support dominant 

narratives of gay identity development, which situate mainstream assimilation as the 

ultimate goal/fulfillment of reaching LGBTQ adulthood.

 The positioning of queer youth as either in dire need of adult intervention to save 

them from diving too far off the deep-end into undesirable citizenship or as kids who just 

want to be like everyone else (productive citizens) by the narratives of the It Gets Better 

Project is fueled by the mainstream lesbian and gay adoption of homonationalist ideals of 

order and separation.  As Puar explains: “Nation, and its associations with modernity and 

racial and class hierarchies, becomes the defining factor in disaggregating between 

upright, domesticatable queerness that mimic and recenter liberal subjecthood, and out-

of-control, untetherable queerness” (2007:47). The search for acceptance, normalcy, 

respectability and recognition as desirable citizens by mainstream lesbian and gay 

activists has a massive impact on queer youth, particularly queer youth of color visibility 

and representations in both public discourses and their own communities. 

  By filtering characterizations of queer youth through liberal discourses that 

envision nationalist ideologies of race, sexuality, class, gender and age, the adults of the It 

Gets Better Project actively privilege a narrative of homonormative progress that 

positions queer youth as victimized always already as youth subjects who are “expected 
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to beg for liberal, and often symbolic, forms of support and tolerance” (Rasmussen et.al 

2004:2-3). The It Gets Better Project’s desire for a cultural pluralism that is only tolerant 

of diversity with the erasure of distinctions of difference serves to instill homonationalist 

manifestations of homosexual sexual exceptionalism, regulatory queerness, and the 

ascendancy of whiteness into oppressive and exclusionary representations and 

conceptualizations of the lived experiences and fluid dynamics of queer youth cultures.

 By imposing ‘healthy’ normative ideals, the assimilationist strategies utilized by 

the It Gets Better Project work to erase the differences of queer youth identities and 

communities for the sake of mainstream recognition.  Thus, “...empowerment becomes a 

sign of fitting into a familiar and nonthreatening models of identity and 

belonging” (Driver 2008a:5).  The mainstream gay and lesbian movement’s goal of 

normalization work to hierarchize the queer images of  LGBTQ identity that conform 

with white gay male middle-class standards of visibility and desire (Driver 2008a:5).  

These adult assimilationist strategies “invoke a racial hierarchy that privileges and 

valorizes whiteness as a marker of progress, civility, and authority and that works to 

colonize the articulation of sexual identities and practices” (Gosine 2008:235).  Existing 

within a framework that positions the ideal queer individual as nonthreatening to 

heteropatriarchy, these paradigms exclude those who do not fit into the pre-existing 

structures of race, gender, sexuality, and class.  

 Adult narratives that position the location of where queer youth are supposed to 

‘end up’ fixate a normalizing process that is dependent upon binary gender, monogamous 
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relationships, materialism, and conformity to hetero/homonormative models of family 

and success.  “A gay elite has hijacked queer struggle and positioned their desires as 

everyone’s needs - the dominant signs of straight conformity have become the ultimate 

measures of gay success” (Sycamore 2008:2).  In order to create a space of youth voices 

and desires as both individuals and members of a community, it is imperative to disrupt 

the assumption that queer youth desire assimilation into the hetero(homo)normative 

world (Shelton 2008:85).

The Emergence of the Gay-Straight Alliance Movement

  I have been able to work with other queer youth and allies from all over my state 
because I stood up, fought, and made my voice heard. [Isias 2010e]

 With the collective search for identity as the central force in formulating the 

movement’s structure, new social movement (NSM) theory reinvigorates social 

movement theory’s rationalist and individualists political assumptions. By focusing on 

the internal dynamics of the group, NSM theory moves beyond just collective action and 

into the realm of critiquing the structures that support the actions themselves (Hunt and 

Benford 2004).  Citing the ways in which particular activist groups consciously structure 

their movement in a “fluid, decentralized style” (Davis 2002:7), NSM theory pushes for 

the recognition of the variability in activist strategies.  To be considered within a NSM 

framework, a particular understanding of identity politics must be practiced that supports 
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the move away from strategies that frame identity through access to civil (public) rights 

and into a multi-layered framework that critiques the relationships of power and the 

social construction of identity.  Challenging the barrier between the private discourse of 

identity and the public discourse of politics and social power, NSMs engage in a new 

politic that seeks to disrupt the political, social, cultural, and institutional forces that 

situate ideological notions of normative identity (Miceli 2005).

 A movement for change is usually provoked by a cultural or political shift, which 

in the case of queer youth activism, occurred in the late 1980s with the surge in 

mainstream gay and lesbian visibility.  Depending on the relationship between the 

historical context and individual actions of the movement, queer and NSM theorists hold 

very different opinions concerning the dynamics of queer social movements.  Queer 

youth first needed to be established within the discourse of LGBTQ activism before 

institutional advocacy or social change was accessible.  The strategic distancing of adult 

queers and their movement from associations with queer youth was rationalized as a 

move to avoid the homophobic linking of ‘homosexuality’ to child molestation.  

However, the publication of the USDHHS (1989) research on adolescent suicide pushed 

the stories of queer youth into the spaces of the older generation.  The LGBTQ adult 

response to queer youth suicides was borrowed from the early AIDS activism strategy of 

evoking sympathy from the public to garner support.  This strategy of presenting an 

“ambivalent representation of queer people as victims, and hence deserving of public 
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support” (Rasmussen et.al 2004:6) solidified the public face of queer youth in 

conjunction with vulnerability and victimization. 

 Due to the fact that the LGBTQ national advocacy groups were completely 

embedded within the mainstream movement, the Gay, Lesbian, Straight Education 

Network (GLSEN) was formed as a separate national organization dedicated to issues 

faced by (queer) youth in public education. As one of the first organizations to name and 

serve the needs of queer youth, the Harvey Milk School (now named Hetrick-Martin 

Institute, HMI) was established in New York City in 1985 to provide a safe learning 

space for students who were forced to leave their schools because of experiences of 

violence or harassment (GLSEN 2007).  Five years later, Project 10 was founded in Los 

Angeles to provide students with need-based services within their school.  The extremely 

important ways that these organizations have impacted the lives and communities of 

queer (and allied) youth can not be overlooked.  

 As the website for HMI explains, “Numbers say a lot about the impact HMI has 

on the lives of our youth - the thousands of meals served, the hundreds who participate in 

HIV prevention programs, job-readiness training and academic support” (Hetrick-Martin 

Institute 2010). Project 10 strives to provide a “safe zone for coming out issues, school 

harassment, family relationships, health concerns, and self empowerment” (Project 10 

2010).  The incredible impact that these organization have had must also be placed within 

a critical framework.  For example, aside from public donations, what impact does the 

coadaptation of the USDHHS’s (1989) much-quoted suicide statistic have on the public 
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and community’s understanding of queer youth? In recognition of the successful impact 

of such organizations, it is also imperative to examine the ways in which these strategies 

and rhetoric interacts with the regulatory narratives of queer youth as victims.  

 Returning to the previous discussion of social movement theory for a moment to 

highlight the fact that activism requires the knowledge and evidence to inform, support 

and sustain the group and their actions (Engles 2002), it is important to note that the 

collective identity formed of youth by Project 10 and HMI were contingent upon their at 

risk status as minority adolescence.  However, the spaces created by these organizations 

were utilized by queer youth to explore and gain the knowledges and experiences to 

begin formulating acts of resistance and community formation outside of the 

organizations.  “Frustrated with what was perceived to be the scientific ‘de-gaying’ and 

assimilationist tendencies of AIDS activism and with their invisibility in the more 

traditional civil rights politics of lesbian and gay organizations” (Cohen 2007:30) queer 

youth were able to begin the organization of a more confrontational politics within the 

spaces of Project 10, HMI, and other adult-driven spaces for queer youth.  The youth 

transformation within and outside of these spaces helped to solidify what is now know as 

queer politics (Cohen 2007:29).  Such a coadaptation of oppositional politics within a 

framework of victimization can be seen in Buddie’s vlog (2010d) for the Make it Better 

Projecti. 
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i Buddie relays her narrative by holding up a different piece of paper to the camera. Each 
break [] in the following transcription notes the next piece of paper that she presents in 
her narrative; emphasis is hers.



 [] Hello. I'm Buddie. [] I want to Make It Better. [] Everyday someone is harassed 
 [] At school  [] On the streets. [] At home. [] Over the internet [] Every 40 seconds 
 a suicide is committed [] 4 times out of 7 the victim [] is from the LGBTQ 
 community [] Fight Homophobia[] We have to fight discrimination & harassment 
 [] We need to overpower ignorance[] and STOP hate crimes [] We can't keep 
 losing our LGBTQ family to this [] SPEAK UP [] Have your voice be heard too 
 [] We can't just sit around [] Waiting for things to change on it's own [] Silence is 
 NEVER "Golden" [] Ignorance is NOT "Bliss" [] it has to change NOW  [] It has 
 to change TODAY [] It has to change for tomorrow [] I'm doing my part [] now 
 do yours [] we have to come together [] and stop the madness [] It won't GET 
 better [] until we  MAKE IT BETTER [] Learn how at GSAnetwork.org.[] (: 
 Thank you. [2010d]

Buddie’s narrative is illustrates the ways in which queer youth pull resistance strategies 

from a variety of areas depending on the context, which in this case is representative of a 

conglomeration of the victimization rhetoric expressed by organizations like Project 10 

and HMI and the direct and oppositional strategies of queer politics.

 In direct opposition to the category-based identity politics of mainstream gay and 

lesbian activism, queer youth activists called out the contradictions produced by the 

dominant movement, such as the goal of assimilation, and directly challenged the modes 

of power that rendered them invisible, vulnerable, and victimized.  Promoting self-

definition and fell expression, queer youth activism was fostered through the frameworks 

proposed by queer politics: “the fundamental challenge to the heteronormativity - the 

privilege, power, and normative status invested in heterosexuality - of the dominant 

society” (Cohen 2007:30).  Queer youth strategies create new spaced for resistance in 

four key ways: (1) the reconstruction of the activities of dominant culture with new 

meanings; (2) personal efforts of spreading knowledge; (3) the subversive continuation of 
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prohibited activities (by authorities); and (4) through involvement with new cultural 

practices (Dobinson 2004:72).  Imperative in this break-down is the implications of 

expanding the political terrains of consciousness into a framework of nationality, 

citizenship, race, ethnicity, class, sexuality, gender, ability and age. In this way, queer 

youth activism and cultural formations become “articulated by criss-crossing multiple 

identities and social conditions of experience in the process of contesting systemic forces 

of control and regulation” (Driver 2008a:16). Framing queer youth through such a lens is 

an imperative facet in the project of highlighting their various forms of agency. Melinda 

Miceli, an activist and cultural theorist of Gay-Straight-Alliances, does this through the 

consciousness centering of queer youth throughout her ten years of research and 

subsequent publications (2005).

 As she asserts, it was the individual actions of the LGBTQ students that initiated 

and continues to fuel the Gay-Straight Alliance New Social Movement.  In response to 

the negative conceptualizations of queer youth, LGBTQ high school students began to 

organize their strategies of resistance through “the assertion of positive, self-assured 

sexual identities and student rights” (Miceli 2005:56).  A brief history of the emergence 

of the Gay-Straight Alliances movement as a NSM illustrates not only the ways in which 

the evolution of GSAs promotes social change in the classroom, but the ways in which 

queer youth organizations, such as the Make it Better Project, continue to claim and 

transform the movement to impact much more than just the institution of education. 
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 In the late 1980s, small groups of students began to speak out against homophobia 

and the oppressive representations perpetuated by science, religion, and the media by 

publicly asserting their identities that transcended dominant conceptualization of 

queerness and youth.  In 1998, with the support of a few teachers and parents, students 

organized the first student driven in-school organization for queer students.  Thus, the 

first Gay-Straight-Alliance was born and ignited what is now known as the Gay Straight 

Alliance Movement.  The GSA movement’s primary focus continues to be upon the 

dismantling of the forces of oppression, particularly homophobia, within public education 

(Miceli 2009:5-9).  As the case with every social movement framed through resistance, 

the GSA movement was bombarded and continues to face systemic organized resistance 

from groups associated with the political and religious Right.  However, the efforts of 

these groups to counter the goals of the GSA movement actually served to benefit the 

visibility of the GSA movement in the public sphere.  As the movement evolved, won 

legal victories and received a surge in sympathetic media attention, queer youth became a 

source of power and a validated social group (Miceli 2005:136). 

 Less than one hundred schools were documented as having a GSA in 1980 and 

now more than 4,000 GSAs are registered as active organizations in high schools across 

the United States(Gray 1999:3; Miceli 2005:10-15). The surge in GSAs sparked the 

interest of LGBTQ advocacy organizations to conduct national surveys on the 

relationship between LGBTQ students’ experiences at school and the existence of a GSA. 

GLSEN conducted such a survey and summarized their four major findings as (1) the 
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presence of a GSA makes schools safer for LGBTQ students; (2) having a GSA makes 

the school more accessible for LGBTQ students; (3) GSAs facilitate the introduction of 

LGBTQ students to supportive school staff; and (4) most students lack access to a GSA 

(GLSEN 2007).  

 The questions asked in the survey did not address issues of class or race.  As a 

means to counter the limitations of this study, the GSA Network received a grant to 

initiate a qualitative interview-based study in 2001 (Miceli 2005:212).  Through the 

interviews with twenty self-identified queer youths of color who shared their experiences 

in their high school, the study found that four main factors deterred LGBTQ youths of 

color from becoming involved in a GSA: (1) belief of GSA to only focus on issues of 

sexuality; (2) cultural differences in the degree of homophobia faced; (3) GSAs ignore 

the link between homophobia and racism; and (4) youth of color in the minority 

population are more likely to join than those in the majority population (Miceli 

2005:212-213).  Four years later, GLSEN responded to these findings by sponsoring its 

first conference for queer students of color in January of 2005 (GLSEN 2007). 

 A part of the language of every NSM addresses acts of injustice and the 

institutions that are to blame for perpetuating the injustice (Miceli 2005:6).  For the GSA 

movement, the language of injustice focuses on statistics of suicide rates, dropout rates, 

harassment, and experiences of isolation suffered by LGBTQ students for which the 

educational institution is held directly responsible.  Borrowing from the strategies of 

Project 10 and HMI, one of the strongest elements that draws in adult supporters (i.e. 
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donations) for the GSA movement is the problematic representation of queer youth as 

helpless victims.  Voicing the vulnerability of these children conjures up a sense of 

injustice and sympathy that is not usually attributed to adult gay and lesbian communities 

(Miceli 2005:6-15).  

 Narrating an experience during which she was vulnerable, G takes this 

opportunity to give a personal narrative that her queer youth audience might relate to, 

simultaneously evoking notions of vulnerability, empowerment, community and 

solidarity. 

 It came down to when my dad had a surgery and nobody was telling me 
what was going on.  I thought my dad was going to die, and I just couldn't 
deal with [him] waking up and screaming in pain.  My mom was tired, and 
she was stressed too, like we all are; we get tired and we get stressed, and 
it seems like the whole world is up against us. She told me to pack my 
bags and told me to get out.  In that moment it was just too much for me to 
handle, and I just didn't feel like it was worth waking up the next morning 
for my 15th birthday. I went into my bathroom with a razor blade and a 
bottle of aspirin. When my vision started to go, and I started to see double, 
the world started to slip around me, and I was on my way out. I was saying 
goodbye in my head and in my heart, and as I was laying down in that 
bathtub thinking about it all leaving...and in that last bit of strength, in the 
last coherence that I had, I called 911. It took everything to just stay on the 
phone until the ambulance came and took me to the hospital. [G 2010b] 
 

The notion of student “speaking the truth to power” (Miceli 2005:7) is compelling and 

serves powerful purposes of gaining a variety of support systems through community 

building.  A discussion of the ways in which queer youth activists, such as those of the 

Make in Better Project, are expanding upon the notion of speaking the truth to power is 
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imperative to highlight the ways in which they are creating even more progressive, 

inclusive and radical spaces within the rubric of the Gay-Straight Alliance new social 

movement. 
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Chapter 4

Blurring the Lines: Queer Youth Resistances, Performances, and Spaces
Conclusions and Future Implications

Blurring Space through the Performance of Narrative

 Studies on the erosion of the divide between public and private (Habermas 1962) 

have focused their attention to the influence of intimate disclosure and public exhibition 

within new media. The emergent field of Online New Media Studies has given particular 

focus to the relationship between online new media usage and LGBTQ identity, and the 

resistance (rebellious) strategies employed by American youth (Alexander and Losh 

2010; Pullen 2010).  Reflective of the exclusion of queer youth by the academic research 

discussed throughout this project, very little research has been dedicated to the 

interactions between queer youth and online new media.  However, by incorporating the 

theoretical frameworks that have been illustrated so far, we can continue to forge space 

for queer youth.  As Michael Warner affirms: “People address publics, they engage in 

struggles...The making of publics is a metapragmatic work newly taken up by every text 

in every reading (2002:2).  Relating to Warner’s assertion of the diverse textual forms 

embedded within the constitution of an identity, online new media discourses offer queer 

youth a space to perform and access these diverse textual forms of the self.  
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 In the context of the Make it Better Project, the action of performing these 

experiences to the public lends to the construction of a community and the fostering of 

agency in voice.  Spatial opportunities provide the youth with performative aspects of 

modern power and self amplification (Foucault 1998:24).  Such potential for modern 

power to flow through varying contexts of queer youth subcultural formation foregrounds 

the self amplification through online new media (Foucault 1998; Pullen 2010:5).  This 

power of self amplification is exemplified by the youth of the Make it Better Project.  By 

simultaneously working without and outside of the dominant public sphere, the youth 

employ a survival strategy of disidentification with the dominant adult queer public 

(Munoz 1999).  By disidentifying with adult conceptualizations of their experiences, 

queer youth also reconfigure themselves within a new counterpublic space “not as the 

pathetic and abject spectacle that it appears to be in the dominant eye of heteronormative 

culture” (Munoz 1999:3).

 We are not helpless, we are not ruled by adults, we are not just waiting to grow 
 up.  We have lives right now and we have power right now and we can use that to 
 make it better right now. [Isaiah 2010b]

 I was able to accomplish great and amazing things because I chose to stand up 
 and make it better. It changed my life. I finally knew that i was someone who was 
 able to make a different and had a voice too. [Isais 2010e] 

 Kira Hall’s groundbreaking work on cyberfeminism, gender performances, and 

virtual utopias (1996:148) provides a framework in which to position an analysis of the 

relationship between queer-identified youth and online communities.  In construction of 

such a framework, a reconceptualization of Hall’s virtual utopia (1996) is in need of 
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stronger attention to the nonnormative in regard to queer identities, communities, and 

cultural locations. When considering the discursive arrangement of the Internet, 

cyberspace becomes “a domain of identity play [that] complements, if not parallels, 

similar dimensions of queer theory that gesture toward the fluidity and performative play 

of sexualities and identities” (Alexander and Losh 2010:46).  Acknowledging the benefits 

of cyberspace for community building, this project utilizes Nina Wakeford’s 

conceptualization of cyberqueer (2000) as a means to further understand the potential of 

queer youth-driven online spaces in the creation of communities and identities.  Wakeford 

explains that cyberqueer spaces are in constant flux and “...reconstituted as points of 

resistance against dominant assumptions of the normativity of  

heterosexuality” (2000:410).  When placed into Alexander and Losh’s comparison of 

cyberspace to queer theory, the notion of cyberqueer translates into a space in which 

queer representations are able to play with the site of sexuality as a complex and 

continuously changing dynamic of identity exploration and formation. 

 Moving beyond a simple configuration of performances as the past in light of the 

present and the future, storytelling functions transactionally as a mode of communication 

and stance-taking between performer and audience.  The organization of the transaction 

accounts for the layering of its discursive power. In the context of the It Gets Better 

Project, the most visible forms of stance-taking are apparent throughout Dan’s narrative. 

 I didn’t think that when I came out to my parents in the early 1980’s, when 
AIDS was slamming into the gay community, that I would ever be a dad, 
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that I would ever give my parents another grandchild, that I would make 
uncles of my brothers and an aunt of my sister. [Dan 2010a]

By locating himself in a continual position of ideological hierarchy, whether it be by 

speaking about his lavish vacations, or surviving the AIDS crisis, Dan relays the 

following narratives:  

 I remember going to Paris as a family, the first time, as the three of us...we 
strolled through the streets of Paris with DJ as the sun came up, and we 
chatted and strolled Notre Dame and the Marais, and the bakeries opened 
and we went to the back door of a bakery and ordered some croissants 
with sugar crystals on them.  We got some juice and sat and watched the 
sun come up. The Eiffel Tower was off in the distance, and it’s one of my 
happiest memories.  As a parent, as a human. [Dan 2010a]

 
 Elinor Ochs’ concept of temporally transcendent relations (1992) , which she 

explains as the “constitutive power of language [that] transcends the time of utterance 

production/perception”(1992:345-346) provides this analysis with the tools to locate the 

ways in which each narrator contextualizes and performs the constitutions of past and 

future events.  The ways in which each speaker recontextualizes past experiences and 

precontextualizes the constitution of future experiences speaks to the narrator’s level of 

access to and participation in the discursive establishment of norms, preferences, and 

expectations (Ochs1992:345-346).  According to Ochs, the practice of praising can 

recontextualize a past act as an accomplishment (1992:345).  Dan and Terry employ this 

strategy throughout their narratives and is clearly articulated by Dan when recalls the 

moment when their identities and relationship was accepted by their families.  By 
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praising their families and their relationship, Dan recontextualizes the past events of his 

coming out narrative.

 When I first came out to my folks, they weren’t thrilled.  My mother said 
she never wanted to meet any of my boyfriends.  And I was never to bring 
a man around that I was dating to the house. Ever. My mother recently 
passed away.  And she told me to let Terry know that she loved him like a 
daughter.  And she did! She loved you like you were my spouse, and you 
were welcome in the house and our families are really accepting.  You 
would think, my Evangelical Catholic parents, and Terry’s conservative 
Christian parents who sent him to that awful school, that our families 
would reject us forever and never get over it, wouldn’t embrace us.  But 
both of our families, Terry’s family, his mom, his stepdad and my family 
love us, and accept us, and include us. [Dan 2010a]

 A queering of the narrative process is in order to counteract the normalizing 

impacts of such narratives. Acting through its own relation to the narrative itself, a queer 

narrative questions and disrupts the normalizing productive ends of identity and 

knowledge formulation.  Following this project’s previous queering of the concept of 

adolescence, an imperative step in this process is the “letting go of a narrative of 

adolescent-becoming and adult-being that situates the present as accomplished fact rather 

than as past of continual processes of becoming” (Talburt 2004b:35).  This mode of 

queering calls for an examination of the adult’s narrative in relation to both self and queer 

youth.  Rather than narrating adulthood as an answer to the future of adolescence, a 

queering of such a narrative considers both aspects to be contingent contingent on 

contexts of the relationship. “A narrative queering of a straight line from past to present 

acknowledges desires to understand a past, present, and future but also to acknowledge 
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desires for creativity and for being different from what we are” (Talburt 2004b:36).  The 

youth performances of self-narration formulates agentic notion of communal experiences 

and collective solidarity.  Expressing the feeling of copresence (Pullen 2010) between the 

various narratives of the Make it Better Project, the youth are also embarking upon a 

reflexive project of the self (Giddens 1991). For example, after reflecting upon her 

experience of attempting suicide, G translates her experience through the notions of 

communal solidarity.

 So no matter what problem you are dealing with, whether it be a problem over a 
 sickness in the family, or because you deal with bullying, harassment, or 
 discrimination in your school. No matter what it is that has you feeling down, we 
 want you to know that you can make it better. For us, as LGBT youth, we know 
 that it wasn't acceptable for us to just wait around and just wait for the world to 
 get better and accept us, because we have the power right now. [G 2010b]

Through an identification with this story, both G and her audience co-create a we 

interpretive relationship of bonds of solidarity (Davis 2002:19). “We have made a 

difference. We have accomplished so much for ourselves and for others like us” (Isaiah 

2010b). This interpretive relationship, in turn, sparks the co-creation of narratives, or as 

Davis explains: “my story becomes our story (2002:19).

 No matter what you decide to do, we want to hear about it too. Record a 
video, respond to this video with it, or record a separate video and send a 
link to makeitbetter@gsanetwork.org and we will feature it here on this 
page, because we want to show as many youth as we can making the 
world better for themselves. [Isaiah 2010b]
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 Sharing lived experiences through the call for action fosters notions of solidarity 

in commonality and establishes a wider and stronger sense of community. The public 

performances of self-narration plays an active role in the development and maintenance 

of the active voices of queer youth.  The notion of community mindedness among the 

queer youth population is vital to sustaining cohesive and powerful modes of activism.  

Isaiah’s narrative constantly works to strengthen the Make it Better Project’s extension of 

queer youth communities. 

 You are on the Internet right now. You are watching this video. You can 
totally just go to google. You will find so many things that you probably 
had no idea existed, so many people who want you to succeed, who want 
you to be happy, and who don’t want you to just wait around. There is 
really no time better than right now to start making your life better.  So, 
please, go to those places like gsanetwork.org, themakeitbetterproject.org 
and see whats out there. [Isaiah 2010b]     

 As an online community rich with social networking tools, YouTube provides its 

users the space to explore, construct, and propose self-conceptualizations of community, 

politics, and identity.  The process of blurring the lines between public and private reflect 

the self-narratives of the Make it Better Project.  Halberstam articulates this connection 

between queerness, self-narration and space: 

 Part of what has made queerness compelling as a form of self-description in the 
 past decade or so had to do with the way it has the potential to open up new life 
 narratives and alternative relations to time and space. [2005:1-2]

  By providing customizable features that allow access to comment and respond to other 

members’ videos and full control over your own channel, YouTube makes the tools of 
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self-presentation accessible to queer youth.  Utilizing these tools to support and enhance 

their community formation, engagement in critical self-reflection, identity management, 

representation, and calls for community solidarity, the queer youth of the Make it Better 

Project have crafted YouTube into a queer space for the exploration of identity and 

community for a new generation of queers. 

 By forging specific communities based on commonalities of identity and 

experiences through the Make it Better Project’s channel, the youth activists are 

mobilizing YouTube into a space of empowerment, voice, and resistance.  “The sites’ 

dominant modes of personal confession and mutual surveillance affirms the existence of 

online communities of potential resistance” (Alexander and Losh 2010:138).  The 

specific genre of vlogging employed by youth furthers their visibility and impacts of 

resistance.  Although some vlogs are individually produced, the majority of the Make it 

Better Project’s vlogs are framed around notions of collective identity and comprise of a 

multitude of narratives.  Relating back to the previously detailed framework of 

cyberqueer (Wakeford 2000), queer youth are using the tools of online new media to 

queerly formulate new conceptualization of space and time to reach communities that 

were previously inaccessible.  Isaiah mobilizes these new concepts to evoke notions of 

solidarity in his call for action.

 So whether it be doing something like challenging yourself to make a new friend 
 every week, or even starting your own Gay Straight Alliance club, or talking to 
 your school administrators, no matter what it is, we want you to know that you 
 can make your life better now. You don’t have to wait, there is no reason to just sit 
 around. You can get up...soon. You are definitely not alone. [Isaiah 2010b]
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 Due to the fluctuating dynamics of queerness and adolescence, the contemporary 

cultural practices of queer youth communities, including resistance strategies, can not be 

classified into one discourse or identity.  Flowing within and outside of the classroom, 

online new media spaces, spaces of grassroots activism, and a multitude of other 

subcultural and activist realms, queer youth performances can not be located as 

mainstream nor marginal.  By creating democratic, empowering and inclusive modes of 

communication through the public articulation of identity, experience, and community, 

the queer youth activists of the Make it Better Project interrupt the mainstream gay and 

lesbian political movement through the creation of their own spaces.  Refusing to be 

measured against dominant ideals of assimilation, tolerance and inclusion, the queer 

youth of the Make it Better Project push queer youth voices and desires to the center of 

discussion.  The reclamation of their positions as authors of their own lived experiences 

and artists of their own cultures disrupts the systematic perpetuation of their silence and 

distinguishes and sharpens their own voices in the process (Shelton 2008:68-70).

Conclusions and Implications for Future Research

  The ultimate goal of “It Won’t GET Better Until We MAKE It Better”: The Politics 

of Self-Representation, Resistance, and Empowerment in the Queer Youth Response to the 

It Gets Better Project has been to illustrate the ways that queer youth employ change and 
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act as agents of self-representation.  The theoretical framework and methodological tools 

constructed by this project’s innovative dialogue between queer theory, queer of color 

theory, new social movement theory, new online media studies, critical youth studies and 

feminist sociolingustic theory provides an interdisciplinary base for future analytical 

research concerned with queer youth narratives of self representation and acts of 

resistance. 

 The recent launching of the It Gets Better Project and the adult narratives 

examined throughout this text illustrates the ways in which the strategies of the 

mainstream gay and lesbian movement and the perpetuation of adult moral panics 

concerning youth risk serves to silence and counteract the visibility of queer youth 

agency.  The examination of “It Gets Better: Dan and Terry” (2010a) and “It Gets Better: 

President Barack Obama” (2010c) vlogs of the It Gets Better Project, has uncovered the 

ways in which assimilationist goals of inclusion, tolerance, and equality impact the 

intelligibility of queer youth.  In counter-resistance to these silencing mechanisms, the 

vlogs of the Make it Better Project, provide a space to conduct an imperative analysis of 

the complex and fluid dynamics of queer youth communities.   

  Following the youth who formulated a branch of queer politics out of LGBTQ 

adult-driven projects to service the needs of queer youth, the young queer leaders of the 

GSA Network are mobilizing queer youth communities on local, national, and global 

fronts.  By employing strategies of disidentification with the dominant adult queer public,  

the youth activists are creating counterpublic spaces in which they are able to reconfigure 
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their visibility as empowered agents of self-representation rather than vulnerable victims.  

Furthermore, through their co-creative performances of narration of self and community 

that speak the truth to power in the rejection of misrepresentation, the young activists of 

the Make it Better Project are asserting their voices in counter to public discourse and 

calling for direct action in the solidarity of marginalized youth and allies in the movement 

to demand visibility, agency, and community in the classroom. 
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