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Abstract 

 

A-AVOIR RESISTANCE: 

A Cross-Cultural Study of  

Sexual Citizenship in North America and France 

 

 

 

 

Dominique Pierre Batiste, M.A. 
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Supervisor:  Pauline Strong 

 Supervisor:   Shannon Speed 

 
What forms of resistance are gay men in France and North America 

enacting against heteronormativity and homophobia?  And why are they enacting 
these particular forms of resistance?  To answer these questions, this thesis aims 
to draw connections between gay mens’ resistance strategies and larger socio-
political phenomena in both France and North American cultures.  First I focused 
on the discursive construction of citizens, both heterosexual and homosexual, in 
order to illustrate how gay men are relegated to second-class citizenship based on 
their sexual identities and practices.  My focus, here, is cultural citizenship and 
sexual citizenship, two themes that run throughout this thesis.  Next, I use 
Foucault’s theories of knowledge-power to reveal how power relations in society 
discursively create subject positions, such as ‘homosexuals’ and ‘heterosexuals’, 
utilizing structures of control, norms, rewards, and punishments in order to 
champion heterosexuality to the detriment of homosexuality.  In order to contest 
exercises of power, gay men engage in acts of resistance.  I examine scholarly 
debates centered on resistance, and create a list of criterion for overt resistance, 
which I dub A-AVOIR Resistance on account that it includes the characteristics of 
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Action, Alternatives, Visibility, Opposition, Intent, and Recognition.  Utilizing my 
rubric for overt resistance, as well as Foucault’s notions of power, I analyze 
interview transcripts from a sample of gay men in North America and France to 
reveal that some gay men, living outside of large metropolitan areas, are rejecting 
hegemonic ideals of ‘gayness’ and integrating into mainstream heteronormative 
society.  These men are creating what I call ‘authentic communities’ where many 
individuals from various backgrounds and lifestyles live together harmoniously 
based primarily on access to resources rather than identity markers such as 
sexual identity.  This research shows a split between the ways that urban and 
suburban gay men embody their homosexuality.  Since research on gay men 
focuses on those living in urban areas, my research calls, instead, for focus on 
suburban gay men and their resistance to homo-normative ideologies of what it 
means to be gay. 
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PREFACE: 

THE RELATIONSHIP OF 

THE UNITED STATES AND FRANCE 

 

 

 

AN EXERCISE IN SELF-REFLEXIVITY 

Several factors shape the research impulses of this project, one of which is 

my family background.  I am a white-presenting, mixed-race descendant of 

European indentured servants brought to Martinique after abolition. I have 

always valued my French-Créole heritage; however, growing up in an American 

French-Créole family sets me apart culturally from dominant American culture.  

The differences are not massive, but they are definitely noticeable to me in the 

foods that I eat, the music I listen to, my sense of aesthetics concerning my home 

and personal style of dress, and my mannerisms.  My mother has always 

privileged our French heritage above all else, pressuring me to ‘be more French’, 

to ‘love France’, and creating an image of France as a dream destination, a place 

to where I must pilgrimage, a place where I would find my roots and become 

truly cultured.   

Coming from a low socio-economic background, I never thought I would 

get the opportunity to leave the United States.  But, in 2007, I was presented with 

a scholarship that gave me the finances I needed to travel to Europe and see the 

‘Motherland’ of France.  I could not wait to go!  It was a dream come true!  A 

dream that burst upon arrival at the Charles de Gaulle airport in Paris.  There was 
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nothing similar between myself and the people that now surrounded me.  I was 

completely lost and overwhelmed.  I carried myself differently, spoke differently, 

and had a different sense of personal space, eye contact, and ambulatory speed.  I 

couldn’t decipher any of the signs that were posted to direct me through the 

terminal—in the U.S. arrows pointing up mean continue straight, whereas in 

France, arrows pointing down, or even pointing down and angled to the side, 

mean to continue straight.  On top of all of this, there was the language barrier: 

native French speakers speak so fast that my flimsy Americanized créole French 

was useless.  I could speak, somewhat; but the moment someone spoke to me, I 

understood nothing that they said.   

Everything was wrong.  And it was in that moment, standing in the airport, 

that I realized my entire life had been a lie: my family may not be standard 

Americans, but we sure as hell were not French.  I made my way as best I could to 

my hotel, and started the process of learning this new strange culture in which I 

found myself immersed, and which would be my residence for the next three 

weeks. 

Another significant factor that inspired my research is my personal 

identity as a gay man.  Being gay, I always seek out the gay community when I 

travel places.  I look for gay bars, clubs, bookstores, etc.  Being in France was no 

different; despite having to negotiate my way around Paris, learn the language, 

find food, and conduct myself in a manner so as to not stand out as one of ‘those 

Americans’ (I mean, who wants to be that guy?!), I searched out the gay spots 

online, and learned about the Marais (the gay-borhood of Paris), where I spent 

the majority of my time.   
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I was hoping to make some friends during my stay; I would’ve even settled 

for just a conversation.  But this did not happen.  I found the majority of gay men, 

in bars or in coffee shops, whom I approached in the hopes of striking up a 

conversation, were extremely wary of me.  I spent large amounts of time in the 

Marais, which, back in the United States would foster at least a passing ‘hello’ 

based on repeat run-ins around the neighborhood (“Hey!  I see you here all the 

time!  What’s your name?).  And yet, I couldn’t get anyone to speak to me for very 

long, and their body language suggested discomfort.  I realized how much I stood 

out when one man approached me and said “Hi.  You’re American.”  “Yes,” I said, 

thankful that at last I could pass some human pleasantries with ‘family’.  “How 

could you tell?” I asked him.  “You just…look it.  I saw you and I knew you were 

American”.  And with that, and a smile, he was off.  And that was it.  That is the 

only conversation I had that lasted longer than 45 seconds the whole three weeks 

in Paris.   

I couldn’t believe it!  Not only was I an outsider to French culture as a 

whole, despite thinking I would find some similarities, but I was also too 

‘something-or-other’ to be accepted into the gay community!  Talk about total 

isolation.  Those three weeks in Paris were so lonely.  I would Skype with my 

friends back in the United States, and they would be more excited about France 

than I was.  “I cant believe you’re in France!” they would exclaim.  “Who cares,” I 

would say, “I’m totally alone and noone will talk to me.”  “So what!”, they would 

argue, “I’d rather have noone talk to me in France, then be here right now.”   

They held tight to the romantic version of France, commonly described in 

popular imagination, of Paris, the streets glittering with Christmas lights, the 

smells of fresh bread wafting out of the bakeries, and the French citizens drinking 
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coffee and eating sweet things while sitting outside the city cafes gossiping and 

chatting away with one another.  Oh, and the fashion, all the French clothes, and 

beautiful French architecture, and the museums.  I’m being somewhat snarky, 

here, but, my point is this: that France is beautiful, the architecture inspiring, the 

fashion amazing, and the food was incredible….but…it also stinks, there’s so 

many people walking during the day that I could barely walk at a normal pace on 

the sidewalk, all the stores close at 7pm so there is nothing to do at night, and the 

subway system is so large that it’s almost a burden.   

On top of this, there was dog shit all over the sidewalks in ungodly 

proportions, and everything for me was more expensive—for every 200.00 Euros 

I took out of the ATM, 280.00 USD would come out of my bank account.  Even 

the McDonalds did not have the same foods that I was used to.  I found it 

extremely difficult to navigate my way around, find anything that was familiar (I 

drank a lot of coffee and ate a lot of McDonalds’ french fries just to have 

something that I knew), and I was going broke fast.  All this and noone to talk to.  

I was miserable. 

I picked up a flyer at one of the gay clubs which I frequented (It felt 

comforting to return to the same places, as if I could get a sense of my bearings, 

like they were ‘mine’), and saw that it was an advertisement for a Gay Pride 

Parade (Marche des Fiertés, or ‘March of the Proud Peoples’).  I attended, of 

course.  Standing on the side of the street, watching the parade go by, was the 

most surreal experience of being in Paris.  For here, amidst a throng of people I 

could not understand, in a street that looked like no place with which I was 

familiar, feeling completely isolated and alone, was this parade that, despite its 

unfamiliar setting, looked exactly like Boston Gay Pride back home.   
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There were gays everywhere.  Rainbow flags flying.  Rainbow beads being 

tossed.  Freedom rings around the majority of necks.  And the parade 

participants themselves: there were Dykes on Bikes, school banners, ally groups, 

and even a float with leather bears dancing on it, under a huge banner that read: 

Le Bears (‘Bears’ is not a French word).  The festivities also included various 

political groups supporting everything from HIV/AIDS awareness and prevention 

to groups rallying for gays to have the right to donate blood.  I was suddenly 

transported back home, to any major U.S. city—San Francisco, Boston, New York, 

Miami—and the Gay Pride Parades held there.  In that moment I knew that I was 

witnessing something significant.  There was obviously some dialogue going on 

between the gay community in the United States and that of France.  Despite all 

the ‘Frenchness’ around me, the Gay Pride Parade of Paris reeked of ‘American-

ness’.     

I returned back to the United States from my pilgrimmage to France 

inspired to learn more about the gay community and culture in France, and 

exactly what connections this community had with the gay community in the 

United States.  To my dismay, I did not find a lot of academic literature on the 

gay community of France.  There was little ethnographic data or analysis on 

French gays, and what writing did exist was centered on either the history of gay 

political movements in France, or was focused on the gay community in terms of 

health and HIV infection.  Overall, there was a serious lack of material on gay 

culture, and cultural forms specific to the gay community of France. 

In my study of the literature on the French gay community, I learned that 

sodomy, and thus homosexuality, was prohibited in France under the same laws 

that prohibited crimes against society—theft, prostitution, murder, and crimes 
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that put society as a whole at ‘jeopardy’ of social disorder (Merrick 1996).  With 

the French Revolution, which began in 1789, came a complete over-haul of the 

French legal system, implementing new laws and removing outdated legislation 

(Peniston 2004).  All codes resulting from the French Revolution remained silent 

on same-sex sexual activity, which, by virtue of this silence, decriminalized 

homosexuality in France, long before sodomy and same-sex sexuality were 

decriminalized in any other country in the modern world (Peniston 2004). Thus, 

in 1791 France was the first country in the modern world to decriminalize sodomy 

(Merrick 1996:4). 

I also learned that France is the first country of the modern world to 

establish itself as a Republic in 1792 (Fassin 2001).  The rhetoric behind the 

French model of citizenship proposes that France does not acknowledge the 

differences between persons or groups, but, rather, attempts to subsume all 

group identities under a common, universalist model of ‘the French citizen’ 

(Fassin 2001:216).  As a consequence, differences are relegated to the private 

sphere rather than the public realm of everyday life.  The overall claim of 

Republicanism is that this creates equality among all citizens—in the streets, 

everyone looks and acts the same; in the privacy of their own homes, persons can 

do and be as they choose.  American citizenship, on the other hand, operates 

under a rhetoric of Democracy, where individuality is encouraged, and people 

often associate themselves with communities or groups which lobby for the same 

rights as other communities or groups (Fassin 2001:217).  America works under a 

rhetoric of multiculturalism, where everyone is entitled to their own 

individuality, and this individuality is recognized, or should be recognized, as 

equal to any others (Fassin 2001:217).  France works under a rhetoric of 
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uniculturalism, where everyone is considered French first, foremost, and 

publicly, before any other private identity or association is applied (Fassin 

2001:217). 

This inspired me to learn more about France’s gay community, for, here 

was a country that seemed ahead of all others in terms of tolerance and equality 

for its gay citizens.  My own country, The United States, did not decriminalize 

homosexuality until 2003 in the Lawrence v. Texas Supreme Court Case.  And 

even still, gay individuals were not covered by hate crime legislation in all 50 

states, which allowed for homophobia and violence against the gay community.  

France, on the other hand, passed legislation in July 1985 prohibiting any 

discrimination against homosexuals, including sexual orientation in its definition 

(Fassin 2001:224; Waaldjik 1994:52). 

Furthermore, in 2000, The United States started same-sex civil unions, 

but only in the state of Vermont, as a first step in recognizing same-sex couples 

legally, while France, in 1999, became the first Roman Catholic country to 

recognize same-sex unions with the PaCS, akin to a ‘civil union’ in the United 

States (Fassin 2001).  It seemed to me that France was ahead of the United States 

in terms of political equality for homosexuals.  But then I also learned about 

radical gay political activism in France, particularly concerning HIV/AIDS 

activism in the 1980s and early 1990s, when ACT UP Paris started up, based on 

the political activism of American gay communities (Martel 1999).  All my 

research on the gay community in France underscored that the gay communities 

of France and the United States have been in direct dialogue with each other 

since the early 1800s.   
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I returned to France in 2008, this time for the three month duration of the 

summer.  My goal was to see how my newly-learned history and theory 

concerning the gay community of France played itself out in the everyday.  

Instead of Paris, I chose the city of Toulouse in the south of France.  I read that 

Toulouse was a large city, but not as large as Paris; Paris is compared to New 

York and Toulouse to Boston; since all the research that I found on French gays 

focused on Paris, I chose to see Toulouse.   

Upon my arrival in Toulouse, the first thing I did after settling in was 

locate the gay bars around town, particularly close to the apartment that I was 

subletting for the summer.  I started frequenting these bars in the hopes of 

making contacts in the gay community.  I did not want the whole summer to pass 

without having made one friend to keep me company.   

My first month in Toulouse was very difficult; I still could not get anyone 

to really engage me in conversation, and it was very lonely being so far from 

home without anyone to hang out with or talk to.  I went to gay clubs, hung out, 

made myself approachable (in my own opinion), but always returned home 

having not been spoken to all evening, and having my attempts at conversation 

brushed off.  In the meantime, I collected flyers, literature, newspapers, and 

magazines that focused on the gay community, often made available at small 

tables in the gay bars.  These informed me of gay events going on around the city, 

gay places to shop, gay restaurants in town, and also carried gay news from other 

cities in France such as Paris, Bordeaux, or smaller cities in the French Basque 

Region.  I utilized these ephemera in order to keep abreast of the gay community 

in Toulouse (and larger France), and also to know where to go so that I might 
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participate in gay events and activities.  I believed that if I continued to do so, 

then I was bound to make a friend sooner or later. 

And I was correct.  One night, finally, while sitting at the bar, someone 

approached me.  “You’re on vacation?  You’re visiting?” he asked.  “Yes and no,” I 

said, “I’m here for the summer.”  “I knew you were not French” he bragged with a 

flirty smile.  “Oh yeah?” I said wryly, “what clued you in?” “The way you stand” he 

said.  “The way I stand?” I asked, “I don’t understand.”  “You’re American.  You 

stand with confidence.”  This made no sense to me.  As I looked around the bar 

each night I went out, I saw nothing but men who looked quite confident to me.  I 

always tried to take a low profile, to not come off aggressive or rude, as 

Americans are rumored to present themselves when they travel abroad.  I 

explained all this to my new buddy and told him I was baffled.  “You look 

confident…” he stressed, “Y’know….confident….like you own the place.” 

After some laughs and explanation, he became aware that I certainly did 

not think that I owned the place, and was actually quite ill-at-ease and 

uncomfortable whenever I went out.  This man, Lucien, a 25 year old gay man 

living outside of Toulouse, became my first French friend, contact, and 

informant.  But my interaction with him taught me something important about 

travel, being a visitor in another culture, and how I carry myself: that I can never 

really be absolutely sure if I am perceiving others correctly, or that others are 

perceiving me correctly, unless there is some dialogue.  Here I was acting in what 

I thought was a reserved and quiet manner, and yet I still came off, according 

French social norms, as confident and even a bit cocky.  I started hanging out 

with Lucien, meeting for coffee, hanging out at his place or my place, and we got 

to know each other really well.  Once people in the gay community started to see 
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me hanging out with him, then more people approached me to introduce 

themselves, and I soon gained a small handful of friends, and a large number of 

acquaintances.  Finally I was in the gay community, and no longer a complete 

outsider. 

Being an active member in the gay community in Toulouse France allowed 

me the opportunity to see how everyday life is lived there by gay individuals.  

Through my academic research I had learned a lot about the political 

mobilization of the gay community—AIDS activism, mobilization centered on the 

PaCS, and small LGBTQ Centers in the larger cities.  But once I was in France, I 

realized how out of place these seemed compared to the rhetoric of the 

Republican model of French citizenship.  In a place where everyone is supposed 

to be universal, where standing out is considered a bad thing—even by those who 

stand out—any form of gay political mobilization that brought extra attention to 

the gay community highlighted itself as counter-French, against the rhetoric of 

the Republican model.   

I saw political rallies, signs plastered on the sides of buildings, flyers 

handed out in the streets, and gay people canvassing the city streets for petition 

signatures all centered on HIV/AIDS activism, support for gay marriage, the 

ability of gay men to donate blood, and efforts to stop homophobia.  These 

particular forms of political activism stood out, to me, against the French political 

model, as particularly American.  They almost mirrored the political 

mobilizations happening at the same time in the United States.  This brought to 

my mind articles I that had read by Denis Altman, as he explained the ‘Global 

Gay’ identity reportedly influenced by North American gays: “’he’ is young, 
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upwardly mobile, sexually adventurous, interested in activism and fashion, and 

has an in your face attitude toward traditional restrictions” (Altman 1996:77). 

I returned to the United States after my summer in France with more 

questions: Were the gays in France being influenced by a Global Gay identity, 

adopting an American-style gay identity politics despite Republican rhetoric?  

And if so, how did they negotiate this identity from within a cultural context that 

excludes differences for the greater good of the nation?  What does it mean to 

claim the ability to stand out, stand apart, in a nation where standing out is anti-

national?  And more importantly, how does this play out in the everyday?   

I continued my research of academic scholarship on the French gay 

community.  In my mind, there was something missing in the scholarship, but I 

couldn’t quite put my finger on it.  I found research on gay subcultures in France 

that held dear the writings of Jean Genet, believing that homosexuals’ 

revolutionary potential lay in their marginality (Hocquenghem 1972).  This 

revolutionary potential came to a head during the 1970s, spawning gay liberation 

groups such as the Front Homosexuel d’Action Revolutionnaire and Arcadie 

(Hocquenghem 1972; Jackson 2009)  This reminded me of the gay liberation 

movements in the United States during the 1950s and 1960s, such as The 

Mattachine Society, who argued for homosexual rights as active members of 

society, and, which, obscurely, derived its name from a group a French medieval 

and Renaissance group of masked, unmarried men, who traveled around as 

performing musicians (Fone 2000:393)1.   

                                                
1 I could find no resources explaining why The Mattachine Society chose a French name for themselves. 
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I also found quite a bit of scholarship describing and analyzing the 

HIV/AIDS activism during the 1980s in France, particularly the start up of 

groups such as ACT UP Paris (Martel 1999).  I could not help but be reminded of 

ACT UP in North America, after which the French activist group took its name 

and style of political actions.  Scholars also examined the dialogue between 

French and North American gay communities in terms of the political 

mobilizations I had witnessed during my summer in Toulouse—particularly the 

political mobilizations in support of gay marriage in France (Fassin 2001; Stychin 

2001a).  This, of course, made me think of gay marriage debates here in the 

United States; with only 6 states recognizing full marriage rights between same-

sexed partners, gay marriage is at the forefront of gay political campaigns in the 

U.S. 

Finally, I found research describing the French gay community in terms of 

how their homosexuality affects their potential to be full citizens in the 

nationalist sense (Bersani 1995; Gunther 2009; Heathcote 1998; Merrick 1996; 

Peniston 2004; Provencher 2009; Schehr 2004).  Discussed in terms of ‘sexual 

citizenship’, authors discuss how French gays are excluded from the public 

sphere on account of their nonheterosexuality (Jackson 2009).  While France 

claims itself a Republic, universalizing all differences between French citizens in 

the name of equality, heterosexuality is privileged over homosexuality.  French 

citizenship is tied to the universalism of the Republic; yet, even just examining 

the PaCS legislation, by which homosexual couples must wait longer to reap tax 

benefits, they cannot adopt children, and their partners do not become French 

citizens, it is easy to see that homosexuals are second class citizens compared to 

their heterosexual counterparts, despite the rhetoric of universality and inclusion 
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spouted by the French Republic (Provencher 2009:18).  Thus, homosexuals are 

asserting their rights to first class citizenship, which includes their rights and 

participation in society while simultaneously cultivating separate spaces for gay  

subcultural publics (Stychin 2001b:294). 

I acknowledge a debt to the above scholarship concerning the French gay 

community.  However, since my interest is in everyday resistance tactics against 

heteronormativity and homophobia, I find an immense gap in the scholarship on 

this topic.  Much of the literature on the French gay community studies large 

political movements and institutional cultural forms that restrict the gay 

community in ways that their heterosexual counterparts are not.  But, when 

examining heteronormativity and homophobia, it is not enough to only examine 

the large institutions and structures of France; doing so only provides a broad 

view of the political, social, and emotional ramifications of oppression.  In other 

words, it is one thing to study the large political movements advocating for the 

gay community, but they do not describe or explain what is happening ‘on the 

ground,’ in the everyday lives of gay individuals. 

I had previously finished doing research in the United States on queer 

resistance enacted against heteronormativity and homophobia.  In France, I had 

the opportunity to study a country similar to the United States—Western, 

wealthy, hegemonic in its own ways, a center of immigration (the largest 

immigration population in all of Europe)—which engages in an intense amount of 

cultural exchange with the U.S., but whose gay community confronts questions of 

identity, community, homophobia, exclusion, and intersectionality, in a 

surprisingly different rhetoric than American gays.  I would be able to ask: What 

forms of resistance are French gay men enacting against heteronormativity and 
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homophobia?  And why are they enacting these particular resistances; what 

meanings do they give to these cultural forms of resistance? 

It appeared that France presented me with the ideal setting in which to 

advance my inquiry into queer resistance, and to channel this query in the service 

of an important international human rights question.  Using interviews I could 

hope to document the fullest possible range of resistance strategies, across lines 

of gender, class, and race.  I also hoped to learn whether particular resistance 

strategies were linked somehow to rhetorics of citizenship, be they Democratic or 

Republican, or if the resistance strategies of French and American gays were 

indistinguishable from one another.  Either way, I would understand more about 

the relative grip of heteronormativity and homophobia in France and the United 

States. 

It has become standard practice in research performed by members of 

subjugated communities—women, gays, people of color—for the writer to provide 

a biographical account of what experiences goaded their interest in the project.  I 

share what combination of identities and interests prompted me to study queer 

resistance to heteronormativity and homophobia in France, not as a form of self-

indulgence, but, rather, as a practice of acknowledgement of my own biases and 

an accountability for them in my data collection and interpretation.  In short, this 

practice of reflexivity reveals my social location and its impact on my research. 

All in all, I have to admit that this thesis is incomplete.  It is not perfect.  

And that is as it should be.  Due to time constraints, I was not able to explain 

some topics as in-depth as I would have liked.  There are some sections upon 

which I would have elaborated, but was not able.  And, as is the case in many of 
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research projects, I began heading in one direction and wound up finishing in 

another.   

But sometimes things happen for a reason.  I needed to write this thesis.  I 

needed it more than I knew at the time.  I needed to re-evaluate my political 

beliefs concerning the power relations of the gay community, heteronormativity, 

and homophobia.  Performing this research and writing this thesis has been 

cathartic.  It has allowed me to heal some old wounds, taking pride in my scars; 

and it has also given me the chance to nurse some wounds that have not yet 

healed. 

Since my first ‘Introduction to Anthropology’ class, so long ago, I have 

wanted to work as a researcher who provides interventions, developments, and 

changes, for and within the gay community, against homophobic violence and 

oppression.  My impetus in achieving this goal is driven by the fact that, as a gay 

man myself, oppression has shaped my own personal ideology.  Due to the 

heteronormativity and homophobia of U.S. culture, I have been forced to live 

within a marginalized cultural niche.   

My philosophies, formed through my lived experiences, fuel my research 

of power structures; specifically, interventions and developments that can 

constructively revolutionize the gay community’s resistance strategies in 

response to social problems like heteronormativity and homophobia.  I can apply 

my understanding of social theory, queer theory, cultural anthropology, and 

activism to recognizing and addressing such complex social problems.  This 

career goal is deeply embedded in my desire to have my contribution to the gay 

community, my community, be one of empowerment.  
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THE OVERALL ORGANIZATION OF THIS THESIS 

As a result of the domination that French and American gay men 

experience at the hands of hegemonic discourses such as homophobia, 

heteronormativity, and hypermasculinity, they enact strategies and tactics of 

resistance in an attempt to assert themselves, exercising some power and 

autonomy for themselves in the face of oppression.  My over-all goal is to 

highlight what can be learned about power structures by studying the resistances 

of gay men as they struggle for freedom against systems of domination and 

authority. My research question has two parts, one descriptive, the other 

analytical: What forms of resistance are gay men in France and North America 

enacting against heteronormativity and homophobia?  And why are French and 

American gay men enacting these particular resistances; what meanings do they 

give to these forms of resistance?   

I aim to draw connections between gay mens’ resistance strategies and 

larger socio-political phenomena in both French and North American cultures.  

On the one hand, homophobia has a particular historicity that is culturally and 

temporally specific to both countries, and, as such, the resistances enacted 

against homophobia will possess their own historicities; on the other hand, 

researchers who study resistance tend to praise resistors for exercising 

independence in the face of opposition, a move which Lila Abu-Lughod dubs 

“romanticizing resistance” (Abu-Lughod 1990).  I would like to show that by 

examining the resistance tactics of gay men, much can be learned about 

heteronormativity and homophobia as exercises of power—namely how power is 
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utilized, what are its effects, and how does this power affect individuals whom it 

first constitutes as ‘persons’ and then dominates. 

This thesis is organized into three sections that distinguish three types of 

material I want to present—Groundings, Frameworks, and Practices.  Section 

one, Groundings, describes the historical background of gay communities and 

gay movements in France and The United States.  Chapter One discusses the 

over-all terrain of interest for this thesis.  In this chapter I will introduce key 

terms and overall goals with which I am concerned.  I provide an overview of 

heteronormativity and homophobia in France and North America, and how these 

oppressive social structures intersect with notions of citizenship in both 

countries.  I will also discuss the differences between Institutional Homophobia 

and Cultural Homophobia.  The main difference is that the practice of 

institutional homophobia is written into the law, and the practice of cultural 

homophobia, while not written into law, is still the de facto rule of the everyday.  

Lastly, I will discuss citizenship, cultural citizenship, and sexual citizenship; these 

three themes are present throughout this thesis.  My hope is that this abbreviated 

history and theoretical discussion will help to make sense of, and provide some 

organizational structure for, everything else that follows in this thesis.   

If we are going to investigate gay men’s resistance, then we need to 

examine what it is exactly that gay men are resisting.  Thus, chapter two focuses 

on the social structures of heteronormativity and homophobia, the two forms of 

power that most affect the lives of gay men, through a discussion of the discursive 

creation of French and American citizens (Bernat 2001; Corbett 2001; Iborra 

2007; Plummer 2001; Williamson 2000).  For the purpose of this thesis, 

heteronormativity will be defined as “the institutions, modes of understanding, 



 

 18 

norms and discourses, that treat heterosexuality as natural to humanity, and 

homosexuality as unnatural (Lloyd 2007:27).  Homophobia will be used to 

describe the neurotic and anxious fear of homosexuality and homosexuals 

(Merriam-Webster, 2012).  The over-all goal of chapter two is to pull from 

different sources, and create a genealogy of sexual citizenship in France and The 

United States.  I will illustrate the ways in which notions of citizenship are 

intertwined with discourses on sexuality, particularly discourses that champion 

heterosexuals at the expense of homosexuals.  In many ways, the rhetoric of 

citizenship in France and The United States differ greatly from each other.  But, 

by going back through history and mapping hegemonic discourses on sexual 

citizenship, I will show how both these countries’ discourses socially championed 

the heterosexual citizen and subjugated gay men from full citizenship.  I aim to 

show that, in both France and The United States, the social construction of the 

‘good citizen’ is a direct result of power relations which take the shape of medical, 

scientific, and legal discourses that represent gay men as incapable of the 

functions and duties required of full citizens.   

I will also reveal that gay men, although seeing themselves as a distinct 

group, separate from heterosexuals, desire to be included in the social fabric of 

both countries as full citizens, along with the rights, obligations, responsibilities, 

and protections that full citizenship entails.  This exploration will serve as a 

method for understanding the struggles for cultural citizenship that make up the 

history of gay men in both North America and France as they fight for equal 

rights and protections under the law.  This chapter will revel that there was not 

one pinnacle moment that constructed ‘the proper citizen’ of France or The 

United States, but, rather, a multiplicity of discourses that informed, propagated, 
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and layered atop each other to create the strict binary of homosexuals and 

heterosexuals, as well as the benefits, or lack thereof, of cultural citizenship 

attributed to these subject positions. 

The next section of the book, Frameworks, contains chapters three and 

four, and describes the theoretical frameworks underscored throughout this 

thesis.  The overall goal of chapter three is to utilize Foucault’s five requirements 

for an analysis of power in order to explain how power operates within society, 

specifically the power of heterosexual domination over homosexuals.  First, I will 

begin with the notion that power is not something possessed, but rather 

exercised.  No one holds power; power is a relational force that holds the 

potential for either party involved to exert themselves as powerful at any time.  In 

other words, power is “exercised from innumerous points in the interplay of 

nonegalitarian and mobile relations” (Foucault 1978:94). 

Next, I will explore how ‘knowledge’ is related to power, for knowledge and 

control go hand in hand.  Those who exercise power in our society are those 

individuals who can define and provide empirical knowledge about every aspect 

of society (Foucault 1978:94).  This form of power tends to gather within 

institutions; therefore, I will explain how hospitals, doctors, courts, politicians 

and police, all contribute to the domination of heterosexuals over homosexuals.  

This domination is exercised via particular subject formations, discipline, norms, 

and punishments.  The analysis is power in this chapter can be applied to the 

subject formation of ‘the citizen’ as seen in chapter two, but is also applicable to 

any subject position, including the subject positions of ‘heterosexual’ and 

‘homosexual’.  The focus is not on any particular subject position, but, rather, on 

all subject positions, which will be useful for understanding the subject positions 
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underscored in my research, namely ‘citizens’, ‘cultural citizens’, ‘sexual citizens’, 

‘heterosexuals’, and ‘homosexuals’.  

I will finish this chapter with a discussion of the relationship between 

power and resistance.  Gays refute their subjugated social position through acts of 

resistance, either overt or covert.  Only when we have a clear understanding of 

how power works can we formulate resistance strategies that counter hegemonic 

homophobia and anti-gay violence. 

In order to contest exercises of power, to reclaim power for themselves, 

gay individuals engage in acts of resistance.  Chapter four focuses on the concept 

of resistance itself.  What is resistance?  What are its defining characteristics?  

How can one ensure that an act qualifies as resistant or not?  Who gets to make 

these decisions?  The over-all goal of this chapter is to review and synthesize the 

cross-disciplinary literature on the concept of resistance.  I will summarize these 

varied treatments by describing how scholars have used this term—both the 

common elements and the dimensions of variation.  This discussion will also 

encompass the theoretical frameworks of Michel de Certeau’s ‘art of the weak’, 

James Scott’s theory of ‘everyday tactics’, and my own ideas about what 

constitutes resistance.   

I will utilize academic scholarship on resistance to create a working 

definition of overt resistance, an ‘ideal type’ in the Weberian sense, which I dub 

A-AVOIR Resistance.  My rubric for over resistance is dubbed A-AVOIR 

Resistance on account that it contains the characteristics of Action, Alternatives, 

Visibility, Opposition, Intention, and Recognition.  As a model, A-AVOIR 

Resistance can contribute to resistance scholarship as another means by which to 
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move resistance out from the realm of abstract theorization and into the realm of 

applicability. 

The last section of this thesis, Practices, describes the data of my research, 

revealing what people are actually doing in their everyday lives.  Chapter five 

moves A-AVOIR Resistance out of its theoretical framework into its practice and 

applicability.  Chapter five presents my research data and analysis of French and 

American gay mens’ resistance tactics against heteronormativity and 

homophobia.  In this chapter I start by laying out my methodology; sites of 

research—Paris and Toulouse in France, Boston, MA., and Austin, TX. in the 

United States; and data analysis set, namely transcriptions of interviews 

conducted in both countries.  Upon initial analysis, my data seems to reveal that a 

large number of gay men are not doing much overt resistance at all against 

heteronormativity and homophobia.  However, upon closer analysis, my data 

reveals that some gay men, living outside of large cities, do not feel a part of 

mainstream gay culture, but feel shunned by the mainstream gay community.  

Moreover, in many cases, it is not a matter of some suburban gay males being 

excluded from gay culture—they do not want to participate in gay culture.   

My data reveals that a majority of gay men in both France and The United 

States, while still living as members of a subjugated social group, have gained 

enough social power to create hegemonic ideologies of what it means to be gay—

how to look, what to wear, what aesthetics to value.  So much so that there is a 

subgroup of gay men who are resisting a homonormative construction of gay 

identity.  However, by rejecting hegemonic ideals of gayness, some suburban gay 

men are becoming more integrated into mainstream society, disrupting 

heteronormativity, and creating ‘authentic communities’, where many individuals 
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from various backgrounds and lifestyles live together harmoniously based on 

access to resources rather than sexual identity. 

I wish to make an important note, here, on chapter five: The data analysis 

found within this chapter is quotation-heavy.  By that I mean that I have very 

large blocks of quotes from interviewees.  I was overly concerned with ensuring 

that my research community was given a voice within my work; but I believe I 

may have done this to the point of over-kill.  This does not mean that the data is 

useless; this is not at all the case.  I buttress my analysis with poignant quotations 

from my research community, and the significance of my discussion in this 

chapter is made only more palpable through the words of my informants.   

However, in future projects and writings, I will not champion interview 

quotations over ethnographic descriptions of time, setting, space, and place, as I 

have done here.  I have learned that there needs to be a delicate balance of both 

these forms of description in order to give a real ethnographic sense of ‘place’.  

But seeing as this is my first attempt at any sort of lengthy writing, concerning 

social theory and data analysis, I hope the reader will forgive the lengthy 

quotations, and will read them closely, even if only to ‘hear’ my informants speak 

from out of these written pages.  It is true that I, myself, have chosen the quotes 

that I want to use in this work; but, I have chosen them with my informants best 

interests in mind, and have received nothing but positive feedback from 

interviewees concerning how I have written them into this thesis.  For now, at 

least on this project, I will have to be content with that.    

Chapter six calls for more research based on the results of my data 

analysis.  I find a significant split between urban and suburban gay men in both 

France and The United States.  This calls for more research on what seems to be 
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suburban men’s resistance to homonormative ideologies of what it means to be a 

gay man.  Furthermore, despite my surprise at my findings, there are solid links 

between queer resistances and other forms of resistance, namely women’s 

resistance against patriarchy, and the resistance of people of color against racism.  

Thus, my research underscores points of solidarity between oppressed groups, 

illuminating ways these groups can each accomplish their own objectives while 

simultaneously building alliances across barriers of difference in order to 

accomplish the common goal of equality and freedom.     
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CHAPTER 1:  

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

France field notes.  My first homophobic incident has happened in 

France.  I was walking around the university campus with Marcel, a friend and 

informant.  As we walked and chatted, he had his arm around my shoulders as 

gay friends are prone to do here in Toulouse.  It was a beautiful day with clear 

blue skies and a lot of sun, and the campus was deserted on account; the nicest 

days are also the days when the university looks like a ghost town.  Marcel and 

I walked quite awhile, blissfully oblivious to our surroundings; we were too 

caught up in discussing our dinner plans for later that night, gossiping about 

men we knew from the clubs, and chatting about random things we wanted to 

buy from the expensive stores in town.   

From out of nowhere, two larger North African men approached us, and 

one of them loudly shouted “HEY!  HEY!”  The man who had shouted stood in 

the path of Marcel and myself so that we could not move forward.  Marcel 

removed his arm from around my shoulders in order to have both hands free to 

fight.  While the first stranger blocked our movement, the second came up close 

to me and pushed me hard in the chest, causing me to take a few steps 

backwards.  “What the hell are you doing faggots?!” he demanded.  My eyes 

darted around me, taking in my surroundings.  There was nobody in sight.  Of 

all the days… 
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I looked down at the ground and my eyes fell upon a sharp stick in the 

grass.  I swooped down to pick it up, and as I did, the man who pushed me 

grabbed my arm and tried to push me again.  I stabbed at him with the stick; 

first his chest, then his face.  At the sign of my aggression, the two men backed 

up a couple paces.  I took this opportunity to grab Marcel’s arm and pull him 

away from the first attacker, who had a grip around Marcel’s wrist, shouting 

obscenities in his face.  I grabbed Marcel and pulled him free, and we ran 

towards the nearest university building.  As we ran, I could hear the men behind 

us yelling “FAGGOTS!!” 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Homophobia is real.  It is an enormous socio-political problem that affects 

the lives of millions of gay individuals (Bernat 2001; Corbett 2001; Iborra 2007; 

Plummer 2001; Williamson 2000).  In truth, I cannot say that it is so bad where I 

lived most of my life: Massachusetts is one of the only states in North America in 

which gay marriage is legal, hate crime legislation has been passed concerning 

gender and sexual orientation, same-sex partner medical insurance is provided in 

the workplace, and laws are in place that protect gay individuals against 

discrimination and hate crimes.   That is not to say that in Massachusetts 

everybody loves the gays—each year the number of gay bashings continues to rise 

(Human Rights Campaign, FBI Hate Crime Statistics Report 2010), hate crimes 

against gays are becoming more prominent (Human Rights Campaign, FBI Hate 

Crime Statistics Report 2010), anti-gay colloquial expressions such as “Dude, 
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that’s so gay!!” are still widely used in public, and a large portion of voters try 

each year to eradicate gay marriage by campaigning for constitutional 

amendments that define ‘marriage’ as only the ‘union of one man and one 

woman’.  

When my boyfriend and I are affectionate in public—walk around holding 

hands, kiss each other at dinner or the movies, or greet each other with a big hug 

and kiss—it is always in the back of my mind that these activities single us out as 

‘different,’ because these acts single us out as ‘gay’, and gay is not acceptable 

according to mainstream public norms.  I am reminded of this by virtue of the 

fact that, when my boyfriend and I are intimate in public, like the numerous 

heterosexual couples we see, we attract stares, snickering, and faces scrunched up 

with disapproval or disgust.   

Heterosexuals can be intimate in public without having to worry about 

social ramifications.  Men and women greet each other with hugs and kisses, walk 

hand in hand, and sit dangerously close to one another without giving it the 

slightest thought.  And they don’t have to, for they are the dominant group, the 

status quo, whose behaviors are acceptable according to public discourse.  They 

do not worry about attracting negative attention, being socially ostracized, or 

getting their ass beat for ‘being a faggot’ as they walk home alone at night. 

The over-all goal of this chapter is to discuss the general terrain of interest 

for this thesis.  In this chapter I will introduce key terms and overall goals with 

which I am concerned.  I provide an overview of heteronormativity and 

homophobia in France and North America, and how these oppressive social 

structures intersect with notions of citizenship in both countries.  I will also 

discuss the differences between Institutional Homophobia and Cultural 
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Homophobia.  The main difference is that the practice of the first is written into 

law, and the practice of the second, although not written into law, is still a de 

facto rule of the everyday.  Lastly, I will discuss citizenship, cultural citizenship, 

and sexual citizenship; these three themes are present throughout this thesis.  My 

hope is that this abbreviated history and theoretical discussion will help to make 

sense of, and provide some organizational structure for, everything else that 

follows in this thesis.    

 

 

HETERONORMATIVITY 

Prejudice and oppression against gay individuals exists in France and the 

United States because both countries are gender-stratified societies with public 

cultures of “normative heterosexuality” (Butler 1990).  Here, normative means 

“pertaining to the norms that govern gender…and what concrete consequences 

proceed” when these norms are violated (Butler 1990:xxi).  One of the primary 

representative forms of this type heteronormative persona is the performance of 

a gendered ‘identity;’ this identity is defined by articulation or action indicating 

sexual desire for someone of the opposite gender.  These public heterosexual 

performances and narratives work to maintain a socially acceptable identity 

(Murray 1996 and 2000). 

The hegemonic heterosexual ideology that dominates France and the 

United States is wrapped up in ideas of nationalism.  Anthropologist David 

Murray, articulating through the theories of George Mosse, draws attention to the 

fact that “nationalism, a product of middle-to-upper class interests and values, 
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attempts to control sexuality through a prism of respectable or normal behaviors” 

(Moose 1985; Murray 1996:252).  The everyday rhetoric of French and American 

nationalism is concerned with ‘respectable’, bourgeois notions of sexuality.  

Alternative sexualities are used by political leaders and intellectuals engaged in 

nation-building “as forces outside of, and therefore destructive to, the nation” 

due to their ‘abnormal’ and ‘uncontrollable’ natures, which contradict the proper, 

heteronormative character of both the heterosexual male and female national 

stereotypes (Mosse 1985; Murray 1996:252).  In this manner, gender and 

sexuality become intrinsically linked to the interests of the State and notions of 

national allegiance.     

Culture then becomes defined for French and American individuals 

through the production of various state-endorsed cultural forms such as theatre, 

dance, movies, television and radio media, museum exhibitions, and literature 

(Murray 1996:257).  These cultural forms communicate a number of values to 

French and American audiences such as strongly emphasized, rigid depictions of 

‘appropriate’ male and female gendered identity and sexuality.  Masculinity is 

particularly rigidly defined and occupies a central and authoritative place in 

society (Murray 1996:257).  Males are entitled to be strong and dominating as 

well as the expected providers for women and children, who ‘need’ someone to be 

responsible for them (Murray 1996:257-258).  Perceived to be strong, virile, and 

domineering, heterosexual men are also expected by nature to ‘need’ frequent 

sexual intercourse (Murray 1996:258).  Masculinity, then, is demonstrated by the 

‘manly’ activities that males engage in with other males, and by the sexual 

conquest of many women (Murray 1996:258).  Heterosexual masculinity 

becomes a ‘reputation’ that must be constantly buttressed through the 
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performance, maintenance, and proof of sexual conquests, physical strength, and 

the reputation of an acceptably heterosexual, masculine independence and 

individuality (Murray 1996:257-258).  In this sense, masculinity and 

heterosexuality become hegemonic ideologies which are used to reinforce a 

stereotypical French and American male subject. 

Judith Butler applies a Foucauldian perspective in her analysis of how 

power systems produce the subjects that they subsequently come to represent, 

and how these subjects are created through the regulated process of repetition 

and signification (Butler 1990:45, 185-193).  Butler argues that discursive 

regimes of power regulate “self-serving fictions”, which include notions of 

‘gender,’ ‘sexuality’, and the ‘naturalness’ of heterosexuality (Butler 1990:24).  

Heterosexuality is presupposed upon the assumption of two sexes—male and 

female—that exist as ‘naturally’ different and attracted to each other (Butler 

1990:24).  Yet, these two sexes are already culturally defined both through their 

division into the categories of ‘male’ and ‘female,’ and the assumption of their 

sexual desire for each other.  In other words, the internal coherence of either 

gender requires a stable heterosexuality, which helps to constitute gender as a 

neat system (Butler 1990:24).   

The assumptions of the ‘natural’ coherence of sex, gender, and sexuality, 

are socially instituted and maintained forms of intelligibility (Butler 1990:24).  

They act as stabilizing concepts in the establishment of a ‘gendered’ individual, 

who “appears to be a person” (Butler 1990:24-25).  Those individuals who fail to 

conform to the gendered and sexual norms of cultural intelligibility, by which 

persons are defined, will be “potentially subversive” and therefore viewed as 

threatening (Butler 1990:xxiii-xxiv).  Hence the marginality of the homosexual, 
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since, in France and the United States, gays are persons whose activities, 

statements, and/or appearance de-stabilizes heterosexualized gender norms.   

In societies where masculinity constantly seeks to assert itself, where it is 

defined as males’ power over other men, and in relation to dominant 

relationships with the opposite sex, ‘masculinity’ itself can be viewed as fragile 

(Mohammad 1998:27).  This fragility is evident in the “antagonism and distance” 

which must be maintained from male homosexuality and homosexuals, since 

both represent an unacceptable alternative sexuality (Mohammad 1998:27).  The 

marginalization of homosexuals is evident by the fact that alternative forms of 

masculinity, while acknowledged, are muted in public spaces (Murray 2000:263).  

Very few positive spaces for homosexuality appear within popular cultural 

productions such as movies, media, and literature.  While this is changing, 

slowly, as time goes by, positive representations of homosexuality (by which I 

mean representations that are not parodies or stereotypes) are not only largely 

absent in cultural productions, but are condemned in popular discourse: those 

who fail to display the appropriate criteria for the ‘ideal’ gendered male risk being 

denigrated as homosexuals—the antithesis of the normative heterosexual male, 

and the ideal French and American cultural citizen (Bernat 2001:179-180; 

Corbett 2001). 

An “excoriation of homosexuality”, where one man accuses another 

publicly of being homosexual, is one of the most severe insults to heterosexual 

masculinity, often resulting in violent verbal or physical resort (Bernat 2001:179-

180; Corbett 2001; Murray 1999: 160).  A sure portent of an escalation in hostility 

is when one man insults another man as a ‘Faggot,’ a word which holds 

connotations akin to sissy, mamas boy, weakling, and other effeminizing 
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connotations (Murray 1996:260).  ‘Faggot’ “not only questions, but also actively 

accuses” the other man of a combination of feminine traits, all revolving around a 

passive sexual and gender identity (Murray 1996:260).  The Faggot connotation 

refers to the act of male-to-male sexual activity, specifically anal passivity, or 

penetration (Murray 1996: 260).  The anal-passive position mirrors the female 

role in sex, and is thus suggestive of a feminized identity.  Anthropologist David 

Murray writes that calling a man a ‘faggot’ “is an insult that threatens a man’s 

equality among other men, his public reputation as a man, and shakes the very 

foundation of a man’s place within his public world” (Murray 1996:260). 

In reality, the pejorative ‘Faggot’ is a product of a hegemonic macho ethic 

which “serves to ground the ethos of macho behavior and hold it in its place” 

(Murray 1996:261). Author James Baldwin (1950’s) writes about this 

phenomenon as he underscores the fact that straight individuals (heterosexuals), 

as the dominant sexual group, need homosexuals to remain subordinate in order 

to bring about heterosexual signification (Katz 1995:104).  Without homosexuals 

there can be no such thing as heterosexuals.  Baldwin further elaborates: “I think 

it’s very important for the male homosexual to recognize that he is a sexual target 

for other men, and that is why he is despised, and why he is called a faggot.  He is 

called a faggot because other men need him”—need him to be ‘Faggot’ in order to 

bring about their own identity (Katz 1995:104).  Similarly, the macho male 

grounds the Faggot and holds him in his subjugated place.  Thus the Faggot faces 

double stigmatization—he represents “a disreputable and disrespectful male in 

public discourse”, and “he is also the feminine, weak figure that threatens the 

nationalist image” of hypermasculine, heterosexual virility (Bernat 2001:179-180; 

Corbett 2001; Murray 1996:261). 
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INSTITUTIONAL HOMOPHOBIA  

The hegemony of heterosexual, hypermasculine, masculinity has several 

complex effects upon homosexuals, who are, by virtue of their erotic practices, 

not members of the dominant group. One way that opposition to homosexuality 

plays itself out in action is through homophobia, where phobia is defined as “a 

neurosis characterized by the anxious fear of an object” (Merriam-Webster 2012).  

In this case, the object is the homosexual, and the fear is that of losing the status 

of masculinity.  Thus, “homosexuals are among the most despised groups” today 

(Blumenfeld 1992:3; Cogen 2002; Green 2001; Herek 1989, 2000, 2002; 

McCann 2009; Willis 2004).   

Institutional homophobia refers to “homophobic discrimination and 

oppression that is written into the policies and laws of a society’s public 

institutions” (Blumenfeld 1992:6).  Much has been written about the ways that 

institutional homophobia in French and American cultures targets gays in ways 

ranging from negative beliefs about homosexuality (Herek 1989, 2000, 2002; 

Martel 1999), exclusion (Cogen 2002), denial of civil and legal protections (Cogen 

2002), and in many cases overt acts of violence (Bernatt 2001; Corbett 2001; 

Iborra:2007; Willis 2004).  Negative attitudes internalized by gays often damage 

their spirit and stifle emotional growth, causing immense psychological damage 

(Rowan 2002; Williamson 2000). 

Studies performed by The National Gay and Lesbian Task Force reveal 

that more than 90% of gay respondents have experienced some form of 
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victimization solely based on their sexual identity, and that over 33% have been 

threatened directly with physical violence (The National Gay and Lesbian Task 

Force 2010).  1 in 10 males, and 1 in 20 females, report being assaulted with 

weapons based on their homosexual identity (The National Gay and Lesbian Task 

Force 2010).  Further, many who report having been harassed or assaulted state 

that these incidents of violence occurred on multiple occasions (The National Gay 

and Lesbian Task Force 2010).  Approximately 1 out of 3 of all respondents were 

assaulted verbally, while more than 1 in 15 of all respondents were physically 

assaulted by members of their own families (The National Gay and Lesbian Task 

Force 2010).  Reports of violence directed against gays have increased 

significantly each year according to the Gay and Lesbian Task Force, who 

continue to research and monitor homophobia in the United States.  It is 

significant to note that the incidents documented here are not happening in 

specific locales, but are occurring nation-wide across the United States. 

France differs from the United States since, in 2003, France passed a Hate 

Crime legislation that protects individuals against violence due to “sexual 

orientation” (Criminal Code of France, Article 2003-239).  However, specific 

penalty enhancements require that the offense be preceded, accompanied, or 

followed by spoken or written words, images, items, or acts of any kind that are 

injurious to the honor or esteem of the victim, or group of person including the 

victim, by virtue of their actual or supposed sexual orientation” (Code of France, 

Article 132-77).  In other words, crimes that are committed against gay 

individuals often go unreported due to lack of evidence of ‘hate’, and those that 

are reported are difficult to prosecute according to the stipulations of French law.  
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Therefore, French gay men often find themselves the victim of homophobia and 

homophobic violence about which they can legally do little. 

Governmental, business, educational, religious, and professional 

organizations systematically discriminate on the basis of sexual orientation or 

identity; laws, codes, or policies enforce such discrimination (Blumenfeld 1992:5-

6).   Very few institutions have policies that support gays, and many actively work 

against not only gay individuals but also the heterosexuals who support them 

(Blumenfeld 1992:5-6).  For example, The Briggs Initiative lobbied for the 

dismissal of all California teachers who identified as gay, as well as those 

heterosexual professors who supported their gay colleagues (Blumenfeld 1992:5).  

The U.S. Military has also had a long-standing policy excluding gays from service.  

In 1993, the “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” clause was added to military law, which kept 

homosexuality oppressed like a nasty secret; under this law, service-men were 

not allowed to discuss homosexuality, which supposedly kept homophobia in 

check (Belkin 2003).  At the same time, homosexuals in the service were not 

allowed to disclose themselves as homosexual, or they would be dismissed from 

the service with dishonorable discharge (Belkin 2003).  “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” 

has just recently been repealed by president Barack Obama in 2011, although the 

lift on homosexual silence was not officially implemented until 2012.   

Rights gained through marriage do not extend to gays, who are banned 

from legal marriage in 44 of the fifty United States.  And while some states have 

extended ‘equal protection’ for homosexuals in the areas of employment, 

housing, and health insurance, no statutes regarding these social benefits exist at 

the federal/national level.  Numerous religious institutions, in both France the 

U.S., promote discrimination against gays, preaching against homosexuals and 
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homosexual behavior (Schwartz 2005).  Homosexuality is attributed to the status 

of ‘sin’ according to the religious myths of most Christian sects.  Thus, as a matter 

of policy, many churches exclude gay people from numerous aspects of religious 

life based solely on their sexual identity. 

Until 1973, when homosexuality was removed from the DSM, established 

psychiatric associations considered homosexuality to be a mental illness 

(Rubenstein 1995:416).  Gay people were often institutionalized against their will, 

undergoing forced electric shock therapies and lobotomies in order to ‘cure’ them 

of their sexual ‘abnormalities’ (Blumenfeld 1992:5).  But homophobia is still 

institutionalized within the United State’s medical practices.  Medical facilities 

remain entrenched in negative perceptions that often affect the manner in which 

they respond to and treat their gay clients (Blumenfeld 1995:6). 

 

 

CULTURAL HOMOPHOBIA  

Outside of institutional homophobia, further oppression of gay individuals 

occurs through “Cultural Homophobia” (Blumenfeld 1992:6).  Cultural 

Homophobia refers to “the social norms or codes of behavior that—while not 

expressly written into laws and policies—work within a society to legitimate 

oppression of gay individuals” (Blumenfeld 1992:6).  Cultural Homophobia works 

to either exclude images of gays from both media and history, or attempts to 

represent gay individuals in negative stereotypical forms (Blumenfeld 1992:6).  

Research activist Warren Blumenfeld outlines seven categories by which 

Cultural Homophobia is manifested:  The first category is conspiracy to silence 
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(Blumenfeld 1992:6). Although not expressly written into legislation, the 

heterosexual majority informally attempts to prevent large numbers of gay 

individuals from congregating in any one place such as bars or social centers 

(Blumenfeld 1992:6).  This denies gay individuals their own spaces to hold social 

or political functions, denies gays access to material resources, and restricts 

positive gay representations in both educational institutions and cultural 

productions (Blumenfeld 1992:6).  These restrictions “inhibit any frank, open, 

and honest discussions” about topics that interest or concern gay individuals 

(Blumenfeld 1992:6). 

The second category of Cultural Homophobia is denial of culture 

(Blumenfeld 1992:6).  In the United States, attempts have been made to falsify 

historical accounts of homosexuality through censorship, deletion, half-truths, 

and the altering of pronouns signifying gender (Blumenfeld 1992:6).  Many 

members of the gay community grow up without significant historical or 

contemporary gay role models (Blumenfeld 1992:6).   

The third category of Cultural Homophobia is denial of popular strength 

(Blumenfeld 1992:7).  Numerous studies have illustrated that a significant 

percentage of the overall population has experienced, or experiences, same-sex 

desires; yet the cultural assumption exists within France and The United States 

that one is heterosexual until ‘proven’ otherwise (Blumenfeld 1992:7).  Both 

France and the U.S. refuse to believe or acknowledge how many gay individuals 

there are ‘out there’ passing as heterosexuals (Blumenfeld 1992:7). 

The fourth category of Cultural Homophobia is fear of over-visibility 

(Blumenfeld 1992:7).  Gay individuals are told that “they should not define 

themselves in terms of their sexuality and gender identity” (Blumenfeld 1992:7).  
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Gay individuals are accused of being ‘blatant’ about their sexuality by expressing 

signs of affection in public; yet these behaviors are engaged in by heterosexual 

couples routinely and taken for granted as ‘natural’ (Blumenfeld 1992:7).  This 

gives gay individuals the message that there is “something inherently wrong with 

same-sex desire”, and that gay individuals should keep such desires well hidden 

from the public sphere of society (Blumenfeld 1992:7). 

The fifth category of Cultural Homophobia is the creation of defined 

public spaces (Blumenfeld 1992:6-8).  Society forces gay individuals into 

confined spaces, gay ghettos, and gay-borhoods, where there is little possibility 

for integration into the general cultural fabric of the community at large 

(Blumenfeld 1992:7).  Gay individuals enter these ‘zones’ hoping to find some 

respite and peace away from the homophobia in the ‘outside world’.  However, 

creating separate gay areas only promotes the segregation of homosexuals from 

the rest of society (Blumenfeld 1992:7).   

The sixth category of Cultural Homophobia is denial of self-labeling 

(Blumenfeld 1992:7).  Gay individuals are the victims of epithets and other 

derogatory labels (Blumenfeld 1992:7).  Gays have chosen terms of self-

identification which portray more adequately the positive aspects of their lives 

and loves, but homophobic heterosexuals continue to use hurtful, derogatory, 

hate speech epithets such as ‘Faggot,’ ‘Queer,’ and ‘Fairy,’ to refer to homosexuals 

(Blumenfeld 1992:7). 

The seventh and final category of Cultural Homophobia is negative 

symbolism in the form of stereotyping (Blumenfeld 1992:8).  Stereotyping is a 

tool used by the heterosexual majority to control and further hinder gay 

individuals (Blumenfeld 1992:8).  Stereotyping “hinders both understanding and 
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social change” (Blumenfeld 1992:8), representing gay individuals as predatory 

(especially towards children), making assumptions about gay individual’s 

physical appearance and mannerisms, blaming gay individuals for the 

development and spread of HIV and other infectious diseases, and speculating 

the ‘causes’ of gay individual’s ‘abnormal’ desires (Blumenfeld 1992:8).  

  

 

CITIZENSHIP, CULTURAL CITIZENSHIP, AND SEXUAL CITIZENSHIP 

The structures of domination and oppression mentioned above underscore 

how sex, gender, and sexuality are connected to how included individuals feel 

within their societies and cultures.  Claims for inclusion and belonging in society 

highlight notions of citizenship—“which individuals and groups are enabled to 

possess full rights” in a given society (Isin 2002:2).  Citizenship, itself, was born 

out of nation-making, by which certain individuals were granted rights under the 

authority allocated by their nation (Isin 2002:3).  Citizenship can be defined as 

“that which is related to a set of practices which define social membership in a 

particular society or nation-state” (Richardson 1998:85 cited in Provencher 

2007:11).  Although nationality is what most frequently comes to mind when the 

word ‘citizenship’ is heard, how connected an indivdual feels to his or her 

national, society, or culture, depends upon how much an individual feels like they 

are a full participant in their society.   

Citizenship rests upon feelings of support and belonging.  The three main 

axes of ‘belonging’ involved in citizenship are “extent (rules and norms of 

inclusion and exclusion); content (rights and responsiblities); and depth 



 

 40 

(thickness or thinness) of citizenship” (Isin 2002:2).  These axes highlight how 

citizenship centers on debates of inclusion and exclusion (Isin 2002:5).  

‘Citizenship’ has always been used as an exclusionary category—there are those 

who are ‘in’ and those who are ‘out’ (Isin 2002:5).  Those who are ‘out’ may go 

about their daily lives as members of society, but they do not possess the full 

rights that other members do; therefore, there is a marginality where an 

individual may find themselves fighting against hegemonic notions of citizenship.  

The development of social rights, seen in the Women’s Movement, Black Civil 

Rights Movement, and Gays Liberation Movement, illustrate ways in which 

individuals or groups, who are technically, by law, citizens, create oppositional 

movements because they are living their lives as second-class citizens, devoid of 

the rights, opportunities, and protections provided to other majority groups (Isin 

2002:7).   

Along with notions of belonging, citizenship has been constituted in terms 

of public and private lives.  Citizenship is determined by “participation in the 

public sphere” (Stychin 2001b:286).  Citizenship devalues the private sphere, 

holding the public sphere in esteem.  The focus on public participation 

underscores notions of active and passive citizenship (Stychin 2001b:287).  

Citizenship not only involves public and active participation on the part of 

individuals, but also bestows rights and protections within the public sphere for 

those individuals deemed active citizens (Stychin 2001b:287).   

The rights and protections ‘guaranteed’ to citizens, based upon their active 

participation in the public sphere of society, underscores notions of 

‘responsibility’ and ‘community’ implicit in definitions of citizenship (Stychin 

2001b:287).  Citizenship becomes “a practice involving civic virtue and 
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participation in the [community]” (Lister 1997:3; Stychin 2001b:287).  It is 

precisely this practice of turning a group of individuals into a collective ‘we’ of 

citizens that inevitably creates exclusions and relations of hierarchy and 

dominance between differently located subjects (Stychin 2001b: 288).  The 

illusion produced by notions of ‘citizenship’ is that there is only one public 

sphere, when, in all actuality, there is a multiplicity of public spheres interacting 

with one another at any given time (Stychin 2001b:288).   

In France, citizenship is shaped by the rhetoric of a Republican model.  In 

this sense, the public sphere of France is assimilationist—the differences between 

individuals are muted in order to produce a collective, unified, universal group of 

members (Jennings 2000:582).  In private, individuals are free to do as they 

please; but they are French first, and anything else second.  As such, French 

universalism cannot acknowledge minority rights because the rhetoric of the 

Republic states that “each man and woman is granted equal rights in order to 

allow him or her individually to take a place in French society” (Haut Conseil à 

l’intégration 1997:14 cited in Jennings 2000:583).   

In the United States, citizenship is influenced by the rhetoric of a  

Democratic model made up of individuals who belong to separate communities 

(Fassin 2001:217).  These communities find their voice by lobbying for rights that 

encompass their whole community, and fit their community within the fabric of 

American society (Fassin 2001:217).  In this sense, there is an idea of difference 

at work, and the belief that everyone should have rights according to differences 

(Fassin 2001:217).  In short, political representation in the United States is 

conscious of differences, while political representation in France is ‘blind’ to 

differences (Fassin 2001:217). 
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In order to discuss citizenship, anthropologist Renalto Rosaldo utilizes the 

term cultural citizenship, by which he means “the right to be different and to 

belong in a participatory democratic sense” (Rosaldo 1994:402).  What Rosaldo is 

underscoring is social justice and equality for all citizens, “even when such 

differences as race, religion, class, gender, or sexual orientation potentially could 

be used to make certain people less equal or inferior to others” (Rosaldo 

1994:402).  Since citizenship involves notions of belonging and participation, 

cultural citizenship stresses the ability to participate fully in a community, feel a 

sense of belonging, but also access the rights, practices, protections, and all the 

benefits of citizenship that allow a person to “influence their destiny” and “have a 

significant voice in basic decisions” about their lives (Rosaldo 1994:402).  

Theoretical notions of citizenship and cultural citizenship, then, 

underscore tensions between individuals, groups, and governmental powers.  In 

other words, cultural citizenship—the ability of a person or group to retain their 

differences while still functioning and participating in society as a whole—along 

with all the rights and protections provided to citizens of that society, is a process 

that implies governmentality.  In this case, governmentality can be defined as 

“those relations that regulate the conduct of subjects as a population and as 

individuals in the interests of ensuring the security and prosperity of the nation 

state” (Ong 1996:738).  In short, citizenship is a power struggle between 

individuals and the state, a contested terrain of negotiations whereby individuals 

constantly claim, re-claim, and affirm their citizenship through their everyday 

practices. 

While cultural citizenship is “the demand of disadvantaged subjects for full 

citizenship in spite of their cultural differences from mainstream society” (Ong 



 

 43 

1996:738), anthropologist Aihwa Ong stresses that there needs to be an 

acknowledgement that this ‘demand’ involves negotiating power struggles 

between individuals and the state concerning processes of “self-making” from 

within, and “being made” from without (Ong 1996:737).  Cultural citizenship is 

the demand of disadvantaged subjects who are in the process of “subject-

ification” in the Foucauldian sense, where “self-making and being-made” are the 

products of power relations that “produce consent through schemes of 

surveillance, discipline, control, and administration” (Ong 1996:738).  In other 

words, through the practice of governmentality, the state attempts to regulate 

morality and behaviors in order to give a “unitary and unifying expression” to 

what, “in reality”, are the varying, multifaceted, and differentiated lived 

experiences of individuals (Ong 1996:738).  Through this normalizaing process, 

an individual becomes a citizen depending upon how they are constituted “as a 

subject who exercises or submits to the state’s power relations” (Ong 1996:738).  

Those who do not conform to the “hegemonic criteria of belonging” enforced by 

the state, are relegated to an inferior social position, whether or not they are truly 

‘citizens’ on paper, according to the state’s laws (Ong 1996:738). 

Concerning the process of self-making and being-made, we can ask how 

sex, gender, and sexuality effect citizenship or struggles for cultural citizenship?  

Is there a connection?  And how do the differences between the citizenship 

models of France and the United States, as well as the feelings of cultural 

citizenship or belonging that they produce, inform both sexual identity and 

political representations for those identities?  These questions draw attention to 

what scholars call sexual citizenship (Leap and Boellstorff 2004; Provencher 

2007; Stychin 2001b).  Sexual citizenship underscores the ways that sex and 
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gender influence citizenship, where sexuality plays itself out in the public sphere 

through the “claims for rights and participation, while also cultivating separate 

spaces for subcultural life” (Stychin 2001b:294).  For the gay community, sexual 

citizenship involves that ways that gays publicly claim “a socially acknowledged 

status for nonheterosexual subjectivities” in the public sphere (Leap and 

Boellstorff 2004:13). 

In both France and the United States, citizenship is contested concept 

because it is dependent upon a heteronormative model of citizenship (Stychin 

2001b:289).  Carl Stychin explains that “rights and duties…and the promotion of 

the common good is located in the heteronormative private sphere of the nuclear 

family” (Stychin 2001b:289).  In other words, the characteristics attributed to 

citizenship—inclusion, participation in the public sphere, active responsibility, 

and community building—all center around reproduction and male dominance.  

By virtue of this fact, the gay community does not ‘qualify’ for full citizenship 

status such as their heterosexual counterparts.  The gay community is considered 

outside of the restraints—read: responsibility—of familial domestication and 

reproduction, and, as such, they constitute a subaltern counterpublic of second-

class citizens based on their gender and sexuality (Stychin 2001:288).  Non-

heterosexuals are “disqualified” from citizenship based on their life-style 

decisions (Stychin 2001b:289). 

In France, gays are most noticeably disqualified from citizenship through 

the institution of the PaCS.  In 1999, France passed legislation creating the 

PaCS—Pacte Civil de Solidarité (Civil Pact of Solidarity)—the equivalent of Civil 

Unions in the United States.  The difference is that PaCS are recognized 

nationally in France, whereas U.S. Civil Unions are determined state-by-state.  
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The PaCS allows couples of any gender to join in union under the rhetoric of 

‘financial support’ for one another.  Therefore, any two individuals may get a 

PaCS: friends, lovers, family members, boyfriends and girlfriends, opposite-sex 

couples, and same-sex couples.   

There are stipulations that come with getting a PaCS.  First, two 

individuals of the same sex cannot legally get married in France, so PaCS is their 

only option.  Heterosexuals have adopted the PaCS as a level of commitment 

before marriage, a trial run.  With a PaCS, individuals must wait three years 

before filing joint taxes, cannot adopt children, and the partners of French 

citizens do not become French citizens through a PaCS.  What this means is that 

same-sex couples do not have the same options, nor the same coverage of rights, 

as opposite-sex couples, who, by virtue of being opposite-sex can always cash in 

on the full rights of marriage.  In this sense, the French Republic has publicly 

acknowledged that same-sex couples exist, but keeps these couples from 

obtaining the full benefits of citizenship offered to heterosexuals. 

In the U.S., similar struggles for citizenship on behalf of the gay 

community are occurring around debates on gay marriage.  At the time of this 

thesis, there are six states in which gays can marry legally—Massachusetts, 

Connecticut, New Hampshire, New York, Iowa, and Vermont.  However, these 

marriages are not federally or internationally recognized.  Each state can 

determine whether it wants to acknowledge gay marriages.  There are many 

states in which gay couples can receive Civil Unions; but these unions do not 

provide all the rights and protections that marriage does.   

In both France and the U.S., debates around couple-hood provide the 

easiest means of seeing how same-sex couples are not provided opportunities to 
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participate as full citizens.  Citizenship is reserved for heterosexuals, heterosexual 

couples, and nuclear families.  Gay individuals, in both France and the United 

States, stand outside of what can be called the subject position of the “disciplined 

citizen” by their inability to participate fully in citizenship (Stychin 2001:290).  

As I will show in this thesis, this inability to participate fully as citizens centers on 

the citizenship dichotomies of inclusion/exclusion, public/private, active/passive, 

and notions of belonging, responsibility, and community, which are required for 

the full rights and protections that citizenship offers.           

 

 

FIELDWORK AND METHODS 

Following two preliminary research visits, I conducted fieldwork in France 

beginning May 2009 and ending August 2010, and continuing over many visits to 

France in winter 2010, and summer 2011.  My long-term fieldwork involved an 

uninterrupted research stay of 15 months followed by a total of 4 months of 

research visits.  These research visits were prompted by various investigative 

goals, but each included semi-formal interviews and conversations with new as 

well as renewed contacts.  The times when I wasn’t in France provided me the 

opportunity to perform fieldwork in the United States.  The same interview 

schedule was used for both French and American interviews, in order to draw 

comparison.  Overall, I conducted 37 semi-formal interviews—21 in France, and 

16 in the U.S..   

I based my research out of four large urban centers—Boston, MA; Austin, 

TX; and the cities of Paris and Toulouse in France.  I included interviewees from 
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within an hour drive of each of these urban centers, in order to broaden my 

recruitment, and also allow some comparison between urban and suburban 

settings.  In chapter five of this thesis, as a preface to my findings, I provide in 

depth demographic information about research participants.  All people 

interviewed are identified by pseudonyms; I have used no one’s real name, and 

where necessary to ensure their anonymity, I have altered details of their 

interviews such as partners names, street names, places of employment, etc.   

Finally, my research focuses on gay men.  I have included no discussion of 

lesbians or transgendered individuals.  I leave them out for the simple reason that 

when I started my research, being a gay man myself, I found gay men readily 

available, and I also found myself in gay locations—bars, clubs, bookstores—that 

catered to a male clientele.  Moreover, I interviewed four lesbian women, and 

found that their answers to my questions were so different from the men I had 

already interviewed, that it was almost as if I would have had to do two separate 

projects—one for gay men, and another for gay women.  Due to time constraints, 

I could not accomplish this task.  I set aside the interviews with the lesbian 

women, and focused specifically on gay men. 

 

KEY ARGUMENTS OF THIS THESIS 

My overall goal is to present a case that notions of citizenship, particularly 

sexual citizenship, influence the resistance tactics of French and American gay 

men against heteronormativity and homophobia.  My research question has two 

parts, one descriptive, the other analytical: What forms of resistance are gay men 

in France and North America enacting against heteronormativity and 
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homophobia?  And why are French and American gay men enacting these 

particular resistances; what meanings do they give to these forms of resistance?  I 

will show how gay mens’ values and beliefs, concerning their resistance tactics, 

are connected to cultural patterns of citizenship, cultural citizenship, and sexual 

citizenship in ways that are distinct to both France and the United States, but also 

in ways that show a great deal of ideological overlap between the two countries. 
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CHAPTER 2:  

SOCIAL HISTORIES 

 

 

 

France field notes. Guillaume is a 34 year old male, a French citizen, and 

self identifies as “gay”.  He stands about 5’10” in American measurements, 

160lbs, slim, trim, fit, very handsome face, strong jawline, facial scruff, dark 

brown hair and piercing blue eyes.  His smile is contagious; more importantly, 

he knows it is, and utilizes his toothy grin to get himself out of, and sometimes 

into, trouble.   

He runs a small bar, Le K.D. Bar, which draws a decent crowd for its 

size.  Perhaps because of it’s location, right in centre-ville, Le K.D. is filled with 

patrons every night, weekdays and weekends.  When one enters K.D., one is 

immediately struck by how quaint it is.  The bar measures ten strong paces in 

length and only five or six, if that, in width.  It would definitely qualify as 

‘intimate’.  The walls are painted white, and there are colorful stage lights 

hanging from the ceiling.  The house lights are always turned off, leaving the 

colorful stage lights to set the ambiance, so Le K.D. is always illuminated in 

splashes of pinks, purples, and rich blues and greens, which reflect off the white 

walls to bathe the bar in a soft light that smoothes out the sharp edges in 

people’s faces, making everyone look younger, smoother skinned, and quite 

alluring.   



 

 50 

Guillaume has become very friendly with me during my time here in 

Toulouse, and tonight he invited me to dine with him before he opened Le K.D.  

We went to a great restaurant downtown called Txoxt, pronounced ‘chotch”.  

It’s Basque.  Anything with Xs in its name is Basque around here.  The 

restaurant is small; there are only nine tables or so.  The interior is decorated in 

traditional red and white Basque colors, and the menu is written in both French 

and Basque.   

We ordered steak-frites (thick juicy steaks with thinly sliced french fries 

on the side).  I ordered mine ‘à-chwal’, which means they place a sunny side up 

egg on top of the steak.   As Guillaume and I ate, the conversation turned 

toward the subject of him and his boyfriend, an American man.  “My boyfriend 

is from The United States, and I am French”, Guillaume explains.  He continues: 

“We are constantly traveling back and forth between the two countries 

because neither of us can stay in the other’s country for very long.  If we were 

able to get married, we could have the rights of dual citizenship, and the stress 

of international travel would be removed from our lives.  But we cannot get 

married.  Well, we can.  There are some places in The United States.  And in 

France, we can make a PaCS.  But even if we do either of these, our marriage is 

not recognized anywhere else.  We do not get dual citizenship in each other’s 

country.  The last time I applied for a visa, I was denied.  He will be going back 

to The States, and I cannot go with him.  We will be forced to be separated from 

each other until I am granted a visa, or he gets another visa to return to France” 

I listened to Guillaume, saddened by his story, and I could see how 

affected he was by his situation.  His whole mood changed, he became tense, 

and his forehead became creased, perplexed with worry. Yet, I’m quite familiar 
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with stories such as these, of two gay individuals who have an international 

love life that cannot be rectified because the unions between people of the same 

sex are not legally, federally, or internationally recognized.  I realized, while he 

was talking, that I was using my fork to push my food back and forth around on 

my plate.  I had no desire to eat anymore; I had lost my appetite.        

 

   

INTRODUCTION 

I would like to start with the idea that citizenship is not ‘natural’, but 

rather, is discursively constructed.  As a social construct, citizenship is 

experienced and understood in culturally and historically specific ways; thus, the 

concepts explained in this chapter are not found universally in all cultures, but 

are culturally and historically specific to France and the United States.  I would 

like to avoid putting forward simply a developmental account of changing 

historical constructions of citizenship and offer, instead, what Foucault calls “a 

genealogical analysis” (Foucault 1978:12) of citizenship as it has been understood 

in French and American culture in the past couple centuries.   

Foucault states that a genealogical analysis consists of a search for 

“instances of discursive production…of the production of power and of the 

propagation of knowledge,” which makes possible a “history of the present” 

(Foucault 1978:12).  In other words, a genealogy analyzes the forms of 

subjectivity that are randomly, discursively, and discontinuously constructed as a 

result of power relations.  Emancipatory potential resides in the critical inquiry of 

“totalizing discourses” (Foucault 1980:80), calling into question the historical 
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and political strategies claiming to give an account of the whole ‘Truth’ (Krause 

2007:408).  The genealogical method excavates and exposes disqualified forms of 

knowledge—in this case, the lived experiences and “situated knowledges” 

(Haraway 1988) of gay men—that lay beneath “dominant tropes of experts and 

their aggregate numbers,” namely the metaphors of pathology that occupy legal, 

medical, and scientific representations of homosexuality, and how these 

discourses place homosexuals outside the bounds of full citizenship (Krause 

2007:408-409). 

If citizenship is socially constructed, then an examination of the discourses 

that have shaped citizenship as we know it will provide insights as to why certain 

knowledges, practices, and subjectivities emerge concerning citizenship, when 

and where they emerge, and what purposes they serve.  Even as cultural ‘artifacts’ 

such as the terms Pédé, Fag, Dyke, Tapette, Invert, Sapphist, or Queer, draw 

individuals into cultural significance, they are tied to particular ways of 

understanding the relationship between sexuality and citzenship, particularly the 

ways that same-sex sexuality is removed from the realm of full citizenship within 

specific cultural times and places.   

While both the U.S. and France are considered ‘Western’ nations, each of 

these two countries developed its own notions of citizenship, along a trajectory 

that is culturally and historically specific to time and place.  My point, here, is 

that citizenship takes different shapes and forms within different cultures.  Queer 

theorist David Halperin, while discussing the history of homosexuality in the 

Western world, writes: 
  
“Does the paederast, the classic Greek adult, married male who 
periodically enjoys sexually penetrating a male adolescent share the 
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same sexuality with the ‘berdache,’ the Native American adult male 
who from childhood has taken on many aspects of a woman and is 
regularly penetrated by the adult male to whom he has been married 
in a public and socially sanctioned ceremony?  Does the latter share 
the same sexuality with the New Guinea tribesman and warrior who 
from the ages of eight to fifteen has been orally inseminated on a daily 
basis by older youths and who, after years of orally inseminating his 
juniors, will be married to an adult woman and have children of his 
own?  Does any of these three persons share the same sexuality with 
the modern, [Western], homosexual?” (Halperin 1990:46). 

 

The answers to these questions is an emphatic ‘No’.  But if I can be allowed to 

tweek Halperin’s quote, I believe I can make my point regarding citizenship more 

succinctly.  Cultural citizenship, and sexual citizenship, gets highlighted if we ask 

instead: 
  
“Does the paederast, the classic Greek adult, married male who 
periodically enjoys sexually penetrating a male adolescent [possess the 
same rights, responsiblities, and protection as] the ‘berdache,’ the 
Native American adult male who from childhood has taken on many 
aspects of a woman and is regularly penetrated by the adult male to 
whom he has been married in a public and socially sanctioned 
ceremony?  Does the latter share the same [rights, responsiblities, and 
protection as] the New Guinea tribesman and warrior who from the 
ages of eight to fifteen has been orally inseminated on a daily basis by 
older youths and who, after years of orally inseminating his juniors, 
will be married to an adult woman and have children of his own?  Does 
any of these three persons share the same [rights, responsiblities, and 
protection as] the modern, [Western], homosexual?” (Halperin 
1990:46). 

 

And, furthermore, do any of the above-mentioned individuals share the same 

rights, responsibilities, and protections as individuals in their own societies who 

feel desire for members of the opposite sex?  In other words, aside from stressing 

the different forms same-sex relations take in cultures around the world, implicit 

in Halperin’s quote is the role of citizenship and belonging that those relations 
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are given in a society.  Sexuality is a major factor of what social position an 

individual holds in terms of citizenship, determining whether they are viewed 

negatively or play an integral and socially acceptable function within their 

culture.   

Despite political differences between their Democratic and Republican 

models of citizenship, France and the United States are similar in that they both 

work under a rhetoric of a patriarchal, heteronormative model of citizenship, 

championing heterosexuality over homosexuality (Stychin 2001b:289).  We can 

ask what “historical shifts in configurations or methods of power,” to use the 

words of Lila Abu-Lughod, have led to this present situation (Abu-Lughod 

1990:48)?  Why is it that homosexuals are not provided with the full benefits of 

cultural citizenship in France and The United States, and how is their subjugation 

connected to their sexual citizenship?   

My over-all goal in this chapter is to pull from different sources, and create 

a genealogy of sexual citizenship in France and The United States.  I will illustrate 

the ways in which notions of citizenship are intertwined with discourses on 

sexuality, particularly discourses that champion heterosexuals at the expense of 

homosexuals.  In many ways, the ideologies structuring citizenship in France and 

The United States differ greatly from each other.  But, by going back through 

history and mapping hegemonic discourses on sexual citizenship, I will show how 

both these countries’ discourses socially championed the heterosexual citizen, 

and excluded gay men from full cultural citizenship.  I aim to show that, in both 

France and The United States, the social construction of the ‘good citizen’ is a 

direct result of power relations which take the shape of medical, scientific, and 
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legal discourses that represent gay men as incapable of the functions and duties 

required of full citizens.   

I will also reveal that gay men, although seeing themselves as a distinct 

group, separate from heterosexuals, desire to be included in the social fabric of 

both countries as full citizens, along with the rights, obligations, responsiblities, 

and protections that full citizenship entails.  This exploration will serve as a 

method for understanding the struggles for cultural citizenship that make up the 

history of gay men in both North America and France as they fight for equal 

rights and protections under the law.  This chapter will revel that there was not 

one pinnacle moment that constructed ‘the proper citizen’ of France or The 

United States, but, rather, a multiplicity of discourses that informed, propagated, 

and layered atop each other to create what is today referred to as a ‘citizen’. 

 
 

17TH & 18TH CENTURY NEW ENGLAND COLONIES:                                                   
CITIZENSHIP & THE DUTIES OF PROCREATION 

England’s American colonies followed the lead of their Motherland by 

instating the first American list of “Capitall Offences Lyable to Death,” drawn up 

in Plymouth Colony in 1636; these offenses, presented as “sins against nature” 

included murder, witchcraft, arson, treason, bestiality, rape, adultery, and 

sodomy (Crompton 1976:277).  In 1641, the Bay Colony created its “Body of Laws 

and Liberties,” which prescribed the death sentence for twelve capital sins, one of 

which was sodomy (Crompton 1976:279).  Puritans from Massachusetts 

established a settlement in Connecticut, adopting the Bay Colony laws of 1641 

(Crompton 1976280).  In the 1670s, the laws of 1641 were extended into New 



 

 56 

York (then called New Amsterdam, held under the Duke of York), and 

Pennsylvania (Crompton 1976:282).  In this fashion, anti-sodomy statues swept 

the New England colonies, prescribing the death penalty for sodomy. 

Looking at the colonies of New England, it can be easily assumed that the 

colonists in the New World were eager to produce new colonists; their modes of 

sexuality, therefore, centered on procreation, or, increasing their number of 

citizens (Engels 1972:125-132; Katz 1995:37-40).  This push for population 

growth was incited by both religious pressures to reproduce, and legal 

retributions for sex acts thought to interfere with procreation—namely sodomy.  

In New England, sodomy was considered “a sin against nature”; the term 

sodomy, however, was not only used to refer to anal sex, but included practices 

such as oral sex, sex with contraception, bestiality, and masturbation (Sullivan 

2003:3).  In short, sodomy was an umbrella term for a wide range of sexual 

practices that did not have procreation as their main objective.  This established 

as ‘immoral’, according to canonical law, any sexual interaction thought to be in 

opposition to reproduction (Crompton 1976:280; Katz 1995:37-38). 

Since the main focus of New England society was procreative, it also 

follows that men and women were socially constituted under a procreative 

cultural framework (Engels 1972:125-132; Katz 1995:38-40).  Women were 

deemed the passive, weaker sex—the vessel to be filled; men were constituted as 

the dominant, active partner—the ‘seed’ which fills the vessel (Katz 1995:38).  

This focus on men’s sperm further divided sexual activities by severity of their 

offense: women’s erotic acts with other women were not viewed as ‘wasting seed’ 

like erotic acts involving men; therefore, male-male sexual activity was 

considered to be a more severe violation of the procreative order (Katz 1995:38).  
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Sodomy came to be seen as a vice, a sin, “like treason, murder, conjuration and 

witchcraft, adultery, and the willful burning of ships and houses,” all of which 

were sins punishable by death (Fone 2000:329).  Conviction for sodomy came to 

rely upon the criterion of “penetration and the emission of seed,” which marks 

when the gendering of sodomy became explicit—only men could commit sodomy 

(Sullivan 2003:3).   

In 1682, when the Quaker, William Penn, became the proprietor of 

Pennsylvania, he instated the “Great Law” which, due to Quakers’ aversion to 

bloodshed, limited the death penalty only to the sin of murder; all other sins were 

to be punished by imprisonment (Crompton 1976:282).  Same-sex sexual activity, 

under the Quaker law, held a penalty of six months’ imprisonment, a lesser 

penalty than any other American state (Crompton 1976:282).  Eventually, the 

Quakers wrote sodomy out of the law altogether, starting with the Quaker Code of 

West New Jersey in 17022 (Crompton 1976:284). 

Along with Quakerism, other socio-political influences argued for the end 

of capital punishment for sodomy.  Among them were the intellectual writings of 

European philosophers such as Montesquieu (France) and Cesare Beccaria (Italy) 

(Crompton 1976:285).  Montesquieu published his famous The Spirit of Laws in 

1748, devoting a chapter of the book to “The Crime Against Nature” (Crompton 

1976:285).  He suggested that sodomy prosecutions were abused by tyrants to 

gain political ends; moreover, he noted that, in France, only sodomy, heresy, and 

witchcraft were punishable by death, emphasizing that these ‘crimes’ were 

skeptical at best (Crompton 1976:285).  Cesare Beccaria wrote his influential 

                                                
2 East New Jersey, under the rule of the Duke of York, still upheld the death penalty for sodomy (Crompton 
1976:284). 
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Crimes and Punishments in 1764, in which his chapter entitled “Crimes Difficult 

of Proof” argued that punishments should be made more “proportional to the 

crimes that occasioned them” (Crompton 1976:286). 

The American Revolution of July 1776 brought about many changes to 

America, one of them being the abolition of the death penalty for sodomy 

(Crompton 1976:285).  The colonies had resented the heavy-handed imposition 

of British rule, and sought to reform their laws, separate from the British law 

system which they viewed as “foreign tyranny” (Crompton 1976:285).  The 

abolition of the death penalty for sodomy represented a “return to a more 

humane” penal code (Crompton 1976:285).  Pennsylvania was the first state, in 

1786, three years before George Washington would become the first president of 

the United States, to abolish the death penalty for sodomy, in their “Act 

Amending the Penal Laws” which stated any man who committed  “robbery, 

burglary, sodomy, or buggery”, should not be put to death, but instead, “forfeit all 

his lands and goods and servitude for a term not exceeding ten years” (Mitchell & 

Flanders, quoted in Crompton 1976:285). 

Others states followed Pennsylvania: In 1796, New Jersey passed “An Act 

for the Punishment of Crimes” that made anyone convicted of sodomy “liable to a 

fine and solitary confinement at hard labor for any term not exceeding twenty 

one years”; eight days later, New York passed “An Act Making Alterations in the 

Criminal Law” that prescribed the death sentence for murder and treason, but life 

imprisonment for sodomy (Crompton 1976:287).  One by one the states repealed 

the death sentence for sodomy: Virginia in 1800; Massachusetts 1805; Maryland 

1809; New Hampshire 1812; Georgia 1816; and Delaware 1826 (Crompton 

1976:287).  The Carolinas were the most conservative of the first 13 colonies, 
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North Carolina eventually eliminated the death penalty in 1855, and South 

Carolina in 1873 (Crompton 1976:287).  As historian Louis Crompton succinctly 

puts it: “Thus the threat of the death penalty that had hung over the heads of 

America’s sodomites for more than two centuries came to an end” during the 

term of United States President Ulysses S. Grant (Crompton 1976:288). 

Although punishment of death for the sin of sodomy remained intact in 

New England colonies from the 1640s until the late 1870s, it is important to note 

that, all during this time, the laws were directed against particular acts, or ‘sins’, 

and not against a certain category of individual (Katz 1995:38; Sullivan 2003:3).  

Engaging in sodomy did not reveal anything about a person’s psyche.  Nor did 

same-sex sexual activity give any evidence or inclination of “a certain type of 

subject” (Sullivan 2003:3).  In other words, everyone was included equally as a 

citizen under the rights and protections of the law.  

 

 

17TH & 18TH CENTURY FRANCE:                                                                                         
CITIZENSHIP AND THE ERASURE OF SODOMITES FROM THE PUBLIC SPHERE 

France differed greatly from the New England colonies in its treatment of 

same-sex sexual activity and those who engaged in it.  In France, sodomy was 

also considered a religious crime, a sin, but, more importantly, it was considered 

a penal crime (Peniston 2004:195).  This distinction is significant for a study of 

same-sex sexuality in France, for, it was the penal code that condemned the 

sodomite.  In 1667, as the New England colonies were at the height of enforcing 

the death penalty for sodomy, France developed the Lieutenant-Generalcy of 
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Police in order to “prevent public disorders” and “keep public peace” (Crompton 

2003:445; Peniston 2004:195). 

The police force quickly identified “men who had sex with other men in 

public” as a highly suspicious problem group whose members were more inclined 

than other men to become involved in criminal activities against the state and its 

citizens (Peniston 2004:195).  However, instead of strictly enforcing the laws, the 

police gave lenience to sodomites in order to keep them under surveillance 

(Peniston 2004:23)3.  This “outside the law” policy on the part of police allowed 

them to increase their knowledge about ‘men who had sex with men’ as a socially 

marginal group, and to extend their power over the inhabitants of the cities 

(Peniston 2004:23).  

Police surveillance was accompanied by harassment (Peniston 2004: 23).  

By 1697, the surveillance of sodomites had become an accepted function of the 

police, who created patrols, employing agents provocateurs, called mouches 

(‘flies’), who roamed the streets of the cities inviting solicitation from men 

seeking sexual activity with other men (Crompton 2003:445; Fone 2000:231).  

Many of these mouches were “handsome young prostitutes whom the police dealt 

with leniently in return for cooperation in this kind of entrapment” (Crompton 

2003:445).  Instead of arrests, the police would only interrogate sodomites, 

releasing them after questioning (Crompton 2003:445).  The answers acquired by 

police through these methods—who these men were, who their friends were, 

where in the city they like to frequent and to what ends—were archived in police 

logs (Crompton 2003:446-447). 
                                                
3 According to Jeffrey Merrick, “French law courts tried pederasts and sodomites relatively 
infrequently…and pronounced the death sentence even more rarely.  Those men executed for sodomy were 
often guilty of additional capital crimes…[such as] rape or murder” (Merrick 1996:81). 
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As early as the 1750s, French doctors started claiming for themselves “a 

role as the advisors to legislators, magistrates, and administrators,” establishing 

themselves as the experts on human sexual behavior (Peniston 2004:52).  The 

doctors’ rhetoric centered on their “concern with public health”, namely the 

dangers that masturbation and accompanying sexual disorders posed to the 

general population (Peniston 2004:52).  Such discourse involved the beliefs that 

“masturbation caused fevers, headaches, skin diseases, intestinal disorders, and 

other physical disabilities” (Peniston 2004:52).  The police welcomed the doctors’ 

expert opinions, because doctors “were perceived to be the quintessential 

representatives of the scientific community,” and doctors could help analyze the 

bodies of crime victims (Peniston 2004:52).  In this way, two separate state 

controlled institutions—penal and medical—conflated for the ‘benefit’ of the 

general public, a relationship that would later result in a concept of “crime as 

illness” where sodomy was concerned (Peniston 2004:51). 

From the historical information concerning sodomy in France, it is clear 

that sodomy and sodomites played a different social role in the New England 

colonies and France.  In the colonies sodomy was punished by death, and in 

France sodomites were observed, harassed, and documented by the police.  The 

differing discourses of the US and France not only effected how each society 

thought about sodomites, relegating them to an inferior social status, but also 

effected the ways that sodomites thought about themselves.  In New England, 

sodomy was something to be hidden due to fear and shame; whereas in France, 

by the early 1700s, men labeled as sodomites starting forming themselves into a 

subculture, a marginal social group with characteristic behaviors, language, and 

known sites for gathering (Fone 2000:230-231; Merrick 1996;12). 
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As early as 1706, there is documentation that sodomites gathered together 

at The Cabaret du Chaudron, on the rue Saint Antoine, in Paris (Crompton 

2003:446; Merrick 1996:12).  Witnesses describe houses in the Marais 

neighborhood of Paris (today, Paris’s ‘gay-borhood’) as sites where sodomites 

gathered in large numbers (Fone 2000:233).  The Tuileries Gardens, also in 

Paris, were a well-known site for sodomite trysts, a place where men who had sex 

with men could gather, finding community and sexual liaisons (Crompton 

2003:446; Fone 2000:231).  In pursuing sexual activity, these men established 

for themselves a distinct way of life; they created for themselves a distinct culture 

separate from that of normative French culture (Peniston 2004:5).  Dress, 

camaraderie, and ritual, provided a context for the social gathering of sodomites, 

but “sex was what drove the subculture” (Fone 2000:234).   

“Sodomites” were labeled Pédérasts, a term taken from the Greeks 

meaning ‘lover of boys’; however, in France, pédérasts referred to any man, of 

any age, who had sex with another man (Crompton 2003:446; Merrick 2004:2).  

As pédérasts began to gather in larger numbers, creating a community for 

themselves, the police, who had previously been lenient on these men, started 

cracking down, arresting pédérasts, and imposing long prison sentences for the 

crime of sodomy (Crompton 2003:447-449).  Proof of sodomy had previously 

been needed to make convictions, which enabled police leniency where sodomy 

was concerned; however, once pédérasts started creating their own subculture, a 

“sodomy paranoia” was sparked, and “the mere attempt” of sexual activity 

between men was reason enough for arrest and conviction, drawing negative 

attention to same-sex sexuality, isolating same-sex sexual activity as distinct and 

somehow dangerous compared to opposite-sex sexual activity (Fone 2000:239).  
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State discourse on sodomy positioned pédérasts as a danger to the political 

body of France and French citizens; as such, social control of pédérasts was a 

necessary task of the state (Fone 2000:229).  Sentences for sodomy—even if only 

attempted—ranged from two years in solitary confinement, to life imprisonment, 

to execution by being burned at the stake along with their trial records 

(Crompton 2003:450; Fone 2000:239).  This period, from the beginning to the 

late 1700s, marks the harshest treatment of pédérasts in France, an epoch that 

closely mirrors the New England colonies, which still carried the conviction of 

death for the “Sin of Sodom” (Fone 2000:326-332; Katz 1995:39). 

Increased attention to sodomy and pédérasts sparked public discourse in 

French society, with some arguing condemnation for sodomy, while others 

argued that sodomy should be decriminalized (Crompton 2003: 447-450; Fone 

2000:229-236).  One French commentator, in 1724, feared that if pédérasts were 

not punished, “there will be great disorders…because all kinds of people will take 

off their masks, believing that everything is permitted for them, and they will 

organize leagues and societies, which will be disastrous” (Crompton 2003:447; 

Fone 2000:230).  Other French citizens believed that sodomy threatened the 

familial institutions that held society together (Fone 2000:230).  If marriage 

bonds and families were destroyed because men preferred sodomy instead, then 

“there is only a short distance to the destruction of civilization itself” (Fone 

2000:230). 

The majority of French society opposed execution for sodomy (Crompton 

2003:450; Fone 2000:236).  Many Enlightenment thinkers believed same-sex 

sexual behavior to be a private matter over which the law should hold no 

jurisdiction at all (Merrick 2004:15).  Perhaps this is because it became publicly 
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acknowledged that “all strata of society” were inhabited by pédérasts (Fone 

2000:231).  A French aristocrat named Moufle d’Angerville is cited as warning 

that “there is no order of society, from dukes down to footmen, that is not 

infected” by sodomy (Fone 2000:236).  By this time, the typical French citizen 

regarded pédérasts with “a mixture of amusement, disgust, and disdain,” but still 

opposed the harsh death penalties inflicted upon them (Crompton 2003:450).  

One humorist writing at the outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789 put it: 

“Brûler, c’est bien sérieux! (Burning, that’s really serious!)” (Crompton 

2003:450).  Police surveillance continued to establish pédérasts as a class whose 

criminality lay in their sexual inclinations, which placed them outside the rights 

and protections of full citizenship (Crompton 2003:450).  As such, they were 

subjected to more surveillance, harsher criminal treatment, and social 

ostracization, which their heterosexual counterparts were not.  Men who had sex 

with men were, in short, second-class citizens. 

 

 

THE FRENCH REVOLUTION & THE DECRIMINALIZATION OF SODOMY:           
CITIZENSHIP DE JURE VS. CITIZENSHIP DE FACTO 

The French Revolution, which started in 1789, had unexpected 

consequences for pédérasts, the most important of which was the 

decriminalization of sodomy (Fone 2000:265).  With the Revolution, the French 

Republic started taking shape through, most importantly, a new legislation and 

penal system specifically designed to solidify what roles and responsibilities were 

expected of French citizens (Merrick 2004:16).  The Revolutionary Constituent 
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Assembly introduced two new laws in 1791.  The first, the law on municipal and 

correctional police: 

  
defined the role of the police as the maintainers of public order, and it  
gave them certain powers over the punishment of misdemeanors and  
infractions.  In regard to sexual matters, it contained articles against  
the public violation of morals, including offenses against the decency  
of women, attempts to debauch or corrupt young people of either sex,  
the selling and displaying of obscene images, and other “dishonest  
acts”.  Those guilty of public indecency were liable to a fine of 50 to  
100 livres and a prison term of sex months.  These penalties were  
doubled in cases of recidivism” (Peniston 2004:16). 
 

The second law, properly known as “The Penal Code”: 

 
dealt with felonies, such as castration, rape, and the procurement of 
underage girls for prostitution.  It prescribed harsh penalties for these 
crimes, since it considered them more serious than the ones that fell 
under the law on municipal and correctional police (Peniston 
2004:16). 

 

The police code, enforced solely by the police force, was created to maintain 

public order.  The penal code, enforced by lawyers and judges, was created to 

protect the citizens’ rights in terms of their properties and persons.   

The most important aspect of both these codes is that they both remained 

silent on same-sex sexual activity.  No laws specifically mentioned sodomy, 

pédérasts, acts against nature, or any other term used to describe same-sex 

sexual activity (Peniston 2004:17).  These laws were equally applied to sexual 

crimes between opposite sex, or same sex, individuals.  Both laws remained silent 

on the sexual activities of all consenting adults (Peniston 2004:16).  In this sense, 

sodomy became completely legal, granting sodomites full citizenship once more, 
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and, with the ratification of the Penal Code of 1791, France became the first 

country in the modern world to decriminalize sodomy (Crompton 2003:524; 

Fone 2000:265; Gunther 2009:6; Merrick 1996:4; Peniston 2003). 

Napoleon’s legal experts rewrote the Penal Codes in 1810, retaining the 

silence about sexual activities that occurred in private between consenting adults 

(Peniston 2004:17).  The penal code contained articles #330: against public 

offenses against decency; 331-333: against rape and sexual assaults; #334-335: 

against the incitement of youths to debauchery; and #336-340: against adultery 

and bigamy (Peniston 2004:17).  Like the penal code of 1791, the laws of 1810 

made no mention of  sodomy or pédérasts.  However, some of the laws were still 

used to surveillance and convict men who had sex with men.  The problem with 

the penal code was that the laws on public indecency were so broadly interpreted 

that the police were still able to prosecute cases of same-sex sexual activity, 

especially if these activities occurred in public places (Peniston 2004:17).  

Moreover, unlike the Anglo-American accusatory investigation model, whereby 

the accused was presumed to be innocent, the French investigation system 

operated under the inquisitional investigation model, whereby the accused was 

presumed to be guilty and was obligated to prove his innocence (Peniston 

2004:44).  In this sense, French pédérasts were citizens according to the law, but 

were denied full cultural citizenship in everyday life according to the rights and 

protections bestowed upon full citizens. 

Members of the police force, as well as the general public, vocalized their 

“revulsion” for pédérasts (Gunther 2009:12-13).  More and more complaints 

arose about the “vile depravities” of the pédérasts gathering every evening in the 

public gardens and streets; people took issue with the fact that the “laws..are 
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inadequate..and the awkward situation of the correctional courts assures the 

immunity of the guilty” (Merrick 1996:87).  The general public complained about 

“brazen pédérasts” accosting “respectable citizens” in the streets, labeling 

pédérasts a disreputable “vile class of men” and stressing their outsider status 

from the rest of the ‘good citizens’ (Merrick 1996:87).  In 1805, complaints of 

sodomy reached Napoleon, who was called upon to make an executive decision as 

to whether the 1791 law of public indecency could be interpreted to prohibit 

pederasty (Gunther 2009:13).  Napoleon insisted that the law preserve its silence 

regarding sodomy, stating: “We are not in a country where the law should 

concern itself with these offenses.  Nature has seen to it that they are not 

frequent.  The scandal of legal proceedings would only tend to multiply them” 

(Gunther 2009:13).  Out of prudishness, perhaps, or “perhaps out of respect for 

public decency”, Napoleon “did not want to set down the horrible name of the 

crime in black and white” in the 1810 final version of the Napoleonic Code; 

therefore, almost by sheer luck, sodomy continue to remain legal, despite 

sodomites’ de facto non-citizen status. 

 

 

LATE 19TH AND EARLY 20TH CENTURY FRANCE & U.S.:  THE DISCURSIVE 
CREATION OF THE HETEROSEXUAL CITIZEN AND THE HOMOSEXUAL NON-
CITIZEN 

The construction of national citizens, and the links between citizenship, 

sexuality, and same-sex sexuality in France and The United States followed a 

historical trajectory specific to each country.  The act of sodomy itself was viewed 

differently in both countries, as well as what that behavior meant for individuals’ 
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claims to citizenship.  Until the mid-19th Century, both countries comparably 

viewed sodomy as a performed behavior, and not indicative of a particular type of 

individual.  The loss of citizenship status and belonging on the part of sodomites 

rested on their criminal and disruptive behaviors which posed a threat to society, 

and not on their inability to perform the duties and obligations associated with 

citizenship.  But, this changed, both for France and The United States, as, from 

the mid-19th Century onwards, legal and medical experts examined the bodies of 

men arrested for “public offenses against decency” in order to ‘read’ their bodies 

for physical signs of same-sex sexuality (Peniston 2004:53-54).  Instead of seeing 

same-sex sexuality as a behavior, same-sex sexual desire came to be viewed as a 

physical and mental illness (Peniston 2004:53-54).  Same-sex sexual desire was 

no longer viewed as a behavior in which one engaged, but became synonymous 

with the person themselves, as a form of innate identity which intrinsically 

prevented persons from participating in society and fulfilling the role of ‘a 

citizen’. 

In The History of Sexuality, volume 1, French philosopher Michel 

Foucault traces this shift from sodomy as a crime of which anyone could be 

potentially capable, to sodomy as an act that is the expression of an innate 

identity.  He writes:  
 

The 19th Century homosexual became a personage, a past, a case  
history, and a childhood in addition to being a type of life, a life form,  
and a morphology, with an indiscreet anatomy and possibly a  
mysterious physiology.  Nothing that went into his total composition  
was unaffected by his sexuality.  It was everywhere present in him: at  
the root of all his actions because it was their insidious and indefinitely  
active principle; written immodestly on his face and body because it  
was a secret that always gave itself away.  It was consubstantial with  
him, less as a habitual sin than as a singular nature…Homosexuality  
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appeared as one of the forms of sexuality when it was transposed from  
the practice of sodomy onto a kind of interior androgyny, a  
hermaphroditism of the soul.  The sodomite had been a temporary  
aberration; the homosexual was now a species (Foucault 1980:43).  

 

This shift in focus from sinful acts against nature, to the notion of homosexuality 

as the basis of an individual’s innate personality, raised legal and psychiatric 

questions as to whether or not sodomites could participate fully and function as 

citizens of the state (Sullivan 2003:4). 

From the late 19th Century into the 20th Century, a series of distinct penal, 

clinical, and discursive practices, established a new taxonomy of ‘deviant’ sexual 

behavior predicated upon the presumed existence of an innate normative 

heterosexuality.  According to this discourse, there existed only one “sexual 

orientation”—the desire between one man and one woman (Katz 1995:52).  All 

other forms of desire were labeled “contrary” to the one, normative “sexual 

instinct” (Katz 1995:52).  This sexual instinct, called ‘heterosexuality’ today, was 

publicly affirmed, scientifically normalized, and ethically justified in late-19th 

Century France and U.S., as the works and writings of state legislators, 

sexologists, psychologists, and philosophers poured out of North America and 

Europe, dispersing widely across the two continents, and affecting everyday 

discursive practices  (Katz 1995:51). 

Mapping the discourse created by these experts reveals the arbitrary 

nature of sexual categorization, since it becomes clear that the categories change 

meaning and value depending on who is doing the talking, how they are talking, 

and for what aim.  Furthermore, the ways in which individuals, depending upon 

their behavior, float in and out of full citizenship underscores the arbitrary, 
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socially constructed nature of who in a society is granted the full rights and 

protections of citizenship at any given time.  While sodomy had previously been 

treated differently in France and North America, resulting in a different 

historicity for those who engaged in same-sex sexual activity, during the 19th 

Century both countries fell under the same expert discourses, drawing into 

signification, simultaneously, the modern, historically specific idea of “the 

heterosexual” and “the homosexual” that exists still in both France and United 

States today.4   

Once the dichotomy of citizen/non-citizen was developed, the boundaries 

between the two needed to be heavily policed.  It was believed that certain 

exterior “signs” could be read off the body in order to distinguish someone as a 

homosexual: 

 
  Curled hair, made-up skin, open collar, waist tucked in to highlight the  

figure; fingers, ears, chest loaded with jewelry; the whole body exuding 
an odeor of the most penetrating perfumes; and in the hand, a 
handkerchief, flowers, or some needlework; such is the strange, 
revolting, and rightfully suspect physiognomy that betrays the 
[homosexual] (Tardieu 1857:29-30). 

 

All of the above subcultural characteristics, which were associated with a 

“moral perversion” and “intellectual weakness” that threatened to jeopardize the 

state, could be read off the body by a trained expert, and used to distinguish the 

habitual sodomite (Peniston 2004:54; Tardieu 1857:64), and it was important to 

                                                
4 The word ‘homosexual’ first appeared in France, in 1891,  in a psychiatric journal article published by Dr. 
Catelain (Centre National de Ressources Textuelles et Lexicales 2012).  The first publication to contain the 
word homosexual in the United States came a year later, May 1892, in the article Responsibility in Sexual 
Perversion in the Chicago Medical Recorder, written by the legal psychiatrist Dr. James Kiernan (Fone 
2000:4; Katz 1995:19). 
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identify sodomites because a penchant for sodomy indicated inclinations towards 

criminal behavior (Gunther 2009:21; Merrick 1996:114). 

While sodomy was not illegal in France, having been decriminalized in the 

1791 and 1810 Napoleonic Code, the police, charged with maintaining public 

order, continued to target men who engaged in “dubious public behavior,” or 

what would be called ‘cruising’ today (Peniston 2004:2)5.  As part of this 

harassment, the police kept a ledger, titled “Pédérasts and Others”, of all arrests 

for the crime of ‘public indecency’; in this ledger was written the names, and any 

other identifying information about men who had sex with other men, a 

technique of surveillance which would appear later in The United States 

(Peniston 2004:2). 

Aside from a great deal of personal information about arrested 

homosexuals—their names, addresses, ages, occupation, friends, and “places of 

frequence”, the ledger also reveals a great deal about how the authorities viewed 

pédérasts, and the discourse on sodomy circulating at the time (Peniston 

2004:67).  For instance, the ledger reveals that police arrested men who engaged 

in sodomy in the privacy of their own homes, even though French law did not 

permit these arrests, nor did it permit these forms of invasion of privacy under 

the lawful rights granted to full citizens (Peniston 2004:141-142).  The majority of 

these arrests were prompted by information that the police received from an 

anonymous informer; the police would then go searching for a particular 

pédérast at his home or place of employment, arrest him, take him into the 

station for questioning, and utilize his interrogation to continue surveillance and 
                                                
5 Cruising can be defined as gay men’s “aimless search of a trick” (Heathcote et al 1998:39); gay men’s 
“deliberate, active, and usually mobile search for sexual partners in a public setting” (Heathcoate et al 
1998:40 
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documentation of pédérasts (Peniston 2004:141).  Although the law did not 

legally allow police to perform such arrests and interrogations, the police justified 

themselves by arguing that “invading the privacy of certain individuals” was a 

necessary evil, because pederasty could “easily lead to other, more serious crimes 

against French citizens” (Peniston 2004:141-142). 

Even serving in the military, one of the most loyal forms of citizenship, did 

not guarantee full citizenship, as homosexuals in the military had even more to 

fear than civilians because any suspicion of their activities could lead to an 

investigation that would result in their military discharge (Gunther 2009:19).  

There are numerous cases of military personnel dishonorably discharged from 

the service due to their same-sex sexual liaisons (Gunther 2009:19).  The need for 

secrecy only increased the popularity of special meeting places in the cities—

cruising areas—where men could engage in sexual activity with other men 

anonymously, hidden away from public view (Gunther 2009:19).  Once the police 

caught news of particular ‘popular’ areas, they would patrol these places, forcing 

pédérasts to create new spots for themselves; the spaces where men could engage 

in sex with other men moved randomly about cities as pédérasts attempted to 

keep ahead of the authorities (Peniston 2004:127-143).  Since state citizenship 

requires and allows for full participation in the public sphere of a society, the fact 

that homosexuals needed to hide at all underscores their status as non-citizens, 

outside the bounds of full citizenship. 

Those who engaged in homosexuality were deemed “a class of people 

whose emotional constitution wavered between sanity and insanity, and whose 

malady was hereditary” (Fone 2000:274).  Since homosexuals’ ‘condition’ 

resulted from their parents’ “damaged genes”, they could not help themselves 
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(Fone 2000:274), and their homosexuality was considered akin to other genetic 

disorders such as epilepsy, alcoholism, and congenital mental illness and 

psychoses (Fone 2000:275).  Doctors argued that there was a direct connection 

between physical stigmata and mental disorders, both of which could be passed 

down hereditarily (Merrick 1996:152).  The fact that his theory was so vague 

actually allowed it to be a powerful tool for explaining medical and psychiatric 

anomalies, much the way that ‘flu-like symptoms’ have come to explain the onset 

of almost all diseases today (Merrick 1996:152).  The bodies of homosexuals, once 

examined for signs of immorality, were now examined for signs of degeneracy 

and mental illness. 

Cranial deformities, facial anomalies, tics, and eye, ear, and mouth cavity 

deformities, were read as signs of hereditary disorders that could lead to 

homosexuality (Merrick 1996:152).  Relying on Lamarckian principles of 

inheritance, doctors suggested that hereditary illnesses acquired during one’s 

lifetime, such as anorexia, eccentricities, mania, melancholia, hysteria, and 

inclinations towards sodomy and masturbation, were able to be passed down to 

future generations (Merrick 1996:153).  Homosexuals posed a biological threat to 

the future of the state and the well-being of its citizens’ reproduction. 

Since homosexuality was an innate condition, the result of degenerate 

hereditary genes, or “a neuro-pyschical generation”, homosexuals were “less 

developed” than their heterosexual counterparts; in short, they exemplified “a 

more primitive state of being” (Sullivan 2003:7).  Gender-blurring or gender-

deviance was a sign of being a less evolved human being, and homosexuals, who 

deviated normative gender roles, were regarded as “unfinished specimens of 

stunted evolutionary growth, a status they shared with savages and certain types 
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of criminals” (Terry 1995:135).  This placed homosexuals in a social position 

which deemed them incapable to participating in citizenship: homosexuals, as 

less evolved beings, savages, or criminals, could be judged incompetent to 

participate in the duties and responsibilities required of citizens.  Both France 

and the United States were becoming dichotomized countries made up of 

heterosexuals and homosexuals, two sex-differentiated eroticisms, one normal 

and good, the other abnormal and bad; one active in the public sphere, the other 

relegated to the private sphere; one capable of fulfilling the responsibilities of 

citizenship, the other deemed incapable of handling the responsibilities of 

citizenship, or, at worst, being innately, mentally, and physically incapable of 

performing the responsibilities of citizenship. 

Homosexuals, as non-citizens, were labeled as “erotopaths” or 

“erotomaniacs”, meaning that their sexual desires were a “strange morbid 

perversion” which could “destroy both body and soul” (Fone 2000:275-276).  In 

order to rectify this perversion, doctors abdicated that the State make 

“perversions such as sodomy, pederasty, and masturbation, that are too powerful 

to be resisted,” crimes punishable “by forfeiture of all rights”, including that of 

procreation (Fone 2000:350).  “The state,” it was argued, “cannot be too careful 

as a protector of morality” (Fone 2000:350).  

Physicians started to write against homosexuals, calling upon their 

colleagues to “show no mercy” towards these persons: 

 
  It may fall to the lot of one of you to be the active means of destroying  

such a school of vice and perversion.  Nay, more than that, it may be  
your son or the son of your intimate friend whom you are called upon  
to rescue.  If it comes in the line of duty to take a hand in the  
overthrow of such a circle, I beg of you to let no dread of notoriety, no  
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consideration of position…come between you and the fulfillment of  
such a duty.  Exercise all due charity, have the suspected and accused  
submitted to a most thorough examination to determine his  
responsibility, and then have him removed from the community to his  
proper place, be it asylum or be it prison (from “Responsibility in  
Cases of Sex Perversion”, 1898, Dr. Francis Anthony, cited in Fone  
2000:350).  

 

Physicians prompted others in the legal and psychiatric fields to make the lives of 

homosexuals a living hell: 

 
  These inverts are not fit to live with the rest of mankind.  They ought to  

have branded on their foreheads the word ‘Unclean’…instead of the 
law making twenty years imprisonment the penalty for their crime, it 
ought to be imprisonment for life…They are willfully bad, and glory 
and gloat in the perversion.  Their habit is acquired and not inborn.  
Why propose to have the law against them now on the statute books 
repealed?  If this happens, there would be no way of getting at them.  It 
would be wrong to make life more tolerable for them.  Their lives 
ought to be made so intolerable as to drive them to abandon their vices 
(Earl Lind, “Autobiography of an Androgyne”, 1918, cited in Fone 
2000:351). 

 

Once homosexuals were deemed non-citizens, “an anti-homosexual crusade, 

worse than before”, swept across both The United States and France (Fone 

2000:391). 

Despite arguments that homosexuals should be relegated to non-

citizenship status, some experts argued for the inclusion of homosexuals as full 

citizens, stating that homosexuals actually made better citizens than their 

heterosexual counterparts.  Sexologist Edward Carpenter, one of the popular 

doctors whose writings influenced discourses in France and North America, is 

best known for his work, The Intermediate Sex, a term referring to homosexuals, 

in which he states: 
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  The instinctive artistic nature of the male of this [homosexual] class,  

his sensitive spirit, his wavelike emotional temperament, combined 
with hardihood of intellect and body…may be said to give [him], 
through [his] double nature, command of life in all its phases, and a 
certain freemasonry of the secrets of the two sexes which may well 
favor [his] function as reconciler and interpreter [of society] 
(Carpenter “The Intermediate Sex”, 1908, cited in Bland and Doan 
1998:51). 

 

Obviously for Carpenter, homosexuals were more insightful into the full 

spectrum of human experience than their heterosexual counterparts, making 

them superior citizens of the state. 

For Carpenter, there was no bond between two individuals like that of 

homosexuals.  He wrote that “the passionate attachment between two persons of 

the same sex…it may be doubted whether the higher heroic and spiritual life of a 

nation is ever quite possible without the sanction of this attachment in its 

institutions” (Carpenter “Homogenic Love” 1894, cited in Fone 2000:298).  For 

Carpenter, homosexuals were “privileged possessors of affections, talents, and 

intuitions that are more refined, more profound, more complex than those of 

‘normal’ men and women.” (Fone 2000:301).  Far from being dangerous to 

society, homosexuals were deemed essential to the welfare of the public (Fone 

2000:301).  

Alfred Kinsey is another expert, writing out of the United States, whose 

views on sexuality and citizenship countered the hegemonic notions that 

homosexuals were incapable of being full citizens.  Kinsay’s 1948 statistical 

survey on the sexual practices in the United States (which reached France the 

same year) revealed that “a number of so-called heterosexuals had had, at some 
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point in their life, same-sex liaisons of one sort or another” and that “the majority 

of Americans fell somewhere between the strictly homosexual and strictly 

heterosexual positions” which rested at each end of the spectrum of human desire 

(Sullivan 2003: 17).  The release of Kinsey’s findings brought homosexuality into 

mainstream consciousness and gave impetus to further public discourse.  Kinsey 

claimed that 37% of the men in the United States had participated in homosexual 

experiences; moreover 4% of men in the U.S. were exclusively homosexual (Fone 

2000:389).  Homosexuality was revealed to be part and parcel of the very fabric 

of American life, and, therefore, did not pose a danger to the state and its citizens. 

Kinsey argued that sexuality happens on a continuum of activity, feelings, 

and erotic desires, suggesting that those heterosexuals who reaped the benefits of 

full citizenship were engaging in, or just as capable of engaging in, homosexual 

activity; therefore, citizenship rights based on sexual activity constituted an 

arbitrary allotment of rights to heterosexuals at the expense of homosexuals.   

And, moreover, Kinsey’s report implicitly suggested that full citizens were 

already engaging in homosexuality, thus proving wrong the discourses that 

constructed homosexuals as incapable of full citizenship.  

 

1950’S UNITED STATES: MCCARTHYISM AND HOMOSEXUALS AS                              
ENEMIES OF THE STATE 

As a result of Kinsey’s research, U.S. magazine’s started writing articles 

about homosexuality, news programs warned parents to keep an eye on their 

children to ensure that they were not exhibiting signs of homosexual inclination, 

and schools warned students that homosexual activity would not be tolerated 

whatsoever; the nation fell into a massive state of homosexual panic (Fone 
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2000:389-392).  The fears stirred by this proliferation of public discourse 

inspired one of the most intense periods of persecution known in the U.S., 

between the years 1950-1955, during the McCarthy Era, when the U.S. 

government investigated all government employees—military, university, 

legislative—in order to root out homosexuals and their sympathizers. 

All the media hype, inspired by the Kinsey Report, culminated with 

Senator Joseph McCarthy’s announcement that he was heading an investigation 

of suspected Communists in the government, and that homosexuals posed a 

security threat to the nation (Fone 2000: 390-391).  In 1950, McCarthy created 

the Senate Investigations Subcommittee of the Committee on Expenditures in the 

Executive Department in order to “make an investigation into the employment by 

the Government of homosexuals and other sex perverts.” (Cain 1993:1565-1566).  

The Subcommittee decided that homosexuals were not suitable to be employed 

by the U.S. Government because (1) they are generally unsuitable due to their 

character, and (2) because they are national security risks (Cain 1993:1566).  The 

Subcommittee stated: 

 
It is generally believed that those who engage in overt acts of 
perversion lack the emotional stability of normal persons.  In addition 
there is an abundance of evidence to sustain the conclusion that 
indulgence in acts of sex perversion weakens the moral fiber of an 
individual to a degree that he is not suitable for a position of 
responsibility (Subcommittee, cited in Cain 1993:1566). 

 

Homosexuals were portrayed as “criminal” and “immoral” (Cain 1993:1566).  As 

unhealthy, abnormal human beings, homosexuals could not claim the stability 

and responsibility of full citizenship. 
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The Subcommittee recommended that homosexuals be dismissed from 

their government positions, as ‘unfit’, and many homosexuals lost their jobs 

(Cain 1993:1566).  As homosexuals were “purged from government service” at an 

incredibly high rate, screening techniques were implemented for the purpose of 

keeping “perverts” from being hired in the future (Cain 1993:1566).  The 

Subcommittee issued a report stating that their investigation was for the good of 

the whole nation, as “the lack of emotional stability which is found in most sex 

perverts and the weakness of their moral fibre makes them “susceptible to the 

blandishments of foreign espionage agents” and easy prey to blackmailers (Fone 

2000:391).  As threats to national security, homosexuals stood outside the 

bounds of full national and cultural citizenship.  If anything, homosexuals 

constituted a group of anti-nationals.  

Shortly after his inauguration in 1953, President Dwight Eisenhower 

issued Executive Order 10, 450 calling for the mandatory dismissal of all 

government employees who were “sex perverts” (Cain 1993: 1566).  The 

President’s Order trickled down to non-governmental jobs as well; it became 

legal to fire anyone from their job if they were even suspected of being 

homosexual (Cain 1993).   The Subcommittee’s report, and political pressure 

from Congress, forced the United States Military to intensify its purge of 

homosexual personnel and soldiers (Cain 1993:1566).  Local police, caught up in 

the national discourse signifying homosexuals as “unfit” and “weak of moral 

fibre” stepped up their harassment of gay bars and establishments (Cain 1993: 

1567).  The whole nation perpetuated discourse about homosexuals, labeling 

them as dangers to society and “a threat to American life” (Bronski 1984:77).  As 

such, homosexuals were delegated to second-class citizenship since they were 
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excluded from participation in the public sphere, deemed incapable of the 

responsiblities and duties required of citizens, and left unprotected by the laws 

and rights that covered the safety of ‘real citizens’.  Furthermore, the sexual 

subculture which gays had created was wiped out of the public sphere and its 

cultural contributions to society as a whole went completely denied. 

Roy E. Blick, Lieutenant of the Washington vice squad at the time, was one 

of the leading individuals who spoke most to the media on numerous occasions 

about “the sex perverts who have infiltrated our communities” (Fone 2000:391).  

He presented statistics concerning the numbers of homosexuals working in 

government positions, placing the number of “infiltrating” homosexuals into the 

thousands (Fone 2000:391).  His discourse, perpetuated first by the media, and 

then by everyone, played a large role in the hype that spurred McCarthy’s 

investigation and Eisenhower’s decision to purge homosexuals from government 

positions (Fone 2000:391).  Gay historian Byrne Fone describes a dialogue 

between Blick and Max Lerner, a reporter questioning Black about his statistical 

‘evidence’: 

 
A private study by U.S. senators from Nebraska and Alabama alleged 
that according to the Washington vice squad more than 3,500 
‘perverts’ were employed by the government.  When asked by reporter 
Max Lerner how he arrived at this figure, Lieutenant Roy E. Blick, the 
officer in charge of the vice squad, said that his information was a 
‘quick guess’ based on his experience.  Upon arrest, he noted, 
homosexuals often implicated others, whose names were then added 
to the list of known homosexuals kept by the Washington police.  
Unwilling to accept a guess, Lerner again asked Blick how he arrived at 
a number.  Blick explained that ‘since every one of these fellows 
[arrested] has friends,’ he multiplied ‘the list by a certain percentage—
say three or four percent’.  Asked if this meant that his list included 
fewer than 200 names and he multiplied it by 25 or 30, Blick 
responded : ‘I multiplied my list by five,’ to which Lerner responded, 
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‘you mean you started with a list of one thousand?’  When asked how 
he arrived at the figure of 3,500 homosexuals in government, Blick 
replied that since his quick guesses had led him to believe that there 
were 5,000 homosexuals in Washington, ‘I figured that three out of 
four of them worked for the government.’  As Lerner commented: ‘This 
was how a statistic got to be born.’ (Fone 2000:391). 

 

Despite the fact that Blick’s statistics were bogus, they inspired the Senate 

investigation that cost hundreds of homosexuals their livelihoods, and 

established in the American mind that not only is the homosexual lewd, filthy, 

and dangerous to social life, but he also stands outside the bounds of national 

citizenship as a national threat and political menace (Fone 2000:390). 

 

ANTI-HOMOSEXUAL LAWS IN FRANCE, 1942 & 1960:                                      
INSTITUTIONAL HOMOPHOBIA 

In France, heterosexuals and homosexuals held the same rights and 

citizenship status, on paper, according to written law.  This changed under the 

ruler-ship of Marshal Pétain, who served as leader of the French state during the 

Vichy Regime, the time when Nazis occupied France during the war, between 

1940 and 1945.  Pétain was the first since 1791 to implement an anti-homosexual 

law when, in 1942, he declared: “Whosoever will…to satisfy his own passions, 

have committed one or more indecent or unnatural acts with a minor of his own 

sex, under the age of twenty-one, will be sentenced to a term of imprisonment 

from six months to three years and a fine” (Pétain, 1942, cited in Hocquenghem 

1972:64).  Until then, the law had stipulated the age of sexual consent to be 

sixteen, for both males and females, heterosexuals and homosexuals 

(Hocquenghem 1972:64).  Pétain’s charge: “whosoever will have committed an 
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indecent or unnatural act with a person of the same sex, under the age of twenty-

one” raised the homosexual age of sexual consent to twenty-one, leaving the 

heterosexual age of consent at sixteen (Gunther 2009:25-26).  Now, homosexuals 

under the age of twenty-one could be arrested for their sexual activity, setting 

them apart as non-citizens, possessing differentiated rights and protections than 

their heterosexual counterparts. 

The reasons for this law have never really been spelled out.  It is popular 

opinion that Pétain passed this law to pacify Nazi occupation, and the 

conservative Vichy discourse, which centered on “traditional family and gender 

roles” (Gunther 2009:25).  Vichy government was against anything, like 

homosexuality, which interfered with baby-making and nation-making, as 

evident by the Vichy motto: “Work, Family, Homeland” (Gunther 2009:25-26, 

27)  However, when the war ended, in 1945, and Charles de Gaulle reclaimed his 

power in France, he left the law intact as it was created in 1942. 

A second anti-homosexual law was passed in France in 1960.  Paul 

Mirguet, a member of the National Assembly believed, as did others, that 

homosexuality was a “scourge” in society, and called for more policing of public 

decency (Merrick 1996:232).  Mirguet’s Law imposed a higher fine for 

homosexual acts of indecency than for heterosexual acts of indecency, once again 

singling out homosexuals with more severe punishment as well as fewer rights 

and protections than heterosexuals (Merrick 1996:232).  The rhetoric used by 

Mirguet suggested that indecent acts performed in public were an affront to 

society; society as a whole was the victim of the crime of public indecency 

(Gunther 2009:25).   
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Mirguet argued for specifically changing the fines for homosexual acts of 

indecency by stating: 

 
The government is authorized to take by ordinance all measures 
needed to fight against homosexuality…At a time when our civilization 
is dangerously under-populated, and therefore vulnerable, in a world 
in full development, we must oppose everything that may diminish its 
prestige.  In this field, as in all others, France must set the pace.  That 
is why I ask you to pass my amendment…because the laws dealing with 
prostitution do not exactly touch upon homosexuality, and the 
government must take up a definite position in order to alert public 
opinion (Mirguet, 1960, cited in Hocquenghem 1972:65) 

 

The rhetoric of nation-making and citizenship is palpable in Mirguet’s words.  It 

is clear, in his opinion, that homosexuals had to be contained in order to benefit 

the real citizens of France—namely, heterosexuals.  Mirguet’s Law ensured not 

only that homosexuality was prohibited by the law, but that the punishments 

associated with homosexuality were more severe than those for heterosexuality 

(Gunther 2009:37). 

Heterosexual acts in public carried the penalty of imprisonment for three 

months to two years, and a fine of 500 to 4,500 francs; homosexual acts in public 

carried the penalty of imprisonment for six months to three years, and a fine of 

1000 to 15,000 francs (Gunther 2009:37).  Both French laws, in 1942 and 1960, 

specifically targeted homosexuals, punishing them more severely than their 

heterosexual counterparts for the same acts.  These laws were couched in rhetoric 

concerning “protecting minors” and “aiding the falling birth-rate” (Gunther 

2009:37).  It was not until François Mitterand took office in 1982, that any laws 

changed; once Mitterand took office he removed both laws, making penalties for 

public indecency equal for both heterosexual and homosexual acts, and making 
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the age of sexual consent fifteen years old for everyone—male, female, 

heterosexual, and homosexual alike (Merrick 1996:85). Although homosexuals 

became citizens once again on paper, they were still victims of police harassment 

and surveillance, were not granted public social recognition of their relationships, 

and were treated as separate and unequal to heterosexuals. 

 

MATTACHINE SOCIETY & ARCADIE:                                                                                                 
GAY LIBERATION’S CLAIM FOR FULL CITIZENSHIP 

In the United States, after World War II, a number of homophile 

organizations began to arise around the country; the very first of which was The 

Mattachine Society, formed in 1950 by Harry Hay in Los Angeles (Cain 

1993:1558)6.  At first, due to the social climate of the U.S., with the anti-

Communist investigations and anti-homosexual crusades, The Mattachine 

Society met in secret, keeping their organization subversive (Cain 1993:1558).  

The mission of the Mattachine society was “to liberate the homosexual minority 

from the oppression of the majority and to call on other minorities to fight with 

them against oppression” (Mattachine 1950, cited in Cain 1993:1558-1559).   

Mattachine derived its name, obscurely, from a Medieval French and 

Renaissance group of masked musicians, The Mattachines, “whose masks Hay 

perhaps saw as a symbol of the enforced anonymity of gay people” (Fone 

                                                
6 To give credit where credit is due: Byrne Fone states that “Earl Lind’s Cercle Hermaphroditos, formed in 
1895, was the first known group in America to announce a political agenda to fight the persecution of 
homosexuals” (Fone 2000:381).  However, there is not a lot of information available about this group so as 
to ascertain where they came from, who was involved, and what they accomplished.  But, I wanted to 
mention them out of respect.   
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2000:393)7.  The four major goals of the society, in one way or another, focused 

on procuring full cultural and sexual citizenship status for homosexuals: (1) “to 

unify those isolated from their own kind so that all of our people can…derive a 

feeling of belonging”; (2) “to develop an ethical homosexual culture paralleling 

the emerging cultures of our fellow minorities—the [Black], Mexican, and Jewish 

peoples”; (3) to encourage socially conscious homosexuals to provide leadership 

to the whole mass of social deviates” (4) and “to take political action to counter 

discriminatory and oppressive legislation and aid our people who are victimized 

daily as a result of our oppression” (Mattachine Society 1951:28; Fone 2000:393).  

The Mattachine insisted that homosexuals, “as one of the largest minorities in 

America”, was not defined by their sexuality alone, but also “cultural sensibilities” 

and “political responsiblities” (Fone 2000:393).  As such, homosexuals were fully 

capable of performing the duties and responsibilities expected of citizens.  

Shortly after Mattachine Society branches started popping up in major 

cities across the country, more and more discourse, created by homosexuals 

about homosexuals, started to emerge, proclaiming homosexuals’ rights to full 

citizenship.  In 1951 Donald Webster Cory published his groundbreaking book 

The Homosexual in America, which urged homosexuals to take an active and 

public stand against hegemonic homophobia (Fone 2000:393).  Cory wrote: 

 
There is no homosexual problem except that created by heterosexual 
society…[homosexuals should] take initiative in bringing about change 
despite the pillory and contumelious scorn…What the homosexual 
wants is freedom—not only freedom of expression, but also sexual 
freedom…so long as he does not use the force of violence, threat, or 

                                                
7 I could find no information specifically explaining why Mattachine took a French name for itself; 
however, I include this information to further underscore the connection between the gay communities of 
North America and France 
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superior age, so long as he does not inflict bodily harm or disease upon 
another person; so long as that other person is of sound mind and 
agrees to the activity…If the homosexual does not rise up and demand 
his rights, he will never get them (Cory 1951:228-235; Fone 2000:393-
394). 

 

What makes Cory’s book groundbreaking is his argument that homosexuals 

constitute a minority group like other minority groups, and therefore should be 

engaged in a political dialogue about “civil liberties,” “human rights,” and 

“citizenship” (Fone 2000:393).   

The message of The Mattachine Society—that homosexuals were not 

second class citizens—started to spread rapidly across the country, reaching 

outside the national boundaries, as homosexual liberation spread to Europe 

(Gunther 2009:38).  A gay liberation group sprung up in France, in 1952, called 

Club Futur (Gunther 2009:38).  This group did not last long, surpassed by 

another, stronger, organization; but it was the first group of its kind in France, 

serving homosexuals as a political platform, social outlet, and support 

community (Gunther 2009:38-39).  Couched in terms of “liberating the youth,” 

Club Futur defended the rights of homosexuals, attacking citizenship stipulations 

that centered on family values and strict, heteronormatively biased moral 

regulations (Gunther 2009:39).   

Back in the States, Hal Call took over the Mattachine Society, in 1953, 

taking a different political approach than his predecessors—Call opted for an 

assimilationist approach to politics, where homosexuals, instead of arguing that 

they constituted a separate category of individuals in society, opted to prove that 

they were just like everybody else (Cain 1993:1561).  Instead of radical politics, 

Call opted to work with researchers and educators in the public institutions in 
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order to get scientific validation for his claims that homosexuals were no different 

than heterosexuals (Cain 1993:1561).  In this sense, Mattachine worked to prove 

that there was not anything keeping homosexuals from participating in the public 

sphere of society, or performing the duties of active citizens, and, therefore, 

homosexuals deserved the rights and protections bestowed upon full cultural 

citizens.  Mattachine became a place for homosexuals away from the bar scene, a 

space provided for socialization, educational events, and guest lectures given by 

doctors, psychiatrists, and lawyers (Cain 1993:1561).  During the mid- to late 

1950s, Mattachine operated via a politics of respectability, whereby homosexuals 

demonstrated the socially acceptable roles expected of active citizens as 

respectable, participating, included members of society. 

In France, Club Futur gave way to Arcadie in 1954, a gay liberation group 

formed by André Baudry (Heathcote et al 1998:10).  The name Arcadie comes 

from the Greek word for the home of the gods, Arcadia.  Again, the main focus of 

Arcadie was to build gay community (Heathcote et al 1998:10).  While groups in 

France such as Arcadie were inspired by American models of gay liberation, they 

felt themselves separate from American homosexuals, possessing a gay 

subculture that was distinctively French (Gunther 2009:39). 

The U.S. homosexuals, in 1961, “took a turn toward militant political 

activism” when Frank Kameny formed the Washington, D.C. branch of The 

Mattachine Society (Cain 1993:1561).  The D.C. branch was formed when Kameny 

lost his job because he was gay, and formed the D.C. group to help him fight the 

government in court in order to compensate his loss (Cain 1993:1561-1563).  

Kameny’s contribution to the The Mattachine was “to shift efforts away from 

education and pleas for acceptance and understanding,” and, instead, implement 
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strategies that politically and socially asserted the worth of the homosexual as a 

full-fledged citizen of the state (Cain 1993:1561-1563).   

Kameny’s East Coast activism inspired West Coast activism through the 

formation of the Society for Individual Rights in San Francisco in 1964 (Cain 

1993:1563).  This marked the first gay liberation group whose name implied the 

rights of citizenship, connecting gay struggles for citizenship and equality to other 

groups such as the Black Civil Rights Movement (Cain 1993:1563).  The Society 

for Individual Rights was more activist-oriented than The Mattachines of San 

Francisco at the time, and focused “on getting gay individuals to think about their 

politics, and to show what can be done or not done for political candidates with 

gay support votes, or not” (Cain 1993:1563).  Although not treated as full citizens, 

gays could find some power in what benefits they did have—voting power and 

buying power—and utilize these benefits to their advantage.  Now that militant 

activism was occurring on both coasts of the U.S., and dispersed throughout the 

country, the homophile movement was becoming more and more aggressive in 

their fight for full homosexual rights.   

1969, one year after the infamous Paris student revolts, marks the 

Stonewall Riots in New York City, in the United States.  The riots represented a 

radical shift in the Gay Movement—from gay liberation to gay resistance, as 

signaled by an increase in the militancy of the Gay Movement (Cain 1993:1581).  

No longer would the struggle for gay rights focus on fitting homosexuality into a 

heteronormative model; gay people, instead, were demanding their right to 

cultural difference (Cain 1993:1581).  The gay resistance movement that started 

with Stonewall, swept rapidly to Western Europe in 1970-1971, demanding the 

necessity for a “new, open, homosexual politics, a revolutionary politics in 
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rhetoric if not in form which had as its underlying thrust the goal of personal and 

sexual self-determination” (Hocquenghem 1972:23).  Homosexuals took control 

of their identities, and in so doing, rejected the stigmas and derogatory labels of 

homophobic society, directly challenging “bourgeois notions” of familial norms 

and reproductive sexuality that structured citizenship (Hocquenghem 1972:23).    

The “new face of homosexuality” (Gunther 2009:89) led to numerous 

positive changes for the gay communities of both France and the United States, 

namely opportunities for community building, changes to legislature, and, 

ironically, social integration into mainstream society as full, publicly active 

citizens.  An important aspect of the Gay Movement involved “coming out” 

(Chauncy 2004:32), claiming and publicly revealing one’s gay identity to family, 

friends, and colleagues as a form of gay pride that challenges the notion that gay 

persons should feel shameful and keep their identity, sexual behavior, and 

subcultural aesthetics hidden (Chauncey 2004:32-35); even today, Gay Pride 

parades are of great significance to both French and North American gay 

communities.  Above all, the gay community’s visibility and “new openness” has 

insisted on cultural equality with heterosexuals, making the demonization of gay 

people less acceptable, disrupting patterns of ‘family values’ and  ‘gender norms’, 

and suggesting alternatives to the discourses perpetuated about the 

licentiousness, moral ineptitude, and pathological nature of gay persons 

(Chauncey 2004:32).  In other words, gays work to claim full cultural and sexual 

citizenship status by demonstrating their ability to fulfill the roles and obligations 

expected of citizens, or, those included in the ‘belonging’ of society, while still 

maintaining gay sensibilities and aesthetics in their everyday lives. 
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Individuals who self-identified as ‘gay’ took the discourses that were 

initially perpetuated to their detriment, and reclaimed them for their benefit.  

Gay men, in this sense, took their rightful places as the creators of their own 

discourses, and, in this process formed themselves and their cultural 

communities by re-claiming their sexual citizenship and taking pride in their 

sexuality and subculture, the same subculture that heteronormative society had 

tried for centuries to repress.  Michel Foucault, in his work The History of 

Sexuality, Volume 1, describes this process when he writes that: 

 
There is no question that the appearance in 19th Century psychiatry, 
jurisprudence, and literature, of a whole series of discourses on the 
species and subspecies of homosexuality, inversion, pederasty, and 
psychic hermaphroditism made possible a strong advance of social 
controls into this area of ‘perversity’; but it also made possible the 
formation of a ‘reverse’ discourse: homosexuality began to speak in its 
own behalf, to demand that its legitimacy or ‘naturality’ be 
acknowledged, often in the same vocabulary, using the same categories 
by which it was medically disqualified (Foucault 1978:101). 

 

As gay communities of France and the U.S. continue to battle against 

heteronormative and homophobic discourses, they re-define their gay identity 

and determine what that identity means for themselves and their everyday lives 

as citizens, cultural citizens, and sexual citizens respectively. 

  

 

THE DISCURSIVE PRACTICES OF CITIZEN-MAKING 

It can be said that ideas of ‘the citizen’ and ‘citizenship’ in general have 

been (and continue to be) discursively created.  In his work, The Archaeology of 
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Knowledge, Michel Foucault discusses the term discourse, and precisely what 

that means.  He writes that discourses are made up of various statements, 

differing in form, and dispersed at differing times, that group together if they 

refer to the same object (Foucault 1972:32).  The more people say about 

something, the more that something becomes defined, shaped, and constituted 

by the statements people say about it.  These statements, which create the very 

objects to which they refer, are discourses; and the objects which they create can 

then be said to be discursively created. 

As the notion of citizenship was discussed at length throughout history.  

New England colonists, French police, intellectuals, state legislators, doctors, 

lawyers, judges, or average citizens of both France and the United States thought 

about citizenship, tried to define it, gave it characteristics, described those who 

qualified for it, created rules and laws to govern it, as well as determine those 

who fell outside the bounds of citizenship.  As people spoke about citizenship, 

they drew ‘the citizen’ into cultural signification, creating the very object to which 

they referred. 

However, once created, ‘the citizen’ did not remain a stable category 

throughout history.  The citizen that was discursively created in the New England 

colonies is not the same citizen that existed in France during the French 

Revolution, which is not the same citizen that existed in the United States during 

the 1950s, which is not the same citizen which exists in either the United States 

or France today.   In other words, I am not underscoring the fact that citizenship 

was created as an object so much as I am highlighting the “interplay of rules” that 

make the appearance of the object of ‘the citizen’ possible at any given time in 

history (Foucault 1972:32-33).  This interplay of rules is an example of 
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governmentality, where the power relations that regulate the conduct of citizens 

are intended to normalize and moralize individuals in the name of the state.  

Discourse is not so much what is being said as the actual ‘space’ created by 

all the talking which allows for an object to change depending on who is talking, 

what they are saying, and for what purpose (Foucault 1972:32).  As legislative 

personnel, penal employees, medical experts, and everyday people talk about 

citizenship, and the duties, responsibilities, rights, and protections that come 

along with it, they create an “enormous system of discrete categories for defining 

and describing” the variation of a multitude of obligations required for full 

cultural citizenship and belonging.  These roles and obligations are imbued with 

hierarchical value, creating the differences between those enfolded into 

citizenship and those who remain outside the bounds of the status of full 

citizenship.  These hierarchical values pivot upon such notions as public/private, 

responsibility/irresponsibility, inclusion/exclusion, active/passive participation, 

as well as duties and obligations that center on reproduction and family-making.  

These dichotomies, which produce taxonomies of variation, are created from an 

assumed, privileged, heteronormativity which defines, describes, and draws into 

cultural signification the various types of people fit to be called ‘citizens’.  

Homosexuals, who are, on the one hand symptomatic of the threat to social 

progress, and, on the other hand, evidence of a potential degeneration of the 

human race, are excluded from the definitions of full cultural citizenship and far-

removed from full participation in society on account. 

 But, why do some discourses concerning citizenship ‘take hold’ over 

society more than others?  The answer is: power.  Individuals in positions of 

power in society are able to create influential discourses.  The objects about 
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which they speak, the objects which their ‘talk’ creates, are the dominant ideas 

that are most dispersed throughout society.  For this reason Foucault writes 

“Indeed, it is in discourse that power and knowledge are joined together” 

(Foucault 1978:100).  Queer theorist Siobain Somerville elaborates on this point 

when she writes that legal, medical and sexological literature holds “substantial 

definitional power” within cultures that sanction these institutions to discover 

and tell the truth about its citizens (Somerville 2000:16).   

However, as Foucault warns, “we must not imagine a world of discourse 

divided between accepted discourse and excluded discourse, or between the 

dominant discourse and the dominated one; but as a multiplicity of discursive 

elements that can come into play in various strategies” (Foucault 1978:100).  The 

gay community, through their own ‘situated knowledges’ (Haraway 1998), as well 

as lived experiences and self-definition, create discourse by exposing what anti-

gay hegemonic discourses attempt to conceal, keep forbidden, gloss over, and 

sweep under the carpet; in other words, the discourses of the gay community and 

anti-gay hegemonic discourses compete with each other; they are “tactical 

elements or blocks operating in the field of force relations” (Foucault 1978:100-

101).  Cultural citizenship is a process of negotiating belonging from within “webs 

of power linked to the nation-state and civil society” (Ong 1996:738).  As state 

institutions separate gays from mainstream society, drawing distinctions between 

those endowed with full citizenship and those outside the bounds of recognized 

citizenship, gays create discourses and engage in practices that demand both 

cultural and sexual citizenship for themselves. 

Discourse centered on citizenship “transmit and produce power” (Foucault 

1978:101).  The history of citizen-making, in both France and the United States, is 
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really a history of discourses that created the subject position of ‘the citizen’ 

(Foucault 1978:69).  When legislators, lawyers, doctors, police officers, started 

publishing their writings for the general public, they were working to establish 

the rules and roles of citizenship, as well as determine society’s response to those 

who did not fit the citizenship model as described (Somerville 2000:18).  

Through arbitrary discursive practices concerning citizenship, those able to 

exercise power asserted enormous cultural authority, intertwining their 

discourses with the imagination of the general populace, eventually creating a 

hegemonic discourse of citizenship into which homosexuals and homosexuality 

could not fit, and against which the gay community still struggles today.   

 

 

CONCLUSION 

This genealogy of citizenship in France and The United States draws 

attention to the social construction of the categories ‘citizen’ and ‘noncitizen’, as 

well as draws attention to the socially constructed rules of citizenship as laid out 

by both countries, underscoring how both France and The United States 

developed citizenship models that excluded homosexuals from the rights, 

privileges, feelings of belonging, and protections offered by the state.  Men who 

have sex with men have been subjugated for centuries through the propagation of 

hegemonic discourses that constitute homosexuality as an ‘abnormal’ form of 

desire, while heterosexuality is constituted as the ‘healthy’ and ‘normal’ form of 

desire.  Moreover, this notion of ‘normal/abnormal’ has been intertwined with 

discourses on citizenship that focus on the ability to perform roles and 
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responsibilities in the public, active, social milieu of society.  Although 

heterosexuality, still taken for granted today, needs to be acknowledged as a 

social construct as much as any other form of sexuality, behavior, or gender 

norm, heterosexuals continue to maintain their status as full cultural citizens 

because they embody the assumed norm, albeit as a status that must constantly 

be policed.   

The binary of heterosexual/homosexual only serves to bolster the 

naturalness of heterosexuality, and further serves to keep those in power—those 

to whom full citizenship is granted—in the prestige and protection of their social 

position (Butler 1990:104).  Jonathan Katz, articulating through the work of 

James Baldwin, writes that a gay man is called a faggot because “other men need 

him” to be a faggot in order to bring about their own sexual identity as ‘straight’ 

(Katz 1995:104).  Similarly, non-citizens are necessary to draw into signification 

full citizens, for one could not exist without the other.  Highlighting cultural and 

sexual citizenship as a social construction of particular historical times and places 

exposes citizenship itself as a discursive creation.  This contradicts the widely 

held belief that citizenship ‘just is’, or that there is anything inherently natural in 

the process of citizenship.  This genealogy of citizenship exposes the 

transparencies in popular discourse to reveal that, if citizenship can no longer be 

seen as a concrete fact, then no behaviors, identities, and roles can be held in 

esteem as ‘universal’ or ‘normal’ for full citizens.  This, in turn, underscores the 

fact that any culture under study must be recognized not as one united culture, 

but a multiplicity of cultures that interact, negotiate, and contest what it means to 

be a citizen, along with the benefits, rights, roles, responsibilities, and protections 

that are guaranteed with citizenship status. 
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CHAPTER 3: 

POWER 

 

 

 

U.S. field notes. My ex-boyfriend is HIV positive. I am HIV negative. 

I can honestly say that our type of relationship, technically called mixed 

status or HIV discordant, is complicated; however, nothing is more 

complicated than getting appropriate medical treatment for him and me.  

Through seeking proper medical health care, l have been the victim of some 

of the worst power-struggles of my life.  

A couple years ago, my boyfriend and I were having sex, him as 

"pitcher," myself as "catcher."  All of a sudden, he stopped abruptly and a 

strange expression crossed his face. "What's-a-matter?" I asked. "It feels 

funny…I think the condom broke" he replied.  He pulled out, and, sure 

enough, his cock only had a rubber ring around its base; the condom had 

torn completely, meaning that we had been barebacking for who knows 

how long. "Has this ever happened to you before?" I asked. He shook his 

head, "Nope."  We discussed the best-case scenario, the worst-case scenario, 

and what options we had available to us.  I explained that I loved him until 

death, but that I also felt really nervous about the situation.  I looked over 

at the clock on the bedside table. 1 :30a.m.  In a matter of minutes we were 

in the car driving towards the hospital Emergency Room.  
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At the hospital, I explained to the triage nurse what had happened, 

and told her that I was there to attain the PEP (Post-Exposure 

Prophylactics) for HIV.  When the doctor finally saw me, he asked what 

had happened, and asked my boyfriend numerous questions about his HIV 

status, his viral-load count, medications, etc.  The doctor took a little book 

from his pocket and started to ask me questions pertaining to the actual 

event of exposure. Whenever I answered a question, he would flip a page or 

two in his book and ask me another question. When he was finally done 

with this procedure of ‘diagnosis’, he said "Well, I don't see this as being a 

high-risk exposure. I would consider this a low-risk exposure based on the 

fact that ..., " looking down into his little book, "a condom was present for a 

majority of the sex act and ... ," looking down into the book again, "there 

was no ejaculation."  

I exchanged a look with my boyfriend and asked the doctor exactly 

what he was saying. The doctor reiterated that he felt, based on the ‘facts’, 

that this was a low-risk exposure, unlikely to result in an HIV infection. 

"Are you basing that on that book?" I asked her. "Well, yes." he stated, "This 

book is a guide for physicians from the Center for Disease Control.  It 

provides a questionnaire method of diagnosis, by utilizing flow charts. The 

Center for Disease Control, based on what you've told me, says that this 

would qualify as a low-risk exposure, and they do not recommend giving 

out PEP for this type of exposure."   

"But I WANT it." I stressed.  The doctor went through each of the 

questions he had asked me previously, I gave him the same answers I had 

before, and the result came out the same: the Center for Disease Control, in 
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this little book of theirs, flow-charted my answers to a ‘low-risk exposure’ 

diagnosis, for which they did not recommend giving me PEP.  

My boyfriend and I left the ER and returned home.  It was a sleepless 

night for both of us. I discussed with him that I felt safe being with someone 

who has HIV because I knew that if something bad was to happen, like 

tonight, there was help available via PEP.  But now, it was scary being in 

my situation, and knowing that help was available but not being given. He 

discussed with me that he knew the dangers of our relationship as well but, 

like me, he felt help was there if something were to happen. Now, he had 

only to wonder and worry if he had just infected the person he loves with a 

disease that has no cure.  

To make matters worse, my boyfriend was leaving in the morning 

for a business trip that would keep him away for about a month. He offered 

to stay home until this was all solved, but I said no. I saw him off in the 

morning and then called my Primary Care Physician for an appointment. I 

was given an appointment for 2:30pm. I asked the secretary if I could come 

in earlier, since this was a matter of timing—PEP only responds if it is 

given within 72 hours of exposure; and how soon it is given determines its 

effectiveness. I was left with the 2:30pm appointment.  

When I arrived at my doctor's office I felt good. I knew it was a short 

matter of time before my doctor would help me, and I could put all of this 

behind me. What I did not expect, however, was that she would pull out the 

SAME DAMN BOOK the doctor in the ER did, and decide that she, like him, 

was not going to prescribe PEP for me, as this was considered a "low-risk 

exposure according the Center for Disease Control."  
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"I WANT THE PILLS!!" I demanded. But, instead of realizing that my 

health might be in jeopardy, she proceeded to try and talk me out of the 

medication, telling me that she knows I'm “probably a little upset and 

freaked out”, but really, based on her “medical opinion”, she did not see the 

need for the PEP to be given. I told her that she could make that kind of 

decision about her own body, but, as far as mine was concerned, I was 

getting those pills. She said that, if that was what I wanted to do, she would 

call them into my pharmacy that day. 

 Long after my doctor's office closed, up until and including when my 

pharmacy closed, I waited for those pills. I placed two calls to my doctor, 

during the day, to remind her, and I called the pharmacy every two hours to 

ask if my PEP had been called in.  It was now 24 hours after possibly being 

exposed to HIV and my prescription was never called in.  

The next day, I drove to a different hospital Emergency Room.  I told 

the receptionist what I was doing there. Less than two minutes later I was 

sitting with a physician, telling him what happened. He said "So, your 

boyfriend is HIV positive, and the condom broke during sexual intercourse?" 

"Yes." I said. "Well," he continued, "what is there to think about! What 

pharmacy do you use?" And he prescribed my PEP medication. By 3pm that 

afternoon, more than thirty-six hours after exposure, I was able to take my 

first dose of medication.  

Why was I refused treatment by the first two doctors? Reflecting 

back, I realize that both these doctors were uncomfortable talking about gay 

sex, as implied by their tone.  Gay sexuality seemed completely foreign to 

both of them, and yet held a strange fascination, much like a dirty joke, a 
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disgusting picture, or an automobile accident would.  In their presence I felt 

like a second-class citizen.   

The first Emergency Room doctor did not treat my boyfriend 

sympathetically. He was made into the ‘bad guy’, an irresponsible man, the 

"creep" who infected the innocent with his disease. My boyfriend was the 

‘deviant,’ from whom I needed protecting.  Having HIV made my boyfriend 

less-than-human.   

But it was also evident that the doctor thought I was an idiot for 

dating someone with HIV.  My medical treatment was subjected to the 

doctor’s moralization.  He acted as though I needed protecting from my HIV 

infected boyfriend—but not enough to actually protect me, and give me the 

medication to prevent infection.  I can even admit that while sitting on the 

examination table, I started to have second thoughts about my boyfriend’s 

HIV status.  Perhaps it was stupid to date him?  Was I crazy?  What if he did 

infect me?  I found myself thinking about what other people had said to me, 

and viewing my boyfriend as a potential threat to my livelihood. 

The discourse around HIV and gay men is intense.  Gay men are 

almost expected to contract HIV at some point in their lives, and when they 

do, it comes as a surprise to noone.  Generally people have even come to 

view HIV as a ‘gay disease.’  The mannerisms of the two doctors who would 

not treat me—their facial expressions, furrowed brows, shifted gazes, and 

stern voices—all gave me a clear indication that I was fulfilling this 

stereotype for them.  I was factual proof of the discursive ‘truth.’  I was 

another gay man in their office—if ever there had been one—who had 

‘gotten IT.’  In their eyes I was a statistic to be studied and analyzed.   
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I can even admit to thinking of myself as a statistic: “Here I am, all 

gay and HIV-ed up!  It was bound to happen sooner or later.”  I quickly 

shook these thoughts from my head, but I must say they played themselves 

upon me for awhile.  I found myself temporarily buying into popular 

discourse which I knew was untrue. 

I hated that I was stuck in the position of being at the doctor’s mercy.  

I had to rely on THEIR ‘expert’ opinions in making decisions about MY 

body.  They ‘moralized’ my treatment, and ‘judged’ whether I ‘needed’ the 

PEP medication or not.  Would the have been more compassionate if this 

had happened to a heterosexual couple?  Would I have received medication 

sooner if I had been a female rape victim?  What if I had been a hospital 

worker poked with a needle?  The HIV status of my boyfriend was known; 

there was no guess-work involved.  And still, the doctor’s hesitated, 

exercising power over my body based on a handbook written by more 

‘experts’ higher up the hierarchy—the Center for Disease Control. 

The third doctor did not hesitate to prescribe PEP medication to me.  

He was sympathetic to what I was saying, and had no judgments. He took 

care of business. For him, there was no normalcy or deviance involved in the 

situation; it was a matter of health, period. He did not categorize, dissect, or 

cast a moral verdict. My potential exposure, whether low-risk or otherwise, 

required treatment; he was not going to take any chances. He may even 

have saved my life as I am HIV negative, still, to this day.  But this whole 

experience taught me something about power.    
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INTRODUCTION 

Discourse shapes us and defines us.  In chapter two, I discussed how 

citizenship in both France and The United States is discursively created.  This 

discussion centered on citizenship discourses perpetuated by state legislators, 

penal officers, the scientific community, as well as the counter discourses of 

cultural citizenship and sexual citizenship created by the gay community itself.  

Chapter two traced the discourses that created the entire field of citizenship and 

also formed the subject positions of ‘the citizen’, ‘homosexual’, and ‘heterosexual’.   

Exploring the discursive formation of the heterosexual citizen and the 

homosexual non-citizen underscored all the various discourses that circulated 

through North America and France, drawing into cultural signification a range of 

objects such as ‘sex’, ‘sexuality’, ‘desire’, ‘sodomy’, as well as shared cultural 

notions of ‘a citizen’ and what this identity means for those individuals who claim 

it, as well as what it means for those who don’t or can’t.  These discourses, 

perpetuated by colonial legislation, juridical structures, the medical and scientific 

communities, as well as the general population, aside from creating the notion of 

‘the citizen’ and all the rights, responsibilities, and protections that come with 

citizenship, also provided doctors, lawyers, police officers, and state officials, an 

enormous amount of authority and control over the population.  In other words, 

the exercise of power is what legitimated ‘expert’ discourses over other discourses 

that were circulating at the time.   

This understanding of discursive formations requires an investigation into 

what exactly is power, and how does it operate?  What legitimizes power?  Who, 

then, can be said to possess it, and where does it come from?  But, power is so 
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large a topic, so grandiose an object of enquiry, what approach is best suited for 

comprehending power structures? 

According to political scientist Gerald Turkel, the best way to investigate 

power is to find a way to “relate different systems of punishment and control, 

with the systems of production within which they operate” (Turkel 1990:181).  In 

our particular case, then, institutional and cultural homophobia have distinctive 

patterns of punishment that enhance the control and ‘production’ of sexuality, or, 

more so, homophobia is a form of power which attempts to curb ‘alternative 

sexualities’ from being produced and recognized as culturally legitimate.  The 

relationship between power and homophobia centers on the categorization of 

sexuality altogether; therefore, it is necessary to examine ways in which bodies 

are “fully mastered, fully controlled, and fully prepared for socially useful tasks,” 

such as normative gender roles and reproduction (Turkel 1990:181).  In short, for 

Turkel, power is the “particular practices” that link knowledge of the body to 

institutional contexts (Turkel 1990:181).   

This is not to say that a study of power simply means an examination of 

the large institutions within society, whether political, educational, medical, or 

religious.  Michel Foucault writes that “power relations are rooted in the system 

of social networks” (Foucault 1982:793, writers emphasis).  Articulating through 

Foucault, Turkel states that a study of power: 

 
must capture the political ‘technology’ of the body, the ‘microphysics of 
power’ that includes but goes beyond political economy in analyzing 
the ‘strategy’—the ‘dispositions, maneuvers, tactics, techniques’—
through which power is exercised so that ‘domination’ can be analyzed 
not only as appropriation, but as particular practices” (Turkel 
1990:181).   
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Power is something relational: it is exercised upon people, and not, as I’ll discuss 

in more detail later, something possessed by an individual or an institution.  It is 

the exercise—the maneuvers, techniques, and the like—that are most important 

for an examination of power. 

Michel Foucault lists five major requirements for any analysis of power.  

The first is an examination of “systems of differentiation, which permit one to act 

upon the actions of others” (Foucault 1982:792).  An analysis of power can be 

accomplished by examining the ways that individuals are differentiated from 

each other, the ways that relationships are formed between individuals based on 

hierarchies of value.  Foucault elaborates that “every relationship of power puts 

into operation differentiations which are at the same time its conditions and its 

results (Foucault 1982:792).  These relationships of difference are created 

through laws, economic differences, traditions of status and privilege, changes in 

“the processes of production, linguistic or cultural differences, as well as 

difference in know-how or competence” (Foucault 1982:792), and create 

situations in which individuals higher in the hierarchy can exercise authority over 

the actions of those individuals lower in status. 

The second requirement for an analysis of power is a study of “the types of 

objectives pursued by those who act upon the actions of others” (Foucault 

1982:792).  The main goal of those who exercise power over others is the 

“maintenance of privileges,” and the “accumulation of profits;” but their end-goal 

is also to bring into operation their own authority and legitimacy (Foucault 

1982:792).  Therefore an analysis of power involves examining those 

relationships in which ‘experts’ or ‘the authorities’ make decisions upon the 

actions of other individuals. 
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The third requirement for an analysis of power involves an examination 

into the “means of bringing power relations into being” (Foucault 1982:792).  

This involves an examination of what technology is implemented to put power 

into action, be it threat of harm, “the effects of words”, the withdrawal of support 

or resources, or surveillance (Foucault 1982:792).  Power can also be analyzed as 

to whether or not it operates according to rules which are explicit or implicit, 

fixed or flexible, while utilizing any of the technologies previously mentioned 

(Foucault 1982:792). 

The fourth requirement for an analysis of power is an examination into the 

“various forms of institutionalization” in society (Foucault 1982:792).  Foucault 

explains that “institutions” are made up of legal structures, medical structures, 

legislative structures, as well as “any phenomena relating to custom or to 

fashion,” such as the institution of the family (Foucault 1982:792).  The most 

intricate institution, as we saw in chapter two, of course, is that of The State, 

whose function is “the taking of everything under its wing, the bringing into being 

of general surveillance, the principle of regulation, and, to a certain extent, also, 

the distribution of all power relations in a given social ensemble” (Foucault 

1982:792).  Foucault stresses that power gathers  within these institutions, 

forming “complex systems” endowed with multiple apparatuses which exercise 

power through regulation and hierarchical structures (Foucault 1982:792). 

The final requirement for an analysis of power involves a study of “the 

degrees of rationalization” which bring into play “power relations as actions in a 

field of [infinite] possibilities” (Foucault 1982:792).  Power is not a constant, but, 

rather, is fluid, flowing from one group or individual to another and back again.  

Foucault writes that “the exercise of power is not a naked fact, an institutional 



 

 107 

right, nor is it a structure which holds out or is smashed” (Foucault 1982:792).  

Power is organized, elaborated, and transformable; any analysis of power 

requires attention to power’s adjustability, and the ways that it “endows itself 

with processes” which are adjusted to each individual situation (Foucault 

1982:792).   

The overall goal of this chapter is to utilize Foucault’s five requirments for 

an analysis of power in order to explain how power operates within society, 

specifically the power of heterosexual domination over homosexuals.  I will begin 

with the notion that power is not something possessed, but rather exercised.  No 

one holds power; power is a relational force that holds the potential for either 

party involved to exert themselves as powerful at any time.  In other words, 

power is “exercised from innumerous points in the interplay of nonegalitarian 

and mobile relations” (Foucault 1978:94). 

Next, I will explore how ‘knowledge’ is related to power, for knowledge and 

control go hand in hand.  Those who exercise power in our society are those 

individuals who can define and provide empirical knowledge about every aspect 

of society (Foucault 1978:94).  This form of power tends to gather within 

institutions; therefore, I will explain how hospitals, doctors, courts, politicians 

and police, all contribute to the domination of heterosexuals over homosexuals.  

This domination is exercised via particular subject formations, discipline, norms, 

and punishments.  The analysis is power in this chapter can be applied to the 

subject formation of ‘the citizen’ as seen in chapter two, but is also applicable to 

any subject position, including the subject positions of ‘heterosexual’ and 

‘homosexual’.  The focus is not on any one particular subjectivity, but, rather, on 

all subjectivities, which will be useful for understanding the subject positions 
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underscored in my research, namely ‘citizens’, ‘cultural citizens’, ‘sexual citizens’, 

‘heterosexuals’, and ‘homosexuals’.  

I will finish this chapter with a discussion of the relationship between 

power and resistance.  Gays refute their subjugated social position through acts of 

resistance, either overt or covert.  Only when we have a clear understanding of 

how power works can we formulate resistance strategies that counter hegemonic 

homophobia and anti-gay violence. 

 

 

POWER IS EXERCISED, NOT OWNED 

Foucault heavily criticizes the idea that power is something to be 

possessed either by individuals or groups (Foucault 1978:94).  Instead, Foucault 

argues that power should be viewed not as something possessed, but as a field of 

relations (Foucault 1978:93-94).  Power is not held, but is best conceptualizd as a 

relation between forces; it is “the moving substrate of force relations, which, by 

virtue of their inequality, constantly engender states of power…that are always 

local and unstable” (Foucault 1978:93).  What characterizes power is that it 

brings into play relations between individuals or between groups (Foucault 

1982:788-789). 

Power is the way that certain persons are able to exercise authority over 

others (Foucault 1982:786-788).  Foucault writes that “power exists only when it 

is put into action”; therefore, power must be viewed as the way in which “certain 

actions modify others” (Foucault 1982:788).  Power is most visible when one 

individual or group can exert authority over other individuals, giving the 
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‘powerful’ individuals the ability to “modify, use, consume, or destroy” those over 

whom they enact power (Foucault 1982:786).  What defines this relationship as 

one of power is that it is a mode of action “which does not act directly and 

immediately on a [subjugated] ‘other’”, but instead “acts upon their actions”; 

thus, power can be understood as an “action upon an action, on existing actions, 

or on those which may arise in the present or the future” (Foucault 1982:789).  

Ruling or governing, in this manner, then, requires structuring the possible 

actions of other individuals. 

Since power cannot be thought of as belonging to one individual or 

another, it must be acknowledged that, as a relational action, “power is 

everywhere” (Foucault 1978:93).  Queer theorist David Halperin, articulates 

Foucault’s theory of power when he writes: 

 
People cannot divide power into those who have it and those do not, 
but rather into those who exercise it.  Power is what characterizes the 
complex relations among the parts of a particular society and the 
intersections among individuals in that society as relations of ongoing 
struggle.  Power is thus a dynamic situation…a strategic and unstable 
relation (Halperin 1995:16-17).  

 

Halperin goes on to describe power as a “fluid, all-encompassing medium, 

immanent in every sort of social relation” (Halperin 1995:17).  Power is generally 

mistaken for, or equated with, domination; but this is because power is “unevenly 

concentrated or distributed” via the functioning of large social institutions 

(Halperin 1995:17).  In other words, the effects of power are most noticeable in 

the large social institutions in society, which are often associated with 

domination.   
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But domination itself is not “the whole story” of power (Halperin 1995:17).  

Foucault writes that “domination may only be the transcription of a mechanism 

of power resulting from confrontation and its consequences” (Foucault 

1982:795).  In other words, domination is the result of power relations, and not 

the actual power itself.  The power Foucault talks about is not the coercive, 

dominating force of power as it has come to be conceptualized in contemporary 

cultures.  Rather, he is referring to a power that is “omnipresent”, not because it 

“gathers everything under its invincible unity”, but, because “it is produced at 

every moment, at every point, of every relation” (Dews 1984:92).  Power does 

not envelope everything; instead it “comes from everywhere” (Foucault 1978:93).  

Characteristics associated with power—domination, authority, subjugation, 

coercion, etc.—are merely the general effects of power on the basis of power’s 

relational nature and mobility. 

  

 

KNOWLEDGE-POWER, INSTITUTIONS, AND THE CREATION OF SUBJECTS 

Power is relational; thus, it flows through interactions, the language we 

use, our everyday practices, and affects how we come to understand ourselves 

and our organization of the world.  Power is “multiple and decentralized” as its 

exercise produces both social structures and knowledge (Turkel 1990:170).  The 

“interrelationships among legal discourses, various forms of knowledge, political 

economy, techniques of power, and institutions of social control” create “a logic 

of power” that is best understood by analyzing its numerous applications (Turkel 

1990:171).  In other words, power is best analyzed as it is exercised in various 
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ways, in various locations, that expand patterns of social control, knowledge, and 

the documentation of individuals for institutionally useful ends.  Ultimately, the 

exercise of knowledge-power extends “to define and to provide empirical 

knowledge of every aspect, every fibre of society” (Turkel 1990:170).   

Maintaining these techniques of knowledge and control requires the 

proliferation of discourse which proves itself as ‘Truth’, which is then discursively 

perpetuated, creating the illusion of some individuals who have ‘authority’ to 

speak for and about other individuals (Foucault 1980:132-133).  Elaborating on 

this concept, Gerald Turkel writes that the relationship between knowledge, 

truth, and power can be seen in the ways that “discursive knowledge requires 

forms of power that enable classification, record keeping, accumulation, and 

systematic communication…the exercise of power require[s] the formation of 

useful knowledge” (Turkel 1990:178).  This ‘useful knowledge’, understood as 

“Truth,” is both “linked in circular relation with systems of power which produce 

and sustain it,” and “understood as a system of ordered procedures for the 

production, regulation, distribution, circulation, and operation” of discourse 

(Foucault 1980:133).  Thus, power, knowledge, and ‘Truth’ are often so 

“interpenetrated” as to “form a unity” (Turkel 1990:178). 

Gerald Turkel gives an example of such unity in his examination of the 

modern medical institution.   He writes: 

 
The whole notion of ‘public health’ and, indeed, of the social as a 
knowable object, was largely based on the collection of health statistics 
gathered from clinics.  These data, when rendered into facts [Truth], 
were formative for policy-making and legal regulations of nutrition, 
sexuality, the workplace, housing, and, not coincidentally, concepts of 
social pathology (Turkel 1990:175). 
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Here we see the coming together of the state, law, and medical instituions under 

the unity of knowledge-power: legal categories became intertwined with 

psychiatric knowledges; criminological and sociological knowledges became 

intertwined with medical knowledges; and all of these knowledges concerned 

themselves with reforming, rehabilitating, and shaping the future behavior of 

individuals under The State, for the ‘good of all’.  But through this process, 

“humanity, through the self-imposition of the roles, behaviors, and categories of 

knowledge created by these institutions”, became an “operational concept”, a 

“body that is known through technical sciences” and a “history rooted in social 

and political conditions” (Turkel 1990:176); in other words, through knowledge-

power, society became “an object of knowledge through categories of knowledge”, 

and individuals were turned into “living, laboring, and speaking” subject-beings 

over which power can be exercised (Turkel 1990:176).  Through the processes of 

knowledge-power, the ‘administrative control’ of public institutions can be seen 

as the results of power relations that have come to define the modern State and 

its social apparatuses—schools, families, laws, and the workplace—which “ensure 

subjection to the ruling ideologies” (Althusser 1971:133). 

These social institutions are the result of The State acting as the “preserver 

and augmenter of the general welfare of humanity,” with the goal of 

“homogenizing and moralizing the populace” (Dews 1984:74).  They are the 

result of power enacted through and made possible by systematic surveillance 

(Dews 1984:75).  Social institutions are how we are observed; they combine “a 

system of monitoring with a system of administration” at the state level (Dews 

1984:75).  Through these systems of monitoring, we are transformed into 

subjects, given identities, and made into ‘persons’. 
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Foucault explains that: 

 
This form of power applies itself to immediate everyday life which 
categorizes the individual, marks him by his own individuality, 
attaches him to his own identity, imposes a law of truth on him which 
he must recognize, and which others have to recognize in him.  It is a 
form of power which makes individuals subjects (Foucault 1982:781).  

 

In other words, individuals are identified by, and embody, their institutional 

classifications and ranks, as in the case of the military, the workplace, and school 

(Turkel 1990:185).  Classification, then, acts as a technique of both knowledge 

and power, which constitutes subjects (Turkel 1990:185).  

Social institutions differentiate individuals from one another by 

comparing individuals to one another, on the basis of a ‘norm’ that is constructed 

from observations (Turkel 1990:185).  Individual subjects are then “induced” to 

meet that norm (Turkel 1990:186).  Thus, like classification, normalization is one 

of the “great instruments of power” exercised in social institutions (Turkel 

1990:185).  Normalization makes people “equal, since they are judged by the 

same standards, and individuated, since they are seen as different in terms of this 

standard” (Turkel 1990:186).   

This standard is set by what has been referred to by Foucault as “The 

Illuminating Gaze” (Foucault 1973:xii).  Articulating through Foucault, Peter 

Dews explains that the ‘gaze’ refers to “the type of observation made possible for 

the doctor at the bedside of the hospitalized patient” intersecting with a system of 

monitoring individuals established at the state level (Dews 1984:75; Foucault 

1973:xii).  In other words, we are observed by social institutions, medical 

facilities, legal structures, academic institutions, as well as in public space.  Take, 



 

 114 

for example, video cameras, height and weight measurements, and police patrols; 

we are always being watched, measured, observed, and documented.  The depth 

at which the image of the gaze is implanted is revealed by its formation of the 

modern subject, “its efficiency of power” and “its constraining force” (Dews 

1984:85; Foucault 1977:202).  The power of observation, classification, and 

normalization—the power of the “unidirectional gaze”—isolates individuals, 

transforming them into possible objects of recognition (Dews 1984:85). 

Through processes of institutional regulation and control, a stable 

knowledge of the ‘self’ is produced (Dews 1984:89).  As doctors, lawyers, 

psychiatrists, and other ‘experts’ create new types of ‘knowledge’, they “mould the 

objects to which they are applied” so that our very identities, as ‘individuals’, as 

‘persons’, may be seen as “the present correlative of a certain technology of power 

over the body” (Dews 1984:89), “a knowledge of the subject, a knowledge not so 

much of his or her form, but of that which divides him and determines him” 

(Foucault 1990:70).   

Foucault suggests the imagery of ‘The File’ as the best way to describe this 

drawing into signification of the subject.  Within all social institutions, everyone 

has a file containing their medical records, school records, penal violations, etc.  

In The Birth of the Clinic, Foucault quotes doctors saying: 

 
In order to be able to offer each of our patients a course of treatment 
perfectly adapted to his illness and to himself, we try to obtain a 
complete, objective idea of his case; we gather together in a file of his 
own all the information we have about him.  We ‘observe’ him in the 
same say that we observe the stars of a laboratory experiment 
(Foucault 1973:xi). 
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Moreover, as social institutions focus more and more upon individuals, their 

focus becomes the individual body, its physical display and symptoms (Dews 

1984:89).  Gerald Turkel explains that: 

 
The body becomes the point at which power is exercised and 
knowledge generated.  It is the key object upon which criminal law, 
state power, penology, and allied social sciences are inscribed.  
Moreover, the juridical subject emerges from relations of power, from 
technical manipulations and moral discourse focused on the body 
(Turkel 1990:179). 

 

In this sense—through our dealings with ‘expert’ discourse, institutional 

authority, medical truth, social regulation, popular knowledge practices, local 

struggles for survival and resistance—the body becomes a site of political struggle 

and contestation. 

Through the establishment of medical, legal, academic, and social 

institutions, The State “affirmed that its future and its fortune were directly tied 

to the number and the uprightness of its citizens,” their marriage rules, family 

roles, education status, and physical and mental health of its ‘citizens’ (Foucault 

1978: 26).  The personal lives of the population were taken as both “an object of 

analysis and a target of intervention” (Foucault 1978:26).  Regulations were 

created that “favored or discouraged” particular aspects of life—specific modes of 

sexual conduct, family structures, gender roles, mental and physical attributes—

in order to transform these separate aspects into a “concerted conduct” of 

economic and political behavior (Foucault 1978:26).  “It was [absolutely] 

essential,” writes Foucault, “that the state know what was happening with its 

citizens…” (Foucault 1978:26). 
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In order to bolster set standards and normalizations, a new regime of 

discourses was created by ‘experts’ that centered on what was ‘appropriate’, 

‘healthy’, and ‘normal’.  Foucault explains: 

 
Doctors counseled the directors and professors of educational 
establishments, but they also gave their opinions to families; educators 
designed projects which they submitted to the authorities; school 
masters turned to students, made recommendations to them, and 
drafted for their benefit books of exhortation, full of moral and 
medical examples.  [There grew] a whole literature of precepts, 
opinions, observations, medical advice, clinical cases, outlines for 
reform and plans for ideal institutions (Foucault 1978:28). 

 

Discourses on ‘normality’ were created through medicine, then psychiatry, then 

criminal justice, and notions of social control; through various discourses, legal 

sanctions were multiplied, irregularity was attributed to mental illness, norms 

were defined and all the possible deviations were carefully described, pedagogical 

control and medical treatments were organized, and ‘experts’ in each field were 

appointed to observe the population, doling out advice, prescriptions, rules, roles, 

and cures for anyone who deviates from the standard (Foucault  1978:36). 

Once knowledge “formed humanity, as both the subject and object of 

inquiry,” an elitist privilege formed around the attainment and dispersal of such 

knowledge (Turkel 1990:176-177).  Those who could ‘know’ were those who could 

exercise power, a position that demanded defending and protection.  Procedures 

of exclusion limited and controlled discourse through conditions that shaped the 

process of, and restricted access to, communication (Turkel 1990:177).  These 

procedures limited discourse to “speakers who [were] deemed ‘qualified’ in terms 

of formal education and professional certification, patterns of language and 
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gestures that delimit discourse, communications through specialized languages 

and journals, and the particular groups to which discourse is restricted” (Turkel 

1990:177).  Discourse became a type of “exclusive communication and 

interaction,” possessing its own form of authority, as experts were elevated above 

their objects of inquiry (Turkel 1990:177).   

Still today, medical examinations, psychiatric examinations, pedagogical 

reports, and family controls function as mechanisms of power; a power that 

“questions, monitors, watches, spies, searches out, palpates, brings to light” 

individuals and their subjectivity (Foucault 1978:45).  These institutions are the 

“peripheral effects” of power, embedded in the State apparatuses, by which laws 

and various social hegemonies are formulated (Foucault 1978:93).  These 

mechanisms proliferate “intelligibility” and “social order” (Foucault 1978:93); but 

these institutions must not be thought to be the “source of sovereignty” from 

which power flows from top-down (Foucault 1978:93).  Instead, power must be 

viewed as gathering in institutions, but only because they are “a moving substrate 

of force relations” that “by virtue of their inequality, constantly engender further 

states of power” (Foucault 1978:93).  But ‘power’ itself, “is not an institution, nor 

is it a structure, nor is it a certain strength we are endowed with” (Foucault 

1978:93); it is the name that we can ascribe to the “complex strategical situation” 

of the multiple relations within society (Foucault 1978:93). 
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NORMS, DISCIPLINE, & SYSTEMS OF PUNISHMENT AND REWARD 

Social institutions work as an “apparatus of knowledge” that develops a 

“whole corpus of individualizing knowledge” that creates subjects and draws 

them into signification (Turkel 1990:184).  But institutions also attempt to alter 

the habits and behaviors, in fact, the very attitude and outlook, of individuals 

through normalizing regimes (Turkel 1990:184).  In this endeavor, social 

institutions—the family, the school, the hospital, the church, the workplace, the 

military—act as a “formation of techniques and knowledges” that “discipline 

individuals for socially useful ends” (Turkel 1990:184). 

Discipline is, to a certain extent, accomplished through “reordering space 

and time” (Turkel 1990:184).  Individuals are confined to “specialized 

locations”—schools, jobs, prisons, churches, and neighborhoods—where they are 

“set off from one another,” and where they can easily be supervised, observed, 

compared, and judged (Turkel 1990:184-185).  Moreover, the large number of 

institutional controls tend to affirm, support, and reinforce one another (Turkel 

1990:185).  As Gerald Turkel explains, “discipline is exercised through a 

hierarchical observation in which space is constructed and individuals are located 

in a manner that facilitates surveillance of them by observers that are either their 

supervisors or in ways that they cannot know whether they are being observed” 

(Turkel 1990:185).  Both observation and discipline give rise to “norms of 

behavior” that are seen as ‘natural’ specifically because they are the observations 

of “what people do” (Turkel 1990:185).  In other words, what counts as ‘correct 

behavior’ is deemed ‘normal’ on account that it is within the range of what 

surveillance reveals that people do (Turkel 1990:185). 
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The norms created and perpetuated throughout society are upheld based 

on a system of “punishment and reward” (Turkel 1990:185).  Systems of 

punishment reduce all modes of “domination, submission, and subjugation” to 

the ultimate effect of “obedience” (Foucault 1978:85).  Michel Foucault states 

that, in order for power systems of punishment to inspire obedience, these 

systems must remain invisible (1977:170-175).  Power systems of punishment 

employ methods “whose operation is not ensured by right but by technique, not 

by law but by normalization, not by punishment but by control (Foucault 

1978:89).  The power Foucault is talking about controls and holds dominance 

because “it normalizes and ‘responsiblizes’ and disciplines” (Halperin 1995:18).  

In modern societies, the “agencies of punishment” together create a “pervasive, 

impersonal system of surveillance and correction” (Dews 1984:76). 

In Discipline and Punish, Foucault describes five ways in which systems of 

punishment work: First, “The art of punishment…refers individual actions to a 

whole that is at once a field of comparison, a space of differentiation and the 

principal of a rule to be followed” (Foucault 1977:182).  This technique centers on 

judgment; individuals are valued for how closely they approximate an imposed 

standard.  Within systems of punishment, individuals are not valued for who they 

are. 

Second, punishment “differentiates individuals from one another, in terms 

of the following overall rule: that the rule be made to function as a minimal 

threshold, as an average to be respected, or as an optimum towards which one 

must move” (Foucault 1977:182-183).  Systems of punishment deny individuality, 

and, instead, a false individuation is given in its place.  Individuals know who 
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they are because they know their measurements and how they compare to the 

standardized charts. 

Third, punishment “measures in quantitative terms and hierarchizes in 

terms of value the abilities, the level, the ‘nature’ of individuals” (Foucault 

1977:183).  Hierarchies create many shades and subdivisions that become an 

illusion of individualization.  This becomes a more refined means of control; the 

more individuals strive for gradations of improvement within the hierarchy, the 

more they are controlled and disciplined. 

Fourth, punishment “introduces, through the ‘value-giving’ measure, the 

constraint of a conformity that must be achieved” (Foucault 1977:183).  

Individuals attempt to fulfill the norms and averages expected of them.  Everyone 

strives to achieve the norm in order to be given value in society. 

Lastly, punishment “traces the limit that will define difference in relation 

to all other differences, the external frontier of the abnormal” (Foucault 

1977:183).  Every hierarchy has a cut off point, a point at which an individual is 

no longer part of the whole, where individuals are no longer acceptable in the 

fabric of public life.  Failure to conform to the rules may relegate individuals to 

the worst places: the mental institution, the jail, the psychiatrist, the hospital.  

Fear of finally being forced out from the ‘valuable group’, created by 

normalization, makes individuals work harder to keep a safe distance between 

themselves and the threat of worthlessness or social ostracization. 

David Halperin elaborates on the techniques and methods of punishment 

when he writes that: 
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The State no longer needs to frighten or coerce its subjects into proper 
behavior: it can safely leave them to make their own choices in the 
allegedly sacrosanct private sphere of personal freedom which they 
now inhabit, because within that sphere they freely and 
spontaneously police both their own conduct and the conduct of 
others—and so ‘earn’, by demonstrating a capacity to exercise them, 
the various rights assigned by the state’s civil institutions exclusively to 
law-abiding citizens possessed of sound minds and bodies (Halperin 
1995:18-19).   

 

When we self-police our behaviors to fit the standards and norms set forth for us 

by systems of power, then we are caught up in enacting power relationships of 

authority and obedience (Simos 1987:75). 

The Oxford English Dictionary defines authority first as “the power or 

right to give order, make decisions, and enforce obedience” (OED Online, Mar 6, 

2012).  Authority is “the ability to influence the conduct and actions of others”, “a 

title to be believed”, “one whose opinion is entitled to be accepted”, or “an expert 

in any question” (OED Online).  The ability of authorities to exercise power over 

others comes from their “roles” or positions within the social hierarchy (Simos 

1987:11).  They possess a “title”, a named “role”, which entitles them to influence 

others (Simos 1987:11).  “Ultimately”, writes political activist Miriam Simos, “the 

entitlement bestowed upon the authorities derives not from the personal qualities 

of the individual but rather from the false title bestowed” by power relations 

(Simos 1987:12).  Through power relations of norms and punishment are we 

conditioned to obey authority, the experts; our conditioning to obey authority is 

the foundation of our domination.  It is often embedded in us so deeply that we 

are rarely aware of it. 
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POWER AND HOMOSEXUALITY—MAKING THEORY APPLICABLE 

An examination of homosexuality, in both France and the United States, as 

“the ‘instrument and effect’ of a series of discursive and political strategies” 

(Halperin 1995:121; Foucault 1978: 44), highlights State discourses and strategies 

which centered on the division between licit and illicit desire and sexuality.  The 

first change to occur was the norm of “heterosexual monogamy” (Foucault 

1978:38).  Heterosexual couples, with their institutionally dubbed “legitimate” 

sexuality, were allowed more lenience, and given “a right to more discretion” 

(Foucault 1978:38).  As heterosexuality functioned as the norm, other sexual 

practices that did not fit the norm were scrutinized, setting apart “the unnatural” 

as a “specific dimension in the field of sexuality” (Foucault 1978:39). 

Foucault elaborates: 

 
Medicine made a forceful entry into the pleasures of the couple: it 
created an entire organic, functional, or mental pathology arising out 
of ‘incomplete’ sexual practices; it carefully classified all forms of 
related pleasures; it incorporated them into the notions of 
‘development’ and instinctual ‘disturbances’; and it undertook to 
manage them (Foucault 1978:41).  

 

It was the legislative, penal, and medical fields exercises of power through State 

social institutions that brought about the subjugation of homosexuality.   

Once these institutions started to surveillance sexuality, the ‘expert 

discourses’ that they produced as an effect were taken up and utilized by all social 

institutions including ‘private’ institutions such as the family and home.  All of 

these institutions aimed to give homosexuality an “analytical, visible, and 

permanent reality” (Foucault 1978:44).  Through the techniques of “examination 

and insistent observation,” homosexuality was “implanted in bodies, slipped in 



 

 123 

beneath modes of conduct, made into a principle of classification and 

intelligibility, established as a raison d’être and a natural order of disorder” 

(Foucault 1978:44).  The resulting medicalization of sexuality was both “the effect 

and instrument” of institutional power (Foucault 1978:44). 

Transformations in the social meaning of sexuality resulted from 

combinations of legal, medical, social, scientific, and administrative discourses.  

These discourses constituted a “regime of Truth” (Foucault 1980:132) and power 

relations that differentiated sexuality into particular practices, “formulating a 

detailed knowledge of ‘the individual’ as a sexual object and as an object for 

disciplinary control” (Turkel 1990:187).  An examination of power relations 

between the State and its citizens reveal how the discourses concerning sexuality 

served to “strengthen legally legitimated forces” of administrative control, 

surveillance, normalization, and discipline  (Turkel 1990:187).  As Gerald Turkel 

explains, the act of organizing knowledge about sexuality through the 

categorization of sexuality assumes the “pervasiveness of sexuality”: 

 
It demands that sexuality must be discovered through social life, that 
sexuality is central to personality, that sexuality must be made explicit, 
and that sexuality is not so much about discrete actions as it is a core 
feature of individual identity (Turkel 1990:188). 

 

These transformations in the discourse about sexuality resulted both in 

and from new patterns of power-relations, which included: 

 
the interpenetration of legal institutions and discourses with other  
administrative centers that encapsulate, regulate, and define the body.  
The proliferation of disciplinary regimes in the school, the workplace, 
the prison, the hospital, all other institutional settings that constitute 
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social life provided the overlapping institutional context for sexual 
discourse (Turkel 1990:188) 

 

Administrative discourses and social institutions constructed “a whole sub-race 

of sexual deviants” that ranged in their categorizations between criminal, 

medical, and psychological “types” (Turkel 1990:188).  These ‘types’ of sexual 

deviants were labeled both “unproductive and socially dangerous” (Turkel 

1990:189). 

The discursive power of institutional ‘experts’ confined homosexuality in a 

“system of rewards and punishments”, and included anti-homosexual discourses 

as part of a movement of “moral consciousness” and citizenship (Dews 1984:89).  

Gerald Turkel explains that: 

 
[Homosexuality] was a way of excluding actions and individuals and 
making them into negative others because they unreasonably violated 
rules that were developing in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries.  ‘Libertine’ beliefs and actions that violated sexual codes of 
the bourgeois family, violations of sacred family responsibilities, 
violations of the proper relationship between passion and thought 
were the boundaries for differentiating [homosexuality] as an 
unreasonable, sick, and abnormal condition that distinguished it 
from…other forms of nonconformity and deviance (Turkel 1990:174). 

 

A dramatic example of this unfortunate tendency can be found in the medical 

theories of homosexuality as seen in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Disorders, otherwise known as the DSM. 

The DSM is a “presumably authoritative, assuredly comprehensive, and 

putatively objective manual” which lists mental disorders (Roberts and Allison 

2002:54).  Within the DSM, the inclusion of homosexuality among mental 
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illnesses has been a subject of great controversy (Roberts and Allison 2002:54).  

The Freudian interpretation of homosexuality as “a deviation in sexual 

development,” and, therefore, “a disease state,” was commonly accepted, 

constituting homosexuality as a psychiatric disorder (Roberts and Allison 

2002:54).  Throughout the 1960s, however, gay rights activists and supporters 

fought the DSM’s negative designation of homosexuality; but they were unable to 

get the diagnosis removed (Roberts and Allison 2002:54).  Homosexuality 

remained a mental illness until 1973, when, after much lobbying by gay activists, 

the American Psychiatric Association finally removed homosexuality from the 

DSM altogether (Silverstein 2009:161). 

But homosexuality has not been the only entry in the DSM to be changed 

or removed.  Mark Roberts and David Allison explain that: 

 
Controversial entries like Masochistic Personality Disorder and Ego-
Dystonic Homosexuality, eventually disappear from or are modified in 
the diagnostic ‘Bible’ but only because resistance by gay and feminist 
activists to these ‘labels’ eventually force the various APA committees 
to retract or seriously alter them.  The ‘irrefutable’ scientific reliability 
of these ‘thoroughly researched’ entries in earlier editions was thus not 
in any way adjusted on scientific grounds, but, rather, as a result of 
constant and ever-increasing external pressures (Roberts and Allison 
2002:55) 

 

This only goes to prove that ‘objective’ science is actually repressive and 

unscientific, and it’s ‘research’ and ‘results’ able to be changed at will, when it is 

convenient. 

The medical and psychiatric power exercised over individuals can be 

traced back to when social institutions became a locus for the development of 

knowledge-power (Roberts and Allison 2002:56).  But the “universal validity” of 
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the scientific system of medicine and psychiatry “masked a number of faults”, 

particularly the practice of biasing the field with a broad variety of cultural and 

social biases (Robers and Allison 2002:57).  Roberts and Allison write: 
 

What should have been free from these biases had, in many instances, 
served to perpetuate and intensify them by adapting or incorporating 
the substances of these biases into the effective practice of [science 
itself]. Thus, while the medical model is extremely useful in identifying 
and treating diseases… it can also be applied to other aspects of the 
human condition that are not truly disorders at all (Roberts and 
Allison, 2002: 57). 

 

In other words, the medical model can be applied “quite inappropriately” to 

numerous social conditions and human behaviors (Roberts and Allison 2002:57). 

Another example of how relationships of power within public institutions 

have shaped discourse on homosexuality can be seen in the response to the AIDS 

crisis.  The pathologizing of homosexuality “provided a field of control that linked 

bodily acts to [wider] public problems,” like public health (Turkel 1990:189).  In 

constructing homosexuals as the bringers of disease, the medical field’s 

‘knowledge’ worked as “an expression and legitimation of political values—that 

medicine could harm people, control them, by calling them sick” (Wilkerson 

1994:330).  

The discourses of medical science constituted homosexual subjects as 

“moral contagion”, the bearers of sickness, and “called for compassion even while 

devising treatments such as castration, hypnotherapy, psychoanalysis, drugs, and 

aversion therapy” (Wilkerson 1994:329).  Despite the fact that medicine’s cultural 

authority rests upon the presumed, unbiased objectivity of ‘science’, value-laden 

judgments against homosexuals are expressed in medical practice, and also in the 
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broader social uses of medical discourse (Wilkerson 1994:330). The medical field 

“wields a moral—hence political—authority” (Wilkerson 1994:330).   

Medical discourses are the instruments through which ‘just’ public policies 

aimed at public health are implemented (Wilkerson 1994:331).  And yet, 

homophobic ideological influences are evident in popular health and medical 

discourses (Wilkerson 1994:334).  Thus, we can see the ways in which medicine is 

not only invested with the cultural authority of an expert discourse “to which 

laypersons do not have access,” but also exercises power as a moral authority, 

perpetuating oppression against homosexuals, already at a social disadvantage 

(Wilkerson 1994:332). 

What is presented as medical information regarding HIV/AIDS is actually 

based on “implicit moralistic assumptions which are neither made explicit nor 

defended” (Wilkerson 1994:334).  Popular expert medical discourses use 

‘scientific data’ to bolster moral and political judgements both about and against 

homosexuals, which are then presented to the masses in the form of medical 

information aimed at public health (Wilkerson 1994:336).  The pathologization of 

homosexuals takes on forms that “are simultaneously medical and moral” 

(Wilkerson 1994:337).  Homophobic medical discourses not only affect the ways 

that the ‘facts’ about homosexuals and the HIV/AIDS virus are presented, but 

also affect the ways in which these ‘facts’ are publicly conceptualized (Wilkerson 

1994:337). 

In the 1980s, during the early years of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, disease 

transmission was discussed “in terms of sexual identities and risk groups” instead 

of in terms of sexual practices which may increase infection—whether 

heterosexual or homosexual (Wilkerson 1994:337).  This imposed a dichotomy 
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between “riskless” heterosexuals, and “jeopardized” homosexuals (Wilkerson 

1994:337).  Since then, HIV, first perceived as a “gay phenomenon,” has been 

discussed in terms of “spread, containment, and saturation,” as if there were 

bounded limits to the virus (Wilkerson 1994:338).  This imagined boundary has 

only served to reinforce social boundaries between heterosexuals and 

homosexuals, as well as succeeded in “pathologizing gay male sexuality in the 

guise of stern warnings about the ‘misuse’ of [bodily] organs”, an obvious 

reference to anal sex (Wilkerson 1994:338).  The conceptualization of AIDS as a 

‘gay disease’ continues despite the knowledge that homosexuals and 

heterosexuals, both men and women, are susceptible depending upon their 

sexual activities (Wilkerson 1994:338).  In other words, AIDS is still attached to 

an identity and not the practices which actually transmit the virus. 

Yet another homophobic problem within the medical field is the Center for 

Disease Control’s “use of hierarchically ranked categories of risk” for HIV/AIDS 

(Wilkerson 1994:339).  The fact that homosexuals are constituted as the highest 

risk group for HIV infection, despite statistical evidence otherwise, is extremely 

problematic.  However, as Abby Wilkerson explains:  
 

Embedded in a society's myths are its deepest values, those which 
structure the beliefs and practices of that society. Medical discourse 
embodies a social mythology, and a crucial part of the story told in this 
mythology is a nature and meaning of social difference. Various social 
groups are differentiated from one another on the basis of traits which 
are thought to be biologically based or physiologically manifested, such 
as gender, sexual orientation, race, age, and physical ability level 
(Wilkerson 1994:340). 
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Medical conceptualizations of the inherent differences between homosexuals and 

heterosexuals “are given a privileged status due to the association of medicine 

with science”, which is always perceived as “detached, objective, and inherently 

unbiased” (Wilkerson 1994:340). Yet scientific 'facts' about how homosexuals are 

different from the rest of the population influence social practices, and these 

conceptualizations are then biased towards an implicit norm—heterosexuality.  

Thus, as Wilkerson explains:  
 

Not only do medical science and practice convey implicit 
moral/political judgments, but these judgments often serve the 
interests of those who are most privileged in society, reassuring them 
of the rightness and inevitability of their social position (Wilkerson 
1994:340). 

 

It goes without saying that privileges and judgments are doled out “at the expense 

of those who already face social disadvantages”, namely homosexuals (Wilkerson 

1994:340). 

The “medicalization of society” hails scientific objectivity as the keep-safe 

of the values of social order, re-mapping the domain of the body (Wilkerson 

1994:340).  In the process of medicalization, complex social forces, physically 

manifested in the ‘health’ of individuals, are re-presented and codified by social 

norms as differences or pathologies (Wilkerson 1994:340-341).  ‘Naturalizing’ 

socially constructed differences and ‘normalizing’ them generates theories of 

human physical, moral and aesthetic superiority, which presumes heterosexuality 

over homosexuality as the norm.  The “unifying power structure” of 

heteronormativity makes possible the objectification and mistreatment of gay 
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individuals, “their placement under a normalizing gaze”, and their oppression 

within society as subjugated individuals (Wilkerson 1994:341).   

Inspired by the writings of Foucault and others who have written academic 

literature on the topic of power, authority, and punishment, I can list at least six 

ways in which the dominant system of heteronormativity oppresses, punishes, 

and undermines homosexual individuals.  My own experiences as a gay male, as 

well as the narratives of other gay individuals who have confided in me, confirm 

these structures identified here.  I believe that these six structural aspects of 

heteronormativity are inherent in all systems of punishment regardless if we are 

talking about heterosexuality versus homosexuality, citizenship or non-

citizenship, or other power relations that involve oppression and domination.  

Each of the following points illustrate how systems of punishment involve the 

denial of immanent value in some individuals in order to raise other individuals 

higher up the social hierarchy. 

1.  Individual worth is defined by a person’s status in the system.  Within 

a heteronormative social structure, homosexuals are placed outside the bounds of 

‘normal.’  Heterosexuals are considered to have superior status compared to 

homosexuals, but only so long as the ‘heterosexual’ continues to meet the 

demands of heteronormativity.  The threat of losing the status that defines the 

heterosexual as ‘valuable’ is ever-present, and must be closely policed to avoid 

punishment. 

2.  The homosexual must be watched.  Homosexuals are kept under 

constant surveillance.  Their behavior is publicly monitored to ensure that they 

are not acting ‘too gay’ or else they are ostracized.  Gay individuals are 

sequestered to designated areas such as gay ghettos and bars that are separate 
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from heterosexual spaces.  Homosexuals are monitored medically, often blamed 

for the spread of infectious diseases.  Homosexuals learn to observe themselves, 

to impose the standards of heteronormativity upon their own behaviors and 

emotional relationships.  When homosexuals go out in public, or enter a crowded 

public space, they are immediately aware of their sexual differences and are 

constantly on edge, awaiting the punishment of discrimination and, in the worst 

case scenario, physical violence. 

3.  Heteronormativity limits choices, leaving little or no room for 

negotiations and individual variations.  Homosexuals cannot marry legally into 

federally recognized marriages in France or The United States.  Homosexuals are 

also not allowed to donate blood because they are labeled as a high risk group for 

HIV infection.  Discrimination against gays exists in the work force, the housing 

sector, and other public resource pools.  Overall, compared to heterosexuals, gays 

have significantly fewer social and cultural options at their disposal. 

4.  The institution of heteronormativity defines reality through arbitrary 

rules.  United States legislation has ordained that marriage is the union between 

‘one man and one woman,’ which prohibits same-sex couples to have their 

marriages recognized federally.  Many states have specifically added this clause 

into their laws to exclude same-sex couples.  Rules and legislations are socially 

constructed and arbitrary; yet they define the reality that gay individuals must 

live in.  Heterosexuals have no such rules that govern their lives because 

heterosexuality is considered the norm—‘norm’ being another socially 

constructed, arbitrary category of classification. 

5. Heteronormativity demands the suppression of gay individuals 

‘emotions because feelings are not amenable to control.  Not only must the erotic 
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lives of gay individuals be suppressed, but gay individuals are not allowed to get 

angry without being told we are over-reacting.  Men, in our hypermasculine 

society, are not supposed to cry.  Within a heteronormative framework, women 

will be socially ostracized for being bold and assertive; bold women are labeled 

‘bitches’ or ‘lesbians’, as if these two terms were derogatory.  Systems of power 

attempt to control the emotions of those they oppress because they know that 

emotions inspire anger, which inspires action, which inspires resistance. 

6.  Underlying the system of heteronormativity is ultimately the potential 

of violence and/or the deprivation of resources.  Heteronormative society can be 

frightening for gay individuals since, under the sanctions of heteronormativity, 

violence and the outward expression of homophobia is allowed and encouraged.  

It is culturally acceptable, as evident by the fact that ‘sexual orientation’ and 

‘gender identity’ are not written into anti-hate crime legislation.  Homosexuals 

and gender non-conforming individuals can be physically attacked, verbally 

abused, and there are no laws in place to protect them.  Gay people must live in 

fear that ‘some crazy neighbor’ or total stranger will decide that it is his ‘duty’ to 

rid the world of the ‘evil of homosexuality’ and kill a homosexual.  This may 

sound crazy, except news reports show that these circumstances occur with 

frequency.  Further, gay people must fear that when individuals such as their 

landlords, family, bosses, or doctor’s find out about their status as homosexuals, 

they will lose their apartment, their position in the company, the approval of their 

loved ones, and numerous other physical, social, and emotional resources.  This 

fear of physical violence and loss is what keeps many gays in the closet. 
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CONCLUSION-POWER AND RESISTANCE 

The study of power presented in this chapter utilizes the theories of 

Foucault to “lead us away from notions that the law is determined by economic 

and political structures” (Turkel 1990:189), or, more clearly to refute the idea 

that power is something held by large political, economic, and social institutions.  

Rather, these institutions, and the discourses they produce, must be analyzed in 

terms of their relations to other discourses and the roles of power and knowledge.  

A focus on large social institutions where power appears to be concentrated—

“major state bureaucracies, courts, legislatures, and centres of economic power” 

(Turkel 1990:189)—is important, however, since they control large segments of 

the population and “shape popular discourses that serve to fragment and to 

weaken opposition to dominant patterns of control” (Turkel 1990:190). 

But, what if the self-evidence of heteronormative power relations is 

refused?  What is at stake for gay men questioning the presence of 

heteronormativity, and for choosing, instead, to create their own ‘Truths’?  What 

does the world look like then?  Can the heteronormative technologies and 

methods of power that create ‘gay individuals’ as objects of inquiry, study, 

normalization, and punishment, be resisted? 

Relations of knowledge-power are not static forms of distribution, they are 

“matrices of transformations;” as such, they are subjected to “constant 

modifications” and “continual shifts” (Foucault 1978:99).  Foucault addresses 

this idea when he writes that “where there is power, there is resistance” (Foucault 

1978:95).  In fact, according to Foucault, it is impossible for resistance to ever be 

in a position outside of power for they are two sides of the same coin (Foucault 

1978:95).  Since power is to be seen everywhere, working within a multiplicity of 
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technologies, then points of resistance are to be found everywhere as well.  

Foucault explains that: 
 

These points of resistance are present everywhere in the power 
network.  They are a plurality of resistances, each of them a special 
case: resistances that are possible, necessary, improbable; others that 
are spontaneous, savage, solitary, concerted, rampant, or violent; still 
others that are quick to compromise, interested, or sacrificial; by 
definition, they can only exist in the strategic field of power relations.  
Resistance is inscribed into power as an irreducible opposite (Foucault 
1990:95-96). 

 

Resistance, then, is an “integral component of power relations” (Foucault 

1983:209-211). In other words, resistance is not something performed against 

power, but, rather, something found within it (Foucault 1978:95).  Every power 

relationship potentially implies “a struggle in which the two forces are not 

superimposed, do not lose their specific nature, or do not finally become 

confused” (Foucault 1982:794).  Rather, “each constitutes for the other a kind of 

permanent limit, a point of possible reversal” (Foucault 1982:794). 

If we, as gay men, find that we do not like the heteronormative power 

structures in which we are living, we should not think that our objective is to 

“escape” from power (Foucault 1978:95; Foucault 1982:794), for “power is 

everywhere” (Foucault 1978:93).  Therefore, our resistance must take place from 

within power (Foucault 1978:95).  Resistance strategies can “transmit and 

produce power” (Foucault 1978:101), undermining and exposing dominating 

discourses.  Resistance creates another discourse that runs counter to 

domination, which “renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart it” 
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(Foucault 1978:101).  The aim of gay men’s oppositional politics, then, is 

resistance. 
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CHAPTER 4: 

CONCEPTUALIZING RESISTANCE 

 

 

 

U.S. field notes. My boyfriend and I enter the library at school holding 

hands.  We get our coffee at the little café upstairs and head downstairs to 

where all of the computer work stations are located.  As we walk, I notice other 

student’s eyes as they fix upon us; their stares meet my eyes, but then quickly 

descend to the locked hands of my partner and myself.  Some look back down to 

their books.  Still others stare in disbelief.  Others roll their eyes, and nudge a 

friend sitting next to them so that they can get a look too.  Some simply mock us 

with a smirk; still others, upon seeing us, whisper to a friend sitting next to 

them, and then both cover their mouths with their hands as they giggle.   

As I walk, I feel the uncomfortable sensation of being the center of 

negative attention: the blood rushing to my face, my ears burning hot, my 

armpits starting to sweat, and the distinct conversations of those around us 

become a cacophonic crescendo of white noise as I withdraw deeper and deeper 

into myself.  I’m uncomfortable.  I can hear my heart beating in my chest.  My 

breathing is shallow.   

For a moment I think of letting go of my boyfriend’s hand.  That would 

stop all of this from happening.  Then there would be nothing that sets us apart 

from anyone else.  We would just be two students walking through the library, 
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like any others.  I contemplate this notion for a while longer.  “But if you let go 

of him,” I tell myself, “then they win.”  I squeeze my boyfriend’s hand even 

tighter and continue to walk through the library. 

We eventually find a work station and settle in, unpacking our books and 

paperwork.  Our walk through the gauntlet is finished, it is over, the moment 

has passed.  I take a deep breath.  But the uncomfortable feelings that this event 

has brought up for me stay with me, settle into my mind, and distract me.  After 

some time, I return to myself fully, wall off the incident, and return to my work.  

Yet what has taken place is a situation that teaches me something deep about 

power. 

It angers me that heterosexual individuals have more social power than 

homosexual individuals.  It angers me more that this social power is used 

against homosexuals in the form of violence, social oppression, restriction of 

movement, and the withholding of resources.  The proof of this statement comes 

from my lived experiences with homophobia.  As I walk through the library 

holding my boyfriend’s hand, I can see the general public’s reaction to our love.  

We are mocked, ostracized, and despised.   

The negative attention of large numbers of people staring, whispering, 

pointing, is enough to make me want to curb my behavior, to conform, in order 

to be left in peace.  And sometimes I do.  Sometimes I will choose to not hold my 

boyfriend’s hand, or I’ll sit further away from him; I’ll gauge our bodies to 

ensure that the socially acceptable amount of distance is maintained between he 

and I.  We won’t kiss in public.  It is a struggle every day to publicly engage my 

love of him.  I do not believe heterosexuals have to think about such things.   
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The days when I withdraw, or mask my affection for my boyfriend, are 

the days when I am tired, the days when I do not have the strength to fight, the 

days when my work load is piled up so high, and my bills are so over-due, that I 

do not have the energy at the moment to fight the entire world.  I hate those 

days, because the self-hater in me wastes no time stepping in to remind me how 

weak I am for not resisting more, how cowardly, how scared.  And no one 

wants to possess any of those qualities.   

But in truth, I hold my boyfriend’s hand more often than not.  I kiss him 

when I’m off to class, right in front of the library, the campus, all the students, 

God, and everyone.  I wrap my arm around him when we’re sitting at the 

movies.  And I hug him tightly on cold winter nights while we are waiting for 

public transit.  When I reflect on these actions, I realize that as a gay man it 

takes courage to be myself in public.  To be publicly affectionate with the one I 

love.  Societal pressures work hard to suppress both my freedom and my 

expression of desire, eroticism, and love; and I can honestly say that it is easy to 

conform to those pressures because sometimes my very life depends on it. 

At the same time, I feel that this conformity only serves to give my 

oppressors what they want; and my self-hater hates THAT more than anything.  

So I love my boyfriend—privately and publicly.  I just never thought I’d live a 

life where the simple act of holding hands in public constitutes an act of 

resistance.  
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INTRODUCTION 

There is little consensus on the definition of resistance (Hollander & 

Einwohner 2004:535).  The paucity of consensus is the result of tensions 

between, on the one hand, structural arguments that particular cultural forms 

present themselves as resistance, and, on the other hand, a post-modern 

rejection of stable, defined concepts where social actors are involved.  Scholars 

write on the topic of resistance without giving much thought to its definition, 

which leaves resistance “loosely defined,” in the words of Rose Weitz, who writes 

that “some scholars see [resistance] almost everywhere and others almost 

nowhere” (Weitz 2001:669). 

Scholars have recognized resistance within a tremendous diversity of 

behaviors, settings, and relations.  Perhaps the most commonly recognized form 

of resistance is that of massive, political demonstrations—rallies, marches, 

strikes, walk-outs, petitions and lobbies (Hollander & Einwohner 2004:535).  

Due to the “conspicuous nature of their politics” (McAdam 2001), social 

movements represent the most easily recognized form of resistance: there is one 

group of persons enacting public opposition to another group of persons.  

Activities associated with these forms of resistance usually have a flair of the 

dramatic about them.  For example, gay pride parades reaffirm the gay 

community, resist hegemonic ideologies of ‘gay shame’, and tend to take the form 

of large marches involving elaborately decorated floats blasting loud dance 

music, costumes, half-naked men, drag queens, glitter, balloons, and a queer 

bravado that would give any Las Vegas showgirl a run for her money. 

Although social movements are the most easily recognized form of 

resistance—and perhaps the cultural form of ‘resistance’ that comes to mind 
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when one sees or reads the word itself—they underscore important questions 

about resistance.  For instance, must resistance involve large groups, or can there 

be resistance enacted by individuals who work alone?  Sociologist Jocelyn 

Hollander clarifies that any discussion of the number of persons needed to 

constitute resistance is really a question of “levels of coordination” (Hollander & 

Einwohner 2004:536).  Large social movements obviously require a great deal of 

coordination between actors (Hollander & Einwohner 2004:536); but there are 

forms of resistance which some argue need only a single actor, such as body 

adornment, kinetics, and language use (Carr 1998:531; Weitz 2001:672).  

Moreover, actions performed by individuals who have no contact between 

themselves illustrate the fact that resistance can occur without any coordination 

whatsoever. 

Another question concerning resistance is how to measure actions that 

have no physical manifestation?  Political scientist Noenoe Silva examines how 

“Hawaiian language often served as an area from which the colonial intruder had 

to be kept out” (Silva 2004:7).  Language performance can be an “inner domain” 

carefully guarded and preserved against colonial hegemony, providing speakers a 

freedom denied in other forms of cultural expression (Silva 2004:7-8).  Similarly, 

French sociologist Michel Foucault underscores that language, particularly 

discursive formations, can be a resistance in the form of reverse discourse—here, 

defined as discourse created by subjugated individuals “creating their own 

knowledge, legitimacy, and vocabulary” in the face of majority opposition 

(Foucault 1978:101-102).  When gays speak up against homophobia, articulating 

that homosexuality is as legitimate a form of love and desire as heterosexuality, 

language is the vehicle for their resistance.  But how can we measure remaining 
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silent, or other resistances without physical manifestations?  Inaction can 

constitute a powerful resistance strategy, such as refusing to respond to a 

derogatory interpellation.  

Scholarship also varies concerning the goals of resistance.  Resistance is 

classified as aiming to achieve some sort of change (Hollander & Einwohner 

2004:536).  For example, the gay liberation movement of the 1960s aimed to 

change heteronormative social structures that labeled homosexuality as evil, 

immoral, and illegitimate (Peniston 2004:101-102).  But resistance can be aimed 

at preventing change, such as in the case of Post World War I France, where the 

role of women in society was highly policed in an attempt to stop changing 

gender roles and economic structures brought by the devastation of the war 

(Roberts 1994:ix-x). 

Lastly, scholarship varies concerning the targets of resistance (Hollander 

& Einwohner 2004:536).  There are works written about resistance against a 

single individual, such as a gay-basher, as well as the whole judicial system that 

allows this individual to get away with their crime (Sedgwick 1990:18-19).  

Resistance can occur against a company (Cain 1993:1576); an economic structure 

(Browne 2004:xi), the police (Gunther 2009:20), or the State (Hayden 

2005:130).  A focus on the various targets of resistance highlights the debate on 

whether or not a target needs to be determined; in other words, related to intent, 

does resistance need to be targeted towards someone specific?  

A crucial understanding of resistance can be gleaned by highlighting both 

the overlaps and divergences found within resistance literature.  The overall goal 

of this paper is to create a working definition of resistance.  This does not mean 

that I intend to call this definition the only true definition of resistance; but, 
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rather, I will utilize this definition as an ideal type in the Weberian sense.  Max 

Weber was a German sociologist who defined “ideal types” as “analytic 

constructs, or models, that impute to the fluctuating actions of real people an 

artificial consistency that is nonetheless useful in highlighting a distinctive 

pattern of conduct” (Weber 1930:xvii).  Ideal types “are not pictures or copies of 

reality”, but work as “one-sided accentuations” of reality “arrived at on the basis 

of what the investigator deems culturally significant” (Weber 1930:xvii).  

‘Resistance’ then, becomes a thought, “conceived of in the abstract,” so 

that particular features can be conceptualized and discussed (Weber 1930:263).  

In other words, my definition of resistance is only meant to be utilized as a 

model, a temporary framework, a snap-shot taken at a particular historical 

moment, but which, nonetheless, allows for “conceptual clarity” on the topic 

(Weber 1930: 300).  According to Weber, social scientists can only create ‘ideal 

types’; for in order to work with a concept at all, one must combine qualities that 

produce the concept, “a construction of ideas to which factual average content of 

the historical only approaches to varying degrees” (Weber 1930:300).  Only 

through the methodology of ‘ideal types’ can clear-cut concepts be produced 

(Weber 1930:300). 

The over-all goal of this chapter is to review and synthesize the cross-

disciplinary literature on the concept of resistance.  I will summarize these varied 

treatments by describing how scholars have used this term—both the common 

elements and the deimensions of variation.  This discussion will also encompass 

the theoretical frameworks of Michel de Certeau’s ‘art of the weak’, James Scott’s 

theory of ‘everyday tactics’, and my own ideas about what constitutes resistance.  

I will utilize academic scholarship on resistance to create a working definition of 
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overt resistance, an ‘ideal type’ in the Weberian sense, which I dub A-AVOIR 

Resistance.  My rubric for over resistance is dubbed A-AVOIR Resistance on 

account that it contains the characteristics of Action, Alternatives, Visibility, 

Opposition, Intention, and Recognition.  As a model, A-AVOIR Resistance can 

contribute to resistance scholarship as another form by which to move resistance 

out from the realm of abstract theorization and into the realm of applicability. 

 

 

LOCATING RESISTANCE 

Core Elements: Action and Opposition       

Authors agree that there are two core elements to resistance—action and 

opposition.  Resistance is not a quality possessed by an actor or a state of being, 

but rather involves some active behavior, whether verbal, cognitive, or physical.  

Consider the following definitions of resistance: 

 
“actions that not only reject subordination but do so by challenging the 
ideologies that support that subordination” (Weitz 2001:670). 

  
“expressive behavior that inverts, contradicts, abrogates, or prevents  
alternatives to cultural codes” (Pitts 1998:71). 

 
“a reaction to an oppressive condition” (Blackwood 2002:75). 

  
“any kind of organized, collective opposition or any subversive action 
directly intended to damage and/or disrupt the functioning of an 
organization” (Prasad & Prasad 1998:226). 

 
“any act by members of a subordinate class that is, or is intended, 
either to mitigate or deny claims made on that class by superordinate 
classes” (Scott 1985: 290). 
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“actions involving consciousness, collective action, and direct 
challenges to structures of power” (Rubin 1996:245). 

 
“challenging power-over by confronting it with speech and actions that 
embody a reality incongruent with that of the authorities” (Simos 
1987:313). 

 
“any behavior or discourse…that countered or disrupted the dominant 
bureaucratic discourse” (Trethewey 1997:288). 

 
“deliberate rejection of values that sustain existing power relations” 
(Faith 1993:8) 

 
“conscious questioning of the existing structure of domestic roles and 
rethinking of how these roles may be structured” (Brown 1994:167). 

 
“when our actions contradict or challenge existing ….differences or 
hierarchies” (Messner 2009:22). 

 
“actively [declaring] ‘no, this is not acceptable, this is wrong and I do 
not want it to happen’ in numerous individual and collective ways” 
(Pickering 2000:9). 

 
 

Each of these definitions makes explicit reference to some form of action 

through the use of words such as ‘action’, ‘act’, ‘actively’, and ‘behavior’.  In short, 

resistance is a doing word.  Similarly, the second element of resistance—

opposition—is palpable within the definitions listed above through the use of 

words such as ‘rejects’, ‘challenging’, ‘inverts’, ‘contradicts’, ‘disrupts’, ‘confronts’, 

and ‘questioning’.  From these definitions it can be seen that authors agree that 

resistance requires some form of action, and this action must be an act of 

opposition against someone or something outside the actor.  Having pin-pointed 

action and opposition as the two core elements of resistance, the discussion can 

turn to elements which remain contested—namely that of visibility and 

recognition.   
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Variable Elements: Visibility and Recognition 

Although scholarship on resistance overlaps concerning the two key 

elements of action and opposition, academic sources diverge from one another 

concerning the two elements of visibility and recognition.  Do unseen 

oppositional actions constitute resistance?  If not, who must see them?  

Furthermore, seeing an action does not mean recognizing the action as 

resistance.  Must actions be recognized as oppositional in order to constitute 

resistance?  What is at stake when oppositional actions go completely unnoticed, 

seen but unrecognized? 

These questions are a point of departure for an examination of two authors 

who are well-known for their work in resistance—Michel de Certeau and James 

Scott.  When individuals find themselves subjugated within systems of 

domination and oppression, they can feel detachment from their environment, 

despair, resentment, loss, grief, and dispossession (Browne 2004:100-101).  This 

sense of dispossession is a “contradiction of identity” (Browne 2004:100) which 

Homi Bhaba refers to as a “third space” (Bhaba 1990:219-220; Meredith 1998:2), 

a space in which subversive acts aimed against oppressors are valorized (Browne 

2004:100).  These subversive actions represent an escape from oppressive 

majority rules, and at the same time, represent an exercise of personal or group 

autonomy (Browne 2004:120).  Because these actions are performed 

subversively, they take the form of conformity with the rules and norms of the 

majority.   

Michel de Certeau defined this concept in his theoretical framework 

centered on ‘strategies’ and ‘tactics’.  Strategies are often oppositional actions 

that are both visible and recognized.  According to de Certeau: 
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“I call a strategy the calculation (or manipulation) of power 
relationships that becomes possible as soon as a subject with will and 
power (a business, an army, a city, a scientific institution) can be 
isolated.  It postulates a place that can be delimited as its own and 
serve as the base from which relations with an exteriority composed of 
targets or threats (customers or competitors, enemies, the country 
surrounding the city, objectives and objects of research, etc.) can be 
managed” (de Certeau 1984:35-36). 

 

Strategies are performed to distinguish a sense of place, to appropriate a place as 

one’s own (de Certeau 1984:36).  One employs strategies from out of a ‘home 

base’ of some sort, which implies that those actors hold at least enough power to 

create such spaces. 

Differentiated from strategies are tactics, described by de Certeau as: 

 
“a calculated action determined by the absence of a proper locus…Thus 
it must play on and with a terrain imposed on it and organized by the 
law of a foreign power…It takes advantage of opportunities and 
depends on them, being without any base where it could stockpile its 
winnings, build up its own position, and plan raids.  What it wins it 
cannot keep.  This nowhere gives a tactic mobility, to be sure, but a 
mobility that must accept the chance offerings of the moment, and 
seize on the wing the possibilities that offer themselves at any given 
moment.  It must vigilantly make use of the cracks that particular 
conjunctions open in the surveillance of the proprietary powers.  It 
poaches in them.  It creates surprises in them.  In can be where it is 
least expected.  It is a guileful ruse….In short, a tactic is an art of the 
weak” (de Certeau 1984:  36-37). 

 

Recourse to this art of the weak depends on trickery; a tactic is “guerilla warfare,” 

performed below-the-radar (de Certeau 1984:37).  It is a “maneuver within the 

enemy’s field of vision” which goes undetected, but allows some exercise of 

personal autonomy on behalf of the oppressed (de Certeau 1984:37).  Strategies 
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“pin their hopes on the resistance that the establishment of place offers,” while 

tactics aspire towards “a clever utilization of time, of the opportunities it 

presents, and also of the play that it introduces into the foundations of power,” 

because no space is available for strategies (de Certau 1984:38-39).  The major 

differences between strategies and tactics is that the enactment of tactics is a 

matter of de Certeau’s concept of “making do” (de Certeau 1984:29), employing 

make-shift creativity to get sufficient, small wins that make life more livable.  

Subversive tactics are enacted to gain some peace of mind in everyday life. 

Political scientist James Scott elaborates on de Certeau’s idea of ‘strategies’ 

and ‘tactics’, calling everyday tactics “weapons of the weak” (Scott 1985).  

Subordinated individuals engage in two forms of speaking and behaving—public 

and private.  What Scott calls “public transcript” is a shorthand way of describing 

“the open interaction between subordinates and those who dominate” (Scott 

1990:2).  Through this public interaction, subjugated individuals will sometimes 

“conduct themselves as not to become obnoxious” to the dominant group (Scott 

1990:2).  This is done through behaviors and language that makes “no display” of 

disapproval, anger, resentment, or any of the affective states produced when an 

individual is held in subjugation (Scott 1990:2).  In this manner, subjugated 

individuals play the role expected of them by their oppressors, which gives the 

illusion that the subjugated group is content in their lot.  These actions are 

performed by individuals who must “act a mask” in the presence of power 

producers in order to make their daily lives more livable (Scott 1990:9). 

‘Hidden transcript,’ on the other hand, refers to speech and behavior that 

takes place “offstage, beyond direct observation by powerholders” (Scott 1990:4).  

Hidden transcripts are thus labeled ‘hidden’ because they take place in private, 
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and consist of those speeches and behaviors that contradict what appears in the 

public transcript (Scott 1990:4).  In other words, hidden transcripts are a matter 

of “what is said in the face of power and what is said behind its back” (Scott 

1990:4).  With public transcripts, the target audience is those in power; with 

hidden transcripts, the target audience is the in-community of subjugated 

individuals (Scott 1990:5). 

According to Scott, there is a third type of discourse which straddles both 

public and hidden transcripts.  Scott describes this space as: 

 
“a third realm of subordinate group politics that lies strategically 
between the first two.  This is a politics of disguise and anonymity that 
takes place in public view but is designed to have a double meaning, or 
to shield the identity of the actors.  Rumor, gossip, folktales, jokes, 
songs, rituals, codes, and euphemisms—a good part of folk culture of 
subordinate groups—fit this description” (Scott 1990:18-19).   

 

On the one hand, these everyday weapons of the weak are “anarchistic, 

spontaneous, non-hierarchical, and loosely organized” (Sivaramakrishnan 

2005:350).  On the other hand, they are un-anarchistic in the sense that they do 

not seek out the overthrow of the oppressive system, but merely “aim to mitigate 

or subvert its effects” (Sivaramakrishnan 2005:350).  By feigning complicity, 

subordinates cope with oppressive regimes and find a way to “remain human” 

within power systems of domination and punishment that erode their personal 

power as individuals (Browne 2004:122).   

Everyday tactics stand in sharp contrast to revolutionary protests, which 

directly confront oppressive power structures.  Herein lies the crux of academic 

debates about visibility and recognition.  Early work on resistance focuses on 
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large-scale political protests, and, aided by the visibility of resistors confronting 

their targets openly, takes for granted that resistance is visible and easily 

recognized (Sivaramakrishnan 2005: 350).   For historian Jeffrey Rubin, 

resistance is a term that should be reserved for “visible, collective, acts that result 

in social change, and not everyday acts…that chip away at power in almost 

imperceptible ways” (Rubin 1996:241).  The work of Michel de Certeau and 

James Scott challenges this conceptualization by drawing attention to the 

subversive techniques of oppressed individuals, showing that some resistance 

techniques are performed ‘on the down low’.  Scott addresses the issue of 

visibility by underscoring the fact that powerless individuals rarely have the 

resources necessary for grand-scale protest against their oppressors; therefore 

their protests are “flashes in the pan” which “nibble away” at power structures, 

rather than risking “outright confrontation” (Scott 1985:xvi).   

Low-profile techniques can go completely unnoticed by oppressors, which 

highlights the question of whether or not resistance must be recognized by 

targets?  Simply because an actor performs an oppositional action in front of his 

or her intended target does not mean (1) that it will be recognized as 

oppositional, and (2) that the actor wants their actions to be recognized as 

oppositional.  According to Hollander & Einwohner, the recognition of resistance 

hinges on three distinct groups of people: “the first is the target, those to whom 

the act is directed.  The [second] is outside observers, including the general 

public, members of the media, and researchers.  The third is the actor(s), those 

performing the resistance” (Hollander & Einwohner 2004:541).  For Rubin, 

resistance would be limited to those actions recognized as oppositional by the 

first, second, and third groups.   Conversely, for James Scott, resistance would be 
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limited to those actions recognized as oppositional by the third group, perhaps 

the second group, with little regard for the first group.    

Debates exist about the actor’s recognition of their own actions as 

constituting resistance (Hollander & Einwohner 2004:541).  These inquiries 

mostly center on subversive everyday techniques for the simple reason that large-

scale, mass-based movements and revolutions clearly represent a form of 

resistance in which the actors are aware that their actions are oppositional.  Some 

scholars draw attention to recognition through the rhetoric of ‘consciousness,’ the 

consciousness of the actor (McFarland 2004:1249).  Sociologist Daniel 

McFarland argues that “resistance…involves intentional actors” (McFarland 

2004:1249).  Other authors contend that assessing actors’ consciousness of their 

resistance is an impossible task.  “Even through such tools as interviews,” writes 

Lorraine LeBlanc, actors may be “unable to fully articulate their motivations in 

terms that would be recognized as resistance” (LeBlanc 1999:45), may lie to the 

interviewer (Weitz 2001), or be completely unconscious of their actions (St 

Martin and Gavey 1996:46).  Rose Weitz concludes that this leaves “no choice but 

to attempt to assess the nature of the act itself” (Weitz 2001:670).   

It is clear to see that resistance is an extremely contested topic, a 

contestation which surrounds notions of visibility, the public sphere, the private 

sphere, and recognition on account of targets, actors, and witnesses.  Any 

discussion that centers on actors’ recognition of their behaviors as resistance, in 

my opinion, is really a question of intent.  Therefore, I would like to add intention 

to the list of contestable elements of resistance.  Along with actor-intention, I 

would like to suggest a discussion of alternatives—or, alternative discourses 

offered by subordinates to counter the hegemonic discourses of superordinates. 
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Adding Variability: Intentions and Alternatives 

The discussion to this point has covered two elements which scholars 

believe are always involved in resistance—action and opposition—and two 

elements whose importance is contentious—visibility and recognition.  I would 

like to add two more characteristics to the debate on resistance—intention and 

alternatives.  Does resistance require intent or a desired goal?  Can resistance 

only be classified as such when alternatives to the oppressive ideology are 

proposed?  Searching through academic literature, I find that scholars have 

already taken up debate about these two characteristics. 

The subversive everyday tactics described by Michel de Certeau and James 

Scott do not work to stop oppressive regimes, nor do they open up space for 

social change.  Subversive tactics can theoretically continue indefinitely without 

challenging domination; therefore subversive tactics are written off as fruitless 

action.  This is not to say that there is not a goal in the minds of those individuals 

who perform subversive tactics—earning a brief moment of peace, respite, and 

autonomy in the face of oppression certainly qualifies as an intended end-goal.  

But without suggesting alternatives to business-as-usual oppression, the 

relationship of the subordinates to the superordinates will remain intact. 

Social scientist Daniel McFarland writes that “initial acts of rebellion are 

often wrongly defined as resistance and lack the developmental platform for 

resistance even though they imply the existence of another standpoint of 

legitimacy” (McFarland 2004: 1269).  The language McFarland uses—“wrongly 

defined as resistance”—boldly asserts that he denies oppositional acts the title of 
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‘resistance’ unless they are directly confrontational and offer tangible alternatives 

to oppressive systems.  In other words, acts of resistance should offer up an 

alternative that is considered equally or more ‘legitimate’ than the dominant 

ideology (McFarland 2004:1269): 

 
Resistance is a type of non-conformist behavior that questions the 
legitimacy of the current social order.  Resistant acts challenge the 
definition of a situation’s reality, and attempt to supplant that reality 
through appeals to a different reality.  Resistance refutes the reality of 
the oppressors and offers an alternative reality, or cognitive 
framework” (McFarland 2004:1251). 

 

In short, resistance is often goaded by the desire to assert one’s legitimacy, 

contesting a de-legitimizing social order. 

ACT UP—Aids Coalition to Unleash Power—states on their website that 

actors should “make absolutely clear what change is desired, usually by listing 

specific demands” (Act Up home-page).  Scholars believe that resistance “seeks to 

occupy, deploy, and create alternative spatialities” separate from those defined by 

the dominant class through oppression and exploitation (Pile 1997:3).  These 

alternatives co-exist with the hegemonic ideologies created by dominant groups, 

engaging norms from alternative perspectives in order to re-interpret dominant 

ideology and create another reality. 

Academic literature reveals that the notions of the ‘intentions’ and 

‘alternatives’ of resistance are contestable.  It seems that scholars agree upon 

resistance as an oppositional action, but disagree concerning visibility, 

recognition, intentions, and suggested alternatives to dominant ideology.  This 

diversity leads to disagreements, confusion, ambivalence, or out-right avoidance 
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with any attempts to define which actions constitute resistance and which do not.  

Where, then, are we left concerning an understanding of the topic? 

 

 

DEFINING RESISTANCE 

In conceptualizing and constructing a definition of resistance, authors 

attempt to “think of resistance in terms of distinct types” (Hollander and 

Einwohner 2004:544).  These typologies are believed to mitigate disagreements 

about resistance by presenting oppositional action in scale from the smallest, 

unnoticed acts, to the largest, loudest political protests.  Sociologist Jocelyn 

Hollander gives an example of this form of scale by identifying eight “types” of 

resistance: 

The first type is “overt resistance” which involves “behavior that is visible 

and readily recognized by both targets and observers as resistance, and, further, 

is intended to be recognized as such” (Hollander & Einwohner 2004:545).  This 

form of resistance is exemplified by large-scale collective movements and 

revolutionary political mobilization such as the Civil Rights Movement, Women’s 

Movements, and Gay Liberation Movement.  In other words, this form is the 

“consensual category of resistance” (Hollander & Einwohner 2004:545), which 

most individuals agree can be classified as ‘resistance’. 

The second type is “covert resistance” described as intentional acts that 

“go unnoticed, and, therefore, unpunished by their targets, although they are 

recognized as resistance by other, culturally aware observers” (Hollander & 

Einwohner 2004:545).  These types of resistances involve the subversive 
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everyday tactics mentioned by Michel de Certeau and James Scott, such as 

gossip, complaining, avoidance, and withdrawal. 

The third type of resistance is “unwitting resistance” described as “not 

intended as resistance by the actor yet is recognized as threatening by targets and 

other observers” (Hollander & Einwohner 2004:545).  An example of this form of 

resistance can be seen in gender-non-conforming behavior, such as women who 

are bold and assertive; the actor may simply be behaving however feels most 

comfortable for her, but her actions are perceived as contestable—opposing 

gender norms—and therefore viewed as threatening by others. 

The fourth type of resistance is “target-defined resistance” which “occurs 

when self-defined targets are the only ones who recognize a behavior as 

resistance” (Hollander & Einwohner 2004:545).  An example of this form of 

resistance is exemplified when a parent believes that their child is acting 

resistant, even though the child may not intend their behavior as such.  The 

parent self-identifies themselves as the target of resistance. 

The fifth type of resistance is “externally-defined resistance” which 

consists of acts “neither intended nor recognized as resistance by actors of their 

targets, but are labeled resistance by third parties” (Hollander & Einwohner 

2004:545).  In other words, outside observers to the relationship between actors 

and targets identify the acts as resistant.  An example of this form of resistance 

can be seen in a situation where a woman does the mechanical work on her car.  

She, herself, is not intending to be resistant (she did not set out to prove a woman 

can perform stereotypically mens’ work); there is no particular target; but her 

friends and neighbors may explain her behavior in terms of resistance (‘Look at 

her!  Proving women can do whatever men can do!’…when in truth, she just 
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needed her car fixed and nobody else was going to do it).  In other words, 

externally-defined resistance becomes ‘resistance’ “by virtue of others’ 

assessment” (Hollander & Einwohner 2004:546). 

The Sixth type of resistance is “missed resistance” which concerns “acts 

that take place in settings that are known and accessible to the actor and target, 

but are inaccessible to others” (Hollander & Einwohner 2004:546).  In this case, 

there is no third party witness to the resistance.  This form of resistance goes 

along with the seventh type of resistance, “attempted resistance” which involves 

“intentional acts that go unnoticed by both targets and observers alike” 

(Hollander & Einwohner 2004:546).  Finally, the last form of resistance 

according to Hollander’s typology scale is “no resistance” in which case there is 

no definite action taken, no target, no witnesses.   

Typologies of this nature are utilized in an attempt to ‘broaden’ the 

scholarship on resistance, making it easier to discuss the topic and its range of 

enactment.  I suggest another course of action: at the beginning of this paper, I 

stated that my intention is to compose a working definition—an ideal type—of 

overt resistance.  Instead of working with typologies of resistance, in order to 

determine if an act constitutes resistance or not, I will instead create a rubric 

both for and of overt resistance by utilizing characteristics derived from scholarly 

debates on the topic.  Resistance literature is full of debates about which qualities 

are needed in order to constitute resistance: authors agree that resistance 

requires action and opposition; they disagree on the topics of visibility and 

recognition; and to these debates are added the characteristics of intention and 

alternatives/alternative ideologies.  Since these are the characteristics most 

discussed in resistance literature, I propose that, instead of sorting out which 
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characteristics are necessary or unnecessary to qualify as act as resistance, I will 

create a rubric for and of overt resistance by formulating a list of all contested 

characteristics. 

My rubric will be used to define overt resistance, the most overt form of 

resistance possible, the resistance that will gain the most attention and creates 

the most contested situations.  This is a personal preference on my part, for in my 

own work within the gay community, I aim for the most overt resistance possible.  

This is not to say that this form of resistance is the best form for every occasion; 

but it is the form I personally strive towards, and which I believe the gay 

community will benefit from the most.  In short, I believe my rubric represents 

those characteristics necessary to perform the strongest, most confrontational, 

resistance possible: 

Action.  Resistance is a doing word: overt resistance must be performed.  

Action describes behaviors that range from moving about bodily, to speaking, to 

thinking, and conversely to refusing to do any of the aforementioned—

deliberately staying still or remaining silent are also forms of ‘doing’.   

Opposition.  Overt resistance should contain palpable opposition.  It can 

be the opposition of the subjugated against the dominant, but also can represent 

the opposition of a majority group to the growing power and prestige of a 

subjugated group.  Opposition can be against an individual, a group, an ideology, 

a field of science, or the state. 

Visibility: the most overt resistance possible will be an oppositional action 

performed where it can be seen.  If an action is not potentially visible, it can not 

open up a space for displays of opposition. 
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Recognition: the most overt form of resistance will be target-recognized.  I 

believe it is absolutely necessary that the target of resistance (1) be present, and 

(2) recognize the resistance act.  Resistance is aimed at creating change, and this 

cannot occur if the target of resistance is not made aware that a viewpoint exists 

that is oppositional to theirs.   

Intention.  All overt resistance must be intent-oriented, or, goal-driven.  

This goal can be to claim some peace and quiet, stop a powerful regime from 

functioning, or to speak up for oneself and have one’s voice be heard.  Regardless 

of the desired outcome, some form of over-all goal should be decided upon. 

Alternatives.  Overt resistance must put forward an alternative to an 

ideology.  Oppositional action is performed because the actors believe that they 

have an ideological framework that is as equally legitimate—if not more so—as 

another ideology.  These alternatives must be presented, or at least concretely 

formulated, in order for an action to constitute overt resistance. 

These six characteristics—Action, Opposition, Visibility, Recognition, 

Intent, and Alternatives—can be used to gauge whether oppositional actions 

constitute overt resistance or not.  As a rubric, they form a check-list: 

 
 

Action 
Does the 

event 
involve 

an 
action? 

Opposition 
Is the action 

palpably 
oppositional? 

Intention 
Does the 

action 
have a 
desired 

objective 
or goal? 

Alternative 
Ideologies 

Have 
alternatives 

been 
suggested to 

replace 
dominant 

ideologies? 

Visibility 
Is the 
action 

performed
readily 
visible? 

Recognition 
Is action recognized as 

resistance by the 
target? 
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In order to call an act ‘overt resistance’ will require a ‘yes’ in each category:  
 

 

 

Thus, my standing definition of overt resistance is:  

 
A goal-oriented, oppositional action, both visible and recognized 
by intended target(s), that proposes alternatives to an existing 
ideology. 

 

A-AVOIR RESISTANCE RUBRIC 

It will be helpful to devise a learning/memory aid that will assist with 

remembering the six characteristics of my rubric for overt resistance: 

 

Action        Opposition      Visibility      Recognition      Intent      Alternatives 

 

I can extract the first letter of each word in order to see if an acronym of some 

sort jumps out at me: 
 

A      O      V      R      I      A 

 

Action 
 

Opposition 
 

Intention 
 

Alternative 
Ideologies 

 

Visibility 
 

Recognition by 
Target  

yes yes yes yes yes  yes  
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The first thing I notice is the word VOIR, which is the verb ‘to see’ in French.  ‘To 

see resistance’ would work, but I am left with two A’s. 
 

V      O      I      R      AA 

 

If I place one of the A’s in front of VOIR, I get AVOIR, which is the verb ‘to have’ 

in French.  ‘To have resistance’ is even better than ‘to see resistance’, but I am still 

left with one A. 
 

AVOIR      A 

 

At this point I can see something very interesting: AVOIR is the French verb to 

have, in the sense ‘to have the time,’ or ‘to have a pen’.  However, if I place the A 

that is still left over in front of the word AVOIR, I get: 
 

A AVOIR 

 

which differs semantically from AVOIR in a manner significant to my discussion:    

À AVOIR, in French, is written at the top of lists.  It implies ‘to have’, but 

not in the sense of possession; it is more like “required/needed/necessary”.  For 

example, if an individual goes camping, their list À AVOIR CAMPING would 

read: compass, tent, a cooking pot, sleeping bag, etc.  In other words, À AVOIR 

translates as “a list of required objects to have” or “things that are required.”   
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Thus, I will dub my rubric for resistance A-AVOIR Résistance because it 

indexes those things to have for overt resistance:  

 

Action      Alternatives      Visibility      Opposition      Intent      Recognition 

 

 

A-AVOIR IN PRAXIS 

Aside from defining overt resistance, my rubric will also be used as a tool for the 

analysis of resistances of varying degrees.  Just because my focus is on overt 

resistance does not mean that this form of resistance ‘works’ in all situations 

where a group or individual is in a subjugated position.  Many individuals or 

groups are not in a position to enact overt, in-your-face, resistance against those 

who hold them in domination.  But my rubric can be used to examine what 

actions people can perform, how they enact these actions, and to what end.   

As an example, I would like to utilize the situation of two gay men—lovers, 

boyfriends, friends, whatever—holding hands as they walk down the street.  

Through the lens of my rubric, this action can be broken down as follows:  
 

 

 

 

 

Action 
 

Opposition 
 

Intention 
 

Alternative 
Ideologies 

 

Visibility 
 

Recognition by 
Target  

yes yes yes yes yes  yes  
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Or more simply: 

 

 

 

 

 Action—two men holding hands is a ‘doing’, an action. 

 Alternatives—holding hands suggests that (1) there are homosexual 

relationships in the world, (2) homosexuals should not be ashamed to 

display their affection publicly, (3) being a minority is not going to cause 

homosexuals to alter their behaviors or hide who they are. 

 Visibility—the two men are holding hands in public, where everyone and 

anyone may see. 

 Opposition—two men holding hands is an oppositional action because it is 

outside of heteronormativity, and constitutes the opposing viewpoint that 

heterosexuality is not the only partnership model that exists. 

 Intention—the goal of two men holding hands is to affirm their love in 

public, and to declare that their relationship is equally ‘legitimate’ for 

recognition as anyone else’s.   

 Recognition—two men holding hands is a display of affection that is 

recognized as a contested behavior, as evidenced by the often 

uncomfortable, mean, or rude behaviors of those who witness the action. 

Action 
 

Opposition 
 

Intention 
 

Alternative 
Ideologies 

 

Visibility 
 

Recognition by 
Target  

X X X X X  X  
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To illustrate my rubric’s usage with one more example, I will utilize the 

same example of holding hands, but this time, the two men will let go of each 

other’s hand, perhaps because something about the space they are in makes them 

feel uncomfortable, or in danger, or the recipients of negative public attention.  

Through the lens of my rubric, the action of letting go of hands can be broken 

down as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

Or more simply: 

  

 

 

 

Action 
 

Opposition 
 

Intention 
 

Alternative 
Ideologies 

 

Visibility 
 

Recognition by 
Target  

yes no yes no yes  no  

Action 
 

Opposition 
 

Intention 
 

Alternative 
Ideologies 

 

Visibility 
 

Recognition by 
Target  

X  X  X    
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 Action—the act of two men releasing each others’ hand constitutes a 

‘doing’, an action. 

 Alternatives—no alternative are offered by letting go of hands.  This action 

actually reaffirms the notion that public space is heterosexual domain.  

Since this action does not put forward an alternative viewpoint, then no 

alternative to heteronormativity is suggested. 

 Visibility—letting go of hands is performed publicly, therefore it is visible. 

 Opposition—letting go of hands is not an oppositional action.  There is no 

palpable contestation which results from letting go of each others’ hand. 

 Intention—a gay couple can have many goals in mind for letting go of each 

others’ hands; these include safety or, perhaps, attracting less attention.  

Protection and self-preservation most certainly qualifies as intent. 

 Recognition—since letting go of hands is an action that, while visible, does 

not pose opposition, it will more than likely go unrecognized.   

The chart for two men who let go of each others’ hand can be used to 

analyze their actions further: Why does the couple feel that they cannot enact 

resistance overtly?  What is at stake were the couple to visibly challenge 

heteronormative authority?  Does the couple consider their actions as a form of 

resistance?  How do they explain their actions?  There are no alternative 

ideologies presented; has the couple actualized any alternatives?  Would it be 

easier to perform an oppositional actions if there were more people involved?  Is 

the couple content doing subversive actions, or would they prefer overt 

resistance, but, perhaps do not have the support system in place to do so?   
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It is in this manner that my rubric for overt resistance can be used.  By 

identifying missing elements from an overt form of resistance—the most 

confrontational and self-affirming resistance possible in my opinion—my rubric 

works to open a heuristic space for critical evaluation.  In this manner, my rubric 

is useful both as a definitional tool and an aid for analysis. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

Academic disagreements stem from authors’ attempts to extend the 

definition of resistance in any particular direction.  For example, does resistance 

require visibility?  Must it be overt or covert?  Must there be a final goal in mind 

during resistant action, or can action be performed before a goal is actualized?  

Various authors have designed methods by which to define resistance, including 

the creation of typologies of resistance.  These methods create more confusion 

than clarity.  In order to alleviate confusion, I suggest compiling each contested 

characteristic in order to create a rubric for overt resistance.  My construction of 

A-AVOIR Resistance with its characteristics of Action, Alternatives, Visibility, 

Opposition, Intent, and Recognition serves two purposes: it acts as a means for 

defining overt resistance and allows for an analysis of various enacted 

resistances.  This is very important to me because my aim is not only to 

contribute to resistance theory, but also to create scholarship that is applicable to 

everyday life.   

Theory alone does little good unless it is helpful when applied to real life 

situations.  E.Evans-Pritchard addressed this notion when he wrote: 
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How should an anthropologist best employ his knowledge and, which 
comes to very much the same thing, his time?  I would suggest that he 
best use his knowledge for the purpose for which it was collected, 
namely the solution of…problems (Evens-Pritchard 1946:93). 

 

Queer theorist Judith Butler writes that “one must understand 

that…theory is not sufficient for social and political transformation.  Something 

besides theory must take place, such as interventions at social and political levels, 

[and] sustained labor” (Butler 2004:204).  Following the suggestions of these 

authors, I can utilize A-AVOIR RESISTANCE in my own work within the gay 

community as a template for studying resistance techniques and bolstering their 

effectiveness. 
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PART THREE  

PRACTICES 
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CHAPTER 5: 

RESEARCHING RESISTANCE: 

ETHNOGRAPHIC DATA 

FRANCE & U.S. 

 

 

 

France field notes. “Sometimes being gay is exhausting” Mathieu says to 

me.  “What do you mean?” I ask.   

Mathieu is a friend and informant who lives in Paris.  We first met when 

he answered my ad seeking interviewees for this project.  He selected a café on 

the Champs Èlysées at which we could meet for coffee and perform our 

interview, and we hit it off right away.  When he arrived, he presented as a 

young man wearing a tshirt with a vibrant design, cut off shorts that came top-

of-the-thigh, and sneakers.  He rode his bike to the interview.  His overall 

appearance presented what I would call a ‘punk’ aesthetic, which seemed to suit 

him well.  He seemed comfortable in his own skin.  He ordered a coffee, for 

which I paid as compensation for his participation.  When we sat down at our 

chosen table, he plunked down in the seat and said “Sometimes being gay is 

exhausting”. 

When asked to explain Mathieu told me: “On the way over here, there 

was a group of well-built college guys riding the subway, and their 

conversation came around to making fun of another guy they know, who I 

guess is gay, and I just didn’t have it in me to tell them to shut up, to tell them 
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that I don’t want to hear it.  So I sat there and listened to them mock gay people, 

and I did nothing.  I should’ve said something.  I don’t like those situations”. 

“Well,” I said, “you’re only one and they’re a group.  Sometimes there’s 

not much to do in the moment”. 

“Yes,” he said, ”but when I do nothing, I feel like a loser.  This is a struggle 

for me”.    

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

I have done research in both France and North America for the past five 

years.  My research has always focused on queer men in both countries, and their 

resistance tactics to hegemonic homophobia.  By ‘hegemonic’ I mean “a 

dominance so entrenched that we take it for granted, and even appear to consent 

to it—a power that’s strengthened by its invisibility” (Butler 1999:2), “the capacity 

of one social group to impose particular beliefs or political and economic 

conditions upon another group” (Erickson and Murphy 2008:179), the ability “to 

define what is realistic and what is not realistic and to drive certain goals and 

aspirations into the realm of the impossible”(Scott 1985:326); in other words, “to 

win hegemony is to establish moral, political and intellectual leadership in social 

life by diffusing one’s own ‘world-view’ throughout the fabric of society as a 

whole, thus equating one’s own interests with the interests of society at large” 

(Antonio Gramsci, cited in Wolf 1999:44) 

As discussed in chapters two and three, discourses perpeturated through 

relations of power create hegemonic beliefs about homosexuals and 
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homosexuality in both France and North America—the ideologies that 

homosexuality is abnormal compared to heterosexuality, and that homosexuals 

do not possess the qualities required of full cultural citizens.  These discourses 

become more hegemonic the more they are backed up by state legislation, penal 

codes, the scientific community, psychiatry, and religious discourses.  The result 

is the normalization of heterosexuality at the expense of homosexuality.  Gays 

have created a gay community with its own distinct culture, aimed at battling 

oppression, forming gay rights groups, and lobbying for equal rights under the 

law.  Moreover, the gay communities of France and North America have creates 

subcultures which are culturally specific to both countries.   

And yet, interestingly, about three years ago, while in France, I noticed two 

particular political campaigns that caught my attention—the lobby for gay 

marriage, and the lobby to end the ban that kept gay individuals from donating 

blood.  These two campaigns particularly caught my attention because they 

seemed to mirror the gay campaigns in the United States aimed at accomplishing 

the same goals.  Moreover, the ways in which the French gay campaigns were 

enacted utilized gay American cultural forms, as well as gay American pop culture 

references.  This made me wonder if I was witnessing in France what Dennis 

Altman calls ‘Global Gay Identity’ in which the American notion of ‘gay’—“young, 

upwardly mobile, sexually adventurous, with an in-your-face attitude toward 

traditional restrictions and an interest in both activism and fashion” (Altman 

1996:77).  I wondered if French gays were in dialogue with American gays, from 

whom they received inspiration for the ‘in your face’ gay political campaigns 

which seemed so out of place against the rhetoric of French republicanism.  
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As I followed the gay politics in France, I also paid attention to the gay 

politics in the United States.  Enormous political victories were gained by gays in 

the U.S. in the past two or three years: voters polls showed the most people 

supporting gay marriage ever; New York legalized gay marriage; Delaware, 

Rhode Island, and Illinois all implemented same-sex civil unions; the U.S. 

government changed passports to read ‘parent 1’ and ‘parent 2’ instead of 

‘mother’ and ‘father’ to recognize same-sex families; California passed a law that 

school curriculums must include gay history; the Suquamish tribe in Washington 

State voted and passed same-sex marriage within the tribe; and Don’t Ask, Don’t 

Tell, a piece of legislation which protected gays in the military as long as they 

stayed closeted, was repealed, allowing gays in the military to openly express 

their homosexuality (Stopera 2012).  These are but a few of the legal victories for 

gays in the United States, but it is clear to see that a lot changed in a little time.   

All of the above changes to the socio-political climates of France and North 

America pressed upon me to wonder how these changes affected gay resistance to 

heteronormativity and homophobia.  I wondered if, as gays in both France and 

North America developed new ways of campaigning, and gained more and more 

rights, they developed new strategies of resistance, or even let particular 

strategies fall out of use.  With the changing political developments in both 

France and the United States, I wondered if there were palpable changes ‘on the 

ground’, in the everyday lives of gay men; for instance, did gay men in both 

countries find themselves up against homophobia less now that certain tactics, 

political campaigns, and political victories were occurring?   

These questions gave impetus to my research in France and the United 

States.  My research aimed to answer the question: What everyday resistance 
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tactics are gay men in France and North America employing to counter 

heteronormativity and hegemonic homophobia, and to what result?  Moreover, I 

wanted to find out how gay men explained their choice of tactics: why did they 

choose certain tactics over others, and what meaning did these specific tactics 

hold for the gay men who utilized them?  My overall goal was to analyze the 

everyday tactics employed by gay men, and the meanings they attributed to their 

tactics, within the broader spectrum of socio-political changes that had occurred 

in the past two to three years.  I wanted to find out how the positive changes to 

the social and political spheres of both France and the United States both 

informed and shaped which tactics gay men employed against heteronormativity, 

and to what result.  The answers to these questions would be useful for 

highlighting which areas of gay life need more attention—either through 

legislation or protection by the law.  For example, if a large number of people 

reported that they enacted the most everyday tactics in the workplace, then this 

would point to work/economics as a huge problem area for gays; therefore, more 

lobbying could be done to protect gays in the workplace through non-

discrimination workplace policies. 

The overall goal of this chapter is to discuss, specifically, my research in 

France and the United States.  Since I described what gave impetus to my 

research above, I will start by explaining my methodology, and what procedures 

and measures were taken during research.  Next, I will discuss my (unexpected) 

results; my research did not provide the results that I expected, but, nevertheless, 

revealed something very important about the gay community, power, and 

resistance.  I will end with a discussion of the implications of my results, how my 
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research contributes to the scholarship on resistance, as well as what implications 

my work holds for future research concerning the gay community. 

 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Procedures: 

Locale: I aimed to collect data from both urban and rural informants.  

This decision was inspired by my desire to counter the research privilege given to 

city-dwelling gay men.  It is well documented within gay academia and research 

that “the accumulated empirical findings concerning gay people have been nearly 

completely based on urban samples” (D’Augelli and Hart 1987:80; Oswald and 

Culton 2003:72-73), and I wanted to collect data that represented gay men 

outside urban centers as well. 

That being said, I found it logistically impossible to continuously travel 

between urban and rural settings; therefore, I settled on large urban areas and 

their nearby suburbs.  In this fashion, I collected a sample of gay men who live 

directly in the heart of large cities, as well as those who live in non-urban settings 

within an hour drive of large cities.  My data, therefore, represents those to whom 

urban resources are readily available at their doorstep, and also those who may 

be removed from urban space, but for whom urban resources are not completely 

outside their access.  I decided upon the urban centers of Paris and Toulouse in 

France, and their accompanying suburbs; and Boston, MA. and Austin, TX. in the 

United States, as well as their accompanying suburbs. 



 

 173 

Interviews: I decided that I would recruit men aged 25 and older, who had 

sexual relationships with men8.  By choosing men aged 25 and older, I believed I 

would come into contact with men who, more likely than not, were self-

supporting, and did not live at home with their families, which would allow for 

both privacy and unrestricted freedom conducive to scheduling and conducting 

private interviews.  Moreover, choosing men above the drinking age would 

increase my chances of contact at gay public events, which are always held in 

venues where alcohol is served. 

Recruitment methods included fliers, hung in gay venues, as well as 

passed out by hand, that read: 

 
Gay researcher seeks men, aged 25 and older, who engage in sexual 
activity with men, and who may or may not identify as gay, to 
participate in one 30-60 minute semi-formal interview about your 
opinions on current events and topics such as economics, politics, 
human rights, sexuality, pop-culture, art, globalization, travel, media, 
gender, and marriage.  Completely anonymous—no identifying 
information will be collected. 

 

Aside from flyers, recruitment also included word of mouth, emails to gay 

listservs, Craigslist postings, and a snowballing sample.  When individuals 

responded to my recruitment flyers, or other methods of recruitment, I would 

discuss my research with them, and explain the interview process.  If they still 

wanted to participate, then I would schedule an interview time with them, giving 

them full control over the interview setting.  Most often, participants chose to be 
                                                
8 As elaborated in the Introduction to this thesis, I focused primarily on gay men after performing 
interviews with lesbians and realizing that their answers to my questions were so different that I would 
have had to do two separate projects, one for gay men, and one for lesbians.  Due to time constraints, I 
could not do this.  So I set aside the lesbian interviews, seeing as there were fewer of them, and continued 
to interview gay men. 
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interviewed at coffee shops or other food venues.  At our first face-to-face 

meeting, I would again explain my research and ask if they are still interested in 

participating; if they said yes, we would conduct the interview.  Noone, after 

meeting face-to-face, refused to participate.   
 

Measures: 

Interviews were conducted in both a formal and informal manner.  I had 

an interview schedule of specific questions, but in the process of the interview, if  

the conversation veered off in another direction, I would allow for it.  I wanted 

the interviews to be free-flowing, and cover whatever topics my informants 

wanted to discuss.  I would always redirect them back to my interview schedule 

with a pre-set question, but only after the topic of their choosing had exhausted 

itself.  In this manner, interviews provided a large amount of data, but were also 

‘natural’, ‘friendly’, and ‘comfortable’, promoting rapport between myself and 

members of my research community. 

Interviews utilized both open and closed ended questions.  Open ended 

questions asked informants to describe their activities in ‘everyday life’, by which 

I wanted to identify the strategies of resistance in their narratives, and ask them 

what meanings these strategies held for them.  For example, one question was: 

“Could you please tell me how, if at all, your gender and sexuality affect your 

relationship with your family?”.  One informant, Daniel9, a 29 year old white 

male living in the heart of Boston answered that his father had passed away, but 

he admitted that “My dad, if he had known, would’ve kicked me out or shot me” if 

                                                
9 All informants have been given a pseudonym. 
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Daniel had come out to him. This allowed the space for me to ask “Well, if you 

didn’t come out to him, how did you negotiate conversations and everyday life 

with him without bringing it up?”.  This was followed up with questions about 

how this made Daniel feel, what did he wish had been done different, how would 

he handle this situation now, etc.  In this manner, I gained insights into the 

resistance tactics enacted by gay men against heteronormativity and 

homophobia, and also gained insights into what these enacted resistance tactics 

meant to the gay men who utilized them. 
 

Data Analysis: 

Interview Data:  37 interviews were collected in all.  Of these 37, 27 were 

from large cities, and 10 from suburban areas.  Of the 27 city-dwelling 

informants, 16 were French and 11 were American.  Of the 10 suburbs-dwelling 

informants, 5 were French and 5 were American. 
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All informants identified as male-sexed, male-gendered, and, all 

informants, but one, claimed ‘gay’ or ‘homosexual’ as their sexual orientation; the 

one who did not was an American who self-identified as ‘queer’.  Informants 

ranged in age from mid-20s to mid-30s, with two outliers aged 20 and aged 54.  

Racial demographics of all informants comprised of 22 White, 14 Latino, 1 Black.  

Of the 27 city informants, 15 White, 11 Latino, 1 Black.  Of the 10 suburban 

informants, 7 White, and 3 Latino.  Informants all ranged from lower to upper 

middle class, and engaged in a variety of middle class jobs. 

 

 

                   

Interview responses were noted, transcribed, and analyzed using Strauss 

and Corbin’s category development procedures (Corbin & Strauss 1990:7-8; 12-

15).  These procedures are inductive, meaning that, rather than testing a 

hypothesis, research findings are developed by categorizing and connecting 

particular constructs found in the data (Corbin & Strauss 1990:7-8; 12-15).  First, 

I coded each respondent’s data to the eliciting interview question and the content 

of his statements.  For example, if an informant told me that he utilized social 
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media to meet people, then ‘social media’ became a category of analysis.  I then 

developed subcategories, one for each form of social media mentioned by 

informants.  Thus, the category ‘social media’ contains the sub-categories of 

‘Adam4Adam’, ‘Grindr’, ‘Facebook’, ‘Match.Com’, ‘Ok Cupid’, ‘Scruff’, and other 

brands of social media.  I further divided each of these into sub-properties such 

as ‘chat’, ‘friends’, ‘networking’, ‘hookups’, ‘dating’, and other ways in which each 

category of social media was used by gay men. 

I developed multiple tables and diagrams, one for each answer described 

by respondents.  Each diagram included a category and all sub-properties of that 

category.  For example, my diagram for the question ‘What are you into?’ (a 

question asking about sexual practices) distinguished ‘kissing’, ‘cuddling’, ‘jerking 

off’, ‘oral sex’, ‘anal sex’, etc., all under the category ‘sexual practices’.   

I continued my analytic process until all data had been diagrammed.  

Then, I sought connections among the diagrams so that I could link particular 

isolated constructs to a concrete whole.  Looking at the data from all participants 

together, I was able to piece together, from individual responses, a sense of my 

research communities as a whole.  I analyzed my data looking specifically for data 

pertaining to heteronormativity, homophobia, and enacted everyday tactics 

utilized to mitigate and resist subjugation, prejudice, and oppression.  

Queer Reflexivity: Another tool by which I analyzed my data is what I 

would call a ‘Queer Reflexivity’.  What I mean by this term is that I sought to 

understand what others were saying and doing by comparing it to my own lived 

experiences as a queer man (Mascia-Lees et al. 1989;Tedlock 1991).  In this sense, 

my data and overall research involves a mixture of both the political and the 

personal.  Since I feel that I am, as a gay man, somehow by default a member of 
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my research community—much in the same way as feminist scholars writing for 

and about the feminist community, or Black scholars writing for and about the 

African Diaspora community may feel—I hoped to provide “engaged writing 

centering on the ongoing dialectical political-personal relationship between 

[my]Self and Other[s]” (Tedlock 1991:81).  Queer reflexivity also meant 

acknowledging my own subject position within the field as well as any biases 

which I carried with me into my research10. 

  

 

RESULTS 

Initial Findings 

As I started to transcribe my interview data, I found that many gay men, 

both French and American, both urban and suburban, spoke of the ways that 

heteronormativity and homophobia affected their lives, particularly their 

relationships with their families.  One informant, Daniel, mentioned above, spoke 

about how being gay affected his relationships with his family: 

 
My parents are both dead.  My dad most recently.  My sisters deny that 
I’m gay, but they’re Episcopalian.  My dad, if he had known, would’ve 
kicked me out or shot me.  In fact, I remember telling my dad that I 
wanted to go to Rice University, and him telling me that I was going to 
UMass because there were too many queers and communists at Rice.  
My mother was conservative, a Christian, so she wouldn’t have been 
too crazy about the idea of me being with men.  But you love the sinner 
and hate the sin y’know…But I was really lucky.  I knew a lot of folks 
who moved out to get away from their families, headed out to San 
Francisco, and died five years later. 

 

                                                
10 For an in-depth discussion of biases that I carried with me into my research, please see Preface. 
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Daniel’s response reveals that he experienced heteronormativity in his 

household, and maintained a silence around his sexuality.  His response also 

reveals that this is fairly common, revealing socially acceptable heteronormativity 

(“I knew a lot of folks who moved out to get away from their families”), and also 

hints at the national response to the AIDS epidemic, which, at its start in the 

1980s, was the most horrific display of heteronormativity and homophobia, 

resulting in the death of hundreds of gay men while the nation did nothing. 

Jeremy, a 26 year old Latino American living in Austin, Texas, revealed 

that his familial relationships are affected by heteronormativity even when his 

parents know about and ‘accept’ his homosexuality: 

 
My close family knows…and here’s the thing…I thought it was all 
fine…except…I don’t know…I thought my parents were, like, 100% 
cool, but this last summer I realized they’re not…my dad calls my 
boyfriend my ‘friend’…and my mom doesn’t want to tell other family 
members…and she doesn’t want me to tell other family members.  
Except…I think it’s about reputation…because when I moved out of the 
house, it was the same thing.  Ok..so Latino culture, the children live at 
home.  They may go away to college, but they move back home.  
So…when I moved out my parents said the same thing: ‘Don’t tell 
everybody.  Keep it quiet’.  Because…it was like…they were 
embarrassed…it would be taken to mean that something is wrong with 
our family…or with them.  So the gay thing is treated the same way…I 
have an Aunt who asked my mom once….but it’s like ‘Oh you don’t 
have to tell the other family members’.  But if my parents were totally 
cool with it, then it wouldn’t matter, right? 

 

As Jeremy reveals, even when parents know about their children’s 

homosexuality, gay men are asked to keep their romantic lives ‘private’, or 

completely silent, not telling neighbors or other family members. 
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Guillaume, my friend-informant who is described in the vignette at the 

start of chapter two, told me about his family relationships “It’s bad.  It’s very 

bad.  There have been some positive changes, a small positive evolution, but not a 

great amount, not enough to satisfy me.  I do not know when my family will fully 

accept me for who I am.”   And Marc, a 27 year old white man living in Paris, 

confessed that “Most of my family does not know I’m gay.  My parents, they do 

not care, but my other family do not know.  I don’t plan to tell them.  I doubt my 

parents will tell them.”  Almost all informants had stories similar to these 

examples, revealing that their first encounters with heteronormativity and 

homophobia occur right in their own homes, in dealing with their families; 

sometimes this leads to gay men never revealing to their families that they are 

gay. 

Informants also discussed heteronormativity and homophobia that they 

experienced out in the public sphere of their everyday lives. Jeremy, the 26 year 

old Latino living in Austin, Texas, mentioned above, explained to me that: 

 
I have a really hard time sometimes…because…I’m gay.  People say 
things…sometimes when I’m driving my bike someone will yell out the 
window of their car something homophobic and nasty…it always 
surprises me when it happens too.  I mean…I don’t pass…I don’t look 
straight…I look gay…but still, it always surprises me. 

 

Jeremy’s response reveals that blatant public homophobia is still a 

problem for gay individuals, particularly in the forms of harassment and abuse.   

Jeremy’s narrative is mirrored by Alexandre, a 26 year old, white French 

gay man, living in Paris, who explained to me that: 
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People have said things to me in public.  I overheard someone once say 
‘Oh he’s a dickless man’.  (Laughs).  I’m surprised I still remember that 
because it was a number of years ago, but I do for some reason.  Yeah.  
People have said all sorts of terrible things, most of which don’t make 
any sense, but it sure doesn’t make me feel good, that’s for sure. 

 

What stands out most in Alexandre’s account is the damage done by 

homophobia.  The things people have said to him have stuck with him for years, 

and he expresses that they cause him emotional pain. 

The more I analyzed my data, the more I realized that examples of 

heteronormativity and homophobia were in great abundance in both France and 

North America.  But I also wanted to find the everyday resistance tactics 

employed by gay men to counter heteronormativity and homophobia.  Jared, a 27 

year old Black man living in Boston proper, told me “I’m as gay as they come, and 

if people don’t like it, they can fuck off!  I was born to suck dick, and I’ll scream 

and shout it in your face if I have to”.  Another informant, Joel, a 26 year old 

white man, also living in Boston, told me “I belong to a group, the Gorillaz, and 

we go to different straight clubs around town, and bring a bunch of gay peeps in, 

and infiltrate the hell out of the straight bars.  They get all weirded out 

sometimes, but usually nothing crazy happens.  But it’s all to make the point, 

yknow, like, the only reason this attracts attention at all is because there’s no 

queers there on regular nights, yknow”.  

Stéfan, a 28 year old, white man, living in Toulouse, informed me: 

 
I’m very active in the gay community.  I’m totally out.  To my family.  
My friends.  Anybody.  People at the bus stop, whatever.  I go to all the 
parties, all the clubs, all the events, yknow.  Gay pride, I’m there.  But 
that’s the benefit of the gay community.  This is a good thing.  Without 
strength in numbers we couldn’t really pull all that off.  So, yeah.  
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And…if I see something I don’t like, like somebody saying something 
or calling someone a faggot or whatever…I have no problems telling 
them to shut the fuck up, or telling them with my fists to shut the fuck 
up.  Yknow.  Because that shit don’t fly with me. 

 

From the above examples, it is clear that there are gay men who resist 

heteronormativity and homophobia.  They speak up when they hear homophobic 

comments, they do not hide their sexuality, and they are active members in the 

queer community either through social events or gay venues such as bars and 

clubs.  These findings were as I expected.  I expected to find gay men shouldering 

the burden of heteronormativity and homophobia, and, therefore enacting 

resistance against these social forces.   
 

Discrepancies 

But there were many individuals who reported that they did not enact 

resistance tactics against heteronormativity and homophobia, and these 

interviews intrigued me.  As I interviewed gay men who made no mention of 

fighting back against heteronormativity and homophobia, I found myself 

wondering why they chose to live a closeted life, hiding their homosexuality from 

both family and society? 

When interviewed about how their gender and sexuality affect their daily 

lives, these individuals responded: 

 
“There’s almost no effect.  But I prefer to live an anonymous life” 
 
“I don’t think my gender and sexuality play a large role in my life at all.  
They are part of who I am and define who I am, but I don’t think they 
matter.  They matter no more than my hair color, I suppose.” 
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“Being gay has very little effect on my life.  But then again, what I do 
and who I am are two different things.  What I do is very different than 
who I am.  I guess we’re talking identity and action.  My actions do not 
always mean an identity for me.” 
 
“My homosexuality….it’s just there.  There’s nothing really different 
about me from everyone else.  I actually do not think about my 
sexuality…as an identity…very often.  It doesn’t encompass the totality 
of who I am.” 
 
“My gender and sexuality….hmmm….I…don’t….think…..they play a 
large role in my life right now at all.  It’s important in some 
interactions, like when I’m trying to find someone to date.  But outside 
of that…there’s no reason to even think about it.  It really has no point 
at all.”  
 
“I would say my sexuality is a small part of my life…it’s not relevant to 
my work.  It doesn’t help me get better grades in school.  I don’t really 
think about it.” 
 
“It doesn’t play a role at all.  You might think ‘Oh he’s hiding’, but it’s 
not that at all.  It just really doesn’t come up.  It’s not a focal point.  It’s 
integrated in everything else in my life.  I certainly wouldn’t run up to 
someone to introduce myself and say ‘Hi I’m Ryan..and I’m gay’ just 
like I wouldn’t run up to someone and say ‘Hi I’m Ryan …and I’m a 
Democrat’.  That’s weird.  It’s just kinda in there.  I’m sorry I cant 
explain it better than that.” 

 

In fact, one informant, Marcel, a 37 year old French gay man, living 

outside of Toulouse, compared being gay to liking particular foods.  He 

responded: “Being homosexual….gay….is not a major event…it is not something 

around which I would claim any form of identity…I mean, I like to have sex with 

men…ok….I like onions too…I’m not going to run around and start calling myself 

an onion-man...and try to live in a neighborhood with others who like onions”.  

Responses such as these caught my attention because of how much they down-

played their gender and sexuality, and the role that these had in their everyday 

lives, and in their identity formation. 
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Significant Findings 

My data analysis involved grouping together informants’ interview 

responses into categories, each with sub-properties if needed.  Of course, I wasn’t 

able to complete this task until all interviews had been transcribed.  It was only 

then that something extremely significant stood out to me.   

During the interviews, I asked informants “Do you think there is a gay 

culture in France/ North America?” and also “Do you see yourself as a participant 

or member of gay culture?”  I categorized these questions as ‘Gay Culture yes and 

no’ and ‘Member yes and no’.  When I charted interviewees’ results, 37 of my 37 

informants said that they believed gay culture existed; however, only 27 of my 37 

informants believed they were members of gay culture.  10 informants did not 

feel they were active members of gay culture, despite self-identifying gay. 

I returned to my interview transcripts, and re-examined the interviews 

from these 10 informants.  It suddenly struck me that these 10 individuals did not 

live in urban settings.  They lived outside large cities, all within an hour drive to 

the city, but did not have residence in the heart of an urban center.  This seemed 

significant to me.  I set aside the 27 city-residents, and focused my attention on 

my informants who lived in the suburbs. 

As I re-read the interview transcripts from suburban gay men, in both 

France and the United States, I found that not only did these individuals not feel 

a part of gay culture, but they deliberately avoided gay culture.  It was not a 

matter of simply not being an active participant in gay culture; they did not want 

to participate in gay culture. 

Marcel, the French gay man living outside of Toulouse, told me: 
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There is definitely a gay culture here, maybe in all of France, but 
definitely here in Toulouse, but I am not involved in it.  It’s too like a 
group.  It’s like a disability the way they separate everybody else and 
cling to each other.  I do not want to be a token.  I’m not a token.  I’m a 
human being…and as long as I can be myself I do not feel the need to 
surround myself with people that look and act all the same.  I like to be 
places where I am anonymous.  I don’t show off my sexuality, but I do 
not lie.  And I enjoy being around all sorts of people.  To me, that is 
most natural. 

 

Lucien, my first contact and informant mentioned in the Preface of this 

thesis, who lives outside of Toulouse, echoes Marcel’s sentiments: 

 
There is this whole separate gay culture forming here [France].  But I 
don’t think you can have a whole separate gay culture like they do in 
the U.S..  We cannot make a ‘class’ of gay people.  That would be silly.  
Everyone is so different that you cant say all gay people are alike, and 
therefore make up a culture or class of people. Impossible.  I may be 
different from mainstream society, but I am not discriminated against 
because I am here in society as a member of my culture, French 
culture, and my neighborhood.  That’s my culture.  My culture is not 
defined by who I am attracted to. 

 

Victor, a 36 year old French gay male living outside of Paris, told me: 

 
There is a gay culture here in France.  I believe there always has been 
perhaps.  But I don’t know.  I deal with people rather than groups.  I do 
not feel the need to be extravagant.  For example, at work…at first I say 
nothing...I am careful…but this does not bother me.  Do you know how 
many people in the world have something they do not share with 
everyone?!  This is life.  There is always something.  But I would rather 
be living my life, doing what I want to be doing, going to bars, going to 
the places I love, than be extravagant.  The homosexuals separate 
themselves from everyone else, and that only ensures that they remain 
separated from everyone else.  Too much is at stake to live a life like 
that. 
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François, a 38 year old French gay male living outside of Toulouse, stated: 

 
I don’t believe we [gays] need to be something separate.  I have a very 
good life, and I am not separated from everyone else.  Isolated.  Alone.  
Gays feel that they are making a culture, but they make their own 
isolation.  I enjoy my life looking and acting like everyone else.  There’s 
a way to know if someone is gay or not…I don’t know…maybe they look 
at me too long, or the way they are dressed.  But I know.  And this is all 
I need of gay culture.  In fact, ‘gay culture’ is funny to me because our 
Minister of Culture here in France is gay.  For all of France.  So all 
culture is gay culture, no?  And we have Gautier [the fashion designer] 
(Laughs).  But this is good.  This is positive.  Everything should be 
blended and cohesive.  This makes a good living environment.  I go to 
gay pride, and I go to gay parties, and I listen to gay music, but I do not 
feel that this encompasses all I am.  I do not feel the need to look and 
act the part.  I want to look and act like me. 

 

Jean-Luc, a 33 year old French gay male living up north, outside of Paris, 

complains that: 
   
  Ugh…I think people don’t realize that their sexuality does not have to  

be this big identity.  People…for many gay people…everything is 
gay…gay culture, gay music, gay people, gay car with gay stickers on it.  
It seems like they feel that if they don’t express it, it will get muted or 
trampled.  And people get annoyed because they are sick of hearing 
about it, which comes off homophobic, and it’s not.  They really are 
just sick of hearing about it.  A big fight about nothing, really.  I think 
there are homophobic homosexuals, but I think there’s ‘paranoid 
homosexuals’ too.  I mean, we can just say ‘This is what I am’ and 
that’s it.  We don’t need to scream and shout about it, proving it at 
every turn in our existence 

      

The same sentiments are expressed by suburban gay men in the United 

States.  Eric, a 33 year old Latino living outside of Austin Texas states that: 

 
Oh god yeah.  There’s mainstream gay culture.  But there are definitely 
gays like myself who are not part of gay culture.  There’s a ton of 
subcultures like goth, punk, language subcultures, subcultures that are 
distinct to particular places…and I think to fall into mainstream gay 
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culture is something people do to feel safe…they fall into mainstream 
gay culture to belong or feel protected or whatever.  But they don’t 
realize that they have a choice.  it’s like they don’t examine all their 
choices.  Sheep mentality.  I mean, we are innately our sexuality…from 
hormones in the womb or whatever…but what we do with it is really all 
our choosing. 

 

Eric elaborates that: 

 
People go around calling themselves ‘queer’, but it doesn’t mean 
anything.  Artists a lot of time will call themselves queer.  When I think 
of queer I think of queer—genetic minorities, hormonal minorities, 
sexual minorities….but not all gays are queer.  Just because you have 
sex with men you’re not queer.  So gay culture is kinda annoying the 
way it gets all caught up in labels and such.  I’m just me.  I do what I 
do, but I don’t associate it with being part of gay culture.  I don’t feel I 
have to be or do anything special to be gay.  Like, even slutty bars…I 
mean, I love hanging around perverts and sluts because they’re very 
honest to me.  I like perverts because they’re generally just saying 
what’s on their mind.  When they think it, they say it.  There’s not a lot 
of guess-work needed.  So those are the bars I like to go to.  But even 
cruising and such has become a mainstream gay thing to do.  Who 
knows.  I mean mainstream gay culture has really become not for me. 

 

Eric elaborated further when talking about gay media: 
 

I think gay culture is highly aesthetic, meaning it has a refined 
aesthetic.  But the aesthetic of gay culture has been taken over by 
politically correct movements.  And I mean gay politically correct, as if 
I ever thought there’d by such a thing.  But, like, language…I use the 
word ‘fag’ a lot, or a I say ‘That’s so gay!’.  But I’m all about intentions, 
not the words being used.  I say these words all the time.  But Ohhh 
oohhhh we can say this or that.  Or we can’t do this or that.  Because 
the real gays do this and that.  It’s like in gay culture, there’s these 
rules you have to follow or you’ll be a pariah.  There’s not a lot of room 
for wiggle.  If you’re a gay guy who like rock, or something that doesn’t 
fit, you’re already out.  I think the problem is that we do not have a 
long history of role models in our histories.  So we fuck.  And make it 
up as we go along.  But it’s always a problem when rules like ‘you gotta 
do this’ or ‘you cant do that’ show up.  Then it’s not a community.  It’s 
a dictatorship or a popularity contest or something. 
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One informant, Jesse, a 29 year old Latino also living outside of Austin 

Texas, told me that: 

 
Being gay is not a huge part of my life.  I mean, if it ever even gets 
brought up at all…like, maybe I’m talking to a guy or something and I 
want to know if he’s available to date.  But other than that, my sucking 
dick (laughs) has no bearing on my life whatsoever.  There’s no need to 
really discuss it.  It has nothing to do with my work, how I keep up my 
house, paying my bills, or hanging out with my friends.  I think there’s 
…ugh god…I think….there’s gay communities….I don’t know….I guess 
I’m trying to say is that when I think of culture, I think American 
culture, or Latino culture, or Black culture…like, nationality.  And 
there’s gays in those cultures, but I think gay culture is part of US 
culture, and not something that has to be separate.  Why separate 
ourselves more?  Every culture has gays and gay culture within it.  I 
don’t think gay culture is as separate from US culture as gays think or 
want. 

 

Jesse brought up gay culture again later in his interview, when I asked 

about media representations of gay folks: 

 
Well, gays think they have their own thing going on…but everybody 
knows.  Everybody, gay or not watches Will and Grace, or knows where 
the gay clubs are, or participates in fashion, etc.  it’s not just the gays.  I 
hate the idea of separation.  Or having to look a certain way.  Or buy 
particular brands.  Or go on cruises.  I go to gay bars like punk rockers 
go to punk rock bars.  But it’s all together.  Anyone can go.  I’m not 
different.  I’m not separate from everyone else.  For me, my gay culture 
is not separate from the rest of US culture.  I am like anyone else in 
America and I want the same things I’m sure everyone wants, gay or 
straight.  Ok, here’s an example, I was watching Entertainment 
Tonight, and there’s stuff on there about celebrities getting married or 
hooking up, and they brought up a gay couple…but they didn’t make a 
big deal about it.  The gays were just in there, in the long list, like 
anyone else.  They didn’t make a big deal about them being gay.  
Sometimes media things over-do it about the gays, like Will and Grace, 
but I don’t even watch shows like that.  So I’m not really represented 
by gay culture.  I’m not really into it.  I think life is like Entertainment 
Tonight.  Everybody is just in there. 
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Ryan, an 18 year old Latino living outside of Austin Texas, and also my 

youngest informant, when asked about his involvement in gay culture, 

responded: 

 
Oh god not at all!  Not at all!  I’m just not part of gay culture.  It can be 
a bit over the top.  Kinda loud and in-your-face.  I mean they block the 
whole street for the whole weekend for pride and it’s all loud and 
proud and looking for attention.  I don’t run around claiming my 
Mexican heritage like that, wearing sombreros and eating burritos all 
day to show how Mexican I am.  I’m just Mexican.  Same with that.  
I’m just gay.  There’s no need to prove it, I already am it.   I think gays 
do it for attention.  

  

Later in his interview, as Ryan and I discussed gay rights, he said: 

 
I think gay people understand that they pretty much have the same 
rights as everyone else.  I mean, look at me.  I live here.  I have friends.  
I have neighbors.  I work.  I do extra stuff in the evenings, I belong to 
clubs and whatever.  I mean I look like everyone else.  But that’s 
because I am like everyone else.  I just exist, you see?  There’s not a lot 
of difference between straight people and what they can have and do, 
and gay people, and what they can have and do.  Really.  But gay 
people shove it in your face for attention, and that if anything is what 
separates gay people from everyone else.  Not the fact that they’re gay.  
Why cant everyone just be normal and low-key?  That seems like …ok, 
if I were to talk about culture…a culture…a normal culture 
incorporates everyone.  Everyone does the same stuff and looks kinda 
the same.  You wouldn’t know who was gay or straight unless you 
asked.  That to me is a normal American culture.  I don’t know why the 
gays have to be all loud and screaming and showing off?  Noone else is 
doing it.   
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While discussing gay culture, one informant, Donovan, a white male who 

lives outside of Austin Texas, and also my oldest informant at 54 years old, 

brought up economics: 

 
Yknow gay culture and my ‘gayness’ altogether doesn’t really play a 
large part in my life.  I mean, unless I’m dealing with someone that I’m 
interested in dating, there’s really no reason or point to it at all.  I’m 
much more than just gay.  I mean, I see gay culture…I know it’s 
there…there’s gay icons.  Lady Gaga or whatever.  I guess if Catholic 
culture has its icons, then gay culture needs its icons as well.  But I’m 
not a participant in gay culture.  I don’t follow enough of the rules 
(Laughs).  If you don’t watch enough T.V., or buy enough clothes, or 
keep up on the latest slang, or whatever, it’s a wrap.  What I think is 
most interesting is that I find gay culture, or gay aesthetics, in things 
that are made for everyone.  Like Beer ads.  Beer ads that are up on 
billboards or whatever, yknow, they always show these hot men, with 
slogans like ‘You know what you like’.  I mean c’mon!! Advertising is 
where I see the most gay culture and representations.  But I think 
advertisers are looking for a hook, and they know gay people have 
money, so…I have some hooks they can get to me with (Chuckles).  But 
mostly I ignore most of it. I don’t want to get caught up in a movement 
in which I don’t see myself.  And I also just want to live my life.  I want 
to be a participant in American life…not something separate.  I look for 
unity and I don’t find unity in gay culture. 

  

My last suburban informant, Christopher, a 26 year old white male living 

outside of Boston Massachusetts, had a lot of criticism towards gay culture: 

  
There’s definitely gay culture…pfft…but it doesn’t play a part in my life.  
I couldn’t be more removed from all that.  I mean you take American 
culture as a whole, and gay culture too…both cater to affluent, 
masculine, white men.  I mean you know what I mean?  Both are all 
about assimilating, passing, masculinity, and totally consumer-driven.  
Very consumer.  It’s like…gays are all about the transition of becoming 
financially comfortable and assimilated into mainstream culture.  Not 
everyone can afford that kind of lifestyle…not everyone has access to 
money like that…so it’s still not fair.  Gays haven’t leveled the playing 
field.  They’ve created a new playing field with the same restrictions, 
limitations, and inequalities as mainstream culture.  I mean it’s still a 



 

 191 

thing where some people are getting richer and more powerful, but 
leaving other members of the community behind.  I don’t know.  The 
gay consumer thing.  I’m just not that into it.  And those who are need 
to be aware of their privilege for being able to live the life they 
have…because not everyone can.   

 

When asked about resistance, Christopher further elaborated: 

 
Yknow, for me…resisting…resistance…is really more about resisting 
this white male, got lots of money, shopping shopping shopping, 
looking butch and masculine gay thing.  Yeah.  I find my resistance is 
more about resisting the urge to…assimilate into gay culture.  To go 
out of my way to blend in with the gays.  I’m not saying that I think gay 
people are just like straight people.  It’s not a matter of being like ‘Hey 
we’re just like you’. But not only do I not want to fall into the trap of 
looking like a ‘real man’ in the street to avoid homophobia, but I do not 
want to fall into the trap of looking like a ‘real gay’ to be in with the gay 
community either.  It’s like in the gay community, the gays are turning 
on those who are below them.  The dad hits the mom, who beats the 
kid, who kicks the dog, yknow?  There’s lots of hetero people who don’t 
live ‘between the lines’, but they just live.  And I like that.  I’m just not 
into mainstream anything.  The moment someone tells me that I have 
to change myself to be ‘a part’, they’ve already lost me. 

 

Although gay men living in suburban areas seem to express an 

unwillingness to ‘assimilate’ into mainstream gay culture, and also express a 

desire to be a participant in American or French culture in general, in other 

words under-stressing their differences from ‘everyone else’, their lives are still 

touched by heteronormativity and homophobia. 

Among my French informants, Victor, from the outside of Paris, 

explained: 

 
At work, I say nothing about my homosexuality.  There’s really no 
reason to.  But also, I have kids.  If I was alone it would be different, 
but because I have kids, I am careful.  I play it safe at first for the safety 
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of my kids.  There are times I actually do not want people to know.  In 
fact, I generally go other places to have fun.  I’ll take off to Bordeaux or 
something because there I can be anonymous.  Once I was in Italy and 
I was holding a man’s hand, and someone snapped our picture, saying 
something like ‘Oh look!  They’re holding hands!’.  It was very 
violating.  The people were very taken aback my me and my boyfriend.  
These are the things I’ve encountered in my life.  Reactions.  Surprise.  
So I’m careful.  I’m always careful.  But I’ve seen people’s reactions and 
heard their comments.  I protect my private life.  No public displays of 
affection.  I don’t necessarily lie…I just don’t put it all there in public 
for everyone to know.  There is a difference.  And, overall, the 
homophobia here…the problem of homophobia…is not as bad as Paris.   

 

In the south of France, François, 38 years old, commented on 

homophobia’s impact in his own life from the outskirts of Toulouse: 

 
Homophobia is a huge problem here in the Republic.  All the rights of 
the republic do not apply to gay people.  Homosexuals.  There is a 
political movement now to allow gay men to give blood.  It’s like that, 
you see?  It’s discreet.  Just because you’re straight doesn’t mean 
you’re clean.  But only gay men’s blood is denied.  With no explanation 
or reason.  That makes no sense.  It could be worse.  Look at Paris. 

 

Lucien commented on homophobia, saying: 

 
Homophobia is very present here in France.  It’s everywhere.  Very 
present in France.  I believe it’s the worst in Paris.  Around here 
[Toulouse] gays are more of a common joke.  Nobody really bothers 
gays, but gay men are always thought to be feminine, with a gay 
accent.  Funny.  Something to laugh.  I hate the way gays are portrayed 
publicly.  We are not all feminine, and even if we were, what is the 
joke? 

 

When I asked Marcel, who also lives outside of Toulouse, about 

homophobia, he replied: 
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Sometimes I am not able to be myself around people.  Sometimes I’m 
not completely honest with people about who I am.  But I act straight.  
And I live a good life.  I have a good home, and I live in a good 
neighborhood.  And if I’m careful, I can be myself.  I can hide and hold 
hands in the dark of the cinema, or go out to dinner with my boyfriend.  
It isn’t that I feel danger.  I never feel in physical danger of violence.  
But it’s the mentality of the people that needs to change.  People’s 
minds need changing.  They need to let go of their stereotypes.  This is 
happening.  Slowly.  But it takes a long time. 

 

While Jean-Luc, living in the north of France, outside of Paris, 

commented, saying: 

 
There’s a lot of homophobia.  Generally, I tend to travel to other places 
so I can really be myself.  I’ll go to Toulouse or Bordeaux.  Noone 
knows me there.  And that’s fine. 

 

In the United States, informants’ narratives about homophobia mirrored 

those of my French informants.  Donovan, my oldest informant, spoke of 

homophobia and heteronormativity when he stated: 

 
Up until ten years ago, I didn’t even know anyone gay.  I mean, my job 
is to work with engineers…who are, on average, a really conservative 
group.  I mean, they’re engineers, yknow?  It’s a conservative culture.  
Gay is something careless and care free.  Engineers are anything but 
careless and care free.  Working in this type of environment, this 
culture, has functioned sort of like Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell, yknow?  
Within the scientific community, the scientists are not so bad..but it’s 
like ‘We don’t need to know that’, yknow?  Even when I was younger 
that seems to be the general attitude of America.  I mean, I found 
myself with an attraction to males, but this was unfamiliar to me.  And 
I had noone to talk to about it.  No benchmark to compare that to.  Of 
course, add to that the religious conservatism of America, and there 
you go.  It’s a big deal.  I mean, it didn’t help either than I was a pansy 
boy.  I mean, there were definitely others more flamboyant than I..and 
I think they really bore the brunt.  
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My youngest informant, Ryan, said of homophobia: 

 
There’s an obvious problem with anti-gay discrimination in America.  
I’ve been in many situations where I can overhear people talking shit 
about gay people and it’s like ‘What do I do now?’, y’know?  I mean, 
they’re talking about me.  I guess the closet applies to me because I do 
live my life where I want my privacy.  But I cant say I’m a closeted gay 
man because…well, take for example the internet or something.  If 
someone start to talk shit about me all over town and show pictures of 
my dick around, I’d be upset.  I’d definitely feel anxiety.  But the 
anxiety would be more about the invasion of privacy than about being 
‘found out’ as a gay man.  So it’s hard to explain.  I want my privacy, 
and I see discrimination around me, but I’m not ashamed at being gay.  
I just feel like I enjoy being quiet. 

  

Jesse, the 29 year old Latino living near Austin Texas reported more about 

homophobia and heteronormativity in his own family than out in public: 

 
I don’t really bring my homosexuality up with my family.  That’s where 
I find the most judgment and discrimination.  I guess, though, in truth, 
there’s really no reason to bring it up to them.  They know.  But we just 
don’t talk about it.  When I find someone I like enough to bring home 
or whatever, I’ll bring them home, and we can talk about it then.  But 
for now, there’s no need to even really discuss it.  At the same time, my 
parents…my whole family really…is not very well informed.  And I try 
to be respectful about the circumstances of being gay.  Yeah, they’re 
just not informed.  I have a theory that when they finally see it..like 
when I finally bring a guy home and they see what that looks like, 
they’ll get it.  I think for right now they just can’t imagine what it 
would even look like.  I’ve just learned to not talk about it with them.  
But I have no reason to talk about it.  So, to me, it’s almost as if my 
homosexuality has no effect on my family relationships because we 
don’t talk about it.  But, there’s a lot of subjects we don’t talk about in 
my family, so it just falls into that category.  Being gay just falls into 
line with them. 

 

Also a Latino from Austin Texas, Eric mentions homophobia and 

heteronormativity in the form of media representations and public culture: 
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Gays are going through a phase right now.  We’re just getting to the 
end of gay guys being the joke.  I think the same thing happens to 
Blacks.  There was a period where it was like ‘Oh Black people are fun!  
They’re funny!  They can make us laugh!’.  And I think everything 
about Black people was jokey.  Well, the same thing for gays.  We’re 
always funny.  The funny faggot.  Flittin’ around.  Limp, pansy wrists.  
Lisping away like a queen.  And this is funny.  But I think we’re just 
finishing up …barely…being a big joke.  Hopefully.  It seems like we’re 
just ending the joke and stereotype phase, which has been a slow 
process, and we might be entering a phase where we are portrayed 
more appropriately.  Hopefully sexuality will just move into a phase 
where people don’t care about it any more either way.  We’ll be old 
news, nothing special.  I look forward to that. But in America, we’re 
slow…we’re actually more retarded than other countries.  I mean, 
sexuality is not that interesting in some other countries, and yet, here, 
it’s got to be everything. 

 

Christopher, the 26 year old white male living outside of Boston 

Massachusetts, when asked about homophobia, said: 

 
America is still a homophobic country.  No doubt.  I notice when 
people in public are looking at me, or when I’m the center of negative 
attention because I’m gay.  There was this one time, there was this 
Black guy, and I was waiting in line for something…somewhere…I 
forget what…a show or something….and there was this big Black dude.  
And I said to him ‘Hey I like your earring’ and he didn’t say anything 
back.  He didn’t even acknowledge me.  And his girlfriend or whoever 
had to say ‘Hey that guy’s talking to you’…and he just didn’t say 
anything.  Didn’t acknowledge me at all.  He said something like ‘I aint 
talking to no punk’…and at the time…I didn’t realize that ‘punk’ is a 
word in Black culture for faggot or gay guy…effeminate…so I didn’t 
realize at the time what he was saying.  Pretty much to my face.  But I 
do now.  But yeah.  Homophobia’s out there.  Even in my 
neighborhood...sex is still under the radar…it’s all secretive.  And I 
don’t know.  I’m not really like that.  I don’t want to make a big deal 
out of it, but I don’t have any intention of hiding either.  But yeah, 
sometimes when I’m walking around I don’t exactly feel safe.  Even 
downtown where there’s a ton of people around.  I ride my bike 
(Laughs).  It makes me feel safer….something about the speed makes 
me feel safer (Laughs). 
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And yet, in both France and North America, I found discrepancies in the 

ways gay men described homophobia’s impact on their lives, and the tactics they 

employed to counter that homophobia.  One of my last interview questions for 

everyone, after they had told me much about their everyday lives, was the direct 

question: “How do you avoid homophobia in your life, in your everyday life?”.  I 

deliberately chose this question for last because I wanted to hear their narratives 

about their lives, and those with whom they come into contact, before consciously 

drawing their attention to resistance strategies.  Within these narratives, I knew 

there would be data concerning how heteronormativity and homophobia affected 

gay lives, and also what actions or inactions were necessary to curb 

discrimination and make life more livable.  My goal in asking outright what gay 

men did to avoid homophobia was to see if, once they were consciously thinking 

of their lives in terms of homophobia and heteronormativity, their answers would 

change.  And they did. 

Having been asked “How do you avoid homophobia in your everyday 

life?,” all 10 suburban informants, both French and American, denied that 

homophobia played a large role in their life at all.  Furthermore they stated that 

they did nothing special to avoid homophobia: 

 
“I do not have to do anything.  I do not have an attitude or look that 
shows I am gay so I am not discriminated against” 
 
“I do nothing.  There’s nothing to do.  It’s no problem.  I was in the 
French army, and I was out.  Noone cared.  I do drag and everything 
and noone cared at all” 
 
“I’m shy.  But I’ve always been shy.  I don’t have to do anything to 
avoid homophobia.  I have never had to deal with violence.” 
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“I protect my private life.  But this takes little effort or thought.  I do 
not have to do anything per se” 
 
“It really just doesn’t come up ever” 
 
“I just don’t bring up my sexuality.  But it’s not like I would anyway.  I 
guess I don’t really have any problems with homophobia myself.” 
 
“I don’t really think about it.  I don’t go out of my way to avoid 
homophobia..and at the same time, it’s never really crossed my path, 
personally” 
 
“Nothing really.  I am just me.  I’ve never had a problem” 
 
“There are certain neighborhoods I wont walk through at night I guess.  
But it’s not just homophobia.  They are not good neighborhoods.  I 
wouldn’t walk through them if I was a 6’5” 270lb man.  I don’t think I 
do anything really special to avoid homophobia” 
 
“I work a lot.  Homophobia isn’t really a concern.  I see clients here 
and there for consulting.  But most of the time I’m alone.  I haven’t 
experienced anything too severe.” 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

Hegemonic Homo-Normative Discourses 

At the outset of my research, I sought to examine gay communities in both 

France and the U.S., in both urban and rural settings, in order to determine what 

effects homophobia and heteronormativity had on their communities, despite 

numerous socio-political gains in the past few years.  I hoped to also find the 

everyday strategies and tactics employed by gay men to counter hegemonic 

homophobia.  And I did.  In the urban centers of Toulouse and Paris in France, 

and Boston and Austin in the United States, all of gay men that I interviewed 
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reported confrontations with homophobia and their resistance tactics employed 

to counter heteronormativity and homophobia.  Interviewees from within urban 

centers also reported feeling connected as a participant in gay culture overall. 

But my research demonstrates that interviewees in the suburbs, those 

areas lying outside the large cities do not feel a sense of belonging within 

mainstream gay culture.  I began my thesis, in chapter two, with a description of 

the discursively created ‘citizen’ via legal, penal, medical, and psychiatric 

discourses.  The more these individuals said about citizenship, the more 

‘concrete’ the idea of citizenship became, and also the role of homosexuals and 

heterosexuals in the grand scheme of citizenship and nation-making.  The same 

seems to be happening from within the gay community.   

Citizenship and notions of belonging did not remain the same in France 

and The United States; instead, ‘the citizen’ shifted and changed meanings and 

subject positions as discourses concerning citizenship shifted and changed.  The 

counter-hegemonic discourses created by the mainstream gay community, about 

who they are, and what they do, that were initially constructed to reclaim cultural 

and sexual citizenship, appear to have become hegemonic.  In this sense, the gay 

community has buttressed itself in society enough to exercise some power of self-

definition, creating a perceptible ‘mainstream gay culture;’ but, just as power 

relations and hegemonies do not include the wants and desires of all individuals, 

mainstream gay culture does not reflect the wants and desires of all gay 

individuals.  My research, then, adds to Foucault’s insights about counter-

discourses, but also adds to scholarship concerning the ways that counter-

hegemonies can become dominant hegemonies. 
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Within the settings of my interviews, informants expressed strong 

opinions that mainstream gay culture has become hegemonic: 

 
“As long as I can be myself I do not feel the need to surround myself 
with people that look and act all the same” 

  
“Everyone is so different that you can’t say that all gay people are 
alike” 

  
“I do not feel the need to look and act the part.  I want to look and act 
like me.” 

  
“For many gay people everything is gay…gay culture, gay music, gay 
people, gay car with gay stickers on it…we can just say ‘This is what I 
am’ and that’s it.” 

  
“…and I think to fall into mainstream gay culture is something people 
do to feel safe…they fall into mainstream gay culture to belong or feel 
protected or whatever.  But they don’t realize that they have a choice.  
it’s like they don’t examine all their choices.  Sheep mentality.” 

  
“Ohhh oohhhh we can say this or that.  Or we can’t do this or that.  
Because the real gays do this and that.  It’s like in gay culture, there’s 
these rules you have to follow or you’ll be a pariah.  There’s not a lot of 
room for wiggle.  If you’re a gay guy who likes rock, or something that 
doesn’t fit, you’re already out…But it’s always a problem when rules 
like ‘you gotta do this’ or ‘you can’t do that’ show up.  Then it’s not a 
community.  It’s a dictatorship or a popularity contest or something.” 

  
“I hate the idea of…having to look a certain way.  Or buy particular 
brands.  Or go on cruises.” 

  
“I’m just gay.  There’s no need to prove it, I already am it.” 

  
“But mostly I ignore it.  I don’t want to get caught up in a movement in 
which I don’t see myself.” 

  
“It’s like…gays are all about the transition of becoming financially 
comfortable and assimilated into mainstream culture.  Not everyone 
can afford that kind of lifestyle…not everyone has access to money like 
that…so it’s still not fair.  Gays haven’t leveled the playing field.  
They’re created a new playing field with the same restrictions, 
limitations, and inequalities as mainstream culture.  I mean, it’s still a 
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thing where some people are getting richer and more powerful, but 
leaving other members of the community behind.” 

  
“I find my resistance is more about resisting the urge to…assimilate 
into gay culture.  To go out of my way to blend in with the gays…It’s 
like in the gay community, the gays are turning on those who are below 
them.” 

  
“The moment someone tells me that I have to change myself to be ‘a 
part’, they’ve already lost me.” 

 

What my 10 suburban informants are speaking about is the power 

relationship between those individuals who adhere to hegemonic gay culture and 

those who do not.  Utlizing Foucault’s five requirements for an analysis of power, 

taken from chapter 3, it becomes clear that hegemonic gay culture (1) 

differentiates individuals through both linguistic and cultural differences as well 

as differences in “know-how and competence” (Foucault 1982:792).  Suburban 

gay men discussed their disapproval of the hegemonic notions of what counts as 

gay aesthetics within the gay community.  These aesthetics concern forms of 

dress, music, brand names, and behaviors that impress upon gay men to look or 

act a certain way. 

According to Foucault, an analysis of the power relations within the gay 

community would require (2) an examination of the “particular objectives 

pursued by those acting upon the actions of others” (Foucault 1982:792).  The gay 

community is trying to claim legitimacy for itself, and for homosexuality within a 

heteronormative culture that supports homophobia.  However, in the process of 

acquiring this legitimacy, some mainstream gays have taken up the positions of 

‘experts’ on what is and is not gay.  Therefore, those gay individuals who do not 

assimilate into the gay community are excluded. 
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If we look to see (3) by what technologies are these power relations 

brought into action (Foucault 1982:792), then we see that the mainstream gay 

community withdraws support and resources from those gay men who do not 

conform.  Gay men outside mainstream gay culture are left by the wayside in a 

form of ‘benign neglect’.  Moreover, peer pressure and surveillance seem to 

function as motivators for gay men to stay within the confines of mainstream gay 

culture.  Gay men who want to be participants in gay culture ensure that they are 

at all the important parties, wearing all the necessary clothes, listening to all the 

newest ‘gay’ music.  In this sense ‘gay’ has become (4) institutionalized, 

particularly relating to “custom and fashion” (Foucault 1982:792).  All gays, 

within the gay community, or excluded from it, know what is ‘gay’ in society.  The 

institutionalization of gayness is so prevalent that, even if gay men choose not to 

participate, they know what they would have to be, do, wear, listen to, and watch, 

in order to do so.   

The fact that not all gay men choose to participate in mainstream gay 

culture underscores the fact that (5) power is not a constant, but remains fluid, 

flowing back and forth between individuals and groups (Foucault 1982:792).  Gay 

men can choose whether or not they wish to participate in mainstream gay 

culture, enacting agency on behalf of themselves.  They may dabble in 

mainstream gay culture, go to a few parties, or maybe just the clubs on the 

weekend; or perhaps they watch some gay television shows, but do not feel the 

need to attend gay pride.  There is always a relational force between gay men 

within mainstream gay culture and those who desire to remain outside of it.  

In this sense, the gay community, and its relationship with other 

communities, has become a contested space.  Gay culture is negotiated and 
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contested as individual gay men struggle between their own desires and the 

seeming desires of their community at large.  Not only do gay men face hetero-

normativity in their everyday lives in society, but they must face homo-

normativity from within their own community, the community that is supposed 

to represent ‘their people’.   
 

REFUTING GAY SUBJECT FORMATION FROM WITHIN THE GAY COMMUNITY 

But can we speak of gay individuals and their relations with other gays as 

existing as ‘one people’?  The 10 suburban gays from this ethnography seem to 

refute the idea of a community held together by their sexual practices.  In other 

words, the suburban gay men from this study seem to be rejecting the idea of ‘gay 

identity’ and subject formation based upon sexual desire and preferences: 

 
 “I don’t show off my sexuality, but I do not lie [about it]” 
  

“My culture is not defined by who I am attracted to.” 
  

“Ugh…I think people don’t realize that their sexuality does not have to 
be this big identity…It seems like they feel that if they don’t express it, 
it will get muted or trampled.” 

  
“I mean, we are innately our sexuality…from hormones in the womb or 
whatever…but what we do with it is really all our choosing.” 

  
“So gay culture is kinda annoying the way it gets all aught up in labels 
and such.  I’m just me.  I do what I do, but I don’t associate it with 
being part of gay culture.  I don’t feel I have to be or do anything 
special to be gay.” 

  
“Being gay is not a huge part of my life.  I mean, if it ever even gets 
brought up at all…my sucking dick (laughs) has no bearing on my life 
whatsoever.  There’s no need to really discuss it.  It has nothing to do 
with my work, how I keep up on my house, paying my bills, or hanging 
out with my friends.” 
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“I don’t run around claiming my Mexican heritage like that, wearing 
sombreros and eating burritos all day to show how Mexican I am.  I’m 
just Mexican.  Same with [being gay].” 

  
“There’s not a lot of difference between straight people…and gay 
people. Really.  But gay people shove it in your face for attention, and 
that if anything is what separates gay people from everybody else.  Not 
the fact that they’re gay.” 

 

The mainstream gay community exercises power through its access to the 

media, music, and fashion industries, as well as its access to social space in the 

form of events, clubs, restaurants, etc.  Mainstream gay culture has taken up a 

discourse that it has the ability to speak the ‘Truth’ about gay individuals, and 

attempts to provide empirical knowledge about the gay community, and who and 

what exactly counts as gay.  In this sense, the discourse of the mainstream gay 

community continuously works to create subjects, gay subjects (Foucault 

1982:781).   

Gay subjectivities are maintained through a system of classification, 

norms, and punishment (Foucault 1977:182-183), and creating ‘gays’ for the 

“socially useful ends” of building a stronger gay community to battle against 

heteronormativity and homophobia (Turkel 1990:184).  Moreoever, the 

mainstream gay community seems to operate in this way in order to provide a 

safe space for gay individuals; however, in the process, they are enacting the very 

systems of domination and punishment against which they fight. 

Michel Foucault writes that systems of punishment (1) refer individuals to 

a “whole field of comparison and a principle of a rule to be followed” (Foucault 

1977:182).  The suburban gay men from this study feel that they are not a part of 

mainstream gay culture because, when they are compared to mainstream gays, 
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they do not fit the mould.  Just as in larger society individuals are valued for how 

closely they approximate heteronormative standards of gender and sexuality, gay 

men within gay culture are held to standards of ‘gayness’—how close they 

approximate the standards of homosexual cultural norms of gender and 

sexuality. 

Similarly, systems of punishment (2) deny individuality, and give a false 

individuation in its place (Foucault 1977:183).  In larger society, individuals know 

who they are because of how they compare to the standards of heteronormativity.  

Likewise, individuals in the gay community know who they are because of how 

they compare to the standards of homonormativity.  Gay men can measure 

themselves and each other based on clothing, music, art, social circles, and 

economic status, to know whether or not they are fulfilling their role as ‘good 

gays’. 

Systems of punishment also (3) “hierarchize in terms of values the 

abilities, levels, and ‘nature’ of individuals” (Foucault 1977:183).  Within larger 

society gay individuals are held in a lower socio-cultural position than 

heterosexual individuals.  Gays are second-class citizens. Similarly, within 

mainstream gay culture, homonormative standards create an hierarchy, a system 

of measured gradations of improvement, towards which gay individuals must 

strive if they wish to be recognized and included in gay culture. 

Systems of punishment (4) create a situation in which everyone is 

constrained to conform to the norm (Foucault 1977:183).  In society, individuals 

attempt to fulfill the norms expected of them within a heteronormative culture.  

This norm requires the debasement of homosexuality and homosexuals.  In 

mainstream gay culture, gay individuals that do not achieve the norms of 
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‘gayness’ are not valued.  They are not included in gay culture, and there is no 

space provided for them within homonormative gay culture. 

Lastly, (5) there is always a limit within systems of punishment at which 

point a person is placed outside the circle of worth (Foucault 1977:183).  

Homosexuals are placed outside the limit of ‘value’ as they are deemed mentally 

ill, perverts, predators, and the carriers of social and physical disease, most 

notably in form of prejudice against individuals with HIV/AIDS.  Within 

mainstream gay culture, the punishment is less severe, but it is still there.  Gay 

men who do not conform to mainstream gay culture are simply left out, excluded, 

in a form of ‘cultural disownment’. 

The fact that mainstream gay culture acts a system of punishment for gay 

men who do not conform to its standards reveals that the gay community, in its 

attempt to gain social power and reclaim its rightful place within society as equals 

to heterosexuals, has incorporated the systems of domination and punishment 

from heteronormative society, and exercises power over gay individuals in much 

the same fashion as heterosexual individuals exercise power over gay individuals. 

In short, the gay community has adopted the hegemonic power system of their 

oppressors in much the same way as my informant succinctly stated: “The dad 

beats the mom, who beats the kid, who kicks the dog”. 
 

COUNTER-DISCOURSE FROM WITHIN THE GAY COMMUNITY 

As the gay community has increasingly struggled against heteronormative 

cultural structures in order to gain the power to exercise authority over itself, the 

power to define itself, and to counter hegemonic discourses that claim that 
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homosexuality is a disease or a sin, so are gay individuals who do not fit within 

mainstream gay culture, either by ‘chance’ or by choice, creating counter-

discourse to homonormativity. 

This counter-discourse comes in the form of what I call narratives of 

authentic community.  By this I mean that gay individuals outside of mainstream 

gay culture speak of their ‘communities’ as spaces where everybody does not look 

the same, and everyone does not have the same wants and desires.  This form of 

community may be influenced by neo-liberal ideals whereby everybody counts as 

‘an individual’, even though all individuals do combine to create a whole of some 

sort.   

Evidence of the desire for authentic community are found in my 

informants interview responses: 

 
“It’s like a disability the way [the mainstream gay community] 
separate everybody else and cling to each other” 

  
“We cannot make a ‘class’ of gay people…Everyone is so different that 
you can’t say all gay people are alike” 

  
“I deal with people rather than groups” 

  
“The [mainstream] homosexuals separate themselves from everyone 
else, and that only ensures that they remain separated from everyone 
else” 

  
“Every[one] should be blended and cohesive.  This makes a good living 
environment.” 

  
“…when I think of culture, I think American culture, or Latino culture, 
or Black culture…like, nationality.  And there’s gays in those cultures, 
but I think gay culture is part of U.S. culture, and not something that 
has to be separate.  Why separate ourselves more?  Every culture has 
gays and gay culture within it.  I don’t think gay culture is as separate 
from U.S. culture as gays think or want.” 
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“I hate the idea of separation…I’m not different.  I’m not separate from 
everyone else.  For me, my gay culture is not separate from the rest of 
U.S. culture.  I am like anyone else in America and I want the same 
things I’m sure that everyone wants, gay or straight.” 

  
“I was watching Entertainment Tonight, and there’s stuff on there 
about celebrities getting married or hooking up, and they brought up a 
gay couple…but they didn’t make a big deal about it.  The gays were 
just in there, in the long list, like anyone else.  They didn’t make a big 
deal about them being gay…I think life is like Entertainment Tonight.  
Everybody is just in there.” 

  
“Why cant everyone just be normal and low-key?  That seems like…ok, 
if I were to talk about culture…a culture…a normal culture 
incorporates everyone.  Everyone does the same struff and looks kinda 
the same.  You wouldn’t know who was gay or straight unless you 
asked.  That to me is a normal American culture.  I don’t know why the 
gays have to be all loud and screaming and showing off?  Noone else is 
doing it.” 

  
“And I also just want to live my life.  I want to be a participant in 
American life…not something separate.  I look for unity and I don’t 
find unity in gay culture.” 

 

The gay suburban men from my research sites express the desire to be 

integrated into general mainstream culture as full cultural and sexual citizens.  

They still acknowledge their homosexuality, but they do not feel this is any reason 

to only socialize or live among homosexuals.  For these gay men, other aspects of 

themselves seem to take precedence over their homosexuality—community, 

home, and friendship.   

And yet, because they still acknowledge their homosexuality, there is still 

the desire for diversity.  They are not saying that they want to be invisible, but, 

rather, that they want to be integrated in an authentic community, where people 

from all walks of life live together as a whole. 
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THE DUAL BLADE OF HETERONORMATIVITY AND HOMONORMATIVITY 

This research reveals that the suburban gay men whom I interviewed are 

dealing with two forms of subjugation, two hegemonies, one from without the gay 

community and one from within.  I would call this the the dual blade of 

heteronormativity and homonormativity.  Both hegemonic structures exercise 

power over the suburban gay men in this research.   

In chapter 3, I discussed six structural aspects of heteronormativity which 

are inherent in all systems of punishment.  If we examine the structure of 

homonormativity, we will find these six structures working in precisely the same 

way, except from within the gay community. 

1.Individual worth is defined by a person’s place within the system.  

Within heteronormative social structures, gay men are placed outside the bound 

of the ‘normal’.  Heterosexuals are higher in the social hierarchy than gays.  The 

same goes with homonomative social structures.  Those gay men who conform, 

who ‘find their place’ within the system, are elevated to a higher social status, but 

only so long as they continue meet the demands of homonormativity.  The threat 

of losing the status defines ‘the homosexual’ is ever-present. 

2.The homosexual must be watched. Homosexuals are kept under 

constant surveillance in heteronormative structures.  Gay individuals are 

sequestered to gay ghettos and bars that are separate from ‘normal’ spaces in 

society.  Homosexuals learn to observe and impose the standards of 

heteronormativity upon themselves.  Within mainstream gay culture, 

homosexuals are still being watched; only, now, by other homosexuals.  

Mainstream gay culture polices homosexuals, prompting their conformity to 
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homonormative cultural norms.  Those gays who do not conform are simply left 

out of the fold.  

3.Heteronormativity limits choices, leaving little room for negotiations 

and individual variations. In heteronormative society homosexuals cannot 

marry, they are not allowed to give blood, and they are given less access to 

community services and resources.  Homonormativity creates a similar situation 

for those gay men who do not conform to hegemonic gay culture.  They lose social 

status, they are not included in the community, and, therefore, they are not privy 

to the news, information, gossip, and resources to which mainstream gays have 

access. 

4.The institution of heteronormativity defines reality through arbitrary 

rules. Rules and regulations against homosexuals are constructed arbitrarily; yet 

they define the reality in which gay individuals must live.   Similarly, 

homonormative rules and regulations from mainstream gay culture are just as 

arbitrary—which brands a man is wearing, what music a man is listening to, how 

much shopping a man does, what body type a man has, etc.  Yet, these arbitrary 

rules govern the reality for gay men, and they must negotiate their participation 

or rejection of these rules, and the consequences that follow their decision. 

5.Heteronormativity demands the suppression of gay individuals 

emotions because feelings are not amenable to control.  Not only must the erotic 

lives of gay individuals be suppressed, but their anger at homophobia must also 

be suppressed.  Gay individuals who ‘act out’ are labeled as over-reacting.  

Emotions inspire anger, which inspires resistance; therefore emotions must be 

kept in check.  The mainstream gay community’s homonormative hegemony also 

keeps in check the emotions of those men who do not conform.  This is done 
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through a strange hegemony by which there is no way to counter 

homonormativity.  Men who do not, or can not, conform to homonormativity are 

really left with nothing to say or do other than to not participate in gay culture.  

There are no ‘non-homonormative’ clubs or movements.  And, as an already 

oppressed group, gay men are twice shy to go against their own community.   

6.Underlying the system of heteronormativity is ultimately the potential 

of violence and/or the deprivation of resources.  Homosexuals can by physically 

attacked, verbally abused, and there are no laws to protect them.  Gay people live 

in fear that their landlords, bosses, family members will pull out needed 

resources upon which gay men depend to live.  In the same manner, the 

mainstream gay culture, and its homonormative structures, do not necessarily 

threatened gay men with violence, but if gay men do not conform to mainstream 

gay culture, then they are held outside of gay culture, and are not provided the 

information that circulates via individuals who actively participate in gay culture.  

This loss of resources can take the form of missing out on job information, the 

protection of the group, or companionship when feeling isolated. 
 

RESISTANCE  

The suburban gay men who participated in my research seem to want to 

remain separate from mainstream gay culture.  They know mainstream gay 

culture exists, have access to it (they all live within an hour of large urban 

centers), and, yet, still desire to maintain their distance from gay culture.  

Instead, they opt to live in the suburbs, cultivate ‘authentic community’, and live 

their lives separate from mainstream gays.  But are their life choices, and the 
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meanings that they give to these choices, a form of resistance to mainstream gay 

culture?  In other words, although not articulated as such, could the thoughts, 

behaviors, and explanations given by these suburban men, be considered an overt 

or subversive resistance strategy against the homonormativity of mainstream gay 

culture? 

In chapter 4, I created a rubric for overt resistance, which I called A-

AVOIR Resistance.  This rubric was created by combining the aspects of 

resistance which scholars agreed must be present in resistance (Action and 

Oppositon), with those aspects of resistance which were held in debate (Visibility 

and Recognition), and also adding two extra aspects (Intentions and 

Alternatives).  These six elements, together: 

Action      Alternatives      Visibility      Opposition      Intent      Recognition 

create the acronym A AVOIR, which translates as ‘to have for’ or ‘needed for’ in 

French.  In order to determine if the actions of my suburban informants 

constitute overt resistance, I can chart their actions using my rubric, and analyze 

the results. 

Action: According to A-AVOIR Resistance overt resistance must be some 

form of action.  The gay men living in the suburbs appear to have withdrawn 

from mainstream gay culture; but withdrawal is an action.  It may be confusing to 

view the ‘absence of action’ as an action, but, in order to withdraw, certain metnal 

processes and physical movements must be performed.  For instance, gay men 

must think about the situation in which they find themselves, and decide whether 

or not to act, whether acting or not acting brings about the best results.  Whether 

suburban gay men are moving towards their target of resistance, or away from it, 

they are still moving.  And the processes involved in this decision—thinking, 
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retreating, moving away—are all actions.  Thus, as a form of resistance, 

withdrawal from mainstream gay culture contains this characteristic of A-AVOIR 

Resistance.    

At the same time, as suburban gay men move away from gay culture, they 

move closer to heteronormative culture, and find themselves living in mostly 

straight cultural spaces.  Many of my interviewees mention this as a deliberate 

action on their part, because of their ideas of what makes an authentic 

community, namely diversity and equal access to community resources.  Thus, 

the gay integration into heteronormative culture contains this characteristic of A-

AVOIR Resistance. 

Alternatives: According to A-AVOIR Resistance, overt resistance must 

propose alternatives to the dominant ideology.  The suburban gay men in this 

study offer numerous alternatives to the homonormativity of mainstream gay 

culture.  These men suggest that the gay community should not be so separatist, 

carving out spaces only for gay people; instead, suburban gay men look for an 

integrated life, living out in the larger community, interacting with individuals 

from all walks of life.  The alternatives suggested by suburban gay males is that 

gay culture can still exist without gay individuals having to resort to only 

interacting with other gay individuals.  Moreover, suburban gay males propose 

alternatives to gay subjectivity, suggesting that there is more to an individual 

than their sexual practices and desires, and identities can hinge on other aspects 

of an individual, such as what they like to do for hobbies, or what language they 

speak.  In short, sexuality is not the only identity marker an individual possesses 

for building community.  Thus, suburban gay men’s rejection of homonormative 

gay culture contains this characteristic of A-AVOIR Resistance. 
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Suburban gay men are simultaneously proposing alternatives to 

heteronormativity.  Through their withdrawal from mainstream gay culture, 

these men are placed more squarely within heteronormative culture.  Most of 

their friends are straight.  They may be the only gay individual in their apartment 

complex or street.  In this sense, they disrupt heteronormativity simply by 

existing in the spaces where they live, and perhaps more strongly by being the 

only gay individual who exists in this space.  They interact with their neighbors 

and participate in their authentic communities, proposing, even implicitly, that 

gay individuals are not all that different from straight individuals.  Thus, 

suburban gay mens’ integration into heteronormative culture contains this 

characteristic of A-AVOIR Resistance.   

Visibility: According to A-AVOIR Resistance, overt resistance must be 

readily visible.  The ways in which suburban gay men have removed themselves 

from mainstream gay culture is not readily visible by larger gay culture.  The gay 

men who do not participate in mainstream gay culture remain unseen.  

Homonormative gay men have no chance of visibly witnessing these suburban 

gay men’s rejection of mainstream gay culture.  Thus, suburban gay mens’ 

rejection of homonormative gay culture does not contain this characteristic of A-

AVOIR Resistance.   

At the same time, and as noted in the section above on alternatives, these 

suburban gay men tend to exist in a predominantly straight environments, due to 

their rejection of a separatist gay culture.  In this sense, they disrupt 

heteronormativity simply by existing in these spaces, and perhaps more strongly 

by being the only gay individual who exists in this space.  They interact with their 

neighbors and participate in their authentic communities, and, as such, become 
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visible participants, albeit ‘with a difference’, in heteronormative culture.  Thus, 

suburban gay mens’ integration into heteronormative culture contains this 

characteristic of A-AVOIR Resistance 

Opposition: According to A-AVOIR Resistance, overt resistance is 

palpably oppositional.  Suburban gay men’s rejection of hegemonic gay culture is 

not palpably oppositional to mainstream gay culture.  Each individual suburban 

gay man’s opposition to gay culture is noted in their thoughts and beliefs on the 

subject, which they disclosed in their interviews.  These gay men stand in 

opposition against gay hegemonies concerning the ways gay men must look and 

act, what art and aesthetics must be held in esteem within the gay community, 

and the notion that sexual orientation is enough of an identity marker around 

which to build a community.  Thus, suburban gay mens’ rejection of 

homonormative culture contains this characteristic of A-AVOIR Resistance. 

At the same time, suburban gay mens’ lives are lived in opposition to 

heteronormative cultural norms.  The fact that these gay men live in 

predominantly straight communities, and down-play, in a sense, their differences 

to heterosexuals, they oppose heteronormative and homophobic discourses that 

signify gay men as unable to live ‘normal lives’, be active members of the 

community, and cultivate intimacy with their community.  The very act of living 

in predominantly straight cultural spaces, and creating intimate ties with their 

community, noticeably opposes these hegemonic discourses.  Thus, suburban gay 

mens’ integration into heteronormative culture contains this characteristic of A-

AVOIR Resistance. 

Intent: According to A-AVOIR Resistance, over resistance must be 

intent-oriented, aimed at achieving a particular goal.   The rejection of 
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homonormativity is intent-oriented.  The goal of suburban gay men is to assert 

their autonomy away from hegemonic gay culture, to demonstrate that they 

deliberately reject the notion that sexual identity is enough to form any sort of 

cohesive group out of a multiplicity of individuals, and to reap the benefits—in 

the form of community resources and a broader sociality—of living within 

mainstream culture as a whole.  Thus, gay mens’ rejection of homonormative gay 

culture contains this characteristic of A-AVOIR Resistance. 

At the same time, suburban gay mens’ deliberate integration into 

mainstream heteronormative culture is also goal-oriented.  My 10 informants 

discuss that they enjoy their lives very much, they feel connected to their 

authentic communities, and they feel they actually have more access to resources 

than they would if they were to limit themselves only to interacting within the gay 

community.  Thus, suburban gay mens’ integration into heteronormative culture 

contains this characteristic of A-AVOIR Resistance. 

Recognition: According to A-AVOIR Resistance, overt resistance must 

be recognized by its target(s).  Suburban gay mens’ withdrawal from and 

rejection of hegemonic gay culture more than likely will not be recognized by 

mainstream gays.  Because suburban gay men do not participate in mainstream 

gay culture, their actions will not be noticed.  Thus, suburban gay mens’ rejection 

of homonormative gay culture does not contain this characteristic of A-AVOIR 

Resistance. 

At the same time, suburban gay men living in predominantly straight 

communities will be highly noticed.  There is such a spot-light, still, on 

homosexuality and homosexuals, that it would be hard for a gay man to live 

anywhere and not attract some form of attention.  Recognition carries a neutral 
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connotation; in other words, recognition can come in the form of positive or 

negative responses.  Even something as simple as ‘Oh, our neighbor is gay!  We 

should invite him over for dinner’ from a neighbor who is gay-friendly and 

supportive, still involves a recognition.  Thus, gay mens’ integration into 

heteronormative culture contains this characteristic of A-AVOIR Resistance. 

The above analysis of gay mens’ rejection of homonormative gay culture 

can be displayed visually as follows: 

 
 

 Action Alternatives Visibility Opposition Intent Recognition 

A-AVOIR Resistance X X X X X X 
Rejecting  
HOMOnormative culture X X   X  X   

 

As seen above, A-AVOIR Resistance requires every box checked in the 

rubric.  Suburban gay mens’ rejection of homonormative gay culture is missing 

Visibility and Recognition.  These missing characteristics reveal suburban gay 

men’s resistance against homonormativity as less than overt.  

To bolster suburban gay mens’ resistance potential will require doing 

something that will include the two characteristics of Visibility and Recognition.  

These two characteristics seem to hinge upon one another: if an action is not 

visible, it does not hold the potential to be recognized.  Gay men resisting 

homonormativity need to implement their resistance in such a way as to publicly 

call into question the legitimacy of homonormativity’s construction of identity 

and privilege.  Individuals within mainstream gay culture must be made aware 

that their ‘know-how’ and knowledge are not the only choices available to gay 
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men, and that there are numerous gay men who are deliberately choosing not to 

follow homonormative rules that construct gays as a bounded group, with all 

individuals possessing the same qualities, characteristics, and desires. 

This may take the shape of social and support groups for those individuals 

not involved in mainstream gay culture such as an alternative gay mens’ hiking 

group, or a social group that meets once a month.  Furthermore, suburban gay 

men may wish to make their presence known more within the gay community.  A 

few individuals stated that they attend events such as gay pride, or go to gay 

clubs, but still do not feel like incorporated members into mainstream gay 

culture.  But by merely having a presence at mainstream gay events, these 

individuals disrupt the ‘business as usual’ attitude of mainstream gay culture, and 

stake a claim that there are individuals for whom gay culture does not ‘werq’.  If 

this notion catches on, then solidarity may be formed between mainstream and 

non-mainstream gay individuals, since, both really are waging the same battle 

against heteronormativity and homophobia.  And it is always better to stand 

united, then to be fractioned into smaller groups; a larger number of individuals 

holds the potential for stronger resistance stretegies. 

The above analysis of gay mens’ integration into heteronormative culture 

can be displayed visually as follows: 

 
 

 Action Alternatives Visibility Opposition Intent Recognition 

A-AVOIR Resistance X X X X X X 
Integration into 
HETEROnormative culture X X X X X X 
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As seen above, A-AVOIR Resistance requires every boy checked in the 

rubric.  Suburban gay mens’ integration into heteronormative culture is not 

missing any characteristics.  Therefore, suburban gay mens’ resistance against 

homonormativity is actually creating an overt resist against heteronormativity. 

The ways in which suburban gay men are choosing to live their lives 

separate from mainstream gay culture is performed in resistance to hegemonic 

gay culture; but the result is an immersion into heteronormative culture—

something gay men did not previously have access to.  During my interview 

process, as these suburban gay men told me their narratives I was initially 

disheartened because it seemed to me that they were doing little-to-nothing to 

resist heteronormativity and homophobia in the public sphere.  Upon further 

analysis of their actions, the meanings they attribute to these actions, and the 

results, I am surprised to find that the ways in which suburban gay men have 

integrated themselves into dominant heteronormative culture, is, in itself, an act 

of resist against heteronormativity and homophobia, even if these gay men do 

not see it this way. 

My reason for stating this finding precisely in this manner is to underscore 

that fact that these suburban gay men explained to me that their desire to live 

within predominantly heteronormative social enclaves was not couched in a 

language of resistance or anything that resembled deliberately shaking the 

structural foundations of heteronormativity.  Suburban gay men in my study 

explained to me that they felt more comfortable in communities where a large 

group of diverse individuals co-existed together, and in spaces where all 

individuals—no matter their differences in identity, physical bodies, or cultural 

backgrounds—had access to the same resources.  I called this type of community 
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an authentic community because it represented an ideal based on intimacy-

within-diversity. 

But by their very existence within socio-cultural spheres to which they 

were previously barred access, these gay men are not assimilating, per se, 

although their actions may look assimilationist.  Instead their actions are actually 

leveling the playing field—‘creating situations’ in which all individuals, gay and 

straight, live together, interact between one another, and form a new type of 

community, neither heteronormative nor homonormative.  In this community 

straight people can be straight, participate in straight culture, but not to the 

detriment of gay individuals; similarly, gay folks can be gay, still hold some form 

of gay culture, but not to the exclusion of heterosexuals.  Both gay and straight 

culture combine to become an amalgamation, a créolization even, of both, and 

this is revolutionary, since this type of community has not existed yet in either 

France or the United States. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

This research is not finished.  In reality, it has just begun.  I must 

acknowledge that my sampe has some serious limitations.  Since I did not know 

what I was going to find in the field, I did not recognize right away the differences 

that I see now between my suburban interviewees and those living in large urban 

centers.  As such, my sample size of suburban gay men is incredibly small.  On 

top of that, my sample is spread out over too vast a geographical area.  This is not 
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to say that this research is not useful; but what I thought would be research on a 

large project turned out to be preliminary research for my next, smaller project.   

What I can say is that I went into the field looking to find something 

particular—gay men’s resistance to heteronormativity—and, instead, found 

something else—gay men resistance to homonormativity.  While this discovery is 

interesting, more data needs to be collected on this matter in order to gain a 

better understanding of ‘resistance’ in terms of homonormativity, as well as to 

collect more data on gay men living outside of urban centers.  However, this 

research adds to scholarship on subcultures, community-building, and 

resistance, in a few significant ways. 

This research contributes to the knowledge of subcultures by 

demonstrating that hierarchies and power inequality exist within subcultures 

depending upon which characteristics are held in esteem by those within the 

subculture who are able to exercise power.  In other words, power-relations are 

not only a problem between dominant and subjugated groups, but also play out 

in negative ways within a group entirely made up of subjugated individuals.  

When this occurs, those individuals who do not fall into line with the hegemonies 

of the subjugated group will experience a form of double oppression—first by the 

dominant group, and then by their own subjugated community.   

This research also contributes to the knowledge of identity formation and 

community building by demonstrating that similar characteristics do not 

necessarily invoke feelings of shared community.  Individuals create communities 

based on a wide number of traits, from sexual orientation, to aesthetics, to 

economic patterns, and even based deliberately on differences such as the case of 

looking to form a community with individuals who do not share similar 
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characteristics.  For example, instead of applying the label ‘gay community’ to 

any individuals who share sexual desire for members of the same sex, researchers 

should not assume any connection between these individuals unless stated by the 

individuals themselves. 

And finally, this research contributes to the knowledge in resistance 

research by addressing the need for revised theoretical frameworks concerning 

resistance that recognize that resistance is not a binary between the polar 

opposites of overt resistance and everyday tactics.  This study adds the insight 

that individuals’ actions float in and out of resistance categories.  In other words, 

an action may constitute, in the same instant, an everyday tactic against one form 

of oppression, and an overt act of resistance against another. 
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CHAPTER 6:  

CONCLUSION 

 

 

 

France field notes.  Lucien is a 25 year old gay man living in Albi, outside 

of Toulouse.  We met for coffee at our favorite café, which was nice because I 

haven’t caught up with him in awhile.  Lucien brought his dog along, which was 

cute.  After chatting for some time I asked him “You get so much American 

television here.  Do you follow the news on gay politics in the U.S.?” 

“No.” he responded.  “I don’t need to look at people far away, and try to 

solve their problems.  I look right here at my own country.  Before I think about 

someone else’s problems, I need to fix my own…and I don’t see nobody coming 

to help.     

 

 

FINAL WORDS AND FURTHER RESEARCH 

The main objective of my research was to determine what everyday tactics 

French and American gay men employed against heteronormativity and 

homophobia, why these gay men chose the particular tactics they employed, and 

to what effects?  I first examined the discursive formation of the categories of 

‘citizen’ and ‘citizenship’.  Notions of citizenship are intimately intertwined with 

discourses on sex and sexuality, particularly discourses that champion 
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heterosexuals at the expense of homosexuals.  I showed how both France and The 

United States continue to subjugate gays from full cultural citizenship, 

constructing notions of the ‘good citizen’ through power relations which 

discursively represent gays as incapable of the functions and duties required of 

full citizens. 

In order to answer questions of how the discursive creation of the category 

‘citizenship’ excludes gays from full cultural citizenship, I examined the concept 

of power and power-relations, specifically the power of ‘expert’ discourse in 

shaping cultural norms and informing the public imagination.  This investigation 

provided a glimpse into the unstable qualities of power-relations, underscoring 

how power is not something possessed, but always exercised and contested.  This 

instability is what makes resistance possible; for power and resistance are never 

separate from each other, and in fact, each is found within the other.   

I examined academic literature on the topic of resistance, and highlighted 

debates that focus on which characteristics must be present in order to constitute 

true resistance.  Instead of focusing on whether or not actions count as true 

resistance, I created my own template for the most overt resistance by including 

every characteristic mentioned by scholars—both those deemed ‘necessary’ and 

those left debatable—as well as adding characteristics I believe should be 

involved in overt resistance.  I dubbed my rubric for overt resistance A-AVOIR 

Resistance on account that the criterions consist of: Action, Alternatives, 

Visibility, Opposition, Intention, and Recognition.  This rubric serves as both a 

defining and analytic tool for individuals’ enacted resistances. 

In chapter five, my data analysis revealed that there is a split, in both 

North America and France, between some urban and suburban gay men.  Many 
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urban gay men feel more involved in, and desire to actively participate in, 

mainstream gay culture.  On the contrary, some suburban gay men feel isolated 

from, and even desire separation from, mainstream gay culture.  When I 

examined interview data from my sample of French and American suburban gay 

men, I found that they are actually resisting a homonormative ideology about 

what characteristics constitute a gay man, and what it means to be both gay and 

an active member of society at large.  I then examined the actions of suburban 

gay men, and the meanings they attribute to their actions, through my rubric for 

A-AVOIR Resistance and found that suburban gay men’s’ actions are 

simultaneously everyday tactics against the homonormativity coming from 

mainstream gay culture, and overt resistance against the heteronormativity in the 

larger public spheres.   

This research is not a finished product; it should be considered 

preliminary research.  I went into the field looking to find gay men’s resistance to 

heteronormativity, and, instead, found gay men’s’ resistance to homonormativity.  

While this discovery is interesting, more data needs to be collected on this matter 

in order to gain a better understanding of ‘resistance’ in terms of 

homonormativity.  Furthermore, it must be acknowledged that the standpoints 

expressed in this research come from only a small, specific group of people in 

very specific regions.  My research occurred in Toulouse and Paris France, as well 

as Boston,MA. and Austin, TX in the United States.  In hindsight, after finishing 

this preliminary research, I believe that these cities cannot be easily compared to 

one another.   

Boston and Austin are very distinct culturally, despite being ‘American’.  

The same can be said for Paris and Toulouse in France.  These two cities are 
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drastically different; and, of course, it follows that the suburbs surrounding these 

cities are very different from each other.  I didn’t realize, or, rather, didn’t ‘see’ 

just how different these cities are from one another at the time I began my 

research.  I thought I would find more similarities than differences; but I was 

wrong.  In the future, I would only focus on one city or one suburban area, and 

really gain a deeper understanding of the culture there without spreading myself 

too thin over such a large geographical area.   

Despite short-comings, this research adds to scholarship on subcultures, 

community-building, and resistance, in a few significant ways.  This research 

contributes to the knowledge of subcultures by demonstrating that hierarchies 

and power inequality exist within minority subcultures depending upon which 

characteristics are held in esteem by those within the subculture who are able to 

exercise power.  In other words, power-relations are not only a problem between 

dominant and subjugated groups, but also play out in negative ways within  

groups entirely made up of subjugated individuals.  When this occurs, those 

individuals who do not adhere to the hegemonies of the subjugated group 

experience a form of double oppression—first by the dominant group, and then 

by their own subjugated community. 

The suburban gay men in this study referred to the gay community as the 

‘mainstream gay community.”  Suburban gay men discussed that mainstream gay 

culture has come to define itself in terms of a particular display of ‘gayness’ 

towards which all gay individuals cannot—and may not want—to strive.  The gay 

community constitutes a subculture within dominant, heteronormative culture; 

in other words, the gay community constitutes a subjugated social group.  But by 

creating an identity that constitutes ‘gayness’, the mainstream gay community 
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has first, isolated itself from the dominant culture, and also created a hierarchical 

system within gay culture.  Individuals, depending upon what clothing they wear, 

body type they have, music and art they find aesthetically pleasing, are judged 

and ranked within this hierarchy.   

Those gay men who do not fall into line with the hegemonies of the gay 

community at large experience double oppression—they are second-class citizens 

within heteronormative culture, and they are not valued within gay culture.  The 

gay community, as a subjugated group would be stronger if there were ways to 

incorporate all queer individuals into gay culture.  I do believe there is power in 

numbers, and the more that gay individuals can bridge the social gaps between 

themselves, and between themselves and others, the more likely they will create a 

solid and supportive gay community. 

This research also contributes to the knowledge of identity formation and 

community building by demonstrating that similar characteristics do not 

necessarily invoke feelings of shared community.  Individuals create communities 

based upon a much wider number of traits, from sexual orientation, to aesthetics, 

to economic patterns, and even upon the desire to form a community with 

individuals who do not share similar characteristics.  For example, instead of 

applying the label ‘gay community’ to any individuals who share sexual desire for 

members of the same sex, researchers should not assume any connection 

between these individuals unless stated by the individuals themselves. 

If there are gay individuals who do not feel that they want to associate with 

the gay community at large based solely on their sexual preferences, then this 

calls for more unique ways to form relationships of friendship and support 

between individuals who desire to be included in gay culture, as well as those who 
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do not.  Perhaps members of mainstream gay culture should think critically about 

whether or not they hold onto their culture so tightly that they isolate others, 

leaving no wiggle room for individuals who do not share similar characteristics.  

At the same time, those who are not involved in mainstream gay culture may find 

that they have many similarities with ‘mainstream gays’ in terms of hobbies, 

educational pursuits, and other leisure activities or life goals.  In other words, the 

gay community should not be viewed as a bounded entity of which one must be a 

member or remain an outsider; there should be more fluidity—the proclaimed 

marker of queer culture in general—which allows individuals to float in and out of 

any constricting cultural norms associated with mainstream gay culture.   

And finally, this research contributes to knowledge in resistance research 

by addressing the need for revised theoretical frameworks concerning resistance 

that recognize that resistance is not a binary between the polar opposites of overt 

resistance and everyday tactics.  This research contributes the insight that 

individuals’ actions float in and out of resistance categories.  In other words, an 

action may constitute, in the same instant, an everyday tactic against one form of 

oppression, and an overt act of resistance against another.  For example, the 

suburban gay men in this study seem to be resisting a hegemonic notion of gay 

culture, and their resistance tactics against this homonormativity could 

incorporate more strategies in order to bolster its effectiveness.  However, at the 

same time, suburban gay mens’ resistance to homonormativity plays itself out in 

the everyday, in what seems like an overt form of resistance against 

heteronormativity. 

The subject matter of this thesis is not limited to the scope of gay 

resistance.  Although this thesis is written with the gay community in mind, the 
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concepts, theories, and suggested actions, can be utilized by any individual or 

group that is involved in a struggle against oppression and domination.  

Numerous oppositions have emerged as points of interest within academic 

scholarship over the last few decades: homosexual opposition to 

heteronormativity; women’s opposition to patriarchy and sexism; patients’ 

opposition to medical power over their bodies by the health care system; and the 

lower class’s opposition to upper class’s control of resources.  Michel Foucault 

suggests that it is not enough to lump various struggles together under the 

generic category “anti-authority struggles” (Foucault 1982:780); rather, we must 

try and determine precisely what each separate struggle has in common 

(Foucault 1982:780).  To illuminate this point more succinctly, Foucault outlines 

six commonalities between all power struggles: 

First.  “These are transversal struggles” (Foucault 1982:780).  The 

struggles of gay individuals against homophobic and heteronormative societal 

norms is not specifically an American, French, or ‘Western’ problem; 

homophobia has been researched and accounted for practically all over the world.  

Of course these struggles take a different shape depending on what country or 

region one is talking about.  But homosexuals exist everywhere; and wherever 

they do not have the rights to exercise their love and desire as they wish, there are 

struggles for equality.  The same can be said for other groups.  For example, 

sexism, classism, and racism exist in numerous other localities around the world, 

as evident by newspaper, radio, and television reports.  The relationships of 

domination and subjugation, as well as the tactics utilized to resist these 

relationships, differ depending on time, place, and culture, but the actual struggle 

of power and resistance is widely shared.       
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Second.  “The aim of these struggles is the power effects of such” (Foucault 

1982:780).  In other words, homosexuals do not criticize heterosexuals simply 

because they sleep with members of the opposite sex; rather heteronormativity is 

criticized specifically because it allows for the exercise of power over 

homosexuals by heterosexuals.  Individuals involved in resistance struggles 

criticized their targets because they are allowed to exercise “uncontrolled power 

over people’s bodies, their health, and their life and death” (Foucault 1982:780).  

It is relations of inequality at which these struggles are aimed. 

Third. “These are immeadiate struggles” (Foucault 1982:780).  The 

struggles of gay individuals against heteronormativity are similar to other 

struggles in the fact that they criticize the instances of power which are closest to 

them, without looking ‘higher up the ladder’ for the source of these power 

structures.  Many gay individuals often only focus on the man in the street who 

called them a ‘faggot,’ or the landlord who will not rent to gays.  In this sense, 

many gay individuals do not take out their aggression on the government, who 

allows heterosexuality to become discursively promoted while homosexuality is 

labeled ‘abnormal.’  The same can be seen in struggles of class.  Many lower-class 

individuals strike out at upper-class individuals for their accumulation of wealth 

and public resources.  But the upper-class individual is not the ‘whole problem.’  

Often the whole problem, the source of domination, is coming from somewhere 

much higher up the social hierarchy such as governmental policies enabling 

unequal distribution of wealth and goods. 

Fourth.  “These are struggles which question the status of the individual” 

(Foucault 1982:781).  Many gay individuals oppose hegemonic heterosexuality by 

articulating an ideology of ‘difference’.  Many gay people believe they have the 
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right to be different from heterosexuals, while still retaining respect and the same 

number of rights and protections (the exact definition of cultural citizenship).  

This somewhat sets gay individuals apart from heterosexuals.  However, the irony 

is that, while claiming individuality, gays simultaneously petition for ‘sameness,’ 

to be treated as equals to heterosexuals.  The women’s movement operates the 

same way; as women rally for individualization, for their autonomy and freedom, 

and for respect based on the premise that they are different than men, they 

simultaneously decree that they are equal to men, and, therefore, deserving of the 

same rights. 

Fifth.  “These struggles are an opposition to the effects of power linked 

with knowledge, competence, and qualification” (Foucault 1982:781).  Gay 

struggles against heteronormativity are based on criticisms of who gets to create 

knowledge, and how this knowledge, this ‘Truth’, gets perpetuated throughout 

society.  Many gay individuals criticize how legal, scientific, and political 

discourses promote gays as ‘abnormal’ and heterosexuals as ‘normal’.  The fact 

that the pathological DSM diagnosis for homosexuality changed multiple times 

over the past fifty years, finally being removed altogether, highlights the arbitrary 

nature of socially constructed identities, scientific facts, and ‘knowledge’ in 

society.  Similarly, scientific racism promoted white Europeans as superior to 

black Africans.  This was accomplished by producing scientific studies, performed 

by ‘experts’, that showed ‘evidence’ that black folks were less intelligent than 

white folks.  As political power changed, these scientific ‘facts’ also changed, 

eventually being labeled ‘unscientific’.  ‘Knowledge’ is arbitrary, but always 

political. 
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Sixth.  “All these struggles presently revolve around the question: Who are 

we?” (Foucault 1982:781).  Gay individuals battle heteronormative ideologies that 

cast gay individuals as ‘certain types’ of people.  Gay individuals know that the 

ways in which administration, law, and public discourse discursively creates them 

within society is not a true indicator of who they really are.  Therefore, in an 

attempt to free themselves from oppression, many gay individuals struggle 

against the subject formation of ‘The Gay’, and oppose ideologies centered on 

‘who gay people are’ with intense, critical scrutiny.   Similarly, women, medical 

patients, lower-class individuals, and people of color find themselves up against 

similar premises made about them.  They too must battle against essentialist 

notions of themselves, resist their subjectivity in medical, legal, and popular 

discourses, and re-define their identities for themselves.  

These six common points resonate with other power struggles happening 

all over the world.  Not only do these points illuminate the ways that power 

structures function to keep individuals obedient, oppressed, and within their 

‘rank’ in the social hierarchy, but they also provide clues as to where we need to 

direct our energies if we are to free ourselves from oppressive regimes of power 

that hold dominion over our lives.  Further, if so many different struggles have 

these six common threads, then this should be enough to inspire solidarity 

between oppressed groups.  Minority groups should join together to accomplish 

their own objectives of equality and freedom, but also to help other minority 

groups to do the same.  Each of these groups should intrinsically understand 

where the other is coming from, or at the least be able to strongly empathize.  

This compassion, understanding, and empathy can promote building alliances 
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across barriers of difference in order to accomplish the common goal of self-

empowerment, social equality, and full cultural citizenship. 
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