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Abstract 

A situation of profound suffering exists among queer youth in Australia today (young 

people who identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender or intersex.). This situation is 

related to anti-queer ―common sense‖ notions deeply embedded in our culture and 

exacerbated by economic inequality. In a series of studies queer youth have been found to 

be more likely to self harm, abuse drugs and attempt suicide than their heterosexual 

counterparts. Queer youth are also more vulnerable to homelessness and are more likely 

to drop out of high school. These outcomes have been found to be commonly related to 

violence from others.  

 

In this thesis I examine experiences of physical and sexual violence among queer youth 

in Australia. These youth are commonly subjected to violence motivated by anti-queer 

prejudice. I argue that the broader cultural context of prejudice also informs experiences 

of other kinds of violence, such as child sexual abuse and domestic violence. In addition 

to anti-queer violence, queer youth are also vulnerable to violence from other queer 

people. 

 

I undertook fieldwork among queer youth from October 2004 until October 2005, 

primarily in the Australian cities of Sydney and Perth. The methodology of participant 

observation contrasts with the emphasis on quantitative research in prior studies of 

Australian queer youth. I conducted a series of semi-structured ethnographic interviews. 

Participants were diverse in their cultural backgrounds, sexual and gender identities, 

socio-economic statuses and educational levels. This reflects the diversity of queer people 

in Australia. This diverse sample revealed the complex ways in which racism, sexism and 

poverty inform experiences of violence.  

 

I found great complexity in experiences of violence among queer people. Perpetrators of 

anti-queer violence are more diverse, and a broader range of people are affected, than is 

commonly acknowledged. Intersex and transgender people are likely to be the most 

vulnerable of all queer people, yet their situation is under-researched. In addition, the 



6 

 

violence that takes place between queer people themselves undermines widely held 

assumptions about gender.  

 

I found that trauma is experienced both individually and collectively. A broader culture 

of violence and anti-queer prejudice shapes individual experience. This is evident in the 

individual‘s processes of identity construction in which internal conflict takes place 

between different sexual and gender identities. These identities are informed by broader 

cultural conceptions. That more people fear anti-queer violence than those who have been 

directly subjected to it is evidence of collective trauma. Individual experiences of trauma 

are shared, collectively interpreted, and transformed in queer social networks such as the 

nightclub scene. Violence can also be an important catalyst for political organisation. 

From the early 1970s until today, violence has motivated the queer protest movement. In 

the case I present as a participant observer I suggest, among other things, that despite the 

deeply ingrained and grim nature of the circumstances in which many queer youth live, 

there is some indication that this situation can change. The victories of protest 

movements led by queer youth are evidence of this.  

 

Discrepancies between the ways in which people speak about violence and the ways in 

which they behave were a pervasive characteristic of the material I collected. They often 

describe their life situation as much more peaceful than I observed. I observed similar 

discrepancies between what people said and events as they unfolded and what people said 

during interviews and informal conversation. I interpret these as signs of internal conflict 

in the individual that is created and informed by a cultural context of violence and 

prejudice. Theoretical approaches from psychological anthropology such as schema 

theory and Gregg‘s treatment of internalization and identity, melded with Marxist 

conceptions of ideology, provide me with a framework within which I can identify and 

analyse the effects of cultural context on the experiences of queer youth.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

―Society prints its mark on the bodies of its youth.‖ (Clastres 1987: 184 on male initiation 

rites) 

 

Four teenage boys and I were sitting out the back of the youth centre waiting for it to 

open. One of them was quite flamboyant. He was immaculately dressed and he boasted 

that he could stop traffic. He had hiding places for his clothes all over the city. The other 

one had glazed eyes and kept laughing. ―He‘s had some pills‖, his friend informed me.  

 

The four teenage boys exchanged jokes and cigarettes. The one with the pills started 

vomiting up bright pink liquid. It was immediately clear to the other three boys that he 

had overdosed on his anti-depressants. He already did this once before but this did not 

deter his psychiatrist from prescribing a full packet of pills to him a second time.   

 

The other three boys had a good idea of what to do in this situation. I imagined they had 

been in situations like this many times before. I, on the other hand, had no idea what to 

do. One of them called an ambulance. The other one warned me against letting him fall 

asleep. He gave good advice, but he had a pained and angry expression on his face. He 

looked as if he wanted to physically detach himself from this situation. I had no idea what 

to do, except to follow the advice to not let him fall asleep, and hold his hand. 

 

―Can I have a smoke?‖ 

 

The immaculately dressed boy with the good advice barked this question at the boy who 

had just overdosed and might die if he fell asleep. His aggression made me angry. The 

boy was so drugged up, he found it hard to reach into his pocket for his cigarettes, but he 

did and he gave one to the other boy.  

 

The ambulance took him away. The other three boys and I sat out on the front steps of the 

youth centre. The immaculately dressed boy with the good advice and the cigarette said, 

―I can‘t deal with this any more.‖ He started crying. ―I can‘t take it any more if one of my 
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friends tries to kill themselves again. So many people try. It‘s just a matter of time before 

somebody actually does it. And then it makes me want to do it!‖ 

 

―Was that a suicide attempt?‖ I asked. It had not even occurred to me. 

 

―Well why else would someone swallow a hundred pills?‖ he answered. ―Can somebody 

stay over at my place tonight? I don‘t want to be alone tonight. I can‘t take it.‖ I did not 

stay over at his house. I just held his hand.  

 

*** 

 

The pain among queers seems, to me, to demand ethnographic attention. Not only 

because pain is bewildering and demands an explanation (Levi Strauss 1979: 323), but 

also because there is so much that does not seem to be discussed. I had never thought 

much about overdoses or suicide before I was placed into situations like these. On the 

other hand there are teenage boys who have already had to think about these things in 

detail for years. They have had to think about these things enough to know exactly what 

to do in these situations.  

 

*** 

 

I wanted to bring together some of my political activist friends with the queer youth I had 

been meeting, so I threw a party on the beach and called it ―The Queer Revolutionary 

Disco!‖ The activists did not show up but the queer youth did. One turned up with her 

bandaged arm bleeding heavily. She said she needed to go to the hospital. She did 

eventually, but first she stayed at the party for a while. She wanted to have some fun. I 

find it hard sometimes to tell the difference between self-harm and a suicide attempt, but 

a friend of mine thought that the seriousness of this incident seemed to indicate the latter. 

Apparently the young woman had stabbed her arm through to the bone.  
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Most people left after about half an hour. Going out clubbing was probably more exciting 

to them than hanging around on a beach. Three people stayed. We got drunk and I asked 

them lots of questions.  

 

―Why do people cut themselves?‖  

―For the rush.‖ 

 

They explained a lot to me about the relationship between suicide, homophobia and 

violence. I have forgotten it all now. I forget these things if I do not write them down. 

About a year after this happened I began fieldwork.  

 

The four of us fell asleep together on the beach.  

 

*** 

 

―It‘s good to formulate what‘s actually happening‖. This is what one research participant 

said in an interview. He was a first year anthropology student who had recently ―come 

out of the closet‖
1
. In his anthropology course he had learned about cross-cultural 

differences in attitudes toward homosexuality. This cross-cultural comparison had helped 

him to situate his own experiences as a young, gay man with a Chinese background in 

Australia. My aim in this thesis is similar to that of this young student. Perhaps this aim is 

also shared by many other queer university students. It is simply to use anthropology to 

―formulate what‘s actually happening‖ in the world of queer youth.  

 

Violence Against Queer Youth 

Queer youth are vulnerable to many different kinds of violence, including but not limited 

to acts of violence with an explicit anti-queer motivation behind them. An anti-queer 

social context can also condition people‘s experiences of violence generally, particularly 

with regard to child abuse and domestic violence. I use the term ―domestic violence‖ 

                                                 
1
 A person ―in the closet‖ is somebody who is aware of their same sex attraction or gender non-conformity, 

yet does not disclose this publicly and is disconnected from queer social networks. 
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rather than ―intimate partner violence‖ because it is better understood outside an 

academic context. 

 

The people who participated in this study identified as gay, lesbian, bisexual, queer, 

transgender, and/or intersex
2
 at the time of research, or they had in the recent past. Most 

of them live in urban centres. I use the word ―queer‖, as it is used in the student protest 

movement, to collectively describe people with identities or gender expressions that 

transgress binary gender norms and/or compulsory heterosexuality (Pendleton 2007: 52). 

I do not aim to draw hard and fast lines between ―queers‖ and everybody else. The term 

―queer‖ is inherently unstable. Boellstorff (2007: 35-36) notes that the umbrella terms 

―queer‖ and ―GLBTI
3
‖ are more inclusive than the term ―gay and lesbian‖. Such 

umbrella terms have the scope to include bisexuals, transgender people, intersex people, 

and many other identities. Yet it is not clear who these umbrella terms should include or 

exclude. He points out that there is a problem with assuming that terms like ―queer‖ or 

―GLBTI‖ name pre-existing entities. Identity construction is an ongoing process. The 

GLBTI acronym could potentially go on forever, as new identities proliferate (p.19).  

 

This thesis is also about the social networks that young queer people are part of, such as 

friendship groups, family, and queer communities or ―scenes‖.  

 

Violence 

The ethnographic record demonstrates the instability of the concept of violence (Das 

2008: 284). It is problematic to define such an unstable term too rigidly. Nevertheless, for 

the sake of analytical clarity I used a working definition throughout my research. Mason 

defines violence as ―the exercise of physical force by one person/s upon another‖ (2002: 

5). Mason‘s strength is that she does not define violence according to who the perpetrator 

                                                 
2
 ―Intersex‖ is a term used to describe people born with both male and female physical characteristics. The 

more widely known term ―hermaphrodite‖ is rejected by the Organisation Intersex International (OII), the 

world‘s leading intersex organisation. Activist Gina Wilson of the OII explained some of the reasoning 

behind this to me. She said that there was once an organisation called ―Hermaphrodites with Attitude‖, and 

that the word was used in this context in an effort to reclaim it, implying that it has derogatory connotations 

for intersex people. She also told me that ―hermaphrodite‖ ―is an inappropriate term as it is scientifically 

and medically impossible for a human to be one.‖  
3
 An acronym and umbrella term referring to gays, lesbians, bisexuals, transgender and intersex people.  
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is or their level of power in society. Physical harm is recognised as violence whether it is 

perpetrated by doctors, police, parents or high school students. This seemed to fit with 

my first impressions of violence against queer youth; that it is perpetrated by a wide 

range of people.  

 

Mason‘s definition also captures a theme that I found striking in the queer community; 

the sheer physicality of what people go through (Barron and Bradford 2007). The 

physicality this violence is brought home to the ethnographer who meets people with 

cigarette burns on their arms, or ribs too sore to laugh. This physicality is not always 

inherent in the way the word ―violence‖ is used by English language speakers. Verbal 

harassment, emotional manipulation, poverty and legal inequality are also sometimes 

named as violence, and they are not necessarily any less damaging than physical violence 

(Pettett 2007: 29). Yet the focus of this thesis is on physical harm because I want to 

explore the specific ways in which physical pain and the threat to the human body affect 

psychology and culture.  

 

The broadness of Mason‘s definition presents problems. A hug, for example, could be 

quite forceful. Yet it does not seem right to define it as violence because it is consensual, 

it is not malicious, and it is not harmful. Further, under Mason‘s definition, consensual 

bondage, discipline and sado-masochism (BDSM) could also be defined as violence. 

Research participants insisted that the consensual nature of BDSM makes it quite 

different from violence. The problems with Mason‘s definition suggest the value of a 

narrower and more culturally sensitive definition. I have come to define violence as the 

harmful, non-consensual exercise of physical force by one or more person/s upon 

another.  

 

I study different many different kinds of violence in this thesis. This makes sense in 

context. Queer youth do not experience different forms of violence in a 

compartmentalised manner. They are vulnerable to violence from many different 

directions. We might think of violence as being divided into different categories. Yet 

different kinds of violence are often collapsed in reality; child abuse can be anti-queer, 
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homophobic violence is often sexist, and so forth. Examining different forms of violence 

together highlights the ways in which they add up and cross-cut in people‘s lives.  

 

In Chapter Two I examine experiences of explicitly anti-queer violence. Anti-queer 

violence is not confined to ―hate crimes‖ perpetrated by strangers on the street. It also 

occurs in schools and in the family. Peers as well as strangers can be perpetrators. 

Medical practitioners also cause physical harm through discriminatory negligence and 

non-consensual surgery performed on intersex children. Anti-queer violence is often 

combined with other kinds of identity-based oppression such as sexism and racism. A 

victim‘s experience of anti-queer violence is influenced by the process of identity 

formation, and conversely identity formation is influenced by anti-queer violence.  

 

Queer people have developed sophisticated art forms such as drag, at least in part, as a 

collective response to violence. In Chapter Three I explore queer culture on ―the scene‖, a 

phrase people used to refer to queer nightclubs, cafes and the social networks built 

around them. I examine informal joking styles as well as more formalised art forms such 

as drag shows in nightclubs. Queer culture is informed by collective trauma. Queer 

culture facilitates and is shaped by the collective symbolic transformation of suffering. 

The ―camp‖ aesthetic of stark contrasts, or ―light and shade‖ as it was once described by 

Sydney drag queen Wyness Mongrel Bitch, assists the transformation of pain into 

humour.  

 

In Chapter Four I explore the social relationships of queer youth. As well as the violence 

that is explicitly motivated by anti-queer prejudice, queer youth also experience violence 

in the social networks where they seek support. This includes same sex domestic 

violence, and sexual assault on the nightclub scene. I also discuss queer youths‘ 

experiences of child abuse. Striking parallels become evident between the scene and the 

family, in so far as both are constructed as sites of sanctuary, and yet both are often sites 

of violence.  

 



13 

 

Murray argues that ―the main objective of any research on social discrimination‖ should 

be to figure out ―how to dismantle it‖ (2009: 7). I examine the queer protest movement in 

Chapter Five. Violence sometimes motivates young queer people to take political action. 

I also examine some protest campaigns that were effective in improving the 

circumstances of queer youth such as the queer space campaign at Wollongong 

University, and the campaign to release queer refugee Ali Humayun from Villawood 

detention centre. The Wollongong University queer space campaign provides an 

instructive example of how protest campaigns are won. 

 

Psychological conflict and its relationship to social conflict is discussed in Chapter Six. 

Psychological conflict seemed to be a salient feature of the experiences of violence 

among many research participants. An example of this is that many youth have a sense of 

―queer pride‖, yet have also internalized anti-queer messages from the social 

environments in which they grew up. Such psychological fragmentation was often further 

exacerbated by physical violence. A model of human psychology sophisticated enough to 

account for psychological contradiction is necessary to make theoretical sense of this. To 

account for such social-psychological complexities, I draw from the cultural schema 

theory of Strauss and Quinn (1994, 1997), and Gregg‘s work on personality organisation 

(1991, 1995, 1998), and from the Marxist tradition.  

 

It seemed very clear that the psychological complexities of the people who took part in 

this project were interconnected with social conflicts such as anti-queer prejudice. By 

social conflict I mean conflicts between people or groups of people, informed by 

understandings of the world shared by groups of people. Social conflict can take many 

different forms, such as domination, discrimination, or violence.  

 

To theorise the relationship between the individual and society I draw from the Marxist 

tradition as well as cognitive anthropology. Marxist conceptions of ideology situate 

individual psychology in its cultural, political and economic context. Hennessy argues 

(2000: 95-97) that Marx and Engels‘ concept of commodity fetishism (1976: 163-177) 



14 

 

suggests other kinds of ―fetishism‖. I argue that the experiences of queer youth are 

informed by a kind of ―family fetishism‖.  

 

Literature Review  

In some respects the body of literature that informs this project is so vast as to defy 

summary (Harvey and Gow 1994: 1). Across several different academic disciplines 

possibly thousands of texts have been written about gender, violence and young people. 

Yet there is a curious paradox. Despite the enormity of this body of literature there are 

still tremendous gaps that remain. It is next to impossible to find academic literature on 

experiences of relationship violence among transgender people, for example.  

 

A comprehensive review of the literature on gender, violence and young people would be 

an enormous task. It is for this reason that this literature review is confined to the 

literature of direct relevance to this project; that which concerns anti-queer violence, 

queer youth, queer anthropology, queer protest movements, and the anthropological study 

of domestic violence and child abuse. Although these are separate bodies of literature, 

they nevertheless share some common features. All of them have emerged relatively 

recently. Different bodies of literature on queer people tend to share an emphasis on 

―gays and lesbians‖ rather than on transgender, intersex or bisexual people. They also 

tend to have a predominantly quantitative methodological focus, despite the difficulties 

with random sampling posed by this population. They also tend to be limited in 

theoretical depth, and to have had a history of focus on the individual pathology of 

perpetrators rather than on social context.  

 

Anti Queer Violence 

For a long time, anti-queer violence was relatively unexplored territory in academic 

research (see Comstock 1991: 2, Mason 2002: 39). It has only been in the past two 

decades that a substantial body of literature has emerged in the United States, the United 

Kingdom and Australia. Researchers have attempted to map out the prevalence of 

experiences of violence in queer communities, the locations of attacks, trends in age, 

race, class, and gender among perpetrators and victims, and the consequences of violence 



15 

 

for the victims (Comstock 1991, Herek and Berrill eds. 1992, Cox 1990, Griffin 1994, 

Schembri 1992, Tomsen 2002, Mason and Tomsen eds. 1997, Hillier et al 1998: 34-40, 

Hillier et al 2005: 35-55, O‘Connor and Molloy 2001: 30, Savin-Williams 1994, Attorney 

General‘s Department of NSW 2003).  

 

The value of this body of literature is tremendous, simply because it has put anti-queer 

violence on the academic map. Yet, as can be expected of any late blooming body of 

research, this literature has its limitations. In the initial rush to establish the prevalence of 

anti-queer violence, theory has been underemphasized (Mason 2002: 5). The nature of the 

relationship between anti-queer violence and anti-queer culture is not often analysed in 

detail. This question is related to perspectives on the relationship between symbols, 

power, language, thought and emotion, experiences and practice. Many perspectives on 

these things are put forward in the social sciences, yet the application of theory 

specifically to the question of anti queer violence has been limited. Barron and Bradford 

(2007) and Mason (2002) are important exceptions, from postmodern and feminist 

perspectives respectively.  

 

This literature also has methodological limitations. The difficulty of collecting a random 

sample when so many people are in the closet is a persistent hurdle in quantitative 

research on queer people. In this context is unsurprising that many have opted to research 

among self-selected participants (Hillier et al 1998, 2005, Attorney General‘s Department 

of NSW 2003, Barbeler 1992, Comstock 1991, Griffin 1994, Harris 1997
4
). This means 

that many of the findings of this body of work remain uncertain, including those 

concerning the prevalence of anti-queer violence (Smith et al 1999, Mason 2002: 39,).  

 

Despite this difficulty with quantitative research, the qualitative research method of 

participant observation has barely been utilized at all. Participant observation has been 

used to research other aspects of queer lives, but it has not often been used to explore the 

issue of violence, or to research queer youth
5
. There are several reasons why this might 

                                                 
4
 Random sampling is used in Smith et al 1999. 

5
 Herdt and Boxer 1993 on the ―Horizons‖ youth centre is an important exception 
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be the case. Participant observation has not historically been a primary research method 

in the disciplines of psychology or public health, two of the main disciplines in which 

anti-queer violence has been studied. There may also be reasons to do with the suitability 

of this method for this subject matter. Participant observation has its limitations for 

research on violence in so far as it is not always possible for ethnographers to directly 

observe incidents of violence (Korbin 1987: 250).  

 

It is less clear why participant observation has rarely been used to study queer youth. 

Perhaps the high level of rapport with queer youth that this research method requires, to 

the degree that the researcher gains entry into their social world, is something that older 

researchers might not feel confident that they can gain. My own youth has been an 

advantage here. I was twenty-four years old when I commenced field work. 

 

Another criticism of this body of literature is that the bulk of it only examines the 

experiences of gays and lesbians. The experiences of transgender, bisexual and intersex 

people are still under-researched (Hill 2003: 114, Hutchins 2007: 138-139). This 

comparative absence of academic discussion seems related to a more general ―erasure‖ of 

bisexual, transgender and intersex experiences in gay and lesbian community based 

discussions of violence (Namaste 2006: 585-586). Yet even though this literature is 

underdeveloped, this does not necessarily mean that violence against transgender people 

is not a problem. Namaste argues that transgender people are the most likely of all queer 

people to be at risk of assault (2006: 585, see also Tully 1992).  

 

The small body of literature on transgender experiences is, to some degree, separate from 

that concerning gays and lesbians. Experiences of violence among transgender people are 

often explored separately from those of lesbians and gays. Witten and Eyler (1999) 

examine motives behind transphobic violence. Perpetrators of violence claim to have 

been ―deceived‖ by the transgender victim. Some see transphobic violence as a means of 

policing binary gender; not ―passing‖ or having ―bad‖ gender presentation is punished 

with violence (Gagne and Tewksbury 1997: 479-480, 490, 493, Stryker 2006: 9).  

 



17 

 

The ways that experiences of violence among queer people differ according to identity in 

other respects is explored in the literature. Differences in experiences of violence 

between queer men and women are explored (Griffin 1997, Sitka 1997, Herek and Berrill 

1992: 25-28, Mason 1997, 2002). According to Sitka,  

 

Gay men are more visible than lesbians so violence against them is more overt, whereas that 

against lesbians more covert and pervasive in their lives. Surveys reveal that lesbians are far 

more likely than gay men to be attacked by people they know, by one assailant only and by older 

men. It is also more common when they are in couples than alone; a partner identifies them as 

lesbian. (1997: 6) 

 

Sitka also suggests that queer people from migrant backgrounds are more vulnerable to 

violence (1996: 4). Racist stereotypes of Asian people as weak and effeminate are 

reflected in one study which found that Asian gay men in Sydney felt they were 

―perceived by potential abusers as ‗slight, young, frail and foreign, and therefore easy 

prey.‘‖ (Attorney General‘s Department of NSW 2003:20). The effects of racism on anti-

queer violence are also noted in research from the United States (see Martinez 1998, 

Comstock 1989). This research challenges perceptions that experiences of anti-queer 

violence among white, gay men are the most important, while the experiences of other 

people are seen as secondary or silenced (see Newton 2000: 155-164 Mason 2002: 11, 

O‘Connor and Molloy 2001: 20).  

 

There are also strengths and weaknesses in the literature‘s treatment of the diversity of 

perpetrators. Perpetrators of anti-queer violence include school students, family members, 

police, and gangs of youths unknown to the victim (Comstock 1991: 56-94, Herek and 

Berrill 1992: 29-35). Not all kinds of perpetrators have been researched equally. Violence 

perpetrated by police, family members and medical practitioners is less thoroughly 

explored than violence committed by young men on the street, although homophobic 

police violence in the United States is noted in Comstock (1991: 22-23, 152-162) as well 

as by Herek and Berrill (1992: 31-32). One difficulty in researching anti-queer child 

abuse in families is that victims do not always conceptualise experiences of child abuse 

as violence or as anti-queer (Sitka 1996:3). Nevertheless, anti-queer child abuse is noted 
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in the literature (Attorney General‘s Department of NSW 2003: 15, Comstock 1991: 25, 

Hillier et al 1998: 38, Sitka 1996:3-4, Irwin et al. 1995: 9).  

 

The emphasis in the literature on young men as perpetrators of anti-queer violence, and 

the under-emphasis of other perpetrators, is related to a question that has emerged around 

the definition of homophobic violence. Tomsen (2002: 5) and Sitka (1996: 3-4) argue that 

there is a ―commonplace understanding‖ of homophobic violence in Australian society. 

They suggest that explicit ―hate crimes‖ are more readily conceptualized as homophobic 

violence than other kinds of violence, such as muggings. Tomsen defines hate crimes as 

―both verbal and physical attacks on people or their property motivated by an extreme 

loathing of the minority group to which they belong, or are believed to belong‖. This 

understanding of homophobic violence has influenced the academic literature (Mason 

2002: 40-41, Tomsen 2002: 33).  

 

Tomsen points out that ―The great majority of bashers and killers of homosexuals do not 

carry extremist political views and, although they often display ‗homophobic‘ motives, 

many of them are motivated by concerns other than hatred.‖ Along similar lines, Mason 

(2002: 6, 40) points out that anti-queer prejudice is ―rarely the sole explanation‖ for 

homophobic violence in so far as homophobia is itself infused with sexism, and also 

shaped by other differences such as race, age and class.  

 

“Writing Themselves In”: Queer Youth  

The Writing Themselves In studies (Hillier et al. 1998, 2005) have been the most 

comprehensive studies of Australian queer youth to date. Large numbers of queer youth 

from diverse backgrounds took part in them. Research participants were surveyed about a 

wide range of topics including their experiences of violence and abuse, drug use, safer 

sex practices, and the support they received while coming out of the closet. The 

diachronic approach of these studies is a great strength. They attempted to discover 

changes in the circumstances of queer youth over time, conducting the two studies six 

years apart.  
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As Hillier et al point out, random sampling methods are not used in these studies (2005: 

7). Nevertheless, they indicate some disturbing patterns. Young gay males who 

participated were more vulnerable to anti-queer violence at school than in any other 

setting (2005: 40, see also Griffin 1994). For the lesbian and bisexual female youth 

surveyed, school and the street were equally unsafe (2005: 39-40). Another disturbing 

finding is that there is no indication of a decrease in abuse over the time period studied. 

 

Other studies indicate similar patterns. Young people seem more vulnerable to anti-queer 

violence than older people (Irwin et al 1997, Griffin 1997, Dean et al 1992). This 

violence has grave consequences. Hillier et al. (2005: 44-47) found that the risk of drug 

abuse, self harm and suicide was higher for queer youth who had been subjected to verbal 

or physical abuse. In a series of studies, queer youth were consistently found to be more 

likely to self harm than their heterosexual counterparts (Nicholas and Howard 2001, 

Hillier et al 2005: 45), more likely to abuse drugs (Hillier et al 2005: 44, Martin and 

Hetrick 1988), more likely to attempt suicide (Massachusett‘s Governor‘s Commission 

1993: 11, Hunter 1990, Griffin 1997, Nicholas and Howard 2001, Remafedi 1994, Dyson 

et al. 2003), and more likely to drop out of school (Griffin 1994, 1997, United States 

Department of Health and Services 1989: 18, Hunter and Schaecher 1987, Griffin 1997: 

98).  

 

Queer youth seem to be particularly vulnerable to homelessness (Irwin et al 1995, 

O‘Connor and Molloy 2001, Mori 2003). Often this is because people run away from or 

are kicked out of their homes by families because of anti-queer prejudice. Poverty is also 

exacerbated by anti-queer discrimination in the workplace (Badgett 1995, Irwin 1999).  

 

Queer Anthropology  

Lewin and Leap‘s two volumes on gay and lesbian anthropology give a sense of the 

intellectual context in which it has developed, the theoretical discussions it has raised, 

and the territory it has covered (1996, 2002). The anthropologists who contribute to these 

volumes explore a range of themes, such as the experiences of queer ethnographers in the 

field, issues of representation, reflexivity, queer experiences of poverty, issues in cross 



20 

 

cultural comparison, and the relationship between lesbian and gay anthropology and 

feminist theory. 

 

―Gay and lesbian‖ anthropology contributes to broader discussions in anthropology 

around gender, sexuality, hierarchy and repression (Harvey and Gow ed. 1994, Parker 

and Addleton, eds. 2007, Lancaster and di Leonardi eds. 1997). Gay and lesbian 

anthropology has also greatly enriched our understanding of cross cultural diversity in 

human sexuality and gender divisions. Evidence of same sex eroticism across a wide 

variety of cultural contexts poses a direct challenge to the Western notion that 

homosexuality is inherently abnormal (Ford and Beach 1951: 125-143, Williams 1992, 

Blackwood 1986).  

 

―Gay and lesbian‖ anthropology has also revealed that Western understandings of 

homosexual and heterosexual identity are not universal. There are many cultural 

environments in which same-sex eroticism is practiced, yet it does not necessarily 

coincide with an identity equivalent to ―gay‖ or ―lesbian‖ (Lewin and Leap 1996: 17, 

Murray 1996, Herdt 1994: 23, 46-50, Herdt and Howe 2007: 168, Strongman 2002). 

Despite this important discovery, an ethnocentric tendency repeatedly arises to view 

gender and sexuality through a gay and lesbian lens. The ―gay and lesbian anthropology‖ 

that Lewin and Leap outline is exactly that. Gay and lesbian identity is often its first point 

of reference. This not only poses problems for cross cultural comparison because 

Western categories of gay and lesbian do not always translate well cross-culturally. It 

also poses problems within the West, given that there are many non-heteronormative 

Western identities that are not necessarily gay or lesbian (Boellstorff 2007: 18). This is 

one of the arguments for queer studies and queer theory. However, Boellstorff notes an 

increase in ethnographic work on transgenderism in recent years (2007: 20-21). 

 

Several anthropologists have explicitly examined non-heterosexual identities that do not 

correspond with Western concepts such as ―gay‖ or ―lesbian‖ or ―transsexual‖ (Kulick 

1998, Nanda 1986). There is a substantial body of literature on cross-cultural variation in 

conceptions of gender. Literature on various conceptions of a ―third sex‖ or ―third 
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gender‖ includes Herdt 1994, Wikan 1977, Levy 1971, Miller 1982 and Williams 1987. 

This literature indicates that the current model of binary gender dominant in the West is 

not universal.  

 

Gay and lesbian anthropology has also enriched discussion about the family. In her 1991 

ethnography of kinship among gay and lesbian communities in San Francisco, Weston 

found that gays and lesbians in San Francisco conceptualise at least two forms of family: 

―straight family‖ and ―gay family‖. They commonly viewed non-procreative social ties 

with other queer people as kinship ties. This adds to Schneider‘s (1972, 1984) challenge 

to the traditional anthropological understanding of kinship in terms of procreation and 

biological relatedness. It also poses challenges the functionalist view that the 

heterosexual nuclear family is a universal institution (Collier et al. 1997).  

 

Anthropologists have made important contributions to academic work on queer culture 

generally. Newton‘s ethnography of drag queens in the United States has been influential 

beyond anthropology (see Butler 1990: 136-137). She examines drag as a symbolic 

system in the context of suffering (1979). I draw on her work to study the relationship 

between collective trauma and queer culture on the scene in Australia. I also draw on 

Herdt (1992), and Herdt and Boxer (1993) to examine the liminoid features of these 

cultural forms. Herdt and Boxer (1993) interpret ―coming out of the closet‖ as a rite of 

passage.  

 

Domestic Violence and Child Abuse 

So far, the bulk of academic discussion about same sex domestic violence has taken place 

in the disciplines of psychology, public health and sociology. Although there is not yet a 

substantial body of academic literature on queer experiences of child abuse, such 

experiences are often noted in the broader literature on queer youth, particularly in the 

literature on queer youth homelessness (O‘Connor and Molloy 2001, Irwin et al. 1995, 

Mori 2003). Cassese (2000) contributes an important anthology on experiences of child 

sexual abuse among gay men.  
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Ristock (2002) identifies the political context in which the literature on same sex 

domestic violence emerged as a primary reason why it has been slow to develop. She 

suggests that there is a fear among researchers, and in the lesbian community, that 

publicly acknowledging domestic violence in lesbian relationships might fuel an anti-

feminist backlash and legitimize homophobic stereotypes (2002: 3).  

 

Researchers began to examine same sex domestic violence in spite of this initial 

apprehension. Renzetti and Miley eds. (1996), and McLellan and Gunther eds. (1999) are 

important anthologies. This body of literature has explored the relationship between same 

sex domestic violence, its social context, and the psychology of individual perpetrators. 

Researchers have attempted to establish the prevalence of same sex domestic violence in 

comparison to opposite sex domestic violence, differences between male and female 

experiences, the kinds of violent acts that victims are subjected to, and the impact of 

homophobia on their experiences.  

 

Sloan and Edmond (1996: 34), Schembri (2002), Riemer and Thomas (1999) and Ristock 

(2002) discuss the strengths and limitations of this literature. Many of these parallel the 

strengths and limitations of the literature on homophobic violence. Ristock notes the 

difficulty of random sampling (p. 11), and the predisposition toward ―quantitative, 

positivist-empirical studies that offer cause and effect explanations‖ (p. 19). While she 

notes the value of such research, she argues that qualitative research is necessary to 

examine meanings, motives and contexts in greater depth (Scherzer 1998, Dekeresedy 

1999 Ristock 2002: 13). Schembri notes the lack of information on youth and on 

perpetrators. The literature also has the limitation of being primarily confined to North 

America (Schembri 2002: 14).  

 

Anthropology on Domestic Violence and Child Abuse 

In anthropology very little attention has been paid to same sex domestic violence or to 

queer experiences of child abuse. Same sex domestic violence is not mentioned in 
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Weston‘s ethnography of gay and lesbian families (1991)
6
. Anthropological texts that 

take note of queer experiences of domestic violence or child abuse include Oboler (1985), 

Kulick (1998) and Weston (1996). Oboler (1985) notes same sex domestic violence 

among the Nandi people of Kenya. The transgendered sex workers (travestis) in Kulick 

(1998) report life histories of child sexual abuse, although the effect of this on their 

identities as travestis is not examined in detail. Weston and her lesbian research 

participants take note of domestic violence and child abuse in their biological and 

families of choice (1996: 173, 176, 179).  

 

These are brief but nevertheless thought provoking discussions. Yet these experiences are 

rarely the primary focus of ethnographic investigation. Anthropologists are yet to 

investigate same sex domestic violence in depth as a topic in its own right, at least to a 

degree comparable to the effort that has been made with regard to heterosexual domestic 

violence (Counts et al. 1999), itself an understudied topic in anthropology (McClusky 

2001: 3-4). Similarly, in cross-cultural studies of child abuse little mention is made of 

sexual orientation or gender identity issues (see Korbin ed. 1981, Scheper-Hughes 1987, 

Korbin 2003).  

 

This lack of investigation may be a result of a number of factors. Perhaps a history of 

heterosexist bias in anthropology has been one of them. The late development of the 

anthropology of family violence may be another. This is also probably part of a broader 

trend in which ―personal violence, sexual abuse, addiction, alienation and self 

destruction‖ have historically been neglected in anthropology (Bourgois 1995: 14). There 

are also often significant ethical and methodological constraints on this type of work. In 

some contexts it can be difficult to gain sufficient rapport to ask questions about such 

topics. These limitations are often largely beyond the ethnographer‘s control. Further, 

there is always a risk that the ethnographer‘s findings can be misused by others to attack 

the community. Bourgois (1995) struggles with this issue. He questions whether it is 

appropriate to write about rape, violence and the drug trade in Spanish Harlem. The 

                                                 
6
 Weston‘s portrayal of queer social networks is not completely harmonious, however. She notes the failure 

of queer social networks to protect people from suicide in a later 1998 essay. 
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―survival-of the-fittest, blame-the-victim theories of social action‖ that ―constitute a 

popular ‗common sense‘‖ (p. 15) in the United States mean that the poor and powerless 

are likely to be blamed for these things without regard to their social or political 

circumstances. 

 

Given the silence on family violence in the Western cultural context that most 

anthropology emerged from, it is remarkable that this kind of research has been attempted 

at all. Academic inquiry into family violence began after the second wave of feminism in 

the United States (Merry 2009: 25, 179). Previously private abuses of women and 

children became subject to public scrutiny by the feminist movement under the slogan 

―the personal is political‖. Child sexual abuse, previously a virtually unrecognized issue, 

is now widely recognised as a grave social problem in much of the West (Kempe et al. 

1962, Korbin 1987: 258, Finch 1993, Cassese 2000: 1-2). Perhaps it has become easier 

for ethnographers to find research participants willing to talk about experiences of 

domestic violence and child abuse, simply because these things are now being talked 

about at all.  

 

Similar constraints on public discussion operate within the queer community as those in 

wider society. The discussion around same sex domestic violence has primarily been a 

discussion among service providers and academics. Some support services have initiated 

important efforts to educate the queer community about the issue, but as yet a mass 

discussion akin to the ―consciousness raising‖ discussions of the 1960s – 1970s feminist 

movement around rape and wife battering has not taken place. 

 

The political space necessary for the public discussion of these matters has been limited 

by anti-queer pressure. When gay men are stereotyped as paedophiles, it may not be wise 

for anthropologists to study the sexual objectification of younger gay men by older gay 

men on the scene. When queer relationships are stereotyped as inherently unstable, it 

might not be wise for anthropologists to examine same sex domestic violence. At the 

same time, sexual assault and domestic violence are perpetuated by silence.  
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Yet a realistic assessment of the balance of forces reveals that things might not be as 

bleak as they seem. As yet the notices in the queer press and the posters on Oxford Street 

about same sex domestic violence have not been seized to initiate a smear campaign. 

Hostility toward queer people is hardly hegemonic among the general public. Queers 

themselves are not completely powerless to fight back. The political space for 

ethnographers to examine internal violence within marginalized communities may be 

limited, yet the fact that this political space exists at all is due in large part to the political 

struggles waged by these communities themselves.  

 

Anthropology might not yet have much to say specifically on the topics of same sex 

domestic violence and queer experiences of child abuse. Yet there is a broader body of 

work concerning young people, violence and sexuality in anthropology that could prove 

useful in situating the experiences of Australian queer youth cross culturally. Herdt‘s 

(1993) work on the Sambia people of Papua New Guinea is an example of this. He 

examines the socialization of young men into sex and gender hierarchies through 

traumatic initiation rituals.  

 

Queer Protest Movements 

There is a substantial body of literature on queer protest movements (D‘Emilio 1983, 

Humphreys 1972, Reeves 1994, Thompson 1985, Wotherspoon 1991, Willett 2000, 

Pendleton 2007). It indicates that violence has been a feature of some of the most 

important queer demonstrations in history, including Australia‘s first gay and lesbian 

Mardi Gras parade (Willett 2000: 139-145). The relationship between violence and queer 

political organisation is explored in Reeves‘ (1994) paper on the murder of gay academic 

George Duncan.  

 

Academic texts that examine general processes by which protest movements unfold are 

helpful in examining violence as a catalyst for queer activism. Humphreys (1972: 86) 

conceives of protest movements in terms of intolerable reality and conceivable change. 

He sees these as the two preconditions for mobilization. After many years of participant 

observation in the gay liberation movement, Humphreys concludes that the intolerable 
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reality of their lives is what motivates people to desire social change. Yet this, in and of 

itself, is not enough to motivate people to take action. For this to happen it is necessary 

for people to experience that change is possible. 

 

Maddison and Scalmer (2005) study recent protest movements in Australia. They aim to 

reach beyond the concerns of most academic social movement theory to engage directly 

with the debates of the social movements. They argue that while academic social 

movement theorists concern themselves with such abstract matters as ―resource 

mobilization‖, ―constructivist epistemology‖, ―identity‖ and ―discourse‖, activists 

themselves are more concerned with more practical strategic questions.  

 

Although Maddison and Scalmer emphasise the practical aims of political activists, they 

do not examine in depth how these practical aims are achieved. Yet if violence is a 

motive for political organisation, the question of whether or not political organisation is 

effective in countering violence, and if so, how, would seem to be a logical line of 

inquiry. I aim to draw from Maddison and Scalmer‘s emphasis on the strategic concerns 

of protest movement activists. I also aim to go further and consider how protest 

campaigns are won. 

 

Methodology 

Participant Observation 

After reading one of my draft chapters, a fellow postgraduate student compared it to the 

―gonzo journalism‖ style popularized by Hunter S. Thompson because I write from a 

perspective of being in the midst of the action. This is an intimate style of participant 

observation. In the field I drank alcohol, attended sex parties, dressed up, danced, and 

was shoved around by police alongside other queer youth. Perhaps most importantly, I 

am also personally scarred by some of the same social forces that I believe the people in 

this text have been scarred by.  
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Participant observation: The author in drag as a gay leatherman.  

Photograph by Amy McDonell 

 

As far as I am aware, this is the first study of queer youth in Australia in which 

systematic participant observation is used as a primary research method. Through 

participant observation I feel I have been able to examine the queer social world to a 

degree that was not possible in many previous studies of queer youth. Although my direct 

observation of violence itself was limited, I was still able to collect a great deal of useful 

material. I took notes of informal discussion on violence, which occurred frequently. I 

took field notes when I was sexually and/or homophobically harassed, and when I 

attended a protest that was violently attacked by police.  

 

Much is made of the silence imposed on rape, domestic violence and child abuse 

(Bourgois 1995: 27, Ristock 2002: ix-x). By recording social reality as it unfolded, I 

hoped to gain an insight into the discrepancies between what people said and what really 

happened. I noted that people sometimes said in interviews that they were not affected by 

anti-queer harassment or discrimination. Yet in their daily lives I observed them as 

frequent victims of it. I took note of their emotional responses that seemed to indicate that 

they were more affected than they said they were. In doing this I do not claim the final 

say about what counts as reality and what does not. My point of view is my own. Yet it is 

informed by an empirical approach.  

 

For the most part, people appreciated my company and spoke freely with me, at least as 

far as I could tell. One research participant sent me a text message that said ―I really 

appreciate what you are doing.‖ People often invited me to spend time with them. Yet my 
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relationships with some queer people were not always harmonious. At times I became 

embroiled in some of the same feuds that some of my research participants were involved 

in. I tried to avoid this, but in a conflicted social environment arguments can be difficult 

to avoid. This became a methodological issue when it limited my opportunities for 

participant observation and interviewing. I was unable to interview some people when 

their relationships with my friends became too conflicted. 

 

My zine ―It‘s the Queer Revolutionary Disco!‖ (see appendix) was helpful in building 

rapport. ―Zine‖ is punk slang for a homemade magazine. A very small number of people 

appeared slightly in awe of me for having produced it. At the same time, there were 

people who thought I was ―uncool‖: 

 

Mark: I was wondering if I should stay friends with you. I don‘t think you‘re cool enough. 

 

Fieldwork was an emotionally intense experience that left me with some very strong 

hunches about how queer youth interpret and experience violence. I searched for 

evidence in interviews, my field notes and one internet testimony that supported these 

hunches, complicated them, or alternatively provided reason to reject them. This was the 

basis on which I chose to include certain excerpts in the thesis. Sometimes I began to 

draw out new conclusions after looking over my data a second or third time.  

 

Interviews 

I interviewed a total of thirty-three people. I did not ask everybody interviewed how they 

identified. Nevertheless, as I developed rapport with people, most of them told me. One 

research participant identified as intersex, two as transgender women, seven as lesbians, 

nine as gay men, two as bisexual women, and one as a heterosexual woman who was 

nevertheless attracted to women. As far as I know, no transgender or bisexual men were 

interviewed.  

 

All research participants were aged between sixteen and twenty five, except for one aged 

twenty seven at the time of the interview, and another who was thirty. I decided to 
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interview the thirty year old, ―Stacy‖, because I thought it would be difficult to find 

intersex research participants and I should not be too picky about how old they were 

when I found them. I interviewed the ―Pinko the Clown‖ at twenty eight because I had 

developed a strong rapport with her. Given that this strong rapport would likely lead to a 

particularly productive interview, I decided not to be too picky about her age either. 

Nobody under sixteen was interviewed.  

 

I found it very difficult to recruit transgender and intersex youth, despite the effort I 

made. I approached one support service specifically to recruit transgender youth. Two 

youth expressed interest to the service but never got in touch with me. I also asked two 

other people if I could interview them. They declined.  

 

There are several possible reasons for my difficulty in recruiting transgender and intersex 

youth. It is noted in the literature that transgender people often explore a series of 

identities before finally settling on ―transgender‖, suggesting that transgender people tend 

to come out at a later age. Further, there are less transgender and intersex people than gay 

people. Maybe I found it more difficult to recruit transgender and intersex youth simply 

because there is a smaller pool to draw research participants from. The fact that I am not 

transgender may have also had an effect. I do not know if transgender and intersex youth 

would have been more comfortable talking to an interviewer who shared their identity. 

The vulnerability of these youth may have also been a factor. Belonging to a more 

marginalised identity, transgender and intersex youth may simply feel less safe about 

speaking to an anthropologist.   

 

Whatever obstacles there might be in the way of research on transgender and intersex 

youth, I hope that in researchers will not be put off attempting this research. Given the 

extreme human rights violations that transgender and intersex people routinely face, the 

paucity of research on them, and the tendency for transgender and intersex issues to 

become subsumed under gay and lesbian issues, research on transgender and intersex 

people is of tremendous importance. If it takes extra effort to overcome obstacles to 

research, it is worth it.  
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In hindsight I should have been less stringent in seeking transgender research 

participants. I should have just approached them wherever I found them. Mindful that I 

did not want to distort my research toward university educated community leaders, I 

refrained from approaching one person. I also could have been less stringent about 

interviewing transgender ―youth‖. I could have interviewed older transgender people 

about their experiences when they were younger, bearing in mind that this could be quite 

different from the data presented by people while they were still young.   

 

Research in a population vulnerable to suicide, homelessness and drug abuse raises 

ethical issues. I avoided interviewing people who disclosed serious mental health issues 

to me. I did not interview anybody who was suicidal at the time of the interview, at least 

as far as I knew. All research participants were provided with a consent form. All 

research participants were asked before the interview if they thought being interviewed 

might raise painful mental health issues for them. All research participants were made 

aware of their right to refuse to answer a question. I sought consent to use a tape recorder. 

When people were not comfortable with a tape recorder I took notes by hand. I made all 

research participants aware that I was not a counsellor but an anthropologist, and 

provided them with a list of counsellors and other relevant services. I took one research 

participant to Sydney‘s Twenty10 service after finding out he was homeless. I conducted 

one interview at a queer youth support service. The service organised a counsellor to 

attend. I gained ethics approval by implementing these measures. 

 

On Trusting Testimony 

Some readers might ask how they know they can trust the testimonies of my research 

participants. For the most part I did not witness the events that they described. There is 

also a body of academic writing on trauma that questions whether it is good scholarship 

to trust testimony uncritically (Schmidt and Schroder 2001: 20-21, Plant 2007).  

 

Ethical as well as epistemological concerns need to be brought into consideration in 

discussions of the truth value of testimony. I would like to be able to give an unequivocal 
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guarantee that everything every research participant said about their experiences of 

trauma is true. It can be intensely upsetting to survivors of traumatic events to be 

disbelieved, or even slightly doubted. I feel that giving even an inch of credence to this 

doubt would be unethical as it would be too upsetting to my research participants. 

Questioning the testimonies of trauma survivors is also problematic because it risks 

playing into the hands of power structures that led to the abuse, and even into the hands 

of the perpetrators themselves, by perpetrating the ―silence on violence‖. I would even 

hazard a guess that for many trauma survivors, such questioning would be evocative of 

the language used by the people who assaulted them, such as rapists who deny that they 

have committed a rape and claim that their victim is lying or exaggerating.  

 

Yet as much as I would like to, I cannot guarantee that everything that everybody said to 

me was truthful. I simply do not know. For the most part I was not present when the 

abuse happened. However, I believe what they said. This was partly for methodological 

reasons, as I doubt anybody would have shared their story with me if they felt they had 

reason to doubt that I believed them. It was also because their stories sounded plausible to 

me. Particularly given my own personal experience of anti-queer prejudice in the same 

society that my research participants describe, their testimonies seem realistic to me.  

 

Finally, I would like to leave the reader with some food for thought provided to me by 

one queer youth. The psychology of lying and telling the truth is complex among 

survivors of violence. Before questioning whether or not we can trust testimony, we 

might ask ourselves if we really understand what we think we understand about this 

complex psychology. A survivor of child sexual abuse once told me that she feels furious 

when people think that compulsive lying is evidence that somebody is lying about their 

experiences of sexual assault. She said that survivors of sexual violence sometimes 

become compulsive liars because nobody believes them when they tell the truth about the 

sexual assault. They think to themselves, ―Why should I bother telling the truth about 

anything else if nobody believes that I‘ve been raped?‖ According to this person, then, 

compulsive lying is not evidence that somebody is lying or exaggerating about their 

personal history of violence. Rather, it is evidence that they are telling the truth about it.  
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This indicates that if it is problematic from a scholarly point of view to trust testimonies 

of trauma uncritically, it is at least as problematic to uncritically trust the assumptions 

that underlie scholarly skepticism of testimony. It is not enough to simply point out that 

people under duress have motive to lie or exaggerate (Schmidt and Schroder 2001: 21). It 

is also necessary to examine under what conditions they might do this, what it is that they 

lie about and what they tell the truth about. A similarly rigorous appraisal of the 

assumptions and motives of those sceptical of testimony would also be fruitful here. Yet 

such a thorough examination of the epistemological foundations of the anthropology of 

violence is beyond the scope of this study.  

 

I Think that these “Lab Rats” Are Onto Something… 

Lochkey and I are listening to a recording of folk singer Ani DiFranco. She sings, ―I make such a good 

statistic. Someone should study me now.‖ 

 

Lochkey: I thought of that song while you were interviewing me. ―I would make a good statistic. 

Somebody should study me.‖ 

Me: (I cringed) Oh no! 

Lochkey: (she laughs) It‘s true! I would make a good statistic. Somebody should study me. 

 

The power imbalances in research relationships are no longer taken for granted in 

anthropology. They can now be acknowledged and scrutinized. This is largely a legacy of 

feminist anthropology (Bhavnani 1994, Walkerdine 1984, Stanley and Wise 1983). 

Throughout the course of this project there were a few research participants who made 

sure that I was aware of issues of hierarchy in research relationships, as well as related 

issues of hierarchy between those who have a university education and those who do not. 

Two research participants used the term ―lab rat‖ to describe the role of an informant in a 

research relationship. This use of the term ―lab rat‖ connotes subordination: 

 

Sean: I was a terrible house mate. I suppose I was okay as a lab rat though.  
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Pinko the Clown
7
: Anthropologists treat people like lab rats. It‘s not for the good of anybody else. It‘s 

not even about ‗the pursuit of knowledge‘ that you talk about. They just want a career and they just 

want to feel like they are better than other people. 

 

Australian anthropologists are obliged to consider the ethical guidelines of the National 

Health and Medical Research Council (National Health and Medical Research Council 

1999) to gain approval from ethics committees. It is not a requirement of these guidelines 

that anthropologists should gain informed consent to undertake participant observation 

when it is cast as ‗naturalistic observation‘. Yet I sought verbal consent from several 

people to conduct participant observation, given the sensitive nature of the subject matter. 

I wanted to be respectful. I was mindful that if I were raped, I probably would not 

appreciate an anthropologist taking field notes about it. It was for this reason that I sought 

verbal consent from both Sean and Pinko the Clown to record my observations about 

them. Yet in seeking their consent I had made them aware of my ethnographic gaze. If I 

had not made them aware I was researching by seeking their consent, they would not 

have felt like ―lab rats‖.  

 

Hierarchies within the research relationship itself may in fact be insignificant in 

comparison to the inequalities between researchers and participants in the wider world. 

The voice of an anthropologist, or even that of an undergraduate university student, 

carries an authority that the voice of a homeless queer teenaged sex worker does not. 

Some research participants took it upon themselves to remind me of these kinds of 

inequalities: 

 

Lochkey: There are twenty million people in Australia. And all of Australia‘s population is two per 

cent of India‘s population, which is one billion. 

 

Me: Really? I didn‘t know that. 

 

Lochkey: They are the only statistics I know. See? I can talk like a uni student. I don‘t pay attention to 

statistics. Even when I do pay attention to them they don‘t add up. The only statistic that ever caught 

                                                 
7
 ―Pinko the Clown‖ selected her own pseudonym. She has an ambition to act as a communist clown at 

children‘s parties.  
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my attention is that one in three women are sexually assaulted by the time they are eighteen. But it‘s 

also supposed to be one in three women are raped over their whole lifetime. It doesn‘t make sense! 

 

Me: Did you know that ninety three per cent of statistics are bullshit? And that‘s seven times the rate 

of… 

 

Lochkey: (laughs) How funny is that? Imagine if that was an ad on T.V. ―Our research reveals that 

ninety three per cent of statistics are bullshit. Measures are being undertaken to correct these 

deficiencies‖… One of the things I really like about The S.C.U.M Manifesto [radical feminist anti-

male diatribe] is that it‘s written in that uni student language. Like science or chemistry. 

 

The relative authority of ethnographers and research participants has been at the centre of 

an extended debate in anthropology (Rabinow 1977, Said 1978, Marcus and Fischer 

1986: 1-6, Briggs 1996, Trask 1993). Marcus and Fischer, after Said, have argued that in 

writing ethnography the anthropologist ―constructs‖ the culture that they write about, and 

that this is an act of domination. Research participants, lacking the authority of the 

ethnographer, do not have the power to dispute the ethnographer‘s claims. They argue 

that this is how ethnography has been part of the domination of the West over non-

Western peoples.  

 

There is substantial overlap between the critique offered by Pinko the Clown and 

Lochkey, and that developed by Marcus and Fischer. Both are critiques of ethnography as 

domination. Yet I feel the critique raised by Pinko the Clown and Lochkey is deeper. 

They did not challenge the empirical basis of my research. Theirs is not simply a 

challenge to my ―cultural‖ domination over them, in so far as I come from the same 

subordinated queer ―culture‖ that they do. If anything, as a person of Indonesian descent I 

am culturally marginalized in the queer community relative to many of my white 

Australian research participants.  

 

Yet we have come from different economic circumstances. This has led to cultural 

differences between us. An example of this is that I have had access to the culture of the 

university and they have not. The focus of their critique is on the ―culture‖ and prestige 

of the university itself. Throughout their critiques of ethnography as a mode of 
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domination, this is something that Marcus and Fischer only do by half. It is telling that 

along with other postmodern anthropologists, they have been critiqued for using the same 

kind of inaccessible, high-handed academic language abhorrent to people like Lochkey 

and Pinko the Clown (Bourgois 1995: 14).  

 

I found that some people did not like my attitude. To build rapport with some research 

participants I had to unlearn academic English and learn how to speak like what they 

considered to be a ―normal person‖ again. I had to submit my own academic snobbery to 

intensive reflexive scrutiny, and abandon it as far as I was consciously able to do so.  

 

To participate in academia I have to write in academic English. I apologise to some of my 

research participants for this, yet I believe it is worthwhile. We are in a complicated 

situation. It will take an enormous collective intellectual effort to figure it all out, and the 

more intellectual forums we have to figure it all out, the better. It is for this reason that I 

participate in the university, but it is not the only intellectual forum that I am engaged 

with. The queer ―scene‖, the university, and activist forums all have their value. My zine 

―It‘s the Queer Revolutionary Disco!‖ pretty much says the same thing as this thesis. Any 

literate person can read it, regardless of whether or not you finished high school. It costs 

two dollars
8
. I also write pamphlets for the activist collective Community Action Against 

Homophobia, and articles for the left wing newspaper Green Left Weekly.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
8
 Contact me if you want a copy. My e-mail address is do_the_bim@yahoo.com   

mailto:do_the_bim@yahoo.com
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My Field Sites 

 

A queer map of Darlinghurst and  adjacent suburbs, c. 1980. The venues displayed are now out of date. 

Nevertheless this map provides a good overview of the area. (Sydney Playguy, Vol. 2 no. 9, private 

collection. In Faro and Wotherspoon 2000: 242) 

 

Oxford Street, home of the world famous gay and lesbian Mardi Gras, is the main street 

of Darlinghurst. It is commonly recognised as an important centre for queer life in 

Australia (Faro and Wotherspoon 2000: 2). Faro and Wotherspoon (2000) chronicle its 

history. Before Oxford Street, Kings Cross was the centre of queer life in Sydney.  In the 

1970s Oxford Street‘s cheap rent and ready availability of space made it an important 

meeting ground for the Australian rock music scene (p. 222-223). After the punks, queers 
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started gravitating towards it for the same reasons. Oxford Street was cheap, while Kings 

Cross was becoming more expensive.  

 

By the time I moved in to Darlinghurst in 2005, Oxford Street had become much more 

expensive and mainstream. Oxford Street has become increasingly gentrified since the 

1960s (Ruting 2006). My house mate and I paid three hundred and fifty dollars a week 

for a small two bedroom flat with grey-blue walls and carpet, a balcony view over a 

service station, and a bathroom that was dirty when we moved in. From the safety of our 

balcony, my roommate and his friends enjoyed making fun of people in the service 

station who homophobically taunted them. The rent was more than we could afford, yet 

my house mate was overjoyed to be living in the middle of Darlinghurst. I was excited to 

be in a place that I knew would be conducive to my research with such a charming young 

man. During this time I was almost completely immersed in queer social networks. I 

never had a shortage of research participants.  

 

The streets of Darlinghurst are filthy. I imagined that I could pinpoint the border between 

Darlinghurst and Paddington exactly, according to the amount of dirt on the street and the 

number of homeless people. Oxford Street runs through Paddington as well as 

Darlinghurst. Paddington has a reputation as a rich area and its streets are immaculate. 

Yet it was a slum before a process of gentrification began in the 1960s (Faro and 

Wotherspoon 2000: 216).  

 

I was never bored on Oxford Street. On the annual Mardi Gras Fair Day I woke up in the 

morning and everybody in my home was dressed in drag. There were other days when I 

woke up in the morning and empty GHB vials were all over the floor
9
. Several times 

when I was walking home I saw people being wheeled out of nightclubs to ambulances.  

 

The Oxford Street scene attracts queer youth from all over the country. It certainly 

seemed as if a good proportion of them had experienced violence and harassment in some 

form. There is also considerable violence on Oxford Street that is not related to 

                                                 
9
 Gamma-Hydroxybutyric acid, or GHB, is a popular drug on the nightclub scene. 
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homophobia. Perhaps Darlinghurst is a violent place because it is in the inner city, 

regardless of whether queer people are there or not. I recorded incidents like the 

following in my field notes: 

 

Sean said I ―missed out on some excitement‖ last night. ―There was this Lebanese guy and this 

homeless guy, just outside the balcony. The homeless guy went up to the Lebanese guy and pulled his 

dick out and just started masturbating. Then he picked up a bottle and smashed it. We called the police 

to sort out the situation.‖ 

 

Gay men who frequent the Darlinghurst scene are not necessarily representative of queer 

youth in general. Many queer people do not frequent the scene at all. The people who I 

met and interviewed on the Darlinghurst scene had varying levels of attachment to it. 

Some ―scene queens‖ go out almost every night. Some only go out on special occasions. I 

tried to make sure that I was interviewing a more diverse range of people than those who 

are best represented on the Darlingurst scene. The comments of women and migrants that 

I noted in my field notes indicate that this scene has a reputation for being male 

dominated and white, with the exception of club nights such as ―Moist‖ for queer women, 

and ―Gaysha‖ for Asian queer men.
10

  

 

If the ―dyke scene‖ has a home in Sydney, it is in Newtown and the surrounding inner 

west. This is where most of the lesbians I knew in Sydney lived. The inner west is the 

home of events such as the all female strip club ―Gurlesque‖ and the drag king night 

―Kingki Kingdom‖. At first glance Newtown probably looks like many other parts of 

Sydney. Shops, restaurants, loud traffic, dirty streets, and people who walk quickly and 

do not smile at you. Yet there are signals to mark out this suburb as 

queer/punk/alternative space. Rainbow flags in shop windows. Stenciled graffiti. 

Somebody‘s van, inscribed with the words ―I don‘t mind if you graffiti my van. Just 

make sure the spray paint is the same colour as all the other graffiti‖. Same sex couples 

holding hands in broad daylight. The shop that sells zines and independent punk music. 

The Women‘s Library. 

                                                 
10

 More recently a lesbian night club has opened up on Oxford St. At the time of my research there was no 

lesbian club there.  
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A person can have a lot of fun in Newtown. I first discovered Sydney‘s inner west several 

years ago with a friend who had moved there in search of lesbians and feminism. We 

used to sit on the steps near the Newtown Neighborhood Centre and call out 

―Revolution!‖ to passers by. They answered ―Revolution!‖ back. We tried similar 

experiments in other parts of Sydney, but people were not so responsive. This same 

friend once taped her used sanitary pads on the street lights all along the main street of 

Newtown, in protest against the patriarchal oppression of menstrual blood. Nobody took 

them down for an entire month. I am not sure if that story says more about Newtown 

itself or the kinds of people that it attracts. Maybe it does not really say anything about 

either. Maybe it is just a story, like the time we found a dead fruit bat on the side of the 

road and stuck a sign in it that said ―STOP CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE‖, imagining that it 

would confuse and terrify any stray paedophiles who might walk past. One 

anthropologist warned against too readily drawing conclusions about broader social 

patterns from entertaining anecdotes: ―Beware of people just telling stories‖. (Burke 1945  

in D‘Andrade 1995a: 405) 

 

In hindsight I wish I had spent more time in Western Sydney. Western Sydney suburbs 

such as Bankstown have a reputation in queer social circles as anti-queer areas (Ruting 

2006: 5). There is more than a hint of class prejudice and racism in this assessment. I 

recorded one conversation in my field notes in which a young lesbian complained about 

the homophobic harassment she had received from ―wogs‖ in Western Sydney. Much 

of Western Sydney is populated by working class migrants, including a large Lebanese 

community in Bankstown that has been victimized by racist violence in recent years. It 

is possible anti-queer prejudice is disproportionately widespread in Western Sydney. 

Yet this does not necessarily entail an explanation based on ―race‖ or class. Isolation is 

a likely factor, as is a lack of services. Some of the people I met agreed that Western 

Sydney is anti-queer. Others did not. One research participant, Melissa, mentions this 

stereotype, and also refutes it: 
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Melissa: I went to a really nice school in the Western suburbs so screw all the stereotypes about 

people in the West not being tolerant because they really are. 

 

Interestingly, western Sydney was not found to be the area of Sydney with the most 

prevalent anti-queer attitudes in a 2004 survey. Western Sydney came third after southern 

Sydney and south-western Sydney (Hamilton and Flood 2008: 23). 

 

The Western Australian cities of Perth and Fremantle where I grew up were important 

secondary field sites. Although the Perth scene is much smaller than the Darlinghurst 

scene, it compares favourably with the rest of the country. The Perth Pride parade is the 

second largest event of its kind in Australia, after the Sydney Mardi Gras. As in Sydney, I 

did not have any difficulties in finding people who had been victims of anti-queer 

violence in Perth, or in observing sexual harassment and conflict between queers. Like 

Sydney, Perth has its own population of queer homeless youth (Mori 2003). Perth differs 

from Sydney in so far as there are no suburbs specifically designated as queer areas 

comparable to Sydney‘s Darlinghurst or Newtown. Wandering around Perth, I find that 

everywhere I go seems like ―straight space‖. I undertook most of the participant 

observation among straight people for this project in Perth. I probably would not have 

been able to insulate myself in exclusively queer social circles as I had done in Sydney 

even if I had deliberately tried to do so.  

 

Ethnographic Interviewing 

The focus of this project is on the ways in which individual queer youth experience and 

interpret violence. A focus on the individual human being hopefully ensures that the 

humanity of the research participants is captured in this project, including their sense of 

humour and resilience as well as their suffering. Schmidt and Schroder (2001: 7) critique 

anthropological work on violence that focuses too much on individual experience, 

arguing that such an approach can ―interfere with any effort to view one specific violent 

confrontation from a historic or comparative perspective‖. Analysis of the social should 

not be lost at the expense of focus on individual experience, yet I see one as the gateway 

to the other. The experiences of individual queer youth are likely to reveal a great deal 
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about the society in which they live. The theoretical grounding of this project is in 

psychological anthropology and in Marxist conceptions of ideology. Scholars in both of 

these traditions have argued that culture and ideas do not exist in a realm above and 

beyond human heads and human practice (e.g D‘Andrade 1995b, Linger 1994). If this is 

the case it means that the individual human being is likely to be the key to finding out 

about the society in which he or she lives.  

 

Ethnographic interviewing was critical in my efforts to explore the internal states of the 

individual. I found that interviews often complemented the information I collected 

through participant observation. I could not have collected such detailed and personal 

information through participant observation alone. I am grateful to the people who shared 

their stories with me.  

 

I found most participants for interviews from among my own social networks in Sydney 

and in Perth. I also attempted to recruit by advertising through university queer 

collectives and youth centres. Most were supportive and I found several research 

participants in this way. Yet it is understandable that for many services my research was 

hardly their top priority. It helped that I had some connections, but this method was not 

nearly as fruitful as recruiting from my existing social networks: 

 

James: I‘m being honest, I‘m only giving you a hearing because Sue and Julia passed you onto me. I 

would do anything for them. We get requests like this from researchers all the time. We turn nearly 

everybody away. You have to know someone. I‘m not sure how much help we can be. Not many youth 

use our service. But because you know Sue and Julia I‘ll try and grease the door for you with other 

services that get more youth.  

 

I had very few problems encouraging people to talk, despite their marginalized position 

in society, and despite the sensitive nature of the subject matter. I found that if a tape 

recorder was placed in front of them, most people were comfortable to talk indefinitely 

about anything. Research participants made comments such as, ―I hope this helps. Is this 

helpful to you?‖ This kind of eager co-operation is also evident in research on Australian 

queer youth by Hillier et al (1998, 2005). These studies did not involve participant 
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observation or rapport building at all. They were done entirely through written surveys. 

Research participants were recruited through advertising. Nevertheless, research 

participants volunteered sensitive and personal information. In comparison to the youth in 

the Hillier et al studies, the sample in this project is very ―scene heavy‖. Recruiting 

primarily through queer social networks meant that unlike Hillier et al, I was unable to 

recruit any queer youth who were completely disconnected from any kind of queer 

community.  

 

Arriving on The Scene 

In comparison to other anthropologists, Weston observes that queer people who study 

their own queer communities often find it difficult to pinpoint the moment when they first 

arrived at their field site (1991: 14). Yet my own arrival in the queer community was 

sudden and painful. I started exploring the scene after my girlfriend broke up with me in 

2002. I had never bothered to explore it before. For four years she had been all the queer I 

needed.  

 

Since coming out of the closet at seventeen, I had met queer youth who had been 

homeless, who had been victims of violence or discrimination, who had had a difficult 

time at high school, or who had been rejected by family. Yet I did not understand what all 

of these stories had to do with each other. I saw each person‘s story as an individual 

phenomenon. I began to understand the weight and the scale of queer suffering when I 

attended the Pride Parade in October 2002 and it occurred to me that thousands of people 

in the Parade had once been in the closet and come out of it like I had. I began to 

understand queer suffering as a collective phenomenon, and having read Bourgois (1995) 

at university, I interpreted it as social-structural violence. I was completely bewildered by 

this. I could not help crying at random moments during the day. For a while I would 

wake up in the morning so angry that I had to go back to bed to calm myself down. I 

yelled at people with little provocation. 

 

After this Pride Parade I began to notice things that I had never noticed before. I met 

young queer people who sniffed paint and had self-harm scars all over their arms. I had 
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always thought that inhalant abuse was practiced only by Aboriginal people and others 

who were really oppressed. I had always understood that queers were oppressed, but I did 

not realize that we were sniffing paint. This was a revelation. Perhaps this hierarchy of 

oppression is condescending to both queers and to Aboriginal people, and I hope that in 

writing this down I am not propagating racist stereotypes about Aboriginal people, but 

this was what I thought at the time.  

 

I met teenagers who had lived on the street after being kicked out of home by 

homophobic parents. I listened to homeless queer youth talk about group self harm. They 

shared razors to cut up each other‘s arms as well as their own. Those among them who 

sought to take some responsibility for their predicament faced a dilemma. Is it 

appropriate to give people clean razors in an effort to minimize harm? It might prevent 

the transmission of HIV or Hepatitis C, but on the other hand it might encourage the self 

harm. I helped to prevent some people from killing themselves. I listened to survivors of 

child sexual abuse as they grappled with anti-queer prejudice. 

 

I was never suicidal, but I was no longer so sure that I knew how to live on a planet 

where there is such little regard for the lives of queer youth. I applied for a PhD 

scholarship in anthropology partly to make sense of all of this. When I was an eighteen 

year old undergraduate, anthropology had helped me to understand the cruel and 

complicated social world around me as I came out of the closet. At twenty-three I 

discovered a queer social world that had its own complexities, and I felt the need to 

return to anthropology again.  

 

My initial aim with this project was to write the queer version of In Search of Respect 

(Bourgois 1995). I wanted to emulate the honesty of that book. Also, some of the queer 

people I met, particularly the homeless youth, reminded me of the crack dealers in East 

Harlem that Bourgois describes. ―I watched energetic, bright eyed children get ground up 

into what the United States calls its underclass‖ (Bourgois 1995: 261).  
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Chapter Two: Anti-queer Violence 

After explaining to Mark that I was doing a project for university on violence against 

queer youth, I asked permission to interview him. He said, ―No. There wouldn‘t be any 

point. I‘ve only ever been gay bashed once and that was because somebody thought I was 

someone else.‖ He did not seem to think that his life experience was relevant to the study. 

I persisted because I had been his friend for a while and I knew that as well as ―only ever 

being gay bashed once‖ he had also been kicked out of home at thirteen by physically 

abusive homophobic parents, repeatedly threatened with violence when he was homeless, 

and probably a lot more.  

 

People often responded in this way to an interview request. ―Don‘t bother interviewing 

me. I won‘t be much use. I‘ve never been gay bashed‖. I learned to assure people that it 

was not necessary to have experienced anti-queer violence to take part in the interview. 

Sometimes the story was different during the interview itself. Some would recount 

violent experiences, despite having denied ever experiencing anti-queer violence, or they 

would talk about being personally affected by anti-queer violence that had happened to 

other people.  

 

This suggests something about the way queer people conceptualise violence. It seems as 

if in many queer minds only a limited variety of acts are intuitively construed as anti-

queer violence. This indicates that there is a shared understanding of what anti-queer 

violence is. If this is the case, it raises some interesting questions. Why are certain acts 

readily understood as anti-queer violence and others not? This reflects something about 

the structural nature of anti-queer prejudice. 

 

Conceptualisations of “Anti-Queer Violence” 

For the purposes of this study the definition of violence that I used was ―the exercise of 

physical force by one person/s upon another‖ (Mason 2002: 5). Several research 

participants offered up experiences that indicated a broader understanding of the term 

―violence‖ than this. Some offered up experiences of verbal abuse as well as physical or 

sexual assault. When this happened I thought that this indicated the relevance of verbal 
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abuse to physical assault, and so I encouraged them to keep talking. Similarly, one 

research participant offered up experiences of what I would consider sexist violence, 

alongside experiences of anti-queer violence. Again, I thought that this indicated 

something about the relationship between the two, so I encouraged her to keep talking.  

 

Some research participants had been deliberately physically harmed by parents, doctors 

or other powerful people. Yet they did not necessarily conceptualise what had happened 

to them as ―violence‖ when I interviewed them. This indicates a narrower understanding 

of the term ―anti-queer violence‖ than the definition I used for the purposes of this study. 

It indicates a definition that is conditioned by who is perpetrating the assault. I thought 

that this was a definition that I needed to move beyond, as I could not fathom a scholarly 

basis for limiting the definition in this way. The protection of the powerful was the only 

basis I could conceive of for this limitation of the definition.  

 

Different Kinds of Violence 

During interviews I encouraged research participants to talk freely about a wide variety 

of experiences. I assured people before interviews that they did not have to recount 

incidents of anti-queer violence for their stories to be relevant to the study, using a variety 

of questions to prompt people. As well as direct questions about experiences with anti-

queer violence, I also asked more general questions about experiences with homophobia 

and transphobia, experiences with family and the police, for example. 

 

Several research participants recounted experiences that seemed to fit in with the kind of 

commonplace understanding of anti-queer violence that is the focus of most of the 

academic literature (Tomsen 2002: 5, Sitka 1996: 3-4). This violence happens in public 

rather than in private, the perpetrators are strangers, and the anti-queer motive is explicit.  

 

Me: What‘s your experience with homophobic violence been? 

 

Pinko the Clown: Aah, not very good. Mostly it involves people calling you a fag and then 

beating you up. First time it happened was when I was with my friends and we were coming out 

of a cinema and I was fifteen years old. There was a bunch of guys hanging downstairs. They 
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asked, ―Ooow is it a boy or a girl?‖ And my friend just turned around and said, ―It‘s a girl thank 

you very much.‖ They took it upon themselves to follow us and beat the crap out of us in an 

ongoing battle through the middle of the fucking city.  

 

Me: Did anyone do anything? 

 

Pinko the Clown: No! That‘s what was really funny. There was a whole bunch of us being 

chased by a whole group of other people, I am shouting at the top of my voice ―Why are you 

doing this? What have we done to you to even possibly deserve this?‖ I‘m chuckin‘ crates at 

them. I‘m picking chairs up at cafes and throwing them at these people just to try and get them 

away from us. And they‘re walking up and the guy‘s got his hand in his pocket. ―I‘ve got a 

fuckin‘ knife. I‘m gonna fuckin‘ cut ya.‖ And we‘re just like, ―We‘re gonna go to the cops hey.‖ 

And we walked, we literally had to go all the way to the cop shop. 

 

Me: And they were still following you? 

 

Pinko the Clown: They were still following us. Nobody did nothing and it was a very crowded 

day. 

 

In other incidents the anti-queer motivation behind a violent act may not be so explicit. 

These suggest that perpetrators of anti-queer violence are not always motivated by an 

extreme loathing of queer people. Sometimes the anti-queer sentiment of a perpetrator 

may be more subtle. One research participant describes an incident in which a queer 

protest was attacked by police: 

 

Jane: I don‘t think that the protest was big enough or seemingly militant enough for them to be 

worried about it getting out of hand. I think their primary motivation for smashing it up like they 

did was because they wanted to intimidate us. They were quite obviously annoyed with the 

nature of the speeches as they mentioned earlier. Because of the explicitly queer content of it. I 

think that trying to target one of the speakers was about trying to break the demo up and take 

what they thought was one of the protest‘s leaders I guess. I think for them to really treat us 

roughly and arrest a whole bunch of us instead of just trying to get us to move on which they 

could have easily done was to set an example and try to scare people about protesting generally 

I think.  

 

Me: What did they say that made you think there were anti-queer undertones? 
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Jane: Well when I was at the station they separated the group. I was with Robert and they were 

lecturing us about the protest and saying how outrageous it was that we were using bad 

language in front of the public and children. But the one thing they pointed out as being really 

offended by was when one of the speakers got up and said he likes to fuck men. And they seem 

to think that was really outrageous. And I don‘t think they would have found it so outrageous if 

he got up and said he likes to fuck women.  

 

The anti-queer motivation behind a violent act is not always immediately obvious to the 

victim. Anti-queer sentiment may not always be the primary motive. It may be one of 

several motives. It can be difficult for the victim to argue definitively that this was an act 

of anti-queer violence. It is also possible that the perpetrator is not necessarily conscious 

of his or her own anti-queer motivation. In this case the police denied that anti-queer 

sentiment was a motivating factor in their behaviour. One of the victims in this incident 

recounted their behaviour in the police station afterward as evidence of a homophobic 

motive: 

 

When the guy doing my fingerprints was asking me what we were protesting about he had a pretty 

shitty attitude about it, like ―oh well, as long as you don‘t force it on me‖... And when one of the 

cops was fingerprinting Jason they said ―this new fingerprinting system‘s gay‖ So I think it‘s 

pretty endemic. 

 

In contrast to research participants who had to be prompted to recount experiences that 

they did not immediately conceive of as anti-queer violence, some readily recounted 

experiences that did not fit any kind of common ―hate crime‖ mold. At times people were 

very assertive in their claim that such experiences ―counted‖ as anti-queer violence. The 

interview excerpt of the person assaulted by police during a protest is an example of this. 

This suggests that in such cases, confusion over the motivation of the perpetrator is an 

important aspect of the victim‘s experience. 

 

In this case the police denied that anti-queer sentiment was a motivating factor in their 

behaviour. It is possible that the police were honestly unaware of their own homophobia. 

It is difficult to argue definitively that this was an anti-queer act. The comments in the 
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police station after the act such as ―as long as you don‘t force it on me‖, and the 

recurrence of stories like these, indicate that incidents like these are often genuine acts of 

anti-queer violence. Similarly, another research participant suspected homophobic 

motives behind the actions of his abusive family. Yet he was not entirely sure that this 

was the case: 

 

Me: So, what experiences have you had with homophobia in your life? 

 

Luke: I was called by my sister‘s friends, I was always called a faggot. I‘ve always been open 

minded about it, like it doesn‘t bother me. Because everybody has their own opinions of what 

they want. And just basically on my dad‘s side of the family they all hate it and I think that they 

know I am and, but I haven‘t told them, but I think that‘s one of the reasons why they hate me 

and why he used to beat me.  

 

Medical Violence 

Intersex people are often subjected to non-consensual medical procedures, including 

but not limited to genital surgery, conducted with the aim of making their bodies 

unambiguously male or female. In opposition to these medical procedures, intersex 

people have publicised their experiences on the internet.  

 

Elsewhere in this thesis I do not rely on internet testimony but on face to face 

interviews. Internet testimony presents problems that ethnographic interviewing and 

participant observation does not (Turner 1999: 463-464). Data gathered in this way 

does not carry the same authority derived from rapport building and the fact that the 

ethnographer was there, in the middle of the same social circumstances as his or her 

research participants. However, I make an exception in the case of testimonies 

concerning non-consensual corrective surgery on intersex people. This is because 

internet testimony has played a crucial role in the coherence of an intersex identity 

and community, in a way unparalleled by any of the other identities that make up the 

―GLBTI‖ acronym (Turner 1999: 461-464). The following testimony should be 

viewed as representative of a social trend:  
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At about 6 months old a nurse thought my clitoris looked a bit large and I was sent to the doctors 

for tests.  

 

They discovered I had internal testicles and XY chromosomes, and gave me a (mis)diagnosis of 

Androgen Insensitivity Syndrome (AIS). As part of this process they surgically opened my 

abdomen, leaving a scar. They also (I think somehow at the same operation) operated on my infant 

genitals to reduce the apparent size of my ―clitoris‖.  

 

I remember, as a child, going for unexplained visits to the hospital that felt shameful and a bit 

frightening. But according to my (brief and sketchy) medical records I didn‘t see those particular 

doctors again until I was 10yo. The records note that by that time my ―clitoris‖ had grown again. 

They further reduced the apparent size of my clitoris and re-opened my abdominal scar, removing 

my testes (and for all I know doing tests on them, playing ping pong, keeping them frozen, or just 

throwing them in the garbage).  

 

I have no memory of this operation, despite the fact that I have other memories of that time and 

before. I do have flashes of images of hospitals, nurses, smells, feelings of strangeness and anxiety 

there…  

 

I don‘t remember having any familiarity with my genitals, and I don‘t recall touching them or 

looking at them in my childhood, except to wash.  

 

When I was about 14yo, at the start of the summer holidays, they operated to make me a vagina. 

After the operation (which I felt incredibly ashamed about, before, during and after) I was told that 

as they started to cut they discovered I had a vagina after all, and that they only needed to open it 

(I guess that was my official deflowering).  

 

I also strongly remember one of the examinations I had with a doctor. It wasn‘t the only time a 

doctor put on a rubber glove, lubricated it and put his fingers inside me. But I remember one 

specifically when I was particularly anxious and crying heavily with my mother holding his hand 

while he did it.  (Shorona 2003) 

 

This account from the website of the AIS (Androgen Insensitivity Syndrome) support 

group is one of many similar testimonies that indicate how damaging non-consensual  

surgery might be (Turner 1999: 462). Yet physically damaging medical acts against 

intersex people, although brutal, are not cast as violence but as treatment. Although 
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they might not be recognised as violence, Shorona shows the same signs of 

psychological trauma that victims of violence often show, such as dissociation 

(Cassese 2000: 10-11). She notes that she cannot remember some of the things that 

happened to her.  

 

This testimony challenges intuitive understandings of binary sex as natural. That 

human bodies have to be surgically altered to fit what is construed as the ―natural‖ 

division between the sexes speaks volumes not only about intersex experience, but 

also about the way we construe biological sex in Australia today (Turner 1999: 458). 

This non-consensual genital surgery raises the question of whether violence against 

gays, lesbians, bisexuals and transgender people might also play an important part in 

the construction of the gender binary.  

 

As well as intersex people who do not consent to medical procedures to alter their sex, 

transgender people who do consent to these medical procedures are also often harmed. A 

person who consents to hormone therapy does not necessarily consent to the way in 

which it is conducted.  

 

Me: Have you had any experiences of transphobia? Or homophobia I suppose? 

 

Emily: Undoubtedly. But I can‘t remember anything specific at the time. Like at the moment I 

mean. There was the example of I was having some problems with a drug I was taking and I was 

admitted to hospital and I don‘t think the doctor who attended did a particularly good job. And I 

think it‘s pretty safe to say he didn‘t spend as much time with me, didn‘t give me I think sufficient 

medical advice because he was so freaked out by me. He was visibly disturbed. There was a very 

abrupt change in his demeanour when he found out why I was taking this particular drug and then 

his attitude was like, just don‘t take this drug. Get out of my emergency department. I mean he 

didn‘t say ―get out of my emergency department‖ but the feeling I got from him was that he 

wanted me out of there as quickly as possible and he didn‘t want to deal with me. The only advice 

he gave me was ―do not take this drug.‖ And I wanted to know if there were alternatives which he 

didn‘t tell me. I wanted to know if the problem was that I was taking such a large dosage at once 

and maybe I should have built up gradually. And I asked him that question and initially his 

response was ―don‘t take the drug.‖ And then I said well could I build up gradually? He said 

―Well I suppose so but you shouldn‘t be taking the drug. There is no medical reason for you to be 
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taking this drug.‖ And then as a consequence I thought, well he said I could try building up 

gradually so I did. And then I had all manner of other problems and I ended up being admitted to 

hospital another five times before yeah, all sorts of crazy stuff happened. I think if he‘d done a 

proper examination as the doctors did much later, he could have noticed things like my blood 

pressure was crazy, my heart rate was pretty crazy. If he‘d done an ECG he would have noticed as 

the doctors noticed much later that there was all sorts of crazy stuff happening. I had huge ST 

depression and new waves and all other not good cardiac things. You could have quite clearly said 

yes, this is not good and these are some alternatives.  

 

It was also really bad for my mental health in that it had taken me so long to build up the courage 

to transition and then when he said ―don‘t take this‖ I thought well, at the time I wasn‘t really 

aware of any other alternatives. So I thought ―oh, so now I can‘t transition. This is the end of 

everything. Why don‘t I go home and top myself?‖ It was pretty grim. The reason I ended up 

getting admitted to hospital another five times was because I was so desperate to transition that I 

ended up doing stuff, you know I was trying to use this drug that wasn‘t safe for me. So that‘s one 

example I suppose. 

 

This violence happens in a broader context of the dominant position of the medical 

profession. Transgender activist Califia argues: 

 

I am uncomfortable with the stance of the objective outsider who, because of a sheaf of 

credentials, purports to have a point of view that is more important or powerful than that of 

transgendered people themselves. In medical and feminist discourses, transsexuals are stereotyped 

as patients undergoing sex reassignment, the troubled clients of psychotherapists, or faux, man-

made ―women‖ created by the patriarchy to act as moles in the war between the sexes. This gives 

the experts a privileged voice and disenfranchises differently gendered people. (Califia 2003:1) 

 

This indicates that the dominance of the medical profession over discourse on 

transgender and intersex people is one likely reason why physical harm perpetrated by 

medical practitioners against them is not commonly construed as violence, even among 

transgender and intersex people themselves. In the case of intersex people like Shorona, 

an intersex body is cast as deformity, and violence against it is cast as treatment. This is 

despite the physical and emotional pain caused, and the lack of any evidence that the 

―treatment‖ was medically necessary. In the case of Emily, a doctor‘s medical 

negligence, likely due to a personal aversion to transgender people, resulted in actual 
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physical damage. This is despite the doctor‘s veneer for of concern for Emily‘s well 

being in refusing her the drug. Both cases indicate a lack of concern for the gender 

variant person‘s body; that it does not merit the same level of care as a medically 

acceptable ―unambiguous‖ male or female body. It may even indicate outright contempt. 

This aversion to transgender and intersex people and their bodies extends beyond the 

medical profession into the queer community itself.  

 

Homophobia, Biphobia, Transphobia and Experiences of Intersex People.  

Gay bars, gay nights, ‗gaydar‘, gay rights, gay areas of town, gay and lesbian pride, gay sex, gay 

law reform, gay marriage, gay bashings, ―it‘s so gay!‖, gay mag, gay suicide rates, gay 

homelessness, gay community.  

 

These terms roll off the tongue. They are used by both straight and queer people, and have 

established a place in common discourse. They make their way into policy documents, political 

debates, street press and school yard conversations.  

 

However, looking through that list again, substituting gay with bisexual, the terms are not so 

familiar. In fact, I am not sure I have ever heard people speak about bisexual rights or of the 

bisexual suicide rate, and I know that I‘ve never heard people describe something as ―so bi!‖  

 

-Melanie Thomson (Metcalf and Thomson 2003: 36) 

 

Gay bashings but no bi bashings. Comments like this indicate that a common sense 

understanding of anti-queer violence is violence against gays. Common sense 

understandings may also be based on race and gender. I recorded occasions when queer 

people seemingly unnecessarily noted the race of perpetrators of anti-queer violence, for 

example saying things like ―Aboriginals beat me up‖, or warning me against going to 

Bankstown because ―the wogs
11

 will give you hassle‖. This kind of evidence indicates 

that one must be careful not to assume that experiences of homophobic violence against 

white gay men are the fundamental norm of ―queer‖ experiences, and to subsume other 

experiences (Boellstorff 2007: 18, Ferguson 2003, Johnson and Henderson 2005, 

Rodriguez 2003). Experiences of anti-queer violence among non-Anglo Australians may 

                                                 
11

 ―Wogs‖ in this case is used as a racist term for Bankstown‘s large Lebanese community. 
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differ from those of Anglo-Australians in so far as they are likely to be complicated by 

the racist stereotyping of their community as anti-queer. Such stereotyping is likely to 

have an impact on the developing identity of the young person. 

 

The two umbrella terms most commonly used to describe identities that transgress against 

binary gender are ―queer‖ and ―GLBTI‖. Boellstorff identifies problems with both terms 

(2007: 25). Although the intention behind ―queer‖ may be to include ―transgender‖, 

―intersex‖ and ―bisexual‖, in reality the use of the one over-arching term often means 

these are subsumed under ―gay‖. There is no easy way out of this linguistic conundrum. 

The only option is to work hard at implementing the underlying goal of these terms; to be 

open minded during research about the diverse identities and experiences of queer people 

who do not identify as gay white men.   

 

Why is it useful to analyse the experiences of gays, lesbians, transgender, bisexual and 

intersex people in the same project? Why not just study white gay men? Or transsexuals? 

Or lesbians? Other than the fact that many find the ―erasure‖ of their experiences 

offensive, there are also indications in my interviews that these experiences are related.   

 

Me: Do you wanna maybe start by talking about some of the experiences you‘ve had on the scene? 

 

Stacy: I‘ll probably start with my identification. ‗Cos that probably helps to understand that. I‘m a 

pansexual intersex person. If you wanna call me intersex or hermaphrodite I‘m not 

bothered, you know. I was born with both genitalia. Born dead half. I‘ve been legally made 

a female. I find that it‘s very hard in the gay and lesbian scene sometimes because I might 

be at a club or something and if a woman is coming on to me for example, feels the Adam‘s 

apple. Freaks out, thinks I‘m transgender or something. Has pushed me back on one 

occasion. One lesbian wanted to actually knock my lights out for it. And I said well I‘m not 

a transsexual, I‘m intersex and this is the way I was born. I am pansexual so you do include 

in my sexuality, there‘s not a problem there. But I find that because you‘re the queerest of 

the queer in that sense I tend to get a lot of sympathy from, and friendships from open 

minded people on the gay scene. And particularly drag queens because they like to send up 

the gender roles and totally stuff with it. I also find that you know, not just the drag queens 

but I would say a lot of the transsexuals get some kind of sense of understanding of where 

I‘m at. 
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This interview excerpt suggests that there are important similarities between the 

experiences of gays, transgender and intersex people. An intersex person can readily find 

sympathy and friendships among drag queens and transsexuals because the subversion of 

dominant conceptions of gender is common to all of them. This interview excerpt also 

indicates that divisions and differences run deep. Despite the ease with which Stacy 

found friendships on the scene, Stacy nevertheless refers to it as the ―gay‖ scene, rather 

than the ―queer‖ scene or ―GLBTI‖ scene. Stacy faces threats of transphobic violence 

from lesbians on the scene.  

 

This interview excerpt also indicates that there is a general prejudice against intersex, 

transgender, gay, lesbian and bisexual people, in addition to the specific prejudices 

against each of these groups. The common ground that Stacy finds with drag queens 

indicates that both intersex people and drag queens face a shared oppression. Namaste 

(2006) argues for the use of the term ―genderbashing‖ to encompass violence against 

both gay and transgender people. Namaste argues that ―policing gender presentation‖ is 

an important motive behind homophobic violence. The conflation of gender diversity 

with homosexuality means that people perceived to have violated binary gender norms 

are seen as ―gay‖ and assaulted. Namaste‘s analysis hints that there is much to be gained 

from studying transgender experiences of violence as well as gay experiences. 

Transgender experiences reveal how deeply gendered the gay experiences are.  

 

Intersex people are the ―queerest of the queer‖ in the words of Stacy. Violence against 

intersex people potentially has much to reveal about the gendered nature of anti-queer 

violence generally: 

 

Me: Were teachers like that in high school or primary school? 

 

Stacy: Yeah, that was interesting. High school. That‘s when I had some of my sexual changes 

because of course I was operated on as a kid towards a female. But when I hit my teen years my 

hormones were awack and everything started dropping. My voice started dropping. But yet I was 

still quite female. About to go into periods and what have you. And I had to have an operation. 
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Second operation. Have the testicles removed and that was difficult because explaining to 

teachers at fourteen why you‘re taking time off… They said what‘s going on? I said it‘s because I 

have to have an operation. ―What sort of operation‖ they said? I said ―er, well, I have to have my 

testicles removed.‖ And they go ―what?‖ Because you know, and they look at you quite 

differently. But they were pushing to find out why when a doctor‘s certificate should have been 

enough. There on in students would find out and I‘d get picked on or beaten up.  

 

…I didn‘t want to go to school. At the time I wasn‘t really going through it. I just had to go to 

school because that was what I was told I had to do. I was frightened every day. I would run off 

into the library to find some kind of sanctuary. Away from these sort of people. And take 

alternative routes home by walking to avoid being beaten up… Violence doesn‘t stop at words. It 

can just be reactions. Reactions are enough. Body language. So yeah I mean the beating up was 

actually quite horrific too. They decided in year nine that they‘d take a whole heap of feces, pee 

and they were all gonna throw it on me. And they did. And I had to go through a year and a half 

of AIDS testing. Because of course it got into my eyes.  

 

Sexism and Racism 

The data I have gathered indicates that in reality there is no one fundamental experience 

of anti-queer violence, although there the evidence from these examples suggests that 

there is a ―family resemblance‖ between different experiences. Different identities and 

experiences cross-cut in people‘s lives: homophobia, biphobia, transphobia, sexism and 

racism (Department of Human Services 2002, Hillier et al 2005: 75-82, Boellstorff 2007: 

27). As has been well documented, lesbians and bisexual women are vulnerable to both 

anti-queer prejudice and sexism, and a combination of the two (Ruthchild 1997: 3, 

Martinez 1998, Weston 1996: 147-172, Sitka 1996: 2). Nicola describes experiences with 

sexual harassment on the gay scene. 

 

Nicola: Mostly the homophobic attacks I get are either just yelling at me or attempting to pick me 

up. Or telling me that you know, I‘m just a lesbian because I haven‘t had a real man and stuff like 

that. They‘re mostly sexually based, probably because I‘m femme looking and wear short skirts 

and stuff like that.  

 

You get a lot of straight men that go into queer clubs and try and crack on to lesbians. They know 

you‘re a lesbian. They know it‘s a lesbian night. But they‘re still, and I think that‘s homophobic… I 

think it‘s really fucked when men come into womens‘, gay spaces or whatever and try and take up 
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heaps of room and you say ―I‘m a lesbian. I‘m not interested‖ and they go, ―That‘s okay!‖ And they 

just keep trying and stuff. Mostly the homophobic attacks I get are either just yelling at me or 

attempting to pick me up… 

 

Nicola is sexually harassed for being a femme. ―Butch‖ and ―femme‖ is a system of 

gender terminology in use among queer women. The categories of ―butch‖ and ―femme‖ 

approximate the categories of ―masculine‖ and ―feminine‖ in straight society in some 

ways, but do not coincide with them exactly (Weston 1996). Nicola‘s comments suggest 

a difference between the ways butch and femme lesbians experience violence and 

harrassment. Later on in the interview she comments that butch lesbians are more likely 

to become victims of homophobic violence than femmes: 

 

I don‘t really challenge people‘s gender conceptions. Girls I know who are really butch have been 

beaten up a lot, and get a lot more actual homophobic violence than I do. Because I flirt to get out 

of it. I flirt with straight men to ensure my safety all the time. Just be cute and smile and flirt and 

get out of it. I‘ve been in dangerous situations and gotten out of them. With guys following you or 

whatever. I also don‘t disclose. I choose not to disclose that I‘m queer because I think it‘s going to 

get me in a great deal of trouble. So not looking necessarily like a lesbian helps.  

 

Similar issues arose with queer people from migrant backgrounds. Migrant queers can be 

vulnerable to racist, sexist and anti-queer violence (Martinez 1998). Li had been 

subjected to police abuse with both racist and homophobic undertones: 

 

Li: It‘s violence you want to talk about isn‘t it? You know I had an experience of violence last 

Friday. I went to the city. I was caught because I didn‘t have a ticket on the train. I lost my ability 

to speak English because I got a big shock when they asked for my address. I thought they would 

deport me. The officers thought I was acting. They called the police. I could speak in Mandarin. I 

kept asking them in Chinese if they could speak Mandarin. They locked me in a room and took my 

mobile. I think they found a message on it. I think they knew I am gay. They didn‘t do any 

physical harm to me but I still think it was violence. They just kept laughing at me. 

 

Me: How are you handling that experience? 

 

Li: I don‘t think I can. I‘m still in shock. I don‘t feel comfortable. I talk with other people but not 

many can help. All the questions I have in my mind are how come the police are here to help 
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people but why did they abuse me? I talked to my friend but I thought I will lose because we are 

the foreigners and it‘s hopeless. They finally locked me in a cell and the police officer treated me 

like a dog. I kept sitting in the corner. The police officer ordered me to sit on the bed. I picked up 

my English and the first thing I said to the police officer was ―why do you treat me like a dog?‖ 

and he said ―your behaviour makes people treat you like a dog.‖ They didn‘t respect me. They 

didn‘t call me by my right name. They expected me to answer to those funny names they were 

calling me. And they spoke so loud. When I got away from that they handcuffed me. The only 

thing I could think of to get out of the handcuffs was to cut my wrists. They thought I was insane 

and they made fun of me again. My friend told me I can‘t do anything. I just have to let it pass. 

 

This interview excerpt indicates that the vulnerability that comes with being new to a 

foreign country can also make a person vulnerable to anti-queer violence. When Li lost 

his ability to speak English under duress, he very soon found himself in an abusive 

situation.  

 

Different Contexts of Anti-Queer Violence 

 

School 

I got lots of harassment at a boys‘ Catholic school. I got spat on, ball bearings thrown at me, name 

engraved on the wall, work graffitied on. A boy above me had committed suicide and the 

assumption was that it was because of homophobia. The school counselor said: ―Don‘t come out.‖ 

(Attorney general‘s department of NSW 2003: 15) 

 

My own data supports the findings of previous researchers that school can be a very 

dangerous place for queer youth (Hillier 2005: 40, Griffin 1994, De Plevitz 2005). 

Violence at school was a frequent topic of conversation in the field. Many research 

participants recounted incidents of it during interviews:  

 

Kath: I guess one sort of prolonged incident was all throughout high school from about year nine 

to year twelve. There was this one young woman who was a couple of years older than me 

who just completely had it in for me. Because I was a lesbian or whatever. I just used to see 

her around the city all the time. It‘s just like she was my complete stalker. It was really 

peculiar, just like, why are you so insanely hostile towards me? You know I‘d seen her out 

and I‘d get shit thrown at me from off the bus and stuff. It was like, why do you have it so in 

for me? I think throwing shit is violence… I think I‘ve got plenty of tales like this. 
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Jim recounted another incident: 

 

Me: Has anyone been assaulted and they‘re willing to talk about it? 

 

Jim: Not besides when I was at high school. Quite a few guys used to walk down the corridors.      

One guy thought he was the bee‘s knees. He was about a foot shorter than I was and then he 

just decided that if he yelled ―faggot‖ first and then I‘d just kept on walking and he just kept 

coming straight for me. I thought, ―I‘m not moving. No way in hell.‖ He walked right into me 

and I put my chest out and gave him a little push along the way and he fell backwards and he 

smacked his head against the pole along the side and then proceeded to fall into the gutter 

which I thought was quite funny. 

 

The behaviour of staff as well as students has an impact on queer youth at high school. I 

took field notes from one person who spoke about his experiences at an all boys‘ Catholic 

school:  

 

Robert had attended an all boys‘ Catholic high school overseen by Cardinal George Pell. He was very 

out of the closet and flamboyant. He brags that his behaviour forced the school to change its policy. 

After his example, many other boys came out, but he ―copped so much shit‖ because of it. Parents 

wrote letters of complaint to George Pell asking about the faggot in year eleven. 

 

Neil recounts an experience of ―verbal abuse‖ from a teacher simply for wearing a yellow 

shirt: 

 
Neil: I was verbally abused by one teacher because he thought that I was homosexual. I was only 

wearing a yellow shirt.  

 

Andrew: That‘s pretty gay. 

 

Neil: It was an Australian national soccer shirt. He was like, ―Yellow shirts. You clearly must be kinky 

and I‘m not accepting that in my classroom. While you‘re wearing that shirt you will get out and I will 

not teach you. Go to the principal‘s office‖. And so I went and told that story. I got moved into another 

teachers class.  
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The first of these interview excerpts is significant because most of the literature on 

homophobic violence focuses on young men as perpetrators of anti-queer violence 

(Comstock 1991: 56-94). This interview excerpt shows that young women can also be 

perpetrators.  

 

Not all queer youth that I spoke to reported a difficult time in high school. Some students 

say high school is ―fine‖ while others find it inconceivable that a queer person could 

possibly consider coming out of the closet in high school. I spoke with some students 

from a high school in an outer suburb of Sydney. A friend of mine asked these students 

what it was like to be gay in high school: 

 

Bec: (Suburb‘s name) is great. Whenever you get sick and tired of hanging out with too many trendy 

people just go to (suburb‘s name).  

Alan: I hate it.  

Kim: Me too. People yell at you.  

Bec: Well yeah. I suppose there is that aspect to it too. The whole physical safety thing. So what‘s high 

school like these days when you‘re gay? 

Jane: It‘s not bad. I was surprised how many gay Muslims there are. Like, there‘s so many.   

 

At first I was not sure what to make of statements to the effect that high school is ―not 

bad‖, when other people made blanket statements to the effect that nobody would come 

out at high school who valued their safety. I was not sure whether to take these 

statements at face value or as anomalous in an otherwise hostile environment. After 

hearing these kinds of statements repeatedly over the past several years, I have now come 

to the conclusion that high school is not necessarily a terrible place for all queer people. 

One interview participant seemed mildly annoyed with the behaviour of his peers, but 

hardly devastated: 

 

Me: What‘s it like being gay in high school? 

 

Josh: It‘s fine. Everyone basically knows that I‘m gay. But they just, they don‘t tease me or 

anything. But when I first told everyone, everyone heard. There were lots of people 
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asking me the same question every day. ―Are you gay? Are you really gay?‖ And I said 

YES. You know, that was irritating, that they weren‘t accepting. 

 

University 

No research participants recounted personal stories of anti-queer violence at university. 

Yet this does not mean that it does not happen. Anti-queer harassment certainly happens 

(Goody and de Vries 2002). Some university campuses, particularly regional campuses, 

have reputations for more frequent anti-queer persecution than others. A humorous 

―competition‖ took place in 2004 about this when queer students presented the University 

of Wollongong with a ―homophobic university of the year‖ award.  

 

Absence of overt anti-queer violence and harassment is not necessarily an indication of 

an accepting atmosphere. The universities where people are the least likely to be harassed 

or assaulted may in fact be the most extreme. If people are so intimidated by the anti-

queer environment they are surrounded by that they never reveal their same sex attraction 

or gender identity, this might prevent them from being attacked. This is what Megan‘s 

perception of her own university suggests:  

 

Me: What‘s it like being queer at a Catholic university?  

Megan: It‘s fine. I just don‘t tell anyone. 

 

Physical violence might be rare at university, yet anti-queer sentiment is expressed at 

university by other means such as through graffiti or verbal harassment: 

 

A university student told me about something that happened in her sexuality class. They were 

discussing the removal of homosexuality from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders (DSM) as a mental illness. Students in her tutorial said that homosexuality should be 

reintroduced to the DSM because it is wrong. She tried to reason and debate with them. She asked 

why. She said they could not give her a straight answer. She told me she was nearly in tears. She 

saw people rolling their eyes at her. She concluded they must have thought, ―Oh yeah, she must be 

a dyke,‖ simply because she had debated the point. She said she was surprised that people who 

think like that still exist in the world.  
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In 2005 the queer space at Adelaide University, or ―George Duncan Room‖, named after 

a gay academic who was murdered in 1972, was covered in graffiti, including slogans 

such as ―all fags must die‖ and ―kill all fags‖. A ―queer space‖ is a room designated to be 

used by queer university students for social, political and welfare purposes. Most 

Australian universities have a queer space. The attack made queer students feel unsafe. 

This was evident in the comments that the Queer Officers made to The Advertiser 

(Anderson 2005): 

 

―I went there personally after the vandalism had occurred and felt quite violated that a space in which I 

felt safe could be treated in such a regard.‖  

 

―How can queer students expect to feel safe from homophobia when the one safe space is subject to 

bigotry and prejudice?‖  

 

In contrast to this harassment, some people recounted very positive experiences of 

university, particularly the queer space. Two students answered my question ―What is it 

like to be queer at uni?‖ 

 

Simon: It‘s pretty open. It‘s a pretty cool university so there doesn‘t seem to be very much abuse of 

queers at uni. That‘s from my subjective point of view. I haven‘t had any problems there at all. It‘s 

pretty open and there‘s a pretty large community there. So that‘s cool. 

 

Louisa: Well there‘s a bigger queer community as opposed to high school. It‘s a lot freer. It‘s not a big 

deal any more. 

 

Me: What were things like before you started going to the queer space? 

 

Kim: I didn‘t know the rights gay people have. It‘s good to know your rights and that you are 

protected. In my country there‘s nothing like this. It‘s all underground.  

 

Family 

According to nineteen year old Miriam; 

 



63 

 

My father and stepfather… believed that I wouldn‘t be gay if they knocked it out of me, quite 

literally used to slam my head against a wall, gave me a headache, but I am still gay. (Hillier et al 

2005: 38) 

 

Several research participants recounted incidents of abuse perpetrated by family 

members. One person was attacked by his mother when he first told her he was gay, even 

though his relationship with her was not otherwise physically abusive. Another was 

threatened by his younger brother who had pulled a knife on him. Yet parents can express 

anti-queer sentiment in many ways other than physical violence. However it is expressed, 

rejection from a parent is often very painful. One research participant felt her relationship 

with her parents was abusive, even though no overtly anti-queer physical violence took 

place. She lived on the street for several weeks after running away from home at 

seventeen. She describes her difficulties in getting her parents to sign a waiver so she 

could receive the young homeless allowance. 

 

Pinko the Clown: If neither of your parents want anything to do with it then they can‘t do anything. 

Someone‘s gotta sign over official responsibility. Unless it‘s in a physically abusive situation. But 

what about mentally abusive situations? What about parents telling you, sitting down at the dinner 

table and having this conversation with everybody else around you saying, ―Pinko, you know I love 

you and you‘re my favourite daughter but there‘s something wrong with you. There‘s something 

really wrong with you.‖ And I‘m saying ―What? What?‖ Well actually mostly I was crying. And 

then asking very, very, very quietly to please be excused from the dinner table.  

 

Another research participant was abused by his older sister: 

 

Luke: Actually it‘s pretty weird because my sister actually has lots of gay friends but she hates me 

being gay. I think she follows after my dad. Beating me. She hits me. She calls me cunt, faggot. You 

know, poof, wanker, she says all that to me. She gets me really down. But I met gay friends through 

her, through work, through everything you know what I mean?  

 

The prevalence of anti-queer violence perpetrated by parents against their children when 

they come out of the closet is unknown. Yet given the high frequency of family violence 

against children in Australia today (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2009), 
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combined with the high incidence of rejection of queer youth by their parents, the 

incidence of anti-queer family violence could be very high. It may be difficult for 

researchers to distinguish specifically anti-queer acts of child abuse from acts that are not 

motivated by anti-queer prejudice. It is, after all, often difficult for victims to make this 

distinction themselves.  

 

Not all queer youth experience violence or condemnation when they come out of the 

closet. Some research participants recounted mixed experiences of acceptance, 

misunderstanding, and perhaps tacit homophobia: 

 

Me: What‘s it like with your family for you? 

 

Joe: At the moment it‘s really good. They‘re all completely comfortable with it. And I feel 

comfortable being around my boyfriend and being friends with him and stuff but when I first came 

out my Dad was pretty happy with it. My brother was pretty happy with it which is surprising 

considering he was eighteen at the time. Sister, I don‘t think she really understood. Mum, she was 

sort of so-so about it.  

 

Public Places 

―If you walk hand in hand with another guy in public in anywhere other than Oxford Street you do 

so at your own risk.‖ – [comment from a victim of homophobic violence, from my field notes.] 

 

There are two propositions in this statement. Oxford Street is safe, and walking around 

hand in hand with someone of the same sex in public is otherwise a dangerous activity. 

This was also my personal experience while undertaking field work. Near its end, 

walking around in public hand in hand with another woman, I recorded three incidents of 

homophobic harassment directed at me in a period of one month. I recorded only one 

such incident over the rest of my research period when I had only walked around in 

public on my own. On my own, I tend to only be subjected to sexual harassment, such as 

men aggressively trying to convince me to sleep with them. Walking around holding 

hands with another woman, I was also subjected to harassment from men who 

specifically referred to my homosexuality.  
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There is a perception, or at least a hope, among some queer people that areas such as 

Oxford Street are safer than other public places. Yet research indicates that these places 

are where queer people may in fact be most vulnerable (Attorney General‘s Department 

of New South Wales 2003: 6, 16, 18-19, 24, 39). Queer areas sometimes attract people 

who are looking to assault somebody. In reality, queer areas or events are not exclusively 

queer or even queer-friendly. Neil felt threatened after a queer pride parade. 

  

Neil: At the Pride parade afterwards just walking back to my car… I got a bit scared walking past 

these guys and they were kind of like, one of the girls was coming up to me and trying to chat me 

up. ―I like your hair. What are you doing afterwards?‖ I was like, ―I‘m just going back to my car. I 

watched one of my friends in the parade.‖ She was like, ―Are you gay?‖ She looked really 

shocked. She went and told her friends. She had three big guy friends and they started saying, 

―Are you a faggot?‖ I was like, ―well yeah.‖ They were like, ―Get the fuck out of my face‖ And 

they were like twenty metres away and I was like, ―Yeah, I‘m gay. Done.‖ I just started walking 

away and they started yelling abuse at me which was great fun. You get that. 

 

Research findings of greater anti-queer violence in queer areas may reflect a research bias 

toward these areas, rather than a genuine trend of more violence. In Sydney far more 

research has been conducted in the inner city queer ghettoes than in the Western 

Suburbs
12

.  

 

Some areas have greater reputation for anti-queer violence than others. Rural areas seem 

to have a greater reputation for anti-queer attitudes than urban areas. One research 

participant described life in an urban area as ―a day in the sun‖ after growing up in a rural 

town where he had been chased by a group of people wielding guns. A 2004 survey 

corroborates the impression of this research participant that anti-queer attitudes are more 

prevalent in rural areas than in urban areas (Hamilton and Flood 2008: 22) 

 

“Beats” 

A ―beat‖ is a public area, such as a toilet or beach, commonly recognized as a place 

where men can find other men to have sex with. Some of the most brutal violence 

                                                 
12

 Attorney General‘s Department 2003 is an exception. 
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described in the literature occurred at ―beats‖. Tomsen finds that ―beats‖ are one of the 

areas where gay men are most likely to be murdered (Tomsen 2002: 23-25, 36-37). The 

topic of ―beat‖ usage did not come up very often during interviews. I felt awkward about 

raising it. I was not confident that I could raise the topic of people‘s sex lives without 

causing embarrassment during the interview. I did not come across any personal stories 

of anti-queer violence at ―beats‖, although some people I spoke to were certainly afraid 

of violence at such places and tried to take precautions against it.  

 

Andrew: The one you mentioned before at [the beach]… I haven‘t been to that particular one but I 

have been told it is out of the way. It isn‘t on a main road. It is away from the beach. So it is quite 

safe. Safe from being caught. But at the same time it could be a place where you could get bashed. 

Like how I mentioned just in the last couple of days there was someone murdered in South 

Australia. Supposedly murdered at a gay ―beat‖. I think that‘s quite scary. So I personally 

wouldn‘t go into the park at one or two in the morning looking for sex because there is no safety 

there. You could so easily be caught in the dark, someone hits you over the head, dumps your 

body. There are some weirdos who go out there looking to hurt gays. At the same time people say 

that if you are gonna go to a ―beat‖ you‘re supposed to tell someone. So someone knows where 

you‘re going. But it‘s not really the sort of thing you‘re gonna do is it? ―Oh I‘m going to go have 

sex. I‘m a slut.‖ 

 

Public Transport 

Several research participants cited trains and buses as areas where they had been attacked 

or where they felt vulnerable.  

 

Anna: Yeah I‘m obsessed with violence on public transport. Well not violence. I guess abuse and 

homophobia on public transport. Cos I think people kind of tend to assume that it‘s so much safer 

now. And it is because there are guards on trains and that sort of thing but you can‘t necessarily 

see homophobia when it‘s happening.  

 

This research participant makes a distinction between ―violence‖ and ―abuse and 

homophobia‖. I did not ask her to explain this further. It may be a distinction between 

physical and verbal forms of abuse.  

 

I took field notes about one person‘s experience of anti-queer violence at a train station: 
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I was hanging out with some people in a pub. I said I was doing a project on violence against queer 

youth. Phoebe said she had been beaten up at a train station for being a dyke when she was seventeen. 

Several teenage boys attacked her. She‘d always been told by her older brothers ―not to take any shit 

from anyone‖, so she fought back. She was injured and had to go to hospital. One of the teenage boys 

was injured too. She split his lip. She decided from that moment on that if anyone ―messed with her 

again they were really gonna get it‖. 

 

Protests 

Anti-queer violence at protests has a long history. Perhaps the most famous confrontation 

between queers and police was the 1969 riot at New York‘s Stonewall Inn (Pendleton 

2007: 62). One research participant recounted stories of anti-queer police violence 

alongside stories of sexual harassment and general police violence:  

 

Me: What about at protests? Have you ever heard of or been around or experienced any 

homophobic police violence or harassment at protests?  

 

Nicola: Yes. The main type of harassment and stuff I‘ve experienced at protests is actually sexual 

harassment. Harassment based on the idea of being female, more than the gay thing. I think that if 

you are a woman you tend to get that more from the cops. But that‘s me especially because I‘m 

really femme looking, they treat me more as woman than dyke, if that makes sense. So I‘ve been 

sexually harassed by a policeman who basically just used feeling me up as a method to get me off 

a blockade. I think he was doing it to everyone on that blockade.  

 

I believe that they‘d been told that they should do that, or that it is somehow tacitly accepted, 

because it is a really, really good intimidation technique. It freaked me out. I was on this blockade 

of ACM, Australasian Correctional Management who are the private company that people pay to 

run the [refugee immigration] detention centres. We were progressively taken off the front line of 

the blockade and then the next row of people would come forward. The cops were just pulling us 

off from around the front and around the sides. I had been pulled off and thrown against the 

ground already once. I had just made my way to the back and made my way back through. And so 

it was the second time and this cop basically just grabbed me and ran his hand all the way down. 

And I freaked out. And I walked off the blockade myself. I just pushed my way out of there and 

went and sat on the side of the road and burst into tears.  
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Thinking about it now I should‘ve just punched him in the head or something but I didn‘t want to 

get arrested and I don‘t fight with cops. I‘m a peaceful blockader. I‘ll have my arms down or 

against my face. I won‘t hit out at cops but that was the first time I ever felt like hitting a cop. ‗Cos 

if they‘re just doing their job and just pushing you off, then that‘s okay but that guy really creeped 

me out.  

 

The main homophobic violence I‘ve seen was at S11 and there was a cop there that threatened to 

rape a bunch of women. He was like, you women, get off this blockade or we‘re gonna rape you. 

And that I‘ve never seen a cop do before. But I heard it with my own ears and I don‘t even know 

what context it was in, if there was a discussion happening or whatever. He wasn‘t directing it at 

me but he was directing it at people near me and that was just weird. Because they had a lot of 

cops stationed on their own at certain points and stuff like that so no-one could hear what he was 

saying.  

 

And then at the same protest a friend of mine who‘s a reasonably sort of girly looking bisexual 

guy who‘s really active on the queer scene got dragged in behind a blockade because he was 

shouting at the cops or something. They dragged him inside and then they brought him back out 

and he had cuts on his head and they said to him, ―stop crying you stupid girl. You stupid pathetic 

woman. Why are you crying? Why are you crying? Why are you crying? You‘re such a woman.‖ 

So, yeah. I don‘t know how to define what‘s sexist and what‘s homophobic but it was all sexist 

and homophobic.  

 

Work 

I did not record any incidents of physical assault against queer youth at work. Again, this 

does not mean it does not happen. Anti-queer violence in the workplace is noted in Irwin 

(1999). Certainly discrimination and verbal harassment are still common, despite the 

illegality of discrimination on these grounds (Hillier 2005: 36, Irwin 1999).  

 

I ran into Sean on the way to Central station. I asked how he was. ―Not good. My boss hates 

gays.‖ 

 

Me: What did he say? 

 

Sean: I just overheard him talking with someone. He was complaining. ―All these goddamn 

poofters. They‘re not right in the head.‖ I just walked straight out. 
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He hasn‘t gone back into work today.  

 

After that, he did not return to that job.  

 

Despite the common occurrence of discrimination and verbal harassment at work, queer 

youth do not have uniformly negative experiences. The following group interview 

suggests that queer youth have mixed experiences depending on the workplace.  

 

Neil: Working in the service industry has been less of a problem because quite often managers have 

been gay men. 

 

Fred: I found that was a problem. I ended up quitting because the manager cracked on to me and I 

was quite offended because it was in the freezer so I thought that was quite inappropriate. 

 

Julia: I didn‘t come out when I worked as a waitress. It was a family business. But I don‘t know that 

they‘d have a problem. Because they knew that my Mum was gay. And they were fine with that. But 

in my new job I think fifty per cent of the employees are gay so it‘s not a problem.  

 

Me: What job is that? 

 

Julia: At uni. 

 

Fred: I think some problems that you get is people expect you to be the stereotype and you get 

female colleagues who go ―Oh you‘re gay. You‘re gonna be my best friend‖. Well, what if I don‘t 

like you? 

 

Michael: People ask for fashion tips. They know how I dress. And they ask for fashion tips. I don‘t 

get it.  

 

Fred: I guess because there‘s some physical work in my current job where we have to restrain people 

that we come across who, there are some guys who don‘t think I‘d be up to the job because of it. 

And I‘ve probably gone out of my way to be in the front line in those situations which is probably 

not the best thing to be doing. I shouldn‘t be getting myself physically involved in situations just to 

prove a point.  

 

Me: And what job is that? 

 

Fred: I‘m a mental health nurse.  

 

People in this group interview came across what could be construed as tacit anti-queer 

prejudice in some workplaces. Co-workers expected them to behave according to a 

stereotype, albeit a positive stereotype. They felt accepted in other workplaces that 

employed significant numbers of queer staff. 
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Identity and the Body 

Violence can have a profound affect on identity. It can have a devastating impact on a 

person‘s sense of self-worth regardless of their sexual orientation or gender identity. This 

is evident in the following interview excerpt from Luke. After he described the long 

history of physical abuse that he had suffered at the hands of his family while growing 

up, I asked him what he thought about the future: 

 

Luke: As in my emotions? Emotionally or physically? Well I don‘t know where I‘m gonna be in the 

future. But I know emotionally I‘ll never change because that‘s the way I was brought up. And once 

you‘re brought up your way you can‘t change your way. You know what I mean? You can‘t. I‘ve tried 

to change my physical looks, like my hair. My body. You know what I mean?  

 

Me: Why do you think you need to change? 

 

Luke: Because I don‘t like being a part of that family any more.  

 

Me: What is it about you that you think you need to change? 

 

Luke: Everything. I mean I‘m not anything. You know what I mean? I‘m unattractive. 

 

Me: No you‘re not. 

 

Luke: Yes I am unattractive. Trust me. I know. People say that I‘m a cunt. My sister used to say to 

me, ―It was better when you were living with your dad.‖ Because she hates me. I have no family any 

more. My Mum told everyone not to talk to me. Everything is wrong at the moment. I just don‘t 

know. 

 

It seems remarkable that Luke would seek to change his physical appearance to distance 

himself from his abusive family. On the surface of it, this strategy does not seem to make 

much sense. My interpretation of it is that he saw family violence not so much as 

something that was perpetrated by another person against his body, but as something that 

is embedded in his body. The violence shapes his identity. With the violence embedded 

in his body, he cannot see any way to change. His is a ―spoiled identity‖ (Goffman 1963). 

This is stigma in the classical sense of the word – he feels as if his body is literally 
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marked. Luke‘s fixation on his physical appearance may also be encouraged by a 

culturally held obsession with physical appearance on the gay male scene. The impact 

that anti-queer abuse can have on identity is indicated in the following interview excerpt: 

 

Stacy: I started to get suicidal around sixteen. Because three and a half years of that just did me. It 

was doing me. Mum would say things like, ―Just be tough. Just don‘t listen to them.‖ But it‘s seeping 

into you. You know? Regardless of whether or not you react to it. And I got to the point where I 

actually had a knife at myself and was gonna do it…  

 

The phrase ―seeping into you‖ bears a resemblance to Luke‘s desire to change his 

physical appearance. The abuse is experienced as something that becomes a part of the 

person. Evidence of a greater incidence of self-harm and suicide among research 

participants who have been victims of anti-queer abuse than those who have not (Hillier 

et al 2005: 43-48) is another indication of the impact that anti-queer violence has on 

identity. Self-harm is not a uniform phenomenon with the same meaning for all people, 

yet at least for this young man, it is related to stigma from homophobic abuse that has 

become integrated into his identity:  

 

When so many people tell you how disgusting you are, you start to feel disgusting and at many times 

in my life, I know I have wanted to turn my back on the person looking back at me in the mirror. When 

it got particularly bad I used to scratch patterns in my face until it bled out of disgust for myself. 

(Aiden, 19 years. In Hillier et al. 2005: 46) 

 

Conclusion 

Gays, lesbians, bisexuals, transgender and intersex people are vulnerable to physical 

violence. Particular groups are affected by particular prejudices, but are also affected by a 

generalized ―genderbashing‖ in so far as perpetrators of violence commonly conflate 

gender diversity with homosexuality. Experiences of anti-queer violence are also 

conditioned by racism, cultural difference and sexism. Anti-queer violence happens in a 

wide range of contexts. Perpetrators are a diverse group of people, including both male 

and female high school students, medical professionals, police and family members.  
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I do not seek to determine the prevalence of anti-queer violence, or to find out how often 

young people are attacked in comparison to older queer people. Quantitative research 

would be necessary to determine this. Yet some forms of anti-queer violence that 

research participants were subjected to are far less likely to affect older people. Older 

people who are unlikely to be dependant on their parents would be less vulnerable to anti-

queer violence from their parents. Older people who do not have to attend high school do 

not have to face the rampant anti-queer prejudice that research participants found there.  

 

Much of my data suggests that violence and verbal harassment are often understood as 

the same phenomenon. I observed seamless transition from talk about verbal harassment 

to talk about physical violence in conversation outside of interviews. Yet even if they did 

not always apply it as I observed them in the field, the distinction between verbal and 

physical modes of abuse is one that research participants readily understood in 

interviews. When I asked research participants for stories of ―violence‖ they tended to 

respond with incidents of physical assault. When I asked for stories of verbal abuse, that 

is what they responded with.    

 

Not all acts with the potential to result in physical harm were necessarily conceptualized 

as violence by research participants. Whether an act was conceptualized as violence 

seemed to be affected by a number of factors. One was the power relationship between 

the research participant and the perpetrator. Research participants more readily 

conceptualized their high school peers as violent perpetrators than parents or doctors.  

 

At other times the research participants‘ own memory appeared to constrain what was 

construed as ―violence‖. I got the impression that some research participants, like Mark 

who said at the beginning of this chapter that he wouldn‘t be a good research subject 

because he had only been gay bashed once, did not always remember everything they had 

been through.  
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Chapter Three: The Scene 

Research participants often referred to the queer nightclubs and cafes they frequented, 

and the social relations that they formed around these establishments, as ―the scene‖. The 

culture and social relations of the queer scene can be interpreted, at least in part, as a 

response to collective trauma. The reasons people give sometimes for why they frequent 

the scene suggest this. I noticed people sometimes go out to queer nightclubs to feel 

better after anti-queer prejudice had upset them.  

 

On the ―alternative scene‖ centred around Newtown, performers sometimes make 

references to violence and trauma in their acts. This suggests that the symbolism used on 

the scene is informed by collective trauma. Personal trauma is culturally transformed 

through the use of symbolism. This indicates that the scene is a collective search for 

meaning, comparable to the collective search for meaning examined in the 

anthropological literature on religion. The cultural response to collective trauma is also 

about much more than symbolism. This is an embodied culture. Social bonds are forged 

through touch, drug use, and dance, as well as through the embodied collective trauma of 

physical violence.  

 

Although there is much to indicate that the culture of the scene is informed by collective 

trauma, there are some things that happen on the scene that at times lead its participants 

to question its effectiveness as a cultural response to trauma. Such events include its 

perceived failure to defend queer people from violence, and the violence people 

encounter on the scene itself.  

 

Defining “The Scene” 

In her ethnography of American drag queens, Newton describes the gay community as a 

social network centred  

 

…around formal voluntary associations (Mattachine Society, Daughters of Bilitis, etc.), informal 

institutions (bars, baths, parks) and, most of all, informal social groups… which have their most 

characteristic expression in parties and living arrangements. (1979: 21) 
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Her description of ―the gay world‖ in 1960s America is comparable to the queer ―scene‖ 

in Australia today; a similarly loose network of formal voluntary associations, such as the 

AIDS Council of New South Wales and student union queer departments, informal 

institutions such as nightclubs, sex-on-premises venues and ―beats‖, and informal social 

groups. The loose, amorphous nature of queer social networks is reflected in the language 

of queer youth. They tend not to use the word ―community‖. They more often use the 

word ―scene‖ when they talk about the nightclubs and cafes they attend and the people 

who frequent these establishments.  

 

In short, the scene is comprised of social relationships. It is comprised of relationships 

between friends, enemies, lovers, sexual partners, drug dealers and users, performers and 

their audience, drink spikers and their victims, nightclub owners, workers and patrons, 

and more. These relationships are formed for many reasons, including social contact, 

sexual contact, entertainment, profit and drug use. Although it is difficult to define the 

boundaries of the scene, most of its participants probably share the common ground of an 

interest in things non-heterosexual or gender-variant.  

 

People who frequent ―alternative‖ queer nightclub events such as Club Kooky and 

Manjam often insist that there is not one queer ―scene‖ in Sydney, but two. They often 

describe the Oxford Street scene as distinct from the ―alternative scene‖. Some people 

also speak about ―the dyke scene‖, presumably in opposition to the very male club 

culture of Oxford Street. I was an ―insider‖ of the alternative scene in Newtown, as much 

as a person can be a insider of such an amorphous social network. My zine It‟s the Queer 

Revolutionary Disco! helped me to gain acceptance and respect on this scene where 

artistic talent is highly valued. At one stage I was interviewed for Slit magazine, a very 

trendy magazine of lesbian culture and pornography. The acceptance I earned on the 

alternative scene was useful for research. I met many people through It‟s the Queer 

Revolutionary Disco! who I probably would not have met otherwise. Some of them 

became research participants. 
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I never earned the same level of respect or insider status on the Oxford Street scene. 

Oxford Street never quite made sense to me. I often had to ask people to explain things. 

Most of the people who frequent the Oxford Street nightclubs are men, and although they 

are friendly enough, I got the impression that it is harder for a woman to gain insider 

status on that scene. A traveler from the United Kingdom asked me if there are any 

lesbian pubs in Sydney. I replied that there are none
13

. She commented on the Oxford 

Street scene in comparison to London. ―It‘s so different in the UK. In the gay and lesbian 

pubs in London there are heaps of lesbians. But here there are hardly any. It‘s all men.‖ 

 

The drag shows at Oxford Street‘s ARQ and Stonewall nightclubs did not seem nearly as 

interesting to me as the performances at the alternative scene‘s Club Kooky or Gurlesque. 

Sometimes I did not understand the jokes. The time I spent on Oxford Street felt much 

closer to the classical ―anthropologist as professional outsider‖ scenario. I thought it 

would be necessary to break out of my comfortable alternative scene to gain an 

understanding of queer youth in Australia. The world-famous Oxford Street scene attracts 

queer youth from all over Australia and beyond. It is for this reason that I thought it 

would be important to document it. The alternative scene represents a much smaller 

proportion of the queer social networks in Sydney. This is why I decided to move into a 

flat in the heart of Darlinghurst. During seven months of field work in Sydney I was 

thoroughly immersed in queer social circles. I was more or less immersed in both scenes 

because living in Darlinghurst meant that I was spending a lot of time on that scene, yet I 

continued to frequent the alternative scene. 

 

As I look through my field notes, I keep asking myself if all of these things really 

happened. I cannot quite believe that my housemate filmed a foursome in my living 

room, or that some people can take five ecstasy tablets in one day, or that my friend was 

sexually assaulted on Mardi Gras night, then gay bashed, then stole my money and his 

housemates‘ hair products and left never to return. I cannot quite believe that I am sitting 

here writing this in a cemetery rumoured to be a lesbian ―beat‖. (I do not see any dykes 
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 There were no specifically lesbian venues at the time of my research. The situation has changed since 

then. 
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getting it on here at the moment. Maybe ―beats‖ close down in winter. Yet some 

interesting lesbian erotica has been written with this place as its setting…) Perhaps it is 

hard to believe but it is all true. There is high drama, excitement, freedom and tragedy in 

these young lives.  

 

I am wary about including highly sexualized content in this thesis. The stereotype of 

queers as highly sexualized people means that we could be judged harshly for some of 

the behaviour in this chapter
14

. Yet I it is questionable whether it is possible to write 

honestly about life on the queer scene(s) without reference to sex or drugs. These topics 

came up far too often in interviews and in events that unfolded in the field. So much of 

the shared world view of queer youth seems to be informed by these activities. I shall 

argue that this also applies to our experiences and interpretations of violence.  

 

Some people might be quick to represent queer sexuality as excessive and perverse, and 

define and judge queer people accordingly. Yet those who are so quick to judge often 

make very little effort to understand queer lives. In particular, human suffering is often 

conveniently ignored.  

 

Collective Trauma  

We had been out clubbing all night and ended up at Nicola‘s house at five o‘clock in the 

morning. She offered us all beer. I was surprised that they still wanted to drink beer at 

that time in the morning. The sun was coming up. It felt good to be out in the cold air 

when we were all a bit worn down from drinking. We sat around in the backyard and 

somehow ended up talking about homelessness, homophobic violence, rape, and sexist 

drag queens.  

 

Karen commented that it was ―interesting that we talk about such heavy shit in our 

relaxing time.‖ We were not at work. We were relaxing. ―Isn‘t that weird? But it‘s good 

because we can talk about horrific shit in such a way that it isn‘t depressing, somehow.‖  

                                                 
14

 For an example of this stereotype see a series of newspaper articles that ran in 2006 about the ―Learn to 

Include‖ picture books. These picture books depict a child with two lesbian mothers. They do not contain 

any sexual content, but the newspaper coverage indicates otherwise (Dunlevy 2006) 
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Experiences like this convinced me of the depth of collective trauma among queer 

people. Heryanto (1999: 311-313) asks who qualifies as a victim of rape? Is it just the 

person assaulted, or are other people also victims, such as the victim‘s family or friends? 

If bystanders are forced to watch, perhaps they also count as victims. Western feminists 

have argued that although not all women are raped, rape nevertheless affects all women. 

All women live in fear of it (Brownmiller 1975: 15). 

 

I repeatedly observed an interesting response when queer people were attacked. The first 

question that many people asked themselves was ―Was it because I am queer?‖ People 

asked this whether or not there was immediate explicit evidence of anti-queer motivation. 

In contrast to the times when people do not acknowledge very violent acts as anti-queer 

violence, there were other occasions when they reached this assessment very quickly. 

This indicates that people have been trained somehow to expect anti-queer violence. This 

expectation came up clearly in one interview. Sarah had never been a victim of anti-queer 

assault, yet she nevertheless stated a fear of it:  

 

Sarah: There have been instances when I‘ve been walking with my girlfriend holding hands. 

Young boys are the worst I reckon. Well not the worst, that‘s a terrible thing to say. Young boys 

just seem compelled to say something when they see girls holding hands. Generally it‘s like that 

kind of sexual ―suck my cock‖ kind of stuff. But yeah a few times it‘s been really kind of nasty, 

―Fuckin‘ dyke‖.  I‘m so kind of encouraged to expect it that I don‘t feel very affected by it. I can‘t 

hold hands with my girlfriend without expecting that. I‘m really aware of it when it‘s happening. 

So it doesn‘t take me by surprise, I guess, which is good. But it means I‘m never at ease…  

 

Me: Have you ever had reason to fear physical violence? 

 

Sarah: Yeah totally. Every time that someone says a name. Because of the stuff that I know and 

have learned, I fear that the next step is that something bad is gonna happen. They‘re gonna want 

to attack me or rape me... Nine times out of ten I‘m sure it‘s a fear that‘s not based in reality but I 

don‘t know. There‘s always the possibility that that will happen. It might happen. You know. This 

could be like, the interview that people show on T.V after I‘ve been like murdered and dragged 
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behind a car. Like Matthew Shepard
15

. You know it‘s funny. But it could happen. It could happen 

to me. It could happen to my friends. And most of the time it doesn‘t and it won‘t but it could. It 

always could. That‘s really scary and it means it‘s really hard to be at ease.  

 

After the interview Sarah said to me that she had not realized she could never be at ease. 

She had not realized she had been so profoundly affected by this fear. In response to the 

last interview question, ―How do you feel about talking about this stuff?‖ she answered: 

 

Sarah: Good. Interesting. It‘s interesting that stuff about the violence actually because saying that 

stuff made me realize it‘s really odd. It‘s something I don‘t spend a lot of time thinking about. But 

spending time thinking about it makes me think, hmm, that‘s not quite right. It‘s sort of a fucked 

circumstance. Not in an ―I need counseling‖ kind of way. But yeah it has made me think…  

 

I witnessed further evidence of queer collective trauma at the Queer Collaborations 

student activist conference in 2004. On the third day one of the conference organizers 

announced to a lecture hall of four hundred people that one of the conference delegates 

had been assaulted. I thought I noticed an instant change in the mood of the room when 

this was announced. The speaker had not specified whether or not it was a homophobic 

attack, but this was the first question that people wanted answered. The person next to me 

whispered in my ear, ―Why was he beaten up?‖ Somebody asked from the conference 

floor if the assault had anything to do with homophobia. The speaker answered that it 

had. Later on in the conference an impromptu workshop on homophobic violence was 

organised. The organizer explained that she thought this workshop was necessary because 

so many people had been so upset by the assault; ―When I saw his bruised face I felt like 

I was the one who had been bashed. That‘s how much it affected me.‖  

 

We proceeded to discuss our own experiences of homophobia, sexist violence and 

harassment. The content of this workshop suggested many things about the nature of 

queer collective trauma. It began as a workshop about physical violence. Yet over the 

course of this workshop, the content of the conversation progressed seamlessly from 

physical violence to verbal abuse. Everyone in attendance seemed to understand this. 

                                                 
15

 Matthew Shepard was a young man who was homophobically murdered in the United States in 1998 at 

the age of 21 (Charles 2006).  
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This indicated a shared understanding of verbal abuse and physical violence as related 

phenomena. This field note excerpt also indicates that collective trauma is an embodied 

phenomenon. Seeing or even hearing about another person‘s injured body evokes the 

possibility that one‘s own body can be injured. This bodily empathy is so strong that one 

workshop participant said that seeing the injured face of another queer person made her 

feel as if she herself had been injured.   

 

Very often when I told people I was doing a research project on violence against queer 

youth, many of them assumed I was looking for stories about queer-bashings, rather than 

other forms of violence such as domestic violence or child abuse. Queer-bashings might 

not be the most prevalent form of violence that queer people encounter, but these 

responses indicate that they have a profound collective psychological impact on queer 

people. The data I have gathered indicates that if a few people are assaulted, this keeps 

many more in a state of fear. This state of fear prevents many from publicly expressing 

their identity or their affections (Meyer 1997: 41): 

 

Michael: You can tell if they‘re gonna be okay with it or not, often. I went to a couple of rough 

high schools. I went to a lot of them… I think it‘s really brave to come out at all in high school. 

It‘s inconceivable. You just wouldn‘t come out if you valued your safety. I was kind of small. Still 

am. Can you imagine me but shorter and not so wide? There was no chance.  

 

As well as physical violence, experiences such as homelessness, suicide attempts, HIV 

infection, and life in the closet can also affect many more people than those who directly 

experience these things. Many queer people fear these things, even when there does not 

seem to be an immediate danger of them happening.  

 

Me: Does anybody wanna tell about their coming out story? 

 

Jason: … I made sure that I had my own financial independence so I was living out of home and I had 

a job and stuff like that. And I guaranteed to myself that I would tell them before my eighteenth 

birthday. I felt so selfish at the time because it was when my mother was in hospital. But it was over 

the period where I was turning eighteen so I had to tell her. So I went into hospital and told her and 

then she cried. Then I cried. 
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Me: So you were scared that maybe they‘d kick you out? 

 

Jason: Yeah kind of. My best friend in high school had been kicked out of her house when she told her 

parents.  

 

This shared pain and fear even finds its way into queer pornography. This short story, 

Study Time, was published in the Cocktales erotic fiction section of the Melbourne based 

queer newspaper BNews alongside photographs of nude men and advertisements for sex-

on-premises venues and male escorts. It is striking that there can be so much loneliness 

and implicit fear in queer pornography: 

 

Study Time 

Kevin always knew that he was different… He always knew that he was probably gay, but when 

you‘re young you don‘t really understand all the feelings and emotions that well up inside of you as 

you grow into adulthood. Showing affection was something that Kevin couldn‘t even comprehend 

trying in his small country Victorian town. Besides, who would he show that affection to? 

 

For all he knew he was the only gay kid in his whole school, and no one suspected he was queer, and 

he wasn‘t about to come out when he felt like even his parents wouldn‘t understand, so feeling lonely 

was just something he had gotten used to. He was certainly looking forward to leaving home and going 

to university in the city, feeling sure that at least there he would find others in the same boat as he… 

 

His roommate, Tom, was a first year student from Bendigo, so many nights were spent telling each 

other of life in each other‘s home town. Kevin had to admit that Tom‘s stories were much more 

interesting than his own as Tom seemed to have plenty of tales to tell about the girls he had been with 

and the wild sex they had together. Luckily for him, Tom didn‘t really pry into Kevin‘s personal 

background so Kevin didn‘t have to lie about exploits with the opposite sex.  

 

As the first term was coming to an end, a lot of time was spent cramming for exams. A shy young first 

year student named Greg who had a room down the hall from Kevin was in several of his classes so 

they ended up studying together in Greg‘s room. Kevin felt more at ease around Greg than he had ever 

felt about anyone in his whole life, and while he wasn‘t sure if Greg felt the same way, they seemed so 

relaxed together that Kevin had hopes that just maybe Greg would turn out to be more than just a study 

partner.  
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As luck would have it, Kevin came to study at Greg‘s room only to find the door unlocked but no one 

answering his knock so after slowly opening the door, he entered the room just as a dripping Greg 

came out of the bathroom after taking a shower. This was the first time Kevin had ever seen his friend 

naked and immediately he stared at Greg‘s cock. He had a big hard-on.  

 

Greg was embarrassed and tried to cover himself but Kevin told him not to move. This was the 

moment of truth in both of their young lives, and calmly, Kevin stood up, walked over to Greg, and put 

his hand around his very erect penis and began slowly jerking it in his fist. Greg stood as still as a 

kangaroo caught in headlights, hardly breathing as his dick was being jerked for the first time by 

another human being… (Bnews 2005: 28-29) 

 

A strong sense of isolation is evident in this portrayal of a young gay man. Kevin felt as 

if he was the only gay person in the country town he came from. He apparently had not 

divulged his same sex attraction to anybody else. He felt his parents would not 

understand. He stayed silent while his roommate Tom spoke about his sexual exploits 

with women. The eroticism portrayed between Kevin and Greg provides a sharp contrast 

to Kevin‘s previous isolation.  

 

Friendships on the Scene 

The data I collected indicates that queer social bonds help people cope with collective 

trauma. One question I asked all of my interview participants was ―How do you get 

through hard times?‖ Most people answered that their friends helped them. In and of 

itself, perhaps this is unremarkable. Many people, queer or not, would probably give the 

same answer. Yet in the context of queer youth on the scene this answer is even more 

important, given their particular circumstances of isolation and suffering.  

 

I asked Sean if he would ever leave Sydney. He replied, ―I don‘t want to leave Oxford 

Street. I have too many people here. There is nothing else like this. There is no straight 

scene like this.‖ It is an indication of the intimacy of friendships on the scene that some 

people describe these friendships as ―family‖ relationships (see Weston 1991).   

 

Collective trauma is not the only motivating factor behind the cultural construction of the 

scene. It is one of many reasons why people come together. With the exception of a small 
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number of particularly introspective interview participants, when I asked how people get 

through hard times, they tended not to answer ―I go out clubbing‖. Rather, they tended to 

answer that they turned to their friends. When I asked people why they go out clubbing, 

they tended not to answer, ―to deal with hard times‖. They tended to answer that they 

found the scene exciting, they wanted to find a sexual partner, or their friends were there. 

Yet evidence can be found on the scene that indicates that individual and collective 

experiences of trauma motivate people to frequent the scene. People might not say this 

often, yet this is what their behaviour indicates. Again from my field notes; 

 

Sean was upset about family troubles. We went out to a pub on Oxford Street. I bought him a beer to 

cheer him up, and one for myself too. ―I want to get drunk with you.‖ he said to me, ―And then I want 

to stagger home with you.‖ He looked around at all the people dancing and carrying on. ―It‘s a good 

feeling isn‘t it?‖  

 

Sarah describes an incident of homophobic harassment. Her response to this incident was 

to go to a queer nightclub: 

 

Sarah: I remember there was a time when we were going somewhere and we stopped by a petrol 

station. There was this carload of boys being really scary and rude and we felt really shit and so we 

were like ―That‘s really crap. That‘s really awful.‖ We need to go somewhere queer right now and we 

went to [name of nightclub] because it was the only place open. So that‘s how I felt and that‘s what I 

wanted to do.  

 

Pinko the Clown also describes the scene as a place of sanctuary: 

 

It was the only place I felt and I still feel to this day, that I would not get hassled for what I look like, I 

would not get hassled for the kind of person that I am, and no fights would break out. 

 

The collective trauma that informs queer social bonds is a likely reason why there is such 

an environment of camaraderie on Oxford Street, incomparable to any ―straight scene‖. 

This is evident in the symbolism of the queer artistic tradition.  

 

The Queer Artistic Tradition 
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The suffering of many queer youth in Australia today is clear enough in the interview 

excerpts and field notes I present. Yet at the same time, queer youth have the option 

of inheriting an ingenious artistic tradition that expresses tremendous capacity for 

resilience and humour in a context of tragedy.  

 

Queer youth often pick up the basics of drag and other art forms very quickly. Although 

youth tend not to be the ―stars‖ of the scene, it is not uncommon for people to already be 

quite skilled by the age of seventeen. It is the thriving artistic subculture, particularly at 

its informal level, that makes it possible for people to rapidly acquire these artistic skills. 

The formal, ritualized level of queer performance is widely known outside of queer 

circles. Drag and ―camp‖ are described by Newton as ―the most widely representative 

and widely used symbols of homosexuality in the English speaking world.‖ (1979: 100) 

Yet queer art forms are not limited to the formal, ritualized context of nightclub 

performance. There are also the often highly sexualized jokes that people make in very 

ordinary, non-ritualised situations. I collected these in my field notes:  

 

Sean answers the phone in a funny voice, ―Hello, do you want my penis?‖ I wonder if answering the 

phone like that has ever got him into trouble… 

 

James was offered a slice of cake. He answered in his campest voice, ―I can‘t eat that cake. I might 

catch Hepatitis Alphabet!‖ 

 

I was walking to the night club with Paul after the Pride parade. He had a greyish-white love heart 

crudely painted on his shirt. He explained, ―somebody jacked off on my stomach in the shape of a love 

heart.‖ 

 

We were sitting around preparing lunch. Jen stood up and held out a zucchini in front of her crotch. 

She called out to everyone and asked if anybody would suck her zucchini. I knelt down in front of her 

and bit the end off. 

 

People sometimes perform in an informal manner. When I was living in Darlinghurst, the 

young queer men who gathered in our flat would often dance around the house, put on 

wigs, and imitate the facial expressions and humour of drag queens. Newton observed 
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this informal level of queer performance while undertaking field work among drag 

queens in the United States (Newton 1979: 36). 

 

Much of this ―informal camp‖ happens on an unconscious level. I was surprised that after 

being immersed in these subcultures for several months, I found myself picking up new 

artistic skills despite having made very little conscious effort to do so. I began fieldwork 

as an awkward dancer, but soon became much more adept and was surprised when 

people started complimenting me on my dancing. I was also surprised to discover one 

day while looking in the mirror that I had inadvertently picked up the body language of a 

―scene queen‖, simply by spending so much time in their presence. I still have not 

completely shaken these habits. Last night I made some kind of limp-wristed gesture to a 

gay male friend to emphasise a political point. This made him self-conscious. ―Are you 

imitating me?‖ he asked. To which I responded, ―No, daaarling. You‘re imitating me.‖ 

 

The same aesthetic values are expressed on both the formal and informal levels of queer 

art. The sense of aesthetics expressed in queer art (and life) is sometimes described as 

―camp‖. In a statement that reverberates with my own observations, Newton identifies 

some of the aesthetic values of camp: 

 

…the camp is concerned with what might be called a philosophy of transformations and incongruity… 

camp is a strategy for a situation. The special perspective of the female impersonators is a case of a 

broader homosexual ethos… the camp ideology ministers to the needs for dealing with an identity that 

is well defined but loaded with contempt… Camp is not a thing. Most broadly it defines a relationship 

between things, people and activities or qualities, and homosexuality… Informants stressed that even 

between individuals there is very little agreement on what camp is because camp is in the eye of the 

beholder… While camp is in the eye of the homosexual beholder, it is assumed that there is an 

underlying unity of perspective among homosexuals that gives any particular campy thing its special 

flavour. It is possible to discern strong themes in any particular campy thing or event. The three that 

seemed most recurrent and characteristic to me were incongruity, theatricality and humour. All three 

are intimately related to the homosexual situation and strategy. Incongruity is the subject matter of 

camp, theatricality its style, and humour its strategy.‖ (Newton 1979: 105-106) 
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The identification of three themes characteristic of camp, incongruity, theatricality and 

humour, over an indefinite number of countless other potential themes, is somewhat 

arbitrary. I see other aesthetic values that commonly feature in the queer arts; sexuality, 

shock value, charisma, gender bending and excess. Like Newton, I observed that 

incongruity was important to the aesthetics of the queer scene. Sharp contrasts between 

apparently unrelated symbols were a feature of many performances I observed. One 

particularly striking example of camp incongruity was at ―Manjam‖, a queer male strip 

club: 

 

A man in a cowboy hat came out onto the stage carrying a watermelon and a knife. He cut a hole in the 

melon and pulled out a cylindrical slice of it, which he licked and sucked. He licked the rim of the hole 

he had cut in the melon, pulled his pants down and stuck his (flaccid) penis into it and thrusted. The 

audience found this very funny. 

 

One important recurring contrast is that between shock value and humour. This was 

described by one Oxford Street drag queen as an aesthetic of ―light and shade‖. I watched 

a performance in ―The Winner Takes It All‖ drag competition. One drag queen contestant 

was dressed in black leather. She had a riding crop, which she used to whack the desk in 

front of the judges and to scare the audience.  

 

The judges were generally impressed with the performance, but professional drag queen 

Wyness Mongrel Bitch felt it necessary to give the aspiring drag queen some tips. ―You 

can‘t just get up there and scare the shit out of your audience. You have to have light and 

shade.‖ She gave an example. She cracked the whip in front of an audience member, and 

then smiled lasciviously at the audience. The audience cheered wildly in agreement. I 

heard Sean call out, ―Yes! That‘s true!‖ 

 

The aesthetic values presented differ from one scene to the other. The aesthetic values of 

the Oxford Street scene are often quite different to those of the alternative scene, 

although there is a degree of overlap. Some performers such as drag king Sexy Galexy 

and DJ Seymour Buttz perform both in Oxford Street and Newtown. The kind of 

shocking behaviour reprimanded at this Oxford Street competition is not so discouraged 
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on the alternative scene. Performers frequently get up onto the stage and ―scare the shit 

out of their audience‖ without offering any kind of gentle nudge or wink to take the edge 

off the shock. I occasionally witnessed the performance of violent themes such as rape, 

homophobic violence and suicide on the alternative scene: 

 

The second act at the Ghoul‘s Ball was the drag king Rocco D‘Amore. He did a show to the song 

―Creep‖ by Radiohead. He appeared angst-ridden, and as always very handsome (at least according to 

my own impeccable judgement). He wore a false goatee and moustache, and a ghostly, ashen look on 

his face exaggerated by makeup. The collar of his shirt was bloodied. He danced and looked out to the 

audience, clearly in turmoil. He mimed to the song, 

 

―You‘re so fucking special 

I wish I was special 

 

But I‘m a creep, 

I‘m a weirdo, 

What the hell am I doing here? 

I don‘t belong here.‖ (Yorke 1993) 

 

At the end of the song he pulled a gun from the front of his pants and shot himself in the head. He fell 

over ―dead.‖ The audience cheered. 

 

Sometimes queer audiences disapprove of this kind of imagery. In the same aesthetic vein 

as this suicide performance, there is a weekly club night called ―Gay Bash‖
16

. According 

to SX News: 

 

Sydney‘s newest queer event, Gay Bash, is hot, hot, hot. A weekly queer event held Sunday nights at 

Melt Bar, Kings Cross, Gay Bash is reveling in its status as a fun, edgy alternative to the somewhat 

tired Oxford Street scene. But it hasn‘t been without its detractors – to say that the name and the 

promotional posters (showing a blood spattered bashing victim) have caused controversy would be 

putting it mildly. But organizers Nic and Kym are pulling no punches. Says Nic, ―A few people have 

been a bit offended by our posters. Our response is that we find the banal posters of muscle-bound 

clones seen all over Oxford Street to be far more offensive and destructive than ours. As for our name, 

                                                 
16

 Gay Bash is pitched as an alternative event, but one participant on the alternative scene expressed his 

doubts to me about its credibility. He saw it as a cynical money-making venture. 



87 

 

there is a long tradition of reclaiming hateful words and phrases and we‘re thrilled to be a part of it.‖ 

(SX News 2006) 

 

This kind of imagery might not be acceptable on the Oxford Street scene, and conversely, 

the ―banal‖ imagery of muscle bound ―clones‖ might not be acceptable at Gay Bash. Yet 

it would be incorrect to say that in one scene humour is valued over shock value, and in 

the other shock value is valued over humour. In reality, the aesthetic of ―light and shade‖ 

is common to both scenes. The preference for one or the other is a matter of degree. 

There is black humour in the public performance of a rape or suicide scene, and in the 

context of a homophobic society, an image of a gay man‘s exposed torso is not so banal 

after all. 

 

The contrasts of even the most confrontational queer performances of themes such as 

suicide or violence can have a therapeutic effect on an audience. This is indicated in a 

comment made by Karen that the Ghoul‘s Ball, which featured the suicide performance 

by Rocco D‘Amore, was a ―good example of depressing stuff being dealt with in a 

positive way.‖ Painful experiences are ritualized, transformed and laughed at. Newton 

examines queer humour: 

 

Camp humour is a system of laughing at one‘s incongruous position instead of crying. That is, the 

humour does not cover up, it transforms. I saw the reverse transformation – from laughter to pathos – 

often enough, and it is axiomatic among the impersonators that when the camp cannot laugh, he 

dissolves into a maudlin bundle of self-pity. One of the most confounding aspects of my interaction 

with the impersonators was their tendency to laugh at situations that to me were horrifying or tragic. 

(Newton 1979: 109) 

 

Sometimes the effect of a queer performance is not cathartic but upsetting. One potential 

consequence of repeated, jarring contrasts between ―light and shade‖ is that the boundary 

between the two sometimes becomes blurry. A friend of mine commented on the ―dark 

side‖ of drag; ―It‘s all fun and games until someone loses an eye. It has the potential to 

get dangerous.‖ I noticed people become upset by strip shows at Gurlesque and some of 

the more confrontational performances on the alternative scene. These performances may 

remind people of painful personal experiences, but how they might is not always clear.  
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I bumped into Trish in the toilets after Gurlesque. She was crying. I asked what was wrong. ―That last 

performance where they were dressed like pigs made me feel really bad.‖ I asked why, but she 

couldn‘t explain it. I called her the next day and she was better, but she said all of the friends that she 

went to the show with had also felt bad afterward. 

 

Performances that feature imagery of violence, suicide or other traumatic events indicate 

that the symbolism of the scene is developed in response to collective trauma. Personal 

trauma is culturally transformed. The comment from my field notes that the Ghoul‘s Ball 

was a ―good example of depressing stuff being dealt with in a positive way‖ indicates 

that this kind of symbolism makes people feel better. The Oxford Street scene does not 

typically feature this kind of imagery in my experience. Yet this does not mean that a 

similar symbolic transformation of suffering does not take place there. There is simply a 

different kind of symbolism in use on the two scenes. There is ―shade‖ or ―darkness‖ in 

the symbolism of the Oxford Street scene, but it differs from that of the alternative scene 

in so far as it is not so explicit, and there is an expectation that it should be counter-

balanced with ―light‖.  

 

Aesthetics of the Queer Scene and BDSM 

A symbolic transformation of suffering occurs in BDSM, comparable to the symbolic 

transformation of suffering that takes place on the queer scene. That the imagery of this 

sexual subculture is easily found on the queer scene sugests a close affinity between the 

queer scene(s) and BDSM. I counted over ten floats in the 2005 Mardi Gras parade that 

included BDSM content such as bondage, chains and leather. BDSM themed 

performances are also quite common in nightclubs and house parties. This is true of both 

scenes. Yet not all queer people approve of it. Some find it offensive, upsetting or 

strange.  

 

―I didn‘t like your Pat Califia book,‖ my housemate commented to me. I had left it on the living room 

table. She had read the chapter on sadomasochism. ―Why not?‖ I asked. ―I don‘t want to be 

dominated,‖ she answered. 

 



89 

 

BDSM was a subject of heated discussion during the ―sex wars‖ of the early 1980s, a 

period of intensive debate in lesbian activist and academic circles. Radical feminists 

argued vehemently against practices in lesbian communities that they judged to have an 

affinity with patriarchy, such as sex work, pornography, bisexuality and transgenderism. 

(Duggan and Hunter 1995, Jeffreys 1993, Newton 2000: 162-163)  

 

Nicola was the only young queer practitioner of BDSM who I interviewed. She clarifies 

what she sees as the difference between BDSM and violence: 

 
Me: What is BDSM? 

 

Nicola: Well I have a basic definition of BDSM. BDSM is negotiated play with the idea of, well the 

things listed. So bondage, discipline and role playing and pain. Pain and other sort of painful activities. 

And bloodsports. And that sort of thing.  

 

But what makes something BDSM as opposed to violence or as opposed to… In a war situation if 

someone gets tied up, that‘s not bondage. Do you know what I mean? That‘s not BDSM. That‘s 

someone being tied up against their will. BDSM is defined by the fact that it‘s consensual and that it‘s 

negotiated between two or more people. It‘s something that is discussed and planned and consented to 

by both parties for the mutual benefit of two parties, or two or more parties that want to be involved in 

a certain activity. The other thing is that it‘s play. It‘s a playful thing. Even if it‘s really serious and 

people are exploring something that‘s really deeply emotional and intense for them the sense that it is a 

game to which there are rules is important. Some people would disagree with that aspect of it. But I 

think that‘s how it‘s best kept. That‘s how it‘s best thought of because that keeps it safe, sane and 

consensual. Which are the three things that BDSM people will tell you that it has to be…  

 

She further clarifies the difference between the acknowledged hierarchy of BDSM and 

inequality between men and women in the wider world: 

 

If you have a relationship between two people that‘s unequal and that‘s not acknowledged or named 

then it‘s not a BDSM style relationship. But if two people get together because one likes to be 

subordinate and one likes to be dominant and that has been discussed and acknowledged and that is an 

aspect of their relationship then it is, a relationship that‘s kind of based on that…  

 

I have one thing that I will say about it which is maybe slightly problematic and maybe not that well 

thought out. But in a lot of straight relationships women are just subordinated. They‘re sexually 
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subordinate. They have sex with their boyfriends when they don‘t want to, just because they think that 

men need sex. They‘re told what to do and they‘re made to feel stupid and fat and ugly. They are in a 

subordinate position most of the time and it‘s not acknowledged. It‘s never a position that they can 

enjoy.  

 

At least in BDSM even when it‘s women and men or whatever in that sort of thing, it‘s acknowledged 

and the subordinate position becomes a position of power in itself. And because it‘s acknowledged that 

the dominant needs the submissive to enjoy what they do and you can‘t have one without the other. It 

can be incredibly empowering to a woman that‘s subordinated her whole life in a way that hasn‘t been 

acknowledged to then be able to, like kind of go through and experience those things again in a way 

that she, that‘s negotiated where she can actually have a powerful role in that. Like the rape scene 

where the woman gets to win in the end.  

 

It‘s a really complicated issue though. The question of why people desire subordination and pain and 

things like that. I mean pain‘s easier to understand because it actually does release endorphins into the 

body and it does feel good. For certain people. For a lot of people. There‘s a rush you get from it and 

it‘s physiological. Whereas with subordination and humiliation and things like that, it‘s hard to 

understand why people like that. But you just need to respect people‘s right to be who they are and you 

need to realize that we do live in a fucked up world. I think that it affects how we think about ourselves 

and how we relate to each other. BDSM is one of the few places where you‘re allowed to acknowledge 

that kind of thing. You‘re allowed to acknowledge, ―yeah sometimes I have sexual fantasies that are 

violent and what am I gonna do about that? Well I‘m gonna explore it in a safe, sane and consensual 

way with other people‖ as opposed to, ―I‘m gonna go out on the street and I‘m gonna beat someone 

up‖ or, ―I‘m gonna be completely repressed.‖ Do you know what I mean? So I would say BDSM is a 

hell of a lot better than any alternatives.  

 

There is a strong indication in this interview excerpt that BDSM is understood in terms of 

complex dualisms. The acknowledged relationships of domination and submission in 

BDSM are opposed to the unacknowledged inequality in heterosexual relationships. Yet 

they are opposed in such a way that the inequality in BDSM derives its symbolic power 

in reference to the unacknowledged inequality in heterosexual relationships. The 

dominant role is opposed to the subordinate role. Yet the dominant partner is dependant 

on the subordinate partner, and the subordinate role is understood as a powerful role.  
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Most significantly in relation to the scene, painful and serious activities are cast as 

―playful‖. The concepts of ―pain‖ and ―play‖ in BDSM are comparable to the aesthetics 

of ―light and shade‖ on the queer scene. This suggests that one reason why BDSM finds 

such a ready audience among queer people is because queer audiences accustomed to 

sharp contrasts between ―light and shade‖ in drag shows can readily understand the 

relationship between play and pain in BDSM. Another aesthetic affinity between the two 

sexual subcultures is that both share a celebration of the body. 

 

The aesthetic affinity between queer performance and BDSM might mean that some 

queer performances could potentially be construed as BDSM performances. Yet one 

difference between BDSM as it is practised in the formalized BDSM scene, and BDSM 

as it is (arguably) practised in performances on the queer scene, is that on the formal 

BDSM scene there is an elaborate system of protocols designed to minimize harm. There 

is a cultural acknowledgement that things can go wrong, people can get hurt, and 

practitioners are expected to take responsibility:  

 

Me: What can go wrong in BDSM? 

 

Nicola: Heaps of stuff. Stuff goes wrong in BDSM all the time. But it‘s like anything else, it‘s like 

what can go wrong when you take drugs? Lots of things can go wrong. But you minimize things going 

wrong by negotiating and planning in advance. It‘s like anything really. If you‘re going to build a 

building, don‘t just start building a building. Get an architect to design the building. And get an 

engineer to tell you whether the building‘s gonna fall down or not.  

 

But then in BDSM it‘s even harder than drugs. If you know that your drugs are from a good source, 

that you‘ve taken the right amount, that you‘ve talked to someone about their usages with things, you 

administer the drug slowly, you provide a supportive environment, blah blah blah. You can do all those 

things with BDSM but you can‘t always tell how people are going to react emotionally to things that 

really affect them…  

 

Sometimes people when experiencing pain can react in different ways. Some people it creates a 

euphoria, and some people actually faint when they‘re pierced with needles or cut or whatever. Even 

people who have had it happen to them a lot. So you need to be very prepared for any situation that can 

arise. And always make sure somebody knows where you are when you‘re participating in BDSM and 
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preferably that you have support. Someone can support you. Also when people are tied up things can 

go wrong. Constriction. blah blah blah. But anyway. You don‘t really want a massive list of all the 

things that can go wrong. But there are practical things as well… 

 

Me: What happens if something goes wrong? 

 

Nicola: ...I‘ve seen physical stuff go wrong. Sometimes people lose needles. When I had needles done 

in my back once I was walking around the party and one fell out. Realistically I know that I don‘t have 

any transmissible diseases because I get all of my STD checks done. But the other people in the party 

are not expected to believe that. And if one of them steps on that… So that is an emotional issue 

anyway because everyone at the party suddenly becomes on edge. That needle has to be found. And we 

didn‘t know where it was so we had to search the entire house to find it and, so things do go wrong.  

 

Emotionally when something goes wrong I suppose the first thing you have to do is stop. In all cases of 

BDSM even if something doesn‘t go wrong it can still be a really intense emotional experience so there 

needs to be after care. We have what‘s called BDSM after care. After someone‘s had an intense session 

of receiving pain, for example, you can do really nice things like put them in the bath. And wash them. 

And just basically, and then the tops
17

, people in a topping position or people in a position of applying 

pain or whatever need to be told afterwards that they‘ve done a good job. You know their ego needs to 

be sort of boosted and put at rest that they haven‘t hurt somebody. Because people who are in topping 

positions feel really bad if they do something wrong. There‘s after care and discussing situations 

afterwards and stuff like that. And that applies to whether a situation goes well or goes badly. 

Sometimes counseling for some people. If the situation was bad enough. 

 

The symbolism of BDSM is similar to the symbolism of the scene in many respects. 

Practitioners of BDSM insist that it is not violence. The safety, sanity and consensual 

nature of BDSM distinguishes it from violence. BDSM is a way to reinterpret violence in 

a different context. Violence is reinterpreted in a similar manner on the scene. Violence 

that is painful in real life is transformed into black humour when it is performed on stage.  

 

Symbolic transformations comparable to those evident in BDSM occur frequently at 

Gurlesque the Lesbian Strip Club. This is the primary queer strip show in Sydney, and 

one of the main club nights of the ―dyke scene‖. The lead strippers, Sex Intents and Glita 

Supernova, are the driving artistic force behind it. It is a women-only event. I asked 
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 A top is a person playing a dominant role in a BDSM context. 
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Nicola to talk about her experience of Gurlesque. She describes a powerful collective 

catharsis: 

 
Me: What do you get out of Gurlesque? 

 

Nicola: A lot of the same kind of thing [as the Mardi Gras]. About women‘s sexuality being public and 

being put out there. I think a lot of people‘s preconceptions sorta get broken down. I think that people‘s 

sexuality can be pretty repressed and alienated. The first time I went to Gurlesque I was amazed and 

shocked and blown away. I think you get a lot out of it the first time you go into a space like that… I 

think when you go to Gurlesque, it‘s amazing because it‘s a women‘s only space that‘s sexual and the 

only other women‘s only spaces I‘d ever been in were really serious, about autonomous organizing and 

that sort of thing and there wasn‘t really celebration…  

 

But I also think that Gurlesque is so amazing because it‘s not like your standard strip club, of which I 

have worked in and been to many before. Because there‘s a totally different type of expression of 

sexuality that isn‘t based around a formulaic sort of thing... There were all different women with 

different body shapes. And different, you know some of them shave off their pubic hair and some 

don‘t and also the types of sexuality presented were totally different. Types of gender presented were 

different. There were women playing male roles who were obviously women. There were women 

playing female roles but that also had dildos on. Do you know what I mean? And it‘s funny. The sense 

of humour that they have in it is something you don‘t normally find associated with womens‘ 

sexuality.  

 

This interview excerpt reveals similar tensions between opposites at Gurlesque as in 

BDSM. The gender reversals at Gurlesque are comparable to the relationship between the 

dominant and subordinate partner in BDSM. Both confound the hard and fast oppositions 

associated with heterosexual relationships. At Gurlesque, overly rigid distinctions 

between male and female are confounded by women playing male roles, sexually or 

otherwise. In BDSM, hard and fast distinctions between the dominant and subordinate 

partners are confounded by the power inherent in the subordinate role and the 

dependency inherent in the dominant role.  

 

In part by confounding the dualisms that her audience finds so oppressive, Sex Intents, 

one of the lead strippers at Gurlesque, acts as a liberator, of sorts, to her audience. She 

says and does things that the audience is not able to do. ―The shittier life gets, the more 
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beautiful you have to be,‖ she explains. Shortly after the Cronulla riot
18

 at the end of a 

show, she began a long spiel about how we should take care of each other. I overheard 

somebody comment that she sounded like American talk show host Oprah Winfrey. Sex 

Intents plays a comparable role to the drag queens in 1960s America, as described by 

Newton: 

 

The homosexual audience in relation to the drag queen has all the characteristics of a ―committed‖ 

audience. The demands of the gay audience, to exemplify glamour in drag, to come out on top in 

verbal exchanges, to articulate and express group sentiments, are extremely draining on performers. At 

best, however, a powerful catharsis is effected. The atmosphere in a gay bar during a good drag 

performance is electric and consuming… The drag queen says for his gay audience, who cannot say it, 

‗I‘m gay, I don‘t care who knows it; the straight world be damned. (Newton 1979: 63-64) 

 

Audiences in queer Sydney are ―committed‖, as Newton describes the audiences at 1960s 

drag shows in the United States. They call out to performers, ―We love you!‖ and 

sometimes, at Gurlesque, they take their clothes off. This kind of commitment is evident 

in the effort people make to dress up on the alternative scene: 

 

Most people at the Ghoul‘s Ball were impeccably dressed. Lots of people were dressed in ghoul-white 

makeup with scars on their faces. One woman was dressed in zombie drag, with a suit, fake moustache 

and third arm.  

 

Enormous skulls were hung up on the wall. There were projections of scary scenes onto white gauze 

fabric hanging up. There was one projection of a woman with a horribly scarred, stitched face. One of 

my friends was slightly bothered by this. She thought the image was evocative of domestic violence.  

 

Kate was dressed as a pig. She wore a pig nose, a curly blonde wig, and a low-cut skin-coloured lacy 

dress. Her body was labeled like a pig carcass. ―Leg shank‖ was written across her thigh. ―Rump‖ was 

written on her underpants. ―The other white meat‖ was written on her arm. 

 

The imagery in use in this dressing up is, again, comparable to the symbolism of BDSM. 

The theme of a ―Ghoul‘s Ball‖ encourages people to reconfigure collective trauma in the 

humourous, mock-scary symbolism of ghosts and ghouls. Yet this symbolism became 
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uncomfortable for my friend who found the image of the woman with the scarred face too 

evocative of the real thing to function effectively as transformation or humour.  

 

BDSM influences the symbolism of the scene most obviously when queer performers 

wear the clothing associated with BDSM on stage, and perform the practices associated 

with it. The drag queen with the leather riding crop in ―The Winner Takes It All‖ 

competition is an example of this. BDSM fashion likely also influences the symbolism of 

the scene on a more subtle level, in its aesthetic values and the way symbols are 

reconfigured.  

 

Physicality  

The physicality of life on the scene is difficult to convey on paper. Perhaps novelists have 

done a better job thus far of describing this physicality than ethnographers. Authors such 

as Michelle Tea (2000), Fiona McGregor (2002) and zine writer Ali Haberfield describe 

the excitement of drugs, dance floors, and sexual exploration. Haberfield and Tea are 

young writers, and their work potentially provides great insight into the perspectives of 

queer youth. Haberfield (2004: 1-2) pays tribute to Sveta, Sydney‘s most accomplished 

lesbian DJ: 

 

She is our shepherd. We are her flock. With a firm but gentle hand she guides us to places we didn‘t 

know we wanted to go. She smiles at us, smiling as we lap up her efforts with boundless enthusiasm… 

We jostle for her attention, for the prize positions in front of her pulpit, wanting to please her with 

ever-increasingly outrageous behaviour. We want her to know how powerfully she moves us… It‘s 

impossible not to like her when she looks out into the dancing mass, raises an eyebrow, and hits the 

track that she knows will raise everyone to a fever pitch.  
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The ―Sleaze Ball‖ dance party after the Mardi Gras. 

Photograph by Tito Antonio. www.newmardigras.org 

 

I tried to record these kinds of physical moments in my field notes: 

 

I feel awkward. Mark on the other hand is an amazing dancer. He has rhythm. He looks really gay. I 

don‘t know what the difference is between a gay dancing style and a non-gay dancing style. Maybe if I 

videotaped it and compared. He has had a very painful life, and I think it shows in his dancing style. Or 

maybe that‘s just my imagination. He works up a sweat really quickly and stops to wipe his face. And 

complain about the DJ. ―Is this a real DJ? He‘s trying to bore me. I‘m gonna kick his ass.‖ 

 

It is hard to pinpoint the difference between a dance floor that is really into it and one that is not. It just 

feels completely different. After a while the floor starts to loosen up. So do I. It is a bodily thing. All 

these bodies around you are moving and yours does the same. It is very communal. It is a shared 

physical bond.  

 

Herdt (1992) describes a culture of touch among queer youth in the ―Horizons‖ youth 

centre in the United States: 

 

One is struck by the touching, by males sitting in the laps of females, by frequent kisses and hugs – 

which ―feel‖ not erotic but rather friendly to the ethnographer – by the matching and borrowing of 

clothes, by the loaning of money to each other, by the constant shared confidences among these 

remarkably diverse adolescents. (Herdt 1992: 41) 

 

The collective queer bonding that happens in response to collective trauma is facilitated 

by physical means, through dance, drug use, BDSM, and an atmosphere of heightened 

sexuality. Perhaps most fundamentally for queer youth, collective bonding is facilitated 

http://www.newmardigras.org/
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through touch. Whenever I am a new arrival on a queer scene, in Perth, Sydney, Canberra 

or elsewhere, I am surprised by how often people who barely know me touch me.  

 

Sexuality 

Queer student activist Wilson (2004) understands sexuality as fundamental to the very 

existence of the scene. He argues that if it were not for the sexuality of the scene, nobody 

would have the patience for some of the behaviour that occurs there: 

 
The scene corrupts people into mindless pill-popping zombies. It turns them into narcissistic, 

pretentious arseholes and is nothing more than a shallow, false place. That said, why do I continue to 

subject myself to this torture on Wednesday, Friday and Saturday nights? It seems that the most logical 

answer would be that my friends go there, so I do too. But surely there are other places to go? The 

movies? Bowling? Parks? The list goes on. What is it that draws innumerable hordes to the deep 

recesses of Gayland?...  

 

Boys. No, not the underage type, but sexy, hot, adorable men. Oxford Street and others like it attract all 

these people because what it all comes down to is sex. People want it. You do. I do. Even [Prime 

Minister] John Howard does, but I haven‘t seen him on Oxford Street just yet. Those other places just 

aren‘t packed full of the right pheromones to attract the masses. (Wilson 2004) 

 

Like the physical sensation of dancing with a crowd, the atmosphere of heightened 

sensuality in many queer clubs is difficult to convey on paper. I tried to record this kind 

of atmosphere in my field notes: 

 
Kingki Kingdom is friendly and relaxed, but it is packed. I could hardly move. There were too many 

lesbians in the way. Most of them were drop-dead gorgeous. There was an atmosphere of rampant 

female sexuality. You could cut it with a knife. I was not the only one who noticed it. The friend who I 

went with commented to me about all the women, ―It‘s like there are all these pieces of candy walking 

around.‖ A lot of women dress up to go out to the Sly Fox. My friend Ali Haberfield wrote once that 

walking into the Sly Fox on a Wednesday night is ―like walking into a seething mass of lesbia.‖ 

 

Even if unfettered sexuality is an ideal shared by many on the scene, in reality queer 

people do not always live up to this ideal; 

 
During the first several hours of the sex party I heard people express their concern that few people 

were getting it on. ―This is lame. I‘ve been to way more full on orgies than this. I was expecting people 
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to be fucking on the floor and on that couch and just everywhere.‖ Two of my friends had a pact that if 

nothing was happening they would be the ―ringleaders‖. They tried but without much luck. ―People 

weren‘t even looking at us. And when they were looking at us it was in more of a ‗what the hell are 

you doing?‘ kind of way than in a turned on way.‖ 

 

Not everybody is comfortable with the emphasis on sexuality on the scene. To youth who 

are new to the scene, it can come as a shock. As people said, and I recorded in my field 

notes; 

 

―Fuckin‘ lesbians. They all think you want to have sex with them. The scene is such a meat market. I 

don‘t want to have sex with them. I just want to be their friend.‖ 

 

―Club Kooky is so much better than Kingki Kingdom. It‘s not sleazy. It‘s not a pick-up joint. They 

don‘t have wet t-shirt competitions. You can just relax at Kooky.‖ 

 

Vincent shared similar sentiments about the Oxford Street scene: 

 

Vincent: So when I first got out into the gay scene it was more, going into their houses and having sex 

instead of making friends which I should of. I was very, very innocent. When I was 21 I still had the 

same kind of feelings and thought patterns as a twelve year old girl would have, you know? Waiting 

for that knight in shining armour and not wanting to do anything more than kiss him, you know? I was 

very uncomfortable about the whole idea. Waiting for the right one. And I thought I was over the 

whole stage. I didn‘t want to go through any one night stands. I was very against it. But the people that 

I did have a liking for, that I got to know and fell in love with, no one would ever date me or even 

think about going out with me after getting to know me because being so inexperienced was a bad 

thing. I had a lot of guys, even my good friends saying, ―Look, I think you need to experience a bit 

more.‖ 

 

So that‘s what probably triggered it. That‘s when I went out nightclubbing and I experienced, you 

know, and it wasn‘t something that I wanted to do. It was just because everyone else was doing it. So 

why can‘t I? So a lot of social pressure. Even the gay community affected me in a bad way I can say. 

Definitely. The gay community, I think needs to be tidied up in a lot of ways. I think innocent people 

need to be assured that it‘s good to be like that. You know? I mean, when I expressed my views of 

what relationships would be, I dunno, it‘s just unbelievably sleazy. I think that part of it‘s fine you 

know? And there‘s nothing wrong with being a part of it and enjoying it. But I just think being in 

Sydney, coming from Queensland, it‘s just not that versatile. It‘s just the sleazy scene or nothing, I‘ve 
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found. It‘s very tough to find friends, real friends in the gay community, especially. Very complicated, 

I think. Do you agree? 

 

Some excerpts from my field notes and interviews indicate that the emphasis on 

sexuality, like other aspects of the physicality of the scene, is informed by collective 

trauma. On one occasion I sat out side with some queer youth who were smoking. One 

person commented that a lot of us were smokers. Another person asked, ―Why is that? Is 

it because queers are under more stress?‖ I answered ―Yes‖. Another person asked, ―Is 

that also why we have so much sex?‖ In the following interview excerpt sex is also 

framed as a response to stress: 

 

Me: What was your coming out like? 

 

Ian: It‘s pretty weird. It was when I was about fourteen, fifteen. I was going through a lot of stress. I 

admit I‘ve had thirty six girlfriends. And yes I do count. I wasn‘t interested in any of them. You know 

what I mean? I kept thinking ―hey, it‘s just the right girl. I‘ll keep moving around and see if I find 

someone I like.‖ And I never did. You know what I mean? It just wasn‘t for me. And then I realized 

that I‘m gay. I started hanging around guys, you know, like gay guys and stuff. And then I guess that, 

you know, most people turn to alcohol and drugs when they‘re in a really bad depression but I turned 

to another thing which was sex. 

 

Drugs 

Oxford Street‘s reputation for rampant drug use is not simply a homophobic stereotype. 

Sound survey research indicates that drug and alcohol consumption is much greater 

among queer youth than their heterosexual counterparts (Smith, Lindsay and Rosenthal 

1999). For ethical reasons, I did not interview people in depth about their experiences 

with drugs. I collected most of my data on drugs through observation rather than through 

direct participation or ethnographic interviewing. Some incidents of drug use I observed 

seemed excessive and dangerous to me, particularly in comparison with my own limited 

direct experience. I recorded this story in my field notes:  

 

Sean was excited. He flashed a small plastic bag at me. It contained six vials of bright blue liquid. ―It‘s 

liquid E. It‘s really hard to get. Do you want some?‖ I declined, on the grounds that I had to interview 

someone the next day. ―You can interview them on E!‖ He did a funny impression of me conducting 
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an ethnographic interview on ecstasy – eyes darting, teeth grinding, ―So can you tell me about… Can 

you tell me about… Just tell me about…‖ 

 

He asked me what time the interview was. I answered that it was at two o‘clock. He said, ―Oh no 

problem. You‘ll be fine by then.‖ I declined again. ―No I won‘t. I‘ll be coming down.‖ I told him he 

has to be more responsible about giving people drugs. He has to inform people they might have a bad 

come-down.  

 

Sean: But I don‘t come down. I never come down. 

Me: Well you might not come down. But other people do. With some people it hits them four days 

later and they have an ―eccy Tuesday‖. 

Sean: Well if eccy Tuesday‘s a whole week away you can have a vial now!  

 

He told me he has also seen vials of liquid E lined up in the colours of the rainbow. I 

thought that was an ethnographically interesting symbol of queer pride. (Or queer 

marketing. Two sides of the same coin?) 

 

Shortly after he took the liquid ecstasy he said to me, ―Now I don‘t want you to freak out. 

This is just something I tell everyone when I take drugs. If anything happens involving 

the ambulance or police, can you take the vials out of my pocket? They get confiscated. 

It‘s highly unlikely to happen so I don‘t want you to worry. I just don‘t want to get 

busted.‖ I was amused that he had thought to take precautions about getting caught by the 

police, but he had apparently not considered the dangers of the drug itself to his health or 

mine. 

 

The next day he told me about the night he had had. He said he had taken three vials, and 

then complained to his dealer that they weren‘t working, even though he got them for free 

and they most certainly worked. When I last saw him he was completely intoxicated. 

 

His dealer handed him a shot glass full of the drug, which he gulped down. He went to a 

sex-on-premises venue with some friends. He did not have sex but passed out on the 

floor. He staggered home early in the morning. He had to try hard not to fall asleep 

walking home. A friend told him later on that at the sex-on-premises venue several men 
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had been standing over him while he was passed out on the floor, signifying that he could 

have been in serious danger of sexual assault.  

 

As far as I am aware, there is no such thing as a liquid form of ecstasy in use on the 

Sydney scene. The term ―liquid ecstasy‖ does not typically connote a form of ecstasy, 

rather it is used for GHB, a drug with a high risk of overdose. I am not sure if it is 

possible to survive the quantity of the drug that Sean describes, so he may have 

exaggerated his tale. In any case, if the drug was indeed GHB and not ecstasy, his 

carelessness about the dosage level likely means that he was not only in danger of sexual 

assault, but also death. Over time, this kind of drug use can take its toll: 

 

Sean: I‘m worried about my friends. They‘re just drug fucked all the time. I don‘t want to hang out 

with them. Dave showed me the inside of his mouth. He‘s worn away the inside of his cheeks from 

grinding his teeth too much
19

. It‘s gross. 

 

This story illustrates the prolific drug use common on the scene. It is suggested in the 

literature that this is, in part, commonly instigated by stress from anti-queer social 

pressures. Several studies indicate that young people who have been victims of anti-queer 

violence or harassment were more vulnerable to drug abuse (Gagne and Tewksbury 1997: 

488, Smith et al. 1999, Hillier et al. 1998, Hillier et al. 2005: 55). I recorded instances in 

which queer youth explicitly stated that this was the case: 

 

Kath: I used to take heaps of drugs when I was younger. 

Me: How come? 

Kath: I was stressed coming out of the closet. 

 

Anti-queer prejudice is not the only reason behind widespread drug use among queer 

youth. Another related reason is that these drugs have a shared cultural value on the 

scene. In queer social networks it is common for people to encourage others to try various 

drugs. Sometimes this encouragement is respectful, on occasion pressure is applied. I was 

offered ecstasy on several occasions, at times for free. 
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I observed that people commonly grind their teeth while on ecstasy. 



102 

 

 

Although party drugs may have a shared cultural value, not all queer youth revere these 

drugs equally. One does not have to be involved on the scene for very long to witness 

some of the damaging consequences of drug abuse. Some avoid drug use because they 

have witnessed its damaging consequences first hand. Research participant Marcus 

refrained from drug use after his boyfriend had committed suicide while on GHB. Some 

avoid drug use because it contradicts their values. Such moral perspectives are probably 

gained from the cultural contexts that they came from prior to their involvement on the 

queer scene; 

 

Me: What‘s Sydney been like? 

 

Vincent: It‘s been very, very, very scary. Everyone‘s doing drugs, which I‘m not happy with. I don‘t 

do drugs myself. I‘ve tried it once before in my life, that‘s not including marijuana of course. But I did 

not agree with it. I think that you should always work for a better tomorrow. 

 

Drugs are at times a response to personal and collective trauma, yet they carry risks of 

further trauma. The story I recounted of Sean‘s night out on liquid E indicates that drug 

use can increase vulnerability to violence. Drugs can also be used to deliberately render a 

person vulnerable to sexual assault, as in the practice of drink spiking. Drug use can 

increase vulnerability to suicide. It is not only the hard ―party drugs‖ that can have this 

effect. I took note of one suicide attempt that occurred under the influence of alcohol. 

Drug overdose can also be used as a method of suicide in its own right (Hillier et al. 

2005: 58). The story I told of one suicide attempt in the introduction to the thesis 

illustrates this. 

 

I also observed that arguments on the scene commonly break out under the influence of 

alcohol or GHB. Although I did not observe any argument escalate to the level of 

physical confrontation, I thought that the influence of drugs made people more 

aggressive, or perhaps just more uninhibited, than they would have been otherwise.  

 

Bloodsports 
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Alongside touch, dance and drug use, BDSM practices that involve cutting or piercing 

the skin to induce a euphoric state of consciousness, collectively known as ―bloodsports‖, 

are another means of facilitating collective queer bonding. During my period of field 

work I spent time with a group of queer youth on the alternative scene who are 

practitioners of bloodsports and other BDSM practices. Most of the data I recorded about 

BDSM was from informal conversations and interviews with participants, rather than 

from direct participation.  

 
Amanda: Tattooing is hard. You can‘t make a mistake. It takes years and years of training and you 

don‘t get paid. You have to buy all your own equipment. It‘s really expensive. Etching and branding is 

easier. Cutting is much easier. You just cut the design into someone‘s skin with a razor blade. It 

doesn‘t last. It doesn‘t scar. You can‘t do fancy designs because the razor blade will only cut a straight 

line.  

 

You should only do it to someone else if you‘ve had it done to you. You need to know what it feels 

like. You need to know to tell the person to breathe. Sometimes they will just go on another plane and 

won‘t be able to talk and that‘s not necessarily a good thing. You need to slap them and look at them 

and talk to them. ―What are you going through? Are you okay? Talk to me.‖ 

 

Me: So that‘s why I couldn‘t stop laughing when they stuck needles into me in hospital. 

 

Amanda: Yeah. That happens. Once I was needle piercing someone and she couldn‘t stop laughing. 

It‘s the endorphin rush.  

 

Me: It sounds like fun. It makes me curious. 

 

Amanda: We should arrange a session for you.  

 

Me: Is it a sex thing? 

 

Amanda: No it isn‘t. Actually sex makes things difficult because you‘ve got an open wound and you 

have to keep it sterile. It‘s emotionally difficult too. When I‘ve done it to lovers it‘s been really 

difficult. It‘s much easier with friends. It‘s an intense thing. It‘s intense to have it done to you and it‘s 

intense to do it to someone else. It‘s easier without that sexual connection there. Most of the time 

flogging isn‘t a sexual thing either. 
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Bloodsports are less commonly practiced on the scene than dancing, sexual excess or 

drug use. Several queer youth I spoke to had never even heard of it, despite their frequent 

participation on the Oxford Street scene. Nevertheless, there is a thriving queer BDSM 

―scene‖ in Sydney, centred around the ―Hellfire‖ nightclub, the Sydney Leather Pride 

festival, and countless house parties and other informal events. The physicality, 

collectivity and sense of celebration in dance, sex and drug use is also evident in 

bloodsports. The work of queer zine author Ali Haberfield captures this well: 

 

A body sits, breathing, waiting: partially naked, skin prepared with cold alcohol swipes and perhaps 

some vile yellow betadine. An audience waits, watching intently, quiet murmurs in respect of this 

moment. Someone‘s living room, someone‘s bedroom, a kitchen perhaps: these are domestic pursuits.  

 

If it is to be a cutting tonight, gloved hands will reach for the small, silver foil packet. The scalpel is 

tiny, glittering sharp. There‘s barely a tickle as it crosses the waiting skin, but the body knows: it tries 

to twitch away from the invasion and it is all the muscles can do to hold itself there, bare, presented to 

the knife. The pain comes slowly, crawling up to the surface with the beads of blood that begin to join 

and drop crimson down the skin. The lines of the scalpel are slow and precise - the design is a beautiful 

thing. When it‘s over the scalpel is dropped with a rattle into the sharps container, the body can breathe 

again. The vicious swipe of the alcohol swab afterwards is delicious, twisting, screaming irony – at this 

point it doesn‘t matter any more if you move and move the body does, bellowing finally. The 

chemicals flood through from the brain, and the body is simultaneously hyper-alert and droopy 

relaxed… 

 

By now the audience will be fully enveloped in the spell spun by the bodies, the sharps, the pain. 

Hands reach out, patting, congratulating, stroking the bodies, pulling a part of the magic away and 

making it theirs. (Haberfield 2004) 

 

I recorded a similar bloodsports session in my field notes: 

 

I walked into the room maybe half an hour into the session. It was a very long session. It went on for 

nearly an hour. Adam was being topped by a very tall, topless woman in leather pants and a leather 

jacket. He was sitting in a chair wearing a long black skirt. She stuck needles in concentric circles 

around his nipples, and also into his scalp and forehead. He looked really high. He looked blissful, but 

also maybe a bit sad. He definitely looked like he was in pain. He said it was really intense. His 

audience was mesmerized. So was I. He let me hold his hand.  
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The top was attentive to him. She asked him questions, and carefully watched his body language and 

reactions to what she was doing. When it looked like it was getting a bit much for him she would slow 

down. She touched him to reassure him. She kissed him on the top of his head. After about 45 minutes 

she started pulling the needles out. This looked a lot more painful than when she had put them in. She 

pulled them out quickly, one by one, and put them in the sharps container next to her. Blood started to 

run down his chest.  

 

Someone came in and commented on the length of the session. ―Are you still going? You pig!‖ When 

the needles had all been removed he got up and looked in the mirror at his bloody face and chest.  

 

I am unsure how the partial nudity of the dominant BDSM partner in this case squares 

with my informant‘s previous account of the asexuality of bloodsports. Another 

practitioner told me that whether bloodsports is sexual or not ―depends on who you are‖. 

These field notes indicate that as well as being about physical pain, bloodsports is also 

about physical pleasure and bonding between people.  

 

The capacity for physical pain is a basic feature of the human body. There are several 

social dimensions to this capacity. The aversion to physical pain extends beyond the self 

to other people. Particularly among queer youth, it extends to the other queer youth with 

whom one identifies. This is evident when violence is felt as collective trauma, even 

among people who have not been assaulted themselves. There is a basic empathy here for 

the bodily capacities of other people.  

 

This empathy also extends to physical pleasure. It is evident in the collective physical 

bonding that happens on the scene through dancing, sex, touch, and drug use. The 

capacities for physical pain and pleasure are complicated. My research indicates that they 

are interrelated. This is evident among queer youth who recount a ―rush‖ from self-harm, 

and bloodsports practitioners who experience a ―high‖ from cutting or piercing. The 

physical empathy between queer people extends to complex combinations of pain and 

pleasure, as in group self-harm, or bloodsports sessions with an audience.  

 

Motivations and Morality 
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A lot of this behaviour might seem like transgression or excess to outsiders. Yet if 

examined in context it takes on different connotations. These are cultural practices of 

people who experience disproportionate levels of isolation, depression and violence. 

Bloodsports, sex, drugs and dance are all conducive to connection between human beings 

and to euphoric states of consciousness. The emphasis on sexuality on the scene takes on 

a different connotation if examined in a context of sexual repression that exacts a heavy 

psychological toll on queers and women.  

 

Some people express suspicion about the motivations behind these behaviours. I listened 

to one counselor explain that drug use on the scene is a form of self harm, and is 

motivated by low self esteem that is a consequence of homophobia. ―People think that 

they aren‘t as good as straight people, and their bodies don‘t deserve the same level of 

care.‖ The level of risk and self destruction that some people indulge in on the scene 

indicates that perhaps there is some truth to this counselor‘s interpretation. Yet it seems 

unlikely that the motivations of people on the scene can be reduced entirely to this. Queer 

novelist Michelle Tea ponders motivations behind alcoholism. She writes; 

 

I wasn‘t sure how the whole alcoholism, Twelve Step situation worked. Couldn‘t you simply have 

alcoholic periods, when you are sad or reckless and drinking for pathetic reasons, and then you get past 

it and cheer up and can drink again because it‘s so much fun to be drunk? (Tea 2000: 22)  

 

I often find myself asking similar questions on the scene. Do people have all this sex and 

take so many drugs as an escape, or simply because it is fun? Where does one draw the 

line? Escapism and fun should not necessarily be seen as counterposed. There is much to 

indicate that for much of the time this behaviour is simply the uncomplicated celebration 

of inhabiting a human body. Nicola encouraged me to try speed. I asked why she was so 

keen that I take drugs. She answered, ―You‘re such a good person and I think drugs 

would enrich your life. We‘d have such a good time peaking together. You‘re very 

careful. If anything, you‘re over-careful. So you don‘t have much to lose with drugs. You 

only have a lot to gain.‖ 

 

Perspectives from the Anthropology of Religion 
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Justine held a house party in her backyard. It was set up well. There were musicians 

playing and a projector to watch films. The Canadian queer folk singer Rae Spoon had 

been staying at Justine‘s house for the Sydney leg of his Australian tour. He played a set 

of seven songs at the party. 

 

Rae Spoon plays the banjo and guitar very proficiently and has a beautiful voice. He is 

a queer atheist who sings love songs about women in the artistic idiom of the 

Pentecostal church in which he was raised. The bitter irony of his mastery of country 

and gospel music was not lost on his audience, who cheered to every dig at religion that 

he made. His love songs are beautiful, but his final song ―The Rapture‖ was the 

highlight, for me. 

 

He introduced ―The Rapture‖ as ―the first ever transgender atheist gospel song‖. His 

audience was delighted with this and laughed and cheered. He explained that he had 

come from Alberta and had been raised in a Christian family; 

 

Alberta is the same province that K.D Lang came from. A lot of people leave Alberta. That shows 

there is something wrong with the place. There are a lot of Christians there. Do you folks know what 

the rapture is? The rapture is when God comes down and rescues all the Christians. But the rapture 

I‘m talking about is the party afterward when all the Christians have gone. Where I come from, 

when people listen to gospel music they stamp their feet and they stamp the tables. They go nuts. If 

you feel like stamping your feet, go ahead. Sing along. 

 

―The rapture‘s got no hold on me 

The rapture‘s got no hold on me 

I‘m not waiting for anyone 

The rapture‘s got no hold on me 

 

Now that I know that I‘m free 

Now that I know that I‘m free 

Ain‘t nobody coming down to fix everything 

Now that I know that I‘m free 

 

She ain‘t coming back to me 
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She ain‘t coming back to me 

(Neither is Jesus!) 

I‘m not waiting for anyone 

She ain‘t coming back to me‖ 

 

When the audience cheered at the song, he told us, ―That‘s when you say ‗Amen!‘‖ 

Near the end, during the final recitation of the chorus, he knelt down before Justine, 

seated on the ground, who raised her hands and closed her eyes in imitation of the 

Pentecostal church.  

 

 
Rae Spoon. From www.raespoon.com 

 

Spoon‘s performance was ironic. The incongruous combination of transgender atheism 

and gospel music could be construed as camp. This humour may have relieved some of 

the collective trauma caused by the common queer experience of being rejected by one‘s 

religion. Pentecostal churches in Australia and elsewhere are often vehemently anti-queer 

(Ruthchild 1997: 9-10, Herman 1997). Yet I thought that Spoon‘s song was a cut above 

the average queer performance because there was more to it than a parody of gospel 

music. In a sense, it was not parody, it really was gospel music. Spoon arguably played a 

similar role for the audience of queers at a house party that a ―real‖ Pentecostal minister 

plays for his congregation.  

 

The collective search for meaning in response to collective trauma is not only evident in 

the symbolism of the scene itself. Comparison to the symbolism examined in academic 

work on subcultures and religions indicates that this search for meaning is also evident in 

the way this symbolism is organised.  
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Hebdige‘s Subculture: the Meaning of Style (1979) is an analysis of working class 

English subcultures of the 1960s and 1970s. Hebdige understands subcultures as a 

product of oppression (p. 132). He argues that incongruity in punk rock is an expression 

of defiance. Safety pins, tampons, the Union Jack, the Queen, and other symbols, are 

taken out of their usual contexts and subverted to express contempt for the dominant 

social order. Hebdige‘s analysis of punk rock is also relevant to other 20
th

 – 21
st
 century 

subcultures and artistic movements. Incongruous symbolism is not only prominent in 

punk rock, but also in Dadaism in modern art, absurdism in theatre, pastiche in 

postmodernism, as well as in camp. All of these aesthetic systems arguably arose from 

contexts of oppression and demoralisation. Dadaism arose from the suffering of the First 

World War (Dickerman 2006: 6, 21, 279-80). Hebdige argues that punk rock arose from 

the demoralization among working class youth in the 1970s in the United Kingdom. 

Postmodernism is said by some to have arisen from the demoralization in academic 

circles following the defeat of the French student and worker uprising in May 1968 

(Callinicos 1989, Kirsch 2006: 25). According to Newton (1979) camp is the collective 

creation of the downtrodden queer community. One research participant expresses 

defiance, but also a sense of futility, in dressing up on the scene: 

 

I think that it‘s about trying to take control over some aspect of something that you can control. Doing 

it in a positive way that‘s like, ―I‘m gonna express myself this way because I can‘t express myself by 

being in charge of how the world runs. I can‘t change the world but I can change myself. I can make 

myself this like, amazing thing every now and then where I dress up as something.‖ I used to do it a lot 

more when I was younger. Heaps more. When I was about nineteen, twenty, twenty one every single 

day I would get up and put on make-up for hours. Make-up and all different crazy outfits and stuff like 

that. And then you‘d go out into the world thinking ―Oh my god everybody‘s staring at me!‖ But it‘s 

still something that you want to do because, yeah, it‘s really hard to explain why but it‘s because you 

then feel as if you‘re actually being yourself. You‘re not just being something the world expects you to 

be or wants you to be.  

 

Incongruity does not make sense. Pain can be shocking. It demands that sense be made of 

it. When pain seems incomprehensible, incongruity can become a poetic means of 

expression and transformation. Anthropology can provide a cross-cultural perspective on 
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incongruity in camp. There is a long tradition of analysis of symbolic transformation of 

collective suffering in the anthropology of religion (Geertz 1979, Parsons 1979, Levi 

Strauss 1979). Strictly speaking, according to classical anthropological definitions of 

religion, the queer scene is not religion. The shared belief in supernatural beings or 

forces, for the most part, is not a feature of the queer scene. Perhaps a reason why the 

scene has not developed into a religion is because many queers are suspicious of it, 

having been excluded from so many religions. Yet the scene shares many of the features 

of religion described in the ethnographic literature, such as the symbolic transformation 

of suffering, altered states of consciousness, and the cohesion of a social group.  

 

Religion has been interpreted by anthropologists as the collective search for meaning in 

response to the incomprehensible (Malinowski 1979, Parsons 1979, Evans-Pritchard 

1979, Geertz 1979). When ambitions are frustrated, or when unexpected tragedy happens, 

this poses ―problems of meaning‖ (Parsons 1979: 65-66) that are resolved through 

religious belief and practice.  

 

Having the same needs as humans generally, queers are confronted with ―problems of 

meaning‖. Like an Azande whose friend has been gored by an elephant (Evans Pritchard 

1979: 366), a person who is a victim of assault, or has a friend attempt suicide, is rejected 

by family, he or she seeks to make sense of the experience. Such a crisis of meaning is 

expressed in an excerpt from a diatribe against the AIDS crisis in the Queer Nation 

Manifesto:  

 

I refuse to accept a creation that cuts people down in the third decade of their life. It is cruel and vile 

and meaningless and everything in me rails against the absurdity. (Anon 1990)  

 

Queers ask ―Why?‖ when they are first confronted with the realization that they are 

attracted to the same sex, or that there is a disjunction between their internal sense of 

maleness or femaleness and their public identity. Pinko the Clown recalls asking herself 

these kinds of questions when she first became aware of her same sex attraction as a 

teenager. ―How is this possible? How could I possibly be like this? This is bad and sinful 

and wrong. How can I be like this?‖    
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A person could attempt to explain a violent act with reference to the motives of 

individual perpetrators or try to understand sexual or gender variation among human 

beings in scientific research. Yet perhaps it ultimately boils down to an Evans Pritchard 

question – the unanswerable ―Why?‖ Perhaps the scene does not provide answers or even 

escape, but a means of making suffering bearable (Geertz 1979: 84). This is done by 

symbolically confounding the binary oppositions of ―the straight world‖ that people find 

so painful, either because queer people are excluded from them or because these binary 

oppositions are a source of violence. Such binary oppositions include that between male 

and female and that between domination and submission. Tragedy is symbolically 

reconfigured as humour, by juxtaposing ―darkness‖ with ―light‖, by bringing people 

together to empathise with each other on a bodily level, and through euphoric states of 

consciousness.   

 

Rites of Passage: Liminality and the Scene 

Visibility vs. Vulnerability: Dressing Up 

Queer people are well known for the elaborate clothing that we sometimes wear. 

Sometimes people dress up for special occasions such as the Mardi Gras, parties or 

particular club nights. Sometimes no special occasion is needed. Some people dress in 

drag just to go to the supermarket. Of course, ―dressing up‖ is relative. Some people 

cross-dress or wear leather nearly all the time, and wonder why everybody else always 

dresses in such a boring manner. 

 

Outsiders are often puzzled by queer dress practices, or have their own interpretations of 

them. Some people imagine that people dress in drag because they want to imitate the 

opposite sex. Butler (1990: 146) argues that this is not the case; drag is not imitation, but 

parody. My experience supports this argument. The following research participant was 

eager to assert his maleness:  

 

Me: Why do you like dressing in drag? 
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Sean: (He pauses and laughs nervously) It‘s not that I like it, I just found that it was very... No I do like 

it actually. I wouldn‘t be able to do it every week or every month. But I save it for special events like 

fair day. Or for instance my friend‘s having a housewarming and the theme‘s drag. It‘s just a different 

experience I suppose. You put a wig on, you put make-up on. ―Slutty girl‘s clothes,‖ so to speak. You 

go out and you just feel like you‘re somebody else. You‘re not you. For that night. And personally 

when I done it I found that I felt flawless, you know? It‘s just a weird, good feeling but it‘s not 

something that I‘d be able to do every day. 

 

Me: How come? 

 

Sean: No, I like being a guy. Definitely. Because it‘s just not me. It‘s not me at all. It‘s exciting. It‘s 

fun. But, yeah I wouldn‘t be able to do it every day. (he puts on a manly virile voice) I love being a 

male.  

 

Some outsiders wonder why it is necessary for people to proclaim their queerness in such 

a public, outlandish manner. An incident at the annual GLBTI Fair Day in Perth provides 

some clues. The Fair Day often includes an animal enclosure. One year the animal 

enclosure included a sleeping peacock. I watched the well known, young and stunning 

drag queen ―Jacintalicious‖ repeatedly prod the peacock to wake him. ―Hello! Hello!‖ 

The peacock would not wake up. ―Look at its feathers‖, Jacintalicious commented to us, 

―Do you know this bird is male? This is a drag queen bird.‖ 

 

This was a casual but revealing comment. There are parallels between visual display in 

the queer world and visual display in the animal kingdom. Queer people dress up for 

many of the same reasons that animals evolve or adopt a particular appearance; to attract 

a mate, people I spoke to often said that drag is sexy, or as a strategy to deter predators 

(Stevens 2005). This not only applies to queers and animals but to human beings in many 

cultural contexts (Ford and Beach 1951: 85-105). People might wonder why people 

choose to display their queer identity so publicly when there are grave risks involved in 

doing so: 

 

I haven‘t really been hassled for a long time and never used to really care. But there was one situation 

when I went to an underage rave and I was heavily intoxicated. I used to think that they were quite 

open events and I wore quite a spectacular outfit. For a six foot three person with a bald head and a 
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pack of Winnie blues
20

 under his shoulder. I was wearing a little pink singlet, pink leg warmers, pink 

arm warmers and a tiara. It was probably not the best thing to be doing. But I thought it was quite 

entertaining at the time. But there was quite a large group of people who decided they‘d try and beat 

me up. I was very lucky that the bouncers decided to go on my side and try and kick them out. 

 

Sometimes dressing up does not make people more vulnerable. Dressing up can protect 

people, in the same way that a butterfly is protected when it flashes its eye-spots at its 

predators. There is defiance in dressing up. One young gay man told me a story about a 

deliberate attempt to startle some homophobes. Mark kept getting hassled by homophobic 

people who hung around the town centre. Whenever he walked past them they would 

verbally abuse him. One day he got fed up. He decided to walk straight up to them in full 

drag. They were taken aback. ―Mate, you‘ve got balls to do that,‖ said one of them. They 

never gave him any trouble again.  

 

The general quirkiness of queer culture has this practical value. Surprise is a tactic that 

Pinko the Clown uses to ward off homophobes. On one occasion she was accused of 

being a ―muff diver‖. 

 

Pinko the Clown: A word of advice to all lesbians; if somebody says, if a guy especially says that to 

you, turn around and say ―Don‘t you eat pussy too? What‘s your point?‖ They have no response. Ever. 

Ever. It‘s great. ―Yes! I am a muff diver and so are yoooouuu! Pleased to meet ya!‖ He ran away. It‘s 

really funny to watch a guy run away especially when he‘s way bigger than I am. I think 

unpredictability scares people more than anything else in the entire world. If they don‘t know what 

you‘re gonna do they don‘t wanna touch you with a ten foot pole. 

 

People I interviewed expressed frustration at the invisibility of queer genders and 

sexuality. One person commenting on their university‘s annual ―sexuality week‖ had this 

to say: 

 

Sexuality week‘s basically just like other universities. Most universities across Australia have a Pride 

week or a week where they celebrate sexual and gender diversity and everything in between. Just to get 
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people to realize that queers exist and that queers are everywhere and they‘re on university campuses 

regardless of what some people may think. 

 

The pain of invisibility is one reason behind the need to dress up. Dressing up is a way to 

become extra-visible. Yet despite the benefits it carries in warding off potential attackers, 

dressing up involves trade-offs. People weigh up whether the benefits of dressing up are 

worth the risk of violence or harassment. Dressing up can ward off violence, but it can 

also attract it. Often people choose to dress up not so much because of the genuine 

benefits of this tactic in warding off violence, but because the practice of dressing up 

gives people a sense of safety. This sense of safety is part of a broader symbolic 

transformation. Dressing up is part of a ritual of transition. Nicola ponders why she 

continues to dress up despite the risks involved: 

 

It‘s funny when you‘re walking up Oxford Street in the middle of the night and you‘re totally straight 

and a guy leers out at you or something. It freaks you out. It freaks me out so much. I‘m such a scaredy 

cat. I‘m such a frightened person. A lot of the time I‘m very neurotic. I get scared of noises and people 

and stuff.  

 

But suddenly when you‘re out with a huge group of people and you‘re dressed in the most outrageous 

outfit and you‘re walking up Oxford Street pilling off your dial
21

, all of a sudden nothing can hurt you. 

Nothing can harm you. And the scene gives you just that amazing feeling of just being protected and 

being part of something. That‘s why people have a love-hate relationship with drugs and with the 

scene. 

 

But you experience more violence because of the way you dress and where you go than you would 

otherwise. But you make that choice. I make that choice all the time to go out and put myself in 

situations where I‘m going to see horrible things and I‘m going to be attempted to be picked up by men 

because I‘m wearing a catsuit or something. You know what I mean? But it‘s a price you pay. And you 

choose to pay it…   

 

This ritual of dressing up in a catsuit and changing location to Oxford Street is evocative 

of the anthropological literature on liminality. Turner (1972) defines rites of passage as 

these that ―indicate and constitute transitions between states.‖ Initiation rituals that mark 
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 To be ―pilling off your dial‖ is to be in a state of heavy drug intoxication.  
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the transition from childhood or adolescence into adulthood are examples of this. 

Needham writes about the methods people use to enter into such a space: 

 

Another means is the assumption of special clothes, ornaments, or masks – or alternately the 

divestiture of all such external distinctions; and yet another is to change location, so that the passage 

from one social or mystical status to another is symbolized… by a territorial passage (Needham 1972: 

395-6) 

 

Herdt (1992, also Herdt and Boxer 1993) argues that ―coming out of the closet‖, the 

transition from a heterosexual to a queer identity, is also a rite of passage. Herdt‘s main 

ethnographic focus is on coming out of the closet as a rite of passage in the ―Horizons‖ 

queer youth group in Chicago. Yet as well as experiencing coming out as a one off rite of 

passage, there is also a broader liminoid space in queer culture that can be re-entered 

indefinitely, such as that provided in the queer Pride parades.  

 

Many youths describe the parade as a ―peak experience‖ of the Horizons youth group and, indeed, of 

their entire adolescent coming out process. It is ―shocking‖ and ―amazing‖ for them, they say, to see so 

many gay and lesbian people crowded in the streets, open to public view – so defiantly at odds with the 

youths‘ own fearful approach to Horizons at the start. Being part of this social body is eye-opening, 

and their stories reveal its nature as a true liminal experience for them... The parade is indeed often 

referred to by body metaphors and deep emotions, as if the isolated self were drawn out of its secret 

recesses in the private body into a new and public sociality. The youths talk, in fact, as if they feel 

renewed and reborn, a liminal feeling that supports the often heard sentiment, ―I am not alone or 

unique; I have found many others like me.‖ The parade thus mirrors the collective initiation of youths 

who speak metaphorically as if they were reborn with a new self and social role in the parade 

experience. (Herdt 1992: 54-55) 

 

Turner (1967) pays particular attention to the symbolism used in Ndembu rites of 

passage. He describes the masks used in circumcision or funerary rites, in which ―certain 

natural and cultural features are represented as disproportionately large or small.‖ Other 

ways to emphasise particular objects or body parts are through the use of colour, or as in 

camp, through incongruity. The effect of this is that ―The outstandingly exaggerated 

feature is made into an object of reflection.‖  
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I have myself seen Ndembu and Luvale masks that combine features of both sexes, have both animal 

and human attributes, and unite in a single representation human characteristics with those of the 

natural landscape… Elements are withdrawn from their usual settings and combined with one another 

in a totally unique configuration, the monster or the dragon. (pp. 343-344) 

 

Is the scene a liminoid space? It certainly seems to be a place of transformation. Things 

often become their opposites. Things suppressed in the mainstream of society come 

forward in full force. Sexuality is celebrated. Shy people become more outgoing. People 

told they are ugly dress up as if to show off just how beautiful they are capable of being. 

Certainly, for many queer people, ―hitting the scene‖ for the first time is a profound 

transitional experience:  

 

Nicola: I think that people‘s sexuality can be pretty repressed and alienated. The first time I went to 

Gurlesque I was amazed and shocked and blown away and so, I think you get a lot out of it the first 

time you go into a space like that. It‘s like the first time I went to Mardi Gras. I felt like all of a sudden 

the world had changed and would never be the same for me ever again because there were all these 

queer people and previous to that I had only ever seen queer people in small numbers and never been 

in spaces that were entirely queer because I‘d never been to a gay nightclub or anything like that. 

 

 

 

Vincent: I used to walk down this street, Oxford Street, and just think it was so naughty and you know, 

looking around I just thought this is the most exciting thing and you know within a week I got here, 

within three days even, I just sort of see it for what it is. 

 

 

Me: What did you get out of the Mardi Gras? What did you enjoy about it?  

 

Sean: What did I enjoy about it? I enjoyed every aspect of it. It was just amazing to see all them people 

from all different backgrounds and jobs just marching down my street. It just made me so proud of 

being gay… It was really, really weird. I suppose when a mother has her first child and she gets to hold 

her child. I suppose I can kinda compare it to that. It was just amazing. I wanted to scream and cry. It 

was weird. It was honestly weird. It was the best feeling I‘ve ever had and I‘m so proud to be gay. And 

just seeing that made me realize how lucky I am. 
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The symbolism of the scene shares many of the features of liminal symbolism that Turner 

describes. In queer performances, things are often represented as disproportionately large 

or small, or are portrayed in unusual colours. The clothing and make-up of drag queens is 

an example of this. The practice of incongruity has a similar effect. Objects are taken out 

of their usual contexts and juxtaposed with other objects in a way that that does not 

―make sense‖; the juxtaposition of the penis, the cowboy hat and the watermelon that I 

mentioned earlier is an example. The viewer, unaccustomed to seeing these things in 

association with each other, is challenged to interpret each object anew. These methods 

of visual emphasis are effective in drawing attention to the ―factors‖ of queer culture. 

(Turner 1972: 344) 

 

The Ugly Side of Australian Life 

In early 2006, a gay couple was homophobically assaulted after the Midsumma queer 

carnival by a group of eight to ten teenagers. Following the assault James Norman, a 

friend of the couple, submitted an article to the Melbourne Age entitled The Ugly Side of 

Australian Life (Norman 2006). He noted that even though many people were still present 

after the carnival, none of them intervened to stop the attack. 

 

Norman found the failure of carnival participants to intervene more alarming than the 

attack itself. The assault confounded his previously held ideas about safety and solidarity 

in the queer community.  

 

The feeling of a connected supportive community that had been enjoyed at the Midsumma Carnival 

throughout the day was suddenly thrown into question. Does real community extend further than a 

carnival day, or further than an ecstatic dance floor? Is it a community that will come together to 

celebrate frivolity and overt displays of sexuality, but that will fail to react when its own members are 

in real trouble? 

 

One gets the sense at such events that we do live in a very fortunate, open and accepting society in 

Australia in 2006. Folk from all walks of life turned out for the event. Some were dressed 

extravagantly, such as the wonderful drag queens who entertained us all on the stages. Most of the 

crowd was made up of normal-looking people of mixed race, class and political outlook, linked by the 

secondary commonality of their same-sex attraction. 
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He ponders what the assault after the parade means for Australian social relations 

generally. He compares the failure of carnival participants to intervene to stop the assault 

to the ―submission‖ and ―silence‖ across society: 

 

The easy option is always to look the other way, decide that it is too fraught to become involved, to let 

the ugly side of Australian life carry on before our eyes. And to remain submissive and silent. 

 

But to do so is to forfeit our power, both individually and as a society. Because it is in these precise 

situations that we define ourselves by taking a stand - not because we are gay, or because we are 

Muslim or Asian or any other idiosyncratic definition. But simply and potently because we as 

individuals will not allow our self-perception as an open, civil, democratic society to be manipulated 

and compromised by violence, intolerance and raw bigotry. 

 

In abandoning those who become the victims of hate crimes, we are ultimately condemning ourselves 

to a more malevolent and divided future. 

 

The complexities of the scene are evident in this article. Norman seems taken aback by 

the apparent contradiction of a ―community‖ that fails to protect people from violence. 

The queer community bonds on the dance floor, through touch, and by other physical 

means. Yet this article indicates the limitations of this kind of bonding. Despite this 

bonding, a deeper social fragmentation persists. A similar critique could be made of the 

symbolic transformations of binary oppositions on the scene. Painful binary oppositions 

are transcended symbolically, but often not beyond symbolism. Such oppositions still 

persist in the wider world because binary opposition is not just about symbolism. It is 

also about material power dynamics in lived social relations. Yet this is not to say that the 

scene does not contain the potential for the kind of solidarity that Norman desires from it. 

One of the most important demonstrations in the history of the queer protest movement, 

the Stonewall riot of 1969, was a response to police harassment of the scene.  

 

Like Norman, I was taken aback by the social fragmentation of the scene that exists in 

spite of its communal bonding. While he was shocked by the community‘s failure to 
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intervene to stop an attack, I was shocked by the violence within the queer community 

itself. I discuss this in the next chapter.  
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Chapter Four: Family, Community and Other Social Networks 

In addition to the violence they experienced that was explicitly motivated by anti-queer 

prejudice, participants in this research project also experienced violence in the social 

networks where they sought support. Many of them encountered child abuse in their 

families, domestic violence in same sex and opposite sex relationships, and sexual assault 

on the scene. In this chapter I examine these often troubled and contradictory social 

relationships. The violence on the scene and the denial of it indicates that our experiences 

of queer community are conditioned by similar ideological processes to that of the 

heteronormative family. The scene is constructed as a ―concrete institution‖ to perform 

the functions of nurturance and protection. Yet in contrast to the ideal of protection, the 

scene often fails to protect people from the violence of wider society, as well as the being 

a site of violence in its own right.  

 

I discuss violence and aggression between queer people, covering same sex domestic 

violence, sexual harassment and violence on the scene, and the undertone of aggression 

in queer conversational style. I explore the ways in which experiences of violence 

between queer people are informed by the broader cultural context of anti-queer 

prejudice, and by the culture of the scene itself. I also discuss experiences of child abuse 

among queer people, noting that these experiences also informed by a social context of 

anti-queer prejudice.  

 

I reflect on the implications of these forms of violence for our thinking about gender, 

family and community. Female perpetrators and male victims of violence present a 

challenge to commonplace understandings about the way violence is gendered.  

 

Domestic Violence 

There is ample evidence that queer youth are at greater risk of suicide, anti-queer 

violence and homelessness than straight youth, and that this is due to social pressures 

such as anti-queer prejudice and a shortage of support services. It is less clear whether or 

not these same social processes place queer youth at greater risk of domestic violence or 

sexual assault (Tucker Halpern et al. 2004: 125). The prevalence of domestic violence 
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among same sex couples in comparison to opposite sex couples in Australia is unknown. 

Yet one study indicates that in the United States its prevalence is comparable to that 

among opposite sex couples (Tucker Halpern 2004: 129). Further, several studies indicate 

that queer youth in the United States are more vulnerable to dating violence, sexual 

assault and stalking than straight youth (Freedner et al. 2002, Barnett et al. 2005: 229-

230).  

 

It seems as if same sex domestic violence confounds the assumptions of anybody who 

has to think about it. Academics, service providers, victim/survivors and the queer 

community have all had to rethink their previous assumptions about gender and violence 

in light of evidence from same sex couples. Same sex domestic violence reveals that 

women can be aggressors in domestic violence, and men can be victims. This reality 

contradicts a common sense assumption that men are the aggressors and women are the 

victims, also contradicted by the experience of male victims in heterosexual relationships.  

 

Same sex domestic violence also complicates discourses of resistance to homophobia and 

violence. Ristock notes her own reticence about writing on the topic, fearing that she 

might cause ―more harm to lesbians and to feminism by speaking about the issue too 

publicly‖ (2002: x.). She suggests that feminist social scientists have refrained from 

writing about it out of fear that to do so might fuel a backlash against feminism, 

threatening ―a dominant feminist analysis of violence against women in intimate 

relationships, which most often assumes a male perpetrator and sees the roots of violence 

in patriarchy and misogyny‖ (p. 4). She notes a similar reticence in the wider lesbian 

community. 

 

There is a parallel silence on same sex domestic violence in the ethnographic literature. 

In existing anthropological texts on domestic violence, itself a small body of literature, 

the emphasis is on male aggression against women. Little ethnographic attention is paid 

to same sex domestic violence.  
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In this broader context of silence it is unsurprising that I was unable to find many 

research participants willing to talk about domestic violence in queer relationships. This 

may indicate that same sex domestic violence is a rare experience. Yet it more likely 

indicates that people simply do not speak about it as often as other forms of violence that 

have had more of a history of public discussion. Alternatively, it is possible that I was 

less sensitised to what people were saying to me, though I doubt this given the focus of 

the study.  

 

Most of my information comes from an interview with Marcus, a young man who I met 

through mutual friends on the Oxford Street scene. He often speaks in a monotone. He 

seems tired. Listening to him, I imagine that he probably feels worn down by life. We 

started chatting on the couch in my Darlinghurst home.  

 

Marcus: With your PhD, is it about violence by gay people against other gay people, or is it just 

violence by heterosexuals against gays? 

Me: Both. 

Marcus: Because I had a boyfriend who used to beat me up. I don‘t think there‘s enough attention 

given to domestic violence in gay relationships. 

Me: I agree. That‘s one of the things I‘m trying to help rectify with this study. 

 

Marcus‘s experience exemplifies some patterns already noted in the literature to do with 

the ways in which domestic violence is exacerbated by homophobia (Island and Letellier 

1991: 23-24, Byrne 1996: 109-110, Elliot 1996: 3-4, Merrill 1996: 15-17). Marcus first 

met his abusive ex boyfriend over the internet. At the time he was not an isolated person. 

He had friends and family. Yet despite the support that Marcus received from his friends, 

this did not prevent the abuse from happening. Two months into the relationship his 

boyfriend began to abuse him. 

 

Marcus: We started chatting. I met him a couple of days later. Within the first week he asked me to 

move in. Two weeks later I did. It was the biggest mistake. My friends told me not to do it. I ignored 

them and did it. He pretty much started lying to me right from the start. He lied to me about his age. He 

told me he was twenty three but he was actually thirty five at the time. He didn‘t look thirty five. He 

seemed like a really cool guy and he just told me all this stuff that just turned out to be lies. But I ended 
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up forgiving him for it and assuming he wouldn‘t lie to me again. But right from the start I‘d be there 

with him and he‘d pretty much ignore me and he‘d still be chatting on the internet. And it looked like 

he was still hooking up with other guys. Even though he was very obsessive about what I did, who I 

spoke to. So in retrospect I realize that what I was getting into was the worst mistake I‘ve ever done. 

But I allowed myself to get into it because I fell for him and he seemed like a really sweet guy. When 

you talk to him, when anyone starts to talk to him they think, oh he‘s a really great guy. But once you 

start getting deeper he‘s just really superficial.  

 

He didn‘t start really physically abusing me for maybe two months. Then he started blaming it on his 

financial position. And a load of stuff that he‘d been through personally, losing his father when aged at 

about eight to nine and stuff like that. He tried to use that as an excuse. He also told me that he saw his 

father doing it to his mother. So he tried to use that as a reason why it‘s okay to do it, almost. And it 

became a cycle. He‘d abuse me and then the next morning he‘d start begging me for forgiveness. And 

he‘d start hugging me and saying he‘s so sorry and that kind of stuff. And I got addicted to that cycle 

of going through the violence and then having him tell me how much he loves me. And that was the 

addictive part of the whole relationship. He just lied to me. I caught him sleeping with someone else on 

Christmas day, which was quite upsetting, coming home and finding him there. Yeah he was just 

physically abusive.  

 

Letellier notes that alternative behavioural choices to domestic violence are always 

available to an abuser (1996: 71-72). Nevertheless, social pressures on relationships are 

significant. As well as the social pressures that may be placed on couples in Australia, 

such as poverty and unemployment, same sex couples are also subjected to homophobia. 

Although he does not accept the abuser‘s ―excuses‖, Marcus thinks that social pressures 

were part of the reason why his abusive partner behaved in this way.  

 

I also think from a cultural point of view that he‘s Muslim, he‘s Turkish, maybe that influences his 

understanding of the culture that I come from. And I can see that he gets upset at the point that he‘s 

now in his late thirties and he doesn‘t have much of a career. He doesn‘t have any money. He doesn‘t 

have the approval of his mother. He hasn‘t told her that he was gay. 

 

As with victims of domestic violence in heterosexual relationships, abuse can place 

victims of same sex domestic violence into economic hardship (Schembri 2002: 15). The 

abusive relationship made it more difficult for Marcus to work and study. 
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He‘d throw me out of the apartment even though I was paying most of the rent. Because he had just 

become bankrupt so I was paying for pretty much everything. So he‘d throw me out, like at midnight, 

one o‘clock in the morning. And he wouldn‘t let me in. He‘d go to sleep and leave me out there. Until 

the next morning. Even though I had to go to uni or if I had to work or something like that.  

 

Marcus‘ parents came to his assistance. The role that kin can play in protecting women 

from domestic violence is noted in the ethnographic literature (Burbank 1999: 49-50, 

Draper 1999: 66-68, McDowell 1999: 91-92). Marcus‘ case would seem to support this 

argument in the ethnographic literature.  

 

He just didn‘t really care about me. And I just kept letting it happen. And I just dealt with it in the end. 

Finally in January 2004 I was thinking about changing courses at uni. He had to leave his apartment 

because of what was happening with him or whatever. He just had to move. I kind of wanted to move 

out and I didn‘t know how to tell him. He kept asking me, ―Are you moving with me? Are you moving 

with me?‖ I just wouldn‘t answer. He had been drinking, which was a major problem for him, so he 

probably bashed me the worst ever. He took a plank of wood from underneath the bed and started 

smashing it against my legs, my arms, and ended up hitting me in the head with it and he gave me 

concussion. So I ended up getting my parents to come and collect me from an hour and a half to two 

hours away. They had to come and get me. And they took me home and I never moved in with him 

again. But I kept seeing him for another seven months. Until August, I think it was. And even when I 

went to see him, like on the weekend, he was still abusive towards me. He just never learned. He just 

didn‘t know how to stop being that abusive.  

 

Even though Marcus‘ parents came to his assistance in the end, his relationship with his 

parents was placed under considerable strain when his abusive boyfriend told them he 

was gay. The tactic of ―outing‖ as a means of control in abusive relationships is noted in 

the literature on same sex domestic violence (Elliot 1996: 4, 5, Waldron 1996: 45, 

Lettelier 1996: 75). Although Marcus‘ story broadly supports the argument in the 

ethnographic literature that kin play an important protective role against domestic 

violence, his story also indicates that the capacity of kin to play this role is constrained by 

homophobia.  

 

Marcus: That was in June. So yeah he‘s done a lot to me and I will never be able to forgive him even 

though he begs me to. I just can‘t do it. In a way he did do a good thing for me by outing me to my 
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parents, or at least confirming their suspicions, but I wish I had that choice. He took that power away 

from me. So that‘s one thing I will never be able to forgive. 

 

One of the major reasons why I feared getting out of the relationship was that he always stated that he 

would ring my parents and tell them that I was gay. But once he did that he lost that control. I had no 

reason to stay. 

 

Me: Did you have support from your parents? 

 

Marcus: During the relationship they thought I was just living with a friend from uni. That‘s pretty 

much what I told them because I didn‘t want to go through the whole thing of telling them that I was 

gay and all that kind of stuff. So I lied to my parents. That‘s what I did at the time, that‘s what I felt I 

needed to do. After being outed my Mum was not supportive at all. She wouldn‘t talk to me. She‘d go 

through the motions of giving me food and that kind of stuff but she wouldn‘t show any emotional 

support. My Dad, immediately from the start he was extremely supportive which was totally 

surprising. Because he‘s always been anti-gay and he makes all these comments about queers. Since 

then my Mum has pretty much accepted it although she isn‘t wholeheartedly open about it. She doesn‘t 

want to talk about it. My Dad makes comments about it. He kind of makes jokes towards it. And 

sometimes he can be abusive about it as well. So I can see that my parents, they‘re conflicted between 

supporting their son but still having those prejudices they have within themselves. So I have to accept 

that as much as they have to accept me.  

 

Me: So your family knows now that you were in an abusive relationship? Have you ever told them? 

 

Marcus: They know that on two or three occasions I was abused but I don‘t think they know the full 

scale of it and I don‘t think I‘d ever tell them. My Dad wanted to kill him and he wanted me to give his 

address and his phone number and I refused to do it because, I dunno, I still cared about this bastard to 

some extent. If anyone was gonna commit some retribution I wanted to do it myself. I wanted to get 

him back in my way. I didn‘t want my dad doing it. I just found that very patronizing and very 

paternalistic. My Mum was just telling my Dad, ―Let him deal with it. We‘ve done as much as we can, 

just let him deal with. Whatever he has to do.‖ My Dad probably wanted to break his legs. 

 

As well as the threat of outing, the threat of HIV/AIDS is another tool that abusive queer 

partners can use to manipulate their boyfriends (Letellier 1996: 72-74). Marcus‘ case 

exemplifies a pattern noted in the literature whereby perpetrators of same sex domestic 

take advantage of the social pressures on gay men: 
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He also told me stuff like he had HIV. Which sent me into a massive depression. I got it checked and I 

didn‘t. And I reckon he never did because I asked him questions like ―what kind of drugs are you on?‖ 

and he‘d never answer so it‘s like, that was just evidence that he was just lying to me once again. It 

was just trying to get power over me. Just trying to control me and in some kind of psychotic way 

trying to get me back into a relationship with him.  

 

But by then I‘d pretty much decided that I didn‘t want to be there any more. I didn‘t want to see him 

any more. So I finally got out of that relationship. That‘s pretty much it. So it was just over two years 

of abuse. Physical, psychological, emotional, whatever you want to call it. It was just all wrapped up. 

He still calls me. I changed my mobile number but somehow he got it from someone. He‘s still ringing 

me but he‘s kind of cooled off for the last couple of months. I haven‘t seen him since September
22

. So 

it‘s been a while but he still tries to get in contact with me. He asks me to come over and celebrate 

Christmas and stuff like that. It‘s like, I‘m not interested. Just leave me alone. And he just doesn‘t 

seem to get the point. 

 

This interview with Marcus suggests that the experience of same sex domestic violence is 

affected by the living arrangements and social networks of same sex couples. Marcus‘ 

boyfriend sought to isolate him from the queer scene:  

 

Me: Were you out on the scene during that relationship? 

 

Marcus: No, because he was so obsessive. He wouldn‘t let me have any friends apart from those that I 

had at work or at uni. If I went out it had to be with him. If I went out I wasn‘t really allowed to talk to 

people. And if someone came up to me, like was trying to chat me up or something, he‘d get abusive at 

me as if I‘d done something. And then he‘d start abusing them. It‘s like, ―You know we‘ve gone out. 

People have to talk to us. We can‘t just sit down and drink by ourselves.‖ What‘s the point?  

 

So I wasn‘t really on the scene. It was only after that. Prior to going into that relationship I guess I was 

on the scene a bit, but not as much. I guess I can say something about chatting on the internet, that it‘s 

less safe. But I‘m not really sure about that. If it‘s as safe or not as safe. Meeting someone on the 

internet. Because the people could be exactly the same. There is no reason why one is gonna lie to you 

more than the other. But I wasn‘t really on the scene during that relationship. And I‘m the kind of 

person that if I‘m in a relationship I most probably wouldn‘t want to be on the scene during that 

relationship because there is too much temptation for all that stuff that could ruin a relationship. So I 

kind of stated that I didn‘t want to be in that environment. But at the same time I would have liked to 
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 The interview was conducted in January. 
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have been in that environment to the extent that I would have had more mates and it would have been 

more of a normal life, as it were. Instead of being locked in the apartment with him all the time. I guess 

because he was older than me he was fearing that if I went to a club or something I would start using 

drugs and I would start meeting other guys. I would start having more fun and I would start realizing 

how boring he really was. 

 

Sometimes it is not necessary for the perpetrator to isolate the victim physically. The 

potential judgement of other people can be isolating enough, perhaps a consequence of 

social sanctions against speaking openly about domestic violence: 

 
Me: Did you ever contact the police? 

 

Marcus: No. Once he had thrown a glass at me, cut me open and I had to get stitches for it. The 

neighbour once called the police. They came to the door. On that particular occasion he had held a 

knife to my throat. The neighbour must have heard it because they called the police. But as soon as 

they came I actually hid because I was so embarrassed about the whole situation. So the police were 

notified that there was something going on but they couldn‘t do anything because I was hiding. And he 

was a very good liar. He just lied to the police that everything was fine. So on no occasion did I ever 

call the police, though I had thought about it. But it was more about the fear of being judged I guess. It 

was the fear of being judged more than anything. 

 

We did have a gay neighbour and on two occasions I actually stayed with him because my boyfriend 

used to throw my stuff out into the corridor. We were sharing a corridor with maybe another ten 

people. You know, everyone knows what‘s happening. I stayed with him twice at least. And he just 

told me, ―I‘ve been in that situation before too and it‘s not going to stop. The only way it‘s going to 

stop is if you get out of it.‖ Well I ignored him. So I can see that I made a lot of mistakes and I should 

have got out of there a lot earlier than I had. But no, I didn‘t call the police. I wish I had. 

 

Schembri (2002) argues that many gay men simply lack the language or understanding 

that would enable them to conceptualise their relationship as domestic violence (2002: 

14). Marcus‘ comments support this argument. Marcus says that his lack of awareness of 

same sex domestic violence made him vulnerable to abuse. Further, the homophobic 

stereotyping of gay men that he heard while growing up contributed to his inability to 

conceptualise what was happening to him as domestic violence:  
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Me: Had you heard anything about domestic violence before? 

 

Marcus: Not in same sex relationships. Because I always grew up in a family that referred to gay men 

as being you know, the stereotypical dance around with the daisies and being really, you know just 

being really, really nice and all that kind of stuff. And it just wasn‘t the reality. So I guess that kind of 

opened up the chance of being abused, that I wasn‘t aware that there were people that I could get into a 

relationship that were going to abuse me. I‘m not blaming my parents for that but I can see how it led 

me into believing that I was going to be happy and safe for the rest of my life. It‘s just not true. In 

regards to domestic abuse I have heard of it. I had heard of it but it was only in regards to straight 

relationships. Before him I‘d never come into contact with any domestic violence. I hadn‘t really seen 

it.  

 

Domestic Violence, Sexual and Social Relationships and the Scene 

The anthropological literature on domestic violence overwhelmingly examines cultural 

environments in which some form of marriage is the social norm. Little attention is paid 

to experiences of domestic violence among unmarried people (Merry 2009: 28), or entire 

groups of people excluded from marriage. Even such terminology as ―domestic violence‖ 

or ―family violence‖ reflects unstated common-sense assumptions about where this 

violence takes place: between married people in the family home (Bhattacharjee 2006: 

337). Yet I have studied a cultural environment in which people are often excluded from 

this kind of arrangement, particularly the institution of marriage.  

 
Me: How are you doing now?  

 

Marcus: I have a lot of difficulty in trusting people. And I‘d like to go into another relationship but I‘m 

just not sure how I‘m going to deal with it. The trust issues, I‘m sleeping around a lot more now 

because it‘s a way of empowering myself because a lot of the time in that relationship he would tell me 

that I was fat, that I was ugly. And so that kind of stuff, it just lowered my self esteem. And so sleeping 

with someone every night, it kind of boosts your morale. You feel better about yourself. So I guess I‘ve 

gone into that, if I sleep with someone then I must be attractive and therefore I can try to overlook what 

he‘s done to me. That‘s one way I‘ve reacted since the relationship. By sleeping around. But I would 

like to get out of that because I know it‘s not healthy. You feel like you‘re being used but at the same 

time you‘re using others. Whereas I want something that‘s more stable. I want stability. 
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Marcus‘ story indicates that a queer cultural context influences the experience of 

domestic violence. One possible strategy to protect oneself from domestic violence is to 

not engage in relationships at all. This is a strategy sometimes employed by Marcus. The 

cultural context of the scene, with its acceptance of casual sex, provides Marcus with the 

opportunity to avoid relationships without forsaking sex altogether. He seeks casual sex 

to affirm his self esteem. Yet at the same time that he finds this affirming, he also feels 

―used‖ and is concerned about the health implications of this practice.  

 

Young Queer Women and Child Sexual Abuse 

Queer youth tend to grow up in ―straight families‖. The abuse that they suffer within 

these families is at least comparable to that suffered by straight youth (Irwin et al 1995: 

31, 52-55, O‘Connor and Molloy 2001: 33-36, Mori 2003: 8, 26). Child sexual abuse 

affects the ways that people construct their identities (Cassese 2000: 7-8, 11). It informs 

people‘s ideas about what it means to be a man, a woman, straight, or queer. The 

homophobic idea that homosexuality itself is a response to child sexual abuse influences 

this process of identity formation. In this context, it is unsurprising that people start to 

wonder if their same sex attraction is due to their history of abuse. Lee was sexually 

abused by both of her parents throughout her childhood: 

 

Me: What homophobic things happened [to you]?   

 

Lee: I haven‘t found it that bad but I hate it when people say like, it‘s really only been  last year, 

towards the end of last year when I realized, I like fucking girls because I like fucking girls and it has 

nothing to do with being abused as a child. Nothing to do with it. Yeah, and I hate it when people say 

that it does. Because it discredits it. That‘s what I used to think as well. I used to think that this is 

because of what happened when I was a child. It‘s something wrong with me. And when I get myself 

straightened out, healed, I‘m just going to be heterosexual and normal like everyone else. But no, I 

think it‘ll go the other way. I think it‘s more likely I‘ll swing and have stronger feelings for women. 

That‘s my prediction anyway. You never know what will happen. 

 

This interview excerpt indicates that a homophobic society can confound processes of 

identity construction for survivors of child sexual abuse, whether they identify as straight 

or queer. It is difficult for a person to arrive at their own ideas about their own sexual 
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feelings and identity on their own terms. The idea that same sex attraction among women 

is caused by child sexual abuse pressures women to disavow feelings of same sex 

attraction. Nicola was abused by a stranger. She articulates similar frustrations. She feels 

that the idea that child sexual abuse causes same sex attraction ―delegitimises‖ her life 

experience: 

 

Nicola: Sexual harassment is such a defining feature in my life. I‘ve been fucked over by men since I 

was really little. I was raped when I was eleven. That was by a complete stranger who was like, you 

know, ―strangers have the best candy‖, kind of lured me into their house. And stupid naïve children in 

polka dot dresses will do anything when they‘re playing in the park… I dunno. It‘s just a thing. It 

happens. It‘s happened to heaps of people…  

 

I think that anybody who‘s had the opportunity to actually talk about their experiences of sexual 

violence through feminist groups becomes a lot more empowered and more comfortable with that kind 

of thing. I have been to meetings of lesbians to talk about sexual violence where you particularly 

discuss it from your point of view of being a lesbian. Because otherwise people tend to, in some groups 

or some counselors or whatever, if you talk to them about sexual violence they will imply that you‘re a 

lesbian because of your experiences of sexual violence. And that is really disrespectful and it‘s 

something that delegitimises your whole life experience. That‘s really bad and that‘s why lesbians 

who‘ve experienced sexual violence getting together and talking amongst themselves, or queer women 

or whatever, women who identify as queer, can be really good because women don‘t just immediately 

look at you like, ―ugh, that‘s why you‘re a big dyke.‖ Or ―You‘re not a real dyke. You‘re just a dyke 

because you‘re scared of men.‖  

 

That‘s an attitude that comes across a lot in society. In gay and straight communities. And that‘s why 

it‘s really important for us to just get rid of that attitude, just fight against it. Because you know, there 

are a whole lot of straight women who have experienced sexual violence who are not gay. Like, they 

don‘t ―go gay‖.  

 

In Chapter Three I noted the impact of violence on identity. Among queer youth who are 

victims of child abuse, violence and prejudice become intermeshed with their sense of 

self. This is especially true of queer youth who have been sexually abused. The 

homophobic perception that lesbianism is a result of child sexual abuse results in 

difficulties with identity formation, as a person is led to conflate lesbian identity with 

their experience of child sexual abuse. If violence is experienced as stigma in our culture, 
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a lesbian identity that is conflated with the experience of child sexual abuse is also likely 

to carry that same stigma. 

 

I did not interview any queer men about their experiences of child sexual abuse. Cassese 

notes that queer men are also made to feel that it was the abuse that made them queer 

(Cassese 2000: 1, 4-5).  

 

Queer Men, Sexual Harassment, Sexual Assault and the Scene 

As well as exploring women‘s experiences of sexual assault, I also researched male 

experiences of sexual harassment on the scene. In a group interview Neil, Michael and 

Andrew described the scene as a highly sexualized environment:  

 

Neil: My main problem was that I don‘t get along with other gay guys very well so that when I did go 

out it was with female friends. That means that I‘m always hanging out in the lesbian corner which is 

quite fun. But I think something that quite disappoints me is that when I go out I‘m normally just 

looking to have a drink or something like that. Talk to people. And if you don‘t know people prior, say 

on Saturday night for example, I was talking to people. I generally talk to older guys because normally 

I get younger people just going ―pff‖, like you want sex or something. ―Get away from me.‖ So I 

normally get at least a conversation out of an older guy. I get quite disappointed that it always goes 

back to sex even though you‘re being friendly with them. You‘re just thinking that you‘re talking to 

someone and all of a sudden it‘s ―hey do you wanna come back to my place?‖ I‘m like ―no, what are 

you on about?‖ 

 
Michael: I find that as well. I consider myself a pretty friendly guy. If I‘m walking down the street I 

look people in the eye. I give them a bit of a smile. But if I‘m going out on the scene I‘ll just look 

straight ahead. If you look someone in the eye and smile at them it means ―will you have sex with 

me?‖ It seems. It‘s a bit different from the real world
23

.  

 

Andrew: That‘s fine if that‘s what you‘re looking for but if you‘re trying to make friends where do you 

go?  

 

                                                 
23

 I did not ask this research participant to elaborate on what he meant by ―the real world‖. Presumably he 

is referring to the world beyond the scene. I have not noticed that this is a commonly used expression to 

refer to the world beyond the scene.  
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This kind of environment provides a ―cover‖ for sexual assault. I recorded incidents of 

sexual assault and harassment that occurred within this highly sexualized environment. 

For example, take this event in my field notes: 

 

Luke told me that Jacob had phoned him and told him he wanted to suck his cock. Luke was offended. 

He also told me that Jacob had climbed into bed with him once without asking.  

 

Other people in this network of friends like to be around Jacob‘s flagrant sexuality. ―Everything he 

does is so sexual. He‘ll just say to you, when we‘re sitting around the lounge room talking, ‗Do you 

want to go to bed?‘ It‘s like, ‗Jacob!‘‖ 

 

This excerpt from my field notes indicates that the sexualized nature of the scene means 

that it is not necessarily a safe place for survivors of sexual abuse. Marcus told me about 

a friend of his:  

 

Marcus: He‘s twenty six years old and he‘s scared to walk down Oxford Street! He wants me to protect 

him. 

Me: What does he need to be protected from? 

Marcus: He‘s got a lot of issues in his life with sexual abuse. He‘s scared of guys coming onto him. He 

hates that.  

 

It is striking that I was able to collect these examples of sexual harassment and assault 

from an environment constructed as a site of sanctuary. Many people are simply seeking 

friendship on the scene, yet find that this it is difficult to make friends, or ―true friends‖. 

Perhaps the scene provides sanctuary from homophobia, but this does not necessarily 

mean that people are protected from other kinds of harassment and violence.  

 

Chickens and Sugar Daddies 

―It‘s full on, the whole sugar daddy thing with gay men, and it‘s so uninterrogated.‖  

(comment by a lesbian friend, from my field notes) 
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The word ―chicken‖, used to describe young men, has a long history and broad sweep on 

the scene. Newton documented its use in her ethnography of drag queens in the United 

States in the 1960s (1979: 27).  

 

Me: Have you guys spent any time on the scene?  

 

Andrew: It‘s quite cliquey. There are a few nice places but mostly I just don‘t.  

 

Neil: Lately I haven‘t been because I‘ve had no time but the first couple of years I was out, I went out 

every Thursday night. I liked it at the time just because I had some good friends that I‘d go and hang 

out with. But if you didn‘t know anyone there then you‘d have to sort of get excluded because of the 

cliqueyness. Or just watch out that people weren‘t being too predatory. That‘s how I felt. But now I 

really like [name of pub]. It‘s alright. As long as you go there with mates. Music‘s pretty dumb but I 

don‘t mind. I still like dancing to it. 

 

Me: Did you just say people are predatory on the scene? 

 

Michael: Yeah, especially if you‘re a chicken. 

 

Me: What‘s a chicken?  

 

Michael: Meat for the market. 

 

Neil: Young people who seem as though they‘re not so sure. There are always old guys who hang 

around at [the nightclub] out the back and try and chat me up. And I just sort of went, ―oh yeah,‖ and 

just sort of had a bit of a chat and then left. Stopped talking to them. But I‘m sure if you‘re not so 

comfortable with yourself you could get led astray.  

 

A culture of predatory sexuality is described in this interview excerpt. Neil, Michael and 

Andrew also describe an age difference as significant. They describe the older men as 

predators and the younger men as ―chicken‖. This is related to a broader cultural context 

of an emphasis on youth. Images of hairless, lean, muscular, young male bodies are 

promoted in the queer media as the erotic ideal. Consider this excerpt from an 

advertisement for the pornographic website ―EnglishLads.com‖. It is taken from SX 

National, a queer magazine read by many of the male queer youth I met. The 
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advertisement features images of four very young, muscular men with sparse body hair, 

―str8 fitness trainers‖. The text reads: 

 

―Str8 lad Jerry has a really defined muscular body with great abs and a young innocent looking face. 

When he is rubbed in baby oil his cock goes rigid and doesn‘t go soft until he cums!‖ (italics my own) 

 

Despite such cultural references to intergenerational sex reported by research 

participants, I noted a culture of disapproval of intergenerational sex on the scene as 

indicated above. I had a friend called Ben who had been spending time with Robert, an 

eccentric, rich, older man who had been giving him money, buying him breakfast, and 

spending time with him on the scene. Robert gave him a job at the business he owned. 

Ben was poor and in debt. I imagined that a job must have been a godsend. I asked Ben if 

he thought this man just wanted to get into his pants. He answered, ―No, I don‘t think so. 

I hope not. He just spoils you if he likes you. That‘s what people say about him.‖ 

 

I had dinner with them. People were constantly calling Robert. He said on his mobile 

phone that he bet twenty thousand dollars on the races today and lost it. He said this very 

casually. Ben was impressed. ―Did you just hear that?! He just says, ‗I bet $20 000 today 

and I lost it.‘ It‘s no big deal to him at all!‖ After going out for dinner we went to a gay 

pub. Robert said to Ben, ―You go sit down, and I‘ll go to the bar at the other side.‖ Ben 

and I sat down at a table and Robert went to the bar at the other end of the room.  

 

Ben: It‘s funny how he does that. 

Me: What? 

Ben: He goes to the other end of the room and I sit down.  

Me: Why does he do that? 

Ben: He just knows how the scene is. If he walks in with me everyone will look and think, ―Oh look 

who he‘s fucking.‖ He obviously cares what people think. 

Me: I suppose you would, if you were an older guy. 

Ben: Some don‘t though. 
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After about ten minutes Robert came and sat down with us. So did a young man called 

Andrew, and someone else. Later on when Robert had gone to get beer, Ben told Andrew 

that Robert was his boss and kept buying him dinner and breakfast.  

 

Andrew: I‘m gonna slap you. 

Ben: Oh please! I‘m not having sex with him. 

Andrew: He‘s your sugar daddy. 

Ben: No he‘s not. I‘m not having sex with him! 

Andrew: There are two kinds of sugar daddy. There‘s one that you have sex with. And there‘s another 

one who you don‘t have sex with. He just buys you stuff. He‘s probably dying to have sex with you. 

But you don‘t. He just spoils you. 

 

The above interview excerpt indicates that the understanding of older men as sexual 

predators is not always taken for granted. It is debated on the scene. Further, younger 

men did not always describe older queer men as sexual predators. This interview excerpt 

indicates that older men can also play a protective role:  

 

Marcus: I think when I grow older I‘m going to be one of those fifty year old gay men who helps out 

the younger men. I like those guys. 

 

It is not evident in the oral culture of the scene that a clear distinction is made between 

the view of older men as protectors and the view of them as predators. It is also possible 

that the position of older men as protectors of queer youth places them in a position in 

which they can more easily behave as sexual predators. This is suggested in the article ―I 

Hate Older Men‖ written by a young man about the scene in the United States:  

Not all boy chasers are predatory. Some use emotions as their bait, and offer the nurturance that the 

boy's parents neglected to provide. Sometimes this exchange is genuine, but often it's just another 

technique. Sex is the point—and most deprived boys will provide it because it validates their existence. 

When they awake from this ephemeral daze, washed-up at 22, they turn to Ketamine
24

. (Guichard 

2000)  

                                                 
24

 A hallucinogen and animal tranquilizer commonly used as a party drug on the scene.  
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Given that older men are sometimes conceptualized as nurturers or protectors, and that 

queer social networks are sometimes conceptualized as ―family‖ (see Weston 1991), it is 

tempting to liken this taboo against intergenerational sex as an ―incest taboo‖. Incest 

taboos between age groups are often justified in terms of the protection of the young and 

vulnerable. The parent-child incest taboo in Samoa, for example, is constructed as 

maintaining the protective nature of the parent-child relationship (Shore 1976: 278-279, 

Korbin 1987: 253-254). Simlarly, Finkelhor (1984: 17-22) argues that the power 

difference between adults and children means that children are incapable of informed 

consent to sexual acts with adults. Yet when the young gay men I associated with spoke 

about the inappropriateness of intergenerational sex, they spoke more about the 

unattractiveness of older men compared with younger men, rather than any protective or 

nurturing role that older men might play, or a power difference between the two age 

groups. A seventeen year old research participant, ―Luke‖, met a thirty five year old man 

on the internet. They had been chatting for a while when the older man asked Luke to 

move in with him. Interpreting this as an older man attempting to take sexual advantage 

of a clearly vulnerable homeless young man, I exclaimed, ―That‘s gross, what a 

dickhead!‖ Luke also saw this as ―gross‖ but apparently not for the same reason that I 

did. Luke exclaimed, ―He‘s thirty five! I‘m way too good looking for a thirty five year 

old.‖ 

 

There are significant differences between the ways these things are conceptualized on the 

scene and in formal support services. If there is an incest taboo among queers, it is at its 

most developed in university queer collectives and in queer youth drop-in centres. This is 

likely related to the general constraints imposed upon these liminal spaces (Herdt 1992). 

In contrast to the loose social networks on the scene, these services are environments of 

rituals, rules, and formal bonds between people. ―No picking up‖ rules are often imposed 

within these spaces to prevent sexual advances. This applies to all who use the service – 

clients are forbidden from making sexual advances on each other within the service or the 

queer space. Sexual relations between workers and clients are also prohibited. These 

kinds of ―professional boundaries‖ are applied generally across support services in 

Australia. The code of ethics for youth work, adopted by the youth work sector in 
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Western Australia, New South Wales and the Australian Capital Territory, contains a 

specific clause on these boundaries (Youth Action and Policy Association of New South 

Wales 2008). In queer services they have a particular significance in relation to the scene. 

They are enforced to counter homophobic stereotypes about older queer people, to ensure 

that young people are safe to come out of the closet in an environment that is not 

complicated by the sexual advances of the people helping them through this process. 

 

Me: What is peer support? 

 

Holly: The idea behind peer support is I guess maybe based a bit in the history of the queer 

community. Twenty or thirty years ago if a young person came out to their parents it was likely that 

they would have to leave home. In those circumstances the only safe space was with other queer 

people. In those circumstances, people would form supports and form links in that peer environment. 

So what [our service] is about is using the idea of peer experience so people the same age or a little bit 

older who have been through the coming out process, or have been through some of the experiences 

that are particular to queer people, are able to talk about that and are able to share about that. Because 

of the dominant hetero and heteronormative society, that peer element is really useful specifically to 

queer people. So in terms of how it works at [this service], people who are aged eighteen to twenty six 

are volunteers. They maintain the space and they‘re trained in active listening and boundaries and 

confidentiality. They can be people who can be trusted if you want someone to talk to or if you want 

some advice or to hear about someone else‘s experiences. Kind of like a mentoring thing. I know 

Canada has a big brother, big sister program. And there are other kind of similar peer mentoring 

programs in schools and stuff like that.  

 

We‘re pretty strict about boundaries between volunteers and people who come to [use our service]. But 

because of the peer model and because the people who come here are the same age as people who run 

the place it does make it a bit vulnerable to closeness or difficulty maintaining boundaries. Not 

necessarily solely… People would tend to think about this as a sexual thing and sexual relationships 

but friendships… There are people who come to [our service] who I might naturally be friends with in 

other circumstances or situations but I can‘t because of my commitment to [our service‘s] boundaries. 

And that can be hard. Some people get it and some people don‘t. I mean they start volunteering here… 

That‘s kind of a constant difficulty. 

 

Me: What are those boundaries for? 
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Holly: Well, to protect people. To protect volunteers and to protect people who come here. So when 

we talk about [this service] being a safe space the things we value are the fact that it is not a pub or a 

club or a space that‘s about sex and picking up, which are the only other options in [this city]. If you 

want to go somewhere where you know there will be queer people, you‘ve got a pub, a nightclub or 

you‘ve got [this service]. So we really need to keep [this service] a space that‘s not about sex. Not 

about picking up. People who come here need to be able to trust that they‘re not gonna be preyed upon 

by volunteers. I think there is a lot of fear around that. Particularly I think when people are coming out 

and dealing with internalized homophobia. The stereotypes about men preying on younger boys and 

older women preying on younger women
25

. They bring some of that with them. Not everyone, just a 

few people. We have boundaries to keep people safe. And for legal reasons as well. 

 

One university queer collective has similar but less formal restrictions on sexual 

advances. In this collective, sexual harassment between different age groups is 

understood to be harmful not just to the victim but to the collective as a whole: 

 

Nathan: I can‘t stand Daniel. He is a tool. 

Me: I think he‘s great. Why don‘t you like him? 

Nathan: He has no understanding of collective organizing. He thinks along the lines of a committee 

structure. He gets himself elected into these powerful positions and then he uses that position to sleep 

with young guys who are new to the collective. That‘s the reason why he takes up those positions. And 

then the guys he sleeps with find out what kind of a person he is and they‘re put off the collective. So 

they miss out on everything they could be gaining from the collective. We kind of have a rule that we 

don‘t sleep with guys who are new to the collective. 

 

It is interesting that the youth worker above speaks about ―men preying on younger boys‖ 

as a homophobic stereotype, but not as a reality. If the ―sugar daddy thing‖ among queer 

men is ―uninterrogated‖, this is likely because the homophobic stereotype of queer men 

as paedophiles prevents an open discussion. Another possible reason might be linked to a 

broader silence on experiences of sexual assault among gay men, noted in Cassese (2002: 

4). This is related to a broader lack of awareness about male experiences. I attended a 

workshop about working with people who have been sexually assaulted or abused. The 

presenter asked the women present to raise their hands if they take precautions against 

                                                 
25

 This was the only reference to older women preying on younger women that I encountered in my 

research. As it was the only reference I came across, it is difficult to situate it in a broader analysis.  
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getting raped when they walk around in public places. All of the women raised their 

hands. Then she asked the men the same question. None of the men raised their hands.  

 

Sexual Harassment, Sexual Assault and Women on the Scene 

Throughout the duration of my fieldwork I was sexually harassed by another woman only 

once. Somebody from the dyke scene had acquired my phone number and called me 

expecting ―hot phone sex‖. This single incident of sexual harassment from a woman
26

 

contrasts with the many times I was sexually harassed by men. I started recording these 

incidents soon after commencing fieldwork in Sydney. I recorded three incidents in one 

month. After that I lost count and forgot to write them down.  

 

I was taking photographs of some queer community artwork outside Newtown Neighborhood Centre. 

A man in his forties or fifties approached me on his bicycle.  

 

Him: What are you doing today? 

Me: Why? 

Him: Do you want to come over to my place? 

Me: No. (I laughed at him). Why? 

Him: Because I want a girl. 

Me: Well good luck. 

Him: I‘ll give you fifty dollars.  

Me: No. Go ask someone else. Bye. 

 

He left. But just as I was writing these field notes he approached me again. He tried to 

take a friendly tone with me. 

 

Him: Oh you‘re still here? What are you doing? What do you do anyway? 

Me: It‘s none of your business. Go away. I already told you no. Goodbye. 

Him: Okay. (he left again.) 

 

In comparison to the rampant sexual harassment that I experienced in the 

heteronormative public space of mainstream Australia, some queer women find the queer 

                                                 
26

 Judging from the sound of her voice, I think this woman was in the same age group that I was. I do not 

think she was older than me.  
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scene refreshing. Lee said that the scene has helped her to recover from child sexual 

abuse: 

 

Me: What do you think of the whole gay, straight, bi, queer, lesbian thing? 

 

Lee: I think it‘s been a very important part of my life. I have a lot of respect for it. It‘s an important 

part of my soul. I think through that community I‘ve retrieved parts of my soul and learned a lot about 

myself. 

 

Me: What is it about that community that‘s been so special to you? 

 

Lee: I get to be a woman in that community. I can just have hairy legs and talk about my period and 

stuff like that. Definitely I see it from a Feminist angle.  

 

Me: How do you find hanging out with lesbians? 

 

Lee: Yeah. It‘s good. It‘s fun. It‘s like, yeah I feel free. As opposed to hanging out with straight 

women, you‘re not as restricted. I suppose a lot of straight women do seem kind of ditzy to me. They 

seem kind of, I don‘t know, like really socialized into the woman role. But with lesbians I feel more 

free. 

 

Lara enjoyed her first time in a queer male nightclub. She compared the queer club with 

the straight club scene: 

 

Lara: Wow. It‘s amazing to be in a pub full of men and not be scared of them. Some guy is looking in 

your direction, but he‘s not leering at you. He‘s looking at the guy behind you! 

 

I did not study the straight club scene, and so it is difficult to make comparisons with the 

queer scene. Yet Lara‘s comment indicates the potential value of further research. Safety 

on the queer scene and on the straight scene may be compromised for some of the same 

reasons. Both involve alcohol consumption and late nights in the inner city.  

 

Even if queer social networks do not protect women from same sex domestic violence or 

other kinds of aggression from other women, they may nevertheless offer some 
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protection from male aggression. The influx of ―political lesbians‖ into the lesbian 

community in the 1970s (Newton 2000: 155- 164) indicates this. Brown (1999: 14) notes 

cross cultural evidence that strong coalitions of women can play an important role in the 

prevention of male to female aggression. Yet the experiences of women on the queer 

male club scene are not always experiences of safety. On several occasions I was 

sexually harassed on the queer male scene: 

 

Some guy grabbed my behind. I pushed his hands away. A couple of minutes later he touched me 

again. I pushed him away. I told him not to touch me. He said to me, ―I‘m sorry. I‘m trashed. Gimme a 

break. I‘m feeling frisky.‖ Sean said I should calm down, ―He‘s most probably gay. You just do those 

things when you‘re trashed. I do that to girls sometimes in gay clubs. Sometimes they go fuckin‘ rank 

at me. Sometimes they play along. It‘s just something you do when you‘re trashed.‖  

 

I told Sean that there are a lot of disgusting straight men in gay clubs who just go there to sexually 

harass lesbians. Yet I thought about what he said and wondered if he was right. Maybe this man really 

was just a gay man who was ―trashed‖. 

 

Then he sat next to me. He said, ―Sorry I offended you before‖. I was very drunk so I was a lot less 

hostile to him than I usually would have been. I told him it was okay. He then told me what kind of tits 

he liked and asked me what kind of tits I liked, and asked if I wanted to go whistle at girls with him. I 

said no.  

 

Him: Why? 

Me: Because you‘re a stranger and it‘s weird.  

Him: (holds out his hand to introduce himself) ―Steve‖ 

Me: I still don‘t know you. 

 

At this stage Sean had to leave the pub and I was happy to go with him. 

 

Nicola describes her own experiences of sexual harassment: 

 

Me: Have you ever been assaulted or witnessed an assault or anything like that? 

 

Nicola: Like on the scene? I get felt up by people all the time. All the time. Or just like people walk 

past and they‘ll slap your butt and stuff like that. People will have a bit of a go because they think they 

can get away with it in crowded places. 
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Aggression Between Queers  

In my field notes I recorded examples of internal conflict within the queer community. In 

these we can find evidence of a relationship between the arguments and physical fights 

that happen between queer people, and the anti-queer prejudice they experience in wider 

society. Here is a series of interlinked cases: 

 

Alan cheated on Sean. He kissed somebody called Carl. Sean and Alan broke up. Sean 

assaulted Carl. He was quite proud of this. He asked me if I would like to interview him 

about it. A few weeks after this Alan attempted suicide. He has had a hard time coming 

out to his parents. Sean had a long talk with him afterward.  

 

Soon after Sean and Alan‘s break up and Alan‘s suicide attempt, a young man called 

Luke came to Sydney with a group of people from his home town, including Philip, an 

older man who he had been staying with. Sean picked Luke up in a café. They made eye 

contact while slowly licking their spoons. They went up to Sean‘s flat together. 

 

After this encounter, Luke returned to his home town. He and Sean kept talking over the 

internet. Sean showed me an image of him. ―Isn‘t he cute? But he‘s got a lot of problems. 

Why do I always attract the guys with problems?‖ I answered, ―It‘s just because so many 

young gay men have problems. That‘s all.‖ 

 

Luke decided to move to Sydney to escape from life in his home town. His mother had 

abandoned him for her violent, abusive boyfriend. Sean wanted to let him stay with us 

until Luke could get some bond money together and find his own accommodation. He 

discussed this with me. ―I have to let him stay because what happened to him is what 

happened to me.‖ Sean had also been homeless once, after he fled from his own abusive 

family environment. I agreed that we should let Luke stay.  

 

At first Luke told Sean he was nineteen. Philip telephoned Sean and told him Luke was 

really sixteen. He warned Sean that Luke ―has a lot of issues‖. Before Luke came to 

Sydney, Sean had a word with him. ―Are you sure you‘re nineteen? Bring some ID. If 
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you‘re staying with us you‘ve got to be honest.‖ Luke phoned back later and said he was 

seventeen.  

 

Luke quit his job in his home town and spent the last of his pay on a bus ticket to Sydney. 

He had no job or permanent accommodation lined up in Sydney. He had only arranged to 

inspect an apartment in Darlinghurst. I think he thought he could instantly find 

accommodation and work in Sydney. He said to me, ―I don‘t really care if bad stuff 

happens to me up here because I‘m used to it from my family and I can handle it.‖ 

 

He braided my hair and we went out clubbing on Oxford St. We had a fantastic night, 

except for the sexual harassment that Luke encountered. An older man kept trying to 

dance with him, so Luke just kept trying to dance closer to me to ward him off. He also 

told me he had an altercation with some people who tried to make him take Ketamine in 

the toilets. 

 

There is a trashy disco song that DJs play in gay clubs. ―I want to do some living because 

I‘ve done enough of dying/ I just wanna dance. I just wanna fuckin‟ dance!‖ It seemed to 

fit the moment. 

 

The next morning Sean and Luke were asleep next to each other on the spare mattress in 

the living room. Sean‘s arm was wrapped around Luke‘s back. I interviewed Luke later 

on that day. We talked about being gay and coming out. He had never come out to his 

father. ―He always said about gay people that if he ever even saw one he‘d kill them. So 

of course I never told him.‖ 

 

Luke: I‘ve told you about what happened with my Dad when I was little and stuff. And then my 

Mum met Joe which is her… But yeah, he was in the army and he‘d just come back and he was a 

real arsehole. He just used to beat me really, really severely. I‘ve got marks on my back where he 

used to get a metal rod and he used to whack across my back. He used to whack so hard it was 

unbelievable. You know what I mean? He just didn‘t care. He used to, he threw a brick. You 

know the scar on my head? That was from the brick that he threw at me and the second one was 

from where my dad tried to kill me by stabbing a piece of glass through the top of my head.  
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Me: How did you get through all those hard times?  

 

Luke: I used to cry myself to sleep and pray that I wasn‘t here. That I wasn‘t alive. That I would 

just die. 

 

Luke told me that after his mother abandoned him that he had stopped eating for several 

days. He wondered how he had become so thin so quickly because it had only been a few 

days that he had not eaten. His bones stuck out of the back of his neck, back and hips. He 

said he had not eaten because he was depressed. When he first stayed with us he did not 

eat much at first. He was self conscious about eating our food and becoming a financial 

burden on us. ―I know you‘re okay with spending money on me but I still don‘t like it.‖ 

 

He applied for a fast food job as soon as he got to Sydney. When we walked past 

homeless people on Oxford Street he asked me, ―Why do they just sit around? Why don‘t 

they get a job or something?‖ As a fourteen year old he had worked for four dollars 

twenty five an hour as a fast food worker.  

 

I took him to an accommodation service. The worker there had a very kind demeanour. 

Luke seemed to feel comfortable talking with her.  

 

Sylvia: It sounds like you‘ve got good friends.  

Luke: I do but it‘s not enough. I want people to tell me they love me.  

 

Sean and I had both started out wanting to offer Luke whatever we could, as friends. We 

offered him temporary accommodation. I fed him, listened to his problems and took him 

to an accommodation service. Even though we offered him what we could, we had no 

formal obligations to him. This was an important respect in which our friendship with 

him differed from the bonds between biological kin in much of the West. Close 

biological relatives are supposedly obliged to support each other economically and to 

―love‖ each other. Whether or not they actually do this is often a different story, as is 

indicated by Luke‘s own family background. We did not have these kinds of formal 



145 

 

obligations toward Luke. Luke says he did not receive love from his family. He also 

found that, ultimately, he could not find the love he wanted from his friends in the queer 

community either. Our already tenuous friendship with him, and with each other, was 

further tested when Sean was given reason to doubt that Luke was telling us the truth 

about himself. After a few days Sean became less appreciative of Luke‘s presence in the 

house. 

 

Sean: Honestly, Farida, he lies too much. I can‘t deal with it. I used to be exactly the same. I used to lie 

about absolutely everything. He‘s lying about his age. He‘s so skinny. He told Tom he was on a water 

diet. What‘s with that? We should start thinking about whether or not we actually want him to stay 

with us. 

Me: Yeah but can you trust Tom? 

Sean: Yeah he‘s my mate. 

Me: (I looked at him skeptically). We should all sit down and talk tomorrow. No more rumours. If 

anyone has anything to say to each other they should say it face to face.  

 

Tom told Luke that Sean was getting sick of him being around (or at least, that is what 

Luke told me). Luke kept asking me what Sean was saying and what was going on. I told 

him, ―I‘m not gonna be in the middle. If he has something to say to you he can say it 

himself.‖ 

 

Luke left before we could all meet up together and discuss things. Philip phoned Sean 

and accused Luke of stealing from him. Philip asked Sean if Luke owned an expensive 

watch. Sean found the watch. Philip said the watch belonged to him. Sean believed 

Philip. ―There is no way a boy who has nothing can afford that kind of watch. Do you 

know how much that watch costs?‖ 

 

I asked Luke about the watch and he denied stealing it. ―I‘ve had that watch for years. I 

had it before I even met Philip. If Sean wants to he can call all my friends and ask.‖ He 

was very angry at Philip. He started crying. ―He‘s just trying to ruin my life wherever I 

go. He‘s trying to make me go back to him.‖    
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Luke left us to return to his home town. A few months later he came back to Sydney. He 

moved in with two young women, but he ran away from that house a week later. As well 

as leaving with all of his own possessions, he also stole all of their hair products. They 

seemed taken aback that he had taken the trouble to steal their hair products, but had not 

stolen anything of value like their television or stereo system. He owed me money too but 

he stopped answering my calls. He had not told them he was going. He talked to me a 

couple of days before. He said he could not stop crying. He had gone over to a friend‘s 

house who had expected him to engage in sexual acts. He did not want to but he went 

along with it. ―You know when you have to? Well you don‘t have to, but you still do?‖  

 

His house mates were furious. One of them left a message on his phone threatening to get 

people to beat him up. I overheard one of them saying ―I‘m gonna get that faggot.‖ This 

conflict was not only about a young man who ran away from his share house. The 

situation was exacerbated by broader social pressures such as homophobia (―I‘m gonna 

get that faggot‖), the pressure on young men to look good on the scene (he stole their hair 

products), poverty (he never gave me back my money, his house mates could not afford 

to pay rent without him) and the collective failure of the queer community to address the 

issue of sexual assault (―You know when you have to?‖). 

 

In this conversation that I recorded in my field notes, Lochkey offers further insight into 

the cruelty that oppressed people can display toward each other. She says that in a social 

environment in which everybody has problems, it is much easier to mistreat people than 

to be an ―empathy-whore‖. Lochkey told me about her house mates. She lives in 

supported accommodation with two other people. She doesn‘t get along with one of them 

who is anorexic: 

 

Lochkey: She is so annoying. I called her ―Fatso‖ once. 

Me: That‘s horrible! 

Lochkey: And I said it in a way that she‘d think it was true, too.  

Me: That‘s awful. 

Lochkey: I don‘t care. I totally don‘t give a shit. 

Me: I‘d hate to be your youth worker.  
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Lochkey: You would get sucked into everyone‘s problems. You are an empathy-whore. I used to, but 

it‘s much better when you learn to only think about yourself.  

Me: That‘s ruthless. 

Lochkey: It is ruthless. But it‘s the way it has to be.  

 

Conflict between queers is not limited to particular incidents of cruelty, arguments or 

violence. Altman (1971: 49-50) notes a persistent undertone of hostility on the scene that 

he attributes to internalized homophobia. I often thought while conducting fieldwork that 

when this hostility does not become manifest in physical or verbal conflict, it is latent in 

body language and the way people talk to each other. Internalised homophobia may be 

part of the reason for it. Stress is another reason. Perhaps an undertone of hostility is 

inevitable in these dense concentrations of too many people under too much stress, and 

often on too many drugs.  

 

I went out clubbing one night with Mark. Throughout the night he kept saying to me, 

―Something‘s going to happen to me tonight. Something bad. I can feel it in my 

stomach.‖ Later on a bouncer tapped him on the shoulder to talk to him. Mark looked 

angry and distressed. He had been asked to leave. He had been kicked out of the club for 

not having ID. Apparently somebody who had a grudge against him had told the bouncer 

he was underaged.  

 

Mark: Man, I was having such a good time. I was finally kicking everyone‘s arses. And I was trying to 

get that hot guy. I really wanted to get laid (he says mournfully). When I find out who did this I‘m so 

gonna get my revenge. They‘ll be so fucking sorry. Fucking drag queens. Do you know a drag queen 

threw me down the stairs once? 

Me: What? 

Mark: Fucking bitch. 

Me: Yeah that‘s horrible.  

Mark: I was dancing so good though. See, drag queens can‘t do this. They don‘t know how to move 

their hips. (he moves his hips). Right. I‘ve taken way too much abuse from those fuckers. I‘m so gonna 

get them. 

 

On another occasion I was walking along Oxford Street with my friend Dan. We bumped 

into our friend Carl. Dan told Carl that he had put on weight. Carl tried to take the insult 
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in stride and joke along with it, but judging from his facial expression I thought it had 

clearly hurt his feelings. Dan commented to me afterward that he definitely thought Carl 

had become fatter.  

 

These field notes give a sense of the intimacy and human warmth that can often be found 

in queer social interaction, as well as the hostility:  

 

I saw Mark yesterday with Jason. They invited me to hang out with them at their special marijuana 

smoking spot. Jason yelled out ―Oi!‖ at somebody. Mark asked if he‘d yelled out ―Oi!‖ or ―Toy‖. ―Oi 

toy boy‖, Mark quipped. ―Oi toy boy. Oi toy boy.‖ 

 

Jason: What are you talking about? That‘s not what I said. You‘ve got a one track mind. 

Mark: Well I‘ve got that phrase in my head now. It‘s what people have been saying to me for the past 

six years of my life.  

 

Mark is eighteen. He used to work as a sex worker. He gave us an excited commentary 

on the route to their hangout, claiming that the train station was his ―hotel‖. His 

monologue is a bitter combination of humour and cynicism. He had lived for several 

years on the streets. Apart from the times in his life when he has ―fucked his way all the 

way up to high society‖, he has always been poor.  

 

Mark: It‘s my hotel. Isn‘t it lovely? It‘s worth millions of dollars. I‘m so rich to live in a hotel like this. 

See that building over there? I‘m buying that too. I‘m going to build an archway to join it to the train 

station. And then I‘m going to build a dome to cover all of [this city] so it‘s all mine. And there‘ll be 

disco lights on all the time on all the streets and no cars. It will be just like a gay club everywhere. You 

can dance on the streets. The streets will be full of people dancing. 

 

I asked Mark what he had been up to. He said he has been working as a podium dancer in a gay club. 

―I messed up a couple of times but mostly I kicked ass.‖ We went up to a hidden place between a wall 

and some bins. They unrolled their foils and chopped up the marijuana in a plastic playing card case. 

They smoked and talked.  

 

Mark: Do you like my bong
27

? 

Me: It‘s beautiful. 

                                                 
27

 A homemade implement for smoking marijuana. 
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Mark: Do you want some? 

Me: No thanks. I‘m sick. It‘ll just make it worse. 

Mark: Sure? 

Me: No thanks. But thanks.  

Mark: Okay. I thought I‘d offer.  

Jason: Oi cunt! I want a cone! 

Mark: Well pack it yourself, cunt! 

Jason: You know when I‘m stoned I always think about going on holidays? 

Me: Where are you going? 

Jason: Melbourne. I‘m fucking sick of [this city].  

(Mark starts singing) 

Jason: Yeah whenever I get stoned I always talk about holidays. And whenever you get stoned you 

always start singing.  

 

They argue briefly. They are joking but at the same time the undertone of aggression seems real. Mark 

has a stack of sandpaper nail files. Jason picks one up and points it at Mark, joking: 

 

Jason: I‘m gonna stab you, cunt! 

Mark: I hate you, Jason. (pauses) No, I love you babe.  

Jason: Fuck that was a good fight the other day. He so deserved it. Fucking cunt.  

Me: What happened? 

Mark glances at me, then at Jason. ―You tell it Jason‖. 

Jason: This punk guy said something about me and so this goth guy bashed him.  

 

Mark‘s housemate Jess arrives. She sees how little marijuana is left and she is very angry.  

 

Jess: What?! You cunts smoked all that? 

Mark: No, we smoked half.  

Jess: Bullshit. Is that how much a foil is? That is fucking rotten, mate. 

Mark: Farida, I think it would be best if you could leave while Jess and I have a heart to heart 

discussion. (I get up to go). I‘m not serious. Did you really think I meant for you to go? 

Me: I don‘t know. 

 

I was confused by the combination of humour and hostility in their conversational style. I 

could not tell when Mark was being serious. Jason started coughing: 
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Jason: My liver and chest are fucked from all of this. I‘m so trashed. I‘m gonna die. But at least I‘ll die 

doing something I like. 

 

Mark states his agreement with this assessment.  

 

On the queer male scene, hostile behaviour is often referred to as ―bitchiness‖:  

 

Me: What about Oxford Street? Just talk about Oxford Street for a bit.  

 

Sean: (laughs) Okay. Oxford Street can be good and it can be bad. I‘ve been on Oxford Street for a few 

years now and I‘ve found that there‘s a lot of people out there that care for me. I know a lot of people. 

And if I‘m ever bored or lonely or upset I can walk down Oxford Street and there‘ll be many people 

who‘ll sit down and give me advice or talk to me and help me. But then it can be really bitchy too. I 

don‘t think I‘d be comfortable wearing something daggy down Oxford Street. I feel that I always have 

to be well presented and groomed. It‘s very judgemental. Very bitchy. But it can be very exciting and 

very fun. 

 

Ostensibly this ―bitchiness‖ is about the way people look, the clothes people wear, or 

sexual jealousy. Yet the feminised term ―bitch‖ indicates that there is more to it than that. 

―Bitch‖ is a sexist term used to dismiss female aggression as irrational and ineffectual, 

indicating that queer aggression is also dismissed through the use of this term. As with 

women, the powerful emotions of people facing oppression are expressed and dismissed 

as superficial conflicts about what people wear or how fat they are.  

 

Men, Women, the Body, Self and Society 

―…from prehistoric times to the present, rape has played a critical function. It is nothing more or less 

than a conscious process of intimidation by which all men keep all women in a state of fear.‖ 

(Brownmiller 1975: 15) 

 

This quotation from Brownmiller neatly expresses, albeit crudely, a strain of feminist 

thought that has been groundbreaking and influential, yet at the same time has been 

critiqued on a number of grounds including its inadequacy in accounting for queer 

experiences. I also note the contribution of MacKinnon (1979), another leader of this 

strain of feminist thought. This strain of feminist thought, named ―anti-pornography 
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feminism‖ by Heise (1997: 412), or ―radical feminism‖ or ―cultural feminism‖ by others, 

is not a unitary body of ideas (Willis 1984). Important differences between MacKinnon 

and Brownmiller (1975) are noted in Cahill (2007). Nevertheless, several scholars have 

identified areas of common ground between many of the leading feminist thinkers of the 

1970s (Cassese 2000, Cahill 2007, Heise 1997: 412-413, Wertheimer 2003).  

 

In radical feminism sexism is viewed as a social system. The subordination of women is 

seen as fundamentally embedded in the structure of society itself. The analysis of radical 

feminists is that the social subordination of women is achieved by a maleness that is 

inherently violent. Consequently, femaleness is seen as inherently vulnerable (Dworkin 

1987, Rich 2007, Brownmiller 1975, MacKinnon 1979, Jeffreys 1993 Heise 2007: 277, 

286, Ristock 2002: 3, Kennedy and Davis 1993: 319). This view is characteristic of 

radical feminism but not particular to it. Heise seems to suggest that the view of maleness 

as inherently violent and femaleness as inherently vulnerable is also characteristic of the 

discourse of sexism itself (1997: 423).  

 

There is much in the experiences of queer youth that seems to support radical feminist 

ideas. Many of these experiences are clearly gendered. This is most obvious in the 

misogyny that some lesbian research participants experienced on the Oxford Street scene, 

and in the imposition of ―compulsory heterosexuality‖ on lesbians. The depth with which 

the coercion of women by men is implicated in sexual interaction in the West certainly 

seems to be evident in the experiences of young queer women, such as child sexual 

abuse, sexual harassment in nightclubs, and the pressure on women to disavow a lesbian 

identity and engage in sexual activity with men. This pressure is alluded to in a joke from 

the queer student activist publication Querelle: 

 

All you need is a big dick up ya! How many lesbians have heard that subtle, sensuous seduction line? 

Well, honey, if I need a big dick up me I‘ll sit on your head! (in Metcalf and Thomson ed. 2003: 62) 

 

In her radical feminist classic ―Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence‖, 

Rich (2007) argues that the assumption that heterosexuality is the ―normal‖ sexual 
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orientation of women should not be accepted uncritically (see also Freud 1974: 6-7, 95-

96). Instead, heterosexuality should be scrutinized as an institution and as an ideology. 

Heterosexuality should not be viewed as the natural state of human beings. Rather, 

―compulsory heterosexuality‖ is an enforced social system. A complex cluster of 

ideological and economic forces, as well as physical and sexual violence, keeps women 

in line. Evidence from the lives of young queer women supports Rich‘s analysis of 

heterosexuality as ―compulsory‖: 

 

I didn‘t want to have sex with him, and rarely let him touch me – although it feels like I delivered a 

thousand blow jobs out of guilt. (in Hillier et al 2005: 53) 

 

I told a friend of mine that I might be gay and then freaked out and spent the next five months trying to 

convince myself that I was straight to the point that I went out with a couple of guys, one for a few 

months which was a record for me. It went as far as having sex which convinced me that guys don‘t 

turn me on at all. (Hillier et al 2005: 66) 

 

Rich does not apply the concept of compulsory heterosexuality to men. This is not to say 

that heterosexuality does not appear compulsory for queer men, even if compulsory 

heterosexuality for men does not have the same implications of patriarchal oppression 

that it does for women: 

 

I fought my homosexuality for a long time, aided for a while by my ignorance: the very concept was so 

alien that I barely recognized my desires for what they were. At the age of fifteen I had a long and 

pretentious relationship with a girl, writing her long and romantic letters and scared of any real 

physical contact. (Altman 1971: 7) 

 

It is ironic that after suffering from anti-queer prejudice and abuse in the heterosexual 

nuclear families in which they were raised, that the most ardent wish of some queer youth 

is to set up heterosexual nuclear families of their own. For one research participant, 

finding a boyfriend and starting a family was her final ―pursuit of happiness‖ after a 

childhood of abuse. Her life provides some insight into the workings of compulsory 

heterosexuality: 
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From the beginning I was not wanted. I was my alcoholic father‘s affair child and his shame. He 

physically and mentally abused me till I was eight. One of his famous phrases was, ―nothing but an 

illegitimate little bastard‖… He kicked my step mother and myself out when I was two, soon after 

divorcing her when I was six. Not long after he forced my stepmother and myself to get out of 

Queensland… At 15 I confronted him about the whys of everything he did and the lack of info he gave 

me about my biological mother. While yes he was dying, I didn‘t care, I wanted the answers, but didn‘t 

get them all. 

 

From the age of five I was also sexually assaulted by various men my stepmother was with right into 

my teen years. At the risk of being beaten by the men for telling, I told my stepmother who disregarded 

this. In my late teens I was forced into the sex industry by my stepmother. I was raped and my 

stepmother convinced me I was crazy like my real mother and would threaten me with knives. 

Basically I had a choice, ―be a slut or get my head smacked in.‖ Unknown to anyone she had 

developed an aneurysm (a blood clot in the brain in simple terms) which helped to explain a little of 

why she went crazy. It didn‘t justify it but helped my understanding… 

 

As a teen I finally opened up as a queer and a Wiccan. Basically I rejected trying to please my 

stepmother and just didn‘t go with guys and of course all the crushes with girls over the years 

confirmed my sexuality. Being an out queer also didn‘t help with the bashings and homophobia I 

received. While I never said I was queer people just guessed… 

 

Then I met my first ex girlfriend in Melbourne. I was 16 and she was about five years older. She was 

on heroin and while my stepmother didn‘t approve, I thought she was my soul mate. After years of the 

twenty four-seven thing of physical, mental, sexual abuse, I wanted out. She had hooked me into drugs 

and we shared needles. I left and lost my acting career in the process, but ended up being one of the 

lucky ones who didn‘t get HIV.  

 

In a final pursuit of happiness I suppressed my identity to have a family. Over time I lost my 

confidence. When I did fall pregnant and was forced into an abortion I almost gave up.  

 

Some of Weston‘s research participants recounted similar stories of having considered 

―going straight‖ or getting married specifically to have a family (Weston 1991: 25-26). 

Particularly after years of child abuse, it is understandable that people are often desperate 

for human warmth. Despite any suffering that queer youth live through in nuclear 

families and in heterosexual relationships, some still seek nuclear families and 

heterosexual encounters because this is where they believe they can find some intimacy 
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and security. This young woman explains that young lesbians doubt that they can find 

this from other queer women: 

 

I know lesbians that, at 17, are already alcoholics, that steal to support drug problems, that will sleep 

with anybody who walked across their path, simply because they fear that the lesbian population of the 

world is below one hundred, and they have to get some love whenever and wherever they can (in 

Hillier et al 2005: 54).  

 

MacKinnon (1979: 219) argues against the premise that ―rape is violence, intercourse is 

sexuality.‖ She argues that this distinction obscures the degree to which ―the institution of 

heterosexuality has defined force as a normal part of the preliminaries‖ of heterosexual 

intercourse. While MacKinnon‘s analysis has been critiqued on a number of grounds, in 

particular that it is a reductionist approach that defines women solely in relation to 

patriarchy, the radical feminist analysis that a continuum exists between ideological or 

economic coercion and physical coercion merits further attention in light of this evidence 

from young queer women.  

 

A classical feminist reading is not so obvious in cases of assault perpetrated by queer 

men against each other. Yet Marcus, a gay man, is made vulnerable to domestic violence 

by a ―dance around with the daisies‖ stereotype of gay men that could certainly be 

construed as sexist (Barron and Bradford 2007: 240-242). It is not immediately clear how 

the sexual violence perpetrated by men against other men could be construed as an 

expression of the social subordination of women. Yet there were definite occasions that 

made me wonder if these acts were also shaped by a culture of patriarchy. Particularly 

when I heard some queer men complain that other men were fat, I wondered if queer men 

at times view each other and treat each other in the same way sexist men are socialized to 

treat women. One comment from a judge at a drag queen competition seemed to evoke 

images of the oppression of women quite strongly:  

 

The first act at ―The Winner Takes it All‖ drag queen competition was a young drag queen of slight 

build, doing her drag act to Whitney Houston‘s ―I Will Always Love You‖. She was very funny. Camp 

and over-dramatic. She threw herself to the ground for the chorus. ―And I-I-I will always love you-u-
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u.‖ She did funny exaggerated lip movements to Houston‘s complicated vocal acrobatics. She was a 

big hit with the crowd. 

 

The judges were quite nasty. They have stringent standards about the aspiring drag queens‘ appearance 

(and everything else). This first contestant was compared to ―a Chihuahua on heat.‖ 

 

―You did Whitney almost perfectly. You‘re emaciated. You look like you chose that dress while you 

were on crack. And you forgot to wear underwear. The only thing you needed was your husband 

beating you out the back. Now, we don‘t condone domestic violence here, but it is an established fact.‖ 

 

These drag shows in ―The Winner Takes it All‖ competition are a humourous parody of 

gender roles. The performance of femininity by men expresses a sense of humour that 

undermines sexist conceptions about the difference between men and women. Yet the 

femininity that is constructed in these drag shows could itself also be construed as sexist, 

with its imagery of Whitney Houston on crack being beaten by her husband.  

 

Radical feminism has been critiqued for its tendencies toward reductionism, for its 

paradoxical silencing of the experiences of women and sexual minorities, for its 

demonisation of men, and for its construction of women as inherent victims (Lancaster 

2007: 109, Cahill 2007, Heise 1997: 412-413, 422-433). One difficulty with defining 

women solely in relation to patriarchy, as Cahill argues MacKinnon does, is that radical 

feminism often does not account for the experiences of women themselves, including 

their capacity to resist subordination, and their ability to distinguish between rape and 

desired heterosexual sex (Cahill 2007: 39).  

 

Cahill argues that an opposite but related error is made by Brownmiller in her theorizing 

of sexual violence (2007: 38-39). While MacKinnon argues that sexual and gender 

relations shape society so profoundly that human beings are defined solely in relation to 

patriarchy, Brownmiller argues that rape is violence, not sex. Cahill argues that 

MacKinnon elevates sexual and gender relations to the degree that they are totalising, yet 

Brownmiller does the same with violence. Both are reductionist approaches that could be 

interpreted to mean that sexual violence is either all about sex or all about violence. 
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Taken to its logical conclusion, Cahill argues, Brownmiller‘s argument denies the sexual 

nature of the violence.  

 

Several scholars have added to this critique of radical feminism from a queer perspective. 

Cassese argues that it cannot account for the experiences of gay male survivors of child 

sexual abuse. In fact, he argues, this paradigm oppresses survivors. The experiences of 

these gay men are silenced by ―the categorization of men as perpetrators by virtue of their 

gender.‖ ―Although he is categorized as ‗male‘‖, Cassese argues, ―The gay male does not 

possess the same rights and powers as does the heterosexually identified male.‖ (Cassese 

2000: 3) He argues that the experience of gay male victims of child sexual abuse cannot 

be entirely reduced to the oppression of women by men. Their trauma is also ―allowed for 

and fueled by‖ homophobia (p. 3).  

 

An analysis of domestic violence solely as an expression of patriarchy is difficult to 

sustain in the face of evidence from same sex couples. As with gay male experiences of 

child sexual abuse, the dominant understanding of domestic violence as something that 

men do to women obscures the experiences of male victims of domestic violence 

(Schembri 2002: 14-15). Female perpetrators also would seem to confound such a view.  

 

Evidence of same sex domestic violence among women indicates that female perpetrators 

are not an anomaly in an otherwise uniform society in which only men are violent. 

Tucker Halpern et al. (2004: 129) found that young women in the United States were at 

greater risk of same sex domestic violence than young men. The Tucker Halpern et al. 

study is rare among studies of same sex domestic violence in so far as it uses random 

sampling methods. It is not stated in this study, but if young women are more likely to be 

victims of same sex domestic violence than young men, this also would seem to indicate 

that women are also more likely to be perpetrators. Womens‘ capacity for violence and 

cruelty is also evident at times in the behaviour of lesbians toward intersex and 

transgendered people.  The incident recounted in the Chapter Three by intersex research 

participant ―Stacy‖ who had been threatened with violence by a lesbian in a gay club is 

an example of this.  
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Women not only have the capacity for violence, but the denial of this capacity seems to 

exacerbate it. Kennedy and Davis (1993: 319) argue that the radical feminist denial of 

domestic violence perpetrated by women has led to a denial of same sex domestic on the 

scene, and that this has ironically made women less safe. They argue that when the 

radical feminist perspective became influential in the lesbian scene in the United States in 

the 1970s, it eroded the protection that the bar scene had previously provided. It created 

an atmosphere in which violence had to be kept secret, when previously it had been 

carried out publicly in bars where other women could intervene. 

 

On the basis of evidence from same sex couples, Island and Letellier (1991) reject a 

feminist analysis of domestic violence altogether. They argue that domestic violence 

arises not from the oppression of women by men, but solely from the psychological 

imbalances of individual perpetrators. Letellier views gender based analyses of domestic 

violence as heterosexist. Yet there is a large body of evidence of a connection between 

hierarchical gender relations and violence against women in heterosexual relationships 

(Slater and Slater 1965, Dobash and Dobash 1979, Counts et al. 1999, Hegland 1999). 

Evidence from same sex couples is not enough to justify the rejection of a feminist 

analysis of domestic violence as an expression of sexism. To justify this, the large body 

of evidence from heterosexual couples would also need to be refuted.  

 

For a theoretical framework to effectively account for queer experiences of domestic 

violence and child sexual abuse, it must account for sexism, homophobia, and it also 

must account for male victims and female perpetrators. It must account for male victims 

or female perpetrators not simply as an anomaly, but as part of a social pattern, as the 

repeated accounts of them in the literature would seem to indicate they are. Sexism, 

homophobia, and individual psychology all play a role, and it does not seem fitting to 

reduce any one of these things to any of the other. Cahill (2007) and Ristock (2002) have 

some suggestions about future directions. Cahill suggests that in viewing patriarchy as a 

totalizing social system, Brownmiller and MacKinnon misunderstand ―the complex 

relationships among the body, self and society.‖ (p. 39, see also Wertheimer 2003: 73). 
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Ristock (2002) argues that a psychological perspective has been counter-posed with a 

social perspective in academic debate around same sex domestic violence. In this debate 

it seems as if the explanation for domestic violence must either be sexism, seen as a 

broader social phenomenon, or individual psychology. She argues that a social-

psychological perspective in which the two positions are not counter-posed is more in 

keeping with evidence from both same sex and opposite sex couples. (see also Merrill 

1996 and Lancaster 2007: 109) 

 

Instead of making prior assumptions about the meanings of ―male‖ and ―female‖, another 

approach might be to examine the process of how maleness and femaleness are 

constructed through the complex relationships between mind, body and culture, and the 

role that violence plays in this process. People designated as males and females, straight 

and queer, are encouraged to relate to their bodies differently. People are made 

vulnerable to different kinds of violence, and are expected to respond to violence 

differently. At the same time, striking similarities between men, women, straight and 

queer people might also become clear, destabilizing clear cut binary oppositions.  

 

Both vulnerability and the capacity to resist are evident in the stories of queer youth. This 

is true for males as well as females. The young queer self has the capacity to resist, but is 

also vulnerable to fragmentation under a variety of social pressures, not only sexism. 

Deep disjunctions are revealed, in so far as violence is often experienced as a mind-body 

split (Cassese 2000: 6, 130). Internal experience does not always coincide neatly with 

culturally constructed meanings associated with it. For many young queer 

victim/survivors, recovering from violence is about ―rebuilding the shattered self‖ 

(Cassese 2000). Women are capable of both violence and resistance. Male victims feel 

many of the same emotions as female victims.  

 

Economic context also shapes these experiences. Mark‘s poverty influences his sense of 

humour. Poverty is a factor in young men getting involved in ―sugar daddy‖ type 

relationships. By contrast, the relative wealth of Marcus‘ family means that even though 

his experience of domestic violence was brutal, he has not encountered some of the same 
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problems that some other people face in similar situations, such as having to live on the 

street.  

 

Economics also profoundly shapes queer experiences of violence through processes of 

gentrification. The gentrification of Oxford Street has been intensifying since the 1960s. 

Property prices and rents have been on the rise, independent shop owners have been 

driven out by corporate businesses, and poorer queers can no longer afford to live there 

(Ruting 2006, Faro and Wotherspoon 2000: 216). Ruting (2006) argues that the 

skyrocketing rent is one factor contributing to the street becoming less queer. Poorer 

queers simply cannot afford to live there anymore, yet middle class straight people 

increasingly go there for the party scene. That the street has become less secure as queer 

space could be one factor behind an increase in anti-queer violence there that some 

studies report (Attorney General‘s Department of New South Wales 2003). It could also 

mean more straight men are going to queer venues to sexually harass lesbians.  

 

The driving out of independent shop owners by corporate businesses is likely an 

important factor in the cultivation of a culture oriented to expensive consumption, such as 

brand name clothing. The culture of expensive consumption contributes to the hostility 

that research participants experienced on Oxford Street, such as that recounted by Sean 

who felt he would be judged harshly for not wearing the right clothes.  

 

The gentrification of Oxford Street has led many queer people to move out of 

Darlinghurst and in to Newtown and the surrounding Inner West (Ruting 2006: 5). The 

greater degree of gentrification on Oxford Street in comparison to the Inner West is a 

possible explanation for the greater degree of violence that research participants reported 

there. According to Nicola, the alternative scene is generally safer than the mainstream 

Oxford Street scene, although drink spiking on the alternative scene is not unheard of:   

 

Me: Does drink spiking happen on both scenes? 

 

Nicola: Yeah. Generally drink spiking happens in your more mainstream clubs that are based around 

picking up and sex because some people use that as a method of procuring sexual intercourse… by 
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putting people in a mindframe when they‘re just not thinking straight… I thought that it didn‘t 

happen so much in more radical, alternative clubs. And that is true. It doesn‘t happen as much. The 

more mainstream the club the more often it happens. It does happen on the gay scene. It happens in 

gay mens‘ clubs. It‘s happened to a few friends of mine. But the only time it happened to me 

ironically was at (alternative club night) Kooky. Which is really wacky but I don‘t think it was done 

by somebody who would be considered part of the community. 

 

Nicola refers to the alternative scene as a ―community‖. This indicates that the emphasis 

on social bonds and the sense of ownership is stronger on the alternative scene than on 

Oxford Street. Youth refer to Oxford Street as a ―scene‖ but hardly ever as a 

―community‖.  

 

Me: What do you get out of the scene? 

 

Nicola: It depends on which scene you‘re talking about. If you‘re talking about ―the scene‖ like the 

gay scene, in terms of the mainstream scene like Oxford St… then I dunno what I get out of it. I 

used to hate it and I still hate it to some extent and I recognize that it‘s really fucked because if 

you‘re fat or you‘re ugly or you‘re not the right colour or whatever it‘s very difficult to get by on the 

scene and there are a lot of bitchy people and there is a lot of fucked up stuff that goes on. But it‘s 

the music and it‘s the nightlife and the feeling that you get being out late at night at these big gay 

clubs and it‘s the humour, it‘s the campness, it‘s the drag. Yeah, I get a lot out of it. It‘s the culture, I 

suppose. Has its good and its bad points. And I find that I fit in to it quite a lot. Whilst also being a 

freak I get along well with camp gay men. They find me easy to understand.  

 

Me: And what about the other scene? 

 

Nicola: And then you‘ve got the alternative scenes. And I get more out of them. Much more. 

Although I would hang out on both, the experience is a lot more profound when you realize that 

you‘re a part of a community that‘s alternative and has good politics. A community based around 

the idea of diversity and respect for difference and freedom and expression and involvement of 

everybody on it. Participation. That, which sort of is what Kooky is based on and largely what 

Gurlesque is based on… Sometimes you get sex out of the scene. You make friends on the scene. 

And it takes up the time. I mean you gotta do something with your life. And that‘s my hobby. I go 

out and take drugs and run amok. That‘s what we do. We run amok. 
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I also experienced the alternative scene as much safer than the Oxford Street scene. Apart 

from the one incident when someone called me expecting ―hot phone sex‖, I have never 

been sexually harassed on the alternative scene. Apart from the incident of drink spiking 

that Nicola reports in this interview excerpt, I have not heard or witnessed any stories of 

violence there. Yet a process of gentrification is now well underway in Newtown 

(Atkinson et al. 2011). It remains to be seen how this will affect the safety of queers on 

the alternative scene.    

 

Fighting Back 

Burbank (1994) recognizes the capacity of victims to fight back as an important deterrent 

to domestic violence in an Australian Aboriginal community. This may or may not be the 

case among queer people. On one occasion Marcus fought back. Yet he conceptualized 

his own defensive violence against his abuser as comparable to the abuse itself. 

 

Me: So how about that time you fought back? 

 

Marcus: Okay he was physically abusing me and the only way that I felt at the time of stopping him 

from doing it was by getting him back. I kicked him in between the legs. It was a really great feeling 

when he collapsed. But at the same time there was the fear, what is he gonna do to me now? Now that 

I‘ve done that to him. So it was making the fear even greater. I felt a great power from it by being able 

to do that to him. But at the same time I felt miserable afterwards because I‘ve done exactly what he 

did to me so how am I any better or worse than he is? So do I fight back or do I let him do it?  

 

Yeah. That was a great feeling. There was really only one occasion where I ever fought back. I always 

tried to protect myself when he was hitting me. On so many occasions he‘d hold a knife to me or he‘d 

spray me with chemicals, pour chemicals on me and he‘d hold a lighter to my face and say he was 

going to set me on fire. He‘d just kick me. He‘d hit me with something. Throw a glass at me. There 

were just so many different ways he‘d try and physically hurt me. But kicking him between the legs, I 

really enjoyed that.  

 

This indicates that the ideological constraints on victims fighting back in the West are not 

entirely gender bound. Constraints placed on female aggression in the West are noted in 

Burbank (1994: 185-191). Anger in women is seen as unfeminine and irrational. This 

prevents many Western women from fighting back in situations of domestic violence. 
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The response of Marcus may have been shaped not by the constraints against female 

aggression, but by an ideological constraint against aggression in general in at least 

segments of the West.  

 

Social sanctions against female aggression are not uniform throughout the West. 

Humourous, exaggerated caricatures of female aggression are often celebrated in lesbian 

artistic expression. The American cartoon character ―Hothead Paisan: Homicidal Lesbian 

Terrorist‖ is an example of this (DiMassa 1999, Scalettar 2000). Hothead has a small but 

loyal following among queer women in Australia. I met one lesbian who had named 

herself after the character, and visited a house in which many images of Hothead were 

stuck up on the wall.  

 

 

 
 

  

 

 

Hothead Paisan: Homicidal Lesbian Terrorist 

www.hotheadpaisan.com 

 

http://www.hotheadpaisan.com/
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If ideological constraints on female aggression affect the capacity of heterosexual women 

to fight their abusers, it would seem that women in a cultural environment that celebrates 

female aggression would be more likely to fight back. The literature on same sex 

domestic violence suggests that lesbian victims are more likely to fight back than 

heterosexual women (Walker 1986: 76, Renzetti 1992, Lie et al. 1991, Saunders 1988, 

Marrujer and Kreger 1996), not only against female perpetrators of domestic violence but 

also against male rapists (Bart and O‘Brien 1985)
28

. These research findings must be 

taken only as suggestive, given the methodological constraints on this kind of research. 

Riemer and Thomas (1999) note that obtaining a random sample of victims of same sex 

domestic violence is not an easy task, although it has been attempted by Tucker Halpern 

et al. 2004. It is also possible that research findings have been distorted by the ―amazon 

bravado‖ (Lev and Lev 1999) of queer women themselves. 

 

Domestic Violence: Conclusion 

In the cross cultural literature on wife beating, a range of factors are identified that can 

influence the occurrence of domestic violence. These include the capacity of wives to 

fight back, social sanctions against wife battering, the ability of kin and others to defend 

the battered wife, the freedom of wives to flee, the oppression of women, and living 

arrangements in the community.  

 

Marcus‘ story and the existing literature on same sex domestic violence indicate that 

same sex domestic violence, in the West at least, differs from the opposite sex domestic 

violence examined in the anthropological literature in several important respects. For 

same sex couples the experience of domestic violence is shaped in particular ways by the 

context of a homophobic society. Marcus‘ abusive partner was able to take advantage of 

the homophobia in society to manipulate his victim. It also indicates that the silence on 

domestic violence can be exacerbated by a broader silence on homosexuality, isolating 

the victim from kin and other supportive networks.  

 

                                                 
28

 I do not mean to imply in any way that if heterosexual women are less likely to fight back against rape 

than lesbians, that this means they ―want‖ or ―deserve‖ rape.  
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Internalized homophobia is evident in Marcus‘ partner, as Marcus describes him. 

Marcus‘ account of his partner supports the argument in the literature that for perpetrators 

of same sex domestic violence, there is a connection between internalized homophobia 

and violent behaviour. (Byrne 1996: 109-110). Schembri (2002: 16) also finds evidence 

of deep internalised homophobia among young gay male victims of domestic violence. 

The young men he spoke to tended to blame the violence on their own homosexuality. 

One research participant feared that expressing distress about his experience meant he 

was ―acting like a poof‖. Schembri notes that for many of his research participants, the 

relationship in which they were abused was also their first relationship.  

 

Neither of the intimate relationships that Marcus described were simply a source of 

sanctuary for him. In his family he finds his parents are homophobic. In his relationship 

he was a victim of domestic violence. Perhaps his friendships are less troubled, yet he 

finds himself isolated from them by his abusive boyfriend.  

 

Queer Family and Community 

Weston examines conceptions of kinship among queer people in San Francisco in her 

1991 ethnography of Families We Choose. She found that many of her research 

participants conceptualized their friendship networks with other queer people as 

―family‖. Weston‘s findings do not necessarily hold for queer youth in Australia. The 

people with whom I associated with only rarely used kinship terms to describe social 

bonds between queers. Even so, the fact that some people used the word ―family‖ at all 

indicates that the concepts of ―gay family‖ and ―straight family‖ developed by Weston‘s 

research participants are useful for this project as a point of departure (1991: 103-129). In 

my field notes I recorded several different ways in which kinship terms were used to 

describe queer social bonds. Rarely, people used the word ―family‖ to refer to the queer 

community as a whole.  

 

Me: I‘m thinking of getting a tattoo.  

Debbie: My tattooist is good. You should try her (another lesbian). It‘s better to go to family.  
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One group of queer people repeatedly uses the word ―family‖ to describe their very close-

knit friendship group. This is the usage of the word most similar to that described by 

Weston: 

 

Me: How do you get through hard times? 

 

Nicola: My friends are my family. I love my family and I get along with them on certain levels and I 

have a whole world with them that I don‘t have with my friends. And the other way around. My 

friends don‘t understand the stuff that I do with my family, like playing music and playing guitar and 

singing. They don‘t understand that and the fact that I‘m really into the countryside.  

 

But that life could never accept me for the other part of who I am which is this big gay disco queen. So 

basically I had to go and create a new family. And some people don‘t have their own families. All they 

have is their queer family. And queers have been creating families for like, forever and they get each 

other through hard times.  

 

A friend of ours committed suicide in 2002, which was the worst year of my life. That was absolutely 

horrible. He was missing for two weeks. Nobody knew where he was. We were all worried about that 

and everybody banded together and everyone was hanging out together a lot. People didn‘t want to 

sleep alone and they were sleeping in each other‘s beds. We all got really close. We cooked each 

other‘s dinners. We just got really close. That‘s how we dealt with it. Then they found his body and 

found out he killed himself. We just said that we would take care of each other and we would stop each 

other from doing that. We all got cynical. Like I said. You get a bit cynical. But the way you stop 

yourself from becoming cynical as well is to just talk about it a lot with people. We talked, we went 

into back alleys, got really shit faced and smashed bottles against the wall. We took a lot of drugs and 

we danced a lot and that‘s how you deal with bad things. That‘s how I did. After that I started clubbing 

four nights a week. Sometimes clubbing can be an escape. And taking drugs. It can be an escape. And 

in that time we were going to the bigger, more alienated clubs where you don‘t really talk to people. 

But then sometimes clubbing and night time events, particularly those which involve performance and 

stuff can be really empowering. Yeah. So that‘s how we deal with bad stuff. 

 

Like the queer families described by Weston, these families are ―chosen‖ and based on 

non-procreative bonds between friends and lovers. Nicola, like Weston (1991: 21-41), 

refers to the families formed by queer people who have become estranged from their 

biological families.  
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I recorded several occasions in which queer people used kinship terms in a joking way to 

refer to each other:  

 

I am staying with two friends, Kath and Michelle. They are a lesbian couple slightly older than me. We 

first became friends when I was first beginning to explore the queer community. They explained things 

to me and we became quite close. I received a text message from Michelle while I was in the city. ―Do 

you want a lift back home? Signed Mum and Dad.‖ We met up later for dinner and they made jokes 

about taking photographs of them pushing me in a swing, my first steps, and things like that. From 

then on I took to calling both of them ―Dad‖.  

 

James stayed at my house during the Queer Collaborations conference. I first met him when he was 

still in high school. He was coming out of the closet. I tried to pass on some of my knowledge to him 

about queer activism. He was eager to learn. Queer Collaborations can be an intense emotional 

experience. We became much closer as the week progressed. He started calling me ―Mum‖ as a joke. I 

asked him to stop, but he kept doing it.  

 

One queer officer half-jokingly refers to her collective as her ―kids‖. She elaborates: ―Being a queer 

officer is like having kids. You have to take care of them. But they fight a lot. Sometimes you have to 

tell them to quit it.‖ 

 

Although jokes, these kin labels are an indication of the intimacy of queer friendships, 

comparable to that expected of biological kin. Yet the joking tone of these conversations 

indicates at the same time that these friendships are not really taken seriously as ―family‖. 

Only a very small minority of people I came into contact with seriously used kinship 

terms to describe other queers.  

 

Yet in practice, Australian queer youth very often seek the same things from other queer 

people that many people in the West today are encouraged to expect from biological kin, 

such as affection, assistance with money and accommodation, and cultural knowledge. 

This support is not only necessary to ensure survival. It is also part of the process of 

socialization into the scene. Among other things, people learn how to dress, how to take 

drugs, how to make sexual advances, how to speak a queer variety of the English 

language, and how to dance from their queer social networks. As Nicola says, ―the scene 

comes in generations. Younger dykes look up to older dykes.‖ 
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In Australia, heteronormative family structures are privileged over other kinds of family 

relationships. In saying this, I do not mean to suggest that the heterosexual nuclear family 

is the fundamental kind of human family that all other family relationships are derived 

from, or even that it is more common than other kinds of family relationships in 

Australia. Social processes involving very powerful institutions and deeply entrenched 

―common sense‖ understandings ensure that heteronormative family structures are 

overwhelmingly endorsed over other family relationships. This kind of family is 

privileged in law, as in the federal ban on queer marriage, and fetishised in the popular 

imagination. The dominance of the nuclear family is often justified in terms of biology, 

nature and human survival (see McIntosh 1978: 268, Finch 1993, Collier et al 1997, 

Moon and Whitehead 2006, Morgain 2005). Interview excerpts above indicate that this 

privileging of heteronormative family structures weighed heavily on the thinking of some 

participants in this research project.  

 

Some queer youth involved in this study conceptualized the family as a site of sanctuary. 

This is unsurprising, given the general dominance of this conception of the family in the 

West (Collier et al 1997, Das 2008: 292). However, the data I have presented indicates 

that queer youth are not passive beings whose ideas are simply ―constructed‖ by this 

conception from their social environment. Their own ideas and efforts are part of this 

process of social construction. For some of them, their experiences of the family as 

violent paradoxically confirmed their conception of the family as safe. They sought to 

form families as refuge from the abuse in the families they grew up. The queer youth in 

this study were also actively involved in the social construction of the family as 

heterosexual. Queer youth actively, but not necessarily consciously, perpetuate discourses 

of homophobia in their words and actions. Some of them sought to form or join 

specifically heterosexual families, as a refuge from the violence they faced growing up.  

 

If the family is constructed by many as inherently heterosexual, it is unsurprising that 

queer people would be constructed as people without kinship (Weston 1991: 21-38). If 

the family is very often perceived as a site of nurturance and sanctuary, it is not clear 
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where people who are unable to find these things in their families might seek them. It is 

not clear where people might find sanctuary from the family. Queer people, supposedly 

without kinship, nevertheless have the same needs as other people that are supposed to be 

fulfilled by ―family‖. Queer youth form social networks in search of what they are told to 

get from family, but do not always get in practice due to exclusion or abuse. Given that 

they are constructed in attempts to fulfill similar desires, it is unsurprising that there are 

ideological parallels between queer social networks and ―straight family‖. There is a 

remarkable parallel between queer social networks and the ideology of the 

heteronormative family in the silence on violence. The silence on child abuse in the 

nuclear family is comparable to the silence on same sex domestic violence and sexual 

assault on the scene.  

 

Both queer social networks and heterosexual nuclear families are expected to provide a 

great deal of economic and emotional support. Yet they are at the same time placed under 

a great deal of emotional and economic strain. Homophobia and poverty place enormous 

pressure on both heterosexual nuclear families and queer social networks. I have argued 

that same sex domestic violence and the ―bitchiness‖ on the scene are both exacerbated 

by homophobic pressure, that in the case of domestic violence, the homophobia of wider 

society can itself be used as a tool of abuse, and that homophobia isolates same sex 

couples from wider society.  

 

The development of queer social and support networks is often informal and ad hoc. A 

young queer person might seek ―family‖ or ―community‖ from a wide range of sources. 

He or she might seek accommodation through friends, relatives, or from a sexually 

exploitative older man. Some queer youth, due to their financial situation, do not have 

much choice.  

 

As well as the similarities, there are also significant differences between the ways in 

which queer social networks develop, and the ways in which ―straight family‖ develops. 

The scene destabilises the public/private dichotomy because sexuality, conventionally 

designated to the private sphere, is at least partially public in the queer community. At 
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minimum, gay, bisexual and lesbian community implies a collective public 

acknowledgement of a shared sexual orientation. This in itself takes sexuality beyond the 

private sphere. Some queer people take sexuality even further beyond the private sphere 

by attending ―beats‖. Further, the friendship bonds of queers, often comparable to the 

intimacy to that expected of heterosexual nuclear family kinship bonds, can become the 

basis of sprawling networks that extend far beyond the small number of people of the 

nuclear family model. Perhaps this means that queer people have a degree of protection 

from violence, as Kennedy and Davis argue (1993: 316-322), and as is the case in other 

societies in which family life is public. Alternatively, as I‘ve shown, this may exacerbate 

violence. The large crowds of people in queer nightclubs may actually provide a degree 

of protection to perpetrators of sexual assault. A crowd provides a perpetrator with the 

protection of anonymity.  

 

The scene is constructed as a place where people seek sanctuary from an anti-queer 

society, and at the same time it is also seen as a place to seek sexual encounters. In this 

respect, the scene and the heterosexual nuclear family are quite different. Sometimes in 

the lives of queer youth, there might be harmony between these two ends. Perhaps 

sanctuary from anti-queer prejudice can be found in queer sex itself. Yet my field notes 

indicate that on other occasions this is experienced as a contradiction. When young 

people seek protection from anti-queer prejudice this is sometimes exploited by 

perpetrators of abuse. Young queer victims of sexual assault might seek the protection 

from homophobia that the scene can provide, but the highly sexualized environment of 

the scene is not always appropriate for them. In this context formal support services, such 

as drop-in centres and university queer collectives that are designed to offer protection 

but not sex are invaluable.  

 

Queers, however, are not limited to self-protection or the ad hoc group protection of 

their fellows in their attempts to be safe. Neither are they limited to supporting each 

other through services. As well as providing support or protection to each other, queer 

youth also have opportunities to defend each other. In the next chapter I discuss the 

uses of queer political activism.  
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Chapter Five: Queers Bash Back 

The slogan ―Queers Bash Back‖ originated with the radical group Queer Nation in the 

United States. It is still used today on badges and stickers produced by Australian 

university queer collectives. In 2006 Melbourne University students held a ―Queers 

Bash Back‖ event on the university lawn. They made piñatas
29

 in the shape of 

Australian Prime Minister John Howard and filled them with condoms and 

chocolates. The continuing resonance of the slogan ―queers bash back‖ in the queer 

protest movement suggests that violence is a powerful catalyst for organised 

resistance. As Gray points out, queer youth are not just a ―vulnerable, suicide prone 

                                                 
29

 A piñata is a papier mache figure usually made in the shape of an animal and filled with sweets. People 

line up at parties to take turns at trying to break it open by beating it hard with a stick.  
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population in need of protection,‖ but also a ―political force to be reckoned with in 

our own right‖ (Gray 2009: xiii).  

 

Activism: “Yes it’s Fucking Political” 

I did not originally intend to examine protest movements as part of this thesis. I had been 

politically active for several years before I began research, but the protest movement in 

Australia went into retreat when some of the biggest anti-war demonstrations in 

Australian history did not prevent the invasion of Iraq. I was one of many people left 

floundering by the downturn in activity.  

 

I decided to study queer political activism after attending the Queer Collaborations 

conference in 2004. Queer Collaborations is an annual conference for queer students. The 

conference organizers in 2004 identified political organisation as its primary purpose. 

The theme in 2004 was ―yes it‘s fucking political‖. Many students also see the 

conference as an opportunity to socialize, have sex, display artwork, learn how to dress in 

drag, or come out of the closet. During the conference one delegate was homophobically 

assaulted by a stranger from outside the conference. Another was threatened with assault. 

Both incidents occurred on the bridge between the two universities where the conference 

was held. I watched the political response to this assault as it unfolded on the conference 

floor. Many more people were upset by these events than the two immediate victims. 

When the announcement was made the whole conference fell silent. Soon after that, the 

conference was informed that the Queensland AIDS council (QuAC) was about to 

receive a fifty per cent funding cut.  

 

Following the assault and the announcement of the funding cut to QuAC, one student 

said to me, ―In a way it‘s good the funding cut happened, and the assault on the bridge. 

It‘s got people talking about actual campaigns. The forum about gay marriage could have 

been very theoretical. But people were talking about actual campaigns.‖ 

 

There is traditionally a day of the Queer Collaborations conference that is set aside for 

political action. There had been debate on the conference floor all week about what issue 
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we should take action on. One of the ideas people were talking about was to do 

something on the bridge where the student was assaulted. In the end we decided to protest 

the funding cut to QuAC. Several hundred of us marched into the office of the 

Queensland Health department and demanded the restoration of the funding. This chain 

of events convinced me that the queer protest movement merited further ethnographic 

attention, if only to further examine its relationship with violence. 

 

I became more deeply involved in the queer protest movement by joining Community 

Action Against Homophobia (CAAH) and Equal Love Canberra. These activist groups 

primarily campaign for marriage equality. In conversation with CAAH activists in a pub, 

I was recruited as official researcher for the queer left. This was on the grounds that if 

mining companies and the United States military can hire anthropologists the queer left 

can too. At this point, my research project became explicitly political.  

 

Political activism has historically been discouraged in anthropology on the grounds that it 

distorts the capacity of the researcher to maintain a stance of impartiality or cultural 

relativism (D‘Andrade 1995b, Fernandez 1990). Being embedded in a particular social 

environment presents genuine methodological concerns. In student politics my 

involvement with the socialist organization Resistance may have complicated my ability 

to build and maintain rapport with members of rival factions at times. Before I joined 

Resistance I was more involved in queer anarchist networks. I became less involved, and 

consequently conducted less participant observation among them, after I joined 

Resistance. Yet I do not think this was an insurmountable obstacle. I was still able to 

interview members of different factional groupings, and as far as I can tell, they freely 

expressed political views in interviews that differed from my own. Members of different 

political groupings do not only become embroiled in bitter internal disputes with each 

other. We also work together. I collaborate with members of different political groups 

often, and I also collaborated with them on this thesis.  

 

The level of scrutiny that political activists have been subjected to in anthropology seems 

disproportionate to the degree that political activism really distorts academic inquiry. 
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Political activity is only one of many potentially distorting factors. As I write this, 

Australian universities are becoming increasingly subordinated to market forces. The 

neo-liberal changes to higher education in recent years (Junor 2004, 2005: 1-2) may pose 

a far greater threat to anthropological inquiry than that posed by political activism. These 

kinds of changes affected my own work. Under the Research Training Scheme (RTS) 

postgraduates are expected to complete a PhD thesis within three years. I concluded that 

realistically, this time frame allows for only one year of field work. This is a very short 

time frame. I have only explored the perspectives of transgender and bisexual youth to a 

very limited degree. I interviewed several of these youth, but I did not explore their social 

world in depth. Interviews are no substitute for long hours of participant observation. 

Given more time I could have collected more material. There is not much room for 

methodological fine tuning in a one year time frame. I did not have much time to step 

back, assess the limitations of my research, and return to rectify these limitations.  

 

Outside of student politics I do not think my involvement in the protest movement 

compromised my research very much at all. I always informed research participants that 

my agenda was to further the queer cause. Perhaps my activist perspective hindered my 

access to research participants, or biased my research and analysis. It is difficult to tell. 

Yet it seems at least as likely that it enhanced the rapport that I had with research 

participants.  

 

Some have questioned whether anthropologists have anything to offer to protest 

movements. Far from having little to offer (Bourgois 1991: 114, Fernandez 1990: 150), 

social scientists can at times play a critical role (McClusky 2001: 9). The greatest 

opportunities exist in periods of mass upheaval in broader society. Halstead, a former 

anti-war campaigner, writes that academics, including anthropologists, played a critical 

role in the American protest movement against the Vietnam War when they organised the 

first teach-ins at the University of Michigan in 1965 (Halstead 1978: 48). 

 

I found that participation in the queer protest movement was indispensable to my 

research. The protest movement provided me with invaluable opportunities for 



174 

 

participant observation. It was also a valuable recruiting ground for interviews. I also 

wondered if political activism can be a research method in its own right. Perhaps there 

are some things about the modern world that cannot be discovered by means other than 

political activism. I doubt that I would have discovered the brutal side of the Australian 

police forces if I had not been shoved around by them myself.  

 

I undertook research at a time of revival for the queer protest movement. This provided 

me with research opportunities that would not have been possible several years ago. I 

have also been lucky enough to have played a role in a movement that has organised the 

biggest protests for queer rights in Australian history
30

. The conviction in the Australian 

queer community that protest ―gets the goods‖ is particularly strong at the moment.   

 

1. “Direct Action Gets the Goods” 

Among other things, the threat of violence motivated queer students at Wollongong 

University to stage a three day sit-in. On most university campuses in Australia there is a 

room designated as a ―queer space‖. The ―queer space‖ may be allocated by the central 

administration of the university, by the student union, or by some other body. I asked 

student activists from the ―Allsorts‖ queer collective to tell me what a queer space was:  

 

Dave:  I suppose a queer space to me is a space where queer people can feel safe and be able to 

actively promote their sexuality as a healthy lifestyle. Or their gender-identity. 

 

Sarah: I think it‘s also a place for information. For queer people to gather information and supply 

information without having to actually go somewhere in particular.  

 

Alison: It‘s a place to get support as well and meet other people who are like-minded. It‘s also a place 

for autonomous organizing of queer people to organize campaigns or anything that they want to do.  

 

In November 2005 when I interviewed them, the Wollongong students were campaigning 

for a new queer space. They told me that their existing space had a tendency to flood and 
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 Personal correspondence with Dr. Graham Willett of Melbourne University History department. 



175 

 

that it was unsafe. The campaign was, in part, motivated by the threat of anti-queer 

violence: 

 

Dave: Earlier this year we had a student who was in the queer space by herself and a guy came past 

and blocked the door and threatened to burn her to death. We‘ve never really had security patrols so 

this is an extremely large concern. Especially considering that our queer space is not on the main 

campus. It‘s actually across the road from the main part of the university.  

 

I think there was a lot of surprise. We were kind of just dumbfounded that it [the death threat] could 

take place. The campaign for the queer space has been going on for three years so that was another 

reason why we needed to keep pushing for it. But when it got to sexuality week and we saw really 

rampant homophobia on campus that was really concerning, we decided that we had to have an 

occupation to kind of move things along and actually start some activism rather than bureaucracy. 

 

On many Australian university campuses one week of the year is designated by queer 

students as ―Pride week‖ or ―sexuality week‖. The queer collective typically organizes a 

week of events on campus. The Wollongong University queer students were politicized 

by the homophobia they encountered during their sexuality week: 

 

Me: So what‘s sexuality week?  

 

Dave: Most universities across Australia have like a Pride week or a week where they celebrate sexual 

and gender diversity and everything in between. Just to get people to realize that queers exist and that 

queers are everywhere and they‘re on university campuses regardless of what some people may think. 

Our sexuality week was quite political but it wouldn‘t have been if we hadn‘t seen so much 

homophobia which made us kind of feel that we needed to take action and to act out. While we had our 

social events in the background as well we were also in the background quietly planning to have an 

occupation. So we could get recognition from the university and also get media coverage of the ways 

that the university had been inactive and unresponsive to our needs and also homophobia as well. 

 

Sarah: We got comments walking past. We had petitions out and people were writing derogatory 

comments on the petitions. Stuff like ―die fags‖. ―I need more space for my dildo.‖ People would just 

draw pictures of penises. Most of them were in reference to queer men. Like just ―die faggots‖ and 

―fuck off and die‖. It was mainly really aggressive towards men. 
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The students were already discontented because their queer space was unsatisfactory. The 

homophobia they experienced during sexuality week was the catalyst for political action. 

They staged a three day sit-in to demand a new queer space: 

 

Me: How did you reach the decision to occupy? 

 

Sarah: That was kind of my decision. I thought of that when we were at Queer Collaborations. I saw 

the ―How to Fuck Over Your Vice Chancellor‖ film from Griffith University. You know I was really 

inspired by that film. At that time I didn‘t really think ―yeah we should occupy.‖ I just thought it was 

really inspiring that they were so effective on their campus. And then I went to NOWSA [Network of 

Women Students Australia] the women‘s conference. I was hanging out with a lot of politically active 

women and they were really inspiring as well and I was just thinking it over. I decided that I wanted to 

occupy. So from then on it took me a couple of months to organize stuff but really it was just the fact 

that I had been pushed to the limit. I‘d been part of trying to get a queer space for over three years and 

nothing was happening. For a long time I didn‘t think anybody wanted to be in an occupation either. I 

didn‘t think people were very interested. I was gonna have the occupation regardless of any 

homophobia that was happening during sexuality week. I think the only thing that spurred other people 

to be involved was the fact that there was so much homophobia in sexuality week…  

 

This interview excerpt suggests a lot about the strategic development of this campaign.  

That Sarah had been prepared to stage an occupation on her own, when she had no 

indication that others would choose to join her, says a lot about her courage and 

determination. Yet it is unclear whether the lack of support at this stage of the campaign 

was solely due to a genuine lack of interest, or if it was also due to the secrecy of the 

meetings: 

 

Me: Can you tell me a step by step story of what exactly happened in the occupation? 

 

Sarah: Okay. We held kind of secret, secret squirrel meetings where only specific people would be 

invited. The thing was it was really hard to get people involved because you couldn‘t go out on the 

mailing list, ―There‘s a meeting about the occupation‖ because everyone‘d be like ―what is she talking 

about?‖ 

 

David: ―Occupation. Ooh! That sounds like something that shouldn‘t be happening. That‘s nice!‖  
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Sarah: So we had to kind of organize meetings secretly and discuss things. The meetings were 

happening probably about a month beforehand. 

 

Dave: We didn‘t really get much of a turnout. 

 

Sarah: No we didn‘t get very much of a turnout because nobody was really interested. I didn‘t think 

anybody was really gonna occupy. It was just gonna be me and Dave, or just me in a room. No one 

would care…  

 

Sarah describes how the queer space campaign developed beyond a campaign of one 

determined person to become a collective campaign. It became a collective campaign 

because homophobia was experienced as a collective injustice during sexuality week: 

 

Sarah: We had the occupation on the Thursday. On the first day eight of our banners were stolen. That 

was just a huge thing that just pissed everyone off because that was something that the entire collective 

had worked on. We‘d put in a lot of time and we had heaps of banners. That had been something that 

we had all done together. It was a real kick in the face, you know, to the whole group. To all of us. It 

got everyone all riled up. We had a working bee that night and made more banners than were stolen so 

that we would come back even more visible the next day. I thought it was really cool that everyone got 

together and were like, ―No we‘re not gonna let them win. We‘re gonna make more banners and we‘re 

gonna come back better. And bigger.‖  

 

David: The homophobia kind of rallied people. I think in some ways we were quite ignorant of how 

extensive homophobia was. So it kind of really rallied and riled people up.  

 

Sarah: A really cool thing was that probably at least ten of the people who were in the room had 

probably never been in a protest or a rally. Aren‘t activists, basically. And that was a problem in one 

way in that there was a lack of understanding as to how serious or how committed you had to be and 

how important it was to maintain the security of the room. But the positive was all these people were 

learning all these new skills and they were getting involved and they were seeing how people can take 

power and can take action into their own hands. We were teaching people things as we were going. 

That was a really positive thing. 

 

Sixteen people entered the Belmore Room, the room that they had selected for their 

occupation, at 2:30pm to begin their peaceful sit-in. They made decisions collectively: 
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Sarah: After we locked down everybody was a little bit frantic for a while. There were a lot of people 

in the room and the room was really messy. The first thing that we organized to do was to sit down and 

have a meeting and talk about our demands. We got the demands sorted out and we had those to [vice 

chancellor] Gerard Sutton by 5:05. 

 

 

―Queers have occupied‖ 

 

The sit-in did not develop as the students had expected. It differed from the sit-in at 

Griffith University that they had sought to emulate. David contemplates the tactical 

efficacy of the occupation: 

 

Dave: When I look back at it I compare it to Griffith and they were in their occupation for like, 7, 8 or 

nine hours. Well we got to the 7, 8 or nine hours and I was like, ―This isn‘t how it‘s supposed to be. 

We‘re supposed to see the university negotiating.‖ They just weren‘t interested in negotiating. I think 

part of the reason was because we weren‘t necessarily holding them at ransom enough. I think we 

could have had so much more of a response if it had been [Vice Chancellor] Gerard Sutton‘s office. If 

we were arrested earlier. 
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Photo: Mick Roberts (www.slackycreekfcpages.com) 

The text partially cut from the pink triangle banner reads: ―Safe space free from floods, harassment, 

burning to death, etc.‖ 

 

Media exposure came to supersede the sit-in as the fundamental strategy when it became 

clear that the sit-in, in and of itself, was not placing enough pressure on the university. 

 

Sarah: The first night Amanda and I stayed up and I wrote the e-mail that went out to all the national 

queer lists and stuff to let everyone know what was happening. We also wrote two media releases to be 

sent out like the next morning and the next mid-day. We just continually sent out media releases. 

About three a day or so. Just giving updates on everything that was happening. 

 

David: On that first night we didn‘t really have any media response until the next day. That was when 

we kind of realized that the only way we were gonna get out of there the next morning was if we went 

hard on the media especially considering that we‘d lost eight people during the night. We needed to 

really get the media involved to shame the university so that they would take action because that was 

the only way that we were gonna see anything happen. So we started sending out media releases that 

morning and that started to get a response. 

 

The next day university management contacted the police to end the occupation. The 

students indicated to the police that they were not willing to leave the room. The police 

then broke into the room and removed the students. In the interview the students 

emphasised what they saw as the excessive use of force by the police: 

 

David: Basically they just started slamming on the door. And the three of us, there was no way the 

three of us would be strong enough to… 

 

Sarah: We had a chair. Dave had wedged it so it was holding the handle up so that the handle couldn‘t 

be turned at all. But they didn‘t try and turn the handle anyway. They just slammed through the door. 
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But, the chair eventually got in the way. It was working well until it got in the way. Danielle had to 

jump back to throw it out of the way. That‘s when they got an arm through. 

 

David: That‘s when we knew it was over. Ten police men in riot shields and helmets burst into the 

room. Danielle and I were thrown against the wall.  Sarah moved back and sat on the floor. They were 

screaming at us, ―Where‘s the other one?‖ We assume they meant Danielle because they couldn‘t see 

her. They basically checked the room and secured it and made sure there was no-one behind our toilet 

curtain and basically walked into our piss bucket area. And then basically they frisked me and kind of 

just took hold of Danielle and Sarah… They started dragging her out first and then myself and then 

Sarah. By this stage the people waiting outside the window knew what had happened, knew that we‘d 

been arrested because we could see the windows moving with the impact. 

 

Sarah: They could hear them slamming against the door and they could see the windows shaking. It 

was really loud. That was what scared me the most. The noise was really loud. It was really aggressive 

and vicious.  

 

David: When they came and arrested us there were two people to each of us occupiers. There were 

only three of us and ten riot police with shields. It was maybe a bit of overkill. Then they‘d have a 

person on each of our wrists. They basically bent our wrists and our elbows so that if we tried to resist 

or break away they could basically just snap our wrists. I remember thinking when Danielle finally 

started to stand up and walk because they were dragging her on the carpet and she was getting carpet 

burn that they were being really quite forceful. More forceful than they needed to be. I remember one 

guy forcing my left wrist and it was really quite painful. I just thought if I say anything he‘ll probably 

just apply more pressure. So what‘s the point when they‘re in a point of power? And they led us 

downstairs past Chris Grange
31

 who was standing there with Graham Parsons who‘s the head security. 

And they led us downstairs and took us out to the other side of the building where they had two paddy 

wagons and just a normal police car. 

 

Sarah: And two police cars. 

 

                                                 
31

 At the time of the interview, Chris Grange was the Acting Vice Principal of Administration at the 

University of Wollongong. 
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Riot police take away the activists.  

 

 
David: Then our friends who had been waiting outside all raced around the side and were all standing 

there watching, just dumbfounded.  

 

Sarah: When we requested that David not be separated from us because we were concerned for his 

safety they said, ―Well you should have thought of that before you did this.‖ That was a really scary 

thing for them to say. It sounded to me like they were then threatening that his safety should be a 

concern now. And so I asked my friends to contact the Gay and Lesbian Liaison Officer at 

Wollongong Police station. They did that. There‘s no Gay and Lesbian Liaison Officer on the 

weekends. And there‘s no Gay and Lesbian Liaison Officer in the surrounding regions…  

 

Sarah and Danielle were separated from David and strip searched. They were reunited in 

the holding bay of the police station. 

 

David: You were just in a state of shock and awe because of the amount of force that they‘d used to 

remove us. We just had no idea. Until they were in the room and they were all over us. We were kind 

of just dumbfounded. And so they‘re going through our paperwork and stuff and like we‘re getting up 

to go to the toilet. And then we‘re getting fingerprinted. And then we‘re having our photos taken. It 

was just absolutely bizarre.  

 

Sarah: But I did get my Pride rainbow badge back for my photo. 

 

In the year 2001 the University of Wollongong had been granted a ―University of the 

Year‖ award for ―preparing graduates for the E-world‖. After the protest the activists 
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parodied this award and staged their own mock ceremony, the ―Homophobic University 

of the Year Award‖: 

 

David: After all of that we went through the court and adjourned once. We were still sending out 

media releases. The university was getting a lot of shame. We had a thing where the University of 

Western Sydney, Bankstown campus was saying ―We thought we were the most homophobic 

university in Australia but we actually think you guys are.‖ And we were like, ―Yeah thanks.‖ So we 

took that literally and we awarded Wollongong University with the ―Homophobic University of the 

Year‖ award for 2004 and sought to have it put in the good universities guide. They weren‘t willing to 

accept that unfortunately but they were quite humourous and laughed with us. They were saying, 

―Well what about this university? Wouldn‘t it be more homophobic?‖ And we were like, ―Well have 

they had ten riot police called on three peaceful protesters?‖ When we had the homophobic university 

of the year award, there were probably about 60 students there that had come to actively listen to the 

speakers. There were students all around listening. People had come out of the cafes and stuff to look 

at what was going on. 

 

Sarah: And that‘s a really big action for Wollongong. 

 

 

 

The students speculate that the Vice Chancellor‘s answer to their protest campaign was to 

further persecute them: 

 

David: I think that kind of made Chris Grange and Gerard Sutton, who we‘d both named during the 

ceremony, feel that we needed to be punished again. That something else needed to be done. So they 

then had a non-academic investigation committee to discipline us… I think that the university didn‘t 
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appreciate the bad media that we were giving them. Especially Gerard Sutton and Chris Grange. So 

they called this investigation committee. It‘s university policy generally that if the police had been 

called in to remove the student then you don‘t have a non-academic investigation committee. And yet 

we were obviously worthy of receiving both a charge and a non-academic investigation committee. 

 

Sarah: Basically they‘re just trying to intimidate us into not continuing the campaign and into trying to 

use us as example as the three outspoken queers or you know, the naughtiest. 

 

David: Bad eggs.  

 

Sarah: Yeah. That we should be made examples of. And don‘t anybody else step out of line.   

 

What they see as the excessive use of power on the part of university management and 

the police is a theme that the students return to throughout the interview. They ponder the 

motivations behind this. Why were ten riot police sent to arrest three people? Why a 

charge and a non-academic investigation committee? They also ponder the thought 

patterns and concerns of their adversaries more generally.  

 

David: There was one stage where I was supposed to meet with the Occupational Health and Safety 

(OH&S) officer regarding the queer space and she actually rang me up and said ―Oh I can‘t meet you 

because it‘s Gerard Sutton‘s orders that we don‘t deal with terrorists,‖ basically. The only reason we 

got a meeting with Gerard Sutton was because the president of the Student Representative Council 

(SRC) called it. And then Sarah basically just booked the other three of us in with Ben Jones, the SRC 

president to go along and appear there. And we tried to debate the issue with Gerard but he basically 

didn‘t comprehend the severity of what had been going on.  

 

Sarah: I think he did. He just doesn‘t give a fuck. 

 

Sarah interpreted the things the Vice Chancellor said as evidence that he ―doesn‘t give a 

fuck.‖ She may not have only received this message verbally, but through the violence 

itself. Winkler and Winingler (1994) conceptualise physical violence as well as language 

as a means of communication. Meaning is beaten into the human body. In this case the 

message was that the students were to be used as an example to the other students not to 

―step out of line‖. They were seen as the ―bad eggs‖, as they put it. The message is 

communicated by a policeman who bent back David‘s wrist until he feared it would snap.  
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If the police intended to convey the message to the activists through the arrest that they 

were the ―bad eggs‖, the activists were unconvinced by it. Yet even if they were not 

convinced, the arrest affected their campaign nevertheless. They were worn down by this 

experience: 

 

David: After the occupation there was a time when I was really quite distressed and I remember seeing 

a street sign which said Belmore Street or something like that and just going ―Oh fuck‖ [the room they 

occupied was called the Belmore room]. It kind of just freaked me out. I just felt kind of antagonized 

and unsafe for a couple of days. I was just basically totally head fucked. Totally out of it. I think that 

the most negative experience out of the whole week was the arrest and that kind of stuff.  

 

Their trauma is also evident in their attention to detail in the interview. A chair wedged 

against a door handle. Loud noises. Riot shields and helmets. A rainbow badge. The 

students took me to the room that they had occupied and repeatedly showed me the door 

handle that the police had damaged when they forced their entry. I am not sure what this 

door handle meant to them. Perhaps it became a symbol of the sheer physical force of the 

police, and the exact moment when they ―knew it was over‖.  

 

 
Damage to the doorknob.  

 

David is no longer a committed activist. Perhaps the police and the university had some 

success in their efforts to violently discourage political activity. Yet in other ways they 

were less successful. Sometimes violence backfires as a method of communication. This 
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is what the ―homophobic university of the year‖ award ceremony indicates. On this 

occasion the use of excessive police force did not successfully communicate to the 

students that they, the ―bad eggs‖, should cease their activities. Instead they blamed the 

police and took further political action. Maddison and Scalmer identify a tension between 

hope and despair in protest movements (2005: 224-248). Tensions between hope and 

despair, persistence and defeat, were very much a part of the Wollongong queer space 

campaign.  

 

Getting the Goods 

How can a campaign be won? This seems to be the central question of the Wollongong 

campaign. All of their tactical and strategic decisions, from deciding not to let people out 

of the sit-in to smoke, to their decision to embark on a course of ―activism‖ rather than 

―bureaucracy‖, are directed toward the goal of winning the queer space. This question, 

perhaps the core question of all protest campaigns, is a question that social movement 

theorists pay surprisingly little attention to, at least in academia, although maybe social 

movement activists should be recognised as theorists in their own right. Even Maddison 

and Scalmer (2005), critical of the lack of attention paid to tactical questions in social 

movement theory, do not elaborate at length on this fundamental question of how to win 

a campaign. 

 

The Wollongong queer space campaign was victorious in the end. As a direct result of the 

occupation, an ―equity and diversity‖ committee was created. This committee found the 

students a queer space. On the seventh of August, 2005, Sarah sent an e-mail proclaiming 

victory to queer e-lists all over the country. In this e-mail she exclaimed that ―direct 

action gets the goods!‖  

 

What is meant by ―direct action‖ here? The sit-in? The mock award ceremony? The 

petition? A combination of all of these things? In the interview, Sarah says that people 

can ―take power and can take action into their own hands‖. David contrasts ―activism‖ 

with ―bureaucracy‖. This dichotomy suggests a strategic break from the power structure 

of the university and its ―proper channels‖. The queer collective had lobbied the 
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university through these ―proper channels‖ for the previous three years. There were some 

limited gains from these lobbying efforts (Capararo 2004: 2), but they did not result in a 

new queer space. Frustrated with the inaction of the university, the students took power 

into ―their own hands‖ to place pressure on the university. Independent power, the idea 

that one‘s power lies in one‘s own hands and not in the oppressive structure one is 

fighting against, is a principle that is fundamental to this ―direct action‖ that ―gets the 

goods‖.  

 

As well as David‘s contrast between ―activism‖ and ―bureaucracy‖ a further distinction 

can be made between different approaches to ―direct action‖ itself. I have already noted 

the strategic reorientation toward media exposure, when the occupation in and of itself 

failed to win the queer space as quickly as it had at Griffith University. David‘s 

interpretation of the difference with the Griffith campaign was that the protesters had not 

sufficiently held the university ―at ransom‖. They should have occupied the vice 

chancellor‘s office instead.  

 

A second interpretation is possible, not necessarily counter-posed to David‘s conclusion 

that they would have won the space faster if they had occupied the vice chancellor‘s 

office. The power of the Wollongong students to hold the university to ransom did not lie 

fundamentally in their capacity to physically disrupt its activities, but in their strength in 

numbers. The campaign began with Sarah. Other students joined her to stage the sit-in. 

Still others protested outside the sit-in in support. More people joined in at the mock 

award ceremony. In addition to the people physically present during these protest actions, 

there were many others who read about the campaign in the newspapers. The media 

exposure placed the university under significant public scrutiny. All of these people, 

added up, placed considerable pressure on the university. The core group of activists was 

determined to sustain this pressure ―until Gerard Sutton caves‖, indicating the importance 

of stamina as well as numbers.  
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If activists need the numbers to get the goods, the question that follows is, how do they 

get the numbers? Under what conditions do people mobilise?
32

 It is evident that threats of 

homophobic violence were part of what led the students toward political action, but why 

that particular political action on that particular weekend? It is not uncommon for people 

to be queer-bashed, or to be threatened with queer bashing. It is not uncommon for 

posters to be graffitied with the phrase ―die fags‖. Yet political action is rare, at least in 

comparison to how often these things happen. 

 

A combination of the trauma they underwent, and the particular cultural framework of the 

protest movement, led the Allsorts queer collective to take political action. Humphreys 

(1972) conceptualizes protest movements in terms of ―intolerable reality‖ and 

―conceivable change‖. The intolerable nature of their lives is what motivates people to 

seek a different reality. Yet intolerable reality, in and of itself, is not sufficient to 

motivate people to forge protest movements. To do this, people also need examples to 

show them that change is possible (p. 86). 

 

Sarah and David drew from an already existing body of knowledge. The initial idea about 

staging an occupation was something they learned from Griffith University students at 

the Queer Collaborations conference. In turn, they passed on their own knowledge to the 

new activists. My interview indicates that as well as the spontaneous uprising from 

below, leadership is also important. This is not the interpretation of the Wollongong 

students, but my own. I did not ask the students what they thought of the concept of 

―leadership‖ and Sarah is an anarchist so I imagine that she might not agree with my 

assessment of its importance. Yet in practice, Sarah acted as a leader in this campaign. 

She instigated the sit-in and others decided to join her. Had she not made the decision to 

occupy, the sit-in probably would not have happened. Had she refused to pass on her 

knowledge, others would not have learned how to stage an occupation. In following the 

example of the occupation at Griffith University, Sarah can be interpreted as having 

followed the ―lead‖ of these students herself. 

 

                                                 
32

 Much academic social movement theory is devoted to this question of ―mobilization‖ (Tilly 1978, 

Edwards et al. 2004). 
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As well as the example of conceivable change from Griffith University, a sudden 

intensification of intolerable reality during sexuality week also helped to spur the 

campaign on. The example of the University of Wollongong Queer Space campaign 

indicates that a sudden change for the worse in people‘s conditions can cause a 

previously tolerated reality to become ―intolerable‖. 

 

 
Strength in numbers: Protest for equal marriage rights, Oxford Street, Sydney, August 13th 2006. 

Photograph by Simon Margan www.caah.org 

 

 

2. “I Will Survive” 

In September 2001, the World Trade Centre in New York was famously attacked by 

terrorists. This was to become part of the justification for the invasion of Iraq by the 

United States in February 2003, the year before I began research on this PhD thesis. In 

the following years of my thesis research these events had far reaching consequences 

beyond the Middle East and the United States. Australian politics were affected and this 

in turn had its impact on queer youth. Arabs and Muslims in Australia experienced 

intensified racism (Poynting and Mason 2007: 62-63). Many queer Arabs and Muslims 

found themselves in a difficult position, caught between an increasingly racist 

mainstream Australia, and their Arab and Muslim communities with their own prejudices 

against queer people. 

 

Some queer Arabs and Muslims emerged as activists during this period to fight anti-queer 

prejudice, war and/or racism. Refugee detention centres emerged as important sites of 
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struggle. Refugees who came to Australia to flee from events in the Middle East, North 

Africa and South Asia were often detained for years on end when they sought asylum. 

These new activists provided me with insights into how experiences of violence motivate 

activism.  

 

―I can‘t come out to my parents. They came from Iran. They fled from a war. They 

haven‘t had space in their lives to even think about queers.‖ Hassan felt free to say this in 

a discussion group for Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) queer youth. Yet he 

never says this publicly. He is a skilled public speaker at anti-racist and anti-war 

demonstrations, but he does not feel comfortable to speak publicly about his experiences 

as a gay man. 

 

Daniel, a black South African man, complained to me about ―Afghanis‖ and ―Lebanese‖. 

I was at a loss about how to reply to his overt racism. This field work excerpt captures 

some of the tensions between homophobia and racism: 

 

Daniel: There was this Afghani guy who was being really homophobic. So I told him to go back to his 

own country if he wants to be homophobic. Australia is our country. 

Me: Um, what about Afghani gay guys? Don‘t they have a hard time? 

Daniel: That‘s true. I know this one Afghani gay guy in Bankstown who gets death threats and he can‘t 

leave his house. 

 

Some find it difficult to speak out about homophobia at protests when they risk being 

outed in their migrant communities. Some suffer from internalized racism, exacerbated 

by racist stereotypes of migrants as homophobic (Tremble et al. 1989, Greene 1994, 

O‘Connor and Molloy 2001: 20, 41). Racism and homophobia commonly form a double 

bind. It can be difficult to speak. As well as the racism and the homophobia in Australia, 

the political situation in the Middle East is another constraint in and of itself. Sometimes 

when I listen to activists from the Middle East they seem at a loss for words. I imagine 

that it must be difficult to find any kind of language at all to talk about first hand 

experiences of war and occupation.  
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Possum News Network http://www.brushtail.com.au 

 

Above is a widely publicized image of a protest action organised as part of the ―United 

Against Racism‖ rally, 18
th

 December 2005. It received wide media coverage and some 

onlookers wrote to the activists who had orchestrated it in gratitude. This silent protest 

lends itself to a range of interpretations, but it seems likely that the reason why it was 

considered so powerful by the onlookers who wrote to the protesters is because of the 

absence of language altogether. The protesters, smothered by Australian flags, are unable 

to speak. The two thousand strong rally was held after a racist riot at Cronulla beach, 

Sydney.  

 

It can be difficult for Muslims, Arabs and queers to speak out in Australia. Yet against 

the odds, the discontent among queers from the Middle East still rises to the surface 

sometimes. ―Arak‖ is Arabic for ―sweat‖. Club Arak is an Arabic-queer club night held at 

the Manning Bar, Sydney University. Nicole Barakat, an organizer of the protest action in 

the photograph above, is also a performer on the queer nightclub scene. She once 

performed the disco song ―I will survive‖ at Club Arak in Arabic with images of war-torn 

Palestine in the background. These are the lyrics to the chorus of this 1978 disco classic 

by Gloria Gaynor: 
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you think I'd crumble 

you think I'd lay down and die 

Oh no, not I 

I will survive 

as long as I know how to love 

I know I will stay alive 

I've got all my life to live 

I've got all my love to give 

and I'll survive 

I will survive  

 

I suspect that the aversion to death is a powerful motivating force among people in 

Palestine, in queer nightclubs, and in the protest movement. It is not the only motivating 

force in the latter. The language of ―equality‖ and ―acceptance‖ also figures prominently. 

Yet the aversion to death is significant to this thesis because it is such a powerful 

motivating force in queer protest campaigns initiated in response to violence. For many 

queer people violence does not only entail injury to the human body, a powerful enough 

motivating force in and of itself, but it also may entail murder or suicide.  

 

Among queer refugees seeking to avoid deportation back to a country where they may 

face execution, queer people in Australia wrestling with the dilemma of whether or not to 

commit suicide, the aversion to death is basic and urgent. Yet the imagery of life and 

death is not only used by individual people for whom life is simply a matter of brute 

survival. It takes on meanings for broader layers of people. In the Wollongong queer 

space campaign there is collective solidarity for the person threatened with being burnt to 

death. The whole collective adopts the language of life and death, painting a banner 

expressing their collective desire not to be burnt to death. At Club Arak, Nicole Barakat 

uses the Gloria Gaynor song to link the aversion to death with the desire to love and to 

enjoy life. This is evocative of broader values of the queer nightclub scene in which 

partying and having fun are constructed as defiance of death, as exemplified by the disco 

lyrics of another club hit, ―I wanna do some living/I‘ve had enough of dying/ I just 

wanna fuckin‟ dance.‖  
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The aversion to death can be particularly striking among refugees. Ali is a refugee from 

Pakistan. When he was held in Sydney‘s Villawood Detention Centre he was approached 

by Motahar, another queer refugee with a long history of political activism in Bangladesh 

and in detention. Motahar had once organised refugees to go on strike to demand the right 

to work in detention. Motahar gave Ali the contact details of my activist collaborator 

Rachel Evans of Community Action Against Homophobia. Ali wrote her a letter. Even in 

this situation a refugee is capable of reaching out to the protest movement that is 

organizing on the other side of the razor wire. He wrote about his difficult situation in 

detention. In detention he says he is tormented by the homophobia of his fellow 

detainees. Yet if he is deported back to Pakistan, he potentially faces execution by his 

family.  

 

A year and a half ago I began a same-sex relationship with a fellow inmate / detainee. He is of 

Spanish origin and was recently released into the community after having his permanent residence 

reinstated. He continues to regularly visit me at the detention centre and our relationship is strong and 

thriving. I have been feeling very down and depressed again lately, for about two months (the period 

of time my boyfriend has been outside in the community). I am the only person here at the detention 

centre that is known to be currently involved in a same-sex relationship. I am taunted and tormented 

by majority of the detainees as a result. The name of your organization suggests that I may be seeking 

assistance from the right source. 

 

I applied for asylum last year on grounds of my sexual orientation and in fear of persecution (owing to 

my sexuality) if returned to Pakistan… After coming into immigration detention, as a last resort I have 

applied for refugee status, which I have been declined (of course, because hell will freeze over before 

the Refugee Review Tribunal decides to grant refugee status to persons on basis of their sexual 

orientation). Nonetheless, this has enabled me to prevent my deportation back to Pakistan for the time 

being… 

 

Nobody understands how hard it is. No one knows what a person such as me has to go through in order 

to come out of the closet. And then when I finally did come out, it was only to be taunted and 

tormented by everyone around me. I live amongst these people day in and day out and I don‘t know 

how much more of their hellish torment I can take. I know I am depressed because for example, I am 

unable to derive joy or satisfaction from activities that were previously very enjoyable to me (such as 

playing guitar). I have once again isolated myself from everybody around me (just like I once did at 

university, when I first went into depression). I do not talk to anyone anymore… 
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The Refugee Review Tribunal seems to believe that I would be able to easily relocate to another part of 

Pakistan, away from my family, and live my life safely as long as I am discreet about my sexuality. My 

father for one has disowned me and my elder brother is waiting for me to return home so that he may 

―take care of me‖ in the name of the family honor and earn a good name and respect for himself for 

protecting and upholding the family honor and punishing me for dishonoring them. I have two siblings, 

both elder to me; a brother and sister. My brother was dishonorably discharged from the Pakistan 

Army and lives with my parents. My sister lives in another city with her husband and children. My 

mum and sister both still love me and want me to be safe. Dad and my brother, on the other hand, want 

me dead. 

 

 

 

Ali (right) in Villawood detention centre with his boyfriend. Photograph by Rachel Evans. 

 

In detention Ali faced tremendous pressure to return to Pakistan where he says his father 

and brother wanted to kill him, and where the death penalty applies to homosexuality. 

Writing to Rachel was an act of defiance against death. Ali was able to do this despite his 

state of deep depression. Other refugees in similar circumstances have committed suicide. 

 

That the intense emotions provoked by death or the threat of it can become powerful 

motivating forces for protest movements is noted elsewhere in the literature. The tone of 

urgency in the queer protest movement at the time of the AIDS crisis is evident in the 

literature (Pendleton 2007: 67-70, Sears 2005, Shepard 2002: 11-16). The movement at 
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this time featured the desperate imagery of mass ―die-ins‖, a form of protest involving the 

performance of a mock funeral, and the famous slogan ―silence = death‖.  

 

Robben (2004) argues that powerful emotions provoked by death were also a powerful 

motivating force in protest movements against Argentina‘s military regime in the 1970s 

and 1980s. The regime ―disappeared‖ tens of thousands of its opponents. Argentines built 

protest movements driven by a powerful need to bury their dead. These protest 

movements contributed to the overthrow of the regime.  

 

Cross-cultural and psychological research into human responses to death offers some 

clues as to why death is such a powerful motivating force in protest movements. Across a 

wide variety of diverse cultural environments death has been found to provoke intense 

emotional responses such as fear (Robben 2004: 2-3) and rage (Rosaldo 2004: 167-178, 

Robben 2004: 8-9). 

 

Aversion to death is probably a human universal (Robben 2004: 2-3). Nussbaum (2001: 

61-104) attempts to identify the ―essential‖ features of human beings through cross 

cultural comparison. She argues that the aversion to death is one such ―essential‖ 

characteristic. Against postmodernist rejection of binary categories and essentialism she 

argues that ―life is opposed to death in the most binary way imaginable.‖  

 

All human beings face death and, after a certain age, know that they face it. This fact shapes more or 

less every other element of human life. Moreover, all human beings have an aversion to death. 

Although in many circumstances death will be preferred to the available alternatives, the death of a 

loved one, or the prospect of one‘s own death, is an occasion for grief and/or fear. If we encountered 

an immortal anthropomorphic being, or a mortal being who showed no aversion to death and no 

tendency at all to avoid death, we would judge, in both of these cases, that the form of life was so 

different from our own that the being could not be acknowledged as human (p. 76).  

 

Many people I knew in the field had a profound awareness of the queer dead. People 

grieved for friends who had committed suicide. People who did not know anybody 

personally who had died nevertheless were distressed by stories of suicide and murder 
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heard second-hand from friends or from the queer media. People remembered Matthew 

Shepard. As well as the awareness of those already dead, people were placed into 

situations in which they had to take concrete measures to prevent more people dying. One 

person remarked that they were doing the work of youth-workers for free in helping to 

prevent so many suicides. It is unsurprising that a population so haunted by the dead 

should give rise to protest movements in which the aversion to death is such a powerful 

motivating force.   

 

 

 

3. The Queer Protest Movement 

Like the first queer activists in Australia who became organised after the academic 

George Duncan was murdered (Reeves 1994), there are queer youth today who are 

motivated to take political action by physical violence or the threat of it. This is, in part, 

an expression of their aversion to death. This is most obvious in the case of Ali, though 

other activists use life and death imagery. Yet this was not the only motivating factor. 

Other motivating factors included an aversion to confinement in detention, and the desire 

for acceptance and visibility. Death, violence, inequality, confinement and invisibility all 

contribute to the ―intolerable reality‖ that queer youth face. These activists were inspired 

by events such as the victory of the Griffith University occupation in the case of the 

Wollongong students, and by receiving the contact details of Rachel Evans in the case of 

Ali. These events made change conceivable to them.  

 

―Direct action gets the goods‖ is a quotation that describes a strategic lesson of the queer 

space campaign at the University of Wollongong. It is a lesson drawn from the process of 

activism. It is not a principle accepted by everybody. It is contested within the protest 

movement itself. Some argue that collective protest does not work and that lobbying 

powerful figures behind closed doors is a more effective approach. My own research is 
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limited. I have examined a small number of political struggles in this chapter.
33

 

Nevertheless, the campaigns for a queer space and the campaign to free Ali Humayun are 

instructive because they were victorious.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six: Anti-Queer Prejudice, Social Conflict and Psychological Conflict 

In talking about their own personal experiences, research participants also spoke about 

society. Queer youths‘ experiences and interpretations of violence potentially reveal a 

great deal about the nature of anti-queer prejudice. They also reveal a great deal about 

power dynamics in Australian society generally, raising questions of how systemic power 

is maintained through violence.  

 

Queer youths have several different explanations for anti-queer prejudice. I asked them 

where they thought it comes from. Perhaps the way in which I asked where they thought 

homophobia comes from was problematic, as if I were seeking a single source for a 

complex and multi-faceted phenomenon. Murray (2009: ix) argues that homophobia has 

―no origin or centre‖. Further, any attempt to ascertain the nature of anti-queer prejudice 

only by interviewing its victims, rather than its perpetrators, is limited. It cannot be 

assumed that the victims‘ perceptions of perpetrators or oppressive social structures are 

accurate. Sullivan-Blum points out the discrepancies between Christian homophobia and 

the way it is understood by outsiders (Sullivan-Blum 2009). Nevertheless, the insights of 
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 I have deliberately refrained from writing about violence within the queer protest movement itself. This 

is because I am not sure if this movement is ready to be publicly scrutinized for its violence. Yet an internal 

discussion might prove useful. 
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victims into the society that oppresses them are likely to be valuable. In resistance to 

cultural norms, as well as in submission to them, people‘s thinking is shaped profoundly 

by the oppressive society in which they live. Abu Lughod argues for the value of 

anthropological research on oppressed peoples as a means of finding out about oppressive 

societies. Reversing Foucault‘s argument that wherever there is power there is also 

resistance (1980: 142), Abu Lughod suggests that ―Where there is resistance, there is 

power‖ (Abu Lughod 1990). My question provoked some intriguing answers:  

 

Me: Where do you think homophobia comes from? 

 

Dave: From arseholes! (all laugh) 

 

Karen: From ignorance. 

 

Dave: Yeah. From ignorance and fear and hate. 

 

Erica: But fear comes from ignorance because ignorance is about something that you don‘t 

have that knowledge about, so fear of what you don‘t know.  

 

Karen: I‘m thinking it‘s not always just ignorance either it‘s not having any exposure to it. I 

guess that‘s not just homophobia then, homophobia‘s making a choice.  

 

Erica: But not having any exposure to it is a form of ignorance because… 

 

Karen: But not necessarily. 

 

Erica: If you don‘t know that it exists… 

 

Karen: I guess if you‘re homophobic you‘re making a choice so therefore you‘re ignorant.  

 

Dave: Yeah. But not… It‘s from arseholes. 
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Erica: Actually I don‘t think that all of it comes from ignorance. A lot of people have 

access to a lot of information about queer issues but they are just fucked. Like, 

conservatism. 

 

Karen: Apathy. 

 

Karen, Dave and Erica see a tension between ignorance and knowledge. On the one hand 

they see homophobia primarily as a result of ignorance. Yet they feel they have reason to 

doubt how ignorant some people really are. The speakers above above suggest that anti-

queer prejudice is psychologically complex, that people somehow maintain ignorance 

and knowledge at the same time. If this is the case, it presents an interesting question. 

How is it possible for a person to know something and not know something at the same 

time?  

 

Incidents of people being threatened with knives or called a ―fucking faggot‖ demonstrate 

clearly enough that anti-queer prejudice is often motivated by hatred. It is less clear in my 

data that anti-queer prejudice is to do with ignorance or fear. Yet there is evidence for 

this in Hammoud-Beckett (2007). She recounts the story of how a young man called 

Hassan came to accept his gay brother Jilal, after sitting down with him at a counselling 

session and listening to Jilal explain what his life was like. Hassan had not understood 

that homosexuality had not been a choice for Jilal, or the difficulties he had faced. Once 

this was explained to him Hassan learned to accept his brother. 

 

There is much variation in the level of hatred expressed in anti-queer prejudice. 

Expressions of anti-queer prejudice recounted by research participants ranged from 

violence to prayer. It is also possible that there is a discrepancy between the level of 

malice felt by the victim, and the level of malice that the perpetrator believes s/he is 

conveying.  

 

Dave, Karen and Erica emphasised fear, ignorance and malice. Rather than emotion, 

Pinko the Clown emphasised systemic power. She saw Christianity, or the 
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misinterpretation of it, as the primary source of homophobia. She also mentions the law, 

not as an ultimate source of homophobia but possibly as an important instrument.  

 

Me: Where does homophobia come from? 

 

Pinko: ...our laws are based on Christian ethics and ideals and therefore they are based on the Bible. 

And in the Bible Sodom and Gomorrah died because they were bad places that had homosexuality 

and lust. But meanwhile, there was a whole bunch of all sorts of other things going on there. It‘s just 

people use Sodom and Gomorrah specifically for homosexuality. If you actually read the passage in 

the Bible it‘s because they had all of the sins. Not just that sin. That includes stealing and swearing 

and spitting and masturbating and coveting thy neighbour‘s ox. It wasn‘t just homosexuality. Don‘t 

beat up on Sodom and Gomorrah. Read your goddamn Bible!  

 

Stacy referred to the use of religion to justify anti-queer violence, recounting an incident 

at the Brisbane Pride parade: 

 

Stacy: A whole bunch of Christians came in and started spouting off, ―you‘re going to hell. Get off 

the streets you fags and fornicators.‖ They threw stuff into the crowd and two supposedly very 

Christian males beat up a gay guy almost to the point of death. Just because he was in a dress. 

 

Religious affiliation was found to correlate closely with anti-queer attitudes in a major 

2003-2004 survey (Hamilton and Flood 2008: 31-32). Yet these attitudes are only rarely 

expressed as violence. There is evidence in my data and in the literature (Sullivan Blum 

2009) that religion often suppresses queer gender and sexuality in a more subtle manner, 

through its emotionally compelling nature, the authority of God, and through family and 

community surveillance. Sarah recalls that Christian students prayed for queer students 

staging the occupation at Wollongong University. Anti-queer prejudice is cast as caring 

for the well-being of queer people:  

 

Sarah: A couple of people who were outside said they‘d seen a couple of Christian boys and they‘d 

been wandering around outside praying for the queer students on the inside that they‘d be saved. 

Even though we kind of made them aware that they were perpetuating homophobia, that didn‘t stop 

them from still being homophobic.  
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Sullivan Blum identifies some of the complexities of homophobia in Christianity in her 

ethnographic work on Protestant churches (2009). Her Christian research participants do 

not overtly seem to fear or hate queer people. Rather, their prejudice is couched in a 

world view that casts homosexuality as sinful (p. 51). She also points out the significant 

current in Protestantism that accepts homosexuality (p. 58).  

 

References to religion in my data were mainly about Christianity. Yet research by 

O‘Connor and Molloy (2001: 32-33) and Beckett-Hammoud (2007) indicates that there is 

a need for further research about Australian queer youths‘ experiences with other 

religions such as Islam, Hinduism and Buddhism. The ways in which queer youth 

experience marginalised religious identities cannot be assumed to be the same as the 

ways in which they experience Christianity.  

 

One highly educated research participant with a background in student activism saw 

patriarchy, binary gender and capitalism as sources of homophobia. She draws a 

distinction between ―systematic‖ and individual homophobia.  

 

Me: Where does homophobia come from?  

 

Nicola: That‘s an interesting question. Patriarchy. Mostly, I think. Ignorance. It depends on the 

person. If you‘re talking about actual people‘s homophobia. Then there‘s also systematic 

homophobia like the Howard government and other right wing governments wanting to oppress 

queers on certain levels. But I think it has a lot more. I don‘t think it‘s a random thing. I think it‘s to 

do with the desire to structure society in a certain way that the governments have and that companies 

have and that sort of thing.  

 

Even just to sell things to women, you need women to believe that beauty is important so you can 

sell them a whole lot of products. And you know, if you had a bunch of dykes running around who 

don‘t buy beauty products then they‘re not good for business. There‘s so many reasons why they 

promote these ideas but they‘re based around gender. Women are supposed to act a certain way. 

Men act a certain way. There‘s romance and you can sell it. It‘s like this marketable thing. But only 

if men and women are different and they play certain roles in a romance. The guys have to take the 

girl out for dinner and buy her presents. So capitalism has a lot to do with it. And money.  
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It‘s largely the gender thing. A lot of people feel comfortable with there being two genders and that‘s 

it… I think homophobia mostly comes out of people‘s fear of that which doesn‘t fit into the proper 

gender roles and the roles that the genders are supposed to fulfil like reproduction.  

 

In seeking to explain the existence of anti-queer prejudice, Nicola draws liberally from 

feminism, anti-capitalist thought and queer theory. This kind of explanation was popular 

in the queer student movement at the time I did my research. The anti-globalisation 

movement was at its height in Australia only a few years previously. This movement 

made a significant mark on the queer movement (Pendleton 2007).  

 

My material supports Nicola‘s view that anti-queer prejudice is related to an overly rigid 

distinction between male and female. Perpetrators of violence and harassment made this 

clear to research participants when they accused gay men of being women, or when they 

made taunts such as ―is it a boy or a girl?‖ It is also suggested in Nicola‘s earlier 

comment in chapter two that ―girls I know who are really butch have been beaten up a 

lot, and get a lot more actual homophobic violence than I do‖. Nicola suggested that 

―butch‖ lesbians get beaten up more often because they are seen to transgress the gender 

binary more explicitly than ―femmes‖.  

 

An intersex rights activist told me once that ―the gender binary favours men‖. The gender 

binary is often sexist. Gay men are accused of being women as if there is something 

wrong with being a woman (Barron and Bradford 2007: 241). People express horror 

about the transition from male to female, phrased in terms of losing a penis, but never in 

terms of gaining a vagina, as transgender research participant ―Ruth‖ pointed out. Men 

sometimes feel the need to police lesbianism because they feel it threatens male 

dominance. An example of this is when Sarah recounted how some teenage boys feel 

compelled to tell her to ―suck my cock‖ whenever they see her holding hands with 

another woman. 

 

Presumptions about violence and aggression are inherent in the way the gender binary is 

constructed. Men are assumed to be violent and women are assumed to be passive. The 
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untenable nature of these assumptions is reflected in the suffering of queer people. When 

the gender binary is internalised it prevents people from making sense of their 

experiences, such as same sex domestic violence.  

 

As well as patriarchy, Nicola identified capitalism as an important source of anti-queer 

prejudice. It is clear enough in my data that anti-queer violence is motivated in part by 

sexism as a social system. Yet the testimonies to of survivors of violence do not seem to 

demonstrate such a clear or direct relationship between capitalism and anti-queer 

prejudice. There is nothing in my data to indicate that bosses subject workers to anti-

queer abuse in order to extract profits from their labour, for example. The relationship 

between a perpetrator of anti-queer violence and a victim is not the relationship between 

labour and capital. Nevertheless, there is evidence in my data that capitalism and queer 

oppression are interconnected. Nicola makes an interesting point about the gendered 

nature of the market. I will also argue that there is evidence of a relationship between 

capitalism and queer oppression in the experiences of women and queers at work, and in 

the close resemblance between ―family fetishism‖ and commodity fetishism.  

 

Explanations for anti-queer prejudice based on fear, hatred or ignorance have been 

thoroughly critiqued in the literature for their emphasis on individual pathology over a 

social system (Kulick 2009: 23, Murray 2009: 3, LaFont 2009: 106-107). Further, several 

scholars have argued that anti-queer prejudice does not always appear to be motivated by 

hatred or fear (Murray 2009: 3). An alternative word to ―homophobia‖, ―heterosexism‖, 

has been coined to emphasise anti-queer prejudice as a social system rather than an 

individual pathology.  

 

The theoretical tension between individual and social explanations for anti-queer 

prejudice is thrown into relief by efforts to explain how these cultural values take hold. 

Nicola simply says that governments and companies have a ―desire to structure society in 

a certain way‖. She does not clarify why or how the desires of powerful people should 

become socially accepted norms. Further, even if governments and corporations stand to 
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benefit from particular cultural values, it does not necessarily mean that they actively 

cultivate or even consciously desire them.  

  

The problem of explaining how these values take hold raises the question of motivation. 

How do patriarchy, religion or capitalism persuade people? In attempting to answer this 

question, it is the approaches based on ignorance or fear that seem more immediately 

productive. Even if not all prejudiced people are motivated by fear or hatred, surely many 

of them are more directly motivated by their own emotions than they are by corporations, 

the government or any free-floating social system? Some scholars have argued for 

―homophobia‖, which describes individual emotional response, and ―heterosexism‖, 

which describes a social system, to be used as complementary terms (Boellstorff 2004, 

Flood and Hamilton: 2008: 16). Yet the problem with this is that it artificially imposes a 

line between the two. Hatred and fear are seen as strictly individual, when in fact they are 

also collective. The challenge is to formulate a model of anti-queer prejudice as an 

integrated social-psychological system.    

 

I searched my own data for social-psychological patterns that might reveal something 

about the nature of anti-queer prejudice. The most intriguing, and likely the most 

revealing, aspect of my own data is how riddled it is by disjunctions. I seek to find out 

something about the nature of anti-queer prejudice by studying these disjunctions. 

 

Disjunctions 

Previous chapters include many instances that I interpreted as disjunctions between 

people‘s experiences and their understandings of them. Victims of anti-queer violence did 

not always see themselves as victims of anti-queer violence, and hence did not see 

themselves as suitable research participants. People spoke about the scene as a site of 

sanctuary, yet experienced it as a site of abuse. Marcus was unprepared for his experience 

of domestic violence, suggesting a disjunction between the reality of male victimhood 

and the culturally held understanding that only women can be victims. The disjunctions 

that arose in the process of coming out of the closet were among the most striking. 
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Research participants recounted the struggle of having to choose between one identity 

and another.  

 

Identity and “Coming Out” 

Ideally, identity yields a subjective sense of meaningfulness and ―actuality‖ by transforming childhood 

emotional tensions into adult pursuits valued by a community. But it also may not yield a sense of 

meaningfulness, and individuals often experience important disjunctions between their identities and 

their inner experiences or social reputations. (Gregg 1998: 125) 

 

Identity is where the social and the personal intersect. Yet as their identities develop in 

processes of ―coming out of the closet‖, queer youth often experience deep disjunctions 

between their inner experiences and social reputations. These disjunctions are 

exacerbated by violence. Disjunctions often occur when people find themselves in 

situations that force them to make difficult decisions. In chapter three Michael 

commented that ―you just wouldn‘t come out if you valued your safety‖. The difficulty of 

choosing between the expression of queer affection or identity and physical safety is also 

noted in the literature (Savin-Williams and Cohen 1996: 125)
34

.  

 

The decision to come out of the closet is also often informed by economic considerations 

(Savin-Williams and Cohen 1996: 137)
35

. Jason in chapter two said he refrained from 

coming out of the closet while he was still living with his parents. He was fearful that he 

could be kicked out of home. Given that it is not uncommon for queer youth to end up 

homeless as a result of expulsion from their parents‘ homes, his fear is understandable.  

 

The role of fear in preventing youth from coming out of the closet shows the wide 

ranging effects that violence can have. It shows that emotions can play a powerful role in 

people‘s decision making processes. It shows that emotion can shape identity and 

contributes to the cultural construction of gender and sexuality. That fear prevents youth 
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 That the threat of violence constrains behaviour is also noted in the wider literature on violence. See 

McClusky 2001: 185. 
35

 Economic constraints on queer expression are noted in LaFont‘s work on queers in Jamaica. LaFont 

notes that wealthy gays, lesbians and bisexuals, in comparison to their poorer counterparts, are protected 

from prejudice by their wealth (2009: 113-114). 
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from coming out of the closet points toward a complex relationship between violence, 

decision making, emotion and culture. 

 

The choice to come out of the closet involves choosing between one identity and another 

(or several others). For many people, to be in the closet is to exist in a state of profound 

disjunction between identities. Hillier et al. (1998: 7-8) note a significant difference 

between queer youth and young members of other persecuted minority groups. Young 

members of vilified racial or religious minority groups are likely to share their ethnicity 

or religion at least with their parents, if not with a wider community. In contrast queer 

youth are unlikely to be raised by queer parents, and are also unlikely to have immediate 

access to a broader community before ―coming out‖. As a result, queer youth tend to be 

―socialized into values and beliefs discordant with their self definition‖ (Telljohann and 

Price 1993: 42, Meyer 1997: 39). Savin-Williams and Cohen (1996: 123) recognise that 

queer youth are raised to identify as heterosexual. They develop a queer identity in 

conflict with their original heterosexual identity. For many, the representations of queer 

identities available to them from their cultural environment are overwhelmingly negative. 

As well as verbal harassment and physical violence, queer youth also face the implicit, 

ubiquitous representations of heterosexuality as normal and natural in the mass media, at 

school, in their families, in everyday conversation, and so on. The conspicuous absence 

of queer sexuality and gender from everyday discourse is part of these repressive 

―common sense‖ understandings. The cultural environment in which many queer youth 

grow up, in which heterosexuality is tacitly and uncritically accepted by people around 

them as the human norm, leads many queer youth to simply assume they will be 

heterosexual. This is the case whether or not they encounter explicit homophobia. Kate 

describes the kind of isolating social environment that, as she sees it, leads to the 

assumption that everybody is heterosexual: 

 

Me: What do young people get out of Fair Day? 

 

Kate: …a sense of ―Wow, there are so many homos in my community.‖  There are tens of thousands 

of them at Fair Day that come through. And that‘s amazing if you‘ve grown up in your suburban 

home and everyone on your street is a hetero couple. You‘d be pretty amazed to see that many 
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homos. I was, my first Fair Day. I was, ―Fuck, this is huge! Where are all these people on an 

everyday basis?‖ And then that really reaffirms the fact that all these people are around you every 

day. You don‘t necessarily see ‗em. So again, it challenges that internalized homophobia of 

assuming everyone is heterosexual. I think a lot of homos do. I mean a lot of heteros do, but a lot of 

homos do. 

 

Pinko the Clown explains her own experience of ―coming out of the closet‖. She tells the 

story of how she came to disengage from the repressive understandings of homosexuality 

she was raised with to embrace a lesbian identity: 

 

Me: When did you come out? How old were you?  

 

Pinko the Clown: When did I know? Or when did I tell people?  

 

Me: Well both. When did you know and when did you tell people? 

 

Pinko the Clown: Okay. Well I knew when I was about fourteen. And my parents and my teachers and 

everybody always told me that it was bad and wrong and sinful and evil. And so when I found this out 

I was like, ―How is this possible? How could I possibly be like this? This is bad and sinful and wrong. 

How can I be like this?‖ And then it wasn‘t until I was about 17, 18 that it finally got kicked in to me 

that, no this is actually alright. There‘s nothing bad about it. My parents and my society was wrong. 

And after that it became infinitely easier because I just thought, well okay they‘re wrong about that. 

What the hell else are they wrong for? And then this whole great world opened up for me and I‘ve 

been happier ever since.  

 

This interview shows that although people sometimes choose to stay in the closet out in 

fear of repressive consequences, the closet should not simply be seen as a sanctuary. 

Pinko the Clown recounts her time in the closet as a time of intensive self questioning 

and poor self esteem. It is also a time of isolation. After she came out her life became 

―infinitely easier‖ and she ―had been happier ever since‖. Another research participant, 

Neil, said that he came out of the closet because he felt he had to do it before his life 

could begin. 
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The question ―when did I know or when did I tell people?‖ indicates that there was a time 

when Pinko knew she was a lesbian but had not told anybody. This delay between 

―coming out to self‖ and ―coming out to others‖ is common and is noted in the literature 

(Savin Williams 1996: 114-123, Davies 1992: 75). Another research participant recounts 

a similar delay. Fred remembers he ―was struggling, I probably had a knowledge myself 

at that stage but I‘d never said it to anyone else.‖  

 

These interview excerpts indicate a period of disjunction between identity, inner 

experience, and social reputation. The recognition of coming out to oneself as a personal 

landmark suggests an earlier time when people feel attracted to the same sex, but do not 

equate these desires with a queer identity. There may have even been a time when Pinko 

the Clown or Fred were not even conscious of their own same sex attraction. The above 

interview excerpt with Pinko the Clown indicates that awareness of anti-queer discourses 

can even precede awareness of one‘s own sexual feelings (Meyer 1997: 40). In a cultural 

environment in which homosexual identity is denigrated one research participant, Kate, 

avoided making an immediate connection between her same sex desires and a lesbian 

identity in order to avoid stigma: 

 

Kate: I had a lot of kind of stereotyped preconceptions about what lesbians were like and had just kind 

of put myself in a different category and decided I wasn‘t like that. And so I had assumed that certain 

stereotypes I‘d heard were true. Because where else do you get information about what lesbians are 

like? 

 

Another significant difference between many queers and many members of other 

oppressed groups is that queers tend to ―pass‖ as straight more easily than most women 

can pass as men, or members of vilified racial groups can pass as white
36

. This 

invisibility has ramifications for identity formation. For many queer people it is possible 

to avoid publicly proclaiming a stigmatised identity. Members of other minority groups 

tend not have this option. Such discrepancies between inner states and what is publicly 

articulated or acknowledged reinforce and are reinforced by a public silence. An absence 
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 ―Many‖, but not all. There are many non-passing transsexual people, for example (Gagne and Tewksbury 

1997: 482, 497) 



208 

 

of discussion is evident in this interview excerpt with a youth worker. She observes that 

queer youth lack the knowledge to interpret their experiences of anti-queer prejudice. 

Workers and volunteers at her youth centre make a conscious effort to provide them with 

a language. They see this as one of their most basic tasks: 

 

Me: I think there was a workshop on homophobia? What was that for?  

 

Kirsten: I think we called it ―safety and safe spaces‖. We talked about the different ways that 

homophobia is manifest in societies. The different ways that we can see homophobia - some of it is 

obvious and overt and some of it is quite hidden. So I guess the aim of that was to think about that and 

about what‘s going on in our world and also to think about the stuff that makes us feel safe and places 

that make us feel safe. How to carry a feeling of safety into places that are not necessarily queer. 

 

I really find internalized homophobia interesting. I think it‘s important to talk about. I think when 

people kind of are first coming out that that‘s a huge thing that they deal with and often they don‘t 

have the language and the knowledge to understand what it is that‘s going on. I don‘t think I‘d even 

considered that I‘d had internalized homophobia when I was coming out. Not until I‘d sort of started 

reading and started getting involved with stuff.  

 

For a person newly out of the closet a queer identity might be more in harmony with their 

feelings of same sex attraction than a previous heterosexual identity. Yet a queer identity 

can have its own tensions. Even after coming out, heterosexist aspects of personality do 

not necessarily disappear. Internalized homophobia is an indication that as well as the 

new ―out and proud‖ queer identity, a ―recessive‖ heterosexual and homophobic identity 

persists even after coming out of the closet
37

 (Meyer 1997: 40-41). The desires of some 

research participants to form heterosexual families are evidence of this.  

 

After coming out, a person‘s queer identity, though in harmony with their sexual 

preference, does not necessarily sit well with other aspects of their personality. There is 

often more to a queer identity than the recognition of same sex attraction or gender 

expression. A gay male identity, for example, is also sometimes associated with 

behaviours such as drug use, partying on the scene, and wearing brand name clothing. 

                                                 
37

 see Gregg (1991: 31-32) on recessive identities.  
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One person I knew felt deeply torn between his identity as a partying ―scene queen‖, and 

his feelings of personal anguish and malice towards other people on the scene. He had 

survived abuse at the hands of his homophobic family and at the hands of other people on 

the scene. Unable to reconcile his feelings of bitterness with a gay identity that 

emphasized having fun, he told me he had developed multiple personality disorder.  

 

For some people feelings of internal disjunction persist well beyond their first ―coming 

out‖. Some people come out of the closet as gay, and realize later on that a gay identity 

does not fit very well with their internal state after all. Some find that a gay identity does 

not correspond well to feelings of sexual attraction to both sexes, or to feelings of being a 

member of the opposite sex. Some people go through a second or even third ―coming 

out‖ as transgender, intersex, bisexual, or another identity that they feel better 

corresponds with their internal state. In their study of coming out processes among 

transgender people in the United States, Gagne and Tewksbury found that transgender 

people tend to experience a process whereby they ―experiment with various identities 

until they find one that ‗fits‘ or with which they are comfortable‖ (1997: 484). This was 

Ruth‘s experience: 

 

Me: It sounds a bit interesting you had three coming outs. 

 

Ruth: Okay, initially I was a bit confused about what it meant to be trans. I suppose the fact that I did 

not feel male, I thought that must mean I‘m gay. ―Surely all gay men think they wish they‘d been 

born women.‖ I guess that was how I thought. When I was much younger anyway. I just assumed 

that the feelings I had meant that I was gay, even though at that time I wasn‘t actually attracted to 

men. Or at least not strongly. So I came out as gay. And immediately felt, ―oh, that‘s not quite 

right.‖ In some ways it was liberating. For about a whole year I felt kind of comfortable because I 

had this whole community. But it wasn‘t quite right. Also the fact that I was getting more crushes on 

women than on men was making me think, hmm, you know maybe I should have chosen ―bi‖ or 

something. I don‘t know.  

 

Then I had this conversation with a friend of mine. I asked her, ―So as a lesbian you obviously must 

wish you‘d been born a man, right?‖ She said, ―Oh god no. Hell no. I really love being a woman.‖ 

And then I thought ―uh-oh‖. So then I was very, very confused. Well I wasn‘t confused. I had heaps 
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and heaps of denial. I didn‘t want to acknowledge the fact I was trans. After that I just took a lot of 

drugs, drank an awful lot. That‘s pretty much what I did for several years. Then I realized I couldn‘t 

go on like this any more and I came out as trans. That was a really positive thing. Even though I‘m 

not really out as trans. Well I am and I‘m not. Well I am at the moment. Kind of but don‘t know if I 

want to be. This is a separate issue which is also giving me much thought at the moment. Then my 

third coming out was as another sexuality coming out. As a miscellaneous. Bi, pan, whatever, I don‘t 

know. I haven‘t got a label for it.  

 

Violence 

 ―The closet‖ is a metaphor for isolation. A person ―in the closet‖ is somebody who is 

aware of their same sex attraction or gender non-conformity, yet does not disclose this 

publicly and is disconnected from queer social networks. A related metaphor that 

research participants used was that of ―visibility‖. They felt they had to assert their 

existence. 

 

Yet ―invisibility‖ is not only typical of sexual orientation and gender identity. ―Closets‖ 

are imposed on a wide variety of experiences. Violence itself could also be described as 

―invisible‖. It sometimes seems as if people fail to even see violence, even if it happens 

right in front of them. When Pinko the Clown was threatened and chased through the 

city, she said that ―nobody did nothing and it was a very crowded day.‖ Marcus in 

Chapter Five had been too embarrassed to tell anybody about his violent relationship. I 

also noted in Chapter Two that harm to the body, or the threat of it, is not always 

consciously acknowledged.  

 

Part of the reason why violence becomes collectively ―invisible‖ is because it is painful 

to think about. Human beings have the capacity to block out suffering. Dissociation is 

one concept in psychology that is useful in accounting for the culture of invisibility that 

surrounds violence (Sullivan 1953, Spiegel ed. 1994). This is a term used to describe the 

withdrawal of consciousness to reduce anxiety.  

 

In the literature on sexual violence it is commonly noted that this violence is often 

experienced as a mind-body split. Physical sensations become cut off from memory and 
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consciousness (Winkler and Wininger 1994, Steinberg 1994, Cassese 2000: 6, 130). 

Survivors often report sensations of detachment from the body or even of observing the 

body from the outside. Cassese (2000) suggests that among gay male survivors of child 

sexual abuse, the dissociation associated with violence is related to identity 

fragmentation. In the development of a gay identity, part of the person is ―broken off 

from the whole and magnified‖ as the youth‘s sense of difference is ―simultaneously 

identified, rejected and ridiculed.‖ Fragments of the youth‘s psychology are 

―disassociated from and split off into the unconscious.‖ (Cassese 2000: 8)  

 

This relationship between identity, violence and dissociation is intriguing. Psychological 

fragmentation may be a universal response to trauma, a result of innate features of human 

psychology. Yet the mind-body split indicates that cultural processes inform the ways in 

which individuals dissociate. The influence of mind-body dualism extends beyond the 

experiences of survivors of sexual assault. Its influence in the West today is profound, 

and it arguably developed in India and elsewhere independently from the West‘s 

influence (Halliburton 2002, Moore 2005: 425-428). I suggest that the cultural paradigm 

of mind-body dualism is conditioned, or even enforced, through violence, indicating that 

fragmentation or conflict in society is inseparable from the fragmentation and conflict 

that happens within human heads. 

 

Family  

One of the most striking discrepancies I found was between research participants‘ 

experience of family life and the way they spoke about it. I was surprised by the 

responses of some of the queer youth I interviewed. Perhaps I had expected them to be 

more critical of heteronormative family structures than they were. Some of the people 

who came from the most abusive family backgrounds desired more than anything to 

belong to heterosexual nuclear families. This was not expressed often, yet it is striking 

that expectations and desires for love and affection within the family can be so at odds 

with experiences of the family as a site of abuse.  
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I noted similar discrepancies between the way queer social relations are understood, and 

the way they often operate in reality. I have noted a discrepancy between the construction 

of the queer ―scene‖ as a site of sanctuary and the reality of it as a frequent site of 

violence. I have noted a tension between the experience of a close knit community, and 

the social fragmentation and hostility within this community. The discrepancies and 

silences evident in perspectives on domestic violence in same sex relationships are also 

likely related to popular understandings of domestic violence in heterosexual 

relationships. Popular understandings that domestic violence involves a male perpetrator 

and a female victim are confounded by the reality of domestic violence in same sex 

relationships that involves female perpetrators and male victims.   

 

I also observed related contradictions in the ways Australian politicians spoke about the 

family. Australian politicians justified the 2004 federal ban on queer marriage on the 

grounds that it detrimental to the well being of children. This apparent concern for 

children is deeply ironic, considering the degree of abuse that queer youth are subjected 

to in Australia, often by their own relatives.  

 

The queer community‘s response to the federal ban on queer marriage suggests that 

psychological and social conflict are informed by parliamentary politics. I heard people 

argue that in banning queer marriage, Australian government leaders were actively 

cultivating the kind of repressive social reality that gives rise to physical violence against 

queer people. During the ―open mike‖ component of a queer marriage rally, I observed a 

high school teacher tell the crowd that some of her students justified their anti-queer 

attitudes on the basis that queer people cannot get married. I met one young man who 

was prompted by the marriage ban to break up with his boyfriend. ―If we can‘t get 

married, what‘s the point?‖ he explained. I heard an account of another who attempted 

suicide because he could not understand how the government could be so homophobic.  

 

The effect of the ban on queer marriage in reinforcing anti-queer prejudice is also noted 

by Jilal, a research participant in a 2007 paper on queer Muslims. Interestingly, Jilal 

compares the Australian marriage ban to the situation in Muslim countries. In making this 
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comparison Jilal acknowledges anti-queer prejudice in these countries yet simultaneously 

avoids demonising Islam: 

 

There is also a ban on gay marriages here in Australia and that shows us that homophobia is here in 

this country. I don‘t know how we are going to be protected by the law here in Australia. I‘m 

certainly not protected by the law in Muslim countries. It seems discriminatory to me. Religious 

teachings include stories of conquering and bloody wars. I don‘t understand why certain religious 

leaders wish to prevent the teaching of inclusion and love. When suicide is so common in the queer 

community, it can never be too early to teach acceptance (Hammoud-Beckett 2007: 35).  

 

A relationship between anti-queer initiatives of the government and anti-queer prejudice 

in broader society, internalized or otherwise, is suggested in my data but not strongly. 

This is likely because of the time frame in which I conducted my research. Following the 

marriage ban, resistance has been a more prominent response from the queer community 

than internalized homophobia. It has also been a more prominent response from wider 

society than anti-queer prejudice. If I had conducted this research at another time, 

perhaps in the context of the AIDS crisis, or during the McCarthy era in the United States 

(D‘Emilio 1983: 40-56, Ruthchild 1997: 11-12), a relationship between government 

initiatives and prejudice in wider society might have been more clearly revealed. 

 

The Social and the Psychological 

Disjunctions between interpretations and inner experience reveal a great deal about anti-

queer prejudice. Perpetrators of violence, onlookers, and victims often share common 

psychological patterns. The silence on violence is common to all of them. When people 

think and behave in a similar manner, this can be grounds for arguing that they share the 

same culture. Their ideas are shaped by the same power relationships, they have 

undergone similar experiences, they carry out similar practices, or they share similar 

understandings.  

 

Through repetition and emotional arousal, ordinary cognitive responses such as 

dissociation can take the shape of enduring cultural forms, such as anti-queer prejudice 

(Strauss and Quinn 1994). One individual might make an effort to end his or her feelings 
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of same sex attraction. Yet an individual‘s effort not to think about same sex attraction is 

not only a personal effort.  It is part of a broader collective effort. If large numbers of 

people are making this same effort over a long period of time it seems likely that 

enduring, shared patterns of thought and emotions would form. Similar results could be 

expected from collective emotional efforts not to think about violence, anti-queer 

prejudice, anger or pain.  

 

From the similarities in thinking and practice that I have noted between queers and 

people with a prejudice against them, some tentative conclusions could be drawn about 

the features of a shared culture between them; that they share emotional/cognitive 

patterns of suppression and internal disjunction. Both closeted queers and homophobic 

straights may construct the queer as the ―anti-self‖ (Gregg 1998: 135-136) and construct 

the heterosexual self in contrast to it. A person could be repeatedly told while growing up 

that queer sexuality or gender expression is sinful, but could also receive many tacit 

signals to that effect without it being explicitly stated. Given that both queers and 

straights receive these signals, and that same sex attraction can be experienced by people 

who identify as straight as well as those who identify as queer, queer people and straight 

people are likely to share many similar thoughts, feelings, experiences, and practices.  

 

Diversity is also significant. People respond to their cultural environment in different 

ways. Strauss and Quinn suggest a range of possibilities for internalizing contradictory 

discourses, such as ambivalence or compartmentalization (Strauss and Quinn 1997: 213-

214, Savin Williams 1996: 127). People differ in who they are attracted to, in their 

political and economic position and interests, in the degree of cognitive suppression that 

they are engaged in, and in the degree that they hold pro-queer ideas in their heads.  

 

Theory 

Research participants identify hatred, fear, ignorance, religion, the gender binary, sexism, 

and capitalism as playing a role in the workings of queer oppression. There is much to 

suggest that they are right about all of them. In addition there are other institutions that 
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could be identified as playing an important role, such as the mass media, schools and the 

government.  

 

The main theoretical problem that my data presents is not to identify one fundamental 

source of queer oppression, or even to identify all of the social forces that contribute to it. 

Queer oppression is informed by a large and complex array of social forces. The pressing 

theoretical question that my data raises is to explain how the personal is integrated with 

the social in queer oppression; how to explain the relationship between institutional 

power and the fear and hatred of individual perpetrators; how to explain the connections 

between the psychology of victims of violence with culturally held perceptions of women 

and queers. My data also raises questions of how to make sense of systems of power 

within queer communities; what is the relationship between the family and the scene? 

What is the relationship between anti-queer violence and the violence perpetrated by 

queer people against each other?  

 

Ideology 

There are many approaches to psychological and social conflict and the relationship 

between them within the social sciences. The concept of ―ideology‖ has long been used 

to link human psychology to power relations. This word has a long history in the social 

sciences. It has been used in many different ways. Non-Marxists often refer to any 

internally coherent body of ideas as ―ideology‖, and within the Marxist tradition itself 

there are multiple understandings of the term (see Larrain 1983). According to Larrain‘s 

interpretation, Marx uses the word ―ideology‖ to describe a kind of ―distorted 

consciousness‖ (1979: 48) conditioned by unequal and exploitative economic 

relationships inherent in class society. ―Commodity fetishism‖ has also been interpreted 

as a form of ideology, even though Marx and Engels themselves never described it as 

such (Marx and Engels 1961: 71-83, Larrain 1979: 55).  

 

The concept of contradiction is of critical importance in the thought of Marx and 

Engels and a concept necessary for a discussion of ideology. Marx and Engels 

argued that ideas are shaped by material conditions. (Marx and Engels 1976: 42). 
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They argue that there is no ―abstract plane of pure thought‖ that exists independently 

from human practice in the material world. Consequently, contradictions in material 

practice are likely to be reflected in human thought.  

 

Flux and contradiction are not seen as anomalies in an otherwise unified, static universe. 

Opposite forces acting on each other are understood to propel the development of human 

history and human thought. This ―motion through opposites‖ is seen as the basic state of 

nature (see Engels 1954: 280, 283, 1975: 415). Their use of the words ―contradiction‖ 

and ―opposition‖ does not necessarily coincide with common sense understandings of 

these terms, or with other usages of these terms in other academic traditions. Their use of 

these words is particular to their own philosophy of dialectical materialism. Engels 

argues against the use of these words to describe hard and fast distinctions. He recognises 

the ―mutual interpenetration of opposites‖, citing polarisation in magnetism and 

electricity as an example (Engels 1954: 27). Because there is no ―abstract realm of pure 

thought‖ independent from the material plane, the same principle of the mutual 

interpenetration of opposites applies to social development and to human thought. Their 

description of an old society ―pregnant with a new one‖ is an example of this (Marx and 

Engels 1961: 751). In human thought Engels recognises that ―there is no one-sidedness‖, 

that opposing ideas are intermeshed (Engels 1954: 283).  

 

Larrain‘s reading of Marx and Engels is that ideological thought is ―a solution in the 

mind to contradictions which cannot be solved in practice.‖ (Larrain 1979: 45). In the 

absence of any viable solution in practice through political struggle to such contradictions 

as class exploitation, contradiction manifests in human consciousness as inversion. Marx 

and Engels describe ideological consciousness as being inside out, or upside down. 

Larrain‘s interpretation is that they do not describe ideology as contradiction between 

appearance and reality, so much as contradiction between what is inside and what is on 

the surface. Ideology is a state of opposition between essence and appearance (Larrain 

1983: 122-168).  
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These ideas are illustrated at length in Marx and Engels‘ analysis of commodity fetishism 

(Marx and Engels 1961: 71-83). They argue that human beings under capitalism have 

conflicting understandings of the commodity, as a ―thing‖ that can be exchanged, and at 

the same time as a product of social relationships. The ―commodity‖, produced 

specifically for purposes of exchange, seems to acquire a life of its own beyond the 

sphere of human activity in which it is produced and in which it takes on its particular 

significance. Yet economic exchange is, by nature, a social activity. Under capitalism, 

however, the potential for exchange is not seen as a result of social relationships, but as a 

property inherent in the commodity itself. This can be interpreted as an example of the 

contradiction between essence and appearance in ideological thought. The commodity 

appears as a ―thing‖ with the property of exchange, and yet the exploitative social and 

economic human relationships that underpin the process of exchange are unconscious. 

Taussig notes that is a remarkable psychological accomplishment that people are able to 

see the commodity in this way (Taussig 1980: 5). 

 

It is a feature of commodity fetishism that society is cast in the realm of nature and the 

commodity, a product of human social relationships, is not seen as such, but is taken for 

granted as a fact of ―nature‖. Taussig sees this process of externalizing social categories 

onto nature as a ―probably universal‖ tendency among human societies (p. 33). Yet under 

capitalism this tendency is taken to an extreme, in which ―the products of the 

interrelations of persons are no longer seen as such, but as things that stand over, control, 

and in some vital sense may even produce people.‖ Further, when exploitative economic 

relationships are taken for granted as ―natural‖, this makes it much more difficult for 

people to question or challenge their subjugation (Taussig 1980: 28).  

 

Ideology, Violence and Queers 

There are several aspects of Marxist theory that can be used to better understand queer 

experience. Queer experiences of personal trauma are clearly informed by their political 

and social context. Marxist conceptions of ideology are useful to understand how this is 

the case, as the social and the political is implicitly linked to the psychological in Marxist 

thought. Further, in Marxist thought there is an understanding that both the social and the 
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psychological are conflicted. This is in keeping with the social conflict inherent in queer 

oppression, and the psychological conflict that people experience. The materialist 

approach of Marxist thought resonates with the materiality of queer experience, which is 

clearly often informed by poverty or the prospect of it, and the physicality of the body. 

 

There are also several weaknesses in Marxist thought as it is that have particular 

ramifications for an analysis of queer experience. One is that the human body tends to be 

under-theorised (Lancaster 2007: 109), although McNally (2001) is an important 

exception. This makes things difficult in an analysis of violence. Another major weakness 

in Marxist thought is that although the psychological is implicitly acknowledged, it too is 

under-theorised. This makes things difficult in theorizing sexuality and personal trauma, 

so obviously located ―in human heads‖.  

 

Another complication is that relations of production are seen as fundamental to thought 

and to historical processes in Marxist thought, yet it is not immediately clear how queer 

oppression might be related to these.  

 

By Engels‘ own admission, his and Marx‘s theory of ideology is incomplete. He 

lamented that they had inadequately described the process by which human beings come 

to hold ideological thoughts before Marx‘s death: 

 

…Marx and I always failed to stress in our writings and in regard to which we are all equally guilty. 

That is to say, we all laid, and were bound to lay, the main emphasis, in the first place, on the derivation 

of political, juridical and other ideological notions, and of actions arising through the medium of these 

notions, from basic economic facts. But in doing so we neglected the formal side – the ways and means 

by which these notions etc., come about – for the sake of the content. This has given our adversaries a 

welcome opportunity for misunderstandings and distortions… 

 

Ideology is a process accomplished by the so-called thinker consciously, indeed, but with a false 

consciousness. The real motives impelling him remain unknown to him, otherwise it would not be an 

ideological process at all. Hence he imagines false or apparent motives. Because it is a process of 
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thought he derives both its form and its content from pure thought, either his own or that of his 

predecessors. (Marx and Engels 1977: 495 – 497) 

 

The use of the word ―consciousness‖ in Marx and Engels shows a recognition of the 

psychological. They did not perceive human beings as passive recipients of ideology, or 

as superstructural automatons whose ideas are constructed by the material requirements 

of capitalism with no active thinking on their own part. Engels attempted to rectify this 

failure to describe the processes involved in ideological production by formulating the 

concept of ―false consciousness‖. For all the problems identified with it (Althusser 1977: 

233, Larrain 1983: 94-96, 109-110, McLellan 1995: 16), the concept of ―false 

consciousness‖ indicates an interesting theoretical turn. Engels began to turn his attention 

toward the mental states involved in ideological production.  

 

I do not wish to overstate the significance of the above passage from Engels. There is no 

reason to conclude that Engels was about to embark on a kind of cognitive Marxism. In 

particular, the use of the phrase ―so-called thinker‖ is an indication of anti-psychologism. 

Yet what this passage indicates to me is the potential value of psychology to Marxist 

thought. In examining psychological processes Marxists might gain new insight into the 

old debates about ideology and economic reductionism, the relationship between 

ideology and reality, or the relative value of a ―negative‖ or ―positive‖ concept of 

ideology and some of the theoretical gaps might be filled. This was the perspective of 

Freud, who was sympathetic to the argument that economic circumstances are important 

in shaping human consciousness. Yet he also considered that Marxist thought needed to 

be complemented by a theory of human psychology: 

 

The strength of Marxism clearly lies, not in its view of history or the prophecies of the future that are 

based on it, but in its sagacious indication of the decisive influence which the economic circumstances 

of men (sic) have upon their intellectual, ethical and artistic attitudes. A number of connections and 

implications were thus uncovered, which had previously been almost totally overlooked. But it cannot 

be assumed that economic motives are the only ones that determine the behaviour of human beings in 

society. The undoubted fact that different individuals, races, and nations behave differently under the 

same economic conditions is alone enough to show that economic motives are not the sole determining 



220 

 

factors. It is altogether incomprehensible how psychological factors can be overlooked where what is in 

question are the reactions of living human beings; for not only were those reactions concerned in 

establishing the economic conditions, but even under the domination of those conditions men can only 

bring their original instinctual impulses into play – their self-preservation instinct, their aggressiveness, 

their need to be loved, their drive towards obtaining pleasure and avoiding unpleasure. (Freud 1991: 

215) 

 

Others after Freud have elaborated further on these matters. Gramsci attempted to 

broaden Marxist thought to examine how class relationships shape ―the whole lived 

social process‖ (Williams 1994: 595, Gramsci 1971: 323-333, 419-425). Class 

subordination is something that is experienced and internalized, saturating common 

sense, which Gramsci defines as the fragmented, multi-faceted ―conception of the world 

which is uncritically absorbed by the various social and cultural environments in which 

the moral individuality of the average man is developed‖ (Gramsci 1971: 419). This is a 

more developed approach to the relationship between class rule and human thought than 

that presented by Marx and Engels. An acknowledgement of unconscious thought is 

implicit in Gramsci‘s definition of common sense, in so far as a conception of the world 

is absorbed ―uncritically‖. Yet although unconscious thought might be implicit here, no 

model is presented to theorise its workings or its relationship with culture. The uncritical 

absorption of common sense is not accounted for as a psychological process, and so this 

concept suffers from some of the same limitations as ―ideology‖ in Marx and Engels.  

 

Cross-pollination between Marxist thought and psychology has proved fruitful in the 

past. The theoretical affinity between Gregg and Marx (see below) is not coincidental. 

Gregg‘s work on disjunctions in human thought is informed by Adorno‘s The 

Authoritarian Personality (Adorno et al. 1969). Adorno was a member of the Frankfurt 

School of social theorists who attempted a fusion of psychology and Marxism (Gregg 

1991: 15-16). Other attempts were developed by Fromm (1963), Reich (1971, 1972), and 

Marcuse (1987), who drew from Freudian psychology in an effort to explain such 

phenomena as sexual repression and the mass appeal of Fascism, which in their view 

could not be explained by classical Marxism alone.  
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More recently, Marxist feminists have put forward several different positions about the 

relationship between psychology and the mode of production. American Marxist 

feminists in the early 1980s seem open-minded about this relationship, alluding to it 

several times in an important 1983 volume (Snitow, Stansell and Thompson 1983). Ross 

and Rapp understood that the relationship between gender ideology and economic and 

social organisation necessarily raises questions of the ―link between society and enduring 

psychic structure‖ (1983: 53). Benjamin (1983: 297) notes that politics is connected with 

the ―erotic, fantastic components of human life.‖ Yet the nature of the relationship 

between society and economics, on the one hand, and erotic fantasy and ―psychic 

structure‖, on the other hand, is not developed in this volume. English feminist Marxists 

also discussed this relationship in the early 1980s. At first some were open-minded about 

combining psychoanalysis with Marxism, yet they later rejected this approach to counter-

pose one against the other (see Scott 2007: 66-67).  

 

There is a refreshing openness to the psychological in more recent Marxist thought, such 

as Hennessy‘s work on capitalism and queer oppression (2000: 50-52), and McNally on 

the body (2001: 161-229). Their work suffers, however, in so far as Freudian 

psychoanalysis is the primary model of human psychology they refer to. They do not 

explore more current thinking in psychology.  

 

Marx and Engels viewed ideology as ―a kind of distorted thought‖, yet because they do 

not examine psychological processes except by taking note of ―consciousness‖, the 

concept of consciousness itself is not explained. The distortion is not accounted for. It is 

not clear what it describes. As well as the ―consciousness‖ that Marx and Engels speak 

of, one might ask if there is also a domain of unconscious thought and what part it might 

play in ideological processes. It is not clear if the concept of ―consciousness‖ in Marx and 

Engels encompasses emotion as well as thought, and what relationship might exist 

between them.   

 

To account for ―distortion‖, or ―uncritical absorbtion‖ it is necessary to account for how 

things become distorted to living human beings. It is living human beings who sense and 
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process information from their surrounding environments. Yet a purely psychological 

account, like a purely sociological account, is also insufficient. Although cognitive 

mechanisms might account for ideological distortion on an individual level, cognitive 

mechanisms alone cannot account for its collective nature. Such an approach cannot 

explain how it is possible that ideological modes of thinking such as commodity 

fetishism are shared by large groups of people, not just confined to individuals (Gramsci 

1968: 61).  

 

The concept of ideology cuts to the heart of an ongoing discussion in the social 

sciences. This concerns the relationship between individual psychology and its social, 

political and economic context. Linger (2005) proposes an ―anthropology through a 

double lens‖ to take both personal and public worlds into account. This seems a 

fitting paradigm for the anthropology of ―sex and violence‖ (Harvey and Gow 1994), 

if it is accepted that cultural forms are shaped so profoundly by individual human 

psychology (personal trauma, sexual attraction, and the like). It is no coincidence that 

the theoretical engagement between person and culture is particularly notable in 

feminist thought, in the work of Marcuse and Reich on sexuality, and in the work of 

Herdt (1993) and other anthropologists working in this area. Sexuality and trauma are 

thought of as highly personal things in our culture. Yet feminist and queer liberation 

movements have begun to expose its relationship to political realities broader than the 

individual. Research into gender, sexuality and violence has a tendency to propel the 

theorist toward this nexus of person and culture.  

 

Conflict “In Human Heads” 

There is scope in current theory in psychology and in cognitive anthropology to conceive 

of complex human beings who are capable of ―distorted thought‖. Gregg examines 

internal contradiction in his paradigm of identity and personality organization (1991, 

1995, 1998). He argues that identity is not simple but multiple, and it takes the shape of a 

complex ―system of self representation‖ in which a person‘s concept of self is divided 

into several tiers. He distinguishes between ―genotypic‖ and ―phenotypic‖ levels of 

personality organisation. The genotypic level is the ―animating core of 
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affective/kinesthetic tensions‖ and the phenotypic level is the ―system of self-

representation that interprets these tensions and orchestrates their performance‖. He uses 

the example of his research participant Rachida to illustrate this distinction, her genotypic 

level of personality organisation ―centres on fears of abandonment, deprivation and 

frustration‖, while her phenotypic level of personality organisation interprets these fears 

in Islamic terms. Her struggle against these fears is interpreted and organised as a 

struggle against sin. Fears of abandonment, deprivation and frustration are contrasted to 

the abundance of heaven.   

 

According to this theoretical framework, a person‘s own identity is constructed in 

contrast to other people. Qualities in other people that are designated as ―not me‖ are also 

suppressed in one‘s own personality. In the process of identity construction, a person not 

only constructs a self, but also an anti-self (Gregg 1998: 135-136). Identity is comprised 

of self and anti-self oppositions. These are representations of tensions in genotypic 

personality, orchestrated through the use of symbols. The self is what a person embraces. 

The anti-self is what a person rejects.  

 

Queer theory enthusiasts will recognise similarities between Gregg‘s self/anti-self with 

Butler‘s subject/abject (1993: 111-119). While she argues that heterosexuality is 

constructed through the construction and disavowal (or abjection) of homosexuality, 

Butler also argues that abjection is part of identity: 

 

―The abjection of homosexuality can only take place through an identification with that abjection, an 

abjection that must be disavowed, an abjection that one fears to make only because one has already 

made it, an identification that institutes an abjection and sustains it.‖ (Butler 1993: 112) 

 

Shifts and reversals can happen between the self and anti-self. Sometimes, the anti-self 

becomes the self. According to Gregg the use of alcohol is one way in which such shifts 

and reversals are orchestrated in modern societies.  
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These kinds of internal contradictions are interpreted through ―structurally 

ambiguous‖ symbols. Anthropologists have understood for a long time that symbols 

can have multiple meanings (Turner 1967). Gregg notes that symbols can have 

multiple contradictory meanings for a single person. Skip, one of Gregg‘s research 

participants, experiences various injustices in his work place. These injustices lead to 

profound contradictions in his identity. He becomes filled with ―animalistic rage‖ at 

the treatment he receives at the hands of his foreman (Gregg 1991: 103). At the same 

time, he is fascinated by dictators and other oppressive, powerful figures. He 

experiences a fundamental ―dualism in his convictions‖. 

 

And as the interview ended, Skip laughed at the thought of looking over his speech on justice 

twenty years later, imagining himself then as a ―Panamanian dictator‖ and ordering: ―Send him to 

the loony bin! Put him on the rack! Hey, more electrodes on her nipples!‖ (p. 110) 

 

Gregg pays particular attention to symbol pairs: symbols that are related to each other 

in a person‘s psychology, yet at the same time express markedly different values 

(1991: 47-50). He argues that such symbol pairs are important in the organisation of 

tensions or disjunctions in personality. He interprets the disjunctions in Skip‘s 

personality as taking the form of a structurally ambiguous symbol set.   

 

…his anger is differentiated into the ―animalistic‖ rage of murderers (some of them potentially 

among his fellow ―factory rats‖) and dictators (including Napoleon on the assembly line) at the 

lower pole, and the innocent ―pure rebellion‖ of Johnny Tremain, Robin Hood, and Zorro types at 

the higher pole. (1991: 113)  

 

Murderers and dictators form one ―pole‖ of the symbol set. Innocent heroes are at the 

other pole of the same symbol set – an octave apart, to use Gregg‘s musical metaphor.   

 

Strauss and Quinn (1994, 1997) present another model of the relationship between person 

and culture. Their ‗cultural schema theory‘, like Gregg‘s model, is informed by both 

social and psychological theory. It too has great potential to account for the complexity 

and contradiction discussed in Marx and Engels (1997: 50). They draw on schema theory 
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in the cognitive sciences. According to schema theory, contact between the mind and the 

world does not happen in an unmediated fashion. People bring prior understandings to 

new experiences. Human contact with the world is mediated through mental structures, or 

―schemas‖ (1994: 285).  

 

In this framework ―connectionist networks‖ are posited as a useful heuristic model for 

understanding the structure of schemas
38

 (1994: 285). Strauss and Quinn argue that 

learning does not happen only through the acquisition of formal rules or instructions, but 

through the strengthening of associations that happens through repetitive experience. 

They propose that knowledge can be understood ―as implicit in the network of links 

among many simple processing units‖ (1997: 51), that are modeled on neurons. They can 

be stimulated in many different ways – through emotional force (1994: 288), through 

repetition, with or without language playing a part (1994: 285). As they are fired in 

unison on repeated occasions, connections between them become strengthened.  

 

Single units become linked together to form schemas. Many single units become linked 

together to form a vast ―connectionist network‖. To illustrate their connectionist model, 

Strauss and Quinn discuss the custom of offering guests coffee (1997: 50-54). One cluster 

of units in a connectionist network may represent ―guest‖ and another ―coffee‖. Over 

time, as a person is repeatedly engaged in social situations involving encounters with 

guests, the units representing ―guest‖ and ―coffee‖ will fire in unison. This is how a 

person can learn to offer guests coffee, despite having never been taught an explicit rule 

to do so. 

 

I find the connectionist model sophisticated enough to account for psychological and 

social contradiction. Strauss and Quinn argue that new information does not eliminate an 

old schema. Instead, the new information modifies the old schema (1994: 289). 

Contradiction between the two schemas does not prevent this. When there is a possibility 

                                                 
38

 It is strictly a heuristic model. They do not propose that connectionist networks are concrete structures 

within human heads. It is a conceptual tool that is useful to understand cognitive processes. Yet the model 

is inspired by neurobiology (1994: 286). 
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that contradictory schemas could lead to different courses of action, people ―improvise‖ a 

course of action informed by both schemas. In developing this model Strauss and Quinn 

offer us a powerful tool for understanding how human beings internalize conflicting 

messages from their cultural environments. They argue that there are many different 

ways in which contradictory ideas may be processed,  

 

First, a person could choose one and reject the rest. Or they could (unconsciously) select parts of the 

competing public discourses and integrate them in a single schema. (p. 289) 

 

Other possibilities they outline include unconscious compromise in which ―the competing 

ideas are internalized in separate but dynamically linked schemas so that acting on one 

creates some anxiety or need to compensate by later acting on the other‖ or unconscious 

ambivalence, ―which is like unconscious compromise except that no workable 

compromise has emerged and the person feels torn,‖ and compartmentalization, in which 

―the competing ideas are internalized in separate, unconnected schemas, so that 

expressions of one are unrelated to expressions of the other.‖ (Strauss and Quinn 1997: 

213-214) 

 

Strauss and Quinn aim to account for the flexibility of human action. They note that 

schemas do not guide action in an automatic or mechanical way. At the same time, 

human action is not entirely spontaneous or unrestricted, but guided by existing schemas.  

They borrow Bourdieu‘s concept of ―regulated improvisation‖ (1977):  

 

The reactions that are the output of connectionist networks are improvisational because they are 

created on the spot, but regulated because they are guided by previously learned patterns of 

associations; they are not improvised out of thin air. (Strauss and Quinn 1997: 54)  

 

Ideology, Self Representation and Cultural Schema Theory 

Many of the internal conflicts that Gregg‘s research participants experience revolve 

around issues such as class, race and gender. His research participants are torn between 

conflicting interpretations of their oppression. In his work it seems that the same conflicts 
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that unfold on the level of national or global politics also unfold on the micro level – in 

the heads of individual human beings. Conflicts between dictators and the people they 

dominate, and between workers and bosses, are reflected in Skip‘s psychological conflict 

about whether to identify with Napoleon or Johnny Tremain. Perhaps not coincidentally, 

Strauss and Quinn also turn their attention to class based tensions (Strauss and Quinn 

1997: 216). This focus on psychological conflict that is so clearly linked to social conflict 

suggests a theoretical affinity with Marxist conceptions of ideology. 

 

The theoretical affinity between psychological anthropology and Marxist theory has not 

been lost on psychological anthropologists (Boyer 1993: 8-9). Gregg‘s theory of self 

representation, Strauss and Quinn‘s cultural schema theory, Marx and Engels‘ concept of 

ideology, and Gramsci‘s notion of common sense have a lot in common. All of these 

theorists aim to account for the relationship between social conflict and psychological 

conflict. There are many parallels in the conclusions they have reached about these 

matters.  

 

One thing that Marxists have in common with some cognitive anthropologists is their 

materialist approach. Presumably, most psychologists and cognitive anthropologists 

would acknowledge the necessity of the brain for the production of ideas. This is a 

thoroughly materialist assumption. We do not yet have a very sophisticated 

understanding of the relationship between minds and brains, but we have at least a 

―minimal causal story‖ (Boyer 1993: 8) of how this happens to allow us to dispute the 

alternative proposition that culture can be located in a ―realm of pure thought‖ (Marx and 

Engels 1976: 33) or in a ―cloud hovering above Cincinnatti‖, as Strauss and Quinn have 

caricatured the cultural reductionism dominant in much of recent anthropological thought 

(in Strauss and Quinn 1997: 19). Strauss and Quinn present a coherent challenge to 

cultural reductionism (or idealism, in Marxist language) in their critique of the 

postmodernist view that ideas are constructed by an abstract realm of ―discourse‖ set 

apart from life. They also present an alternative to this view in their detailed model of 

how ideas are shaped by social forces. Their model could be extended to explain how 

ideas are shaped by economic or political forces. 
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Another similarity between the approach of Strauss and Quinn to Marxist approaches is 

the emphasis on human practice. Strauss and Quinn draw from theory that locates 

meaning in the interaction between human beings and their environment. This parallels 

Marx and Engels‘ argument that social being determines social consciousness (Marx and 

Engels 1962: 362-4). 

 

Strauss and Quinn, Marx and Engels, and Gramsci all accept that culture is not fixed or 

mechanical, but is not simply improvised either. All grapple with the same basic 

theoretical problem: how to develop a model that allows for cultural stability over time, 

and also for cultural change. Marx and Engels emphasized that ―men make their own 

history‖ yet their efforts are constrained by existing economic, political and ideological 

relations. This understanding is comparable to Strauss and Quinn‘s notion of ―regulated 

improvisation‖ in so far as human effort is constrained by existing schemas.  

 

A materialist analysis of ideas might not often be an explicit aim of cognitive 

anthropology, but it has much to offer in this area. Conversely, cognitive anthropology 

could be complemented by the rich tradition of economic analysis and power 

relationships in Marxism. Both Gregg (1998: 148-149) and Strauss and Quinn (1994: 

292) note that identities and schemas respectively are shaped by political economy, yet 

neither of them present models of economics or power per se. 
39

 

 

                                                 
39

 Cognitive anthropology could also be enriched by the intellectual courage in the Marxist tradition. 

Another thing that these two intellectual traditions have in common is that both are often marginalized in 

academic thought. Rather than simply lamenting this marginalization, cognitive anthropologists might 

question what is behind it, as historical materialists often do. It would seem that one reason behind the 

marginalization of psychological anthropology is that it works toward a unified vision of person and 

culture, in the context of a socio-political environment of profound fragmentation between the two. Social 

relationships are set apart from life and ―fetishised‖. The influence of such fetishism in academic thought is 

noted in Lancaster (2007: 110) and McClintock (1995: 72). 
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There are similarities between the ways in which Gregg and Marx and Engels 

conceptualise psychological conflict. There is an obvious parallel between Gregg‘s 

theory of self representation and Marx and Engels‘ concept of ideology in so far as both 

are tiered models. Marx and Engels‘ distinction between essence and appearance is 

comparable to Gregg‘s various distinctions between lower and higher poles of symbol 

sets, the genotypic and phenotypic levels of personality, and the distinction between self 

and anti-self. Gregg‘s distinction between self and anti-self seems to be the distinction 

that corresponds the most closely to Marx and Engels‘ concepts of essence and 

appearance. For most of the time in Gregg‘s writings, only the self can be observed on 

the level of surface appearances. Apart from exceptional circumstances such as 

drunkenness, spirit possession or multiple personality disorder, the anti-self is more or 

less unconscious. The distinctions between the genotype and phenotype and that between 

essence and appearance are structurally similar as both describe an inner level and an 

outer level. This affinity between these distinctions is important, yet they are not 

equivalent. The phenotype level does not correspond to the level of appearances because 

one‘s personal system of self representation is not necessarily public. Perhaps what Marx 

and Engels describe as ideological thought is something that happens when no 

satisfactory symbols or narratives are available from a person‘s cultural environment to 

make sense of internal experience, or the ―animating core of affective/kinesthetic 

tensions‖. It is in this context that Gregg writes about disjunctions between inner 

experience and identity or social reputation (Gregg 1998: 125).  

 

An example of this provided is when a person has feelings of attraction toward a member 

of the same sex, but has never been exposed to positive representations of same sex 

desire. Essence and appearance become marked as different levels when an absence of 

affirming public symbols to articulate thoughts, emotions, affects or desires on the 

genotypic level renders these things invisible in ordinary situations. There are atypical 

occasions in which the ―essence‖ in ideology can be observed, such as when inner 

conflict and/or social conflict reaches a point of crisis. ―Coming out of the closet‖ is an 

example of an attempt to address such a crisis. 
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Strauss and Quinn‘s model differs from those offered by Marx and Engels and Gregg 

because it is not an explicitly tiered model. Yet this does not mean that their model 

necessarily contradicts the other models. In their model, culture does not necessarily 

correspond to the level of public symbols. Experiences, practices, implicit understandings 

or schemas can be shared without being articulated publicly. The acknowledgement of 

unarticulated or unconscious processes as cultural in Strauss and Quinn means that there 

is implicit common ground between their own model and those of Gramsci or Gregg. All 

of these models provide scope for examining collectively distorted understandings, which 

may or may not be recognised as a distinct tier. Yet if the concept of culture is restricted 

to public symbols, as it is in much anthropological thought today, it is difficult to see how 

this might be accounted for.  

 

Coming Out 

Coming out of the closet can be understood as an identity shift or reversal of the kind 

described by Gregg (1998: 135-136). Surrounded by representations of heterosexuality as 

normal, and with the absence or denigration of representations of queer gender or 

sexuality, youth construct a heterosexual self in contrast to a queer anti-self. Pinko the 

Clown talks about her own coming out of the closet as a process through which the anti-

self unexpectedly, painfully, becomes the self. Her own same sex attraction confounded 

the identity configuration she grew up with. At seventeen she came to accept her feelings 

of same sex attraction and began to identify as a lesbian.  

 

Strauss and Quinn can also shed light on the process of coming out of the closet. 

Contradictory identities can be understood as conflicting schemas. For a gay person in the 

closet, one identity schema might be comprised of units linking the term ―homosexual‖ 

with paedophilia, sin and shame, but also feelings of happiness and love toward members 

of the same sex. Another might be comprised of units representing the term 

―heterosexual‖, love, family life, and moral righteousness, but without the same feelings 

of attraction towards the opposite sex as those toward the same sex. Strauss and Quinn 

outline the possible courses of action that a person could take with regard to conflicting 

schemas as choosing one over the other, integration, unconscious compromise, 
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ambivalence, and compartmentalization. The first possibility of integration is perhaps 

what the person strives toward in coming out of the closet; to integrate feelings of same 

sex attraction from one schema with units representing things like family life and moral 

righteousness in the other. The third possibility of ambivalence, in which ―no workable 

compromise has emerged and the person feels torn‖ (1997: 214), is one way of 

interpreting some of the more tragic consequences of queer identity conflict.  

 

According to Strauss and Quinn (1994, 1997), human beings have the capacity for 

―regulated improvisation‖ to decide between different courses of action in conflicted 

social environments. The capacity for regulated improvisation is placed under varying 

degrees of constraint by the situation at hand. Often it might not be that difficult to decide 

between different courses of action. Yet conflicts in this society often mean that queer 

youth are placed in situations in which the capacity for regulated improvisation is 

stretched to its limit. The high incidence of suicide and depression among queer youth is 

evidence of the psychological toll that these kinds of decisions take. 

 

The Body 

I have presented evidence of the depth to which violence permeates queer psychology 

and culture. Sarah in chapter three expressed surprise at the end of an interview because 

she did not realize just how much the fear of violence permeated her thinking. This depth 

to which violence permeates the psychology of research participants has ramifications 

that extend beyond the individual. It means that the nature of the relationship between 

violence and the prevailing social order is not consciously understood. It is not 

immediately obvious that taken for granted assumptions about gender and sexuality, 

seemingly innocuous to some people, are deeply permeated by a culture of violence.  

 

The diversity of human sexuality and gender expression is culturally constrained by a 

collective fear of injury against the human body. Why is the threat of physical injury such 

a powerful constraint? My research indicates that violence is psychologically damaging 

to people because injury to the body is felt to be injury against the self. Research 

participants felt that violence seeped into their bodies and therefore into their being. In 
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this sense, the body is truly felt to be the ―existential ground of the self‖ (Csordas 1994). 

Another likely reason why the threat of physical injury is such a powerful constraint is 

because of our aversions to physical pain and to death. Physical pain is a fundamental 

capacity of the human body.  

 

It is noted in the literature that physical pain challenges dualistic notions of the mind and 

the body – it is at once both sensory and psychological (Jackson 2005: 335-338). Yet 

among survivors of violence, it often paradoxically leads to an apparent sensation of a 

mind-body split. Victims of violence seem to find it difficult to face a unified mind and 

body when the body, the existential ground of the self, has been injured. Yet the mind-

body split that survivors of violence report should not be taken too literally. The mind 

never literally rises to a domain above and beyond the body. Human minds do not cease 

to be grounded in human brains. Bodily sensation might become cut off from 

consciousness, but this does not necessarily mean it is not registered unconsciously 

somewhere in the brain.  

 

The need to avoid physical pain, the need to avoid death, and the less urgent but 

nevertheless deeply felt need for sexual gratification, are among the material needs that 

informed the social being and social consciousness of my research participants most 

prominently. I argue that Marxist theory about ideology is useful for work on gender and 

sexuality because our thinking about sexuality and violence is shaped by similar 

ideological processes as those that shape our thinking about the commodity. However, 

Marxist thought needs to be expanded if it is to make sense of queer experience. It is a 

basic premise of Marxist thought that the human body has its material needs and 

capacities. We develop the kinds of cultural and social relations that we do in the process 

of collectively producing what we need to survive. Social being determines social 

consciousness. Yet human bodies have a wide variety of needs and capacities (Nussbaum 

2001: 76-77). Not all of these needs have the same ramifications for social being or 

consciousness. The need for food, for example, has quite different implications from the 

need for oxygen. We produce food socially, but not oxygen.  
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The diverse material needs of human beings are not necessarily organised socially in the 

same way, and they do not necessarily affect human consciousness in the same way. It is 

for these reasons that it cannot be assumed that social organisation and ideology around 

sexuality and violence can be explained completely with reference to capitalism. Along 

these lines, Lancaster argues that masculinity in Latin America has its own political 

economy, distinct from the political economy of production (2007: 112 - 113).  

 

Family Fetishism 

In their critique of anthropological perspectives on the family after Malinowski (1913) 

Collier et al (1997) note several contradictions in the ideology of the family. The 

perspective of the family as a ―concrete institution designed to fulfill universal human 

needs‖, was dominant at the time that they wrote their paper. Malinowski and others after 

him argued that the ―nuclear family‖ has an unambiguous, bounded structure. He 

identified this structure as children and their two parents. He argued that this family 

structure is universal across all human societies.  

 

Collier et al dispute this view, arguing that the family is best examined ―not as a concrete 

institution designed to fulfill universal human needs, but as an ideological construct 

associated with the modern state‖ (p. 71). They note significant discrepancies between 

the functionalist view of the family and the ethnographic reality, in the West and beyond. 

They note that the family is constructed as a site of love and ―affection‖, in opposition to 

the values of the market economy. In contrast to this ideal of nurturance, they counter-

pose the complex reality of family life. They ask, ―If, for example, we consider the 

second premise that people get ―nurtured‖ in families – we can ask how people reconcile 

this premise with the fact that relationships in families are not always this simple or 

altruistic.‖ (p. 78) They also note that family violence is not the only exception to this 

ideal of the family as a site of nurturance. As they put it, ―we have all been both nice and 

mean‖ (p. 78) toward our relatives.  

 

Collier et al. describe the family as an ―ideological construct‖. They do not explain at 

length what they mean by the word ―ideological‖, yet their work is highly compatible 
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with Marxist conceptions of ideology. There are parallels between the family as they 

describe it and commodity fetishism (Lukacs 1968: 93, 100, Hennessy 2000: 95). The 

view of the family as a ―concrete entity‖, in contradiction to the family as ideological 

construct, is comparable to the contradiction between the commodity as concrete entity 

and the commodity as a construct of social relationships. The family, like the commodity, 

seems to have acquired a life of its own. Some social relations, such as heterosexual 

marriage, are encouraged. Other relations are discouraged through violence, legal 

inequality, verbal harassment, the threat of poverty, or through other sanctions. ―The 

Family‖, the social relationships that are forged in an environment of these kinds of 

pressures, is abstracted into something more than the social relationships themselves. The 

family becomes a ―thing‖, a ―concrete institution‖. Society is cast in the realm of nature.  

 

Functionalist perspectives on the family coincide neatly with perspectives from 

government leaders in Australia today who also describe the family as a ―concrete 

institution‖. Examples of this view were provided during the passage of the ban on queer 

marriage through Australian federal parliament. Senator Boswell of the Australian 

National Party argued: 

 

The Democrats and Greens seem intent on removing marriage as an important thread of the Australian 

social fabric. Most Australians recognise that marriage is a sacred union, the most basic building block 

of society and the foundation of a family. It is a union in which children can be created and brought up 

in a loving, secure environment. (Senate Official Hansard 2004: 26512) 

 

The description of marriage as a ―building block‖ is an example of the mechanical view 

of reality critiqued by Marx and Engels and by Taussig (1980: 35) as ―atomistic‖ 

consciousness characteristic of capitalism. This description suggests a social order 

comprised of static parts that fit together to form a whole. Rather than viewing social 

reality in terms of such ―self encapsulated things‖ (Taussig 1980: 35), Marx and Engels 

conceptualise it dialectically in terms of motion and relationships. This dialectical view 

fits the reality of the flexible and diverse human relationships in Australia today much 

more closely. As I stated in Chapter Four, the relationships that many participants in this 

research project forged in their circumstances of tragedy seemed often to more closely 
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resemble sprawling networks than building blocks. Further, there seems to be little 

evidence for the ―building block‖ view of family or marriage from the heterosexual 

families that many of them were first raised in. In circumstances of family violence, 

―heterosexual nuclear family‖ relationships were frequently shifting and nebulous things, 

as people ran away from or were kicked out of home.  

 

There is an outstanding parallel between the commodity and the family in the appeal to 

―nature‖. Perhaps the appeal to nature is even stronger in the case of the nuclear family 

than it is in the case of the commodity. Relationships that deviate from heteronormative 

family structures outlined by Malinowski are deemed to be ―unnatural‖. The appeal to 

nature was also noted by participants in this research project. In disputing the appeal to 

nature of somebody who had homophobically harassed her, Alice raises her own appeal 

to nature: 

 

Alice: Their friend just kept talking the whole time saying homosexuality is a sin. It‘s unnatural. So I 

would just continue the conversation and give them examples of where homosexuality exists in nature. 

I was just basically having a debate with them. 

 

Luke voices a similar appeal to nature: 

 

Luke: I don‘t care what people think. If someone came up to me and had a go at me. I don‘t care really. 

If it‘s something that I have not done and they‘re just having a go, then I will go right off. Because I 

don‘t believe in homophobic people. I think that it‘s wrong. I think, how would they like it if they were 

gay? We can‘t help it, can we? You know what I mean? It‘s obviously natural, you know.  

 

It seems self evident and irrefutable to many that human beings should be born and 

nurtured into adulthood in the context of heteronormative family structures, and that this 

is the only appropriate context for sexual activity. The diversity of human sexuality and 

gender expression is silenced. Heterosexual marriage manifests on the level of surface 

appearances as the only natural form that human sexuality can take. The division of 

human beings into only two distinct sexes also seems like obvious common sense. Pinko 
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the Clown parodies this view and argues that it is related to other kinds of sexual 

repression: 

 

Pinko the Clown: Within normal society it‘s considered acceptable to not accept gays. I mean 

anything other than 100% heterosexual, no sex before marriage, only have sex for procreation. 

That‘s the only way you can‘t get teased at some point in time in this society. If that‘s all you do 

then you are pure and you are chaste and you can‘t be picked on for your sexual proclivities if that‘s 

all you do. And if that‘s the middle of the road then I‘m sorry people, that‘s the single most 

extremely repressed thing I‘ve ever heard of in my life. It ain‘t the middle of the road. It‘s about as 

extreme as you can get! You‘re not even supposed to masturbate. And where would so many 

fourteen year old boys be without that? 

 

―It is not good to spill one‘s seed‖. Aah ha ha. So catch it in a cup! Wear a freakin‘ condom and 

flush it down the toilet. Collect it for all I care. 

 

Me: In jars on the shelf? 

 

Pinko: Yeah! Why not? Or at least leave nice little hard patches on the bottom of your socks. 

 

Me: That‘s good advice. I‘ll put that in the thesis. 

 

The comments of Luke, Alice and Pinko the Clown reveal a rupture from family 

fetishism. They do not accept that sexuality is only acceptable within heteronormative 

family structures. In claiming homosexuality as ―natural‖ and in rejecting ―normal 

society‖, they collectively develop an alternative world view. This kind of world view, 

expressive of queer pride, was expressed much more often among research participants 

than the family fetishist world view.    

 

Actually ―normal society‖ accepts people beyond the ―100% heterosexual, no sex before 

marriage, only have sex for procreation‖ point of view to a greater degree than Pinko the 

Clown recognises. Queer people in the West are now represented in popular television 

programs such as Queer Eye for the Straight Guy. It is now possible, and profitable for 

some, in the aftermath of the protest movements for queer rights from the 1970s onwards 

to portray queer people in the mass media. Yet this remains controversial. In 2004 the 
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high school student characters Lara and Sky kissed in an episode of the popular 

Australian soap opera Neighbours. The episode became embroilied in debate. It was 

criticized by conservative groups for ―glamourising a high risk culture‖ and ―making 

homosexuality look cool‖ (Nguyen 2004)  

 

The queer youth I interviewed sometimes, albeit rarely, romanticised the heteronormative 

family structures because they themselves were placed squarely in the middle of these 

kinds of ideological disjunctions. Some of them fled or were forced out of abusive 

nuclear families and were in need of solace. Yet they were paradoxically forced out of 

their families, into a cultural environment in which they felt they were only allowed to 

find solace from a narrow set of relationships designated as heterosexual nuclear family 

relationships. Rarely, they tried to join heteronormative family structures, but more often 

they sought out ―The Scene‖ as another kind of ―Family‖.  

 

Schema Theory and Queer Disjunctions 

Cultural schema theory provides a powerful tool to understand family fetishism. Schemas 

are shaped by practices and experiences of cruelty and kindness in family relationships. 

Exposure to public rhetoric that associates family with kindness, as well as actual 

practices of kindness within the family, builds connectionist networks associating family 

with kindness. Schemas of nurturing and kindness also become interconnected with 

schemas of heterosexuality, as people are exposed to public rhetoric that casts 

heteronormative family structures as nurturing. Connections between schemas of 

heterosexuality, family and nurturance would be further strengthened by the experiences 

of people who are raised by genuinely nurturing heterosexual parents.  

 

Practices of cruelty build schemas too, but these schemas are not always recognised 

consciously or reinforced by public discussion. A ―family‖ schema could be 

unconsciously connected to a ―violence‖ schema, but dissociation could prevent the 

conscious recognition of such a connection. Similarly, same sex desire and gender 

variation beyond male and female build schemas too, not necessarily recognised 

consciously or reinforced by public discussion.  
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Strauss and Quinn outline the various outcomes of contradictions between schemas as 

compartmentalisation, unconscious compromise, ambivalence and integration. This sheds 

light on the various psychological disjunctions I have outlined. The threat of violence 

could lead to compartmentalisation between schemas of same sex desire and schemas of 

the self, resulting in the identity fragmentation evident in people in the closet. 

Compartmentalisation could also occur between schemas for ―male‖ and ―female‖ as 

people are exposed to public rhetoric about what these words mean, and to practices 

punishing non-gender normative behaviour.  

 

Schema theory can also elucidate the close resemblance between family fetishism and 

commodity fetishism. That they resemble each other so closely hints at a relationship 

between them. This begs the question, are they two different systems of domination, or 

does this very close resemblance hint that they are, in some way, both part of the same 

system? This question is evocative of a similar debate held in Marxist and feminist 

sociology several decades ago about the relationship between capitalism and the 

oppression of women (Hartmann 1981). My research indicates that the family and the 

commodity are interconnected in so far as they are both underpinned by the same 

fetishising logic and cognitive patterns. Both are deeply ingrained. Both are learned from 

an early age, through repetitive exposure to practices divorcing social relationships from 

public understandings of them as self-encapsulated things inherent in nature. They could 

be interpreted as mutually reinforcing in human psychology. Practices of commodity 

fetishism could build up schemas that are then applied to family relations, and the other 

way around. If they are mutually reinforcing, how is this reflected in our mental 

structures? They could give rise to separate commodity fetishist and family fetishist 

schemas. This would be consistent with a view of capitalism and sexism as separate 

systems. Yet the alternative interpretation that both forms of fetishism largely build up 

the same connectionist network is more parsimonious.  

 

The durability of schemas explains the close resemblances between the family and the 

scene, in so far as both are seen as sites of sanctuary and experienced as sites of violence. 
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It is understandable that queer people would carry schemas built up from their family 

lives onto their later lives on the scene. Yet these schemas are not just carried over onto 

the scene from the family. They are also indigenous to the scene, which has its own 

contradictory relationships and practices. It is a place where people are safe from anti-

queer prejudice but vulnerable to drink spiking. Young people seek and sometimes find 

nurturance and protection, yet are at least as likely to find exploitation. A community 

bonds on the dance floor yet its members do not always protect each other from violence.  

 

Fetishism and Fragmentation 

The psychological fragmentation among survivors of abuse and queer youth coming out 

of the closet can be interpreted as part of the fetishising world view characteristic of 

capitalism described by Taussig (1980). Cassese‘s language of a sexuality that is ―split 

off‖ from the person is evocative of this (2000: 8). Certain features of human beings, 

such as their sexuality or sexual anatomy, are abstracted from the human beings 

themselves to become the basis for identity categories at a level above and beyond these 

human beings. Categories such as ―male‖, ―female‖, ―straight‖ and ―gay‖ take on a life of 

their own. Youth coming out of the closet must learn to define their own emotions and 

bodily sensations in relation to these categories, and typically have a painful time doing 

so, as my interviews indicate. In such an atomistic world view of ―self encapsulated 

things‖ such categories are understood to be mutually distinct. Gender and sexuality are 

generally understood to be strictly binary phenomena. 

 

Queer youth blur hard and fast distinctions between male and female and are given a hard 

time for it. Transgender and intersex youth who have both ―male‖ and ―female‖ physical 

characteristics and identities blur these distinctions the most obviously. Yet bisexual and 

gay people also confound such distinctions. Bisexuality confounds the hard and fast 

distinction between gay and straight. It calls into question the notion that same sex 

attraction is something confined to a minority that can be easily split off from the bulk of 

the human race. Yet despite their potential to confound the dominant binary distinctions, 

all of these identity categories can also be interpreted as expressions of an atomizing 
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world view that splits off aspects of from human beings from their lives and divides 

humanity into static, mutually exclusive categories. 

 

Psychological responses are central to these fragmenting, fetishising processes. 

Dissociation typically involves the splitting off of the mind from the body. Cassese 

(2000) suggests that it also plays a role in other kinds of psychological fragmentation, 

such as the splitting off of the queer identity from the person. The division between a 

genotypic and phenotypic level of personality in Gregg (1991, 1995, 1998) is another 

way to understand this fetishism of identity. The fetishised phenotypic level of identity is 

abstracted above and beyond the genotypic level of personal trauma, sexual response, and 

physical sensation.  

 

The aesthetic of ―camp‖ that I discussed in Chapter Four wreaks playful havoc with such 

fragmenting, fetishising modes of thinking and practice. Camp is humorous for its 

incongruity. Men in women‘s clothing, cowboys engaged in sexual acts with 

watermelons, and performers who seek to terrify and amuse their audiences at the same 

time are among the examples of camp incongruity that I have provided. Camp is 

humorous because it parodies hard and fast distinctions between categories.  

 

Common psychological responses to physical and sexual violence, such as dissociation, 

play an important part in this fragmentation of the human being. Queer identities disrupt 

the gender binary, yet are also fetishised themselves.  

 

Scapegoating 

As well as being underpinned by the same connectionist network, family fetishism and 

commodity fetishism also have an interrelated political economy. This is evident in the 

scapegoating of queer people for social problems. Queer people are often scapegoated for 

the sexual abuse of children. Earlier on I mentioned one research participant, a youth 

worker, who referred to a popular stereotype of gay men as paedophiles. She talked about 

the need to prohibit sexual and emotional relations between youth centre volunteers and 

their clients who had internalized this stereotype. Although queer people are commonly 
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blamed for the sexual abuse of children, there is no convincing evidence that sexual 

abusers of children are disproportionately queer (Freund et al. 1989).  

 

While queer gender and sexuality are scapegoated, heterosexuality is romanticized, 

sometimes even by queer youth. Two research participants thought that entering into 

heteronormative family relationships would solve their problems of homelessness, 

poverty and rejection. This romanticism is evident in one lesbian research participant‘s 

desire to find a boyfriend and have children even after a lifetime of homophobic abuse, 

and in another‘s comment that street kids are ―too young to be on the street. They need 

their Mum and Dad.‖ The idea that street kids need their Mum and Dad might sound 

innocuous at first, particularly if such a comment were made by somebody who had come 

from a stable family background. Yet these kinds of comments are striking coming from 

formerly homeless lesbian youth, particularly in comparison to the rebellion and rage 

characteristic of homeless youth discussion about similar topics at other times. Lochkey 

thinks that a Mum and a Dad are the last things on earth that homeless youth need. She 

told me that everybody should kill their parents, particularly young people who have been 

abused by them. As well as this rejection of the family, among homeless youth there is 

often also a broader rejection of many institutions such as wage labour, school, the scene, 

the police, the university, and life in houses (Downing-Orr 1996: 127, 130, 152). It is 

common for homeless youth to reject offers of accommodation to continue living on the 

street because, as one young person put it to me, ―that‘s where my community is‖. They 

reject the institutions that have rejected them.  

 

Romanticism is the converse of scapegoating. The romanticizing of heteronormative 

family structures expressed by some research participants follows the same logic as the 

scapegoating of queers for the sexual abuse of children. While heteronormative family 

structures are romanticized, relations that do not conform to these norms are scapegoated 

for the suffering that in reality takes place in heteronormative family relationships. 

 

D‘Emilio (1997) relates this scapegoating of queer people for problems in the family to 

what he sees as the contradictions inherent in the family under capitalism. For the most 
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part, the family is no longer a site of production, as it was in seventeenth century New 

England. Rather, production now takes place in the public sphere of the workplace. The 

private sphere of family life is now instead constructed as the domain of love and 

affection. Yet while the family is no longer a site of economic production, it nevertheless 

continues to bear a significant economic burden. Family members are expected to support 

each other in times of hardship, and also often to provide for non-productive members of 

society such as children and the elderly (McIntosh 1978).  

 

D‘Emilio argues that the shift of production from the family to the workplace has resulted 

in a new social space conducive to the development of gay identity, yet it has also 

paradoxically resulted in a new culture of homophobia. Queer people are scapegoated for 

what is now seen as the instability of family life (Weston 1991: 23-5), now that family 

members no longer share the mutually dependant productive ties that they once did prior 

to capitalism, yet they are still expected to bear a significant economic and emotional 

burden.  

 

Queer people are not only scapegoated for the suffering and contradictions within the 

family. At times it seems as if queer people can be scapegoated for anything. The current 

controversy surrounding queer marriage may also be an expression of this scapegoating 

dynamic. The Australian ban on queer marriage was justified by the presentation of 

homosexuality as evidence of the breakdown of the family structure and a threat to the 

well being of children (Senate Official Hansard 2004: 26513). According to some 

Australian politicians, queer marriage also threatens the survival of our species. This 

seems like a strange thing to say, given that human extinction has not occurred in the 

countries where marriage equality has been introduced. Yet these comments were made 

in a particular context. They were made at a time when the survival of our species really 

is at stake due to global warming and other environmental problems, and we are 

increasingly aware of this. In such a context, it is terribly ironic to claim that marriage 

equality is a threat to the human species. It is tempting to conclude that the ban on queer 

marriage is a diversion from environmental destruction; that genuine fears of human 
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extinction are displaced and psychologically projected onto queers. Yet this is difficult to 

say for sure because if it is the case, it is unarticulated and largely unconscious.  

 

It seems even more probable that there is a connection between the queer marriage ban 

and anxiety about climate change if the comments of Australian politicians‘ are compared 

to more explicit comments made by religious and political leaders outside of Australia. 

The Pope has reportedly inferred that saving queers is comparable to saving the 

environment (Naughton 2008). The right wing Christian website godhatesfags.com 

blamed the 2004 Boxing Day tsunami on Swedish law prohibiting hate speech against 

queers (Kulick 2009: 19). Israeli parliamentarian Shlomo Benizri reportedly blamed an 

earthquake on homosexuality (Meranda 2008). Sullivan Blum (2009: 48) notes that some 

evangelical Christians blamed homosexuality for Hurricane Katrina. In one particularly 

lurid diatribe, American evangelist Pat Robertson warned the city of Orlando that ―gay 

days‖ at Disneyland would result in ―hurricanes, earthquakes, tornadoes, terrorist bombs, 

and possibly a meteor‖ (Conn and Boston 2008). 

 

The tendency to romanticize the heteronormative family relationships, and to blame 

social problems on its decline or absence, is easily taken advantage of by governments. 

There are several examples of this in the academic literature. Moon and Whitehead 

recount how the Bush government in the United States blamed poverty on the decline of 

the institution of marriage. Rather than taking measures to alleviate poverty that would 

cost the rich or their own government, such as increasing wages or expanding eligibility 

for welfare payments, this government pushed heterosexual marriage as the solution to 

poverty (Moon and Whitehead 2006). 

 

Earlier on I mentioned that Pinko the Clown was blamed for her own poverty in a similar 

way. After she ran away from her homophobic family she tried to get the young homeless 

allowance. Her father refused to sign the waiver to enable her to get this allowance. He 

said, ―She‘s got a home. She just can‘t be gay. She does have a home. She‘s always 

welcome there.‖ He refused to sign the waiver because in his view, Pinko‘s homelessness 

was her own fault for being gay.  
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Poverty, homelessness, and the violence often characteristic of family life, are all blamed 

on an absence of a romanticized heterosexual nuclear family in one‘s life.
40

 This means 

that people, including queer youth, sometimes seek out heterosexual nuclear families as 

the solution to their problems rather than examining their systemic underpinnings. This 

has important implications. Larrain describes ideology as ―a solution in the mind to 

contradictions which cannot be solved in practice.‖ (Larrain 1979: 45). In the absence of 

any viable solution in practice through political struggle to such contradictions as class 

exploitation, contradiction manifests in human consciousness as inversion. This 

description of ideology fits well with the scapegoating/romanticism dynamic of queer 

oppression (Hennessy 2000: 10-11). People seek solutions to social problems such as 

poverty, homelessness, rejection, and even perhaps global warming, in heterosexual 

family relationships, rather than through political struggle, and rather than seeking to 

transform the oppressive social relations that cause these problems.  

 

Work 

As well as being interconnected with oppressive family relations, queer oppression is also 

interconnected with relations of production. The workplace under capitalism is deeply 

gendered (West 1978, Hartmann 1981, Acker 1990, Hennessy 2000: 104, Acker 2006), 

meaning that ―advantage and disadvantage, exploitation and control, action and emotion, 

meaning and identity, are patterned through and in terms of a distinction between male 

and female, masculine and feminine‖ (Acker 1990: 146). Despite the gains of the 

feminist movement over the years, Australian women are still fighting for equal pay. 

Women are still over-represented in poorly paid jobs such as cleaning, child care and 

community work (Hall 2004). There is big money in the gender binary. Employers profit 

from the collective underpayment of women.  

 

                                                 
40

 I do not mean to tell homeless youth what they should do or how they should think about their situation. 

As people living in difficult circumstances, many of whom are lucky to be alive at all, they are simply 

doing their best.  
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Hartmann (1979) and Acker (1990, 2006) argue that the concentration of women in 

particular low paid professions is not a peripheral matter to relations of production. 

Gender hierarchies intersect with class to determine who ends up in what job – something 

that cannot be explained in terms of gender or class relations alone. Class is, and always 

has been, deeply gendered.  

 

When some professions are cast as male and others are cast as female, where does that 

leave queers? Badgett (1995) found that anti-queer discrimination has a significant 

impact on wages. In my time in the queer community I have often heard stories of anti-

queer prejudice in the workplace, including harassment, discrimination and sackings. One 

young man I know was fired on the grounds that as a flamboyant queer, he ―didn‘t fit the 

image of the company‖. Earlier on I mentioned that Sean left his job because he became 

fed up with hearing his boss complain about ―poofters‖.  

 

Queer oppression is central, not peripheral, to the sexist gender binary that divides the 

working class so profoundly. As Butler (1993: 111-119) argues, queer oppression is not 

just a side effect of the development of normative gender categories. It is very much part 

of the process by which these categories are constructed. The construction of the 

―subject‖ necessarily involves the disavowal of the ―abject‖ other, or in Gregg‘s 

language, people construct an ―anti-self‖ in tandem with a ―self‖. Such processes of 

identity construction are thrown into relief as people come out of the closet. The 

discrimination that queers face at work shows that occupations are not simply divided up 

as ―male‖ or ―female‖ as if these were simple, self-evident, unproblematic categories. 

Rather, these categories are constructed, in part, through the rejection of certain people 

from the workplace.   

 

Low-paid industries that disproportionately hire women are not the only potential 

beneficiaries of the oppression of women and queers. For all the rhetoric of 

―community‖, queer society does not exist in a realm beyond the logic of the market 

(Weston and Rofel 1997, Pendleton 2007: 58-60). Industries that deliberately go out of 

their way to present themselves as queer-friendly may also benefit. Gay clubs and cafes 
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stand to gain a lot from hiring a work force of young people worn down by prejudice, 

violence, homelessness and poverty. These workers might be more inclined to accept low 

pay and poor conditions, if given the opportunity to work somewhere free from anti-

queer harassment. I did not collect enough data on working conditions on the scene to say 

if this is a general pattern, yet I heard some disturbing anecdotes. One worker at a popular 

Oxford Street café told me he was paid ten dollars an hour, well below the Australian 

minimum wage of fifteen dollars an hour. Another young man told me he approached the 

owner of a Perth gay venue for a job. He was told he could have the job ―if you suck my 

dick‖. Another young man told me it was his dream to become a hairdresser, yet he was 

struggling to survive on an apprenticeship that paid him five dollars an hour.  

 

Capitalism and Gay Identity 

I have argued that economic circumstances inform the decisions people make about 

coming out of the closet. D‘Emilio (1997) relates these kinds of constraints on decision 

making to family relations under capitalism. He compares understandings of homosexual 

expression in seventeenth century New England to current understandings in the United 

States today, arguing that in the seventeenth century the dominant mode of living 

consisted of villages comprised of farming families. Land was owned by the male head of 

the household, and farmed by his family. Family members were economically 

interdependent, living together and working together on the same farm. There is no social 

space for the development of gay communities in such a context. Economic dependence 

on heteronormative family structures prevents people from developing alternative modes 

of family or sexuality. In the transition from feudalism to capitalism, production has 

shifted from the family to the market. Instead of the family working together to produce 

the necessities of life, individuals sell their labour power on the market. This new 

economic independence from the family has led to the development of social space 

beyond the family that provides fertile ground for the development of gay communities. 

 

My own research indicates that often there is a relationship between sexual identity and 

economic circumstances in Australia today. Yet it is often not the kind of relationship 

envisaged by D‘Emilio. This is not to say that the kind of relationship he describes does 
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not exist, rather that there is more to the picture. For the queer youth who participated in 

this project, freedom from the heteronormative family structures often came at a price. 

For many, estrangement from family, or even the prospect of it, was deeply painful. It 

was not a freedom that they entered into freely. Poverty, homelessness, isolation and 

physical violence were among its consequences.  

 

If the freedom to sell one‘s labour power on the market has led to the development of 

queer communities and protest movements under capitalism, how can it be that so many 

of the people who forge these things do so in circumstances of such economic hardship? 

For many of these queer youth, coming out of the closet did not entail wage labour, or the 

other way around, although for some it is true that finding work made them feel safe 

enough to come out of the closet. They had not felt safe enough to do this when they 

were economically dependent on their parents. Yet for many, coming out of the closet 

resulted in new difficulties in finding work and accommodation. The freedom to sell 

one‘s labour power on the market is not the only material basis for the formation of queer 

communities. Maskovsky (2003) argues that these communities are forged not only by 

workers and the middle class from their circumstances of relative economic freedom, but 

also by the urban poor out of their desperation. Unemployment is as much of a material 

basis for queer community as employment, and just as much a part of capitalism.  

 

Young people forge queer communities, in spite of, and in response to prejudice, poverty 

and violence. I have shown some of the complexities in queer community. On the one 

hand it provides sanctuary, it is an expression of resistance, and it is fertile ground for 

protest movements. On the other hand, it is riddled with its own violence and oppression. 

I have argued that queer oppression is central to sexism and capitalism as they exist 

today. Yet this does not mean that sexism and capitalism cannot survive without it. No 

oppressive structure is etched in stone. Both capitalism and patriarchy have taken many 

different forms throughout their histories. Queer community could even form the basis 

for a new oppressive social order, underpinned by the same fetishising schemas as the old 

one. The violence and exploitation on the scene indicate what such a new hegemony 

might look like. They demonstrate that the scene is already part of today‘s oppressive 
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social order. Yet at the same time, the resilience of queer youth holds great promise not 

only for the improvement of their own circumstances, but also for a better world.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion: Life on Mars 

Queer refugee Ali Humayun was held in Villawood detention centre for three years. He is 

free now. I visited him last weekend. He is sleeping a lot. He seems much more relaxed, 

but also completely bewildered. I heard that he wants to come out into the wider world 

slowly, like a turtle creeping out of his shell. At first the activists campaigning for his 

release were told by lawyers that his case was hopeless. He had already exhausted all 

possible avenues of appeal. He had been threatened with deportation several times. After 

all of this, it is a happy surprise that he is free now. My activist collaborator Rachel 

Evans simply told the Sydney Star Observer that ―struggle works‖. It seems so. After a 

year of protesting, seeking media coverage and writing to the Refugee Review Tribunal, 

he is out of detention.  

 

Ali suffered greatly in Pakistan and in detention. He was abused, threatened with murder, 

harassed, and detained. The most obvious conclusion that could be drawn from his story 



249 

 

and from those of the other people in this thesis is that there is a great deal of suffering 

among queer youth in Australia and elsewhere. Life is often very visceral. Rape, murder, 

suicide, drug abuse, homelessness and self-harm are simply part of life for many people. 

Queer youth are subjected to bodily harm by a diverse array of perpetrators, including 

heterosexual teenage boys but also parents, police and medical practitioners. Sometimes 

this bodily harm is cast as violence, other times it is not. Often this depends on whether 

or not the perpetrator is in a position of power.  

 

Collective trauma is a consequence of this violence. People who have never been 

physically attacked nevertheless show signs that they are affected by violence against 

other people. People find it difficult to feel ―at ease‖ even when there is no immediate 

threat of violence. When a queer person is attacked, the first question that other queer 

people often want answered is whether the attack was motivated by anti-queer prejudice.  

 

The symbolism and the physical bonding on the scene is, in part, a response to collective 

trauma. This is most evident in nightclub performances of violent themes on the 

alternative scene. Some people also see drug use as a response to trauma. Yet drug use is 

only one of a complex of practices on the scene to induce euphoric states of 

consciousness and collective bonding. As well as drug use, this is also achieved through 

touch, dance, BDSM and sex. This complex of practices should not be viewed purely as a 

set of responses to trauma, however. These practices are just as often about unbridled 

hedonism for its own sake. 

 

As well as anti-queer violence, people are also subjected to violence in the social 

networks where they seek support. Domestic violence happens in same sex relationships 

as well as heterosexual relationships. Widely held assumptions that perpetrators of 

domestic violence are male and victims are female have led to a silence on same sex 

domestic violence. Drink spiking, sexual harassment and sexual assault are problems on 

the scene, and there is also a pervasive undercurrent of hostility due to stress and 

internalised homophobia. Like the family, the scene is constructed as a site of sanctuary, 

yet it is often a site of abuse.  



250 

 

 

A lot of these experiences are still under-researched. The body of literature on queer 

experiences of domestic violence and child abuse is still very small. The experiences of 

transgender and intersex youth are still under-researched. Much quantitative research is 

still distorted by the difficulties of finding a random sample of a group of people with so 

many members in the closet, a methodological dilemma that has only partially been 

overcome.  

 

The viscerality of life for queer youth is difficult to convey on paper. The dominant 

theoretical traditions in anthropology do not do justice to this blood, guts, drunkenness, 

celebration, sex, poverty and psychological torment. How can a theoretical framework 

fixated on discourses or symbol systems as free-floating entities above and beyond 

human lives capture what it is like to be in a room full of queers dancing? Or 

alternatively, in a group of homeless youth self-harming? These are cultural phenomena, 

in a broad collective sense of the term ―culture‖. They are learned and shared behaviours. 

Yet there is evidently so much more that is learned and shared here than a set of symbols. 

There is also a basic empathy between human bodies, forged in circumstances of 

collective trauma, but also at times in celebration. 

 

This is why I have drawn from theoretical traditions that are oriented toward more than 

symbols. The Marxist tradition, with its emphasis on politics, economics and the deep 

relationship that they have with human consciousness, is well suited to queer experiences 

of poverty, inequality and psychological contradiction. It also has its limitations in so far 

as gender, sexuality, the family, the body and human psychology are not the most highly 

developed areas of Marxist thought. Several scholars have noted that the analysis of 

sexuality and human psychology has often been sidelined in the Marxist tradition 

(Hennessy 2000: 38-41, 49, McClintock 1995: 72, Kirsch 2006: 25), and conversely class 

analysis has been sidelined in psychology and the study of sexuality (Hennessy 2000: 49, 

57-59, Kirsch 2006: 1-28). This is why I have drawn from sources beyond the Marxist 

tradition such as feminism and cognitive anthropology.  
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Research participants explained anti-queer prejudice as a consequence of hatred, fear, 

ignorance, religion, patriarchy and capitalism. There is evidence in my data to support all 

of these explanations. Yet my primary aim is not to identify all of the institutions and 

social forces that inform anti-queer prejudice, but to make sense of how social forces and 

human psychology are integrated. I have attempted to explain how anti-queer prejudice is 

grounded in psychological fragmentation, which is exacerbated by violence, through a 

combined cognitive-Marxist framework. In the process of forming a heterosexual 

identity, a heterosexual self is formed in contrast to a queer anti-self. Violence and the 

threat of it instigate this compartmentalisation of identity. 

 

Another conclusion that could be drawn from Ali‘s release is that it is possible for the 

situation of queer youth to change. Ali has been released even though we were told that 

his case was hopeless. Wollongong University now has a safe and accessible queer space 

even though student activists there were told that the university would not even negotiate 

with them. Seemingly against the odds, these things happened. I have sought to make 

sense of how, drawing from Maddison and Scalmer (2005) and Humphreys (1972).  

 

The Wollongong queer space campaign indicates that change is not won easily. This 

campaign was won after a solid year of hard work, with considerable personal strain on 

the activists involved. The inequality and violence that queer youth face is grounded in a 

complex social reality. It has its roots in the conscious and unconscious psychological 

processes of millions of people. It is also shaped by political economy. The complexity of 

this social reality indicates the enormity of the social effort that would be necessary to 

change it. Such profound social change is unlikely to take place quickly or easily. Yet 

perhaps the Wollongong queer space is evidence on a small scale of what could be 

possible on a much larger scale.  

 

The Wollongong queer space campaign suggests the value of several basic strategies and 

tactics; organise collectively and democratically to publicly bring a community together 

in large numbers around a concrete demand, go to the media, and persist at this until 

victory. It takes imagination, stamina, confidence, sensitivity to people and their political 
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circumstances, as well as a keen sense of timing, to actually bring these strategies and 

tactics to fruition. This should not be seen as a formula. As one activist told me, ―just 

because you have a recipe it doesn‘t mean you know how to cook‖. Infinite variety is 

possible around these core themes. There are many different ways to bring a community 

together in large numbers around a concrete demand, for example. Rallies, public forums, 

blockades, strikes and sit-ins are all variations around this core theme.  

 

It has been four years since I began this research project. I have lost touch with most of 

the people I knew. Sometimes I run into them, walking around the city. Some are 

working or studying now. Some of them are unemployed. Some of them found The Scene 

and some of them ran away from it. Some of them are still suicidal. Some of them might 

be dead.  

 

There are still many people like this in Australia. It might seem as if not much has 

changed in the past four years. Yet at least one change has taken place that could prove to 

be very significant: a shift in public opinion. In 2004, as the ban on queer marriage was 

passed through federal parliament, a Newspoll survey revealed that thirty eight per cent 

of Australian people supported marriage equality, and forty four percent opposed it 

(Schubert 2007). Three years later a similar survey was conducted with very different 

results. Galaxy Research found that fifty six per cent of people surveyed supported equal 

marriage rights, and seventy one per cent supported equal defacto rights. Support for 

queer relationship recognition was particularly high among young people. Eighty two per 

cent of people between the ages of 16 and 24 were found to support equal defacto rights 

for same sex couples, and sixty nine per cent were found to support marriage equality 

(GetUp! 2007).   

 

With this very important shift in public opinion in mind, one might contemplate what the 

future holds for queer youth in this country. If it is possible for people‘s ideas to change 

so much so quickly, it may indicate that the potential exists for them to change even 

more. It remains to be seen how this will affect violence against queer youth.  
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Change: Suicide or Revolution? 

A complete analysis of what would need to change in order for the circumstances of 

queer youth to improve may well be impossible. Too many social processes shape queer 

oppression. I simply seek to outline a few areas where change is likely to be productive, 

and how it might take place.  

 

Schemas and the Family 

I have examined anti-queer prejudice as a form of ideology. Heterosexuality and the 

family are constructed and fetishised as normal and natural. Other kinds of sexual desires 

and relationships are rendered invisible because they supposedly pose a threat to the 

heteronormative family structures, and therefore to human survival itself. This is part of a 

wider phenomenon of ideology and fetishism in which ―society is cast in the realm of 

nature‖ (Taussig 1980). Social relationships become fetishised as concrete institutions. 

Social reality becomes obscured. I have attempted to identify some of the cognitive 

processes that make this ideological mode of thinking possible.  

 

If this is correct, it means that ending anti-queer violence means transforming the culture 

that it is grounded in. This means changing the shared schemas that make up this culture. 

Strauss and Quinn argue that schemas are durable: ―Patterns of neural connections can be 

overlain with other, stronger patterns of connections, but they do not – barring brain 

trauma or pathology – completely disappear.‖ (1994: 289). The durable nature of 

schemas means that social change does not always happen easily. Yet as well as being 

durable, schemas are also flexible. Social change is possible because people are capable 

of learning new schemas.  

 

People‘s schemas are shaped by their political context. Australian law currently 

discriminates against queer people. An effort to change people‘s ideas must take into 

account the tacit signal that this to sends to people that prejudice is acceptable. Legal 

equality is still a significant barrier to cultural acceptance. Significant changes have been 

made to Australian law in the past thirty years, yet there is much inequality that remains 

in place. Queer couples do not have the right to marry. It is still legal to perform non 
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consensual genital surgery on intersex children. Anti-discrimination legislation does not 

yet exist at the federal level. Discrimination against transgender people is particularly 

entrenched in Australian law (Gender Council of Australia 1997, Maddison and Partridge 

2007: 14-15).   

 

Law reform would be a step in the right direction. Yet perhaps this oppression is too 

deeply ingrained in our social-psychology to be removed only through a series of legal 

reforms. It is embedded in a collective psychology that dissociates oppressive social 

relations from conscious perceptions of them as free-floating, fetishised ―self-

encapsulated things‖. This world view encompasses both commodity fetishism and 

family fetishism. Theoretically it might be possible for capitalism to persist beyond queer 

oppression. Yet a more thoroughgoing strategy to end queer oppression would be to aim 

for the elimination of the fetishising world view altogether. Commodity fetishism, 

violence and family fetishism all build up the same connectionist networks, and so it 

makes sense to tackle them all together.   

 

―Suicide or revolution‖. This was a piece of graffiti from the S11 blockade of the world 

economic forum in 2001. For many of the queer activists who emerged from the anti-

globalisation movement, extreme social circumstances such as queer youth suicide 

seemed to point toward an anti-systemic, anti-capitalist analysis of queer oppression, 

even toward revolution (Humphrys 2007, Pendleton 2007). Deeply embedded social 

problems seem to require social transformation at the most fundamental level
41

.  

                                                 
41

 ―Revolution‖ is not a term to be used in the abstract, but necessarily with reference to attempts that have 

been made in the real world. The potential of socialist revolution to resolve the problems of queer people 

has not yet been ―proven‖. No nation, on a revolutionary socialist trajectory or otherwise, has yet succeeded 

in ending anti-queer oppression. Yet if revolution is not seen as a ―quick fix‖ but as a prolonged effort, this 

is unsurprising (Engels 1977: 378-379, Lenin 1996, Camejo 1999: 3 Cannon 1999: 69, Lebowitz 2005). We 

do not yet fully understand what the implications of socialist revolution are for queer people because 

revolutionary processes are still unfolding. The experiences of socialist revolution for queer people have 

been complicated and at times contradictory. Queer people have rapidly made enormous gains under some 

socialist governments. Yet they have not always had an easy time under socialist governments either. Such 
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Violence Between Queers 

The solutions to sexual assault and domestic violence between queer people are not clear 

in social circumstances as complex as these. These problems might be ameliorated if the 

queer community made an earnest collective effort to find them through a combination of 

open discussion and trial and error. Yet the imposed silence on sexual assault, domestic 

violence and same sex relationships means that public discussion has been limited. This 

is true both in academia, and within the queer community itself.  

 

                                                                                                                                                 
complexities are illustrated well in Lancaster‘s ethnographic work on revolutionary Nicaragua (1992, 

2007). Significant gains for women and queer people took place under this government (2007: 104, 118).  

 

Yet the gains made under the Sandanistas were severely restricted by material conditions of poverty and 

warfare (p. 113). The United States sponsored Contra war took an enormous toll on all areas of life, 

including family life (2007: 105). While gains were made toward legal equality for women, in many ways 

this time of hardship also brought great burdens on family life for women. This is not the total explanation 

that Lancaster offers for what happened next, yet it is in this context that the right wing opposition was able 

to undermine the revolution by appealing to popular reactionary nostalgia for the traditional, patriarchal 

family. The homophobia that had persisted in society throughout the revolutionary years contributed to the 

downfall of the revolution (pp. 117-118). Homosexual sex was re-criminalised when the Nicaraguan 

government was overtaken by the new right wing regime of Violeta Chamorro (Lumsden 1996: 202).  

 

At first glance this does not look like the kind of story that would inspire a person to take up revolutionary 

struggle to achieve queer liberation. It looks like a story of hardship and defeat. Yet the experience of 

Nicaragua does not demonstrate the failure of revolution per se. Rather, it demonstrates the difficulty of 

sustaining a revolution in the face of imperialist warfare and other challenges.  

 

Whatever its prospects for queers might be, revolution seems to be a long way off in Australia. Socialist 

candidates do not get elected to parliament, let alone overthrow it. While queer youth suffer in non-

revolutionary Australia, a new attempt at socialist revolution is unfolding in Venezuela. Another 

ethnographer might seek to examine the implications of revolution in Venezuela for the queer youth there. 

He or she might ask the same questions of queer youth in Venezuela that I asked of queer youth in 

Australia. As yet I am unaware of any academic work of this nature, but initial activist reports look 

promising (Evans 2006).  
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When we have so little knowledge, social scientists might have a valuable role to play. 

Social scientists could assist people in the queer community and in the wider West to 

identify our collective strengths, weaknesses, and prospects for change. There are many 

potential areas of further investigation. What is the prevalence of domestic violence 

among queer couples in Australia? How is the particular silence on same sex domestic 

violence related to the silencing of domestic violence in general? For Marcus in Chapter 

Five both the silence on homosexuality and the silence on domestic violence contributed 

to his difficulties in finding sanctuary from his violent partner. We need more 

information to discern whether or not this is a general pattern. Does the ideal of female 

aggression on the dyke scene prevent or limit domestic violence? My research indicates 

that it may. Are abusive same sex relationships more common among queers on the 

scene, or those isolated from it? My research indicates that the scene may provide some 

protection. Is sexual exploitation of youth more common on the dyke scene or the queer 

male scene? My own experience in comparison with my male research participants 

indicates that it is likely more common on the queer male scene. If a difference is found, 

what is the reason for it? While the scene in some respects may offer protection, does it in 

other ways exacerbate domestic violence? The queer scene at times transgresses quite 

profoundly against common sense Western cultural norms, with regard to such matters as 

female aggression, the public/private dichotomy, and BDSM. More research is needed to 

discern how these transgressions affect the safety of people from domestic violence. 

There is no reason to assume that this would be uniform across all ―scenes‖. This is a 

complex social picture, in which social trends have a range of repercussions that may at 

times be contradictory.  

 

Anthropology has the potential to contribute a great deal to discussions around same sex 

domestic violence. If a thorough cross-cultural analysis of same sex domestic violence 

were conducted, for example, in the manner of Levinson‘s (1989) cross-cultural study of 

wife beating, it might reveal many interesting things about the ways in which domestic 

violence is related to the ways in which sexuality is organised in different cultural 

contexts. 
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I have not reached conclusions on any of these important questions. Further research 

across a broader sample of people than my research participants, most of whom had not 

personally experienced domestic violence, would be necessary to reach more definitive 

conclusions. 

 

The literature on same sex domestic violence is limited, but it has been a positive step 

that a body of literature has been established at all. The literature on transgender, intersex 

and bisexual experiences of domestic violence is far less developed, as is the literature on 

sexual violence within queer communities. In these areas the first step that needs to be 

made is to establish a body of literature. My one intersex research participant, Stacy, was 

threatened with assault by a lesbian on the scene. This story suggests that transgender, 

intersex and bisexual people, as marginalised groups within the queer community, are 

vulnerable to violence from the more dominant identity groups. Further research is 

necessary to determine whether this exemplifies a general pattern.  

 

Developing solutions to these problems is not the primary role of social scientists, but the 

role of the queer community itself and society as a whole. Yet anti-queer prejudice means 

that the freedom of the queer community to discuss and to experiment is curtailed. A 

revitalised grass roots queer protest movement could help by acting as a counter-force to 

this anti-queer pressure. A third wave of feminism might help by opening up discussion 

of gendered violence generally.  

 

I have argued that the queer ―scene‖ is shaped by similar contradictions that condition 

heteronormative family relations. My research suggests that queer people seek out the 

scene as another kind of family, applying similar schemas of safety and sanctuary to it, 

while ignoring the violence that occurs there in a similar way to the ignoring violence in 

the family. If this ―silence on violence‖ thinking that is first learned in the family and 

then applied to the scene is transformed in the family, it may also be transformed in the 

scene. 
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I have argued that the violence and hostility on Oxford Street is, in part, interconnected 

with a process of gentrification that has been underway since the 1960s. Sydney‘s much 

less violent alternative scene shows that there is nothing wrong with ―scenes‖ or queer 

communities per se. Yet the construction of more peaceful scenes may not ultimately 

resolve things. The gentrification now well underway in Newtown might threaten the 

safety of queers on the alternative scene. A more thoroughgoing solution would be to 

reverse and prevent processes of gentrification. This is no mean feat. There are powerful 

corporate interests behind the gentrification of Sydney.  

 

Poverty and Homelessness 

It is tragic enough that a parent would reject or even violently attack their teenage child in 

response to their coming out of the closet. Yet for many queer teenagers this initial 

rejection is not the end of the story. Many queer teenagers are kicked out of home and left 

to live on the street after this happens (Irwin et al 1997). Too often, Australian queer 

teenagers face the contradictory experience of brute poverty in a wealthy, first-world 

nation. It does not logically follow that poverty should necessarily be a consequence of 

rejection or violence. There is a strong case to be made here that supporting the rights of 

queer people and victims of violence also entails supporting the rights of the poor.  

 

The Scene also plays a role in perpetuating this exploitation and poverty. Despite all 

the rhetoric of ―community‖ and ―family‖, queers do not exist in a realm beyond the 

logic of the market. The economic vulnerability of young people coming out of the 

closet, or fleeing from violent family backgrounds, means that they are vulnerable to 

sexual violence in the queer community and beyond. I have presented some evidence 

that sexual violence is exacerbated by poverty and the reverence for money on the 

scene. It means that people not only need money to survive, but also to gain 

acceptance in the queer community.  

 

Yet the scene is not the only domain of queer community available to youth. University 

queer spaces, queer youth social groups, activist collectives and support services are 
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important alternatives. It is vital that they are supported, yet activists argue that they face 

new challenges under voluntary student unionism (Noonan 2008). 

 

Support Services 

There is a marked discrepancy between the degree of personal trauma, homelessness, 

drug abuse and suicidal behaviour that exists in Australia among queer youth, and the 

number of support services equipped to deal with these problems. Queer youth 

homelessness is an illustration of this. Queer youth comprise a sizeable proportion of 

homeless youth in this country (Mori 2003: 20). Yet Sydney‘s TwentyTen and Brisbane‘s 

Open Doors are among the few services that cater specifically to the needs of queer 

homeless youth. 

 

There were several occasions in which my own research participants were unable to 

access the services they needed. Luke was given an envelope containing food vouchers 

when he was seeking accommodation. Lee, unable to find adequate counseling for child 

sexual abuse from government funded services, turned to a service run by the Hillsong 

Church which she found inadequate due to its conservative stance on women‘s rights and 

queer rights.  

 

The need for increased service provision is already well covered in existing research. Yet 

the recommendations of these reports have only been acted on by state and federal 

governments to a limited degree. Some important services are even being de-funded, or 

their funding is being re-directed, as in the case of the 50% funding cut to the Queensland 

AIDS Council in 2004 that I referred to in writing about the Queer Collaborations 

conference. I do not have much to contribute to this argument except to reiterate it. There 

is a need for more social services that specifically cater to queer people (Irwin et al. 1995, 

Mori 2003: 51) There is also a need for increased funding to generic services and to 

combat discrimination in existing services (Mori 2003: 51).  

 

Some support services have initiated important work on same sex domestic violence. The 

experience of Marcus in Chapter Four indicates that there is a need for this issue to be 
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publicized beyond the queer community. Not all queer people participate regularly in this 

community. Marcus had never been exposed to the issue of same sex domestic violence 

before it actually happened to him. Yet if he had had a closer connection with the queer 

community he would have seen posters around Oxford Street produced by Sydney‘s 

ACON service. If same sex domestic violence was publicized in government funded 

announcements on mainstream television, as heterosexual domestic violence is, Marcus 

could have been made aware of the issue. A very public campaign to combat same sex 

domestic violence is currently underway in the United States (Ristock 2002: 1-2). 

Whether or not this will happen in Australia depends on the political will of the 

government in power. It is not a priority currently.  

 

No support service has yet been established in Australia to cater to the specific needs of 

queer refugees. Yet Ali Humayun and others like him could have used some professional 

assistance in enduring the homophobia and isolation they experienced in detention. At the 

same time, as one refugee once said to me, counseling is not a substitute for freedom.  

 

Life on Mars 

At the beginning of this thesis I presented an account of a suicide attempt. A young man 

swallowed a whole packet of pills prescribed to him. It made Mark cry. ―I can‘t take it 

any more if one of my friends tries to kill themselves again. So many people try. It‘s just 

a matter of time before somebody actually does it. And then it makes me want to do it!‖ 

 

He almost did exactly that. A few months later I ran into him in the city. He had already 

acquired a packet of pills and was about to go home and swallow all of them. I 

encouraged him to sit down and talk to me instead. First he started out with what had 

gone wrong that day; problems with health, money and family. Then what seemed like 

his whole story poured out. Years of violence, homelessness, homophobia and poverty. 

He calmed down after a few hours of talking. He stayed over at my house. I wanted to be 

sure he was safe that night.  
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If things had been different maybe he could have been an engineer. Maybe he could have 

been an anthropologist. With his keen intelligence and poetic turn of phrase maybe he 

could have done all kinds of things, if his education had not been cut short as a teenager 

by homophobia and abuse.  

 

Having decided not to kill himself after all, the next day he spoke to me in what seemed 

like metaphors of life‘s persistence. He told me a Japanese folk tale about a race of 

humans cross-bred with dragons, and that one day their golden age would come on Earth. 

I asked him about the effects of the Northbridge curfew. This is a piece of legislation that 

aims to keep underage people off the streets at night. It has been criticised by youth 

workers for implicit racism and unfairness toward homeless youth (O‘Donnell 2003). He 

answered that most of the people he knew were finding ways around the curfew. By 

dressing differently they were able to hide their age from the police. ―Life finds a way. 

Life will always find a way,‖ he answered, ―There is no life on Mars yet but soon there 

will be. Soon Mars will get its chance to shine.‖ 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix: Excerpts from “It’s the Queer Revolutionary Disco!” 
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