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Using the Halifax. Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Youth Project as a case study, this 
thesis examines the structure of the Halifax Queer Youth Movernent and how it 
influences the marner in which the young men and women involved in the project get 
dong with one another. Using a politics of merence as a conceptual fhmework. 1 
argue that the Youth Project is an organization which is set up to explicitly address as 
diverse a group of individuah as possible, and that this serves as an excellent example of 
managing social group difference, both within Queer organization, and within other 
organized groups. Furthemore, I discuss some conceptual challenges to a politics of 
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is the best way for the Halifax Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Youth hoject to address 
social group Merence. 
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CHAPTER ONE: AN INTRODUCTION 

I begin each of the chapters in th& thesis wirh an anecdote whicli I thought was 
relevant to the ma#ers dLrcussed in euch of the individual chuptem. I have done this 
for a number of reasons. FVst of al& these autobwgraphiccll refletions help enable 
readem to gain some insight into my perspectives and a number of factots which play 
an injIuentia1 role in both this project and the Pnal wnrten work. This is împorla~t 
because to some extent it explicitiy poins to the acudernic biases connected willr my 
iife eqperience as a 24year-old gay man. Second, as a reader, 1 wouuldfind such a 
style more interesting to read thun 100 pages of boring, no-fun, theorerieal analysis. 
ThV4 I have done this in an attempt to approprkte at kmt some creatrbe kense 
with this project. Final&, writing these stories at the beginning of each chapter o f ln  
helped me out with the f o d  anabsis which lies in the c%erious"parts of text. In 
fact, some parts are actuuliy extrapohtd frorn my ?thesis journaly' whkh I kept 
during parts of ing project. 

Prefuce 

My recognition of the androcentricity of Queer Culture may not have occurred 

when it did if1 had not felt alienated and excludedfrom the same culture myselj Ifind 

the culture pam'cularly problemutic in smaller cities such as Ha1ifa;x where the queer 

"communiiy " is quite s m l l  und there is an ovenvhelming fucus on bar culture, go-go 

boys. camp humour, and living young as long as you die pretty. 

From early on in my involvement with Queer culture, I attended gay bars and 

wondered where all the women were. Growing up in rural New Brunswick, my 

friendrhip networks were cumprised exclusively of groups of women. I felt more 

cornfortable around wumen because they were generally less critical of my overt 

ferninine qualities. Acting in a rnunner which dues not adhere to traditional gender 
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roles is the ultimate social sin, particularly for men living in rural New Brunswick My 

fernale fiends accepted me as a fiend despite my disinterest in spofis and most other 

things considered masculine. I think they aho appreciated having a mole fiend with 

whom there was no sema1 tension. 

Consequently, it wus sornewhat of a shock for me to discover that once irrunersed 

in Queer culture, it was fur more dimult to estaùlish the same types of connections 

with Queer women, who seemed to prefer the company of each other. Unfortunately for 

me, despite my physical and enwtional amaction to scores of young men, I still felt the 

sarne alienation from them us I did from young men in rural New Brunswick. This 

prompted me to staa thinking about these factors outside of a queer/straight dichoromy, 

and start thinking of them more in r e m  of an issue of gender. When I came out in 

1991. it took me sornewhat by surprise to think that simply because we were al1 queer, 

men und women did not necessady adhere to the same politics and analysis around 

issues of gender and sema1 identity. This epiphany blew my concept of comrmcnity way 

out of the water. 



Lesbians and gay men do filfil the necessary criteria--a group of people 
living in the same location or huving the same interests. What we cannor 
show îs a singular, united commwtity, but ruther a series of communal 
identides based on various elements (such as gender, sexual preference, 
geographic location, musical taste or class) which coincide in varying 
degrees under the nebulous label of "homsexuality ". The problem is 
that we have never argued from this position, prefem-ng for political 
purposes to daim a singulurily of purpose and identity. 

(Woods, 1995:9) 

ON STARTING THE HALIFAX LESBIAN GAY AND BISEXUAL YOUTH 

PROJECT: 

I was much more worried about meeting the needs of young wornen 
because we know what the needs of young men are. We grow up in a 
society where the needs of men are paramuunt, they are foremost in 
everybody 's mind. I knew what the young men needed. Thcrt was...an 
infuential thing for me in choosing to have two separate groups that 
were equal to each other, and not have the wumen S group be 
some.. . lady's aux~~liary! 
(Coordinator, Halifax Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Youth Project) 

The ways in which 1 think about social movements, community an identity have 

taken a major qualitative shift since I £kst began working on this project in September 

1995. Consequently, in the rnidst of everythmg else, this thesis represents the evolution 
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of my ways of thinking and lmowing about the polihcs of identity, community, femuiism 

and Queer identity. 

Political and ideological differences between Queer men and women have k e n  

chronicled since the birth of the "organutd" North American Queer movement which 

began foIIowing the Stonewall riots in 1969 (Biumenfkld and Raymond, 1988; Cooper. 

1994; and Cruikshank, 1992). Sexism and misogyny which predominate in gay male 

culture has alienated women fiom an androcenmc Queer culture, and has ako led to 

tensions and disputes in many grass-roots Queer organizations. Given that in Queer- 

identined organization, such a strong emphasis is placed on social justice and the 

deconstruction of traditional ideologies, one might surmise that any movement 

i d e n m g  as "Queer" might be expected to be cognizant of the importance of 

celebrating political and ideological dinerences. However, many people involved in 

these organizations support the view that this has not k e n  the case. 

In ehis thesis, using the Halifax Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Youth Project as a 

case study, I will explore the ways in which ideological and political differences between 

men and women are approached and managed within the Halifax Queer Youth 

Movement. The foIIowing questions wiU be addressed: 

1. What are the ideological and political differences between men and women 
participating in the Halifax Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Youth Project? 

2. How do ideological and political differences influence the structure and 
organization of the Youth Project? 

3. How do ideological and political dinerences in the Youth Project innuence the 
interactions of those subscribing to dinerent ideologies and political interests? 



4. Does the over-all structure of the group reflect an ideology of assimilation of 
gender differences within the Youth Project or an m a t i o n  of group 
difference? 

5, What implications do these ideological and political dinerences have for the 
strengths and weaknesses of the movement, including factors such as abïlity to 
work towards its goals and adhere to its mandate, as welI as to maintain 
mem bers? 

Through addressing the above questions, 1 wiu argue in this thesis that the 

Halifax Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Youth Project is an organization which explicitly 

seeks to address the concems of as diverse a group of individuals as possible, whüe 

managing to maintain a singular and cohesive Youth Project identity. Hence. 1 will argue 

that the Youth Project serves as an excellent mode1 of how to achieve a politics of 

difference, as written about by such authors as Young, Mercer, and Woods, 

Furthemore, I will fistrate some conceptual challenges to a politics of dinerence 

through arguments that sameness holds primacy over Merence. However, my argument 

will propose a politics of dinerence as a preferable manner of managing social group 

differences, and demonstrate that this is what enables the Halifax Lesbian, Gay and 

Bisexual Youth Project to avoid denigrating into what one research participant referred 

to as 'the lady's auxdky." 

My methodological approach is strictly qualitative in nature. My role as an active 

member of the Youth Project since January 1996 has aliowed me to network with other 

rnernbers of the Youth Project, and also to witness the ways in which Youth Progct 

management works on a practicd Ievel This aided me in composing an interview 

schedule which was both relevant to the issues I wanted to explore, and perhaps more 



importantly. specincally tailored to the individuals with whom 1 was conducting 

in te~ews  and focus groups. 1 have worked closely with the Youth Project on such 

tasks as giving workshops, and have worked particularly closely with OUTline, the Nova 

Scotia Queer Youth Hotline. This allowed me to be in a position where 1 was in 

continuous contact with several active members of the Youth Project, and was able to 

witness the daily activities of the Youth Project. 

1 spoke with twelve Queer men and wornen active in the Halifax, Lesbhn, Gay 

and Bisexual Youth Project through semi-stmctured i n t e ~ e w s  and focus groups. AU 

interviews and focus groups were recorded. transcribed and analysed. 

IMPORTANCE OF THE STUDY 

This study is important because (a) studies on Queer Youth are a relatively new 

area of research, with much of the existing literature available king quantitative; (b) too 

much of the existing literature on Queer Youth has specifically focussed on young Queer 

men and not women; and there is a distinctive gap in the literature which largely 

overlooks the clifferences between queer young women and men and how these 

Merences are dealt with in the organized Queer Youth Movement. 

Although research on the Queer population in general has existed for a number of 

years. research on Queer youth is a relatively new sphere of study (Herdt and Boxer, 

1993; Plumrner, 1989; D'Augelli and Dark. nd; Gerstel, Feraios and Herdt, 1989). 

Much of the existing literature on Queer youth tends to focus on the increasing visibility 

of Queer youth and the issues confronting Youth as they stmggle to express their 
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concerns. In his research on a Chicago-based queer youth group, Herdt (1989, 1992) 

outlines the difliculties Queer youth are conikonted with when coming out, as weU as the 

probkms associated with seeking adequate support senrices. D' Augelli (1989, 1991. 

1992a, and 1992b) has done fairly extensive research on homophobic violence and 

discrimination against Queer Youth, particularly those in college and university 

environments. In his work, DTAugeK has found that Queer youth are at particular risk 

for violence and discrimination. For example, Evans and DTAugelli (nd) report that 

Queer students are four times more likely to be victimized than are other minority 

students on the university campus. Furthermore, D' Augeili and Dark (nd) report that 

queer youth are at a much greater risk of violence simply by virtue of their age. As well, 

due to the fact that Queer youth are corning out at younger ages and are becoming more 

vocal about their sexual orientations, they are often placed in direct conflict with peers 

and family, as well as institutions such as schools. These problems with which Queer 

youth are confronted have been well documented. 

There is minimal literature which focuses specificaiiy on the concerns of young 

Queer women. Schneider (1991) addresses issues of muiority stress that Queer youth 

are forced to confront, which may be mplined for young les bians because of their status 

as women, who are often excluded fiom the largely male-centred Queer community. She 

also points out the problem of androcentncity in the literature dealing with the Queer 

population 

Plummer (1989) also attempts to address some concems which are particular to 

young lesbians. Both Plumer (1989) and Schneider (1989; 1991) concur that young 
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lesbians tend to be lumped together as a monolithic whole and the diversity of lesbian 

sexudities is overlooked. Further points of agreement are that young lesbians are more 

likely to be forced to stay at home for a variety of reasons, including their 

disproportionate responsibility for housework, and the fact that young women are 

pressured more to engage in a heterosexual partnership and become dependent on men 

for companionship. 

These few acknowledgements of lesbian existence as a sub-group #nth distinctive 

needs, experiences and interests, in the Queer Liberation Movement literature are 

indicative of a larger problem: the idea that "Queer Liberation" or "Gay and Lesbian 

Liberation" implies inclusive representation of all members of those populations, whereas 

works such as Plummer (1989) and Schneider (1989; 199 1) illustrate that this is not the 

case. Also, similar cornplaints by the bisexual population and people of colour (Bishop, 

1994) further illustrate the need for a new strategy for managing political and ideological 

Merences within the Queer Liberation Movement. This problem of assumed 

representation points to the conceptual difnculties present in the problematic of 

community. The desire to over-look differences arnong individuals belonging to a 

'%ommunitf' for the sake of solidarity leads to the unfortunate scenario where the 

interests and concem of some individu& are ignored. For example, an organized 

Queer group might contain two Native women and seven non-Native men. In this case, 

the role that race plays in the sexual identity of the two Native women might be 

discounted, or perhaps even ignored. Given that the group is organized according to the 

sexual identity of aU involved. then the role of race might not play a central roie, but the 



history of racial oppression must be recognized as an important element to the lives of 

the two Native women. 

The iiterature on Queer youth is stül too new a fiterature to be as diverse as 

needed. Almost no attention is paid to the ways in which Queer Youth Movements 

approach Merences within the movements. including ciifferences of race. class. 

ethnicity, sex and gender. This is a major wealmess in the literature on Queer youth, 

which my thesis is designed to address. 

DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS 

There are five ternis which play a central role in my project; Queer, Youth, Queer 

Youth Movement, Dinerence, and Politics of DifTerence. It is important to clearly define 

each terni as  it applies to my own use of it, and to my research. 

Queer 

This term. once used to refer to something considered "odd" or "counterfeit" 

(Blumenlield and Raymond, 1993). developed a dinerent meaning early in the 20th 

century when it began to be used to refer to homosexuals, paaicularly with reference to 

male homosexuals. According to The Enc~clopedia of Homosexuality, (Dynes, 1990) 

the roots of the current slang meaning for 'Queef' can probably be traced back to the 

mid-eighteenth century when the word was used to refer to counterfeit currency, hence 

the expression 'queer as a three-dollar bill" (1091). However. as Blurnenfield and 

Raymond (1993) discuss, as a result of the AIDS epidemic. an American-based group 
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titled "Queer Nation*' was established. This group was primarily concemed with issues 

of social justice and developing a cohesive community of Queer people. The group 

chose the term Queer because it turned "a term of oppression into one of empowerment 

by asserting their ciifference and by rejecting assimilation" (350). This was done in the 

same tradition as re-appropriating the pink triangle as a symbol of resistance and 

solidarity. Once used to iden@ male homosexuals imprisoned in Nazi concentration 

camps, the symbol has been re-appropriated and is now used as a world-wide emblem of 

the Queer Liberation Movement. 

Furthemore, the term was also chosen because it could be used inclusively to 

refer to gay men, lesbians, bisemial men and women, as well as individuals who are 

transgender. To make reference only to gays, or gays and lesbians. or homosexuals 

would not adequately address the diverse sexualities which are inchded when using the 

word "Queer". It should also be noted that the term has been gaining increasing 

popularity both in Queer poliacal circles and queer publications in recent years, dong 

with the emerging academic field of Queer Studies. Although not yet widely used, even 

in recent literature, 1 will use the term "Queer" in the tradition of Queer Nation 

consistently throughout my thesis. 



Youth 

Accordhg to the Penguin Dictionarv of Socioloey (Abercrombie, Hill and 

Turner, 1988) since the Second World War, the tenn "youth" has increasingly k e n  used 

to refer to a social category of young people roughly between the ages of twelve and 

twenty who have develo ped a unique culture characterized by leisure, social relations 

organized around the peer group, and a particular interest in style. The fiterature on 

youth, also referred to as adolescence, tends to be rather vague with regards to age 

limitations which would characte* one as "a youth". Some research on Queer youth 

does not specify ages at ali (D'Augelli and Hershberger, 1993). or only specifies a young 

person in their teenage years (Gerstel et aL, 1989). In sum, there does not appear to be 

any consensus on exactty what the age limitations are on youth. 

For the purposes of my project, the tenn youth will be used to refer to young 

people aged twenty-five years and younger. These are the age limitations set by the 

Halifax Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Youth Project. The Basic Guidelines for Group 

Members reads that the group is "open to al l  gay men, Iesbians, and bisexuals aged 25 

years and younger." The Youth Project chose the age of 25 as a cut-off point because k 

allows for some flexibility in temis of those young people who corne out at a Iater age. 

Queer Youth Movement 

According to deflinitions given by Abercrombie et. aL ( 1988) and Dynes ( 1990) 

one can loosely define a social rnovement as a collectivity of people who are trying to 

either b ~ g  about or resist sociai change. This may be manifested in the form of political 
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activism, lobbying, or public demonstrations. Given the above definitions of "queer" and 

"youth". Queer Youth Movement wül be used to refer to the orgaaized group of Queer 

Youth who have banded together in order to fight for changes in a homophobic society. 

Also, they are seeking a space to express their voices and concerns as Queer Youth. and 

to provide a place for a Queer social atmosphere which is sensitive to issues specifïc to 

Queer Youth. 

Difference 

This term will be used to refer to the "diversity and cornplexity in the statuses and 

characteristics of social He" (Cniikshmk, 1992:3). With regards to this project, the 

term clifference will be used to refer to social group differences such as sex. gender. race, 

class, and ability and ethnicity. 

Politics of Difference 

The Politics of DEerence will be used to refer to the theories put forth by 

authors such as Young (1990a 1990b. & 1994) and Ackelsberg (1988). These authors 

call for an approach to social group merences (within a movement) which places 

emphasis on the celebration of group merences as opposed to an approach which 

encourages assimilation within the movement and overlooks important social group 

differences. A politics of clifference ideaily would result in a cohesive group without 

each group member assimilating to one ideal. For example, one might consider a 

community of Queer men and women of dBering races. cultures, and classes who all  



comprise an autonornous Queer group while freely and openly celebrating their 

individual group dBerences within the group. As outlined by Young (1990:3), it is ùiis 

approach which is preferable to alternative views of socialjustice which tend to ''value 

cornrnonness or sarneness over specScity and diBerence". For example, if the Youth 

Project were to adhere to such assimilationkt views and practices. then important 

dif5erences of race, class. ethnicity? gender and sexuality would be overlooked in order to 

focus on a singular group identity. Consequently. the concems of non-dominant sub- 

groups would be overlooked. 

THE HALIFAX LESBLAN, GAY AND BISEXUAL YOUTH PRO JECT 

On November 16, 1996 the Halifax Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Youth Project 

celebrated its third birthday. The organization began as a work placement project for a 

Social Work student at the Maritime School of Social Work at Daihousie University. 

Her previous work with other Queer-centred organizations informed her of the need for 

some fom of service for lesbian, gay and bisexual young people. 

Initdly, she was responsible for locating an organization which would be 

responsible for supervising her work, and who also included queer youth in their 

mandate. Des pite many initial rejections fkom several organizations, she eventuay 

linked up with Pianned Parenthood Nova Scotia (PPNS) whose mandate focuses on 

concerns dealing with senial and reproductive healtk PPNS was to become the home 

for the Youth Project. 
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A young men's group and a young wornen's group began in November 1993. 

The two groups met on altemate Tuesday nights. The group advertised itself as  a group 

for young lesbians, gays and bisemals aged twenty-five years and under which shed to 

provide them with a safe space for support, connection and action. Despite the fact that 

many 24 or 25 year-oids would not consider themselves 'youth," this age was chosen 

because of the large number of people who corne out of the closet when they are 23 or 

24. Once an individual tunis 26. they are no longer able to participate in the Youth 

Project in the same capacity. There are alternative ways in which to get involved, such 

as an adult support person. or an aduit facilitator. 

From its birth, the Youth Project has k e n  largely focused on public education. 

They have done over 250 homophobia/heterosexism workshops across New Brunswick 

and Nova Scotia, There has also k e n  a strong focus within the Youth Project on rural 

outreach in Nova Scotia For example, in ûctober 1995, 12 young people travelled to 

Cape Breton, braving the chilly clirnate to conduct workshops at high schools alI  across 

the Island. These young people were ail part of a project called Community Pride 

Outreach. b d e d  by a Youth S e ~ c e s  Canada gant received by PPNS and the Youth 

Project. 

The Youth Project also sponsors OUnine, which is a toll-free hodine for queer 

youth calling fkom Nova Scotia. It is staffed by a group of volunteers trained in a wide 

variety of issues relevant to Queer Youth such as HIV transmission and AIDS, suicide 

intervention, as weU as transgender issues. 
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The young men's group and the young women's group make up the core of the 

Youth Project. The Youth Project is nin largely by the youth who are active in the 

groups, with the help of some adult facilitators and supporters. Theoretically, the Youth 

hoject adheres to a democratic styk of management. but often times. intemal politics 

and an informal hierarc hy tend to govern group interaction in ways which go 

unrecopnized. 

Since its birth, the Youth Project has maintained a very high profile, both within 

and without the Queer community in metro Halifax as weil as the rest of Nova Scotîa. It 

was invited to serve as Grand Marshall for the 1996 Halifax Pride Parade held in June. 

Consequently, in many respects. it has developed a very good reputation as  a group 

dedicated to community service and education. It also receives a great deai of support 

from other members of the Halifax Queer community, whose location in a-variety of 

positions and professions which them to give tangible support in the form of facilitahg 

workshops, referrals and donations. 

This brief introduction to the Halifax, Gay and Bisexual Youth Project outlines 

some of the major points of concem which are relevant to the Youth Project. It &O sets 

the stage for my field work, more clearly positions the perspective fkom which 1 am 

writing, and addresses some questions of central concem which 1 wiU be discussing in 

this thesis. 



ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

In this thesis, the identity of the Youth Project has obviously not been concealed, 

and ail research participants have k e n  informed of this. It is the only orgaRization of its 

kuid in Atlantic Canada, and furthemore. it receives a good deal of publicity and media 

attention in the Metro Halifax area, as well as in the rest of Atlantic Canada. It is not a 

secret orgaRization, but quite the opposite. It elgsts for a number of reasons, one of 

which is to make everyone aware of Queer youth and their concerns. Many of the 

members of the Youth Project are highly active in local political activities. 1 have 

however. concealed the identities of the individual participants, by use of pseudonyms. 

This has k e n  done fust because individuah may not wish to have their Queerness known 

by outsiders, and secondly because individuals may not wish to have their viewpoints and 

perspectives known by others involved with the Youth Project. Furthermore, those 

participating in focus group discussions have agreed, by means of a signed consent fom, 

to keep confidentid any information discussed in the focus group, as wefl as the identity 

of others participating in the focus group. 

Individual participants have not k e n  identified by their real names in the Youth 

Project. Furthermore, personal notes taken through participant observation have ken 

used in such a way that conceals the identities of every individual involved: 



CHAPTER IWO: THEORETICU APPROACH 

My thuughts about social group difference reached a pivota1 point when I 

recently attended the Other Young Lives II Conference in Toronto, n conference for 

queer youth and queer youth supporters. At this conference, there was representation 

from an hcredibly diverse array of races, ethicities. religions, ages und ubilities. 

Howater, I heard many stories of a rather teme and strenuous qfremoon session 

designed to address issues of concem for those individu& who felt that they did notfir 

in tu the queer communiry. Harsh words, arguments, tears, and slamming doors were 

al1 part of this session. Furthemore, during the conference's closing session, one 

womnn stood ut the microphone m d  spoke ver= pussionately about the fact that her 

concems as an East European ImmigrandCmadian Young Lesbian were not uddressed. 

It is interesting tu note, however that there were sessions on such issues as Native 

Spirituality, Young Lesbims and AILX, Asian-Canadiun Queer Youth, Queer People 

with Disubilities. Queer A buse Vicrimr and others too numerous and speciii to 

mention. As I sat and listened to this women it occurred tu me that I could empathize 

with her concerns not being addressed. I never felt m if I f i t  into the queer community 

but I also never expected my concems to be miraculously addressed by others without 

any express help Rom me. mis event prompted me tu seriously re-evaluate what 1 was 

actuully refem-ng to when 1 spoke of "Queer commwiity. " 



The woman who survives in- and happy must be at once tender and 
tough, She must h v e  convinced herserf, or be in the u n e n h g  
process of convincing hemerf, that l e y  her values, and her choiees are 
hporfa:nî. In a time and world where malès hohl sway and controi, 
the pressure upon women fo yield their Rgk-o f -  wqy is tremendous. 
And I is under those very circumstunces t h  the womun's toughness 
must be in evulence. She must resist considering herserfa lèsser 
versSon of her male counterpmt 
Angeluu (I993:6) 

The perspectives of privileged and powerful groups tends to dominate 
publie discourse and policy, these movernents have asserw  continue 
to exclude and margrœna&e othem even when h w  und pub& rhetoric 
s u e  a coninritment to equaütp, The oniy remedies for these 
disadvantages and excIuswns, according to these novements, require 
attending to the specifi situutions of di f frentiad sociaC groups in 
pokïtics and p o w .  
Young (1996: 1) 

Racismy sexismy heterosexismy and homophobia. The(se) fonnsof 
human blindness stem from the same root-an indiCity to recognize 
the notion of difference as a dynamic humun forcey one whkh k 
enriching rather thun threatening to the defned self, when there are 
s h e d  goals. 
Lourde (1984~45) 

A cenaal issue of concem in this thesis is the application of a theoretical 

hmework in the context of my analysis of the Halrfax Lesbian. Gay and Bisexual 

Youth Project. The writings of Iris Marion Young, and her extensive exploration of 

what she refers to as a polirics of difference wiU play a pivotal role in my theoretical 

application. 

The goals of ùlis chapter are three-fold. Fit, 1 will explain the ideas put forth 

by Young as welI as other proponents of the politics of difference. Second, 1 will present 

the central arguments of those who are opponents of a politics of ciifference and whose 
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arguments challenge Young's analysis of difference. Thini, 1 will present an argument as 

to why, within the context of the Youth Project, the advantages of a politics of 

difference outweigh the disadvantages. 

Politics Of DiEerence 

Young (1990a: 1990b). engages in a thorough discussion of how different social 

groups manage social group differences such as sex, race, ethnicity, sexuality, abüity and 

age. Her discussion revolves around a critickm of what she refers to as the ''ideal of 

community" which she refers to as a commonly held desire arnong social groups to 

achieve unity and identification through a sense of commonality, This desire, she 

believes, cm be both idealistic and destructive because it denies important daerences 

which exist arnong individuals in the group. She States that in the ideal of community. 

"the opacity of persons tends to dissolve as ends, vocabulary, and practices become 

identical. This represents an urge to see persons in unity with each other in a shared 

whole" (1990a:307). 

Young suggests another approach to managing social group difference which she 

refers to as a politics of difEerence. A group approach to a politics of ciifference would 

include recogninng and embracing differences such as those of sex, race, ethnicity, 

ability and class and celebrating these differences while maintainhg an autonomous, 

cohesive group. B y autonomous, 1 am refemhg to the ability the group has to maintain 

itself as a cohesive unit based on the common characteristics shared by its rnembers. 

This approach does not call for the complete transcendence of group d-erence, but the 
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explicit achowiedgement of the signincance of social group ciifference and the rok it 

plays in the marginaiization of such groups. 

As an example of Young's criticism of other approaches, she makes reference to 

gay men and lesbians and the typical liberal approach to sexuality which dictates that it is 

fine to be homosexual, providing homosemals assimilate and adhere to outwardly 

heterosexual styles of behaviour. In Young's opinion. this approach is problematic 

because it assumes an intrhsic superiority to the interests of the dominant group, and 

those interests which deviate fiom the dominant group should be ignored for the sake of 

the "pa te r  good". This poses a moral problem insofar as that a group which has 

traditionally k e n  marginalized continues to have their interests and concerns ignored. 

Furthermore, it poses a strategic problem in terms of group organization, because many 

individu& will feel silenced and fiustrated with the rules that have k e n  set out for them 

by others which in my opinion, wiU inevitably resuit in conflict. 

According to a politics of difference, gays and lesbians should be recognized as 

different. but in a positive and inclusive manner which encourages the celebration of our 

differences nom mainstream society. In essence, they are treated differently, but their 

concerns and interests are not excluded. Young writes (1990: 167) that it is essentiai to 

9ake as a basic principle that members of oppressed groups need separate organizations 

that exclude others, es pecially those f?om more privileged groups. Separate organization 

is probably necessary in order for these groups to discover and reinforce the positivity of 

their speciiïc experience. to coiîapse and eiùninate double consciousness." This does not 

mean that we should all retreat into separate micro-spaces and have as little interaction 
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as possible among groups. Rather, she is expressing the importance of interacting and 

'bnding" among people belonging to specitic sub-groups, as weli as the importance of 

sub-groups working together. 

Young cites "the city" as a model for groups to adhere to. and believes that the 

city is a 'bision of social life atFrming group difference" (1990b:227). Although it is 

important to recognize that pho bias, violence and discrimination flourish in the city, she 

claims that out of necessity, different groups live next to one another, and often interact 

in the same spaces. This city He involves individu& eocountering and working closely 

with a wide variety of people from every possibk social group. It is a i e  that often 

times, individuals liwig in a specific neighbourhood do not stray f s  fkom their 

neighbourhood, and therefore do not encounter many people who are different. 

However everyday there is a great intenningling of communities and individuals in those 

communities. Young recognizes the geographical separatio n of rnany different social 

groups living in the city (ie. Gay Ghetto, Chinatom), but in the end. they still comprise a 

single rnunicipality. 

It should be noted that Young's discussion cm be applied on two dBennt levels. 

Fïrst, she addresses the importance of a politics of clifference in society in general, which 

is concemed with ail of the dinerent social groups in society and the dangers involved 

with their assimilation of them to a rnythical nom. Second, she addresses the politics of 

difference within individual gro ups, which is concerned rnauily with the intersections of 

different groups [Le. racism within Queer organization], and the dangers involved with 

i g n o ~ g  the ciifferences sub-groups. A politics of Merence is an umbrella theory which 
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cm be used interchangeably between society at large and the groups which comprise 

society at large. As Young no tes, 'hone of the social movements asserting positive 

group specificity is in fact a unity. AU have group Merences within them The Black 

movement, for example, includes midde-class Blacks and working-class Blacks, gays 

and straight people, men and women, and so it is with any other group" (162). 

A LESBIAN IDENTI'TY 

Stein (1994) points out some relevant issues in her work on lesbian identity, 

which are relevant to a dimission of the problematic of comrnunity. Stein is in 

agreement with Young in her assertion that the formation of social groups andor 

movement identity tend to be viewed by most people withùi the group as unproblematic. 

Moreover, like Young, Stein takes issue with this notion and uses as an example the 

women's movernent which in Stein's opinion has iargely overlooked issues of dispute 

between lesbian women and heterosexual women, and has instead opted for a more 

single identity purpose. Stein calls for the "revisionuig" and a "re-cente~g" of lesbian 

identity outside of parameters which are both male and heterosexuaL This involves 

lesbian women creating an identity which is of their own making, and lacks the residue of 

popular. mauistream notions of lesbian identity. 

Stein (1995) dong with Rich (1983) assert some separatist notions which they 

feel are integral to the maintenance of a separate lesbian identity. However, Rich (1983) 

expresses a belief that lesbianism is the uitimate act of feminism and iiberation, and she 

and Stein diverge at this point. The separatist tones apparent in the writings of Stein and 



Rich clearly speak to the failings of assimrlationist and individuahtic approaches to 

social groups. Their argument for separatism should be viewed as a reaction to their 

experience of assimilation and the oppression and rnarg.iaiiZation which can accompany 

assimilation. Stein, Rich, and Young ail argue the importance of an explicit Iesbian- 

focussed approach to lesbian politics, because without such an approach, a male-centred 

focus prevails by default. However, Young's politics of ciifference. while understanding 

the tendency to want to organize separately, poses a challenge to such separatist notions 

insofar as that it cak for an effort to address issues of conflict and ciifference within the 

W ' U P  

These are important ideas which play a central role in infonning my theoretical 

framework. In using explicitly Queer examples. it allows me to move away from a 

genenc discussion of a politics of Werence. and move more closely to a focussed 

discussion on a politics of di£ference fkom within the Queer community. 

State of the Queer Nation 

Among those who make have written about the Queer community, Woods 

(1995) makes a critique of gay assimilationist politics which meshes with the notion of 

the politics of ciifference. He specifically focuses on the problematic of gay 

'kommunitf' which he chronicles back to the time when a cohesive "community" was 

essential in order for the concem of the Queer population to be expressed and taken 

serïously. During the initiai stages of the Queer Liberation Movement, when the debate 

codd be reduced to straights against gays, it was important for Queer groups to present 



a unined fiont because their issues and concems were very new to most people. Woods 

(1995:8) writes that early on in the movement, a sense of community and common 

purpose served to fuel its efforts in a "utopian socialist-inspired idealism". This 

communal identity did not iast long, however. Most lesbians involved in the Gay 

Liberation Front, one of the earliest British Queer organizations. waked out due to 

latent misogyny. Ironically, despite the breakdown of the Gay Liberation Front. the 

ideal of commUNty remained, propagated both by the politically-active and by the 

emergent gay press which they then controlled. In other words there was an expressed 

need for large numbers (of queer men) in order to sustain the Queer Movement at this 

tirne. This, however is no longer the case. It is m e  that Queer liberation has corne a 

long way since we first began to organize Our dissent, but we have now reached a point 

where we can spend more tirne and energy focussing on addressing issues of inequality 

within Queer communities. 

Woods' arguments tie in with Young's ideas quite weIl insofar as he points to the 

probkrnatic in the ideal of community, and argues for a different conception of 

community. Woods uses JO hn Major, the Prime Minister of Great Britain as an example 

of someone who wants a "classless" society when everyone, incluciing women. blacks 

and queers can a i l  participate in society and be prosperous. However this mut  not be 

mistaken for a desire for a society where al l  differences are treated equaily. Woods 

believes that John Major is merely replacing outmoded moral values. with new value 

judgements. 



CONCEPTUAL CHALLENGES TO A POLITICS OF DIFFERENCE 

Many academics are as passionately committed to a liberal approach to social 

justice as Young is to a politics of clifference. Wasserstrom (1980) outlines three 

fundamental reasons why he believes in the superiority of an assimilationist approach 

over an approach focussing on difference: 

1. An assimilationist approach points out the f&cy of sociai group distinctions 
which are otheNvise thought to be inberent, 

2. An assimilationist approach presents an approach to social justice which he cites 
at completely universal and unprobletnatic. He argues that it is simpler to treat 
everyone by the same standard of justice. 

3. Assimilation will present all individu& with the best quality of life including 
maWnize their choices, regardless of social group mernbership. 

Wasserstrom bekves that an approach which places primacy on the 

individual is the most effective way of managing social group difference. The argument 

is that by ignoring the existence of differences. we are aiI on the same plane of equahty. 

However, many scholars (Agnes Calliste. Adrieme Rich. Chris Woods and Iris Marion 

Young) writing about issues of race relations. m a t i v e  action. and sexuality fervently 

dispute this assertion For example, they point out that ignored in this approach are also 

the signincance of stratification. hierarchies, and inequalities. Calliste (1995) in her work 

on the history of biacks working on Canadian railroads, argues against individudistic 

approaches which would presume that blacks working on the railway were on an even 

playing field with whites working on the railroad, and that rewards would be given solely 

based on merit, 
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B y exploring the probiematic of community outlined in an earkr section, we are 

presented with the question of whether or not there cm be unity and difference at the 

same tirne. Proponents of a politics of clifference argue that an approach which places 

primacy on sameness in the end. is destructive because it undermines important social 

group Merences. However, opponents would argue that the celebration of difference 

destroys unity and the sense of common purpose and might view it as different groups 

simply retreating into corners. Furthemore, there is the question of taking a politics of 

ciifference too far. There is the issue of where to draw the line. Are some ciifferences 

more important than others, and who gets to decide this? For example, take into 

consideration the preface story at the beginning of this chapter. If there is an individual 

who has dinerent interests and concerns than most other people in a given group. then 

there is a problern in detennining how much emphasis should be placed on these 

ciifferences. These are some of the arguments which c m  be made against a politics of 

difference. 

Given these approaches, and given the problem king explored in this thesis, 1 

argue for an approach which places primacy on ciifference as opposed to sameness. The 

reason why I use a politics of clifference as a theoretical approach is because in the end. 

despite questions and concems, 1 think it is a better over-ali to take in terms of this 

project. There are many strong arguments which support the fact that by not expücitly 

recogniPng social group merence, assimilationist ide010 gies prevail, ideologies which 

support the existence of racism, sexism, and homophobia. For example, Woods (1995) 

discusses the organization of a Queer organizing in Bntain called the Stonewall Group. 



The members of the Stonewall group are Largely drawu fiom a white-middle class. 

politically conservative constituency, and the group claims to represent the queer 

"community" in Britain. However, Woods argues that the group would be much better 

off to recognize that there is not one monolithic queer community, but rather a queer 

'%omrnunity" which is comprised by a bunch of queer individuals, each of whom 

approaches the work they do through thek own world Yew. Furthermore, Young States 

(166) that the problem with such other approaches is that they: 

... treat each person as an individual ignorinp differences of race. sex. 
religion, and ethnicity. With the institutionalization of formal equality 
some mernbers of formerly excluded groups have indeed succeeded. by 
mainstream standards. Structural patterns of group privilege and 
oppression nevertheless remah. 

Furthermore. as mentioned before. Woods (1995) also addresses the efforts of 

the Gay Liberation Front in Bntain which were hindered by the walk-out of most of the 

queer women involved in the group. This is an important example of how overlooking 

the signincance of dinerences in ideology and politics between men and women can lead 

to unsatisfactory ends. 

To ehborate on a point made earlier. given the state of Queer movements in the 

Iate 1990's. and aven the strides made towards Queer equality, we are now at a point, 

where it is possible for us to avoid such problems as having queer women angry with 

queer men over sexism, and having queer people of colour angry with the white queer 

mjority over racism and ethocentrism. 1 do not oecessarily think it is negative for 

queer women to organize their own cokctives whereby their concerns as women cm be 

more explicitly explored and addressed. However, I do think it can be a stumbüng block 



when it is done out of htrat ion and subsequently ka& to a breakdown of 

communication on the issues which are relevant to dl of us as queer inàividuals. 

Difference can be both a negative or a positive force, depending on its context. This is an 

important notion because it Illiks with Young's views that you can indeed have 

difference alongside unity, or as she refers to it, "'unity in dinerence". This c m  be done 

because if supported and celebrated, Merences do not have to become divisive, or lead 

to separation. It is important to keep in mind that recognizing ciifferences through 

celebrating them is rnarkedly different that recognizllig them as a stumbling block to 

unity. Concepnially, 1 view this as a theoretical compromise between unity and 

difference, a compromise which 1 think can lead to a greater understanding of the 

significance of Merence, pro viding there is clear CO mrnunication amo ng the parties 

invo Ived. 

THE ROLE OF A POLITICS OF DIFFERENCE IN THIS PROJEXT 

Young outlines three reasons why a politics of difference is preferable to an 

assimilatio nist ap proach: 

1. An assimilationist approach promotes a blindness to the disadvantaged groups 
whose life experiences m e r  from those of the privileged groups. 

2. An assimilationist approach allows the prideged group to further ignore their 
own specificity and advantages. Norrns associated with the privileged group 
becorne thought of as universal. 

The denigration of groups that deviate from an akgedly neutral standard often 
produces an intemalized devaluation by mernbers of those groups themselves 



Young (1995:21) goes on to state that: 

The normalisation of homosexuality does not corne withour a price-- 
namely the disempowennent und marginalisution of those with linle 
vested interest in a confonnist "equal" role in society. Insread of al1 
being in the same boat, some at of us are rescued and the resr (those 
unable or unwilling to msimlate) are left tu sink 

I argue that it is vitdly important to explicitly address issues relevant to 

marginalized groups and search for possible solutions to these pro blems at the outset. 

Along with the scholars cited in this chapter. I am convinced of the importance of a 

politics of ciifference. given the supporthg arguments of its advocates. This project 

shows that the Halifax Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Youth Project encourages the 

acknowledgement of dinerences as a positive practice, and not one which must lead to 

the deterioration of the group. 



CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 

My interest in Queer issues became a centtal theme to my research when I took 

a course in the Sociology of Gender ut St. Francis Xavier University. The course 

Nistructor wm imparnrnal, to say the l e m  It war a very interesting class wherein we 

were encouraged to use our everyday life experience as a tool tu critique sociological 

literature, a>id society in general. There was no suggested fonnat for papers or 

assignnrents und this wom0ed me. There was a paper due at the end of the term, and 1 

was unsure of how I was going to write it. During a discussion with the insmctor, I 

was rold that I should approach my paper in the way I 'yelt" I had to. This confused 

me, and refecting on this now, I could probably have expressed my ideus on Queer 

issues through interpretive dance on top of the University Chapel. On roller blades. 

Baying at the statue of Sr. Francis Xavier perched in the middle of the square. I could 

have presented this to my instructor, saying rhat it was what I "felt" 1 had tu do. 

What I have tried to do in this thesis with rny methodologicul approach was be 

somewhut creative (through stories like this), while at the same tim employing a set of 

methodoiogies which I thought wouM best enable me. as a researcher, to explore the 

issues which I hnd set out. I think the methods I chose to cany out rny research 

complimented one another and better enabled me tu address some of the questions 

which I wanted to explore. Not only this. but conducting focus groups and interviews 

c m  be very interesting, fim, md empowering, pam*cularly when doing research with a 

group of people who have traditionully held linle or no voice. 



My Standpoint: 

Similar to most other research being done in the field of Queer studies, my 

research has un elernent which is explicitly political. I do not think t h  qualitative 

research methodi and ferninisr research methoh are beyond reproach. To say this 

would be to jump on a feminist bandwagon, wherein lies the hubris of muny young 

soldiers in the revolution for social equality. However, I think the political elements of 

this project rnesh nicely with sorne of the political elements of methodology which is 

practisedfrom feminist perspectives. The theories of Iris Marion Young tend to rnake 

ethical assertions which are backed by good theoretical argumnts for their validiv. 1 

think these are important points to make because they position my standpoint from a 

methodological perspective and help tu show a connection benveen my theoretical 

framwork and the rnethods I have chosen to employ in this project. 

This project is smctly qualitative in nature, following in the tradition(s) of many 

ferninist scholars who argue for social science research which is not "judged by criteria 

estabhhed and controlled by males'' (Jackson, 199558). Femuiist scholars have taken 

issue with dominant methodological approaches in the social sciences. This has ken 

done out of fhstmtion with the strict boundaries which dictate what constitutes reai 

sociology. Many o f  these schoiars. such as Brookes (1992) have attempted to drag 

sociology, kicking and screaming out of the 1950's. In her work entitled Feminist 

Pedagpgv: An Autobioma~hicd Approach, she essentially undermines many tenets of 
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modem sociology to stress the importance of methodologicai issues which have k e n  

ignored. Through the use of autobiography as a sociological method, she critiques the 

ways in which her education and socialization have helped contribute to her perspective 

fiom a sociological standpoint. She is not problernatizing the actual rnethods, but with 

the ways in which they have been used to jus- the ignoring of many issues and the 

making of claims to categorical n t h .  It is important to note at the outset that not all 

qualitative methodologies are labelled as ferninist and also that rnany ferninist scholars 

use a quantitative approach to their research. 

Kirby and McKenna (1989) make reference to dohg "research kom the margins" 

and explain that subordinate groups have traditionally k e n  excluded fiom the process of 

knowledge production, and that feminist methodology is a form of resistece and of 

approp~ting voices for these traditionally silenced groups of individuals. They state 

that research "activities should empower the people who are usually merely the objects 

of research. It therefore does not make sense to use paradigms and niles created by 

those with an interest in rnaintaining the status quo" (4 1 ). 

The types of research rnethods 1 have employed in this project have empowered 

my respondents because 1 provided them with a forum for freely expressing their 

viewpoints, no matter how adversarial they may seem to O thers. 1 was careful during all 

of my interviews and focus groups to provide my participants with a forum in which they 

were cornfortable talking about whatever was on then a d .  It is important to note 

that at thes, rny participants told me that they thought the p hrasing of my questions was 

unfair, and that several times during the focus groups, there would be much lively debate 
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over certain issues. 1 made special efforts to ensure that my participants would feel 

cornfortable doing this. 

It should be reiterated that femuiist researchers use a wide variety of 

methodologies, both qualitative and quantitative. Jackson (1995) States however, that 

femlliist researchers largely tend towards qualitative approaches. allowing a greater 

emphasis to be placed on the lives and lived expentnces of those participaMg in the 

research. For example, Dorothy Smith (1992) expresses a strong belief that an adequate 

social science must be grounded in the everyday lived experience of wornen and men. In 

other words, it is important to achowledge the ways in which Our socialization has 

innuenced our perspectives. 

A great ded of the present fiterature on Queer youth has been quantitative; 

largely in the form of surveys (Le. D' Augelli and Dark [nd], and D'Augelli and 

Hershberger, 1993). The predominance of such studies leave ample space for a 

methodology which pays more specinc attention to what Queer Youth have to say 

about their sexual identity and the ways in which it influences their lives. WMe 

recogn-g the importance of such studies, 1 also see it as essential to recognize the 

crucial role ferninist pedagogy has played in my research, not to mention helping me to 

make research of this nature possible. This is important because over the years, it has 

k e n  the work of teachers and other academics who have shown me the liberation and 

empowerment which is possible through employing research methodologies that gives 

voice to groups which have traditiondy been spoken for by others. In light of t h ,  it 
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appears that the use of qualitative interviews and focus groups will provide a refreshing 

examination of the Youth Movement in Halifax, Nova Scotia 

For this project, 1 employed three methods of data cokction: participant 

observation, qualitative semi-structured interviews and focus groups. These wili a.U be 

djscussed presently. There is nothing intrinsically feminist about any of these methods, 

but each was approached fkom a feminist methodological perspective. allowing me to 

gain greater insight into the experiences of Queer youth in Halifax, 

Participant Observation 

Although 1 do not consider my research to be ethnographie in nature, I have been 

an active participant in the Halifax Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Youth Project since the 

beginning of the project. Therefore, it was advantageous to take note of various 

observations relevant to my research while participating in events such as the 1996 

Halifax Pnde Parade, for which the Youth Project acted as Grand Marshall. The entire 

Youth Project was notined early in rny involvernent of my research intentions and it was 

made clear that no form of covert-participant observation would take place. 

This type of data cokction proved beneficial because I was better able to view 

how group members interacted with one another when at group fbnctions such as 

meetings and socials. Participant observation has no t been used as a prjmary form of 

data cokction, but has proved useful by providing me with excellent background 

information and impressions about the Youth Project, and establishing a context for 

fomulating and interpreting interviews and focus group discussions. 



Interviews 

In the summer and f d  of 1996, I conducted qualitative semi-stmctured 

interviews with two male and three female members of the Halifax L e s b h  Gay and 

Bisexud Youth Project, including adult facilitators. Interviews ranged f?om one to two 

hours in length. 

The use of qualitative interviews in my project was an excellent way to probe 

issues of central concem to the task at hand, and allowed the interviewer and interviewee 

the freedom to explore issues which were of specifïc importance to the individual 

interviewees. For example, interviews with newer members of the Youth Project were 

modified slightly ftom interviews with members who have k e n  active participants since 

the beginning of the Project. 

Silverman (1985) outlines some of the strengths and weaknesses of the 

qualitative semi-structured interview format: 

I AUows interviewee to express their unique view of the world. 

I Gives the researcher the fieedom to manipulate the questions in order to 
accommodate individual respondents. 

* AUows respondents to raise important issues which rnay not be addressed in the 
interview SC heduk. 

 ri^ Fleeting, unimportant relationship between interviewer and interviewee may 
enabk the interviewee to be less serious about the interview and in some cases 
may encourage them to tell lies. 



* It is dinicuit to penetrate individu&' private world experience in the context of a 
one to two hours interview. 

The k s t  weakness suggested. and perhaps even the second were lessened by the 

fact that 1 was famüiar with those who participated in the i n t e ~ e w s  through my 

volunteer work with the Youth Project. In other words, 1 was at an advantage to 

someone who was not an active participant in the sarnple group. AU i n t e ~ e w s  were 

tape-recorded and transcnid verbah. 

One thmg 1 thought was particliiarly helpful with the individuai i n t e ~ e w s  was 

that my respondents were forced to formulate answers on their own without any cues or 

help £tom others. In the focus group discussions, there is always a risk of group th&, 

which cm inhibit individuals from a n s w e ~ g  with candor. I do not think this was a 

significant pro blem in my research In my focus groups, it appeared that individuals felt 

quite comfortable offering contradïctory points of view. However, people tended to taIk 

less when in a one on one situation than they would when there were others around, and 

there was a much greater onus on me to keep the conversation going. 

Foais Groups 

During the same time period during which 1 conducted my in te~ews ,  1 

conducted three focus groups with members of the Youth Project: one male group (five 

discussants plus myseif), one female group (three discussants, plus myself) and one 

1 

Group t h i d  is a tenn bomowed from social psychology which refers to the mode 
of thought that occurs when there is some sort of pressure to conform with the opinions of 
others. The pressure may be either subtk or not so subtle (Myers, 1990). 



mixed sex group (four discussants, one female and three male, plus myself). A relatively 

new method of data collection appropriated fkom market research, focus groups were 

advantageous as a fom of data collection in my project. As Morgan and Spanish 

(1984:245) state: 

Focus groups not only give us access to certain kinds of qualitative 
phenornena that are poorly studied with other methods, but also 
represent an important tool for breaking down narrow methodological 
bamk rs. 

In other words, simïiar to the qualitative interviews. the use of focus groups allowed 

participants to express their unique view of the world both collectively and individually. 

and all better enabled me to gain insight into the perspectives of those involved. 

Furthemore Morgan and Spanish go on to discuss the advantage of focus groups insofar 

as they enable the researcher to observe the way in which group participants interact 

with one another, and how they discuss the issues at hand, which is cruci4 given the 

topic. 

Morgan and Spanish &O outhe two disadvantages to using focus groups. The 

first disadvantage is that participants will be interacting in an unnaturd setting. 

However, in my research, 1 conducted focus group discussions with individuals who 

usually meet together, at a t h e  and place common to their regular meetings. Many of 

the people phcipating were fiiends, tending to create an atmosphere which was less 

The second disadvantage is the hck of control the in te~ewer  has over the 

discussion. If possible, they suggest that a mediator be used to guide the discussion to 



better enable the researcher to take notes and observe the interactions of the group. 

However, this did not prove to be a problem because my focus groups tended to be 

smaller, with the maximum number of participants king 6 people including myself. The 

focus groups were tape-recorded and transcribed verbatim. 

1 have already addressed some issues about focus groups in the section on 

interviews, but generally speaking, my focus groups worked very well. Once 1 raised 

the k s t  issue with the groups, they would have chatted on for the duration of the 

discussion had I not interjected with the other issues that 1 had wished to raise with 

them. 

Selection of Participants 

AU individuals who participated in this study were actively involved in the Halifax 

Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Youth Project. My sample was a convenience sample, and 

taking into account the fact that individuals involved in the Youth Project tend to be 

somewhat transient, particularly in the summer months, the number of participants who 

were interviewed and who participated in focus groups had to be modined fkom my 

original intentions. The transience of the group can be attributed to university students 

moving home for the summer, people king occupied with summer jobs, and others who 

k d  boyfknds and g i r f inds  and do not corne back until they break up unth them. 



CHAPTER FOUR: SOME INTERESTING RESULTS, OR cCIMADONNAy VIXEN 
OR DEMON?" 

One of the things you alwuys hear is tlurt lesbians hate men, and are 
anti-male and they're uU th& stqff; and I've heatd quite a few an& 
woman comments comingfrom gay men. Everybody always says that 
(with) gay men, wonten are theu best fnéndk, and iesbians hate men. 
And I am thinking, that's ridiculous. I don 't think a's effective to 
have wornen deal wiîh sexism. The men can ded with il. (Muriei) 

nte summer of 1996 was the actual tirne of data collection for this project. I 

conducted my interviews mid discussions in a wide vanes, of places in the city of 

Halifa, which is very beautiful in the swvner time. I f  I was meeting a pamkipanr for 

un individual interview we would ofen m e t  in a park or sorne such place to conduct the 

interview. I would inevitably corne home front each discussion or interview feeling 

ernpowered and excited. 1 would rush tu my compter and type out pages und pages of 

notes about my thoughts regarding how the session had gone. I remernber one 

interview in parlicular which I conducted simkg on the gazebo steps ut the Halifar 

Public Gardenr. We were sitting on the ga&o tu muid a slight faZZ of ruin. 

Trmcribing interviews such as this was always interesting because the birds singing in 

the background, or the ships in the harbor sounding their h o m  was always a reminder 

that the world w m  continuing as we talked. I realized that my interviews and focus 

groups very ofen resembled tulk with friends, and I was glud of this, because it had 

been a major concem for me. I thhk this entire process was empowering tu both me 

und to those who participated Whut is not directly evidentfrom my interview 
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transcn'pts is that my interviews and fucus groups were not somber events. There was 

mirch laughter andfn'endly bîmter. The people I talked with al1 had a very clearly 

defined politics anà mialysis and were unapologetic about this. Ail in all, it was big 

m. 



Coiïecting the Data 

Collecting the data for this project presented a couple of interesthg findings. 

Fit, 1 found it much easier to get young men to participate in focus group discussions 

and interviews than women. This was tme for three reasons: first, because 1 was a 

member of the men's group and 1 knew many more men than women. Second, fewer 

women participated because there were fewer women involved with the Youth Project. 

This makes sense, given that statistics show that the average age at which lesbians corne 

out is between 16 and 19; while the average age at which gay males corne out is between 

14 and 16. (Hetrick-Martin Xnstitute, 1992). Third, many young women tended to stay 

within the parameters of the women's group. 1 had as many as five men participating in 

the men's group discussion and only two women participating in the women's goup 

discussion. 1 sought more fernale input by conducting an additional interview with two 

more women. 

During the mixed focus group discussion. the men dominated the discussion. This 

was probably unavoidable considering that only one woman showed up to participate in 

the mixed-sex discussion. Everyone 1 spoke with for this study was dways very happy 

to discuss these issues, taIking excitedly about their viewpoints and opin io~ .  In general, 

the young men were very supportive of the issues and concerns relevant to the young 

women involved in the Youth Project. However, one young woman with whom 1 spoke 

was at times offended by a seemingly over-zealous young man. The situation arose 

because there was a concern in the group that the men and women would iike to spend 



more t h e  together as an entire Youth Project entity, so a suggestion was made that the 

group have more meetings where the men and women would come together. This 

would have meant that the women would have lost one of their individual meetings each 

month: 

And Colin was so-oooo concerned about the wornen not feeling 
comfomble in a space and not being able to come, and it was valid 
based on past eqeriences, I guess. It wasn 't my suggestion but I was in 
fmour of this, let's have more mixed meetings, and I was quite offended 
that Colin was taking up the big band wagon for the women To me, 
that's almost worse! Because to me, that day Colin was saying my 
opinion as a woman didn't count as m c h  as his as a man? Sony, but 
I'rn a womun sitting her telling you thar I'm not threatened, and I'm 
willing to bet that m s t  of the women simsng here in this room are not 
threatened. (Susan) 

One of the adult facilitators who was present throughout this event viewed it 

Rightfrom the beginning the women S group was like this little safe 
place for just us, and I loved that, and they loved it too. And they 
expressed it in different ways, right? One of the ways they expressed it 
was by not showing up to any of the mixed events. That was a big one. 
And another way they have m s t  recently affinned that was when we 
were looking at chunging the meeting schedule, and the women, the 
message that came from the women 's group was, we don 't care what we 
do, but we don 't want to lose our two meetings a month. You know, so 
we don't care what happens the rest of the month, but we don 't want to 
lose our WU meetings. (Valerie). 

This points to the importance the young women place on their separate space 

within the Youth Project, and that some of them may even feel uncornfortable in a mixed 

group setting. 



Halif' Queer Culture 

By Halifax Queer Culture. I am refemhg to the culrnination of 
orgmizations. social activities, i n f o m l  social networks that queer men 
und women have carved out for themelves in order to create spaces 
which are s d e  for a variety of interactions. 

There are other spaces in Halifax where Queer people can participate in a variety of 

events. For example the Peggy's Festival, which is a Queer film festival that occurs 

every couple of years or so in Halifax. There is also the annual Pnde Week Celebrations 

which occur every June and involve workshops, films, dances. parties, concerts, ending 

with a Pride Parade. During E d e  Week, it is often a time when the 'bcommunity" c m  

connect together in a queer union. which does not often occur. As Joseph told me: 

1 mean (on) Pride Day, you just walk arowd. (and) you 're saying "Hi" 
to everyone that walks by. as you go md everyone 'sfiendly. But the 
thing is, it's a lot harder tu find on the other 364 days of the year. 
(Joseph) 

Queer culture in Halifax is at present heavily focused around Reflections, the one 

queer nightclub located downtown. Apart fkorn this. there is a queer book store ( h i d e  

Out Books). and a queer gift store (The Open Closet) both of which are far fkom 

prosperous. The Halifax coffee shop culture is also heavily fkquented by Queer men 

and women, with a couple of coffee shops h o w n  to be predomuiantly queer spaces. 

It was agreed by both the men and women pdcipating in my study that queer 

culture in Halifax and queer culture in general is geared around and towards men. A 

ment event illustrated this point and provoked a good deal of discussion around this 

idea. There was a recent event at Reflections Cabaret called "Dykes do Drag," which 
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was an attempt to bclude women in an event at a bar which is centrai to the Halifax 

queer comrnmity. Despite the cenaality of the bar to our community, the establishment 

is still designed aImost exclusively to accommodate queer men. Few queer Haligonians 

woukl argue this point. The show had very little input fkom women on an organizational 

plane, and was attended mostly by men. For an arguable example. the hyper-techno 

dance music, the flashy glamour and drink specials are ail common traits of a gay male 

high camp culture. A lively debate ensued in Wayves, the queer monthly newspaper for 

Atlantic Canada, about whether or not the event organizers made enough of an effort to 

draw queer women to Dykes Do Drag. Dykes Do Drag was an event which was 

designed to present women with the opportunity to engage in an event which has 

predominantly k e n  monopohd by men. It was a time for women to play with the 

concept of gender appropriate dress and behaviour and dress up in drag, or "gender 

fucking" as a different form of play with the concept of gender. Many wornen felt that 

Dykes Do Drag was a fundamentally male centred event directly from the beginning, 

given that many women h d  the concept of drag misogynist. 

SOME DIF'FERENCES BETWEEN THE MEN AND THE WOMEN 

Generally, it was thought by my research participants that out of necessity, 

women are more cornmunity oriented than men. It was generally thought that young 

lesbians have a greater connection with other wornen through thek ties as wornen, than 

they do with their young gay male counterparts through their queerness. In other 
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words, the young queer women I talked with identify as women h t  and Queer second. 

As one participant told me: 

I think thut sexism causes a lot of tension in the community in generai. I 
think that the women corne out, they don't like the sexism so they don't 
go to things. And then the men can'tfigure out why the women aren't 
comng, and then when the wornen say we're not coming becme of this, 
then the men almostseem hurt. I g e t  the impressionfrom a lot of men 
that they don 't see thut it's sexrexrstj md when you explain it tu the- they 
don't see HOW it's sexist. So then they complain that the wornen are 
just tu0 sensitive. (Muriel) 

To reiterate my point about bars, in Halifax, the queer clubs and bars. which have 

always been a central social space for Queer people, have always k e n  spaces which are 

largely male dominated. Women always have and always wiU frequent bars such as 

Rumours, the Stonewall Tavern, the Studio, and more recently Reflections Cabaret, but 

as stated before, they are spaces which are domuiated by men and which are geared 

towards men. Several informal conversations with Queer women have informed me of a 

number of incidents which concretely iiiustrate the misogyny and sexism found at the 

bars in Halifax. For example, one woman who was an adult facilitator with the Youth 

Pro*ct told me of a night she was with some wornen fnends attending a Trivial Pursuit 

Night at the Stonewall Tavern (since closed). She and her group of firiends were 

winnuig, and a man fiom a neighbouring table looked over at the table of women and 

exclahed, '7 smell fish!". The table of men broke into peels of laughter, but the women 

at whom the comment was directed failed to see the humour. Events such as this 

encourage women to often seek out their own spaces such as the Lesbian Outdoors club, 

a Lesbian brunch circuit, and a Lesbian Softbail team. 



Community was a concept that the young men and women I taiked with had 

some very strong views on: 

A lot of (the gay men 's commwrity) is focussed arounà sex. A lot of the 
visibility is a r o d  the bars md being a fuggot So although the men 
may be more visible. I think the women have a bigger sense of 
commwl i~  (Tim) 

(Sexual orientation) ... l e m  the field open for a cornunis> to srart. 
That fact in itself is not a community because al1 brown-eyed people 
could get together and Say, "We 're a community, " but it 's how 
important that trait is to you, and how liberating the oppression because 
of that trait, that allows people to sort of get together and foster 
relationships, social and political (Joseph) 

You can be a gny man, and have your hominess in cornmon, but there 's 
no ideology about being men, so much. I think that h m  helped create a 
women's commwiry, because they have the women's feminist c o m i t y  
anà the Iesbim commwtity and it sometimes mites in really cool ways. 
Whereas with men, there 's bars. ..and there 's bars! (Joseph) 

I think that there really is a large part of the male commrcnity thar 
revolves around sen But the women S commwiity daesn 't. 1 think 
thereps a growing trend for women to be more that way...towards 
sex. ..andfieedom of s a  I think that tends to be stiil nwre of o male 
thing. (Mu riel) 

The Queer women's community is a part of Queer Culture on a k g e r  leveL 

insofar as they participate and contriïute to most organizations which are organized 

according to lesbian, gay and bisexual identities. Queer women's community can be 

defïned in the same way as Queer Culture but it is inclusive only of women. 

Sex 

Sex also presents another qualitative dif3erence between the men's and wornen's 

community. For example, it was noted by two adult facilitators that men and women 
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interact differently when they are participahg in Youth Project meetings. Women tend 

to be more open, inviting and self-sufficîent than the young men who tend not to be as 

self-suEcknt and as a general rule, are certainly not overly friendly and inviting to new 

members coming to the group for the first tirne. For example, it was noted by some of 

my fernale research participants that within the context of meetings, the young women 

are readily capable of conducting their own meetings if there is no adult facilitator 

present. Furthemore, as kwis, a male faciltator for the men's group told me: 

I don 't mean to sound crude or crus, but men sometimes don't think 
with their brairts, they think with whot 's between their legs, and I think 
thar's one of the findamental differences behveen the men's and the 
women 's group. To try and get them to think with their broins is one of 
the challenges. (Lewis) 

Valerie told me that there is an unwritten d e  in the youth project that current 

members do not pursue the new rnembers in a sexual way. I sensed a distinct sexual 

tension when I e s t  began attending young men's group meetings. It was an 

environment that bordered on unwelcoming, with fiiendly smiles not king thrown about 

very easily. It was suggested by a nurnber of my research participants that this was a 

result of an underlying sexual tension between the young men. One participant told me 

that "women are not sociakd to regard each other as sex objects" (Agnes), whereas 

men are generally socialized to regard others as sex O bjects, making for a comple tely 

different dynamic when looking at issues surroundhg sexud relationships. As Valerie 

also told me regarding the tension at men's meetings:: 

And I thinksorne of it is this whole thing about sex. I think sex is a huge 
role in that because what I hearfrom y m g  guys is stuff about scoping 
people out, und checking people out, and who 's cute, who isn 't and 



who 's mailable. But yet at the same tim the youth group h a  a real 
code against ... don 't go ajler the new people. (Valerie) 

Many of the young men also recognize the role of sex in their own culture: 

You go look ut a bar, whether it's a gay bar or a straight bar, the vast 
majoriiy of people that are being overtly sexual, or however you want tu 
describe it, within the bar setting, are men, you know? At a gay bar you 
are gcnna' find that 80% of the cruising is done by rnen...the people that 
are wulking uround und checking everyboày out me the men (Tim) 

TEE IMPORTANCE OF GROUPS 

Queer men and women share a cornmon oppression insofar as our sexual 

identiry morginalizes us in a society where queerness is not the dommrnant identity. My 

participants were empowered by being in groups with other men and women where 

queemess was the n o m  For example, in October of 1996.12 men and women 

parricipating in the Halifax Youth Project embarked on a roaù t i p  to ~oronto tu attend 

a Queer Youth Conference. Driving there wm a test of strength, and at 4:30 a.m 

driving through Levis, PQ, cigarettes were my only fiend. Also, because everyone had 

fallen asleep tu let me drive, there was the promise of bloodshed. There were 

approximtely 500 queer youth and queer youth supporters in anendance ut this 

conference. For the entire weekend, we travelled in little queer wolfpackr, and for four 

days, we ruled the Howard Johnson's on Yonge Street. Reality struck harshly on the 

retum hume, us we stopped at various locations in mral Ontario, Quebec, and New 

Brunswick where the necks tend towards a crinuon hue. 



This story is important because the conference was well received by the entire 

Nova Scotia group. AU but one of the people fkom Nova Scotia participating in the 

conference &O participated in some capacity in my research. At this conference there 

was a hugely diverse representation f?om a number of mering social groups fkom 

Toronto Jewish Lesbians, to Hispanic Drag Queens to Asian Queer Men and women. 

The scene at this confcrence would have been markedly different if this diverse array of 

people had not k e n  present. 

AU my research participants agreed that the Halifax Lesbian. Gay and Bisexual 

Youth Project &es more of an effort to accommodate, d r e s s ,  and explore factors 

regarding social group d"erence than other organizations they have k e n  involved with. 

The group was set up by a woman to specifically meet the needs of young women. 

Many marked this factor was marked as playing a very hponant role in the structure of 

the Youth Project. As the woman who started to group told me. starting the group off 

on the proper note was critical to how the future of the group would unfold: 

The biggesi dilernma was about having two sepamte groups, or one 
group. It wm a very hard decision. In Hulifm my experience was that 
the men huù dominuted und the women had no space and they didn 't 
conte back And the young men S culture was offensive to young womn 
nt times. You knuw, the young men.. . would say things like "Mat a 
fish, " refem-ng to someone who smells, and that S su sexist. And don? 
you think the w b l e  notion of the women and the men having to be in the 
sum group is  quite heterosexist? (Valerie) 



1 went tu this youth group in Boston. niere war a women 's group that 
happened before the main group. At the wornen's group there were 
seven young women who sut in a hallway, about four feet wide, and 
ralked &ut Madonna- Was she an ally? Was she a victim? Was she a 
vUen ? Wa she a demon? Was she the world 3 greatest person that ever 
lived? That was an infuentiul thing for me, in choosing to have nvo 
separate groups that were equal tu each other, und not have the women 's 
group be some little ... lady s auxîliary! (Valerie) 

Many 1 spoke with believed that if the group had ken  started by a man, then things 

would probably appear quite ditferent. Although most of my research participants were 

uncornfortable explicitly discussing problems among the adult facilitators. a number of 

comments were made regarding tensions which arose during meetings of male and 

f e d e  adult facilitators. There were reports of latent misogyny among some male 

Youth Project facilitators. As an active participant of the Youth Project. 1 saw nothing to 

confinn these reports. In the meetings at Ieast, the male facilitators tended to present 

themselves as impartiai, to the point of a p p e a ~ g  detached from the young men at times. 

However, this does not mean that white in other environments, the same mde 

facilitators did no t express misogynist behavio urs. Furthemore, the women involved in 

the Youth Project would tend to be more sensitive to, and aware of issues of sexism and 

misogyny, and could point to these issues more easily than the men. Aithough the adult 

facilitators do not wield any dictatorial power over the goings-on of the Youth Project. it 

is important to note that young people coming to the Youth Project for the first time 

often tend to look up to these individuals and place a great deal of faith in them. Hence 



it would prove to be probltrnatic if an adult faciltator expressed attitudes or behaviour 

that were sexist or racist. 

The group fiquently plans workshops and information sessions on such issues as 

white privkge, male privilege and other issues atrecting groups fiom the margins of 

society. These types of workshops are conducted on an ongoing basis, but particularly if 

circumstances call for such an event. For exarnple, if it is noticed that a group rnember is 

consistently making inappropriate comments about Native Canadians, then a worksho p 

on racism or cultural sensitivity will, more than &ely, quickly ensue. Most often. such 

comments are addressed as quickiy as they arise, without ''beating up" on the 

perpetrator. For example, Muriel relayed a story of one time she heard an offensive 

comment at a mixed meeting: 

And he said 'sony ' to me, and all I could say was 'Well are you sony 
thut 1 heard it, or  are you sorry rhat you said it? Because there are two 
reasorts for you tu be sorry, ' und I was sure he was sorry that I heard it. 
I rernember thinking at that meeting thut I just happened to be the only 
w o m  actually who came to that meeting, and I was thinking, I am 
GLAD I war the only woman who c m  to that meeting because ifyoung 
women came to that meeting and they were hearing this smff, they 
w o u h  't corn back And I think that is a big part of why you don 't see 
women in bars. (Muriel) 

A young man was witness to a similar event: 

I rernember two meetings ago, one of our rnembers kept going on about 
his fiend being a bitch and him saying over and over and over and over, 
and it was n mired meeting and there was no women in the room, and a 
lùt of w talked about it aferwards und we said 'niank God that no one 
was in there to hear that'. And I'm thinùing, that's not a very safe 
environment, if that 's being th ro wn about. (Damien) 



However, despite the fact that special efforts are made to address social group 

and ideological differences in the Youth Project, there are still fewer women than men, 

and there have k e n  very few people of colour involved, not to mention the homogenous 

middle-class background of most of those involved. The woman who started the project 

amiauted this pardally to the fact that the leadership of the project was comprised of a 

group of white people. As she said: 

Pan of the reason we are an all-white group is that we have al1 white 
leaders. And if we had more black leaùership and more native 
leadership, we would not be such a white group. And I think in Halifar 
we would still probably be a more white than other races group because 
it S really hard tu corne out in Halifax when you 're from other races. 
But... it would be good if we had leadership Rom other cultures. (Valerie) 

As good as this would be, the Youth Project operates on a shoe-string budget 

and relies exclusively on volunteer efforts fmm queer people. Therefore it is often 

difficult to draw people in to commit the time and energy required to participate in the 

capacity of facilitator. 

One factor which is marked as extremely important by the creator of the Halifax 

Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Youth Project is that the group is designed explicitly to meet 

the needs and concerns of young women. The idea is not to exclude those young men 

involved in the project, but to meet the needs of everyone participating in the project. In 

order for this to occur, it is necessary to pay special attention to what has been 

overlooked in the past. No more work is needed to assess the needs and concerns of 

young men, since they have been set as default for so long. As Valerie, the CO-ordinator 

of the project said: 



In HaZifàx, my experience was thut the men had domiMted and the 
women had no space and they didn't corne back and the young men's 
culture was offensive tu young women ut tims...it was not a t  al1 a femule 
environment. I hud to ... osk myself, as a feminist, '1 am going into this, 
and M I going to end up having served 17 or 18 y m g  men and one or 
two yotutg wornen? No way... ' (Valerie) 

This reasoning pamally conmbuted to the onginai structure of the Youth Project. 

A male facilitator I spoke with had a different view on this matter. Despite the fact that 

female leadership was marked as important by several of my participants. only a couple 

noted the importance of having a male facilitate the men's group. As Lewis, a male 

fâcilitator for the group told me: 

I think i f s  very important for there to be a male facilitator there. As 
good as Theresa (unother fernule facilitator) is, she doesn 't look a t  
things from a male point of view, she look ut things from a fernale point 
of view. I don? wmt to sowd s h s t  or anything, but there are definite 
differences in the needs for the both groups. (Lewis) 

There are a number of factors with the Youth Project which others have cited as 

king panially responsible for its success. For example, the titk of the project begins 

with the word Lesbkn, Gay and Bisemal Youth Project, which was purposefuL Despite 

the fact that there are consistently more men involved with the group than young 

women, there is st i l l  an equal representation of young men and women on al1 

cornminees, in order to ensure equal input. The Youth Project is comprised of two 

groups which are both autonomous, and yet maintain a cohesive Youth Project identity. 

Given that there are fewer women involved in this project, this type of structure does 



mean that those women tend to be stretched thin in t e m  of conmitment. . For example, 

Muriel toId me: 

...if we 're going on MZTV or something, we 'Il get someone from the 
women 3 group and someone from the men S group, and if we didn 't 
have the two separate groups, the w o m  wouldn 't have thut much 
representation. And that puts a t a  on people like Valene m d  it pu f i  a 
tax on me, because sometimes I btow that the only way there S going to 
be somebody at a workshop who 's female is if I go ... and so I'll go, or 
Valene will go. And-..it's because there needr to be a fernî.de there, but 
it a h  meuns that. .. the people in the audience meet a lesbian. (Muriel). 

The groups for both men and women have a facilitator or faciliators whom are 

responsible for mediating meetings and other events. These facilitators are referred to as 

"adult facilitators" and are aU over 25 years of age. These facilitators are chosen and 

intervkwed by youth project members, and they wield no significant authority because of 

their position or age. They are seen as un-biased participants who c m  settle 

&agreements, facilitate discussions, and ensure that the set agenda is adhered to. For 

example, at the young men's meetings it was common for one or two members present 

to dislike one another. This dislike would be manifested in the fonn of campy, sarcastic 

banter throughout the meeting, which would at times would be destructive to the 

discussion about substance abuse. It is times such as tfiis that the adult facilitator wiU 

step in and ask the parties involved to cease the side-tracking comments. 

It is interesting to note that on several occasions, a male facilitator was unable to 

attend a men's meeting so a female facilitator was cakd in to facilitate the men's 

meeting. It went by unnoticeci that there was a woman in their "male space", and things 

proceeded norrnally. Ho wever, a number of rny participants told me that if a situation 
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o c c d  where there was no facilitator for the women's group, then the young wornen 

faditated their own meeting because they did not want a man in their space. This seerns 

to be a way of asserting the importance of their safe space. 

The Ulea of separate meeting spaces for men and women is of crucial 

impomnce, and m n y  ann'bute the success of the Youth Project in the Halifax Queer 

community to the fxt  that they provide a safe space for both young men and young 

women where their concerns are guaranteed to be addressed. The Young Women's 

group and the Young Men's group have ample opportunity to socialize and connect with 

each other, although some choose not to do this. At least once a month, there is a 

mDred social event where the men and women corne together and watch a movie. make 

posters, and get to know one another in relaxed atmosphere. However, some points 

were brought up by my participant about how the men rnonopoüzc the mixed meeting 

tirne, and perhaps this is why so many women avoid mixed events. At certain mked 

meetings 1 have counted approximately 12-15 young men and two to three young 

women. It is tnie that mixed events are held in the same space as the reguiar Men's 

Meetings at the AIDS Coalition of Nova Scotia because this space accommodates more 

people, whereas the women meet at Planned Parenthood Nova Scotia because they need 

less space. 

Most of my participants agreed that it is important to have separate spaces for 

women and men. For exampie, when young men are discussing AIDS and HIV issues, 

then it is going to sound quite different than when young women are discussing AIDS 
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and HIV issues. Also, young lesbians have health issues which are dinerent from health 

issues confronting young gay men 

BANDWAGONNING 

Given that many of the participants of the Youth Project are young (15-25), the 

Youth Project is the first place a lot of them are ever exposed to an environment which is 

politicalIy charged and it is often the first place where they are challenged for behaviour 

considered to be racist, sexist, and even hornophobic. This is a very good matter in 

many respects, because members of the Youth Project have leamed to approach the 

issue of addressing oppression with what 1 think is a good deal of eloquence. It is 

recognized that we have to un-Iearn sexism, racisrn and homophobia, and special care is 

generaily taken not to make individuals feel silenced and stupid when they are challenged 

on a comment. This marks the birth of many cntical thinkers. However, this also means 

that there are a lot of "young soldiers" for the revolution who are excited to learn that 

not only are they oppressed as Queer youth, but that oppression exists on a much 

grander scale. Therefore they Iike to talk about it alI the tirne, and h d  the oppressive 

qualities of almost every social interaction. The bandwagon is quite fidl of individuals 

who are in sornewhat of a cornpetition to point out more social injustices than their 

fellow Youth Project members. Chronic political correctness tends to prevail at times, 

particularly when there are large group meetings with facilitators, young wornen and 

young men all meeting together. At certain times, it is obvious that there is not always a 

hedthy exchange of ideas due to fear of offending the language polie. 



This factor borders precariously on the line of respecthg others and engaging in a 

healthy exchange of ideas. At times, the code of acceptable language and ideas struck 

me as dogrnatic. For example, the issue of pomography. or sexually explicit material 

was not always an issue that was free for discussion, and moral innuences tended to 

inflltrate events, panicularly when it came to issues of alcohol and h g  use. 

This is relevant because 1 was told by one respondent that the group wishes to 

hold events, such as fundraisers or dances. which are substance kee. This is partiy 

because there is a desire for events to be accessible to all people, including those who are 

13 years old. However 1 was told by another long-time group member that they do not 

ever ,rernember making that decision within the context of a group. Consequently. there 

may be some issues relevant to the Youth Project which are not necessarily discussed in 

an open forum with an even exchange of ideas. For example, Tim suggested that the 

strong opinions of a few members on certain issues may tend to dominate and be 

conflated with the acnial beliefs of the group. 

DECISION MAKING 

With regards to decision making this group is generdy democratic. with no 

formal hierarchical administrative structure. The young men and women involved in the 

group run the group and make decisions about how the group will be an. When a 

decision needs to be made that effects the whole group, the young women discuss it at 

their m e e ~ g  and the young men discuss it at their meeting, and a consensus needs to be 

reached before any type of action is taken. This way, regardless of the number of 



women present in the group, the women as a collective have a Say equal to the young 

men who generally outnumber the women. There is a treasurer who represents the 

women's group and there is a treasurer who represents the men's group. Furthemore. 

whenever the Youth Project has representation on any other committee, there is always a 

representative fiom both the men's group and women's group, so long as there is 

someone availabk. 

As Ti told me: 

I think it would definitely be a combination of the fact that i t S  a 
collective; there's no one or twu people calling the shots for the group, 
mid the fact that we have the wornen's side of the group and we have the 
men's side of the group, and that we cross over in between that also. 
(Tim) 

You Go, Girl! Sexism and Misogyny in Camp Culture 

Camp refers to a p b f u i l y  dramatic (or h a t i c a l i y  playfi ' )  form of 
humour which is highiy prevalent in gay male cullure. This type of 
humour en& a biting sîucusm, ironic wit, and ofen an undeniablj 
oflensive tone, aloeit not always malkiously intended. (For a concrete 
example, go watch the Wîzard of Oz, AU About Eve, or any episode 
of Absolutely FabuIous). 

My biggest culprit is intempting people, right ? And that 's why I 'm not 
intirrùdated by men because I'll just talk over them (Susan) 

Gay male humour tends to be sarcastic and campy and is often misogynist or 

sexht. This introduces an uiteresting dilemma because for young men fist entering into 

Queer culture, it is often this type of campy humour which gives them a space where 

they can connect with other young men who are also queer. It might be the fkst t h e  

they feel as if they "fit in," and will be accepted by other males despite the fact that they 



might want to have sex with them. In fact, this is often expected. However, at the same 

M e ,  young women are offended by comments such as "srneLi her," or 'bbitch", or a 

whole host of other comments which degrade things which pertain to women 

Despite the fact that there is a great deal of emphasis placed on equality between 

men and women, sexism still pervades in the Youth Project. Inappropriate comments 

and behaviour, although not as fkequent as it was in the groups neo-natal stage, still 

occur. However, when words are used and comments are made that are deemed 

inappropriate by members, then it is the responsibüity of the fellow-youth project 

members present to address the issue at that tirne. For the most part, inappropriate 

behaviour is managed well by both men and women. Young men are just as quick to 

oppose a sexist comment as many young women, but as one young fernale participant 

told me (Bette): 

ItS fnrstrating because I've gone into the men's group and talkedabout 
lesbianr. And we've had workshops on sexism, and we've talked about 
different issues. ..around sexisrn and women, like "smell you, " and...a lot 
of comments that guys make, that although when in a room full of 
people, Melissa (the faciiitator) would call them on it, sumeone would 
say sornething like "Nelly old fag, '* thut's offensive. But I don 't think 
thut they (the men) get it, like a lot of rimes they have problems gening 
it, o r  they don 't understand that they 're being offensive, they 're not 
meaning tu be sexist. ..and it 's frilstrating that they don2 pick it up. 
(Bette) 

THEIR ROLE AS YOUTH IN QUEER LIBERATION 

1 think there's a lot of work occurring back in the sirries, and the 
seventies that kind of came to a stancIstiiZ with the onslaught of AIDS 



because AIDS becarne the main focus of the gay cummrrnity and tu a 
certain ment the lesbim community. And Z think it's stiil a big focus, 
but I also think we're staning to retum tu some of the other issues that 
weren 't dealt with thut were kind of left on the back bumer, und I guess 
that's where I see the dilferences between the Queer Youth Movernent 
and the Queer Liberation Movement. (Tim) 

The young people 1 taked with viewed the role they play in the Queer Youth 

Movement as a very distinct part o f  the wider Queer Liberation Movement. They felt 

they were much better able to get dong with each other despite political and ideological 

ciifferences. Many said that the Queer Liberatioo Movement before us has made some 

hcredible strides, and for queer youth to take o f f  fiom there, presents an opportunity to 

leam nom past mistakes, such as the huge rifts which have k e n  common among queer 

men and women. 

There is SUCH a generutiunal difference here. And I really do think 
that. ..we could do a lot together, but the amMtudes amung the youth, I 
think, are very different. ..und I think it is generational. I think the youth 
tuduy are a litde bit more socially mare and I think we are more 
sucially conscious. They 're more environmentally und socially conscious 
and they are going out there and they 're doing a lot mure than people 
who are in the generatiun before and of course they wuuld have dune 
more than that the generation before that. (Muriel) 

Queer Youth today are privileged insofar as the paths created by those who have 

come previous to us have made it easier for us to come out at younger ages. Although 

youth living in and around urban centres such as Halifax have much greater access to 

resources and are better abie to connect with other queer people. the situation for queer 

youth living in rural areas is getting better. The Y outh Project places a great deal of  

emphasis on rural outreach in the province of  Nova Scotia, and to a lesser extent New 
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Brunswick and Prince Edward Island. For the fkst cime, queer youth liWig in Glace 

Bay, Deben, Margaree Harbour, Annapolis Royal and Ken& have a provincial 

telephone h e  they can cail for support, information. local contacts and avenues for 

social action. The Youth Project-directed OUnine is the toil-ke provincial phone line 

that is organized by queer youth and specificdy exkts to address concem of queer 

youth living in Nova Scotia. 

As a Queer Youth Movement, we are latgely able to live the way in which we do 

thanlcs to the struggles of the queer people who have corne before us. By no rneans does 

this imply that the coming out process is a cake-walk for everybody. Furthemore. 

because of the strides made by the Queer Liberation Movement, we as a Queer Youth 

Movement are able shat some of our attention fiom civil nghts proper to fostering more 

healthy relationships among the dBerent groups in the queer community such as Two- 

Spirited women and men, queer men and women of coIour, and queer people of differing 

abilities and class backgrounds. However, as shown in rny preface to the theory 

chapter, we are far fkom this ideal of a 'liealed" community. In-fighting continues 

throughout the queer community, and the Youth Project is not immune to sort of 

phenornenon. 



CHAPTER FIVE: A DISCUSSION OF THINGS RACIAL, AND STUFF. .. 

When 1 was in grade sir, they sraned to separate the boys and girls for physical 

education class. At the time. I wondered what type of differences between men and 

women would consritute separuhg us. I liked hawlg the girls in our class. Most of my 

fiends were girls. and girls were generally less nasty t h  boys. When I asked our 

teacher why they were separating us, I was told, " WeZl, boys probably aren 't too 

interested in nvirling around batons, now are they?" The urge to retort "No. you 're 

probably right. but the girls aren 't probably al1 that interested in tossing a stick in the 

air, either smpidhead, " was ovenvhelming but I refraned. His question did not beg 

for an m e r ,  but I cou M not help but wonder why girls were intrinsically more 

interested in baton twiding than boys. I became f M ~ t e d  with what the girls were 

doing on the other side of the heuvy blue curtain that separuted the gymnasium into two 

halves. Afrer I leamed thut the cum~culum for the boys included medicine bail tossing. 

football, circuit training, and weight lifing, baton twirling instantly seemed very 

pruvocative. 

Along with the other boys, I was also pushed by defuult into shop class when I reached 

grade nine. while the girls were mnrched off to the room with the kitchens and sewing 

machines. The teachers referred to it as the Home Econornics Lab, which seemed 

ludicrous. It was a kitchen. The teachers referted to shop as industrial arts clars, 

which made is s o d  even more stupid that it actually was. As if1 wanted mything to 
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do with those greusy oil-leaking engines and scary wood-cuning machines. I am still 

plagued with nighttnures of nying to memorize the steps of a four-stroke engine. For 

our class project, we had the option of making either a magazine rack or a gun rack 

We were not given the option of taking either Home Econornics or Shop class, and I 

remernber the first day of class, a group of three girls walked d o w  from the Home 

Economics Lab to join the Shop clam, and were told by the teacher that they couid not. 

It did not take me long tu discover that I could leave the huge shop room unnoticed fur 

lengthy penodi of time. I sot by myseif on the steps leading to the cafeteria and are 

chocolate chip cookies. 

This is a crystal clear example of the continuation of arbitrary gender separations 

which feed intu gendered notions of work and interests. 

This was how our schoois in rural New Brultswfkk were organized up witil I graduated 

in 1991. 

And we wonder why it is so difficult for men and women involved in Queer 

organizations to resist the ingrained notions of gender and gender differences. 



"Women mut  do nvice as well as men tu be thought half as good Luckily, trhs is not 
dificult. " 

Charlotte Whitton 

In Chapter one of this thesis. 1 wrote that I would explore the ways in which 

ideological and political ciifferences between men and women are approached and 

managed w i t h  the Halifax Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Youth Project. This exploration 

has been partially completed in the previous chapter, in the form of a presentation of the 

Youth Project. I explained how it is stmctured, how the management systern works and 

how the project members view these issues. My argument in this thesis is that the 

Halifax Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Youth Project smves to address the concerns of as 

diverse a group of individuals as possible. while managing to maintain a singular 

cohesive Youth Project Identity, and that this serves as a good example of putting a 

politics of dinerence into practice. 

However, the issue is not as neat and simple as merely havhg a politics of 

ciifference (good) or having oppression (bad). As 1 illustrated in the previous chapter, 

the Youth Project attempts to practice a politics of dEerence, but there are stiU several 

issues which ment a closer examination. For example, in the previous chapter, I 

illustrated that the Halifax Lesbian. Gay and Bisexual Youth Project is explicitly 

structured to address as diverse a group of individuals as possible. This is shown 



through Youth Project meetings wherein issues of difference and possible exclusions are 

Despite these efforts, the group remains an d-white group and there is still 

evidence of male dominance, misogyny and sexism. Because of this. young women are 

offen hesitant to participate in mixed events with the men. As weil. the young men and 

women hvolved in the Youth Project possess dinerent senses of community which pose 

signincant challenges to maintainhg an autonornous group of Queer individuals. Given 

this ciilernma, how cm we expect the Youth Project to make claims to Queer solidarity? 

Does it want to? In this chapter, 1 shall explicitly tie in the Halifax Lesbian. Gay and 

Bisexual Youth Project with the theories of a politics of difference, and address those 

areas which present apparent contradictions as weli as other pro blerns. 

As I pointed out, the Youth Project places a fair amount of weight on valuing the 

diversity within the group. This could weil stem fYom an understanding of what it is Like 

to be excluded as queer men and women. Indeed this is what drives many queer people 

to engage in the types of activisrn that they do. Young (1995) stresses the importance 

of paying specific attention to social group merences: 

Traditionul politics that excludes or devalues some persons on account 
of their group attributes assumes an essentialist meaning of difference: it 
defines groups as having different natures. An egalitarim politics of 
difference, on the other hanà, defines difference mrejluidly and 
relationally ar the product of social processes. (Young, 1995: 157). 

Most of those participating in the Youth Project possess a deep knowledge of the 

politics of oppression and are aware of the history which has helped to create the 



ideological and politicai dinerences among people belonging to different social gro ups. 

It is often the experience of the social history of oppression and rnarginalization which 

have led us to the politicai and ideologicai spaces where we now reside. These 

experiences make us more likely to ackno wledge the e thicaL political and socio logical 

signiscance of a politics of difference. One of my research participants pinpointed an 

important element to this discussion when he said: 

The only problem wirh a word like difference is trying tu discover where 
the n o m  is coming f o m  So, i f s  true that I'm differentfrom a 
heterosexual person, but it can be used to m k e  someone seem less than, 
if they are saying that the nonn is heterosexual and you 're different from 
a heteroserual. Well, to me, my nonn is that I fn gay and that a 
heterosexuaI is different from me. (Colin) 

It is my argument that a politics of ciifference, strived towards by the Youth 

Project will help enable the Youth Project, and in essence, society in generai, to more 

deeply understand social group difference by altering the vantage point of "normal." 

Tnis "mythical nom'', as Audre Lourde (1984) refers to it is destructive on many levels. 

It is the practice of doroinant groups assuming that their Me perspective is superior 

merely because it is dominant in a certain geographical space. 

Patriarchy as an institution plays a central role in the creation of a mythical male- 

centred nom in our society. However, with organizations such as the Youth Project. 

valiant attempts are made to deconstnict this mythical n o m  and create a space where 

this nonn is bbdenormaiizedd" The efforts made by many young men to deconstnict 

masculine n o m  represent a genuine concem for social justice. It is relatively simple to 

recognize those young men whose concem is genuine. They tend to interact better in 



mixed sex environments, and tend to socialize more with the women in an informal 

environment. However, there are other young men who appear to be simply abiding by 

the laws of the 'language police," and once fiee fkom theirjurisdiction. revert to 

offensive language and behaviours. The women tended to be more committed to 

crïtiquing these masculine n o m ,  but many simply did not want to ded with it. resuithg 

in the lack of fernale involvement in mixed group settings. Once this mythical 

rnascuIine nom has been recognized. then individu& are enco uraged to start examining 

clifference from a perspective which is not grounded only in their own life experience. 

This idea ties in with those of Peggy MacIntosh (1984), in her article on recogni-ruig 

white privilege. She addresses the need for white people to recognize the privilege 

ascribed to thern when bom into whiteness. In essence, those involved in the Youth 

Project are constantly remmded that they must take into consideration the perspectives 

of others. For example, OUTïine is a telephone support h e  for queer youih living in 

Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island. During an OUTline volunteer training workshop 

on racial and cultural sensitivity, the native woman Edcilitating reminded the telephone 

volunteers that the chances of non-white people c a h g  the line for support were mlliimal 

because most would assume that the people answering their calls would not be white and 

would not understand their perspective. Not only this, but the fact that it was a 

telephone service being offered assumed a certain amount of class privilege. Not 

everyone has a tekphone, and therefore OUTline would not be immediately accessible to 

ai l  queer youth living in Nova Scotia. Such lessons as these are new to many people, 
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and often starts people rethinking their own situation, and recogninng their own class 

privilege, male privilege and white privilege for the fïrst the.  

Importantly* this is largely done w i t h  a cohesive Youth Project identity. This 

autonornous group can clearly be seen when the Youth Project does public education 

throughout Nova Scocia and parts of New Brunswick. Representatives from the men's 

and women's group will corne together to faciltate anti-homophobia and heterosexism 

workshops. 1 tiiink it would be safe to surmise that if the women's group in the Youth 

Project were finding their concerns not adequately addressed within the larger group, 

then it would not be difncult for them to create a separate space for themselves outside 

of the confines of the HaIifax Youth Project. Genedy, the men and women 1 taiked to 

had an intrinsic desire to not only get dong with one another, but to explore the issues 

that were relevant to all of them as a group of Queer individuals sharing a common 

oppression based on sexual identity. There are a few exceptions to this, notably those 

young men who were superfici-y concerned with poiitical correctness, and not with a 

critique of ideolog. 

Enter the ideal of community. Once priviiege is acknowledged, then the 

theoretical concept of community can ais0 be closely re-examined. To begin to think of 

queer 4%ommunities" instead of "the queer communitf' is not necessarily a divisive 

concept. Just as non-queer people need to acknowledge the privileges involved with 

heterosexuality, queer people need to acknowledge the priviiege associated with their 

whiteness, their maleness or their class location. In tenns of my own research with the 

Youth Project, 1 found that failure to acknowledge the plurality of communities which 
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exist would be highly divisive. Indeed 1 would suggest that the Youth Project would 

never have Iasted as long as it has if this were the case. 

As discussed in the chapter outluiuig my theoretical framework, 1 argue that the 

ways in which we understand cornrnmity needs to take a qualitative shift. Quite simply. 

1 would suggest that r e f ehg  to "comrnunities" is a more accurate means of refenhg 

to some groups. The queer 'kommunity" in Halifax rnight be divided into the wornen's 

and the men's comrnunity. The men's community can be divided into groups such as 

political, leather, academic and the bar community. These groups intersect at various 

points through a variety of means which are rnainly sociaL 

THE TWO SEPARATE GROUPS OF THE YOUTH PRO JECT 

As discussed in the previous chapter, the woman who started the Halifax 

Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Youth Project chose to have two separate groups. so that the 

young women who attended the group would have a space wherein they could focus on 

concerns specific to queer women. As Woods (1995) outiines. probkms between queer 

men and women have at times caused entire movement orgaNzations to crumble, and as 

Ross (1995) explains, the poor management of diaerences among queer women alone 

have at times k e n  divisive in the history of the lesbian rnovement in Toronto. Granted, 

although there is no documentation, Queer people living in Halifax will readily discuss 

the history of similar problems in their city. However, my research with the Youth 

Project showed that, although accompanied by problems, unity and ciifference can CO- 

exist. 



The c d  for "unity in Merence" is an attempt to create a space which does not 

promote assimilation, but rather a space which attempts to address more concems than 

those of the domuiant group. In the Youth Project, there have been and still are more 

men who attend meetings than young women. and yet the structure of the youth project 

would not dow for the dominant group to take wer  and govem. Consistent efforts 

have been made since the group's inception to ensure that more marginal voices are 

acknowledged, and not just on a token ieveL For instance. the importance of a separate 

space for men and women was reinforced by many comments made by my research 

participants. A Bette told me: 

The men get loud, and people have been turned away by sexist comments 
the men have made. There was a woman a while back who lefr the Youth 
Project because of rhat, because they (the men) overtake the meetings. 
We are always invited to the men's space, and the men have invited us 
over on Tuesday nights before. We ntwer invite them, und rnuybe fhat f 
because we don? want them there when we have our tiine. (Bette) 

It does not always reach the point where members leave because they are 

consistently offended by the actions and words of others. It is important to note that 

there were times during rny research that there was a strong unQing sense of Queemess 

and commonality among Youth Project members. This happened most notably during 

Gay, Lesbian, and Bisemal Ede Week with the Youth Project taking part in a variety of 

scheduled events, including the Pride Parade. 1 would suggest that for the most part, 

most of the young men and women participating in the Youth Project are happy with the 

way the group is managed. Severai individuals are very comrnitted to doing Youth 
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Project workshops, looking after publicity tasks, and organizing social events for the 

entire Youth Project to corne together as a whole group. 

As noted previously. dinerent approaches to sex and cornxnunity represented a 

couple of the ideological ciifferences between the young men and the young women. In 

theory, there is always a place for open discussion about events which one may k d  

bothersome. But as Susan told me, she fhds that it is often not worth the trouble: 

It's probably easier for me to ignore it a lot of the tim, thm acmlly  
cal1 him on it which would be better for the greater good of womanhood. 
but a bigger pain in the a s  for me because I'd actually have to puy more 
attention! I'd actually have tu listen, stop everything, and c d  hirn on it, 
and cause a big kafiife. (Susan) 

This leads one to ask the question, what are the virtues of having any type of 

unined group at all, if these are some of the issues that have to be dealt with? Would it 

not be less trouble if the men and women were to simply have nothing to do with each 

other? Ross (1995) and Rich (1984) would both argue for the primacy of a woman- 

centred group. However, as Young (1995) wouid argue, division is not necessarily a 

negative choice. but is not necessarily always the best answer. 

There are some distinct advantages to having a miKed sex group of young Queer 

men and women. To start, in order to fight discrimination against Queer men and 

women, there is a need for political strength fkom within the activist population itself. A 

group of Queer people who can act politically as a single entity, while recogniang the 

social group diversity within that entity can lead to a powerful force to help fight 

homophobia and discrimination against Queer people, as well as to help educate the 

"general" population on concerns which are relevant to the Queer population. I would 
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suggest that any social group which presents themselves as a divisive group that cannot 

even negotiate issues of respect and celebration of merence witliin the group, will have 

difficulty in convincing O the rs the value of cele brating Merence. 

A second advantage to a mixed sex group is that it better enables those 

inaividuals involved to work on building a mutual understanding of the separate issues 

relevant to both men and womea For example, a number of young women attending 

Youth EVoject meetings bring their young children to meetings, so the atmosphere tends 

to be very child-positive. This helps to infonn some young men of issues connected 

with having children, which they rnight not necessarily be familiar with as young Queer 

men, whose prionties often rest elsewhere. Furthemore, both groups are able to leam 

about such t h g s  as the role that alcohol abuse plays in the Queer population and the 

Merent ways in which it affects men and women. 

A third advantage to having a mixed sex group is that, within the context of the 

Youth Project, it is a step towards examining issues of difference for other social groups, 

such as groups that are raciaily visible. As noted, the group is comprised largely of a 

white constituency, but the Youth Project is commined to e x p l o ~ g  and tackling the 

issue of social diversity, and as stated in the previous chapter, group members and 

organizers recognize the necessity to more adequately address issues such as race and 

ethnicity. 

In The House That Jill Built, Becki Ross (1995) lays out the history of a 

women's queer nation in Canada. In her socio-historical analpis of the Lesbian 

Organization of Toronto (LûOT), she points out that not only have the histories of gay 



men and les bians been widely diverse, but class, race, age and reiigious merences 

among lesbian communities deserves close examination. She stresses the -jmportance of 

recogninng the different oppressions that queer men and women experience. For 

example, she states. gay men have been much more mely to experience marginalization 

through policing of sex, while wornen tend to experience the difnculties associated with 

compulsory heterosexuality, which extends to effect such areas as child-custody laws. 

medical and health insurance, as weIl as tax laws. 

Ross (2995: 1 1) states: 

Lesbian commwiiry, or, more accurately, communities, tend to revolve 
around s d  friendîhip groups, some of which self-identifj loosely as 
anarchist, socialist, gay liberationist, environmentalist, anti-racist, while 
oürers, such as the bar commwiity, have no ovenpolitical @Iiation I 
have trouble imugining a distinctly lesbiiut -f eminist, an ri- heterosexist 
project that would galvanize members of increasingly ditfuse, decentred, 
and rnultifaceted lesbiun cornmuniries. 

The Youth Project attempts to deconstruct heterosexuality as an institutional 

ideology whüe at the same t h e  struggles to acknowledge women's marginal sexuality as 

a reality, &'and as a source of knowledge and power available to women." (Rich, 1983) 

Further steps are made to ensure that issues such as abkisrn, racism and classisrn are 

discussed on an ongoing basis. It is readily acknowledged by those participating in the 

group that the group is mainly white. A nurnber of reasons were offered for this such as 

the make-up of the leadership of the project, as well as the fact that not enough of an 

effort had been made to make the Youth Project attractive to people of colour. 
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Both Valerie and Muriel agreed that part of the reason that the group is mostly 

white is because there are no leaders who are of people of colour. Young queer people 

of colour may view organizations such as the Youth Project as an all-white group and 

feel Iike somewhat of an outsider. For example. as I mentioned before, at a training 

session on cultural sensitivity for OUTline. a Native woman fxilitated the workshop, 

and at the beginning she told the group that she had brought a cornpanion with her, who 

was &O Native. She said that when she was able to control the situation, she would 

never enter into a group she knew to be di white and be the only Native person present. 

Part of her strategy was to bring another Native woman with her. 

One rnight be tempted to pose the question, "Are there enough advantages for 

young Queer wornen to rationalize their involvement in a mixed-sex group?" The people 

1 spoke to, aU thought it was important for wornen to participate in the Youth Project on 

a mixed-sex leveL AU of my research participants seemed very proud of the efforts 

made by the Youth Project to try to be as diverse a group as possible. and despite the 

fact that there is often a low level of interaction among men and wornen in the group. 

there are also many instances where young men and young wornen have made very good 

friends. This is important because t heelps us  to acknowledge that the Youth Project 

approach to the clifferences between men and women c m  work welî if individuah 

involved are willing to have an open communication of ideas. As one long-tirne member 

of the Youth Project told me: 

I think that maybe there are wornen who do it (associate only with 
women) in their own personal lives no doubt, but I don 't think i f  's going 
to corn to the point that the commwiiry is defnitely going to becorne 



divided, that the wumn aren 't going tu interact wirh the men but I think 
the notion of it scares me because I just think of how muny people 
wuuldn 't be in my life if that happened (Muriel). 

It is attitudes such as this which recognize the importance of haWig a queer 

group open to all queer young people, that help make it possible for groups like the 

Halifax Lesbian, Gay and Bisemal Youth Project to operate such as they do. 

As mentioned earlier, a major focus of the Youth Project is to do public 

education workshops in a variety of venues in Nova Scotia and New Brunswick. This 

type of endeavour can be daunting at times, given that workshop participants cm react 

with hostiüty to the information they are receiving about Queer issues. During informal 

conversations, those on the workshop committee have many stories of dieicult 

workshops wherein participants were rude. unruly and bordered on hostile. It is 

standard procedure when conducting these workshops to attempt to ensure that there is 

at least one female present on the workshop team, so she is able to present to the group 

the perspective of a young Queer woman. This is an ever present concem for the Youth 

Project because this is an excellent opportunity for 'hiainstream" society (in the form of 

the public school classes. teachers. helping profession& and other cornmunity based 

organizations) to leam about the role that women play in Queer Culture. This helps to 

dissolve the myth that the conmbutions of Queer women are secondary to those of 

Queer men. 

Furthemore, workshops of this type, when done for school-aged people. are an 

excellent method of providing outreach to young women and men in the "audience" who 
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may be questioning their sexual identity. It is likely that young Queer wornen who are 

out of the closet and who speak openly about their Queerness, will be able to, in a very 

si@cant manner, reach other young Queer women who are closeted or who do not 

feel cornfortable with their sexual identity. This is important, because as noted before, in 

terms of age, young men tend to corne out of the closet before young women. In this 

respect, benefits can potentially be reaped by both the Queer and non-queer segments of 

the workshop participants. 



CHAPTER SIX: SUM-Y AND CONCLUSION 

It would be an understatement to say that I was differentfrom most of my class- 

mutes, fiends mrd acquaintmrces as I was growing up in rural New Brunswick I was 

ruised in un area where a m m  wearing a cardigan sweater was worthy of a noticeable 

twitch in the right eye of most local residents. Consequently, it war im&ant for me to 

feel connected to other Queer people as I came out of the closet, back in 1991. 1 soon 

learned that this wus not to be the case. Following a brief stint wherein I adomed 

myself in tight clothes and fiequently imitated Bette Davis, I realized that this 

behaviour did not suit my spirit. This was dificult for me to work through because this 

was how queer (male) culture w u  presented to me. and I was back in a space where I 

felt disconnectedfrom a group of people who were ver= important tu me. Su not only 

was I daily resisting ideologies imposed upon me by the straight world, but I began the 

arduous tark of resisting ideologies imposed up on me by queer culture as well. The 

messages I war receiving were that in order tu be part of the "fwr " segnqnts of queer 

culture w m  to completely ignore "those political types" and lead as hedonistic a 

Iifestyle as possible. This mennt heavy use of illegal substances und eventually 

becoming a drag queen. Tu be politicized I could neither eat meut nor sexually 

objectifi men. I would have none of it. 

$0, althugh I am empowered by the srnodes made by Queer mvements 

everywhere, I think that the Queer Cornmuni@ still hm much work to do with regards to 

acknowledging the diverse nature of the "commwtity ". 



Throughout this thesis, 1 have shown that the Halifax Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual 

Youth Project is an organized part of the Queer Youth Movement, which places 

theoretical importance on practising a politics of ciifference. While ackno wiedging that 

the needs of queer young men are paramount in queer culture. the Youth Project has 

been organized to specikaüy meet the needs of young women The Youth Project 

approaches the area of social group dinerence in a way that, while rnaintaining a singular 

goup of young queer men and women, encourages a special focus to be placed on 

ideological and political dserences. The Youth Project places special importance on 

consistently and aggressively addressing issues of inequality among its members. 

In doing this. I t h ,  that on many levels. the Halifax Lesbian, Gay .and Bisexual 

Youth Project serves as a good exarnple of putting a politics of clifference into practice. 

The members of the Project manage to place a significant amount of importance on those 

factors which make them different fkom one another. while stiU maintaining a sùigular 

group which they can refer to as the Halifax Youth Project. The Youth Project as a 

whole is kno w n  throughout the region for its work with community education 

workshops and other outreach work it does with Queer people living in rural areas of the 

Maritimes. 

This is sigdicant because Queer Movements have had a history of in-fightïng 

and disputes which could be easily distinguished dong lines of gender, as well as race, 

ethnicity and other differences. I am not suggesting that The Politics of DBerence can 

be waved about like a magic wand, instantaneously solving 95 percent of aii social 
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probkms. However, what is important about this research, is that it is an example of a 

social movement which smves towards overcoming probkms typically associated with 

the intersection of various social groups. A~so, I think that the way the Youth Project is 

organUed and managed can to inform the organization of other groups, queer or non- 

queer. 

My research also shows that despite the efforts made to address the Merent 

concerns of men and women, many young women involved in the group do not wish to 

participate in many events that are designed for the men and women to corne together in 

a social setting. This shows that within the Halifax Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Youth 

Project, a politics of Merence looks different in practice than in theory. 

Furthemore, in a scenario where every "community'' involved in the Youth 

Project wanted its own group and facilitator, a road towards dehgmentation could 

occur if not dealt With in an appropriate manner. For example, if those hdividuals who 

identined as bisexual wanted to have a separate group, and people of color wanted their 

own group, then there would be a tendancy towards chaos. This is indicative of another 

weakness in a politics of ciifference. 

Some Possible Furfher Research 

There are a few areas of interest that I think are worthy of fùrther exploration. 

One of them would be a much more in depth analysis of the role that race plays in the 

Queer Youth Movement, particularIy in Nova Scotia Given that Nova Scotia has a 

large Uidigenous biack population, and given the increasing visibility of Aboriginal 
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Movements, particularly Two Spirit Movements, a study on the intersections of race and 

sexuality on Queer young people in Nova Scotia wouid be an Unponant area to examine 

M e r .  

Another interesthg research project would be a research study on the ways in 

which men and women organize "communities", in s m d  cities such as Halifax. The 

corning together of a diverse group of people, many from rural areas of Atlantic Canada 

presents an interes~g dynamic. 

Still related, 1 think research on the ways in which queer men and women living 

in rural areas of Atlantic Canada carve out a space for thernselves wodd also be a 

fruitful area of research. For example, recent events in Canadian Federal politics have 

seemed to have prompted the organization of a group of queer men and women living in 

Central Nova Scotia to band together and form a coalition designed to be a watchdog for 

homo pho bia and discrimination based upon sexual identity. 

The End 

To reiterate, I do not claim that the Halifax Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Youth 

Project has found the rnagic key to solving social disputes which occur out of 

misunderstanding social group dinerences. Many of the rnembers of the Halifax Youth 

Project might disagree with some of the ideas put forth in this work Many of the might 

argue that they are just trying to get dong in the best way possible, but others wodd 

readily identa the politics involved in the smicturing of the group. 



Above all, 1 think that the k s h  ideas and vitality found in the Queer Youth 

Movement in general are strong and passionate. Now and ieading into the Millennium, 

Queer Youth truly are living the liberation of a (New) Queer Nation. 
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