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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION
ASSEMBLING AN ACCOUNT OF LGBTQ YOUTH SEXUAL CITIZENSHIP OVER TIME



 Introduction

Belonging is not a static experience, and identifying how belonging is experienced by acquiring the rights of sexual citizenship is often complicated by the ambiguity of these concepts themselves. Further complicating matters, the lived experiences of young people who depart from normative expectations in relation to gender and sexuality have often been marginalized in discussions about sexual citizenship, although these experiences have been the site of profound transformations since the rise of the gender and sexuality rights movements of the past sixty years. The changing public meanings of and recognition granted to gender and sexuality have often been tied to generational change as a reflection of historical progress; however, a too-simplistic rendering of generational thinking often obscures how people understand and experience gender and sexuality over time. This book emerges from the desire to develop more nuanced insights into relationships between gender, sexuality, growing up and belonging by being more attentive to people’s accounts of enacting sexual citizenship and experiencing generational time.

To explore these concerns, this book draws on the findings of the Belonging and Sexual Citizenship among Gender and Sexual Minority Youth study, which was conducted in Australia from 2015 to 2018. This book is based primarily on interviews with people living in Australia from two social generations – those born in the 1970s and the 1990s – and who responded to our invitation to share their ‘experiences of growing into adulthood’ as LGBTIQ [lesbian, gay, bisexual {or bi+ or multi-gender attracted}, transgender, intersex and/or queer] people. Many of the people we spoke to explicitly described themselves as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and/or queer, but they also used a range of other terms too, to signal their departure from normative expectations in relation to gender and sexuality, including agender, androgynous fem, asexual, biromantic, demi-girl, demisexual, gender fluid, gender-queer, grey romantic, homosexual, no label, non-binary, non-straight, not sure, panromantic, pansexual, polyamorous, questioning, SSA or same-sex attracted and trans-romantic. These people’s narratives are the central focus of this book: narrated experiences of being young and diverse – in minority – in terms of sexual and gender expression and identification. The identity categories and descriptors deployed by the people we spoke to – in the present tense and in retrospect – and used by us here as we discuss them are terms that are constantly varying, under invention, constituted through narratives of generational experience and identity, recognition and disidentification, and sameness and difference.

Each person is configured distinctly by their own identities and relationships to gender, sexuality and generation, and this sense of an individual self is the product of the social worlds within which each individual is situated. The gender and sexual identities and experiences of the people we spoke to are, like those of everyone else, dynamic, contextual and relational. They are not the product of endless processes of individual actualization outside of a social context, but expressions that are negotiated within those contexts. Through our interviews and analyses, we have co-constituted these knowledges with the people we spoke with and these shared accounts form the heart of this book.

Sometimes in this book when we refer collectively to the people we spoke to we describe them as ‘LGBTQ’ people. Here, the Q for queer stands in for the proliferation of diverse gender and sexuality identifications that people disclosed. I for intersex is not included, though, as none of our participants described themselves in this way. While collective identifiers like ‘LGBTQ young person’ might problematically conjure up similar usages in public health and government policy which often threaten to imply a kind of generic or universal experience of being lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and/or queer, our use of it here is not to endorse a kind of ahistorical essentialism but, rather, the opposite: to indicate in shorthand fashion the multiple experiences, expressions and identities in relation to gender and sexuality which are part of the accounts of the people we spoke to.

In this sense, then, when we use ‘LGBTQ’ in this book, we use it as a queer term – a term which simultaneously designates departures from normative expectations in relation to gender and sexuality while also undermining the authority of its own capacity to signify a stable referent. The meaning of ‘LGBTQ’ is fragile as it refers to so many diverse referents. This tension that plays out in this book between the individual and how they identify and describe themselves as sexual and gendered subjects, and the ways we draw them into discussions about broader collective experiences and ideas, usefully highlights how people’s narratives brought into these pages are not innocent of our desires, but actively produced by the political and critical terms within which we have invited, recognized and analysed them. Thus, inasmuch as ‘LGBTQ’ is a fragile designation, it is a productive one in that it is a reminder of how we are constructing people as objects of analysis within the terms of our own analysis. ‘LGBTQ’ is a sign of the tension always present in the movement between knowledge of the individual and knowledge of the broader collective – a kind of movement which, as this book explores, is at the heart of practices of belonging and sexual citizenship themselves. ‘LGBTQ’ draws our attention to how we are constructing people’s narrative accounts in this book as objects of analysis illustrating broader struggles in belonging and sexual citizenship. Indeed, the useful difficulty of ‘LGBTQ’ extends beyond this, illuminating more broadly the challenge of narrating collective histories of sexual and gender difference beyond the site of the individual, where personal specificity and the plenitude of diversity risk being obscured by blanket generalization.

The period between the 1970s and the late 2010s, when the study concluded, was a period of rapid, although uneven, change in cultural and legal definitions of sexual citizenship in Australia, from the decriminalization of homosexuality to the legalization of marriage equality. Often, interviewees’ reflections on coming of age as an LGBTQ person reinforced conventional timelines of coming of age, foregrounding the significance of adolescence, and their later teenage years. Within these accounts, particular periods of time are thus narrated as significant, with the 1990s being described as a crucial coming of age time for some people born in the 1970s; while for some of those born in the 1990s, the 2010s – including for some the then present moment during which we were conducting the interviews – were sometimes narrated as the key historical period during which they came of age. For others, though, coming of age and the reflections they shared with us were not tied so neatly to clearly identifiable points in historical and personal time (as discussed further in Chapter 8).

As a blend of oral history and semi-structured individual and group qualitative interviews, people’s reflections were often simultaneously accounts of the present moment of the interview (their view at time of interview) and of the past (the memories being recalled). Thus, when we discuss ‘LGBTQ identity’, ‘coming of age’, ‘generations’ and ‘sexual citizenship’ in relation to people throughout this book, we are referring to these less as personal-historical occurrences – things that actually happened – and more as narrative accounts of such occurrences – narratives structured by the questions we asked, the information people shared and, here, by the terms of our analysis. This is because all of these things – gender and sexual identities, ‘coming of age’, ‘generations’ and ‘sexual citizenship’ – are epistemological formations which are not simply observable but things that can be discerned when brought within the particular ‘time’ and context of our own identification and critique.

This trouble with time which flows through people’s accounts, and our encounters with them, also highlights the challenge in identifying collective or commonly shared experiences of time. This is in sympathy with the difficulties sketched out above regarding how to describe people’s sexual and gender identities and experiences in collective terms. We approach people’s diverse ‘generational’ experiences of gender and sexual diversity, then, from a queer angle, not presuming a uniform experience based on a shared decade of birth, even while we have heuristically grouped them together in a methodological attempt to generate insights into the meaning and significance people allocate to generational experiences and identities. It is from this approach that our book derives its title: to ‘queer generations’ is to unsettle normative expectations regarding gender, sexuality, coming of age, belonging, sexual citizenship, generations and the presumptive ways in which these things are anticipated to relate to each other.

Although the Australian experience is historically distinct, our study’s findings have broad relevance for understanding youth sexual citizenship more generally. In a wide range of countries, mainly in the United Kingdom, Europe and settler colonial contexts of Canada, Australia and the United States, the expansion of LGBTQ rights has led to comparable changes in everyday life across these diverse geopolitical contexts (e.g. see O’Sullivan 2015). Across these settings, the gender and sexuality of young people is also freighted with additional significance in similar ways, very often constituted as a bellwether for cultural change, and either celebrated as a marker of progress or decried as a sign of social degeneration. Moving beyond this binary framing, this book investigates people’s complex narrated experiences of youth, generations and sexual citizenship, which move beyond these familiar frames of vanguard or victim/villian.

Research regarding LGBTQ sexual citizenship has largely focused on subjects of legal maturity and political recognition. This book instead looks to LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship across several less-investigated frames. To this end, each chapter in this book deploys one ‘lens’ to look at LGBTQ sexual citizenship differently: kinship, media and digital life, education, health, work and sexual activity. In the interviews we conducted, questions were clustered around each lens area, based on the rationale that they present a way of looking at key aspects in an individual’s life, helping to draw out the everyday texture of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship. We identified these ‘lenses’ based on earlier work investigating research methods and gay and lesbian youth (Boxer and Cohler 1989; Cohler and Hammack 2007). This scholarship drew attention to the limitations of extant psycho-developmental approaches dominating the study of gender and sexual minority youth in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, encouraging a critical approach that foregrounded narrative and the constructedness of research knowledge. Building on this approach, we identified these six lenses based on a review of the literature on LGBTQ youth. This research highlighted that young people’s experiences of family and relationships (which we heuristically labelled ‘kinship’), everyday media and digital communication technologies, school, health services, work and sex itself were key dimensions of young people’s lives and often central in how they described their development of a maturing, adult LGBTQ identity. We developed this ‘lens-based approach’ to help guide our efforts to provide more specification and texture to the meanings of sexual citizenship assembled through our analysis of narrative accounts we collected from people. As such, our approach characterizes LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship as being constituted by these six dimensions. In this respect, the book contributes a speculative approach to ‘seeing’ LGBTQ young people more holistically within studies of sexual citizenship, and in youth studies related to generational framings.

In this introductory chapter – ‘Chapter 1: Introduction: Assembling an Account of LGBTQ Youth Sexual Citizenship over Time’ – we set the scene for the book by introducing its key research questions, and the study upon which the book is based. We provide an opening discussion of the ‘lens-based’ approach structuring the book, and a summary of the book’s chapters, which each focus on a specific ‘lens’ through which we seek to ‘see’ LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship. In this introduction, we describe the study methods and the rationale behind investigating LGBTQ youth experiences among two social generations – people born in the 1970s and the 1990s. We provide an introduction to the people interviewed for the study, and discuss some issues relating to language, gender, sexuality, ‘coming of age’ and talking collectively about LGBTQ young people. We contextualize our study by providing an introductory overview of discussions about growing up as LGBTQ in Australia, and of research documenting Australian young people’s sexual and gender diversity. To help situate the book’s critical concerns, we map out some of the connections we draw in this book between studies of sexual citizenship and LGBTQ youth studies, and studies of LGBTQ youth and social generations. This introduction then closes by foreshadowing some critical reflections on the methods employed and positioning this research project reflexivity in relation to the broader project of liberal sexual citizenship in the settler colonial state.

In Chapter 2 – ‘Inventing Kinship: Experiments in Coming of Age and Emergent Modes of LGBTQ Relations’ – we examine the diverse relationships which people we spoke to described as significant in their narration of biographies of growing up. Drawing on key resources from feminist and LGBTQ approaches to kinship since the 1990s, as well as illustrations of LGBTQ youth programmes and initiatives, this chapter maps out some of the key features of how LGBTQ kinship has been conceptualized over this period. Through a discussion of the false binary of biological constraint and social choice, and the impact of the ‘scarcity’ or ‘density’ of an LGBTQ population, this chapter charts how young LGBTQ people have often been understood in terms of (a vaguely defined) sense of alienation which has, in diverse ways, encouraged the generation of new forms of kinship relations.

In Chapter 3 – ‘Media Representation, Digital Life and Belonging’ – we examine people’s accounts of key shifts, over time, in LGBTQ media representation, communication and digital technologies, and the roles played by these representations and technologies in shaping people’s experiences and narrations of growing up LGBTQ. We examine how people’s engagement with media and technologies of communication change across two social generations, theorizing how shifts in the rate, form and quality of media representations and digital engagement are implicated in broader social changes to relationships between representation, recognition, interactivity and belonging. By theorizing key ways in which people make sense of relationships between representation and belonging, the chapter moves the field beyond seeing LGBTQ youth as either victims/villains or vanguards in the context of media and digital technology use, demonstrating how LGBTQ people have developed nuanced understandings of the importance of media and communication beyond simpler deficit and celebrationist accounts.

In Chapter 4 – ‘Feeling Generational: Schooling in Sexuality and Gender and Becoming a Sexual Citizen’ – we shift the focus to education, investigating it both as key to belonging and sexual citizenship and as a site of mixed emotions. In the rich and often familiar accounts of LGBTQ erasure and violence within and around schooling which people share, affects linger and resurface. We centre these affective encounters with education in this chapter to consider people’s own reflections on these accounts – how do they make sense of the affective relations they recount in retrospect? What can these reflections teach us about changes in sexual citizenship and belonging within and between these generations? These accounts also illustrate the ways in which understandings of generational affiliation and identity are linked not only to affect but also to how feelings attach themselves to generational languages of identity and what we theorize in the chapter as shared ‘experiences of instruction’ in generational affiliation.

Chapter 5 – ‘Accessing Care and Sexual Citizenship: Belonging, Affinity and Inclusivity Labour in Health Services’ – explores what people described as critical to their sense of belonging to and affinity with formal and informal health care. Key differences between the generations are explored, particularly in the forms of ‘inclusivity labour’ in health care settings. The chapter examines in particular depth the specific needs and experiences of trans and gender-diverse people, demonstrating how these remain more hidden within broader health responses to ‘LGBTQ’ service users, and because they are often highly reliant on health systems to secure gender-affirming care.1 Concepts of inclusive health care have a long history, but in recent years special effort has been made to make more inclusive the care provided to sexually- and gender-diverse populations. This has largely focused on challenging the cultural assumption that health service users are heterosexual and cisgender until shown to be otherwise, and making the physical spaces of health care delivery more visually ‘welcoming’ for LGBTQ people. Less attention has been paid to understanding how to promote a sense of belonging within these spaces based on justice, a meaningful sense of affinity and mutual recognition between the different parties, both now and in the future. We attend to this negotiation of belonging across generations in this chapter.

Chapter 6 – ‘Negotiating “Public” and “Private” Through Sexual Citizenship: Generational Reflections on Being LGBTQ at Work’ – introduces accounts of people we spoke to in relation to work. We highlight the role of work in shaping LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship via an analysis of changing ideas of public/private in Australia, contextualizing people’s narratives by discussing equal opportunity legislation protections for gay and lesbian people introduced in the late twentieth century. These narratives reveal the centrality of work as a site for establishing LGBTQ belonging. A key point in this chapter is critiquing the naturalization of a distinction between public and private in shaping the ‘respectable’ or ‘appropriate’ expression of gender and sexual identity. Such naturalizations have meant that transgender people, working-class people and people of colour have often been placed in positions where their gender and sexual identities have been viewed as more ‘visible’, with unpredictable consequences.

Controversies attached to LGBTQ youth routinely centre on the question of sex itself, meaning that in discussion about sexual citizenship in general, and with regards to young people in particular, sex often gets elided. In its place we often find a focus on other apparatuses of sexual citizenship – laws, policies, institutional practices and other governance arrangements. Chapter 7 – ‘Locating Sex in Sexual Citizenship’ – reflects on responses, ambiguities, silences and ambivalence within the accounts offered by people to reflect on the different ways that sex itself does and does not function as a technology of belonging, and how it raises particular methodological questions for the study of sexual citizenship. Elaborating a theoretical reflection on the implications of more explicitly recognizing the role of sex within practices of belonging, the chapter maps out new ways to understand LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship.

In Chapter 8 – ‘Growing up LGBTQ in Marriage Equality Time: Reflections on Studying LGBTQ Youth Sexual Citizenship over Time’ – we reflect on people’s motivations to join the study, on aspects of the methods we employed and on some of the ways we observed ‘belonging’ being enacted and troubled in our study. We discuss the happenstance impact of public debates in Australia regarding marriage equality and LGBTQ inclusion in schools which coincided with our research. Looking back on people’s contributions, we reflect on how ‘progress’ is discussed, producing sexuality and gender as generational things, and we explore how people’s diverse accounts of coming of age as LGBTQ people trouble linear, normative chronologies of growing up. The concluding chapter, Chapter 9, draws together our key findings, summarizes the book’s argument and gestures towards future work.



 Data montage: Why study LGBTQ youth born in the 1970s and the 1990s?

It’s the end of the century, and a young person is at home with their parents watching the first screening of the Mardi Gras on public television in 1994. They later recall how their parents’ silence in their suburban living room marked a moment of tacit familial acceptance of their sexuality. Two decades later, another young person moves from the countryside to the city, hopefully engaging with metropolitan queer life in the early 2010s. At around the same time, another young person scrolls through Tumblr and periodically adds images and text to their site, accumulating a personal archive which connects them to LGBTQ people they feel an affinity with across national boundaries. Another person ‘comes out’ later in life, and, in doing so, is prompted to reflect back on the young person they once were in the 1990s, pondering how things might have been different if they had grown up twenty years later. Another considers what ‘might have been’, as they think about the kinds of LGBTQ identities recognizable to them now but which were unattainable when they were growing up.

This book takes as its subject the shifting meanings of LGBTQ youth citizenship between the 1990s and the 2010s. To understand LGBTQ youth citizenship, we analyse narrative accounts of people born in either the 1970s or the 1990s, and situate them within their historical context to understand how they understood themselves to have ‘come of age’ as sexual citizens in Australia. Our interest emerged from the fact that, during the 1990s in Australia, there was a rapid expansion in the availability of different (hitherto lacking) provisions for a group often described in policy documents as same-sex-attracted young people (SSAY for short). Eschewing more politically confrontational expressions such as ‘gay and lesbian youth’, and informed by research which was increasingly documenting young people’s same-sex sexual attraction and behaviours, independent of identification, SSAY became an increasingly familiar term deployed within government and public health settings during this decade. This usage means that in some respects it can be described as a depoliticized term, even while its mobilization was a key part of the expansion of key modes of government-funded support, including safe-sex education programmes. Here, ‘support’, in general terms, refers to an Australian governmental term indicating the interlacing of public funding, social work and psychological approaches and community or peer-based connections to address significant issues of public concern. For SSAY, support measures were often established in the context of the overlapping health concerns of HIV/AIDS prevention, sexual and reproductive health, and mental health concerns often framed in terms of youth suicide, producing ‘SSAY’ as an identity category via health-based discourses with, as the chapter explores later, a range of productive and problematic implications. The expansion of SSAY support services was connected to broader struggles for inclusion, rights and sexual difference at the policy level, reflecting sometimes coordinated activity between LGBTQ activists and community members, public advocates, policymakers and researchers from public health, youth services, psychology and beyond, and young people themselves. Examples of these forms of support included long-running youth peer education initiatives and support groups run by state-based AIDS organizations in the 1990s (and beyond).

Relatedly, there were major changes in the opportunities available to young people born in the 1990s as they transitioned to adulthood. An initial period of recognition and support (in the mid-1990s) – itself the outcome of broader struggles for gender and sexual equality propelled in many ways by the onset of the AIDS crisis in the 1980s – gave way in the mid-2010s to what has been characterized as a ‘post-lesbian’ and ‘post-gay’ (Altman 2013) and ‘post-AIDS’ (Dowsett and McInnes 1996) era. The progressive mainstreaming of LGBTQ concerns, especially in urban areas, was identified by some as playing a role in changing experiences of growing up LGBTQ over time (Brown 2014). Against this backdrop, new kinds of LGBTQ peer and social support distinct from those characteristic of the past emerged and became available, reshaping contexts for coming of age in the 2010s.

Research has established that receiving support, participating and belonging in education, in health care and at work, and experiencing legal equality play important roles in successful youth-to-adult transitions (Willis 2011), and while all of these things were shifting for LGBTQ people born in the last decades of the twentieth century, little research had explored these generational changes. Our interest in studying these two social generations was prompted, then, by a desire to better understand the influence of different kinds of support on the development of ‘sexual citizenship’, both in the mid-1990s and the 2010s. The narratives in this book offer an important opportunity to provide a historical perspective to discussions of LGBTQ youth experience during the 1990s and beyond. Debates about LGBTQ youth as social victims or cultural heroes have obscured the fact that much of this research is ‘ahistorical’, focusing on a present moment while neglecting individual agency, historical power dynamics and often long-standing collective efforts to achieve inclusion and involvement (Marshall 2012). This lack of historical perspective has constrained research and its capacity to guide future policy, support and service provision (Boxer and Cohler 1989).

The 1990s was a period of substantial importance for laying the foundations for young people to grow up safely and differently. However, little research to date has considered the influence of these historical developments on the lives that young people later went on to lead, reproducing an enduring ahistoricism in much LGBTQ youth studies work. By the 2010s, frameworks of support and understandings of youth transitions had shifted significantly. Support groups had become more formalized, professionalized and embedded in psychosocial rather than community approaches to care (Bilodeau and Renn 2005); gay/straight alliances, school-based organizations and service providers (e.g. Safe Schools) provided services in an institutional environment that, in the past, had disavowed sexual and gender diversity (Rasmussen 2006; Hillier, Mitchell and Ybarra 2012); support groups and environments were increasingly policy-directed and often government co-funded; support had become progressively individualized, with a greater number of young people developing their own approach through online sites offering distinctive forms of pedagogy and belonging (Hickey-Moody, Rasmussen and Harwood 2008); competing claims about the necessity of continuing support groups had emerged; and sexuality and gender were perceived less as discrete categories than through the ‘intersectionalities’ of different facets of identity and experience.

By the mid-2010s, LGBTQ issues were more regularly spoken of through the intersections between different categories of identity, of which minority gender and/or sexuality were but one dimension, and this proliferation of identities was reflected in narratives, characters and personalities in mainstream film and television (Hillier et al. 2010). There was increased recognition of transgender youth, connected to a rise in transgender services and groups (Robinson et al. 2014). LGBTQ support services were increasingly individualized, professionalized and directed by policy in educational and corporate environments (Rasmussen 2006). LGBTQ community, identity and representation were increasingly framed by patterns of consumption rather than LGBTQ political organizing and activism (Hickey-Moody, Rasmussen and Harwood 2008). As indicated by marriage equality claims, adult LGBTQ sexual citizenship was increasingly articulated as a domestic and private matter, rather than through participation in public minority communities (Altman 2013). The capacity for LGBTQ people to creatively express diverse sexualities and genders and negotiate new forms of belonging and sexual citizenship was growing across a wide diversity of Web 2.0 contexts (e.g. Facebook, YouTube and Tumblr) and through the massification of social media networking technologies (e.g. smart phones and twitter) (Driver 2007; Byron and Robards 2017).

Greater support for and visibility of LGBTQ-inclusive families helped to reconceptualize the family and domestic space as potentially welcoming of LGBTQ youth. Developments in relation to HIV/AIDS treatments and young people’s access to gender-affirming care altered the landscape of LGBTQ health in profound and sometimes contested ways. The expanded implementation and socialization of equal opportunity and anti-discrimination approaches, alongside broader social acceptance in some parts of the community, helped open up new pathways for LGBTQ young people at work. And sex itself was reshaped by the technological developments and transformations in gender and sexual identity observed across the first decades of the new century. The past fifty years have been a site of continuous change in understandings and experiences of gender, sexuality, citizenship and growing up, all of which invited questions about how LGBTQ people growing up amidst such change narrated their experiences.



 The people we spoke to

The study employed qualitative methods consisting of a blend of oral history and semi-structured individual and group interviews in approximately half a dozen metropolitan cities and regional areas across Australia. Participants were recruited through a study website, social media and mailing lists, LGBTQ community festivals, events and groups, and snowballing. We conducted interviews with people in Melbourne, Sydney, Perth and regional communities in Victoria, New South Wales and Western Australia seeking information about people’s experiences of growing up LGBTQ in cities and outside of them. However, this was complicated by the fact that some of the people we spoke to had not grown up in the locations where they were interviewed. Time and again we heard that people born in the 1970s had felt the need and desire to leave the smaller towns in which they had grown up, so in non-metropolitan settings we sometimes had difficulty in finding people to speak to who had grown up in those places.

The interviews were conducted in 2016 and 2017 by members of the research team and with the assistance of research assistants, who were also involved in archival research. Interviews were conducted in a range of settings, including universities, cafes, festivals and community organizations. Both the individual interviews (n = 55) and group interviews (n = 20) were semi-structured, following a question guide developed by the research team to meaningfully explore the six ‘lenses’ relating to different aspects of the experience of growing up gender and/or sexually different introduced above.

Of the total 121 people in the study overall, eighty‐two participated in the group interviews. Group interviews were organized by social generation and location (e.g. 1970s-born metropolitan). They provided an opportunity for social peer discussion of the study issues. Of those who took part in a group interview, sixteen also took part in a follow-up individual interview, enabling more detailed contributions to the study. An additional thirty-nine people took part in an individual interview only. All of these qualitative transcripts, that is, twenty group interviews and fifty-five individual interviews, were included in the analysis discussed in this book. All interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed; transcripts were deidentified and all people were given a pseudonym. Transcripts were then analysed to inform our study of how we can ‘see’ sexual citizenship through the lenses we asked people about, and quotes from the transcripts used in this book have been sometimes edited for clarity. In this book, we refer to participants by their pseudonym, their age (or generation), their sexual and gender identities (in their terms provided at interview), and location of interview. The group of people we spoke to was not representative of the broader community, and so our findings cannot be generalized. Slightly fewer people we spoke to were from the 1970s-born generation (n = 50) compared with the 1990s-born (n = 71). More were living in metropolitan areas (n = 84), and fewer from regional areas (n = 37). In terms of background, participants described themselves in a range of ways including as Aboriginal/English, Aboriginal/Scottish, Anglo, Anglo Saxon, Arab, Asian, Australian, Australian/African, Chinese, English/German, Jewish, Latino, Muslim, Unknown and White, with some people not disclosing a specific background.

As discussed at the start of this chapter, the people we spoke to identified in a range of ways in terms of gender and sexuality. More cisgender people who we spoke to identified as women (n = 53) than men (n = 39), and a considerable proportion identified as gender diverse (n = 29). Approximately the same proportion identified as either gay (n = 36), lesbian (n = 33) or some other identifier (n = 33) (e.g. demi-, pan-, grey-, queer and ace), with the remaining people identifying as bisexual (n = 19). Among the older generation, nine (approximately 18 per cent) identified their genders by terminology other than male or female, whereas twenty (approximately 28 per cent) from the younger cohort used gender terminology other than male or female – terms such as agender, genderfluid, non-binary and transboy. In terms of sexuality descriptors, most across both cohorts used the terms gay, lesbian or bisexual, although among the older cohort eleven (approximately 22 per cent) used other terms such as demisexual, pansexual, asexual and panromantic. Among the younger cohort, the use of emergent, alternative descriptors increased to twenty-two (approximately 31 per cent), and this increase in the use of alternative gender and sexual identity descriptors reflects wider trends occurring internationally (although the group of people we spoke to was too small to extrapolate wider trends). While these figures and percentage allocations provide one way to ‘see’ in more detail the people we spoke to, the proliferation of identity terms chosen and the slipperiness for some people between one category and another is indicative of the provisional nature of these numerical summaries. Numbers may suggest fixity, but as the narratives in this book reveal, for so many of the people we spoke to, it made little sense to think of gender or sexuality as ‘fixed’.

This book draws accounts from these people into dialogue with the history of this period to understand the meanings of growing up, coming of age and sexual citizenship for two social generations of LGBTQ people, and to explore the significance of notions of generational identity and experience in their lives. A focus on people’s accounts and historical developments in relation to LGBTQ young people enables us to bring aspects of people’s lives which are often excluded from understandings of sexual citizenship into focus. This helps to illustrate how sexual citizenship is accomplished via diverse practices of coming of age and belonging – sexual citizenship is made rather than something that can be taken for granted. In investigating two different social generations, we bring into focus similarities and differences of experiences across time. The narratives presented here are shaped by our research interests in coming of age, growing up LGBTQ and sexual citizenship. They are also not uniformly reported, so our presentation of narratives from different generations is not representative. The accounts we present are not a comparative account of generations in any straightforward sense: there is no consistent experience of a ‘then’ or ‘them’ that stands in clear contrast to a ‘now’ or an ‘us’ (Marshall et al. 2019). Rather, what this book provides are people’s narrative accounts of themselves as generational subjects, informed by the structure of our lenses and their varying understandings of the past and how it has shaped them, and who they have grown up to become.

The accounts of sexual and gender difference in this book converge and diverge across the generations in ways that complicate linear expectations in relation to generational difference and historical progress. Rather than model a ‘straight’ analysis of developmental time, our book traces the gradual accrual of rights associated with coming of age across the generations and the sometimes-ambivalent or counterproductive relationships people have with such measures of ‘progress’. We explore the impact of history and generational time on people’s understandings and experiences of belonging and sexual citizenship, based on people’s own accounts. Tracking the significance of generational knowledge, experiences and events (e.g. the decriminalization of homosexuality, clinical changes in young people’s legal access to gender affirmation treatments, the legalization of marriage equality and so on), our work seeks to dislodge critical discussion of generations from within a progress-oriented framework. Rather, we suggest the inconsistent manner in which generational time contributes to and is made meaningful via individual experience. The findings discussed in this book queer generations by demonstrating how the LGBTQ people involved in our research often experience what we call ‘generation-marking’ events and developments in uneven and inconsistent ways. Our deployment of this notion of ‘generation-marking’ recognizes the significance of historical events on LGBTQ people as they grow up, and on how LGBTQ people narrate these experiences. At the same time, we resist recuperating such moments of generation-marking significance within straightforward comparative or developmental analytics. In this way we seek to investigate the significance of historical times and events, although unevenly experienced, on people’s understanding of themselves as various kinds of LGBTQ subjects (e.g. ‘heterosexual transman’ or ‘female lesbian’) coming into adulthood.



 Queering coming of age

Coming of age emerged as a popular concept in twentieth-century psychology and anthropology via the establishment of pioneering constructivist accounts in academic work such as the anthropologist Margaret Mead’s Coming of Age in Samoa (1928/2008). Broadly speaking, this work by Mead and others forged new intellectual pathways for conceptualizing growing up in cultural, rather than essentialist, terms. What initially intrigued Mead were, in part, questions about American young people’s experiences of growing up, and the extent to which their experiences might be universally shared by other young people around the world. Her fieldwork research was mobilized by a methodological desire to look for the possibility of difference by looking at growing up in diverse cultural contexts.

Early anthropological work such as Mead’s challenged the biological assumptions that underpinned earlier concepts of ‘coming of age’. Despite the fact that these early anthropological engagements with ‘coming of age’ a century ago established a cultural interpretation of coming of age, popular understandings often continued to reinforce a normative set of expectations moulded on sexual and social maturity. In popular ideas about coming of age, successful heterosexual coupling, including achieving sex itself, has persisted as a key threshold indicator. However, the evident abundance of young people’s gender and sexual diversity challenges these old popular ideas about coming of age and provides occasion to query what coming of age means in LGBTQ lives.2 Coming of age has been fashioned for over a century as the bridge between growing up and acquiring full rights as a sexual citizen, although what sexual citizenship designates when the people who are growing up are LGBTQ and how the specific experiences of these young people refashion what coming of age and sexual citizenship mean have not received sustained attention. This book engages with accounts from LGBTQ people about their experiences of coming of age as they provide us with opportunities to complicate familiar heterosexist scripts of maturation and queer prevailing normative models of sexual maturity and the acquisition of narrowly construed versions of coming of age.



 Growing up as LGBTQ in Australia

An Australian, whether born in the 1970s or the 1990s, will have witnessed momentous shifts in the legal regulation of sexual citizenship for LGBTQ people. For example, same-sex sexuality was progressively decriminalized for men in different states and territories between the years 1975 and 1997. While same-sex sexuality between women has been subject to fewer laws and forms of policing, it has historically been highly stigmatized, with taboos against lesbianism challenged as part of the broader sexual revolution and gay activism of the post-war period within which the push for decriminalization was an important component. Bisexual (or bi+ or multi-gender attracted) people, transgender people and queers3 achieved greater prominence in public debates about gender and sexuality since the 1990s, and this increased recognition is often described as a mark of generational difference in and of itself.

The relationship between gender and sexual diversity, sexual citizenship and young people has historically often been one in which young LGBTQ people have been sidelined in favour of a focus on the LGBTQ subject who has reached the age of maturity. LGBTQ youth are often centred in public debates over sexuality, gender and citizenship as the symbolic centre of public concern, but their voices and lived experiences are rarely included. This practice is reflected by the concerns which have come to dominate sexual politics – and largely underpin sexual citizenship in general – since the 1960s, including campaigns to decriminalize male homosexual sex as previously noted, to equalize age of consent laws for same-sex sexuality, to introduce equal opportunity legislation to protect adult LGBTQ workers, to reform family law to allow same-sex couples to adopt children and to allow same-sex adult couples to marry. While these citizenship reforms have altered the social and legal conditions that younger LGBTQ Australians inherit, they have not always been informed by understandings of young people as sexual citizens themselves. Developments during our study, such as the introduction of legal reforms to reduce the burden on transgender children of having to receive rulings from the Family Court to obtain gender-congruent hormones or surgery,4 suggested a growing focus on young people’s sexual citizenship rights, although subsequent challenges to these rulings are indicative of the extent to which an understanding of such rights is fragile and remains only faintly drawn in the national LGBTQ political agenda.

Despite dramatic changes in LGBTQ sexual citizenship since the 1970s, time and again, our research revealed inconsistent narratives of generational comparison and progress. Our approach to generations is ‘queer’ in that, reflecting people’s accounts, we resist sweeping accounts of historical progress in Australia, one focused narrowly on a conception of sexual citizenship in terms of an ever-expanding accrual of rights. Such a view conceals the continuities in life as lived among LGBTQ people, which are apparent from people’s narratives.5 While legal shifts in recognition may give the sense of a dramatic transformation in how sexuality and gender might be lived socially, people born in the 1990s and the 1970s narrated their experiences in surprisingly similar terms. School was described as a place of frustration and exclusion; many LGBTQ people of both generations continued to describe great loneliness and feeling like ‘the only one’; and geographical distance was commonly described as an enduring problem in the acquisition of an LGBTQ life, with the fantasy of moving to the city appearing in accounts from across the generations as a beacon of LGBTQ possibility. Despite great change, continuities persist.

Among the new possibilities that opened up for LGBTQ youth growing up in the new millennium was the emergence of new categories of sexual and gender identification (prominently including a greater recognition of gender diversity, but also recognizing sexualities which deviate from presumptive heterosexual and homosexual affiliations). For people across both generations in our study, this new and evolving lexicon offered promise. For the younger generation, the availability of new terms provided new possibilities of identification and recognition. For the older generation, they often provided a rubric for insightful retrospection. The phrase, ‘If I were born today I might have identified as . . .’, was a narrative refrain that reflects how people born in the 1970s drew on identity vocabularies to weave past and present into possible futures. Yet even in this subjunctive mode,6 wherein the emergence of new categories and sexual citizenship possibilities offer alternative relationships between personhood and recognition, linear movement is hard to locate. Dwelling in such narrative accounts and the possibilities that they offer provide visions of how sexual citizenship is enacted and experienced at the level of personal experience and narrative through engagements with the historical that resist simple chronology. Discontinuities and paradoxes of meaning, including those that arise in the movement between the past and the present, thwart the steady movement of generational time, or the accomplishment of what might vainly be understood as fixed characterizations of generational difference. They make observable instead the queer ways people forge their own recognitions and identifications through the sense they make of the times in which they live and the histories they inherit.

Akin to Elizabeth Freeman’s (2010: 7) observation of how ‘sexual dissidents have . . . in many ways been produced by, or at least emerged in tandem with, a sense of “modern” temporality’, this book dwells in the ambiguity that emerges from the experience of diverse groups of people born at different points in time. Relatedly, Halberstam illustrates how LGBTQ experiences of youth, and LGBTQ people’s participation in a range of subcultural practices, open up new ways to understand and enact modes of social and cultural belonging, untethering ideas of youth and age from normative chronologies of time and reproduction, and providing a constructive conceptual resource for helping us to think about the significance of non-developmental generational time (Halberstam 2005). Our use of the concept of ‘generations’ is informed by this queer thinking, in tension with how ‘generations’ is often deployed: to express shared experiences of a given historical moment; to mark movement through time and the reproduction of culture over time; to impose homogeneity on heterogeneous experiences of historical change; and to signal a radical break or discontinuity, a desire for change or a rejection of past views (e.g. see our discussion in Marshall et al. 2019). As an idea, the notion of generations has been criticized for too readily disciplining subjects into the steady march of chronological time (Marshall et al. 2019). Generations have too often been deployed to bestow a fictive stability upon extremely diverse lives, assembling people into distinct cohorts, flattening the differences characterizing individuals. Approaching generations as lived, narrated experiences, this book contributes to the extant scholarship addressing generations in queer and cultural terms, rather than as normativities too readily understood in terms of biological, psychological and political development.

Let’s imagine an ambivalent generational moment: it’s 2017 and a young LGBTQ person is in the Australian parliamentary visitors’ gallery witnessing the jubilant scenes of parliamentarians celebrating the passage of legislation for marriage equality. Caught in an affectively charged moment, maybe the young person shares the sentiment, feeling a new kind of attachment to the form of formal sexual citizenship they’ve been newly invited into. Maybe it sponsors a hope that they might now begin to have more expectations of governments and laws that have let LGBTQ people down time and again. Maybe they join in with those around them in the parliamentary visitors’ gallery as they break into an acapella rendition of ‘I am Australian’. Or perhaps they baulk at that performance, wavering between feelings of inclusion and disidentification (and please see Chapter 8 for a discussion of mixed feelings about marriage equality among the people we spoke to). After all, why seek inclusion within a citizenship system built on racism, violence and dispossession? What does marriage equality offer someone whose queerness comprises an opposition to coupledom, monogamy or the capitalist histories of marriage itself? Why celebrate a gay and lesbian political success built on the scapegoating of other sexual and gender minorities?

For some LGBTQ people, the legalization of marriage equality in Australia was an expression of progress and generational transformation: for them, the way the state ‘saw’ LGBTQ subjects had decisively shifted. For others, though, the law change and the struggles leading up to and trailing it generated ambivalence or harm, prompting many to query the desirability of incorporation within a political structure built on histories of partial recognitions. As a generation-marking event, it reveals how histories are experienced unevenly and thus queerly. What this law reform affirmed very clearly, though, was that LGBTQ sexual citizenship is a project under ongoing renovation. Historical change invites LGBTQ people to critically reflect on the terms of inclusion that have been offered to them and the expectations they might come to have of a government which is seeking to more explicitly include them: if marriage can be altered, then what other changes can be wrought for LGBTQ people?

The moment of inclusion into expanded citizenship rights is always a monument to the historical exclusions which give that moment its affective charge, and to the new exclusions which new inclusions create. While some LGBTQ people can perhaps now boast of an increasingly state-authorized future via marriage reform, others harvest more mixed benefits from the legal change, with their gender, location, background, class position or gender and sexual diversity (beyond cisgender homosexuality) often complicating this story, troubling a narrative of continuous progress, and undermining the stability of a homogenous generational analysis. Accounts offered by members of our two different generational cohorts similarly thwart the idea that diverse generational experiences can be described in homogenous ways that clearly differentiate one from the other. In the continuities and discontinuities of lived experiences of historical change that arise within and between two generations of LGBTQ Australians and the gaps and fissures through which individualized experiences of generational time are found and expressed, this book tracks diverse accounts of LGBTQ belonging. The narrative accounts contained in this book deepen our understanding of what practices constitute sexual citizenship in relation to coming of age as LGBTQ, and how understandings of both sexual citizenship and LGBTQ coming of age are animated by unstable experiences and accounts of generational time.



 Accounts of sexual and gender diversity in Australian young people

The ‘LGBTQ young person’ is a difficult subject, not only because of the slipperiness of ‘LGBTQ’, as noted above, but also because of the shifting meanings of ‘young person’. While definitions of youth change over time, the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare defines youth as people aged between twelve and twenty-four.7 In the modern state, young people have often historically been understood as (inevitably) heterosexual subjects organized according to a binary model of sex/gender, aligned with presumptive cisgender and heterosexual norms.8 In Australia, activist work in the 1970s (Angelides 2008; Baird and Reynolds 2021) fostered a greater awareness of the presence of gay and lesbian youth during that decade. In the 1980s, this led to a growth in official attention within institutional settings, such as schools and homelessness services, focused on gay and lesbian young people as having specific needs. This limited recognition often emphasized at-risk or pathologized framings which rendered gender and sexual difference in terms of deficit and harm.

It was not until the 1990s that research about the sexual and gender diversity of Australian young people began to be collected and published in systematic ways, often with a strong policy imperative. Research at what is now called the Australian Research Centre in Sex, Health and Society at La Trobe University – a historically significant research centre for researching sexual behaviour and attitudes in Australia with close links to state and federal government funding – suggested that approximately 8–11 per cent of young people identified as experiencing same-sex attraction (see Hillier, Warr and Haste 1996; Lindsay, Smith and Rosenthal 1997).

The focus on deficit, harm or risk countered by support and resilience in much of the LGBTQ research and policy work from this period is reflected in the first stated aim of the first Writing Themselves In report (Hillier et al. 1998: 9): ‘To document levels of sexual and drug risk-taking by SSAY [same sex attracted young people] in regard to STDs [sexually transmitted diseases] (including HIV) and related diseases’. This emphasis on risk and harm, produced through therapeutic disciplinary ways of coming to know LGBTQ subjects, has fashioned models of sexual citizenship available to LGBTQ youth in important ways. As LGBTQ youth emerged as a category of concern and possibility in relation to sexual citizenship in the Australian context, through a coalescence of concerns clustered around matters of health and well-being, this formulation of sexual citizenship centred largely on matters related to growing up safely and studiously refused attempts to make school education curricula more inclusive of LGBTQ youth.

Research during the 1990s and early 2000s, corresponding with a prevailing emphasis in social policy and academic theory, overwhelmingly focused on same-sex attracted young people. It has only been since the mid-2000s that similar research has been conducted about young people’s gender diversity, corresponding with growing scholarly and popular recognition from the late 1990s onwards of ‘gender’ and ‘sexuality’ as distinct (yet related) aspects of the self.

A key feature of this early work was its origins in therapeutic disciplines of psychology, social policy and public health and a distinctive orientation towards policy. Across the Writing Themselves In (e.g. 1998), From Blues to Rainbows (2014) and National Survey of Australian Secondary Students and Sexual Health (e.g. 2019) reports, which emerged from ARCSHS in Victoria, and research like the Growing Up Queer report (2014) emerging from Western Sydney University, researchers have composed an increasingly detailed and rich portrait of sexual and gender diversity among youth in Australia. Several key features have emerged from these reports, which largely draw on surveys involving qualitative and quantitative analysis. First, in the absence of reliable population data and the historical omission of sexually- and gender-diverse young people in policy and programme settings across the country, this research established highly visible and often quite detailed accounts of the lives of young people who have historically been marginalized or left unrecognized by the communities in which they have grown up and within which they have navigated their own belonging.

A key feature of this increased visibility, in part shaped by the research milieu in which it was formulated, was the surfacing of accounts of abuse, trauma and poor mental health. Such findings dominated much of this research, especially early work being published in the 1990s and the early 2000s. These research findings played a role in attracting wider recognition of sexually- and gender-diverse young people as they offered evidence not only of these young people’s existence but also of the high levels of abuse and trauma these young people experienced. By establishing strong correlations between LGBTQ youth and a raft of poor health outcomes, including drug and alcohol issues, participation in unsafe and unwanted sex, loneliness and poor mental health, and self-harm and suicide, researchers highlighted LGBTQ youth as a population group in urgent need of further attention. The dramatic frequency of the negative aspects of these young people’s lives also gradually encouraged researchers in the field to identify the limitations of deficit-based accounts and to diversify research questions, methods and efforts to help surface diverse accounts of young people’s lives – stories of survival, resilience, relationships, community connection, happiness and pleasure. As such, we now have a rich archive of accounts of the sexual and gender diversity of young people in Australia stretching back over two decades, even while this data is still uneven and covers a relatively short period of time. Marginalization of minority LGBTQ young people in the extant data remains a key issue which means the development of a comprehensive portrait of the sexual and gender diversity of Australian youth remains elusive.

Research in Australia regarding LGBTQ young people and baseline indicators in terms of population data is, in many ways, anchored within these particular disciplinary histories and ways of knowing. While this population data and its attendant categories are produced by disciplinary traditions distinct from the approach deployed in this book, these histories nevertheless inform our engagement with gender and sexual minority young people. In a 2020 summary of population data (Carman et al. 2020), Rainbow Health Victoria – a key unit situated within ARCSHS linked to state-based LGBTQ policy and programming – pointed to the difficulties in estimating sexual and gender diversity among the Australian population. Based on available evidence they did however identify that around ‘3–4% of the population have reported identifying as gay, lesbian or bisexual’, that ‘a significant percentage of Australians have reported same gender attraction and behaviour – approximately 9% for male participants and 19% for female’, that ‘approximately 1% of people have reported identifying as “transgender”’, and that the figures relating to identifying as gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender are higher among young people (Carman et al. 2020: 3). Other researchers have identified that the collection of accurate population data has been hampered by the historical erasure of sexual and gender diversity in relevant data gathering exercises (Lyons et al. 2021).

Yet even with methodological limitations, it is clear that there have been some dramatic increases in reported numbers of identification with an LGBTQ identity in various surveys in recent years. For example, a 2022 poll conducted by the media analysis agency Gallup reported that 4.2 per cent of all adults in the United States now identify as bisexual, increasing to 6.9 per cent of ‘Millennials’ (1981–96) and 13.1% of ‘Generation Z’ (1997–2004) participants (Jones 2023). Not only does this represent significant numbers of young people in the United States, it also represents nearly 60 per cent of the total LGBTQ population in that country, bringing into question the reasons for the historical political and economic dominance of gay men and lesbians in the popular LGBTQ imaginary. We see similar trends in gender identification also. For example, nearly 20 per cent of the over 6,000 LGBTIQ+ identified young Australians (14–21) who participated in the 2019 ‘Writing themselves in’ survey identified as non-binary (and another 8 per cent as trans men or women), which is nearly 20 times higher than the previous survey in 2010 (Hill 2021). In recognition of these changes, and the calls for more accurate and inclusive approaches, a vast array of activity is now underway to create research systems that capture the true diversity of populations around the world (Smith and Newman 2023). And yet, before this is achieved, we can also see young people engaging creatively with the existing identification options. For example, the two identity labels described here – bisexual, and non-binary – had been critiqued for appearing to uncritically reify a binary gender system. Yet they have both undergone significant ‘renovation’ in the last few years, and now operate in bi+ and trans community discourse as expansive, inclusive categories that have the symbolic capacity to hold space for diverse ways of doing queer life, ironically, well beyond the binary (Cover and Newman 2023).

The enduring indeterminacy in the available population data and evolving identity language remind us that gender and sexuality at large and the identity categories deployed by and for LGBTQ young people are inherently unstable (albeit produced by the very efforts that try to categorize and define these things). Rather than viewing this instability as a conceptual or epistemological weakness, our investigation lays claim to this radical inconsistency as part of an ethical project of not foreclosing the possibility of sexually- and gender-diverse life (see Rubin 1992). As such, our conceptualization of sexually- and gender-diverse youth is informed by queer theorizations of childhood and youth (e.g. Gordon 1999; Probyn 1995; Stockton 2009; Talburt 2004), which highlight the importance of challenging homogenizing identity narratives. We find in this queer approach to the category of LGBTQ youth important opportunities for understanding sexual and gender diversity, and for troubling normative identitarian iterations of sexual citizenship.

The population and psychological qualitative data (largely collected via surveys) outlined above sets the scene for how LGBTQ young people have often been approached within therapeutic research in Australia. Similar to other researchers in this field who draw on cultural theoretical resources from the humanities, we bring diverse disciplinary perspectives. Earlier in this introduction we introduced the analytical approach we deploy in this book as one which resists a temptation to stabilize generational difference in a homogenous way. Similarly, our approach is characterized by a critical distance that we observe between our analysis and other more emphatically ‘objective’ accounts of gender/sexual diversity which usually underpin the collection and analysis of LGBTQ population data with an aim of informing policy and funding. Rather than contributing to this project of documenting and counting LGBTQ young people, our approach is invested in exploring people’s narrative accounts of life and the categorial identifications and forms of generational thinking significant in their lives.

Categories expressing gender and sexual identity, including contingent and shaky expressions like ‘the LGBTQ young person’ that we deploy here, are products of their historical moment and generational time. As formal practices of identification and recognition, they play a key role in how subjects are situated within the flows of social life and the mechanics of state governance. This link between the incorporation of young people within society and the governance arrangements regulating such incorporations is key to our concerns in this book. This is because it highlights how LGBTQ young people are linked to the production and embodiment of practices of acquiring or allocating sexual citizenship. Social researchers have identified that population data is always shaped by a temporal lag – other salient social categories have emerged before the researchers can identify and track them. This insight is instructive in drawing attention not only to the limitations of population data but also the powerful ways in which such data performatively constitutes population realities (Hacking 1990). Nevertheless, this work provides crucial insights into how LGBTQ young people have been produced as subjects of knowledge situated within particular understandings of generational time, and our work seeks to build on these legacies, mindful of the productive effects of methods themselves.



 LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship

Sexual citizenship frequently theorizes moments when people’s expressions of their gender and sexuality interconnect with the law and the bureaucratic administration of rights and responsibilities. Presenting diverse narrative accounts of youth sexual and gender diversity, and experiences of belonging over time, facilitates a rich perspective on the utility and limits of both ‘sexual citizenship’ and ‘social generations’ as concepts. In drawing these accounts into dialogue with sexual citizenship, we build on a rich conceptual apparatus for exploring the enactment of youth belonging. This is because sexual citizenship helps us to highlight both formal and informal technologies of recognition and power distribution:


Sexual citizenship, broadly defined, refers to sexual claims of belonging; it considers both the intimate and sexual aspect of a person, together with aspects of their identity, in their participation – or lack thereof – in the rights and responsibilities of being a citizen. (Aggleton et al. 2019: 4)



Jeffrey Weeks describes sexual citizenship as ‘the fateful juncture of private claims to space, self-determination and pleasure and public claims to rights, justice and recognition’ (Weeks 1998). This is a quality that it shares with citizenship more broadly. From the perspective of LGBTQ youth studies, the affordances of sexual citizenship as a critical concept lies in its capacity to draw attention to the mechanics of belonging individuals are subject to in legal and bureaucratic contexts, while also highlighting the tension between what Weeks describes as private and public ‘claims’ to recognition. Sexual citizenship allows for a focus on the relationship between the individual and the social, most often achieved through ‘belonging’. In these accounts, however, what actually constitutes sexual citizenship as a practice for youth, and how it shapes possibilities for belonging, is less well elaborated.

A central aim of this book is to highlight the agency and experiences of LGBTQ young people in negotiating sexual citizenship as lived within a specific historical context. For young people – often a theoretical ruse but rarely protagonists – sexual citizenship includes age of consent laws, media content classification restrictions, age requirements for working, voting, driving, drinking or venue entry, accessing sexual health and gender affirmation information and services, and so on. Historically, however, critical deployments of sexual citizenship have often marginalized important aspects of young people’s lives. In some respects, the concept of sexual citizenship reproduces citizenship’s presumptive investments in the inevitably maturing liberal subject within a settler colonial framework (Morgensen 2011; Povinelli 2002). The accomplishment of sexual citizenship has often mirrored the developmental chronology of the accomplishment of citizenship in general: in maturational time, the person grows into adulthood. If a person performs appropriately, they are awarded rights and responsibilities. The acquisition of sexual citizenship is usually achieved through the accomplishment and performance of specific rights and responsibilities (e.g. the right to give consent, the right to marry and so on). Yet for young LGBTQ people, there are limits to this approach. While the past two decades have seen an increasing focus on the rights of young people and sexual and gender diversity, some experiences of LGBTQ young people’s belonging remain unrecognized within a framework privileging maturation and an emphasis on rights and responsibilities acquired at the age of majority (Rasmussen et al. 2016).

Sexual citizenship’s reproduction of liberal belonging is also controversial because of its often uncritical replication of settler colonial politics. Decolonizing critiques of citizenship, alongside queer critiques of homonormativity and the carceral state, point to the violent histories upon which settler colonial models of citizenship have been built (Robinson 2012). LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship is inseparable from a history of racialized understandings of liberal citizenship in the settler colonial state. The subject of LGBTQ youth citizenship emerges out of this confluence of social norms and the fantasies of liberal citizenship. Queer theorists, such as Lee Edelman and Lauren Berlant, have identified the problematic ways that the figure of the child reproduces inequalities in the present. Lee Edelman (2004) goes as far as to argue that the child is a troubling figure that should be jettisoned by queers, in pursuit of a more radical agenda, although what this might be remains unclear (see also Berlant 2011). José Esteban Muñoz (1999) presents a useful intervention into reductive critiques of white reproductive futurity, highlighting that LGBTQ youth are the products of racial and class exclusions of liberal citizenship. By attending to the forms of belonging and investments of LGBTQ young people themselves, Muñoz asks for a deeper and more intersectional investment in justice. Such queer work, which places young people’s experiences as more central to questions of sexual citizenship, avoids any politically reductive theorization of ‘reproductive futurism’.

This book proposes that sexual citizenship – commonly focused on individual and social practices and experiences of belonging – is usefully supplemented by a focus on generations. This is one way that this book looks to ground LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship as a product of its time. Engagement with the concept of ‘generations’ in social theory has offered productive vantage points on the collective experiences of people born and living at about the same time. Although scholars have long identified the experiences of youth as critical to the formation of generations (Mannheim 1928/1952), particularly at times of rapid change, sexual and gender differences have been a historically neglected area of study in the social generations literature until the 1990s (Skelton and Valentine 1998; McNamee et al. 2003). In contrast to enduring understandings of the concept of generation as referencing ‘transitions’ from youth to adulthood using psycho- and bio-medical models, Wyn and Woodman (2006) articulate a definition of generations in terms of ‘distinctive, defining experiences of successive generations of young people’ (2006: 496).9

By listening to LGBTQ young people, and focusing on what belonging means for them within generational time, we can better understand sexual citizenship, coming of age and generations. In this effort, we join recent works, part biographical and part oral history, which gather together the experiences of LGBTQ Australians coming of age at different points in time. This includes Gay and Lesbian, Then and Now (Reynolds and Robinson 2016) and Growing Up Queer In Australia (Law 2019), which present accounts by LGBTQ Australians about their youth. As in these accounts, this book continues to consider the relationship between generational time and coming of age, as well as what LGBTQ people’s lives tell us about normative concepts of psychological, biological and generational development. This is a risky project: generations can harden into identitarian categories that convey fictive homogeneity between groups of people. However, historical events and common life experiences important to LGBTQ people have often been sidelined in the crafting of generational identity labels, like millennial or baby boomer. As our book shows, events such as the decriminalization of homosexuality, the AIDS crisis and moral panic of the 1980s and advances in trans rights are generation-marking events for young LGBTQ people. Such events are often marginalized within dominant understandings of generations, which remain broadly focused on heteronormative and reproductive histories.

A methodological question for this book then is how to ‘see’ or apprehend the different ways that LGBTQ people materialize or narrate sexual citizenship in relation to ‘generations’. Sexual citizenship draws together concerns about


the control (or not) over one’s body, feelings, relationships: access (or not) to representations, relationships, public spaces, etc.; and socially grounded choices (or not) about identities, gender experiences. (Plummer 1995 as cited in Weeks 1998: 37, emphasis in original)



Our approach responds to this challenge, interpreting these matters of access and choice that are constitutive of the sexual citizen, via the experiences of LGBTQ youth. If sexual citizenship is largely focused on the legal freedoms and constraints applied to LGBTQ adults, such as marriage and property rights, this book identifies six themes, or ‘lenses’, through which it aims to unpack yet rarely considered ways that LGBTQ young people enact coming of age, sexual citizenship and belonging. As outlined earlier in this chapter, these are: kinship (having one’s gender and sexuality shaped, recognized and supported in the context of social relationships); media and digital life (the ability to access, engage with, make use of, and contribute to media representations and digital technologies in ways that inform and are informed by one’s gender and sexuality); education (experiences of formal and informal learning that inform and are informed by one’s gender and sexuality); health (access to professional and social health and well-being supports which are inclusive and enabling of one’s gender and sexual diversity); work (equitable opportunity to participate in paid work under fair conditions which are not undermined due to workplace anti-LGBTQ sentiment or practices); and sexual activity (pleasurable, benign and non-exploitative experiences of sexual activity which affirm one’s gender and sexual diversity).

As scholars in critical disability studies have established, however, the reliance on ‘seeing’ as a metaphor for knowing is a problematic and ableist metaphor that underpins histories of scholarly research. As Amy Vidali explains in an article developing a ‘disability approach to metaphor’, ‘the metaphor knowing is seeing . . . represents blindness as misunderstanding and disorder, while seeing is knowledge and coherence’ (2010: 34). Discussing the work of Lakoff and Johnson, Vidali discusses how this metaphorical deployment of sight gives primacy to ‘getting information through vision’ (40). In Vidali’s terms, ‘the knowing is seeing metaphor does damage to those with visual impairments and those who are blind . . . [while] it also devalues the complex ways in which we “know”’ by conceptualizing knowledge within the ableist imaginary of sight (44). Complicating disability studies critiques which seek to abandon the use of ‘the knowing is seeing metaphor’, Vidali instead encourages a critical and creative engagement with the metaphor which prompts a reflection on how the knowledge that is apparently being ‘seen’ is actually constituted (47). Thus, in Vidali’s analysis, a critical approach to the metaphor of seeing involves not a simple repudiation ‘but a willing embrace of the opportunity’ to critically reflect on how we produce knowledge through the concepts we adopt (47, 51). In the book’s closing two chapters, we reflect on how we have picked up each ‘lens’ in the hope to ‘see’ LGBTQ sexual citizenship over time, and mobilize the kind of criticality Vidali points to by actively reflecting on what our methodological approach helps materialize. This allows us to consider what might escape our ‘vision’. In doing so, we seek to contribute to methodological approaches to researching youth sexual citizenship through an experiment in the affordances and constraints of a ‘seeing is knowing’ methodological metaphor, reflecting, not least, on the limits of the methodological terms that we deploy.



 Reflexivity and locating queer generations

This research was conducted and written in a specific place and at a particular time, in different states in the settler colonial context of Australia between the late 2010s and early 2020s. It took place at a moment of a shifting dynamics in the position of gender and sexuality in public life, in which the politics of sexual citizenship were staged in ways that led to increasing platforms for discrimination against LGBTQ people. The 2017 same-sex marriage campaign was one crucial example of this in Australia; when driving to suburban campus one day, one of the researchers in this study witnessed a group of neo-Nazis unfurl a banner that invoked racist and homophobic language off a motorway pedestrian bridge. While the vote was successful, and what supporters referred to as ‘marriage equality’ occurred, that number of people who voted ‘no’ and ongoing tensions over a religious discrimination bill demonstrate that the fraught terrain on which sexual citizenship is contested remains far from settled. The public staging of sexual citizenship during the same-sex marriage campaign was not the last moment when contestations over belonging to Australia were raised. Indeed, citizenship in Australia – a settler colony, where Indigenous sovereignty has never been ceded – is itself hardly a settled question. We were again reminded of the vote on same-sex marriage in late 2023, during a historic referendum on recognition of Indigenous peoples in the Australian constitution. This referendum did not achieve the required number of votes in any Australian state, with the path forward for this form of Indigenous recognition uncertain.

The unresolved political drama of sexual citizenship in Australia highlights that much remains at stake in the arena of demonstrating who qualifies for sexual citizenship, how sexual citizenship is enacted and who gets to exercise authority in these matters. As Moreton-Robinson (1999) has argued, universities are not innocent of such work, and in our knowledge production we are always negotiating our problematic incorporation within universities as sites for reproducing settler colonial knowledge (Moreton-Robinson 1999). The Queer Generations project, located within Australian universities at a time when social sciences and humanities research was being actively defunded, and while these citizenship contests were playing out nationally, was the first research project funded by the national research body in its Discovery Projects scheme to research sexual and gender minority youth generations. As such, our work is implicated in national projects of research and recognition, shaping the terms under which gender and sexual minority youth might become more discernible as people deserving of sexual citizenship rights, or at least deserving of the right to protest exclusions from such. While this project gives shape to forms of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship desiring more recognition, we also want to be mindful of the embeddedness of our knowledge work within these settler colonial institutions and the ways these contexts and conditions shape, enable and limit this knowledge work.

As a result, this research project itself and the settler colonial researchers who worked on it, with varied relationships to LGBTQ identity, reflect the fraught and challenging relationship to institutional inclusion that gender and sexuality studies has since its founding sustained. In gathering generational accounts of coming of age as LGBTQ young people, this book contributes to the fragile queer project of deepening an archive of difference within and against the grain of the problematic promises of Australian citizenship, mindful of the work still to come.

*

Belonging is a hopeful word: it looks to social practices in which the individual is connected to others, unimpeded by, if not free from, the anti-LGBTQ sentiments which have historically curbed and denied LGBTQ people their full rights as sexual citizens. As Jeffrey Weeks argues, ‘citizenship . . . if it means anything, must be about involvement in a wider society’ (1998: 36). From the decriminalization movements of the 1970s to marriage law reform fifty years later, and from contests over the whiteness and normativity of mainstream LGBTQ politics to contemporary intersections between Indigenous and LGBTQ struggles, the politics of belonging and freedom has been contested across the lives of both of our generations of young people as they have come of age. Have we arrived at the future imagined all those years ago? For Maggie Nelson, it is less productive to attach oneself to a particular vision of freedom, especially a utopic one, always deferred. For Nelson, a generative approach might be found in emphasizing lived expressions of resistance – what she, after Foucault, refers to as everyday ‘practices of freedom’ (2021: 6–7). In this book, we track the accounts of LGBTQ people reflecting on coming of age across generations as a series of so many efforts to live, so many ‘practices of freedom’ to explore. What does LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship look like and how might these visions reshape our understanding of the significance of generations, for LGBTQ people themselves, and for how belonging can occur?



Notes


	1 At some points in this book, we use the term ‘trans’, and we do so with the intention of this being inclusive of the experiences of both binary and non-binary trans people, who may identify as transgender, gender diverse, non-binary and/or other non-cisgender experiences of gender.

	2 For some discussions of LGBTQ coming of age, see Zera (1992), Mac an Ghaill (2003) and Monaghan (2010).

	3 Here ‘queers’ refer to subjects who deviate from gender and sexual norms, including the expectation that they might claim an identity which reflects their sexual desires and activities.

	4 For example, see Human Rights Law Centre (2017).

	5 Similar to our efforts here to ‘queer’ generations, Bitterman and Hess (2021) also work to theorize the significance of plural experiences of generational time on LGBTQ life, deploying the concept of ‘generational layering’.

	6 For a discussion of the subjunctive mode as a queer pedagogy, see Talburt (2010).

	7 See Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2021).

	8 Drawing on queer and trans theory, our use of ‘heterosexual’ and ‘cisgender’ is not limited to any given individual, but rather is a way to highlight how individuals are expected to align with normative expectations regarding bodies and desire; see Stryker (2008).

	9 See Marshall et al. (2019).








Chapter 2
INVENTING KINSHIP
EXPERIMENTS IN COMING OF AGE AND EMERGENT MODES OF LGBTQ RELATIONS




 Introduction


I feel very misinformed, about the whole thing. . . . There wasn’t any information . . . my whole world was just like hetero, and nuclear family, and . . . that’s just what it was. (Thomas/thirty-seven/bisexual/queer/pan/male/Perth)



As a ‘hybrid being’, the LGBTQ sexual citizen confounds distinctions between public and private central to concepts of sexual citizenship (Weeks 1998: 36), often through their engagement in a range of diverse and evolving kinship practices. Drawing on traditionally private models of kinship such as the birth family as well as renovated and improvised forms of public social relationality such as friends and sexual partners, LGBTQ people across both generations report hybridized experiences of kinship. Focusing on the figure of the LGBTQ youth sexual citizen provides an optics through which we can observe some of the features of sexuality, gender and kinship over the past thirty years since Jeffrey Weeks’ theorization of sexual citizenship and over which time LGBTQ youth have more explicitly entered public life.

The last fifty years have seen profound shifts in normative kinship arrangements: as Weeks argues, ‘the family as we have come to know it in ideology and practice is no longer what it was’ (1998: 41). For Weeks, the sexual citizen ushered into presence in the 1990s highlights transformations in kinship relations which saw historical patterns of relationships based on ‘obligation’ displaced, to some extent, by relationship practices predicated on choice and ‘negotiation’ (42–3). An implication of the increasing availability of LGBTQ subject positions as viable possibilities for young people growing up in the wake of Gay Liberation is that they were confronted with the question of how to live a claimed LGBTQ life. LGBTQ young people, thus realized, have what Weeks evocatively describes as ‘no choice but to choose’: they must embark on ‘experiments in living’ (Giddens 1992 as cited in Weeks 1998: 45). This chapter explores LGBTQ young people’s ‘experimental’ work cultivating relationships of choice (to draw on Weeks) which they narrate, in the terms of our analysis, as enabling them to come of age. By exploring these narrations of experimental kinship, we track how these efforts enact generational expressions of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship.



 Histories of LGBTQ youth and kinship

As Kath Weston identified, the late twentieth century saw ‘the emergence [in North America, Europe and their spheres of influence, including Australia] of a discourse on gay families, a reconfiguration of the terrain of kinship that continues to generate controversy among heterosexual and gay people alike’ (1997: 1). In her research, Weston influentially combined a reflection on gay people’s relationships with ‘blood’1 relatives – the normative model of family as constituted by ‘genealogically defined relationships’ (2) – alongside a reflection on ‘chosen’ kinship relations, which includes ‘friends . . . [and] lovers, coparents, adopted children, children from previous heterosexual relationships, and offspring conceived through alternative insemination’ (3). In key ways, Weston’s work illustrates Marshall Sahlins’ description of kinship as referring expansively to ‘mutuality of being’ (2011: 2). Weston’s kinship examples also reflect the prevailing focus on adults found in much of the LGBTQ kinship literature; nevertheless, they are suggestive of the commixture of blood and social relations which are important as LGBTQ youth come of age.

Weston’s work prefigured the diversification of LGBTQ kinship studies, such as David Eng’s influential recognition (drawing on Raymond Williams) of the affective dimensions of kin relations. These ‘ephemeral, intangible, and evanescent feelings of kinship as they are “actively lived and felt”’ (Eng 2010: 15) are often narrated as crucial by LGBTQ young people. When blood fails, affective affinities so often take its place.

For Weeks, the figure of the sexual citizen is structured by generational time: ‘today [1998] in most Western countries many of the rights that seemed unattainable even a generation ago are taken for granted’ (1998: 48). In Australia, the turn of the millennium saw a range of significant changes in relation to sexuality, gender and kinship. Increased recognition of adult same-sex relationships and diverse family formations, and reforms in relation to homosexuality, adult migration, property ownership and superannuation all reflected a growing awareness of the sexual and gender diversity underlying people’s kinship relations (Equal Opportunity Commission Victoria 1997; Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission 2007; McNair et al. 2002; Millbank 1998, 2000; Yue 2008). As these concerns make clear, much of this attention given to LGBTQ kinship centred on lesbian and gay adults. There has been little research on LGBTQ young people’s experiences of kinship in Australia, and their own understandings of kinship remain somewhat submerged in existing research (White and Wyn 1998). However, this period saw an increased emphasis on social alienation as a driver of poor mental health among same-sex attracted youth (SSAY), and on the ameliorating effects of positive relationships. This work provides an important context for both our generations – informing and enabling new kinship possibilities for LGBTQ people who were coming of age during the 1990s, while also setting the foundations for the kinship relations experienced by the younger generation twenty years later.


 Negotiating families


I’m not allowed home anymore. (Yvette/twenty-two/queer/cisgender female/regional WA)



Much of the extant literature exploring LGBTQ kinship in Australia is characterized by a binary focus on biological constraint and queer choice. Research since the mid-1990s tends to stress young people’s alienation from birth families (see especially Hillier 2007; Stewart 1997). For example, the Writing Themselves In reports discuss the large numbers of young people not yet out to their families, and relationships between limited disclosure and poor health outcomes for young people, including suicide (Hillier et al. 1998: 4, 2010). LGBTQ youth are often described as alienated from their families because of the frequent heterosexuality of their parents, and the This Group Gave Me a Family (Hillier 2007) report stresses how divergence from heterosexual family shapes young people’s understandings of belonging. This alienation is described as a key factor in the difficulties experienced by many SSAY in forming healthy relationships, including accessing information about safe(r) sex practices (Seal 1995a). Thus, one’s family of birth is often described as a constraint, while LGBTQ relationships are cast as empowering (if at times risky) choices.

‘Sexuality’, by which a 1995 Australian House of Representatives committee report on youth homelessness meant to refer to gay and lesbian young people, was often regarded as causing kinship trouble and ‘contributing . . . to family disharmony’ (Commonwealth of Australia 1995: 355).2 Growing recognition of LGBTQ youth occasioned a reckoning in the gender and sexual order of normative family life. Perhaps most emblematic of this period of transition within family life – the sporadic and inconsistent growth of more LGBTQ-inclusive families developing out of productive experiences of rupture and ‘disharmony’ – is the establishment, in the late 1980s and the 1990s, of Australian chapters of Parents, Families and Friends of Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG).3
 Research by gender and sexuality studies scholar, and Lifelong Honorary Patron of PFLAG (Victoria), Maria Pallotta-Chiarolli (2005a, 2005b, 2005c) complicates a ‘polarized’ view of LGBTQ youth and their families of origin, highlighting how lived experiences of kinship often involve ongoing negotiations with the affordances and constraints of birth relations (see also Watson 2014).

The stark requirement, then, that LGBTQ young people must choose, as it were, between ‘blood’ (their birth family) and ‘choice’ (LGBTQ community and relationships) is leavened by lived histories where young people and their families recalibrated kinship relations in the context of being out – navigating old relationships of ‘obligation’, to use Weeks’ phrase, within new contexts of ‘negotiation’ (1998: 42–3), commingling ‘blood’ and ‘choice’ within their kinship arrangements.



 Scarcity and density

Proximity to other LGBTQ people and organizations was often described as a key factor in enabling a young person to be able to exercise their right to ‘negotiate’ and ‘choose’. In particular, the experience of SSAY in rural areas formed part of the justification for state intervention and programming for SSAY in general (Frere, Jukes and Crowhurst 2001; Stewart and Seal 2000). Within the logic of these initiatives, difficulties experienced by SSAY were diagnosed as symptoms of ‘scarcity’ – a lack of contact with other SSAY or SSAY-affirmative people or information. ‘Density’, on the other hand, is an implied good within the logic of these SSAY initiatives as it referenced young people’s access to larger numbers of SSAY and SSAY-affirmative people and information. Problematically, these alignments often seemed to reproduce ideas that LGBTQ life was more possible in metropolitan areas (Cover et al. 2020a). While the generic characterization of non-metropolitan Australia as a location of LGBTQ difficulty has been challenged, the geo-social rubric of scarcity versus density has proved enduringly significant in the development of initiatives designed to promote LGBTQ youth belonging.

In Victoria, the VicHealth sexual diversity grants, which funded SSAY mental health initiatives in rural areas between 1999 and 2002, provide an illustration of the abiding dialectic of scarcity/density and non-metropolitan/metropolitan in LGBTQ youth belonging during this period (Frere, Jukes and Crowhurst 2001). One project supported by these grants was Y-GLAM, a community theatre and video project established by youth workers in Melbourne in 1998 (Mead et al. 2000). Y-GLAM is notable as one of the first major state-funded peer support groups in Australia outside of the HIV prevention model, creating a ‘space for socializing, networking and creative exploration’ (Mead et al. 2000: 41). Y-GLAM’s creative work highlighted some of the ways in which ideas about alienation have been scripted in relation to LGBTQ youth belonging (VicHealth 2001).



 Alienation and improvisation

Ideas about ‘alienation’ were central to the development of initiatives designed to support SSAY (if not LGBTQ) youth at the turn of the century. Here, alienation is usually deployed in a range of ways, often referencing young people’s estrangement from their family and community due to prevailing anti-LGBTQ sentiment, and presumptive – if not compulsory – heterosexuality and cisgenderism. Inherited from popularized interpretations of neo-Marxist thought, alienation is often deployed to refer to an individual’s subjugation within a matrix of power relations, of which the nuclear family is sometimes presented as an embodiment. Reflecting the psychological orientation of much SSAY research, the concept of alienation increasingly centred individualized mental health (e.g. Hillier et al. 2010: 74). Against this conceptual backcloth, the LGBTQ young person was often figured at the turn of the century as something of an orphan figure needing a new set of improvised social relations to help repair or replace the damaged or lost kinship ties originally bequeathed to them biologically. Through such kinship improvisations, the young person would be restored to themselves and better able to live out their potential as a full sexual citizen.



 Inventing new intragenerational kinship ties

To promote LGBTQ youth belonging, some efforts in the 1990s sought to strengthen intergenerational models of LGBTQ-affirmative kinship relations. This included work by PFLAG to cultivate LGBTQ-affirmative sentiment within birth families, including its interwoven history with the emergence of Minus18.4 Other examples included peer mentoring initiatives like Bfriend in South Australia, and calls to expand gay and lesbian foster care.5

However, perhaps because of historical moral panics linked to intergenerational LGBTQ contact, kinship experiments for LGBTQ youth at this time increasingly centred on intragenerational relations as a key focus for strengthening belonging. The most prominent improvisation of new kinship ties in the 1990s for LGBTQ young people was the development of new peer-based support groups, supported by an increasingly visible cohort of LGBTQ or LGBTQ-affirmative adult youth workers (Stewart 1997). Researchers argued that peer-to-peer social contact could strengthen SSAY well-being and remedy the deficiencies of birth relations (Hillier 2007; Stewart 1997): ‘Where homophobia alienates young people from many of their relationships and their communities, social support group membership can give young people the opportunity to build new relationships and find new communities’ (Hillier 2007: 6).

The peer group model appears to have formalized in Australia in the context of sexuality education (Seal 1995b), which built on earlier (often unknown) histories of youth organizing (Marshall 2011, 2012). Cited as a way to help young men in the ‘development of healthy sexuality’ (Department of Health and Family Services 1998: 55), peer groups such as Young and Gay first emerged in the early 1990s as a way to respond to the ‘loneliness of isolation’ which was seen as a contributing factor to risky sexual practices (Seal 1995a: 32). Relationships with peers had also been raised at the 1998 Young People and Sexualities conference in Melbourne (Crowhurst 1998). From the late 1990s, a wider range of peer support initiatives emerged beyond those that were solely dedicated to safe(r) sex in the context of HIV prevention. Such LGBTQ youth groups were sometimes construed as in(ter)ventions which compensated for the negativity of family life by offering new ‘families of choice’ or ‘queer families’ made up largely of other LGBTQ peers (e.g. see Hillier et al. 1998: 40; Hillier, Turner and Mitchell 2005). Sometimes this work took inspiration from positive experiences of other social kinship settings, such as share houses, which some LGBTQ young people regarded as ‘the closest thing [they] have ever had to a real family’ (Hillier, Turner and Mitchell 2005: 52).

The explosion of LGBTQ youth groups in the 1990s represents a key generational difference, making such things available to young people born in the 1970s in unprecedented ways.6 These groups were predicated on a shifting notion of alienation and developed kinship models which significantly departed from intergenerational lines of relationship normatively constituting heterosexual genealogies. As a mark of generational difference, these kinship practices produce LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship as constituted by critiques of alienation and practices of improvisation, although what alienation designates often remains obscure. Twenty years later, the rise of social media, diversification of gender and sexual categories and lived legacies of the prior generation’s kinship experiments set a new context for the expression of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship via kinship. These histories of kinship experiments raise questions about LGBTQ people’s lived experiences of them, across generations, to which we now turn.




 Metaphors of kinship


Oh, I was going to get married and have children and a husband [laughs] that’s what I used to tell my mum all the time, yeah. So I didn’t get married, because I can’t and I didn’t have children because I really didn’t want to, so yeah. I didn’t do what I thought I would do as a child. . . . I didn’t, I wasn’t that, I didn’t have any idea. (Cynthia/forty-four/lesbian/female/regional WA)



I didn’t, I wasn’t, I can’t: coming of age, LGBTQ people we spoke to described often being confronted with the realization that the kinship structures familiar to them, the historical ones mapping out their future, were not as plausible as they had been raised to assume they were. Cynthia, like many people we spoke to, ‘didn’t’ end up finding herself in the kin relations she expected because she ‘wasn’t’ the kind of person she had been encouraged to expect herself to be. Coming of age as an LGBTQ person meant finding new ways to do kinship amidst these inherited histories of negation. Often, this work of inventing LGBTQ kinship was done in hardship:


I’m the only out person in my family that I know of . . . when I came out, I was disowned . . . one day my mum changed the locks on the doors. . . . I had nowhere to go. . . . I was homeless. (Sebastian/forty/gay/male/Sydney)



The family home this person was locked out of was not a metaphor for them, but it becomes one as we step back from the individual account to identify patterns in kinship stories. And these stories so often begin with the LGBTQ youth being the only one, and their attempts to manage their blood relations as well as their burgeoning gender and sexual differences as they came of age amidst their experience or fear of being locked out, metaphorically or literally, from the family home. As this young person recalled, ‘I remember going to my mum and being like, “Hey Mum. What if I got a sex change?” She was like, “Then you’d be out of the house and out of the family”’ (Henry/twenty-three/queer/pansexual/male/transgender/non-binary queer/Perth). Similarly, Ian (forty-seven/gay/male/Perth) described as instructive his exposure to ‘derogatory’ discussions about a gay cousin made by his family around the dinner table. He referred to this ‘research’ as negative ‘feedback’7; a generation later, gay cousins appeared to fare no better:


I had a cousin who’s very flamboyant gay and the way they spoke about him. . . I can’t ever tell anyone . . . they just found him creepy and disgusting and like a pervert . . . and . . . my grandad he would just sit there and . . . shake his head . . . whenever we spoke about him and just would like limit the time that he would be around him. (Victor/twenty-four/bisexual/trans/man/Perth)



The locked house, the ostracizing ‘feedback’, the limits on time spent: there were, it seems, so many ways that LGBTQ people were faded out by their families as they came of age. As Anthony (forty-two/gay/male/regional WA) put it, families tended to resist giving space and acknowledgement to LGBTQ youth, perhaps as their romantic relationships made their gender and sexual difference more vivid: ‘my brother had a girlfriend for 6 months and her photo is up on the mantelpiece, but I don’t get that privilege.’ Being denied space on the mantelpiece is a metaphor for how families often wanted to ignore gender and sexual difference:


yeah it’s definitely opposite sex relationships in the family that are supported and even when they break down but like with relationships I’ve been in when they’ve broken down it’s like ‘oh just let it go’. (Cynthia/forty-four/lesbian/female/regional WA)



While these practices fade out difference, they also amplify dominant kinship values, as similarly illustrated by people’s reflections on the misogynist and heterosexist sexuality education they received from their parents: ‘All sex is heterosexual’ (Danielle/twenty-two/asexual/female/regional WA). Also, Dawn-David recalled a gendered double-standard – their mother gave condoms to their brothers but nothing to Dawn-David because their mother ‘[didn’t] even think about a girl having a sexuality’ (Dawn-David/thirty-eight/queer/kinky/polyamorous/bisexual/gender non-binary/gender-queer trans/Perth).

Whether it was by lock and key, or violence, silence, stigma and shame, LGBTQ people’s narratives of not-belonging often centred early expectations and experiences of familial rejection. Mariska described the work of stigma:


when I was in Year 9, so I would have been about 14, I’d been in a relationship with a girl for several months and I let Mum know one day . . . and she didn’t react very well, and she got a little bit abusive . . . and said that I was disgusting, and that that wasn’t okay . . . so after that I broke it off with my girlfriend and sort of suppressed that for a few years until I moved out of home ’cause it was just such an unpleasant experience to have that stigma in my own house. . . (Mariska/twenty-one/bisexual/female/regional NSW)



For many people, coming to terms with their gender and sexuality also involved coming to terms with the prejudices of their family, and these twinned realizations were constitutive of LGBTQ coming of age:


I distinctly remember having a conversation with my mum about what she would do if she found out if one of her children was gay and she made the comment that you know she would always love her child and that would never be an issue but that she would take them to a psychologist and get them fixed. And that was my only one to one conversation with my family about actually being gay . . . [a] big shut down . . . [laughs](Brenda/thirty-eight/lesbian/female/regional WA)



While having an anti-LGBTQ family often exacted a telling cost, many people also reflected on how exposure to such discourses encouraged them to reflect on what might need to be ‘fixed’ within their family. This recalls Foucault’s observation that discourses of repression also make available terms for their own subversion (Foucault 1980). Illustrating this resistant approach, Lisa described breaking from blood relations as a key moment in her coming of age:


I kind of immersed myself in . . . [LGBTQ] culture . . . cut my hair all short wore dungarees . . . I . . . detached from my family of origin . . . and . . . I think a lot of gay people do that when they’re first trying to come out . . . it’s almost . . . like you just . . . completely detach and go and redefine yourself and find the confidence to come back and say . . . ‘you know how you’ve often looked at me strangely well this is why . . . this is who I am’ and, you know, ‘do you still want me?’ That sort of thing. (Lisa/forty-five/lesbian/female/Perth)



Here, familial rejection – so often framed as punitive – is narrated in productive terms. For Lisa, it was a generative rupture which enabled her to recognize the brokenness of cisheteronormative kinship structures and mobilized her to seek out new LGBTQ-affirmative kin relations.

The significance of this kind of kinship rupture for LGBTQ people coming of age was captured in a comment by Joanna (1970s born/queer/lesbian/female/regional NSW), who expressed jealousy at not sharing in this experience due to having supportive family and friends: such ruptures, said Joanna, were ‘a moment of clarity for so many people’. Like Joanna, others from across both generations, described having warm relations with blood relatives:


I was pretty lucky with my parents. My dad was calling me K D Lang for about six months before I came out. ‘I know who you look like!’ ‘No’. ‘You look like K D Lang. Do you know who that is?’ ‘Yes, I know who that is’. So I was really lucky and . . . I’ve still got really good, supportive parents. (Susie/thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Sydney)



However, even in such supportive situations, LGBTQ youth still seldom had much idea about how to develop LGBTQ relationships because the kinship contexts they had grown up in usually reproduced cisheteronorms, including a pervasive pessimism about LGBTQ life. Thus, coming of age was generally marked by the requirement to undertake significant kinship work, exploring how to forge LGBTQ relations. Some people described this work in terms of how it was just harder for LGBTQ people to reach the milestones of cisheterosexual relationships because of the extra hurdles LGBTQ people had to clear:


Just bought a house with my partner and we’re about to have a baby, so it’s all happening. I got there. I just feel like a lot of that discovery of self that was wrapped around sexuality and how messed up sometimes lesbian relationships can be for . . . lots of reasons . . . that are actually sitting in how our society works, that, you know, you just, you tend to be a bit behind the eight ball a little bit. (Carly/thirty-six/lesbian/female/regional NSW)



Carly accomplished it all – she ‘got there’: partner, mortgage, children – but not quite on the heterosexual schedule. In Dawn-David’s (thirty-eight/queer/kinky/polyamorous/bisexual/gender non-binary/gender-queer trans/Perth) experience, a desire to conform to expectations of heteronormative adulthood was rooted in a mix of homophobia and misogyny which produced a social devaluing of lesbian relationships:


the lesbian community has fought so hard to prove they actually have a sexuality, that they do have sex, and they deserve the right to have relationships, we’re gonna prove it because we’re gonna have children, we’re gonna have the picket fence, so we are real, that’s what they’ve been saying, we are real people, we do these things and unfortunately it pushes them into performing a stereotype.



As demonstrated by countless slogans warning that LGBTQ people will destroy the traditional family, LGBTQ kinship is haunted by moral panics rooted in anxieties about LGBTQ aetiology (Marshall 2013; Tuhkanen 2002; Hocquenghem (1993 [1978]).8 Against this backdrop, LGBTQ people have been given motivation to demonstrate their adherence to dominant kinship norms and values – married, mortgaged, parenting. LGBTQ kinship is performatively generated by a dialectic of normative and subversive expressions of kinship. Taken together, Carly’s inference that normative kinship practices can be more challenging for LGBTQ people because of ‘how our society works’ and Dawn-David’s reflections on how LGBTQ people improvise new ways of doing kinship by negotiating normative and subversive kinship practices both illustrate how kinship requires extra work for LGBTQ people, irrespective of whether or not everyone experiences the violent rupture – the productive detachment – of familial rejection so significant for Lisa and others.

This double work – negotiating non-LGBTQ and LGBTQ kin relations – was described as a routine part of life for LGBTQ people. Caleb (twenty-one/gay/male/Sydney), for example, described leading a ‘double life’. Although little research has explored the implications of having to perform this additional kinship labour, these histories demonstrate that kinship, coming of age, citizenship and belonging have required work and intention. Often working overtime, LGBTQ young people’s historical kinship practices help lay bare the contingency of kinship relations more broadly.

For non-LGBTQ people, kinship might often best be described as what is inherited – a history that has to be reckoned with, a foundation beneath the effort of the self. LGBTQ kinship is, however, often described in aspirational terms – the hope it is there (e.g. parental acceptance), or the hope it can be found or forged (e.g. improvised kin relations with people as yet unknown). While non-LGBTQ people often grow up with kinship relations intact, for better or worse, LGBTQ coming of age is often characterized by the dawning realization that kinship relations must be actively built, even when there are few instructions available on how to do this. Susie (thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Sydney) provided an example of this in her reflections on her lost lesbian aunts:


I found out later that two of my great aunts were lesbians. I had no idea. . . . It was like, ‘We don’t talk about that.’ . . . She’d visit ‘her friend’. That was what it was . . . when I told my nana I was a lesbian, she said, ‘Oh yeah, I know,’ . . . And she said, ‘You know Aunty [name]’s a lesbian?’ I was like, ‘Is she?’ . . . And she went, ‘Oh yeah’ . . . And it was like, if I’d known years ago I . . . probably would have felt a lot more comfortable.



The intentional prohibition of LGBTQ historical knowledge has meant that, generation after generation, LGBTQ youth have had to build LGBTQ kinship from the ground up. This pervasive ahistoricism structures LGBTQ coming of age. There are signs, though, of a growing generational shift:


I would think that having at least one queer person in the family would actually make it easier, and pave the way for other people in the family to then come out or whatever, if their family’s not necessarily so okay with it . . . ’cause I know with my family, they don’t know any queer people, generally. They just don’t interact with queer people, ever. I am that person. And so, I’ve been educating them in that, and my extended family as well, and I have hopes that some of my younger cousins might follow my path. (Gabrielle/twenty-six/queer/agender/Perth)



In the struggle to live an LGBTQ life, LGBTQ kinship labour often pulsed between the person’s lived experience of alienation and their desire for safety, recognition, affirmation – and, sometimes, the improvement of the next generation’s experience of coming of age. Recalling the spectre of homelessness hovering over coming out, some people described LGBTQ kin relations as offering protection for those who had to ‘leave the house that night’ (Quinn/thirty-eight/lesbian/trans female/Perth). This allegory of LGBTQ kinship as temporary shelter is a rich one because, unmoored from the essentialism of blood, LGBTQ kin relations were often described as more mobile and transient, challenging the hierarchical valuation of permanence privileged within normative biological models of genealogy. Exposing the limited care for LGBTQ people that is often constitutive of non-LGBTQ kinship as well as the contingency of LGBTQ kin relations, LGBTQ life can often lay bare an explicit loneliness which is often treated as an individualized mental health issue, when what it calls for are new reflections on how to socially nurture LGBTQ kin relations which do not model themselves on biological continuity. LGBTQ kinship is enacted in many diverse ways, and reflecting on them provides historical insight while also enabling us to speculate on future forms unbounded by cisheteronorms of the past.



 Experiments in kinship: Emergent modes of LGBTQ relations

LGBTQ kinship refers to relationship practices that are enacted, with difference, by LGBTQ people; it is an unsettled signifier. As Sahlins demonstrates, cultural accounts of kinship reveal the broad base of experiences – ‘shared life conditions and shared memories’ – which give rise to kin relations: little wonder then that ‘the constructed forms of kinship are legion’ (2011: 5). Here, we gather together diverse ways of doing kinship (‘modes’ of kinship), to summarize the relationships that the people we spoke to described as significant.

Relationships with what Cynthia (forty-four/lesbian/female/regional WA) described as ‘families of origin’ are significant because they are early influences on young people’s thinking about sexuality and gender. Through the provision or withdrawal of elemental needs, such as safety and shelter, they also materially shape a young person’s perception of the possibilities of leading an LGBTQ life. For some, this outsized role of families of origin yielded positive outcomes: Richard (forty/SSA [same-sex attracted]/male/Perth) described having a bisexual sister as producing ‘the most comfortable queer space I can ever recall’; likewise, Yvette recounted her Mum coming out to her ‘and nine year old me was just like “cool, awesome”’ (twenty-two/queer/cisgender female/regional WA).

More commonly, however, families of origin complicated LGBTQ coming of age by having cisheteronormative presumptions about their children: ‘growing up . . . there was this thing like “alright you will grow up you will find a lovely husband and you will have children”, and I kind of . . . felt like that had to be my path’ (Jennifer/twenty-six/lesbian/bisexual/female/Perth). These expectations were frequently enforced by violence, expulsion and threats of such, as Anthony (forty-two/gay/male/regional WA) recalled, ‘I thought they would kick me out so I was scared most of my childhood of abandonment and rejection’.9 Even when a child’s LGBTQ identity was tacitly approved by their family of origin, their experience of belonging was often shaped by the family’s pessimistic assessment of living an LGBTQ life. Cynthia (forty-four/lesbian/female/regional WA), for example, recounted her mother crying ‘because she thought I was gonna have a really difficult life’; Erin (forty-two/gay/lesbian/female/Perth) recalled similar sentiments expressed by her family: ‘it wasn’t like there’s something wrong with being gay it was more like well gay people can’t be happy because life’s just harder.’ This characterization of LGBTQ life as the harder road in life recurred in people’s recollections of the views of their primary caregivers:


[Mum] said ‘There’s two roads in life. . . . And . . . that one you’re gonna go down is a harder one. . . .So being discreet is important until you are comfortable with who you are and you’re strong enough to take stuff on board. You have to be aware that people are gonna have problems with you and they will tell you to your face . . . it’s gonna be tough’. (Susie/thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Sydney)



LGBTQ children were raised to edit their gender and sexual difference, even when support was found at home. Indeed, this support for young people to ‘edit’ themselves was often extended as an expression of care, although misguided. As Yvette (twenty-two/queer/cisgender female/regional WA) recalled being told: ‘be careful with who you share the information with.’ Kinship relations with families of origin played a crucial role in training young people in a range of techniques of disclosure and withholding as they rehearsed the presentation of their sexual and gendered selves in the new public and private contexts of nascent adulthood. A consequence of this training was that LGBTQ youth could often be encouraged to replicate normative kinship forms (e.g. the monogamous couple), highlighting how gender and sexual difference was usually straightened even within LGBTQ-affirmative homes. For example, Kimberly (forty-three/gay/female/Perth) recalled her father accepting her more when she was partnered. Associated communities – such as religious communities – linked to families of origin also provided important contexts for the development of kinship ties. Kevin (twenty-five/gay/male/Sydney), for example, described his ‘cross-generational, cross-cultural’ context – with parents who had ‘immigrated to Australia in the eighties’, he described growing up in a family home in which ‘two very different worlds [were] trying to interact with each other’. He spoke of his family’s religiosity and the embeddedness of the family as a kinship structure within the broader kinship framework of the church community which he described as homophobic. As the only out person in his church, he spoke of other closeted gay people in the church community confiding in him: ‘And it’s almost like they breathe a sigh of relief just saying something, you know, which is really nice to see. Just to see someone just . . . feel like they can breathe.’ In this illustration of forging inclusive spaces in culturally diverse contexts, Kevin’s account highlighted the importance of places like the church in some people’s experience.

Accounts from across the generations suggest some key shifts in LGBTQ kinship. First, there seems to be an increase in awareness of LGBTQ people among non-LGBTQ relatives of the younger generation, partly due to increased media representation. This can cut both ways: for example, while Victor’s (twenty-four/bisexual/trans/man/Perth) mother’s appreciation of Queer as Folk was a ‘hopeful’ signal, his grandmother’s homophobic remarks when Ellen DeGeneres ‘was ever on T.V.’ sent a different message. Second, younger people tended to report more acceptance within their family of origin. For some born in the 1990s, coming out to families of origin was unremarkable – ‘almost like a non-event’ (Isabella/twenty-four/lesbian/female/Perth).

As families of origin often only offered conditional affirmation, even when supportive, they generally had limited involvement in the ‘shared life conditions and shared memories’ of LGBTQ coming of age through which, following Sahlins, kin relations were forged. This meant that, for many LGBTQ people, friends – often framed as a ‘circle of friends’ (Jackson/nineteen/gay/male/Sydney) – took on particular significance, as captured in the characterization of friends ‘becom[ing] your family’ (Anna/twenty-five/lesbian/female/Sydney). Friends provided valuable identity resources as people came of age, as demonstrated by Jackson’s (nineteen/gay/male/Sydney) reflection on the value of drawing on ‘everyone else’s experiences’ ‘to sort of create my own idea of what being a gay man was’.

Older people we spoke to often recounted developing these kin relations by going out ‘on the scene’:


from 17 I started going to the [Club], they didn’t have bouncers, and . . . I could go there and made lots of friends immediately, and we’d just stay there in the pool room we used to call it the fishbowl . . . we’d go out every weekend . . . and I could go to the [Club] any day, for years and years and always know someone there, I’m still friends with the people . . . we’re a real tight bunch now. (Scott/thirty-seven/heterosexual/transman/Perth)



Another person born in the 1970s similarly reflected on finding their ‘gay family’ once they had ‘found Oxford Street’ (Sebastian/forty/gay/male/Sydney). The foreignness of these gay possibilities was captured by Sebastian’s memory of his first visit when he caught a cab for the 750 metre stroll from the train station to Oxford St, unaware of how close it was: ‘I didn’t know . . . I was 17.’ If LGBTQ kinship can be figured as how young people found their way into living LGBTQ lives, then, as this example metaphorically suggests, they often did it without much of a guide. Friends, though, once found, were frequently narrated as the key set of relationships which oriented people as they came of age, and helped them secure their identity in place.

Forged through social encounters, often in LGBTQ nightclubs or at university or work, friends helped enable belonging because together they co-constituted shared experiences of everyday life. Friends often assembled around things in common – such as identifications, histories, (sub)cultural taste, political affiliations, recreational activities, employment, study and geographical proximity. As para-familial relations, their key functions included providing substitute information and influence regarding sexuality, gender and the possibilities of leading an LGBTQ life. By co-creating LGBTQ-affirmative social spaces within which young people could rehearse and refine their (semi-)public presentation of themselves as LGBTQ people, friends co-created contexts for the mining of further kinship relations, including friends and romantic and sexual partners, and this is explored in detail in Chapter 7.

Distinct from a close circle of friends simulating family, many people we spoke to described the importance of developing relationships with others their own age via participation in LGBTQ youth activities, such as peer social support groups. For the older generation, such opportunities sometimes arose at university (as discussed in Chapter 4) and in the development of LGBTQ youth services in the 1990s. For the younger generation, we see greater involvement in LGBTQ youth and community services and organizations, as well as more discussion of connecting with LGBTQ peers while at school.

For some of the younger generation encounters with older LGBTQ people were described as being almost commonplace: ‘Oh I totally forgot . . . one of my best friends . . . her mum . . . is totally gay and . . . she has the most amazing partner and I used to stay with them all the time’ (Tyler/twenty-two/gay/male/regional WA). For others, though, especially among the older generation, friendships with older LGBTQ people were described as rare opportunities to harvest insights into how to live an LGBTQ life in a context where LGBTQ youth had little to no exposure to LGBTQ adults:


I was lucky when I was about 19 to meet a gay guy that was a lot older and had been through a lot more, and sort of really took the piss out of me and made me realise I could just [be] . . . And even . . . like simple things when I’d be cranky about someone looking at me . . . on the train. . . . I’d tell him the next day and . . . he’d say, ‘Just smile at them and say hello . . .’ . . . . And I started doing it, and . . . . I really don’t have a lot of people staring anymore. . . . I’d go, ‘Hello!’ like that. And they’d go, ‘Oh. Hello!’. (Susie/thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Sydney)



Such relationships appeared rarely in our research, but we did not explicitly seek out this information. More frequently, people recounted distant encounters they had when they were younger with older people who they recognized as LGBTQ, or who otherwise helped them recognize their own gender and sexual difference. As Karen from the 1970s generation recalled:


one of my good friends at school her mum was a close family friend and her sister was a lesbian. And I remember her coming to the house when I would have been 14, and I remember her wearing jeans and a navy singlet, and she was really quite butch. And short hair, and I was fascinated by her. And . . . that was my first early role model of wondering. And everybody loved her. Everybody in my family. And I thought, Well, if they can love [her], they can love me. (Karen/forty-eight/lesbian/female/regional NSW)



Similarly, Jeremy (forty-six/queer/male/Sydney) remembered having ‘a gay hairdresser when I was a kid . . . and I guess he was a role model in a certain way . . . not that we would ever talk about it’. The silence attached to Jeremy’s recognition is indicative of the broader sense among the 1970s generation that recognizing LGBTQ adults as young people was important in their own coming of age, and also often regarded as taboo. Others had similar memories. Nicole (thirty-nine/lesbian/female/regional WA), for example, recalled a gay café owner being discussed in othering terms: ‘he’s a nice man but . . . we’re not like him’. Even for children born in the 1970s who described having supportive parents, their memories of encountering LGBTQ adults were shaped by silences. Frank, for example, recalled meeting a lesbian couple at a women’s refuge where his mum worked: ‘it was unspoken though, it was just me learning about same-sex couples’ (Frank/forty-four/gay/male/Perth). Similarly, Gina recalled having ‘really stereotyped gay and lesbian people around me as a child but it was never spoken about ever ever ever’ (Gina/forty-three/bisexual/female/regional WA). As indicated by Karen above, though, some LGBTQ people were still able to derive positive experiences from distant encounters with LGBTQ adults, despite a dominant climate of caution.

These encounters shared by older people are described as having such significance because of their lack of contact with other LGBTQ people. The often-fleeting nature of these encounters are often recounted via memories of recognizing sameness, and that such recognitions are shameful and not for discussion. As such, these kin relations with older LGBTQ people performed the important function of modelling particular ways of living an LGBTQ life, including reproducing awareness of the stigma attached to such lives and, thus, the protective, self-monitoring practices which young people often deployed as they came of age.

Reflecting on the lack of guidance from older LGBTQ people when they were coming of age, some of the older generation described their thoughts about wanting to more actively perform this role for younger LGBTQ people, highlighting a potential shift between generations:


it’s like tryna force the kids . . . into the groups . . . and . . . everyone can tell they’re trans . . . [but] they don’t want to join these groups because they’re [worried they’re] gonna get found out or, they’ve got social anxiety or whatever it is, and you talk to ’em and talk to ’em and talk to ’em . . . and you finally get ’em into the group, and they come down and they’re like. . . . ‘Oh this is great!’ [laughs] they get friends! And then the next thing you know they’re telling the whole school and giving speeches. . . . So . . . what I do is build community, and . . . it saves these kids’ lives. . . . [L]ooking back on the community that I had growing up and what we did for fun, there was no talk about mental health, if you’re upset or you’re sad you had a drink [laughs], if that didn’t work you had something stronger [laughs] . . . it was bad for me and my generation as 18 year olds, ’cause we got given shitloads of drugs, lots and lots of them, and . . . it wasn’t ok. It’s amazing some of us made it through really [laugh]. (Scott/thirty-seven/heterosexual/transman/Perth)



In this generational reflection, we find the plotting out of a nascent historical development: those born in the 1990s have, behind them, a generational wave of the first post-Stonewall generation of out LGBTQ people. These historical shifts are rearranging the conditions for supporting new forms of kinship. In the desire of the older generation to give the younger generation more support, we find a queering of kinship in which, recalling Weston and Weeks, the binary division between obligation and choice is destabilized as the older generation identify new kinship practices of obligation to the next generation growing out of the choices they made when they were their age to forge an LGBTQ life. The incipient expression of kinship here as a kind of intergenerational guardianship is expressed in contemporary practices, such as where older LGBTQ people have publicly organized as ‘angels’ to support threatened LGBTQ youth events.10 The way such practices constitute young people as people in need echoes longer histories, though, and requires its own vigilance.

By invoking the memory of those who had not ‘made it through’, the above quote frames the older generation as survivors, suggesting that LGBTQ kinship is motored by material histories of loss. It is perhaps little wonder then that LGBTQ kinship often relies on practices of imagination because the losses have been so great, and making contact with other LGBTQ people, especially when young, has been so difficult. What this quote also surfaces is the way in which we invited people to narrate themselves as generational subjects, and this deployment of a language of rescue is one of the ways they are doing that.

Kin relations based on generalized understandings of LGBTQ people are evident in people’s references to the importance of LGBTQ ‘community’ and in allusions to LGBTQ people as a diffuse affinity group with whom other LGBTQ people identified: ‘anyone that’s sexually diverse are my family and it’s my responsibility to look after and protect them’ (Cynthia/forty-four/lesbian/female/regional WA). In the absence of blood, or even embodied encounter, LGBTQ kinship was described by some as being generated by a shared ‘knowing’ or ‘feeling’ (Karen/forty-eight/lesbian/female/regional NSW). Heather (thirty-seven/bisexual/non-binary/Perth) used the language of ‘sense’:


I think it’s really important to have that sense of community . . . when you identify in a way that is not commonly accepted . . . as genuine or valid, to know that there are other people who identify in that way is so important.



The recognition of sameness which often undergirded people’s described kin relations with imagined notions of LGBTQ communities does not, of course, designate a universal LGBTQ identity even while the feelings of affinity animating it might suggest as much.11 Dawn-David (thirty-eight/queer/kinky/polyamorous/bisexual/gender non-binary/gender-queer trans/Perth), for example, recounted the ‘heartache’ caused by particular versions of LGBTQ community, recalling how Dawn-David’s sexual preferences – lesbian, ‘kinky and leather’, bisexual, queer – saw Dawn-David ‘kicked out’ of the ‘lesbian community’ and then ‘not accepted in the gay man leather world [either] because [they] had a vagina’. This reveals that while imagined notions of LGBTQ community enacted significant kin relations for many people, what ‘LGBTQ community’ actually designated varied and shifted. These diverse relationships with notions of LGBTQ community demonstrate that kin relations with such notions have been forged through a dialectical relationship between a person’s understanding of their own LGBTQ identity and their perceptions of other people’s collective social expressions of sexual and gender sameness and difference, and the contexts of belonging such perceptions created.

Although not a focus of our research, being an LGBTQ parent emerged as an important point of generational difference regarding kinship in our research. Some people from the older generation spoke about becoming LGBTQ parents as adults and the new kinds of kinship relations which flowed from those roles. In contrast, being a parent featured less in the reflections on kinship shared by people who we spoke to from the younger generation, perhaps reflecting their age at time of interview. This kinship possibility described by some of the older generation – the ability to be an LGBTQ parent – was not described by them as something which was readily observable around them as an available kinship possibility they could aspire to as they were growing up. This generational point of contrast is suggestive, then, of some of the ways that recent transitions in reproductive technologies, rights and practices in Australia are actively refashioning the landscape of LGBTQ kinship possibilities.



 Conclusion: Kinship over time


 Sites of kinship

While our discussion of kinship in this chapter has emphasized the importance of kinship’s relational character – that is, the relationships between people – many of the people we spoke to emphasized the significance of kinship’s spatialities. For example, as discussed earlier in the chapter, the ‘scene’ was described by many as an important space for enacting kinship:


life pre-internet, that was hard [laughs] I guess to be honest most of my learning was when I moved out of home . . . bang on 18 and . . . . I started exploring my sexuality by getting drunk and going out to pubs and hooking up with people . . . [;] social groups and resources and stuff were really only things I accessed once the internet came to be. (Heather/thirty-seven/bisexual/non-binary/Perth)



‘Post-internet’ life, as the next chapter explores, was often characterized by the arrival of new digital sites for connection:


my kind of chosen family . . . was on, on the internet, really . . . you know Tumblr? I’d have friends on that and . . . that was my only kind of connection to other queer people. (Caleb/twenty-one/gay/male/Sydney)



While a scene versus screen binary might seem like a generational distinction in practices of LGBTQ kinship, in people’s accounts, people (especially younger people) often blended together a range of digital and offline social practices, thus rendering such a neat opposition false. An example of this ‘blended’ experience of kinship across ‘scene’ and ‘screen’ is Kevin’s (twenty-five/gay/male/Sydney) experience of how blunt assessments of physical sexual attractiveness were communicated similarly in both offline (e.g. gay bars) and online (e.g. Grindr) spaces. Nevertheless, the arrival of the internet did make available to the younger generation sites of kinship which did not previously exist and thus this distinction – what we might call scene versus scene plus screen – emerges as a mark of generational difference.

Across people’s accounts of generational kinship and space, we can also observe some specific continuities. Distance from metropolitan centres continued to be described as an impediment to LGBTQ belonging because rural, regional and even sometimes suburban areas were often experienced as lacking the population density seen as a prerequisite for LGBTQ safety, happiness and capacity to find other LGBTQ people. For example, Susie (thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Sydney) and her girlfriend were ‘never affectionate in public’ in the suburbs where they lived, but the relatives they weren’t out to didn’t ‘go to the city’ so they could hold hands there. Similar sentiments were found in discussions among teenagers (Jack/sixteen/pansexual/male, Olly/sixteen/pansexual/male and Will/sixteen/pansexual/transgender boy) living in regional NSW: ‘if you’re walking around the streets with someone of the same sex and you guys are together or something, generally, people stare at you.’ They narrated the problem as a vicious cycle: the lack of ‘public’ LGBTQ people made being publicly visible difficult.

Even when people experienced approval for being publicly visible, this experience was sometimes described as corrosive to belonging. Frank (forty-four/gay/male/Perth) illustrated this with his reflection on feeling ‘patronised’ when people would see him holding hands with his partner and go up to them and say: ‘oh that’s really nice.’ Belonging might, then, require something like being recognized, but not remarked upon simply for existing. To counter the alienating awkwardness and sometimes violence of being publicly identifiable as an LGBTQ person, some people described creating their own ‘little bubble of safety’ derived from scene-based relationships (Yvette/twenty-two/queer/cisgender female/regional WA). These ‘bubbles’ – innovated kinship spaces – were often described as mitigating the relative unsafety of spaces of LGBTQ scarcity because they provided a contingent buffer, countering LGBTQ isolation.

While people frequently described the affordances of the density provided by non-metropolitan LGBTQ ‘bubbles’, or in cities with greater public visibility of LGBTQ people, these benefits were not always straightforward. Reflecting on life in the city, Kimberly (forty-three/gay/female/Perth) described ‘the gay community as incestuous. I don’t know if you’ve ever seen The L Word where they connected and then you connect the dots to a million people’? A generation later, the experience was described in similar terms: ‘for the trans community, it’s kind of like, if you . . . know one person you know everyone’ (Henry/twenty-three/queer/pansexual/male/transgender/non-binary queer/Perth). This LGBTQ proximity meant that ‘drama’ experienced among a few people was often described as having an outsized impact on the broader group. Similarly, it also meant that ‘everyone’ often had more than one connection with each other. LGBTQ kinship relations were sometimes described as having been developed in close quarters where prospective friends, sexual and romantic partners, and LGBTQ-inclusive colleagues and service providers (e.g. health professionals) all comingled. The development of functional relationships in this context was presented as requiring the ongoing renegotiation of kinship boundaries and identities.



 Uncertain measurements of acceptance

Is the future more accepting of LGBTQ difference? Some people, like Kevin (twenty-five/gay/male/Sydney), described older generations as less inclusive. However, as we have seen above, kinship trouble persisted across both generations. Perhaps, as we shall explore in Chapter 4, the desire to feel progress (or to feel progressive) is a powerful driver of people’s retrospective accounts of their generational experiences and perspectives.

As discussed earlier, one of the key points of generational distinction has been the diversification of sexual and gender identities among the younger generation. One group of young people in regional WA (Ashley/nineteen/demisexual/biromantic/genderfluid/boy/girl/agender; Brandon/eighteen/panromantic/asexual/male/transgender; Courtney/twenty-three/pansexual/gender fluid/majority demi-girl; Danielle/twenty-two/asexual/female; Emily/twenty-three/lesbian/genderfluid; and Fred/seventeen/gay/male) reflected on difficulties in being accepted as something other than gay or lesbian – such as asexual – echoing the views of others who referred to this as a key point of generational difference. Similarly, some people born in the 1970s (e.g. Dawn-David/thirty-eight/queer/kinky/polyamorous/bisexual/gender non-binary/gender-queer trans/Perth) described that generation as less inclusive of bisexual (or bi+ or multi-gender attracted) people and transgender people:


If the lesbians I used to interact with found out that I was trans then that was it, they would never speak to me again . . . many of the gay guys that I used to hang around with, the same sort of thing. . . . We’re just a bit more on the outskirts of things. . . (Quinn/thirty-eight/lesbian/trans female/Perth)



Increased acceptance of a wider range of sexual and gender identities emerged as a significant generational distinction in people’s accounts of LGBTQ kinship, even while contests over such inclusion were by no means settled.

Reflections on generational identity were also characterized by reflections on historical shifts across people’s lives. Gina (forty-three/bisexual/female/regional WA), for instance, recalled her mum being homophobic in the 1980s – ‘because of the HIV scare she kept telling me . . . that AIDS was God’s punishment’ – although ‘mum’s obviously mortified that she was like that now’. AIDS hysteria fomented anti-LGBTQ sentiment against the prospects of LGBTQ kinship; the passing of time had seen this mother accrue a past in which she could develop a relationship with an out daughter, and her phobia nurtured by moral panic could slip into historical relief. The mother’s shame in the present of that time revealed the new kinship possibilities they went on to build together. This is a before and after moment in a personal history of LGBTQ kinship, where, over time, Gina and her family assembled a reparative frame within which they could construe their kinship relations in that historical present. While a personal story, it is also a story about how the history of LGBTQ kinship is like a book full of empty pages that are, over time, being filled.



 Narrating kinship

LGBTQ people’s experiments in kinship do not, in the final analysis, yield a settled set of practices. Rather, they point to the evolving role of diverse relationships in realizing LGBTQ people’s expression of themselves in public – their sexual citizenship – which, as Weeks argued, ‘is simply an index of the political space that needs to be developed rather than a conclusive answer to it’ (1998: 48). LGBTQ youth experiments in kinship are generational efforts to forge ‘space’ for their coming of age. As any number of moral panics evidence, LGBTQ youth do not yet have access to all the relationships many of their non-LGBTQ counterparts take for granted. However, the growing awareness of diverse histories of LGBTQ youth kinship practices are reshaping ‘the political space’ (48).

Some people chose to be involved in our research because they wanted to join the generational LGBTQ communities our study hails into existence, thus fashioning the research moment as a kinship moment too. As transient moments of LGBTQ contact – with other interviewees, with the research team and with other imagined LGBTQ people such as the readers and beneficiaries of this work – participating in our study provided people with opportunities to remember relationships that sustained them, to grieve lost relationships and, sometimes, to use those moments of shared reflection to deepen felt kin connections.

Their generosity in sharing their stories as invitations to kinship are driven by many personal reasons. One is anger: Nicole (thirty-nine/lesbian/female/regional WA) described coming out ‘the other side’ of familial rejection, of ‘the years and years of feeling ashamed of yourself’, ‘years of severe anger towards my whole family’. Beside anger, though, there is also ‘forgiveness’. If our inaugurating question was how do LGBTQ youth ‘do’ kinship, then one of the ways they described doing it was by asking themselves who they could forgive:


even though I was homeless and I faced many challenges in my life, for me . . . if you don’t have forgiveness with your parents or the people who are meant to love you, then who are you meant to forgive? So I didn’t look at it as a negative: I turned it into a positive. I go, This was me and my journey into teaching my parents about my life. (Sebastian/forty/gay/male/Sydney)



This journeying, pedagogical work taken up by LGBTQ youth is ‘double’ kinship work. It is a mindful (re-)engagement with hostile kinship structures which has often worked reparatively to reframe them via practices of choice and obligation, refashioning – queering – kinship in the process. The generosity of Sebastian’s forgiveness invites a compassionate response in return, reminding us that kinship’s futures lie not only in the experiments of the past but also in the quality of the care given to remembering those histories for tomorrow’s efforts.




Notes


	1 For an excellent discussion on kinship beyond the bloodline, see Butler (2022).

	2 Other reports address or allude to youth homelessness and sexuality in this period (ACON 2004; Edwards 2005; Farnan 2001; Irwin et al. 1995; Victoria Premier’s Drug Advisory Council 1996).

	3 For further information, see PFLAG Sydney (2016). 

	4 Minus18 is a long-standing organization based in Victoria organizing LGBTQIA+ youth events, advocacy, training and resources (Minus18 2025); PFLAG ‘works to support and advocate for families with members who are gender diverse, sexually diverse, or questioning their sexual orientation or gender identity’, see PFLAG Australia (2025) .

	5 See Uniting Communities (2024); Commonwealth of Australia (1995).

	6 This is not to suggest, of course, that young people experiencing and expressing sexual and gender non-normativity did not gather together socially and collectively prior to the 1990s. Prior to this time, many young people engaged in a variety of different social practices through which many of them forged identities, relationships, friendships and ways of life. The last decade of the twentieth century, however, saw a significant growth in new forms of social support groups for queer young people which braided together sexual health, peer education, public pedagogies and youth services in distinct and new ways. These developments had the effect of shaping queer youth communal gathering and identity in specific ways which distinguish them from historically antecedent expressions.

	7 ‘Feedback’ is suggestive as an aural metaphor for familial hostility: ‘the sudden, high, unpleasant noise sometimes produced by an amplifier when sound it produces is put back into it’, see Cambridge Dictionary (2025). 

	8 For example, see Schlatter (2010). 

	9 Hillier, Turner and Mitchell (2005: 38) also document physical assault by family members.

	10 See Jones (2017); Rainbow Community Angels (2025). 

	11 While this might invite comparisons with Benedict Anderson’s (1983) theorization of ‘imagined communities’, it is important to note that people in our study conjure up this concept in ways that are distinct from the practices key to Anderson’s work.







Chapter 3
MEDIA REPRESENTATION, DIGITAL LIFE AND BELONGING



 Introduction

Screen media, digital communication and the ability to engage with these technologies in ways linked to one’s gender and sexuality are central to the constitution of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship and belonging (Cover 2016). They have long been recognized as key resources used in the development of intelligible identities and community belonging while growing up (Buckingham 2008). For LGBTQ subjects coming of age, the use of screen media as a resource for identity, health, social participation and role-modelling has shifted substantially over time, in two key respects: (1) the very substantial increase in representation in television and film and (2) the development of digital communication from early website interactivity and chatrooms to the role of digital platform communities in fostering alternative and emergent identity frameworks.

People we spoke to had a range of experiences, reactions and means of engaging with screen media and digital communication. In this chapter, we look at LGBTQ sexual citizenship through the lens of people’s accounts of their relationships with media representation and digital technologies, and how they fashion their accounts in relation to notions of generational time. It is, of course, no surprise that many people from the older generation had a substantially different experience of screen media than those from the younger generation. Screen entertainment with LGBTQ or otherwise gender- or sexually diverse themes, characters and stories has, in shifting ways, been part of international and Australian screen culture since its advent as both film and television. We know that older people’s recollections of a perceived dearth of LGBTQ content is somewhat at odds with the diversity of offerings that have been historically available (Cover 2000). People reported a substantial rise in representation in the mid-1990s, remembering significant LGBTQ stories and personages appearing in ‘mainstream’ and ‘mass-circulation’ film and high-profile North American and British television programmes. Repeatedly, they talked about encountering LGBTQ stories for what felt like the first time, often either forgetting or demonstrating an unawareness of LGBTQ representations that were circulated during their younger years. By the time the younger people we spoke to were growing up, LGBTQ offerings on Australian cinema screens were already substantial, including several popular Australian films such as The Sum of Us (1994), The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert (1994) and Head On (1998), in addition to many celebrated British and North American films.1

The most obvious distinction between the screen media experience of the two generations is, of course, the advent of digital communication and its phased evolution. The internet in its Web 1.0 iteration became widely taken up with the proliferation of home computers in the late 1990s (Flew 2002). A more substantial shift, however, occurred in approximately 2005 with the development of the Web 2.0 internet. This included the widespread uptake of social networking sites, Wikipedia and YouTube – all enabled by the platformization of digital communication. The increased capacities of computer processing-power and broadband connectivity to provide access to videos and images, alongside the development of the smartphone, enabled constant connectivity for the majority of Australians by 2010. While some of the younger generation will have been of an age to recall the introduction of the internet and its development over time, most had access to digital communication technologies for the greater part of their growing up, and certainly before coming into young adulthood in the early 2010s.

Making sense of the ways in which screen media and digital communication are experienced differently by the two generations is an opportunity to consider how media engagement and digital participation are shaped by generational experience and are deployed within generationally inflected narratives of sexual citizenship. Often, older people’s reflections on growing up with screen media featured a common lament that they did not have access to m/any media depictions of LGBTQ characters and stories; within these accounts, most instances of LGBTQ representation on screens, especially television, are then celebrated because of their rarity. This highlights the significance of a discourse of lack to older generational recollections of media engagement. By ‘a discourse of lack’ what we mean to refer to here is a way in which older people often described a paucity of LGBTQ media representations when asked to reflect on their experience of media when coming of age. These recollections of lack often sit in contrast to the media representations that were available, and, indeed, to some people’s own subsequent recollections when pressed further on the point.

We deploy this notion of ‘a discourse of lack’ to enable us to reflect on its efficacy for these people as they remembered their generational experience in these not straightforward ways. Narrating historical lack was an important structuring device for many people: it established a rubric through which some people could narrate a development in representation (i.e. an increase in LGBTQ media representation) and a development in personal growth (i.e. the accomplishment of an adult LGBTQ identity) which were, in this telling, grafted together. The story of lack was, for some people, a crucial generational citizenship story – from paucity to abundance, and from deprivation to ‘thrival’.

While a discourse of lack also featured in accounts shared by the younger generation, this generation grew up with substantially more screen LGBTQ representation, and so their accounts often drew on a diversifying discourse of media criticality. Common features of this media criticality included reflections on representations of LGBTQ stereotypes, ‘queer death’ and intersectional in/visibility.

While most people we spoke to used and appreciated the value of digital communication, among the younger generation digital media was at least partly responsible for a very substantial shift in how gender and sexual identities were perceived, with a vast proliferation of identity labels and labelling practices, as noted earlier, beyond the more traditional dichotomies of masculine/feminine, hetero/homo and straight/LGBTQ (Cover 2019). Asexuality and non-binary gender both have, for example, emerged as important discrete identity categories that are helping revise older exclusionary frameworks.

To make sense of the role played by screen representation and digital communication in LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship across the generations, we work through five dominant themes in how people spoke about media and digital communication as part of their active work of fashioning and narrating their understanding of themselves as generational LGBTQ sexual citizens: (i) the memorialization by the older generation of growing up with little LGBTQ content on Australian screens; (ii) the younger generation’s deployment of a diversifying discourse of critical engagement and prosumer relationships with screen cultures; (iii) the role of screen stories as a sexual citizenship resource; (iv) people’s responses to the advent and development of the internet; and (v) the role of digital networks in fostering emergent (post-binary) frameworks of gender, sexuality, sexual citizenship and generation.



 Remembering invisibilities

For those born in the 1970s, most of their discussion about screen media representation of gender and sexual diversity was expressed through a discourse of lack, deploying concepts of invisibility and scarcity. When asked, several people of the older generation could recall no screen representation of diverse genders and sexualities while growing up. For example, Frank, a Western Australian gay-identifying man in his forties, put it this way:


The thing that stood out for me was the absence of it all . . . there was just nothing. . . . I didn’t watch Beverly Hills 90210, but I remember there was a big hoo ha when there was a gay character on that and so I watched that, an episode to see, but it was so boring.



For Frank, like others, the recollection of the absence of screen representation while growing up appears to carry significance, even though, as we indicate above, it is not an accurate representation of what was available in Australian screen culture at that time. This illustrates how a discourse of lack plays an important role in how some members of the older generation remember and narrate that experience coming of age. The significance of this discourse is underscored by the fact that there were more representations of LGBTQ life on screen during the 1980s and 1990s than such recollections might suggest. For example, the Australian Special Broadcasting Service (SBS) network screened a series Out on Tuesday on Tuesday evenings between 1989 and 1993, providing material with LGBTQ themes. Commercial television in Australia included soap opera series A Country Practice and Sons and Daughters, which featured limited gay and lesbian storylines and occasional characters from as early as 1982, while several Australian medical dramas included storylines about gay men affected by HIV from the late 1980s. These depictions built on earlier television representations, such as in Number 96 in the 1970s. Despite the representation of LGBTQ lives on television in Australia during the 1980s and 1990s (Monaghan 2020), many interviewees born in the 1970s could not recall any instances of screen representation. For example, Joanna stated: ‘I can’t remember anything. I don’t know if that means there was nothing or if I didn’t hone into it’ (Joanna/1970s born/lesbian/queer/female/regional NSW).

The recollection of a lack of screen representation functions as a constitutive element of many older people’s accounts of coming of age in the 1980s and 1990s. It is an important part of how they narrated LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship: despite representational invisibility, they persisted. If, as outlined in the introduction, media representations perform an important role in achieving LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship, then, in accounts from the older generation, we can see how such representations were put to use by turning screen media into a site of generational memories of lack that gave way to a representational plenitude which simultaneously signalled the accomplishment of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship and a maturation or progress within representational culture. These memories of lack thus represent an important deployment of generational thinking, regardless of how many LGBTQ representations were actually on television, because people often collectively relied on them to narrate shared understandings of coming of age at a particular time.

Despite these accounts of lack, many when prompted would come back to questions about what they remembered seeing on television and film while growing up. Stella (thirty-eight/polyamorous/pansexual/female/regional NSW), for example, recalled seeing Soap – ‘a soap opera . . . [with] a gay character[;] . . . my mum used to watch it when I was a kid’. Similarly, Sebastian (forty/gay/male/Sydney) remembered Saturday evenings watching international programmes on SBS that included LGBTQ characters.

Several also, when pressed, would eventually recall television series they encountered in the early 1990s when they were themselves in their later teens or early twenties. Dawn-David (thirty-eight/queer/kinky/polyamorous/bisexual/gender non-binary/gender-queer trans/Perth) remembered several international series broadcast in Australia such as Buffy the Vampire Slayer as having lesbian characters, and Queer as Folk in the very late 1990s and early 2000s, while Heather (thirty-seven/bisexual/non-binary/Perth) recalled watching Degrassi Junior High for a non-straight reference. Others from the older generation also remembered seeing LGBTQ representation in arthouse films viewed in cinemas during film festivals in their late teens and early twenties (e.g. Richard/forty/SSA [same-sex attracted]/male/Perth).

The tendency not to immediately recall LGBTQ screen representation, to feel that there was broadly no representation, or only to remember examples when prompted leads to an important question about how memories of LGBTQ scarcity in screen media are actively put to work as people narrate coming of age. For some, the unlikelihood of seeing arthouse films or Australian medical dramas and soap operas is a reason why they may not have encountered genuinely rare LGBTQ representations. Certainly, there were also very few LGBTQ screen representations produced for children or young adult audiences, with many soap operas (such as Prisoner) produced primarily for adult audiences and broadcast later in the evenings. However, the persistence of a discourse of lack amidst the more complicated history of LGBTQ screen representations suggests that these accounts might also be understood as performative iterations of cultural expressions of queer invisibility that continue to persist into the contemporary era (Cover and Dau 2021), even while, in our study, they perform an important role in distinguishing generational accounts of LGBTQ coming of age.

Critical reflections on a recollected paucity of LGBTQ screen representation often rest on a key underlying assumption: that the visibility enabled by these representations plays an important role in LGBTQ youth experiences of growing up. Visibility has been a significant theme in much international queer media scholarship, and despite increasing nuance and critical engagement, the notion of visibility as a good in itself is retained at the core of much discourse about LGBTQ media representation. Often, such articulations rely on producing a binary of ‘visibility’ versus ‘invisibility’ as a key way to make sense of the value of on-screen representation and inclusivity. What might be termed a ‘visibility fixation’ emerged in the 1980s, during an era in which LGBTQ stories were under-represented in Anglophone screen media or presented through metaphor. During that decade, Vito Russo’s (1987) Celluloid Closet argued that ‘[i]nvisbility is the great enemy. It has prevented the truth from being heard’ (244). The social concern about invisibilization led to Russo’s valuable research on the subjugation of LGBTQ visibilities across much of the twentieth century, based primarily on both censorship and self-censorship regimes in the motion picture industry (121–2), an assumption among industry personnel that the figure of the male homosexual was anti-social and dangerously anarchic (42), and on the foregrounding of a particular kind of gender expression in film that left little room for either gay male or lesbian sexuality (5). This framework led Russo to argue that male homosexuality could only be made visible in negative portrayals such as effeminacy (80) or via submerged portrayals that could only be read by those able to recognize subtle codes.

On the other hand, other texts from the era of the older generation, such as Keith Howes’ (1993) encyclopaedic collation of a huge number of LGBTQ representations in international films and television series, Broadcasting It, sought to make apparent the sheer extent of the visibility of gay men, lesbians and trans people on international screens, in this instance disavowing the ‘received wisdom’ of LGBTQ scarcity while nevertheless continuing to underline the unchallenged value of LGBTQ representational visibility.

Much scholarship and public discourse on LGBTQ screen representations that utilizes visibility as a framework presents itself as a response to the mid-1990s rise in LGBTQ representation (Cover 2000), and this was clearly reflected in the older generation’s description of an increase in visibility during this time, recalling programmes such as Buffy the Vampire Slayer and films such as Chasing Amy (e.g. Michelle/thirty-nine/gay/female/Perth). The broad circulation of visibility as a framework for discussing LGBTQ screen representation highlights the endurance of ‘invisibility’ or erasure – at both the personal and cultural level – as a key LGBTQ political concern. The broad uptake of in/visibility as a central way of assessing relationships between screen representations and the LGBTQ self illustrates how the LGBTQ youth sexual citizen is performatively constituted as a historical and generational subject via this dialectical relationship between representational absence and presence, and between LGBTQ invisibility and visibility (Marshall et al. 2019).


 Celebration of LGBTQ visibility

Among the older generation who remembered seeing LGBTQ screen representation, there were two broad responses – either a ‘celebration’ when there was any visibility at all or a critique that it did not reflect their own lives. In the case of the first, this sometimes involved celebrating coded homoerotic subtexts with which they formed identifications. For example, Julie (forty-two/same-sex attracted/female/Melbourne) drew attention to Xena: Warrior Princess, which was widely recognized in the 1990s for its less-than-subtle sexual tension between the two women leads:


I have to say Xena. Sorry, I just have to . . . she was awesome. . . . I remember sitting, watching lots of episodes of Xena with my parents – tragic, I know. They used to like watching it too. And . . . I remember sort of thinking, ‘I wonder if they know what’s going on for me?’



This shared moment speaks to the ways in which coming of age could be a closeted, but delicious, form of private rebellion. Similarly, Barry (forty-five/gay/male/Melbourne) celebrated Wonder Woman while growing up – not because it was a television series with characters with whom he could identify, but because it provided a framework for recognizing non-normative gender arrangements. Hannah (forty/bisexual/female/Melbourne) celebrated European queer film as providing any kind of LGBTQ visibility on-screen:


In . . . maybe the early nineties . . . I lived up in the hills and there were lots of big, video stores there, and really cheap. I watched . . . every queer movie that they brought over from Europe, with subtitles. And they had . . . a cult section that has . . . 30 years of ghastly, cult, queer classics. And . . . I’ve seen all of them . . . except Cruising. . . . I . . . watched lots and lots, and lots of gay movies of all denominations fairly young . . . before I remember there being any famous, overtly-gay, TV series that were running like in the nineties.



Erin (forty-two/gay/lesbian/female/Perth) was likewise excited by any screen text she was able to get hold of that represented LGBTQ lives. In the era of videocassettes, Erin was able to obtain a copy of the ‘coming out’ episode of Ellen DeGeneres’ television series, and the Oprah coming out episode, because ‘a friend of a friend . . . had a friend in the US who [had] taped [them]’: ‘I remember . . . just feeling very excited to be able to see [them].’ This recollection of how particular texts were sourced speaks to young people’s commitment and ingenuity in acquiring access to particular programmes. Because of this, they were likely more skilled than many of their parents in negotiating access to such overseas television series in Australia. At least at this level, they could be understood as canny sexual citizens.

The value of LGBTQ visibility to young LGBTQ people – their desire to see LGBTQ characters on screen – is often situated within an understanding of LGBTQ youth isolation. LGBTQ representations functioning as ‘proof’ of other LGBTQ life are often described as especially important for LGBTQ people as they grow up because they are understood to counter the sense of alienation apparently universal to LGBTQ experience. LGBTQ representation can provide an affirmation and example of identity during what Eve Sedgwick (1993) referred to as ‘that long Babylonian exile known as queer childhood’ (4). This desire for proof of life meant that older people described youthful attachments to representations they sometimes subsequently came to consider unpalatable (often due to their reinforcement of negative stereotypes). For example, figures like the camp Mr Humphries from the British sitcom Are You Being Served?, are recalled as important representations for the older generation, with one person recalling how she pursued this ‘evidence’ as a young person through innuendo in the household: ‘my parents talked about him being, you know, gay, well I don’t. . .remember them saying it but it was heavily implied’ (Nicole/thirty-nine/lesbian/female/regional WA). As Katy (forty/bisexual/female/regional NSW) observed, though, Mr Humphries exemplified ‘the way that gay men were portrayed in our generation. Really camp. Over-the-top’.

Within Sedgwick’s rendering of LGBTQ childhood as an experience of exile, LGBTQ representations can be regarded as important companions. As the LGBTQ person comes of age, representations can be understood as helping the person navigate the path between the exclusion of LGBTQ childhood and the inclusive recognition of sexual citizenship. Recollections of historical figures like Mr Humphries demonstrated how the company the young person kept could come to be understood by them as supporting their coming of age not only through evidencing the possibility of gender and sexual difference but by also cultivating their burgeoning media criticality. From articulating critical, retrospective accounts of their relationships with the screen depictions they grew up with, to describing how they otherwise worked with the media possibilities they had available to them (e.g. Erin’s efforts chasing up all those coming out videocassettes), people among the older generation often narrated screen representation in generational terms, and as playing a key role in helping them to visualize and strive towards what LGBTQ adulthoods might look like.

Often, people reflected on their estrangement from the LGBTQ representations made available to them. Encouraged by the promise of visibility, LGBTQ people in the older generation often described approaching representations in the hope of finding something recognizable. As Rob noted in his reflections on watching the television broadcast of the Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras: ‘we had . . . the nuns dressed up, we had the transgender, we had the flamboyant, and I looked at that, and I went, “That’s not me”’ (Rob/forty-three/gay/male/Sydney). Over time, the increased recognition of the diversity of LGBTQ people which has occurred over the past fifty years has been accompanied by expansions in LGBTQ representation and in LGBTQ audiences’ expectations of such.




 Diversifying discourses of media critique

While older people tended to express their experience of screen representation as one of scarcity, or recalled examples which were either celebrated as rare or critiqued as unrepresentative, younger people’s discussions of film and television representations often demonstrated a growing critical repertoire. This included an expanding critique of stereotypes, anger about the tendency for LGBTQ characters to be ‘killed off’ and demands for greater intersectional representation. Enabled by a diversifying field of screen representations of LGBTQ life, this diversification of critical discourses emerges as a generation-marking practice.


 An expanding critique of stereotypes

One discourse through which the younger generation developed a critical relationship to screen representations was a discourse of stereotypes. Frances (eighteen/lesbian/female/regional Victoria) was concerned about the way in which the ‘majority of TV shows with gay males . . . [are] very stereotypical’. Similarly, Niall (twenty-four/bisexual/male/regional NSW) found that while he enjoyed viewing the American version of Queer as Folk and was attached to the relationship story of the characters Brian and Justin, he also was able to express a critical perspective, suggesting that the programme’s depiction of the ‘common stereotype’ that ‘gay men were promiscuous’ was not representative of the diversity among gay men.

For Richard Dyer (1993), a stereotype ‘is taken to express a general agreement about a social group, as if that agreement arose before, and independently of the stereotype’ (16). Stereotypes have long been a vehicle by which visibility and representation have occurred, despite the inherent problems of presenting narrow perspectives of LGBTQ lives on-screen. Stereotypes link an identity group (typically minorities) with a set of attributes, expected behaviours, visualities and attitudes (Rosello 1998), and do so by freezing those ideas, concepts and images so they ‘stick’ as a form of cultural communication about minorities. This has resulted in what Sarah Schulman (1995) referred to as a ‘fake, public homosexual’ (13), fixing what Dyer (1993) argued was a formation to ‘make fast, firm and separate what is in reality fluid’ (16), and what Michèle Barrett (1986) discussed as ‘distortions . . . of reality’ (91). Stereotypes are relied upon in film and television series in lieu of depicting a complex character (Cover 2004); this is especially the case for minority characters who tend not to be part of the main cast (Screen Australia 2016). It was therefore unsurprising that people from the younger generation tended to discuss stereotyping as a core issue in the screen media they had engaged with.

This expanded use of a critical discourse of stereotypes among the younger generation reflects a key way in which media is put to work to constitute understandings of LGBTQ sexual citizenship, drawing on generational thinking. For example, Niall’s critique of stereotypical depictions of gay men relies on an awareness of histories of LGBTQ (mis)representation and is presented as a rejection of such, where narrow stereotypes are critiqued for inhibiting the recognition of LGBTQ people as full sexual citizens. Stereotypes are historical – they are often what we inherit – and in these critical responses by the younger generation we can see a narration of an agentic relationship to historical media which generationally distinguishes LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship of the younger generation from the older one through the exercise or practice of particular types of critique.

Screen characters that were not overtly stereotypical were more readily identified in more recent screen depictions. For example, Australian comedian Josh Thomas, who starred in the series Please Like Me, was often celebrated for breaching stereotypes of the confident gay male, sexually successful twink. As Liam (twenty-six/gay/male/Melbourne) put it: ‘It . . . took me aback to go, “Okay, so there’s not a stereotype.”’ Likewise, Nick (twenty-five/gay/male/Sydney) found that having Stephen Fry as an openly gay man hosting the panel show QI provided alternatives to stereotypes by representing someone who was a ‘prominent, popular, gay person that wasn’t athletic . . . and effeminate, and, you know, conforming to the stereotype that exists’. The tendency in these discussions was to address stereotypes as negative and more atypical depictions as positive, building on the older generation’s concerns about the representativeness of screen depictions. If, in the older generation’s deployment of the critical discourse of visibility, we can observe LGBTQ screen representations as being celebrated because they provide proof of life – affirmations of ‘we are here’ – then in the younger generation’s extension of a critical discourse of stereotypes we can find calls for expanded recognition of difference – ‘we are not all alike’. By looking through the lens of LGBTQ people’s changing relationships to the diversifying LGBTQ media landscape over the past fifty years, we can see how people have, in generational terms, fashioned accounts of LGBTQ sexual citizenship via the possibilities provided by media representation, and their critical relationships with them.



 Anger about ‘queer death’ on-screen

‘Generations’ is predicated on the notion of life – it is a recognition of chronological change between waves of people. Part of the drama of ‘LGBTQ generations’ is how they have, so often, been attached to notions of illness and death. For people coming of age in the 1980s and 1990s, this association between LGBTQ life and premature death was powerfully affirmed by the violence of AIDS as a media/tized event during this period. Long before the implementation of contemporary treatments which reshaped the lived experience and public face of HIV, mediatized AIDS was often recounted as a traumatic, periodizing and generation-marking event structuring generational accounts of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship. The mediatization of gay death and the apparently fatal quality of being queer were important contexts for the older generation’s experiences of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship because they amplified the supposed impossibility of belonging.

Associations between LGBTQ people and death were often recounted in the older generation’s memories of a high-profile 1980s HIV public health television campaign. This infamously depicted the figure of the ‘Grim Reaper’ – designed to represent the virus, but widely read as representing gay men – bowling down families and children in a sinister bowling alley of plague death (Marshall et al. 2019). People from the older generation recalled this as one of their only on-screen encounters with alternative sexualities. This campaign conditioned the way many recalled representations of LGBTQ life on screen; Kenneth (mid-forties/nonstraight/male/Melbourne) described it as ‘stigmatising’. People’s vivid recollections of the Grim Reaper advertisement highlight the significance of the mediatized 1980s AIDS crisis as a generation-marking screen history, shaping generational LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship in relation to people’s lived experiences of this time.

The enduring association between screen depictions of LGBTQ life and death was noted by people in two other key ways: first, through discussions of suicides, noting that a majority of Australian films depicting teenaged LGBTQ characters include instances of attempted or completed suicide (Cover 2021). The second drew on the public discourse of reactions to queer on-screen death that has become known as the ‘Bury Your Gays’ trope, in which gender- or sexually diverse television series characters are ‘killed off’ before a series ends, in many cases very soon after consummating a long-awaited same-sex relationship.

The Bury Your Gays trope was raised by several people, particularly among the younger generation. They expressed concern over the persistence of stories which represented LGBTQ characters as disposable. Claudia (twenty-four/bisexual/female/Melbourne), for example, discussed the significance of media representation of characters with whom she could identify and her concerns over the depiction of their deaths:


I would actively seek out even like the smallest, little cameos of . . . a lesbian couple on the TV and watch some just god-awful television. Or like, yeah, there was a Spanish soap opera that I used to watch. . . . And they killed off one of the women as they always do. . . . There’s a TV show called The 100. It had a wonderful relationship in it. It doesn’t anymore. I’m not bitter! [stated sarcastically] . . . They killed off. . . . Anyway, don’t get me started because I ramble, but actually that’s a really important thing.



The younger generation often reflected on associations between LGBTQ characters, illness and death that worried them, as reflected in this discussion in Perth:

Jennifer ( twenty-six/lesbian/bisexual/female): [In] Please Like Me, with Josh Thomas, his old boyfriend was in the mental hospital for a while. . .

Kyle ( sixteen/gay/questioning/gender-questioning): Yeah, so it’s like, any drama tries to [put] mental illness and gay people together, and it’s like . . . [sucks air through teeth] . . .

Gabrielle ( twenty-six/queer/agender): Or queer people and death.

[all overtalking: ‘oh yeah’, ‘that’s the thing’, ‘yeah queer people and death’]

Isabella ( twenty-four/lesbian/female): Yeah there’s like, you know, lists of dead lesbian characters . . . [all: laugh].

Kyle: It’s so macabre.

It is notable that this discussion occurs in a tone that expressed both anger and the ‘expectation’ of the concomitant articulation of on-screen gender and sexual diversity and death.

The ‘Bury Your Gays’ trope can be described as an audience reading position that critically identifies a perceived cultural shortfall in the quality, depth, continuity or framing of a gender- or sexually diverse character. Through this reading position, the unexpected death of an LGBTQ character is considered a problematic depiction, partly because it harks back to older stereotypes in which LGBTQ film characters were typically killed or died by suicide (Cover 2021), because it is a repeated trope that occurs across multiple screen texts and/or because it is sometimes seen as the outcome of cynical ‘queerbaiting’ in which audiences are teased with the potential of a same-sex relationship (Brennan 2016). That the trope is repeated in popular culture across television series is indicative not only of its recognizability but also of a global creative industry that has a protracted history of narrow storytelling about minority characters, despite a substantial proliferation of inclusion of non-cisgender and non-heterosexual characters (GLAAD 2017).

The trope operates as an important reading position and, simultaneously, a critique of contemporary LGBTQ screen representation. Discussions of queer on-screen death aligned with the Bury Your Gays reading position were not limited to the younger generation, however. Members of the older group who raised on-screen depictions of LGBTQ death tended to identify this in film and older texts. Dawn-David (thirty-eight/queer/kinky/polyamorous/bisexual/gender non-binary/gender-queer trans/Perth) spoke of the example of Brokeback Mountain, while Frank (forty-four/gay/male/Perth) referred more generally to the history of films that portray ‘same-sex attract[ed] people as unhappy, alone, dying’. In both cases, there was an expectation that death was a significant, continuing aspect of LGBTQ screen representation, although the younger generation were more likely to express anger or criticism over the lack of dignity afforded non-normative characters whom they expected to be represented with the same kinds of longevity or survival the non-LGBTQ characters had in such series.

Thus, while the cliché of LGBTQ character on-screen deaths is not at all new, it had entered the public consciousness of the younger social generation through a more forceful perception that early or tragic ‘queer death’ is no longer part of the normative perception of LGBTQ lives, and was therefore a mis-representation in screen media. Through these diverse generational handlings of screen representations, we can infer, also, a linked shift in LGBTQ people’s expectations for inclusion, citizenship rights and liveability. Scholars such as Jasbir Puar have observed that the expansion of claims for LGBTQ life and citizenship has drawn greater attention to the racialized biopoliticization of non-normatively gendered and sexual bodies (Puar 2007), highlighting that campaigns promoting the ‘grievability’ (Butler 2009) of LGBTQ bodies have often centred whiteness, displacing concerns for non-white subjects. As Mari Ruti (2017: 30) notes:


Western gay and lesbian bodies are here no longer equated with death, as they have historically been in the dominant cultural fantasy, but serve the ‘life’ (viability) of Western imperialism by helping relegate non-Western subjects to the realm of death.



This expanding critique of the dominance of whiteness found in some of the reflections shared by people, as well as in many contemporary critiques of LGBTQ representations, demonstrates that the older generation’s concern with visibility remained in place, although visibility was treated as less valuable if it was visibility without diversity.



 Demands for greater intersectional visibility

Many among the younger generation affirmed a growing sense of on-screen diversity in representations of LGBTQ stories and characters. Jackson (nineteen/gay/male/Sydney), for example, pointed to the way this had changed as he was growing up:


[G]rowing up as a teenager, there’s been more things coming out and more visibility. There’s been a lot more shows including not just gay and lesbian but trans . . . actors and actresses, and intersex people. It’s just, it’s expanded and the knowledge and the diversity has grown, and the acceptance of it has lifted. And so there’s just so much more of it being made because there’s so much less of an issue about it. And also everyone wants to promote diversity and everything, so that’s always a good thing.



Other people, however, were more dissatisfied with the extent of diversity in LGBTQ on-screen representations they encountered. Henry (twenty-three/queer/pansexual/male/transgender/non-binary queer/Perth), for example, noted the increased visibility but bemoaned the lack of intersectionality in representations of LGBTQ characters, emphasizing the need to represent those whose lives were marked by belonging to other marginalized or minority communities:


So I think, clearly [representation is] moving forward at an awesome rate. But it's not enough, we need more. What about everybody else who fits a more diverse bunch of communities overlapping, who doesn't feel ever safe or at home with who they are?



Intersectional critiques of a lack of diversity in on-screen representations is a known issue (Martin 2015), including in relation to Australian screen media. For example, a 2016 Screen Australia report on diversity in Australian television drama noted that Australian television programming under-represented the assumed population of gender- and sexually diverse Australians, with approximately 5 per cent of television characters identifiably LGBTQ in contrast to an assumed 11 per cent of the wider Australian population. The same report noted that LGBTQ characters appeared in at least 27 per cent of current programming (Screen Australia 2016). The key implication of the report is that Australian screen production is doing well to make gender and sexual minorities visible in screen drama and entertainment, but could do more to depict the diversity of the LGBTQ population, including in terms of racial, ethnic, cultural, religious, ability-based and class differences. Highlighted here is a growing generational critique of LGBTQ representations that depict or celebrate only white, able-bodied, middle-class gay men and lesbians, at the expense of others, including bisexual and transgender lives (Ciamparella 2016: 89), and emerging new-generational fluid, non-binary and alternative genders and sexualities such as asexuality.




 Screen stories as a sexual citizenship resource

Although people’s experiences of and views on LGBTQ screen representations shifted according to generation, most felt that screen representation played a role in the formation of identity, in pedagogies of minority LGBTQ culture and in forging a sense of belonging. As discussed in the previous chapter, there was a growing support framework in the 1980s and 1990s when the older generation were growing up (Rasmussen et al. 2020), and the presence of digital communication – which we explore below – provided the younger cohort with access to new forms of community belonging (Southerton et al. 2021). These generational variations in support frameworks provide shifting contexts within which screen texts circulated as resources for inclusion.

Turning to representational culture – texts of diverse kinds, from page to screen – has played an important role in LGBTQ young people’s explorations of how to become an LGBTQ sexual citizen. Taya (twenty-one/queer/female/Sydney), for example, sought out films and television stories and, dissatisfied with some of what was available, turned to books where she could read stories about gender and sexual diversity:


And then when I got to like 15, I started seeking out . . . queer media and looking for TV shows I could watch that had gay characters, and books I could read. And so then, once you look for it, it’s a lot harder. Like there were like two books in my library at school. I was like, ‘Oh. Okay’. I actually . . . had a crisis the other day ’cause a friend of mine . . . messaged me and said he had a friend at high school who wanted to read, she’s like working out that she’s a lesbian and she wanted to read like some lesbian novels.



That Taya continued to experience a scarcity of stories related to sexual and gender diversity, in an age when there is so much digital content available online, suggests the continuing significance of books in the library as denoting full access to sexual citizenship for LGBTQ youth. If you don’t belong in the school library, as evidenced by the presence of hard copy texts on the shelves, this could still be construed as a ‘crisis’ in the present.

Others described finding pedagogical elements in television series and films that told stories of LGBTQ lives and ways of relating socially, and this was particularly marked among the older generation who actively celebrated the discovery of non-heteronormative and non-cisgender representations in entertainment media:


there was a TV show called Sweat . . . with Heath Ledger . . . and he was the gay character in that. But he was a minor character . . . Tales Of The City was one movie, one series with Armistead Maupin. That was a real breakthrough I guess in terms of my education. (Andrew/thirty-eight/gay/male/Sydney)



Audiences utilize creative texts in diverse ways which can include making use of a text produced exclusively to tell an entertaining story as, also, an education resource. Such texts are part of a cultural pedagogy that informs cultural knowledges, decision-making practices and ways of being by providing narratives, obstacles, stumbling blocks and resolutions (Giroux 2003). To suggest that audiences utilize a range of texts is to acknowledge from the beginning that audiences are not tabula rasa – blank slates – to be conditioned by the media they encounter; a long-standing scholarly and public discourse has discredited such ideas about ‘media effects’ and ‘passive audiences’ (Gauntlett 2002). Such ideas inaccurately presume audiences are disinterested, without agency or capabilities of critique, reflexivity and diversity in how they make use of and read texts.

Rather, from a Uses and Gratifications theory perspective, audiences are understood as active agents who select, make use of, preference, interpret and engage with media to serve particular needs (Blumler and Katz 1974). A Uses and Gratifications approach allows us to make sense of people’s engagement with screen media texts as something that, potentially, can occur in ways not envisaged in the authorship, production, distribution or marketing of those texts. For example, while much film and television based on fictional texts is marketed expressly as entertainment, for pleasurable consumption and for practices of leisure, the idea of Uses and Gratifications, and the accounts of LGBTQ people themselves, identify the educational roles such texts perform. This highlights how LGBTQ people narrated having multiple uses for screen representations as they came of age, indicating how entertainment blended into information delivery and role-modelling for the formation of coherent identities and the enactment of recognizable forms of sexual citizenship.

Texts that are framed as having more recognizably ‘local’ content are also often described as opportunities that create the conditions for what one person described as a more intimate form of identification. For example, Jordan (nineteen/pansexual/genderqueer/Sydney) actively sought out Australian LGBTQ content for the particular kind of relationship that made possible: ‘I think I get more excited hearing about queer Australians because I’m like, “Oh, they’re in my country!”.’ This recognition aided in establishing what has sometimes been understood in media theory as a ‘para-social relationship’. Para-social relationality is a concept developed in the 1950s by David Horton and Richard Wohl (1956), and taken up again in the 1990s by Joshua Meyrowitz (1997). It describes the psychological perception by audience members that media characters are knowable, and through these perceptions audience members can develop attachments of intimacy, perceived friendship and identification. In discussing some of their favourite characters in Australian screen texts, people like Jordan can be understood to have engaged in a para-social relationship that emerged out of a sense of similitude of circumstance that may not exist with texts from other parts of the world.

Media texts provide narratives that operate as resources for the construction and constitution of minority subjectivities and make available the codes for recognizable, coherent and intelligible expressions of sexual citizenship. When they depict local gender- and sexually diverse minorities, they help establish space for the development of para-social relationships that have meaningful pedagogical functions because they encourage identification. Acts of identification (Fuss 1995: 2) are at the core of people’s attachments to texts not only because those texts present gender and sexual difference but because they also depict characters that share other aspects of background and experience, such as the shared experience of growing up in Australia. The character in a para-social relationship can stand in for a pedagogical friend or ‘peer’ – someone who represents codes of behaviour that guide everyday decisions. Thus, the expansion of more locally produced LGBTQ screen content – and, indeed, digital media – has helped foster a related expansion in LGBTQ para-social relations, especially for the younger generation, reconfiguring new possibilities for ‘acts of identification’ and, thus, enabling new expressions of sexual citizenship more broadly.



 Digital communication across generations

The advent of Web 1.0 digital communication (internet, chatrooms, email) and its early uptake in the 1990s was a pivotal moment for LGBTQ sexual citizenship. The development of Web 2.0 social media platforms from about 2005 onwards substantially advanced and changed how digital communication is used (Cover 2016). While these two phases of digital communication do not align perfectly with the study’s two generational groups, there were clear trends and distinctions, and across both the availability of digital networks shifted the reliance on print, film and television media. In this section, we work through how the changes in digital communication were taken up and responded to by both of the generations and how their uses of digital communication inform understandings of generational LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship.


 Web 1.0

Coming of age in the 1990s, many in the older generation experienced growing up prior to the internet:


I started to learn about the internet in Grade 12 . . . so yeah I don’t think I’d ever used it in the time . . . when I was growing up. . . . Yeah, well, definitely, no internet, no mobiles . . . (Joanna/1970s born/lesbian/queer/female/regional NSW)



It is worth noting that for Joanna the experience of growing up without much LGBTQ information meant that she felt like LGBTQ youth had, in a sense, passed her by before she grappled with the internet. Instead, people born in the 1970s relied on older kinds of media, including community print newspapers with LGBTQ content. Like Joanna, many others reflected on the absence of the internet while growing up and had clear recollections of beginning to use it. Pippa (thirty-seven/lesbian/female/regional Victoria), who grew up in a small regional town, recalled her first occasion of ‘going online’ this way:


I remember the first time I ever went on the internet, which just makes me feel hideously old. Sitting in the library at high school, going, ‘Yeah, so what do I wanna, what do I wanna know? Like what, what do I wanna just know that I can’t go and look in an encyclopaedia for?’ So that would have been, you know, early nineties. But now I just think the youth these days have it all at their fingertips. If they wanna know anything or read anything, or, you know, follow someone’s story on a blog, they can just find information. . .



This projection of what life was like for younger people seems somewhat at odds with the crisis Taya recounted in the previous section regarding her school library. Again, a discourse of lack persists, for many, as a powerful inductive environment within which the possibilities of LGBTQ growth are conjured up.

Pippa’s initial use of online communication was not about communicating with others or constructing an online self, but about finding information and resources – indeed, several people we spoke to felt that the first thing they wanted to see online was some LGBTQ-relevant content. Being present at the very beginning of internet availability in Australia was an important memory for most older people who discussed digital communication. Jean (forty-four/lesbian/female/Melbourne) recalled this distinctly: ‘that was the beginning of the internet. . . . And it was just becoming accessible. So that’s probably when I started to look and learn at that point.’ Like Jean, Andie (thirty-seven/lesbian/transgender/regional Victoria) noted chatrooms as the first setting for real-time communication with other LGBTQ people.

People we spoke to also tended to discuss those early experiences in ways which contrasted with their everyday digital media use at the time of the interviews. For some, the advent of the internet did not always necessarily equate to an improvement in living an LGBTQ life. Rather, some people presented nostalgic accounts of a life pre-internet:


Oh, it’s, you know, at the touch of a button look up anything . . . now it’s sort of . . . I feel a little bit sorry for [the younger generation], in some ways, ’cause to actually have to . . . make an effort to go out and . . . find that sort of [LGBTQ] stuff was a little thrilling and . . . just the lack of regular availability made it interesting. (Jeremy/forty-six/queer/male/Sydney)



For Jeremy, the struggle to discover LGBTQ materials and to meet other LGBTQ people was not described as a lack in his experience of growing up, but as a pleasure: an appreciation of the adventure of engaging with gender- and sexually diverse cultural formations. This experience of struggle appears constitutively significant to these reflections on accomplishing coming of age and exercising sexual citizenship. Casey (forty-one/lesbian/non-binary/regional Victoria) similarly found a downside to the internet in terms of the loss of certain cultural touchstones for LGBTQ people: ‘there’s a lot of these sort of vitally-important cultural references . . . that were so important because there was no internet, right? So . . . one K D Lang CD was the equivalent of an entire Wikipedia of gay, you know?’ This nostalgia for that one K D Lang CD, or for the thrill of seeking out hard to find LGBTQ knowledge and spaces, does not, however, give much thought to the ways in which the slimness of the cultural touchstones and social opportunities available to the older generation effectively excluded many LGBTQ people.

As a study that spent time talking to a sizeable number of people who grew up in rural and regional Australian settings, the role of digital communication for those across both generations who were at some distance from major urban centres with LGBTQ communities, venues, support groups and so on was often remarked upon. In this context, digital communication was often discussed from the perspective of overcoming isolation or engaging with communities. Indeed, from as early as the late 1990s, researchers had pointed to the opportunities of online forums, chatrooms and email for forging communities among LGBTQ young people who were isolated geographically or otherwise had limited opportunities for face-to-face engagement with LGBTQ peers (e.g. Martin and Berry 1998). Much subsequent research has noted the creative ways in which young people of marginalized or diverse identities utilize digital communication for particular kinds of belonging and to enact particular expressions of sexual citizenship in both rural and urban settings (e.g. Pullen and Cooper 2010). LGBTQ studies scholar Larry Gross (1998) once pointed to the fact that film, television and magazines provided a much-needed ‘saving refuge’ for those in areas where they were unable to access face-to-face LGBTQ community engagement (98) – providing a conceptual space of belonging and sexual citizenship rather than a geographic one. Indeed, location now has much less to do with experiences of belonging given the affordances of networked media (Cover et al. 2020a). Digital connectivity has reshaped the possible grounds upon which sexual citizenship can be enacted.

Many people born in the 1970s described their childhoods as retrospectively feeling ‘pretty isolating’ (Barry/forty-five/gay/male/Melbourne). Katy (forty/bisexual/female/regional NSW), for example, who grew up in a semi-rural area on the edge of a city, described her experience growing up without LGBTQ role models to inform a sense of identity and provide meanings and contexts to attraction:


I knew I was attracted to girls but . . . I suppose I wasn’t very sexually aware through high school. Wasn’t really ’til I moved on into university where I even saw the possibilities because where I grew up . . . there . . . [were] no role models whatsoever. It was never discussed . . . people . . . were [not even] identified and bullied. . . . I was never exposed to it at all.



Many older rural and regional people we spoke to were more likely to describe their upbringing as isolating not only in geographical terms but in generational terms as well, reflecting on surviving the lack of ‘life pre-internet’ (Heather/thirty-seven/bisexual/non-binary/Perth). When those born in the 1970s may have begun to have access to the early internet is shaped by a range of factors, including class and geographic proximity to relevant infrastructure. Understanding regional experiences as isolating by applying a retrospective framing in which digital communication is seen as a ‘lack’ in one’s adolescence points to another way that discourses of lack continue to structure expressions of generational LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship.



Web 2.0

With many LGBTQ young people identifying social media platforms like YouTube and Tumblr as prominent spaces in the formation of their sexual and gender identities (Cho 2018; Wuest 2014), these communities have been identified as key sites of LGBTQ expression (Byron and Robards 2017; Duguay 2014). In the age of Web 2.0 digital communication, interactivity and co-creativity, ‘isolation’ of sexual and gender minority youth from each other was no longer clearly demarcated in terms of geography. People born in the 1990s routinely discussed the role of digital communication in their experiences of growing up, including in regional settings, not only as an information resource but also as forms of communication affording creative engagement and the generation of content (Byron 2015: 324). Youth-oriented sites that provided opportunities for creative experimentation and occasional anonymity, such as Tumblr, were most popular and regularly discussed, as Oscar (twenty-two/gay/cisgender/male/Perth), who was raised in a small regional town, illustrated:


I joined [Tumblr] . . . eight years ago or something. . . . I was just on there for years, and years, and years. Non-stop . . . it taught me a lot . . . getting to read other people’s viewpoints and information. And since the transition of people looking at it more of like a social thing, to an incredibly political website. . . . [It] helped me further my knowledge and shaped the person I am today.



Here, digital communication operated in the interstices between access to information resources (in the framework of Gross’ ‘saving refuge’) and engagement (through the capacity to substitute for face-to-face communication with others as a form of belonging). In developing capacities to navigate social media like Tumblr – to negotiate these ‘interstices’ – we can see how Oscar’s engagement with this media helped him access knowledge, agentically express his gender and sexual difference within the broader framework of the social, and digitally perform his sexual citizenship as an LGBTQ young person.

Interactive engagement with digital media is considered very important in young LGBTQ people’s lives because it is understood to enhance engagement with others (Byron 2015). While digital communication may have reduced a felt sense of distance from community, the younger generation’s narratives indicated that networked media and the opportunities it provided for peer communication, information and representation did not overcome some of the reasons for engagement in geographic and corporeal communities.




 Shifting identities and forms of belonging in the digital era

Finally, it is worth remarking on how digital screen media has participated in producing changes in identity practices, terminologies and labels among LGBTQ Australians. This was particularly marked by changes in the gender and sexuality identifications presented by the people in our study, as discussed in the introduction.

An important factor here has been the way in which digital networks have been pivotal in facilitating an environment in which those who felt the older, binary-based terminology did not reflect lived experience were able to develop new terms and an emergent knowledge framework for gender and sexual subjectivity through alternative discourses, and draw together in communities in ways which enabled and encouraged the adoption of new identity formations. As Kyle (sixteen/gay/questioning sexuality/questioning gender/Perth) explained:


I would never have learnt it all [if it] weren't for the great website of Tumblr . . . [It’s] also another reason why I'm very not closeted anymore. . . . From Tumblr, I learnt that there were a lot of other identities, and so I was just like, ‘Oh, okay. Cool!’



Closed Facebook groups performed a similar function for Zack (eighteen/queer/non-binary/transboy/regional WA):


[R]ecently there’ve been a couple that I’ve joined that are like Australian based . . . non-binary groups or LGBT groups and . . . it’s like looking up [to] the people in there cause there are a lot of people who are at different stages of their lives. . . . There’s a certain person in one of my groups . . . and I guess they’re kind of someone who I look up to because they are so confident in themselves and who they are, and having that group community feeling no matter where I am is comforting as well.



The role of digital culture in creating spaces of mentorship and ‘comfort’ have helped foster and disseminate emergent identity formations, such as non-binary and asexual, and through them new sexual citizenship possibilities have taken shape, as evidenced by the widespread adoption of these identities in policy, education and health care, as we shall explore in the next two chapters.

Bearing in mind that all communities, whether begun online or in geographical or affiliational settings, precede the identities they claim to gather and are thereby ‘imagined’ into existence (Anderson 1983: 6–7), it is through the development and sharing of symbolic frameworks of identity (Cohen 1985: 76) that a shared language is constructed. In so doing, the discourse for a new identity is articulated and the grounds for new expressions of sexual citizenship forged. The emergent gender and sexuality cultural formations that came to prominence as the younger generation came of age demonstrate how digital communication technologies play a powerful role in the enactment of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship. The twinned emergence of digital communication and the expanding lexicon of gender and sexual difference generates a recognizable generational distinction between the older and younger generations. However, as we have seen through our discussions of visibility and discourses of lack, there is less of a clean break between the generations than this might suggest – instead, through lines run between them. The rise in non-binary thinking guides us then to remember that generational difference does not designate a stable set of distinctions, but rather a performative set of knowledges which encourage us to explore the interplays between historical forms of life while we study their contrasts. Within such ‘post-binary’ approaches sexual citizenship becomes opened up as a site for exploring how belonging is seldom a settled thing.



Note


	1 Despite a prevailing emphasis on male homosexuality, these films also sometimes included depictions of a wider variety of non-normative expressions of gender and sexuality, including depictions of transgender characters. Such instances (as in Priscilla, for example) drew some attention to the ways in which diverse experiences of sexuality and gender were similar and dissimilar to each other, gesturing towards the (still uneven) proliferation of diverse screen representation since the 1990s.








Chapter 4
FEELING GENERATIONAL
SCHOOLING IN SEXUALITY AND GENDER AND BECOMING A SEXUAL CITIZEN




 Introduction: Feelings about gender, sexuality, sexual citizenship and education

Education is key to sexual citizenship, and the people we spoke to provided rich and often familiar accounts of the erasure of LGBTQ experiences within and around schooling. Education about LGBTQ experiences took place in school; in change (locker) rooms and in dedicated queer spaces at university and online; in interactions with peers, kin and teachers; and in relation to national and global events like the HIV epidemic and the Australian marriage equality plebiscite. Some people talked about sexuality education classes, but generally only to dismiss the content as irrelevant to their own experience. Others talked about going to school and being completely unaware of their sexuality and/or gender identity. Some of those born in the 1990s told us about opportunities that school provided for a rich interrogation of sexuality and gender, and for fostering a deep sense of belonging with peers.

Sexual citizenship frameworks have been effectively applied to LGBTQ youth and education (e.g. Alldred and Fox 2019), often characterized by debates over LGBTQ-inclusive curriculum and well-being approaches within formal schooling. The importance of generational thinking within these debates is underlined by their frequent use of ideas about progress, anachronism, ‘traditional values’ and being out of date or at the cutting edge. Despite its importance, the generational dimensions of LGBTQ young people’s experiences of learning – within and outside of formal schooling – have commonly fallen out of view. In people’s generational reflections on education what becomes clear is the central role allocated to feelings. Thus, in this chapter, we focus on people’s diffuse experiences of being ‘schooled’, and how affective memories of such schooling inform generation-specific understandings of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship.

As other affect studies scholars have observed (e.g. Dernikos et al. 2020), gaining insight into – or, in the lens parlance of our book, ‘seeing’ – LGBTQ young people’s lives requires that we pay attention to not only what might be readily observable but also those things that have been historically hard to ‘see’. LGBTQ young people’s experiences of education have been ignored in the past for a range of reasons, including because they are prominently registered in the (often) non-visual domain of affect. ‘Seeing’ LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship requires, then, paying attention to how they feel.

Lauren Berlant talks about affect as structures of relationality which are ‘as extremely varied as the contexts of life in which they emerge’. Berlant makes ‘no claims about what specific experiential modes of emotional reflexivity . . . are especially queer’. Rather, Berlant’s explorations of affect and emotion are motivated by a search for how particular attachments ‘to what counts as life’ might feed into ‘the flourishing of particular and collective beings’ (Berlant 2011: 13). This chapter explores how LGBTQ people experience ‘schooling’ – from each other and the world around them, formally and informally – in generationally appropriate identity language as a way of generating shared understandings of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship. We explore the significance of feelings in education about gender and sexuality to deepen our understanding of generational LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship, and to reflect on how feelings play a role in the labels people choose and reject and how these feelings connect to their understandings of themselves as generational subjects – as LGBTQ people in a present time.



 Identity labels and generational belonging

As discussed earlier in this book, the expansion of sexual and gender identity labels is a hallmark of shifting generational accounts of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship. This chapter builds on these prior discussions by tracking how the promulgation of identity labels as a technology of sexual citizenship and belonging is built into the mechanics of in/formal education. This provides us with a deeper insight into how LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship is expressed, generationally, via educational work.

Across both generations, people reported strong relationships between the expression of themselves as LGBTQ youth sexual citizens and the acquisition and use of labels to designate their sexual and gender identities. Many people recounted diverse experiences of being in/formally schooled as to which identity terms were and were not appropriate, meaning that languages of identity were a key site where people experienced ‘feeling generational’ – an affective experience of affiliation within an imagined generational cohort.

By tracing feelings about labels, it is possible to see how relationships between feelings and belonging become entwined. We also consider people’s own reflections on these relationships – how do they make sense of the affective relations they recount in retrospect? What can these reflections teach us about changes in expressions of sexual citizenship within and between these generations? People’s accounts also illustrate how affect is mediated by specific objects, events and relations. What affects endure, how are they scripted in retrospect and what can this tell us about the role of ‘schooling’ in understanding generational LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship?

The first section of this chapter focuses on people’s feelings about labels and how they surface as a form of ‘feeling education’ (cf Dernikos et al. 2020): people across generations discussed how they had been schooled by peers, receiving lessons about how to use labels, and when to discard them. This label instability is unsurprising because, as we discussed in the introduction to this book, ‘LGBTQ’ is under constant revision. People’s feelings about labels speak to the evolution of labels over time and how they become entangled with people’s feelings of belonging and becoming that are associated with historically distinct experiences of coming of age. The notion of ‘feeling education’ deployed in our discussion foregrounds the affectively embodied experience of being educated and how such experiences help constitute LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship over time.


 Affect, labels and identities

Queer theory has long drawn attention to the limitations of language and its ongoing association with ‘imagined binarisms’ that work to ‘penetrate and reorganize’ gender and sexuality (Talarico 2020). Observing how gender and sexuality resist binary simplification, Talarico describes how they can be felt as ‘“not this, but also not that other imagined opposite”; rather as some approximation approaching or departing from a known concept’ (15). This liquidity of thinking/feeling reminds us gender and sexuality are not ‘immutable, timeless, and biologically determined or determinable’ (112), but are shifting experiences and expressions which materialize generational difference.

Eschewing the binarism of identity labels is a distinct theme in Dawn-David’s discussion of growing up LGBTQ. Dawn-David (thirty-eight/queer/kinky/polyamorous/bisexual/gender non-binary/gender-queer trans/Perth) expressed strong feelings of ambivalence related to looking back on what they felt was possible in terms of gender and sexuality identification when they were coming out in the 1980s and 1990s. Growing up in rural Western Australia in the 1980s (but moving to the city for boarding school in their teens), Dawn-David reflected on how their feelings about identity evolved amidst the HIV crisis and a strong culture of bi-phobia. A particular school incident was momentous for them in learning about their sexuality:


so [I] went to a play and I learnt what gay was . . . I didn’t stay for the second part because it was a mind explosion at the time but it was a whole play about the AIDS crisis in the 80s with song and dance and loud music . . . when I did work it out I stupidly thought I had to be lesbian or straight I didn’t realise until about my 30s that ‘oh no I can have any gender, it’s okay’, so it was very weird coming out as a lesbian, being a lesbian, and then being a bit bi-phobic, and then working out that you’re bi and that internal bi-phobia and that loss of identity being an exclusive lesbian business . . . and now I don’t have to choose anymore, but at the time [it was] the whole ‘bisexual is not real’ business.



Coming to terms with their gender and sexuality via a stage show (likely Rent) was only the first step for Dawn-David, taking another twenty years to embrace options outside the binary. Talarico’s theorizing regarding the force of ‘imagined binarisms’ is helpful here in grasping Dawn-David’s storying of their sexual and gender identity. For a long time, Dawn-David felt that fitting into the binary was their only option. The contingency of identity categories and their instructive role in flourishing as an LGBTQ sexual citizen coming of age are keenly felt by Dawn-David, who moved from identifying as a lesbian, to bisexual to non-binary, genderqueer and poly/kinky. By affectively tracking their relationship to diverse identities – what felt right, what didn’t – Dawn-David narrated how across the span of their life the passage of time has made more label identities possible, dissolving earlier historical binarisms. What this produces then is not only a set of different identifications for Dawn-David over time but also, importantly, a sense of feeling generational, of finding the identity labels that affirmed a feeling of generational affiliation.

Dawn-David’s experience of biphobia within lesbian communities is a common historical experience (Pallotta-Chiarolli and Lubowitz 2003: 58) and is still associated with non-belonging in the present. Increased inclusion of bisexuality within lesbian and gay contexts is often framed as a marker of generational progress, with peak organizations like the Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras hosting public conversations about bisexuality as ‘a mis- and underrepresented part of the LGBTQIA+ community’ (Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras 2022). Feelings of non-belonging stick to bisexuality, entangled with feelings about time and timeliness. Vaccaro, in her study of intergenerational feelings about coming out in the United States, observed how feelings about identity morphed across generations:


Wrestling with multiple, fluid, and intersecting identities was commonplace for Millennials. Even the phrases Millennials used, such as ‘multiple identities’, ‘queer moments’, ‘politically queer’, and ‘conflicting parts of me’ were more complex than the words Baby Boomer and Generation Xers used to describe their identity journeys. (Vaccaro 2009: 131)



Vaccaro’s critique gives rise to the important question: What makes some ‘identity journey’ words and ideas ‘more complex’ than others? Perhaps an analysis which settles LGBTQ people into a binary of older (Baby Boomer and Gen X) and younger (Millennial), which is then grafted onto another value-laden binary of ‘more and less complex’, misses the opportunity to think about these generational cohorts and the complexity of identity journeys in ways which do not reify binary thinking. What we might see in Dawn-David’s account is, borrowing from Talarico, a fluidity of identity vocabularies which reflects how diverse generational expressions of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship are constituted by such mobility. They do not necessarily belong to the past or the future but rather index generational feeling, such as feeling like one is out of place or out of date, or that one ‘belongs’ in the present or is, indeed, part of the future.

Richard (forty/SSA [same-sex attracted]/male/Perth) attended a Catholic boys’ school and recalled receiving sexuality education from the headmaster who he knew to be ‘queer’. Like Dawn-David, and echoing people’s Grim Reaper memories from the 1980s discussed in the previous chapter, his education was shaped by HIV:


So the principal actually delivered that stuff, and I remember him talking distinctly about HIV . . . and I really resent the fact that that whole campaign utterly coloured – and in a negative way – sex . . . for me, and I think . . . for a lot of people.




. . . I just feel . . . it was . . . really heavy handed . . . Like it was like the black plague or something? . . . [N]ecessary, but just not like that.



Decades later, Richard continued to experience lingering feelings of resentment. Potential positive associations with being gay were obliterated by education associated with the pandemic. The advent of HIV licensed a very public, and sometimes sexually explicit education campaign in Australia and in Australian schools about the dangers of contracting HIV. For the younger generation, the focus often seemed to be elsewhere. Zoe (twenty-two/lesbian/transwoman/Sydney), a trans woman from the 1990s generation, attended a public high school in NSW and noted that ‘they kind of skimmed over HIV . . . they didn’t really mention like, you know, the fact that it could be transmitted through anal sex, and things like that, and sex between two men’. Between generations, HIV – once so sticky in its attachment to LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship and education – had moved from centre stage, to being something that barely entered the curriculum, producing its own set of generational feelings about LGBTQ coming of age at particular points in time. How does one feel when things still so live in the present get allocated to a past? Labels and experiences can get freighted with generational feelings, but, like the liquidity of gender and sexuality themselves, such things affectively pour through the years despite efforts to lock them in place.




 Being schooled to feel generational

People are ‘schooled’ affectively to become sexual and gendered subjects, and to feel generational. While Susie (thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Sydney) identified herself as a ‘lesbian’, this term was not uncomplicated for Susie. She spoke about the changing descriptors she used to talk about her sexual identity:


I, generally, used to always say I was gay. Like, if someone asked me, I’m a gay gal. . . . I remember girls would say, ‘No you’re not. You’re a lesbian.’ And I’d go, ‘Oh okay.’ I really don’t mind. But, when I was younger, ‘lesbian’ wasn’t a nice word. . . . I remember friends when I came out said, ‘You’re just gonna say you’re gay, aren’t you? Like you’re not gonna say you’re a lesbian’ . . . it used to have such . . . a yuckier feel to it. . . . So I always just said to people that I was gay and I think it made it easier for other people. . . . But I wouldn’t identify as queer; that definitely feels like a younger version. But, if someone said to me, ‘Are you queer?’ at a party or something, I probably would just say yes or I wouldn’t correct them. It doesn’t mean that much to me.



Susie’s feelings about these terms evoke shifting queer temporalities associated with their use within and between generations, and within and outside LGBTQ communities. Susie’s informed detachment is bound up with feelings of hurt, accommodation and education, which is figured in multiple ways, highlighting the centrality of affect to our navigation of educational experience.

For Susie, when she was young, lesbian (or the derivative lezzo) was generally a form of abuse, something hurled at women from outsiders, an education from the broader community about being out of place. This experience of growing up with ‘lesbian’ being used predominantly as a pejorative meant that the word could not be separated, at least for her, from the feelings that stuck to the label because of those associations. The impulse of presumably younger women (Susie refers to them as girls) to get her to refrain from using the term ‘gay gal’ is another example of how affect and education become entangled with people’s different generational experiences of growing up queer. This account of Susie’s feelings about labels speaks to an understanding of the desire to reclaim the word, but this wasn’t a desire that Susie could authentically embrace; the feelings of hurt she associated with ‘lesbian’ couldn’t be undone.

Susie also disidentifies with the term ‘queer’; she associates this label with a younger generation but will also deploy it when convenient. She’s not interested in playing the role of correcting others; she’s not that invested in the politics of identity. For Muñoz (1999), dis/identification refers to crucial cultural practices navigating marginalization and engineering belonging. This kind of work is on display in Susie’s navigation of identity labels – where understandings of one’s own LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship is generated by generational dis/identifications, rendered at the level of affect and language (e.g. those labels chosen, those disavowed), producing not only her gender and sexual identity but also her felt sense of generational identity as well.

In Susie’s reflections we can see how feelings towards identity labels circulate via in/formal technologies of education alongside Susie’s imaginary of generational appropriateness. For Susie, as for others, the value of identity labels can lie in their capacity to bestow a kind of generational congruence, a feeling of belonging to a particular time. Like Susie, other people we spoke to fashioned their sense of their own generation-appropriate identity through their navigation, adoption and rejection of certain identity terms – claiming, articulating and communicating identities for themselves in the present tense as crucial exercises of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship. Here, the centrality of generational thinking is presented explicitly: people navigated their in/formal instruction guided by their apprehension of what language best fit them as a means to fix them into proper generational place. It is the work of belonging through language.

When Rasmussen was coming out as a lesbian in the 1990s in Australia, ‘gay gal’ was associated with a politics of lesbian invisibility and assimilation. Then, lesbian, like queer, was, as Susie noted, being reclaimed. Clarke, Cover and Aggleton (2018), also writing about the Queer Generations project, have discussed the ambivalence of young people born in the 1990s in relation to sexual subjectivity, which they relate to the proliferation of a broader array of identities since that time. This ambivalence is not remarked upon in a way that insinuates deficit, but rather speaks to the increasing familiarity with fluidity as a way of feeling and being associated with gender and sexuality (2018: 237). In some ways, this echoes Susie’s experience, but she was not ambivalent about labels – lesbophobic histories are still sticky.

Feelings associated with particular words endure because of personal histories relating to our early encounters with them and the public feelings pinned to them. People within LGBTQ communities can use terms interchangeably, although this can generate different levels of discomfort among LGBTQ people. Within LGBTQ communities there is a tendency to school one another about what’s appropriate – not lesbian, not gay girl, not queer. People we spoke to narrated histories of this kind of social ‘schooling’ – the diverse ways that LGBTQ subjects ‘schooled’ each other in generationally appropriate identity language to generate shared understandings of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship. These are understandings forged through simultaneous assertions of sameness (intragenerational adoption of shared labels) and difference (intergenerational contrast) (e.g. we are the younger generation as we repudiate the labels used by the generation prior).

Susie’s identification – as (not) ‘lesbian’, (not) ‘gay girl’ and/or (not) ‘queer’ – is a reminder that how people respond to these terms is shaped by their own experiences of schooling about sexuality and gender. We are constantly receiving an education about how to feel about sexual and gender identity – at a party with friends, walking along the street, in the playground. Often these lessons aren’t ones the people we spoke to would choose – feeling education denotes an understanding that learning about sexuality and gender may be just as likely to be an imposition as it is an invitation into a particular subjectivity. But what feeling education also offers is not only the experience of feeling ‘schooled’, but the opportunity to, through feeling, more deeply claim identification within a particular generational present.

While Susie disidentified with the term ‘lesbian’, she recalled that her girlfriend, who attended the same high school, remembered Susie as ‘the lesbian’ – ‘That’s who you were . . . [in this coastal area] You were the only one’. This was quite distinct from Susie’s recollection of herself, which was much less focused on her sexuality and more preoccupied with questions of gender identification:


I didn’t feel that . . . it was more about me being non-gender . . . [a] tomboy thing. It was like, you know, you’re out of place. . . . I don’t remember anyone calling me . . . derogatory names about being a lesbian. It was more about the issue of. . . . ‘You really shouldn’t be riding a BMX’ . . . That type of stuff . . . there was no gay in my world at all. . . . I’d never watched Mardi Gras on television and I had boyfriends through high school. . . . When I started to go into higher-level sports and also play higher grades . . . the women were older . . . then I realised, ‘Ah, that’s what gay is. Okay.’ And then I started to realise. . . . I knew I was definitely . . . into chicks but . . . I just didn’t think that I’d . . . ever actually be in a relationship with a girl. ‘Cause I didn’t know that could be. . . . I just thought I was the only one. Just some random different, you know . . . until I went to a girls’ boarding school, that changed a lot of stuff as well. (Susie/thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Sydney)



The identity label – lesbian – fixed Susie in place; it is how she remembered her girlfriend remembering her – spatially situated in the remembered location of the hometown, fixed in place and memory by the word. The work that this label is able to accomplish demonstrates how identification in recognizable ways – even when that recognition may be unsettled or unwanted – plays an important role in producing understandings about belonging in the present as a sexual citizen. This reveals how feelings of belonging in the present are generated by using language in generationally minded ways – using identity language which is understood as distinguishing one person, in a generational sense, from another.

While Susie’s girlfriend remembered her as ‘the lesbian’ in her community, Susie’s memories of growing up (not) lesbian, (not) gay girl and/or (not) queer are entangled with her gender identity or what she described as her ‘non-gender’, within which she felt distinct because of her physicality, rather than her sexuality. Writing about intersex, trans, non-binary and gender-nonconforming experience, Hil Malatino (2019) describes a ‘sense of ontological homelessness . . . intimately interwoven with the sense that one’s being is epistemologically impossible’ (37). Susie’s description of herself as non-gender growing up resonates with Malatino’s sense of inhabiting an impossible position. Malatino, drawing on the work of Judith Butler, goes on to talk about identity ‘as something that feels extraordinarily intimate but is in fact trans-individual, in some respects radically impersonal’ (39). This is not to suggest a form of equivalency between Susie and Malatino’s experience, but to draw attention to how languages constituting personal identity are social and shared, which are crucial variables for the generation of generational identity. Reading Susie’s transcript, it is possible to speculate about how Susie might renarrativize her feelings about gender, sexuality and identity if a different language was available. From the perspective of Butlerian intelligibility, we can see via Susie’s account how intelligibility is functioning in generational terms – how we are invited into being a sexual citizen by describing ourselves in generation-congruent ways. This is one reason why many experience attachment to LGBTQ identity language – because identity terms are generation locating devices (which is to say they performatively constitute the generational differences they purportedly describe). As terms with shared recognition, they create the basis for a shared identity and common contexts for feeling generational belonging.

Susie approaches identity labels contingently: different labels have different uses. In Susie’s account, we can see an example of how LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship is produced via navigating schooling to adopt terms that situate people generationally, even while they don’t comprehensively represent them. Identity terms are tactical, shared in the moment of use. This perhaps accounts for the mixed feelings people like Susie report in relation to identity labels – as they are simultaneously us and not us, our relationship to them shifts as we move between different contexts of recognition, generational and otherwise.



 Feeling progress: On experiences of instruction


 Feeling queer in the locker room

If LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship is marked generationally by shifting meanings attributed to identity labels, then it is also through what we are calling shared ‘experiences of instruction’ that such schooling occurs. We didn’t ask specifically about locker rooms,1 but, like feelings, they continually surfaced when we asked what people remembered about education. LGBTQ people’s experiences of locker rooms have long been entangled with body image, gender expression and sexuality (Herrick and Duncan 2020). People we spoke to shared intense affective memories of being in locker rooms, recalling the fear and terror of non-belonging. Deep-seated discomfort associated with the locker room emerged across generations. In people’s accounts, the idea that you could possibly enjoy the locker room as an LGBTQ person at school is presented as highly improbable. Barry, a cis gay man (forty-five/gay/male/Melbourne), remembered not wanting to play sport ‘[because] if you played sport you had to get changed and, and get naked in the same room as all the other guys. I felt very uncomfortable about that’. Similarly, Todd (forty-four/gay/male/Melbourne) described suppression as the intense feeling dominating his high school memories of locker rooms:


I think it’s that suppression thing of if anyone was gay they wouldn’t say it. . . . We used to have swimming carnivals. Now you’d think being a gay guy in the change rooms you’d be like, ‘Oh wow, this is fun.’ But . . . at the time I had a really awkward-looking body, I actually just said, ‘Oh, I’ve got chlorine [sensitivity] . . . I can’t go in.’ So I ended up just like cancelling myself out, and I actually faked a note once from my mum and said, ‘Oh, I can’t swim.’ So I ended up just watching or whatever. But the times when I ended up going in there actually to do the swimming . . . it was a very blokey kind of atmosphere. . . . And you would not dare even look. You wouldn’t say anything because they’d all just go, ‘Oh, fucking poofta!’ . . . [T]hat’s that eighties, nineties thing that doesn’t exist anymore. It probably does in some country towns but it doesn’t really exist in this generation, currently.



As Todd vividly makes plain here, the familiar queer scene of humiliation in the locker room not only illustrates how such events function in instructive ways, linking LGBTQ young people to undesired, allocated identity labels, but also functions to retrospectively allocate generational affiliation. Narrating the experience, for this person, situated him within (and identified him as a sexual citizen or subject of) a particular generation. Here generational identity is retrospectively constituted through the allocation of a set of characteristics to a historical period drawn from a lived experience of recognition through shame. The pedagogy of expectant humiliation is what schooled Todd. It is a pedagogy which is generation-marking, and which bestows upon him his identification as a sexual citizen of a particular generation – not because he was able to be out and claim his identity ‘then’ but because he is able to do so ‘now’, with this historical vignette offered as proof of his subsequent accomplishment of LGBTQ coming of age. The vignette generalized characteristics – homophobic, blokey, closeted – across a whole generational experience. This deployment of a generation marking experience demonstrates the importance of accounts of generational difference to people as they narrate the realization of their own coming of age, their own coming into the expression of their powers as LGBTQ youth sexual citizens.

Todd’s apprehension about his body being seen was likely shared by many of his peers, and for Todd this feeling is clearly interwoven with a worry about being seen to be looking at other male bodies. Young people are intensely curious about one another’s bodies, and about whether we are developing physically in a normative fashion. It’s sometimes hard to disentangle the associations people are making between sexuality and the locker room from more generalized anxieties teenagers feel around the site of the locker room. Suppression was felt so strongly by many people we spoke to because they worried intensely that their sexuality could be on display at any moment, that they could be found out through the act of looking – a worry that made the locker room a site of dread, anxiety and discomfort.

Locker rooms were remembered as sites within which ‘sexuality’ always seemed to be on the cusp of becoming visible – with people experiencing this as both threat and promise. Carolyn (forty/pansexual/androgynous fem/Sydney) reflected on a primary school locker room experience:


I . . . I remember really clearly, and this is why I don’t really identify at all, because I was in the school shower. . . . And this chick she was like fully progressed. She had . . . boobs. And I’m just sitting there . . . going, ‘They’re beautiful.’ . . . Anyway, all the other girls saw me and . . . I’m crying like, ‘Can we leave this school, Mum?’ And I actually spent a huge amount of time trying to prove I wasn’t a lesbian. . . . [I]t was like the most awful thing in the world as far as everyone was concerned. . . . When I hit high school – it’s all good – but, no, in primary school it was awful. . . . I was just probably pre-pubescent and just realising like, ‘Hey, yeah, that’s cool.’ And everyone noticed before I did. You know what I mean? I was just having a moment. And they ruined it. It was my first boobs.



The recognition of the beauty of another girl’s breasts was a formative moment for Carolyn – the first time she had looked at boobs and associated them with the stirrings of desire. It was also a moment when this desire became sutured to prohibition. The shame she experienced with having been seen looking, admiringly, at another girl’s boobs became the source of a desire to flee school. Of course, lots of girls were looking, but they weren’t seen to be looking. What made this a memorable and effective schooling moment was that ‘everyone noticed’ Carolyn’s desire before she did. Carolyn’s nascent desire was immediately overcome by the shame of being seen to be looking by a number of people; for her, this was ‘the most awful thing in the world’. In school, Carolyn learned that being seen to be looking at another girl’s breasts was ‘awful’. Carolyn attributed her current identification as a pansexual and her continuous disavowal of lesbianism – ‘this is why I don’t really identify at all’ – as stemming from this moment. Proleptically, Carolyn’s first boobs moment became the origin of her pansexuality. If her first boobs moment hadn’t been ‘ruined’, would she be a lesbian? This is schooling, but not what we would call ‘good’ education; rather, it is what we might describe as ‘bad’ education flowing from the circulation of bad affects.

Deeply felt moments in the locker room stuck to people’s bodies, shaping their ways of identifying and classifying their feelings and desires in generational terms. When asked how they felt at school, Brook (twenty-one/grey romantic/demisexual/demi-girl/non-binary/transwoman/Melbourne) replied:


Pretty much disengaged and . . . scared I guess. . . . [B]eing trans . . . you have the gender everyone assigns you before you can really I guess be yourself and you’ve gotta kind of live up to that. And in some ways I think I kind of almost was trying to live up to that in not quite a stereotypical way but it was almost like I sort of had to pretend to be a boy to really get by because otherwise it would be like really uncomfortable. And I already . . . got shit for changing in the cubicles rather than . . . in the . . . whole locker-room area. . . . [P]eople already thought that was strange so . . . I really had to sort of work hard to bury things, even though I didn’t really completely know what was going on with me I guess.



For many young people, like Brook, finding a private space – the cubicle as closet as place of refuge – was a way of sustaining themselves even while it also meant being subject to derision. The education Brook received in the locker room was the scorn they associated with their failure to conform to gendered stereotypes, but it was also the lesson they derived from their capacity to survive such scorn as a realization of their sexual citizenship.

Brook’s schooling, and our invitation for Brook to recollect their experiences, took place amidst the growing public concern about trans students and school bathrooms that emerged in the 2010s in the United States and, to a lesser extent, in Australia. At school, Brook had restricted access to affirmative public discourses about being trans and non-binary to draw on to help survive the locker room. Brook felt something of a vacuum; the absence of a discourse to explain why they felt that they weren’t living up to binary gender expectations. But the absence of these discourses didn’t mean the absence of discomfort; for Brook, the feelings of discomfort still penetrated the ‘whole locker-room area’. In some ways, coming of age for Brook and others meant getting schooled enough to reframe the founding experiences of schooling.



 Feeling LGBTQ at school: Suppression and saturation

While accounts of schooling are often flooded by the bad affects of humiliating instruction, such experiences were not recounted by people we spoke to as necessarily bringing them closer to LGBTQ knowledge or experience. For some people born in the 1970s, feelings about schooling, gender and sexuality were often marked by a complete absence of anything related to non-normative LGBTQ genders and sexualities. Feelings of desire might not be associated with identity until people reached their twenties; the suppression of feelings was not uncommon. People born in the 1990s, by contrast, sometimes talked about being saturated in LGBTQ cultures and information. The need to navigate feelings about being LGBTQ was often a given; they shared with peers and sometimes parents, discussed their preferences online, researched what their feelings might mean, and explored how those feelings might best be translated in terms of their self-description.

Jean (forty-four/lesbian/female/Melbourne) attended a mix of co-ed and girls’ Catholic schools where suppression characterized her experience of education:


[I]t was always negative . . . you know, there’d be gossip that ‘so and so’s a lesbian’ based on nothing. And like it was, ‘Oo!’ Big drama. Big gossip. . . . [A]nd if I had any inkling of who I was it would have shoved me even further back into the closet the way girls spoke about it. . . . [M]y mother . . . worked with a few lesbians . . . and at that point I was about 18, and I was like . . . ‘I don’t understand that someone could be a lesbian.’ I was so internally . . . homophobic maybe because of all of that negativity growing up. . . . I must have internalised some of it but, at the same time, I didn’t identify myself as lesbian. So I think I just got really good at burying everything and compartmentalising everything, and not dealing with things, you know. Just not dealing with it at all. . . . ‘Why don’t I like the boys the way my friends like the boys?’ Like I didn’t understand. And I thought, ‘Well . . . maybe some girls are just like this. Maybe some girls and women don’t, aren’t attracted, so attracted to men. But still you marry them and you have children, and you, you go on, and maybe that’s just how it’s gonna be for me,’ you know. . . . I could see that there was something different but it was negative . . . [T]his is all through the eighties so a different time. . . 



Despite this, Jean elsewhere recalled how her time in the girls’ Catholic school was nevertheless ‘fantastic’: ‘[I could] hide anything that might have been flicking up. It was just easy to ignore’. In her account of school, Jean seems to be trying to explain to herself and the interviewee why she was not identifying as a lesbian at school; because, as she told us, it’s not like she was unaware that being a lesbian was a thing. Maybe Jean felt like she let herself down (let the LGBTQ side down?) by not being more aware of her feelings at high school? Narrativizing this story in this way hints at an expectation that a person should be aware of their sexuality while at school. If feelings or identifications were not manifesting ‘on time’, then it seems like an explanation for the absence of such feelings or identifications is required. The ‘not dealing with it’, looking back, is something Jean associated with an internalized homophobia – other reasons for ‘not dealing with it’ aren’t entertained. Looking back, Jean saw homophobia as something that wasn’t conscious, something so ubiquitous that she didn’t question it. While Jean wasn’t identifying as a lesbian, she was having a ‘fantastic’ time at her Catholic girls’ school. Was Jean offering a retrospective reordering of being lesbian at high school that aligned with her present understanding of how and when one is meant to come out? A clear association between homophobia and the repression of one’s identity is also observed – she didn’t entertain that maybe feelings of lesbian desire were absent in her adolescence.

While Jean’s experience of same-sex Catholic schooling in the 1980s was positive, Austin’s (twenty-six/gay/male/regional Victoria) experience of public school in the 2000s in regional Victoria involved a brush with conversion practices (see Jones, Power and Jones 2019: 112) and being outed at high school by ‘a welfare professional’:


she actually got fired for that, so it was a bit traumatic for me ’cause I wasn’t ready at the time.

How old were you?




I was about 15. . . . I had depression . . . I did something stupid back in high school . . . and I went to hospital. And she’s like, ‘It’s because he is gay’ . . . And she started offering my parents gay-cure therapies. . . . But my parents didn’t send me to any of them, thank God, ’cause my mother has a gay cousin.



This incident speaks to how public schools are never fully secular spaces. LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship fashioned across both generational schooling contexts is the product of both secular and non-secular investments (Rasmussen 2016). At least Austin’s school acted to discipline the counsellor. If Austin had been born in the 1970s, it is likely his narrative could have had a different ending. In the years following our study, numerous Australian jurisdictions have moved to ban conversion practices.

Through these personal histories, we can observe how schooling sexual citizens across generations has been shaped by shifting cultural politics of faith and secularism in education. Alongside our arguments outlined above about how schooling in language and events can be seen to be affectively structuring generational experiences, identifications and narrations of sexual citizenship, we can see here that the rise of secularism in approaches to sex and gender education is a marker of generational difference across the lives of our two generations, lived over the past fifty years of social progress, although unevenly felt.

Zoe (twenty-two/lesbian/transwoman/Sydney) attended a Catholic primary school and a public high school. Like Austin, Zoe’s experience of attending a public high school was very much a mixed bag, remembering sexuality education classes as particularly excruciating:


School was . . . very bad. . . . I was . . . bullied, basically, every day and . . . people would, you know, call me homophobic slurs and they’d, you know . . . beat me. . . . [W]hen we first started doing sex ed, the teacher . . . made a very big miscalculation with how immature school kids are . . . they were like, ‘If anyone has any questions about, you know, sex and things, just raise your hand.’ And this one kid raised his hand and . . . he asked the teacher like why am I so fucking gay? Like, about me. And . . . I was just really confused ’cause . . . I was at the point where . . . I could tell that there was something that I needed to address but I didn’t know what it was. And . . . it felt like everyone could see something about me that I couldn’t see about myself and they were all giving me shit for it. So . . . even though I didn’t turn out to be a gay man . . . it still hurts. . . . And so . . . it was . . . very, very, you know, difficult for me.



Zoe’s experience of bullying is not exceptional, but it is indicative of the sustained nature of bullying related to gender and sexuality in Australian schooling, across generations. Despite the bullying, Zoe stayed in school. Zoe’s feeling that ‘everyone could see’ recalls our earlier reflections on shame and ‘first boobs’. The recognition of difference, the schooling of humiliation and the allocation of a derided identity are abiding, constitutive features of LGBTQ young people’s accounts of coming into their sexual citizenship over time. By centring bullying, Zoe provided us with a scene of acquiring sexual citizenship through her agentic narration of her persistence through humiliation – enduring and learning regardless. Zoe’s re-narration retrospectively organized these memories of the past as proof of her accomplishment of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship in the present.

Unlike Jean, who discussed her suppression as something she was hardly aware of, Zoe tried ‘so hard to . . . repress . . . what [she] was feeling’. She described how she ‘wasn’t even aware that [she] needed to come out to [herself]’: ‘everyone else was somehow already aware . . . teasing me and things like that . . . I would just try to like push it down even more . . . [thinking] that, if I repress it enough, maybe they will stop saying it and they’ll stop.’ Zoe also talked about having parents who were not supportive; ultimately, recalling our discussions in Chapter 2, she found LGBTQ friends at school. Social media, like LGBTQ peers, was another source of supportive schooling Zoe accessed that was unavailable to Jean. Zoe particularly noted how useful sex education videos on YouTube were:


I remember when my dad tried to tell me about puberty and things. I was just like . . . ‘Get away! I don’t wanna hear it from you.’ So I think maybe because . . . YouTube . . . educators aren’t seen as authority figures it can be a lot easier . . . kids can be a lot more receptive to that sort of thing.



For Zoe, YouTube was an ideal sex educator because it was something that she could access at her own pace, and on her own affective terms. Sex education for many feels awkward, or it is experienced as yet another way of teachers and parents asserting authority over students. For the older generation, sex education classrooms were often recalled as sites where feelings about sexuality, schooling and institutional and parental authority converge (Sandlos 2010: 304). Social media has reshaped schooling in a way that is uniquely generational marking, reframing relationships between youth sexual citizenship and institutional education. For example, while in some respects the older generation looked to school for validation via things like inclusive curriculum and role-model teachers, the younger generation have in some ways abandoned the idea that schools might school them altogether. At the confluence of the social change of the new millennium and the arrival of the mass digital era, the lives of the younger generation materialize what we might call a post-school era in schooling. This generational differentiator – from a hope in institutions and their reform to an ambivalence towards or an abandonment of them – marks the new expressions of generational LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship even while, as people’s reflections show, there is not often an absolute division between them, with hope in education still attractive for the young and ambivalence at its prospects not a stranger to the old.

On YouTube, Zoe accessed information from experts addressing the topics that she wanted to know about, in a way that did not feel emotionally too much. The contrast between what people found in the formal curriculum and what they could access online was stark for this generation. Megan (20), a bisexual woman who grew up in regional WA and who is part of the 1990s generation, recalled the importance of having internet access for learning about sex and sexuality. In particular, Megan remembered how the internet helped destigmatize sex and sexuality, recalling


a really amazing website. It’s called OMGYes. . . . [It’s] pretty much how to give someone with a vagina an orgasm. Or yourself, if you have a vagina . . . [I]t’s got . . . all these different videos, and . . . interactive things . . . [I]t’s pretty much just really trying to normalise, because there’s . . . such a taboo around the vagina.



Megan’s use of the term ‘someone with a vagina’ indicated her exposure to forms of sexuality education that work to be inclusive in terms of embodiment. It is also suggestive of the way that the discourses of sexual citizenship employed by the younger generation were often more explicitly trans-inclusive or characterized by greater incorporation of gender diversity. People born in the 1990s like Megan weren’t free of restrictions in terms of sexuality education, yet they still usually had more opportunities to access LGBTQ-inclusive information than those born in the 1970s. This movement between suppression or saturation or (as discussed in Chapter 2) scarcity and density highlights enduring ways that understandings and expressions of generational LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship have been performatively and dialectically constituted via discourses and practices of provision and restriction at different points in time.

Another major difference between the accounts of people from across the generations is the visibility of LGBTQ students at school. Hayley (twenty/asexual/panromantic/female/Sydney) attended a state high school and asserted that her year of students was ‘very, very queer’. Hayley’s perception was that she was surrounded by a large LGBTQ cohort. This proliferation of students was paralleled, at least for some students, by opportunities to become involved in advocacy related to LGBTQ issues. Lauren (twenty-six/lesbian/female/Melbourne), who attended a selective school (a school that admits students according to their academic performance), talked about how her high school’s queer group went to a UN Youth Summit which featured LGBTQ programming and opportunities to meet ‘like-minded people’.

These accounts of finding LGBTQ community at school, or near the end of school, are quite distinct from Nadine’s experience of attending school in regional NSW in the 1980s. Nadine (forty-six/lesbian/female) told us how much she loved school because she was good at sports, but that she wasn’t really aware of her sexuality while at school:


school was a very, a wonderful place for me to be. But I was a floater. . . . I always had a good friend and . . . when they’d start to get interested in boys, it’d just be like, oh, you know, the friendship wouldn’t last. And then I’d find another girlfriend. But there was never any . . . sexual urge. . . . I never thought about it too hard. . . . [It] wasn’t like I was going, ‘Oh . . . who am I?’



Nadine looked back on herself as a confident student who was well liked at school and had intense relationships with girls that were platonic. Her reflections on relationships with girls forecast an incipient lesbianism, but this was not something that Nadine reports being conscious of while at school. Describing her sexuality as something that was ‘just unfolding’, Nadine wasn’t trying to solve the puzzle of her sexuality while at school. For Nadine, there was no expectation that one’s sexuality was something that had to be ‘thought about too hard’.

By contrast, Brook (twenty-one/grey romantic/demisexual/demi-girl/non-binary/transwoman/Melbourne) reported a keen awareness of broader public cultures associated with the LGBTQ community while at school. They commented that groups from their school went to Pride marches and that they ‘could easily’ have chosen to attend such an event. But they also noted that such a choice, while theoretically easy, was certainly not easy for them because ‘if you go and people found out about it then people would probably bully you for it. . . . I guess I was very fearful as a teenager.’

Brook was making decisions about attending Pride events based on self-preservation. Brook noted that their younger sibling attended the same school a few years later, at a time when there was a well-known public education programme to support LGBTQ inclusion in secondary schools, known as ‘Safe Schools’ (see Ward 2020), which was later the target of a highly public moral panic:


I have heard from my little sister that they had implemented. . . . Safe Schools there. . . . they’ve even told me about trans people . . . being at the school. And I’m just like, ‘Is that the same school I went to?’ . . . because I don’t know whether those kids are just . . . super-brave or something, or . . . whether the . . . environment’s different or the students are nice. . . . I never really felt safe enough to come out. Even before I understood my transness, I knew that I wasn’t . . . I guess like mainstream.



This account of how one school had changed suggests the impact LGBTQ programmes can have on school climate. Brook’s experience of schooling might be seen as more akin to those in the 1970s generation, though the accessibility of LGBTQ cultures was tantalizingly close and available to contemporaries who felt it was safe enough to make contact.

Liam (twenty-six/gay/male), also from Melbourne, worked as a drama teacher and reflected on changes he observed in the decade that had passed between when he finished school and when he returned to working in schools as a teacher:


now I’m a teacher I wish I could go . . . back as a kid to the school that I was teaching at because things drastically changed. When I was teaching at a state school just last year . . . there were things going on at the school like the Safe Schools Coalition . . . there were posters. There was like a whole queer noticeboard at the school that the kids made . . . they were gonna be part of the Pride march this year. . . . They had a queer group. . . . And I remember thinking as a teacher like, ‘This is amazing that these sort of things are happening at a school and I wish I had them as a kid.’ So it has come far in 10 years; I will say that. Yeah. I think it’s important.



Like Brook, Liam observed how the Safe Schools programme created significant cultural change in schools, nurturing LGBTQ cultures in a range of ways. Taken together, these reflections illustrate how people often narrated their recollections of schooling via the affective register of feeling progress. The growth of LGBTQ school campaigns for the younger generation is one example of how relationships between education, progress and feelings circulated in people’s accounts as generation markers. Liam’s account of these developments in some high schools in the early 2000s in some ways resonates with accounts of people born in the 1970s who attended university. People born in the 1990s were often already steeped in discourses related to LGBTQ issues while still at high school, in contrast to many older people who more commonly described knowing less about sexuality and gender in high school, partly due to the stigma that homophobia and transphobia reinforced. While sexual and gender diversity may not have been on the radar of some of the older generation when at high school, at university things were different. The move from school to university generally corresponded with increased exposure to visible LGBTQ cultures on campus for people from both generations, although for many of the younger generation this built on the knowledge they had already gained about LGBTQ possibilities during their high school years.



 Feeling queer on campus: Navigating queer spaces

People, especially those born in the 1970s, often highlighted the importance of LGBTQ and women’s spaces on campus. Barbara (forty-three/lesbian/female), from Melbourne, remembered that there was a room at her university specifically for gay students (with gay serving as a universal signifier of LGBTQ – most unreliably) as well as a Women’s room. In the 1990s, the Women’s room might have doubled as the lesbian room; bisexual (or bi+ or multi-gender attracted) people were sometimes tolerated, but not always – in either space (see Pallotta-Chiarolli and Lubowitz 2003). Ellen (thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Melbourne) shared that she ‘didn’t tell anyone [she] was a lesbian ’til [she] was very nearly 18’, recalling that on campus there was


a lesbian lunchtime chat group. It was so hard walking into that room ’cause everybody knew that that was the [LGBTQ department room] and at 12 o’clock on Wednesdays or whatever time it was that was when all the baby dykes went in. That was terrifying. So yeah, even when I went to uni I was still terrified but I was deeply, deeply closeted until I was about 24 and then I just sort of went, ‘Fuck it,’ and . . . didn’t bother with that anymore because it was just . . . too destructive . . . [W]alking in there full-stop is a bit of a . . . telegraphing sign . . . if you were going in there at a certain time, you were pretty much badging yourself as at least questioning if not, you know, the whole hog. Yeah. I remember being quite terrified of that, walking into that room. I was fine once I got into the room but it was the walking down the corridor and passing the threshold into the room.



‘Passing the threshold’ – there was a sense of not being able to turn back associated with such actions because they felt like public performances, even if the audience was more imagined than real. Entering into the space – going ‘the whole hog’ – didn’t necessarily simplify things either. Recalling her feelings about the challenging space, Ellen recounted a story of


a round-table discussion and some of the topics were quite confronting. I mean for me as a 19-year-old they were. I remember being struck by the diversity of women in the room, in terms of physical appearance. . . . Some were clearly, you know, butch dykes and others were like me at the time; you know, impossible to tell for want of a better description. I don’t have that many sort of searing memories of it apart from one conversation where they were talking about polyamory . . . and [I] got completely shot down by some very militant, butch lesbian. And so . . . I remember . . . feeling, ‘Okay, look, you can tell I’m young. Back the fuck off.’ . . . So I remember being sort of put down by a much sort of older, more senior lesbian. . . . I didn’t . . . take too kindly to that. . . . I s’pose at least . . . I knew that there was gonna be a room full of queer women at least once a week, which is something at that point, back in, what, 1997. That was something. . . . Better than nothing.



These experiences speak to another example of people being ‘schooled’ in generational terms. In some ways, people in the older generation recounted the significance of university campus life as a pedagogical space in a way that contrasts and aligns with the importance allocated to digital media for the younger generation. Barbara also mentioned taking a course on gender and sexuality in the late 1990s at the same university. Unlike schools in the 1990s, universities were often seen as places where young people could come out, find peers and even take courses that had LGBTQ content. The arrival of the HIV epidemic saw a transformation in public education in Australia about sex and sexuality in the 1980s and 1990s; this also seeped into university curricula and activities run by students. Barbara remembers attending a ‘Safer-Sex Week’ and later ‘being on that stall’. Similarly, Jean recalled encountering ‘a giant condom’; as one group discussion of the older generation averred, ‘The nineties were just one, big, safe-sex campaign’.

LGBTQ spaces on campus were a way of coming together and hooking up when the opportunities to find others required physical co-presence. Hannah (forty/bisexual/female/Melbourne) recalled ‘bulletin boards on the wall’ promoting social groups which became her pathway to finding community. Vanessa (nineteen/lesbian/female/Melbourne) had only started at university the year prior to our interview. Vanessa remembered finding people like her easily on campus:


You look at someone across the room and you’re like, ‘I need to be friends with that one. That’s a buddy.’ And that has happened in most of my classes actually this year . . . someone gravitates to me, I gravitate to them. . . . I don’t have to worry about saying ‘my girlfriend’ or . . . going out of my way to go to the one, gender-neutral toilet on campus because it’s safer . . . the safe space is definitely a really cool thing that I think [is] relatively new in university spaces . . . it’s nice to have that place . . . [where] I can, you know, let my guard down a little bit, and just hang out, and . . . not be mis-gendered or not like, I don’t know, [have to] deal with anything, [like] listen to straight people like all the time. It’s just nice to have that kind of safety in a way. . .




. . . it’s quite funny especially around, among same-sex-attracted women . . . we use a lot of clothing codes like flannels and high-waisted jeans. . . . [T]here’s certain clothing codes that you’re like, ‘Oh, she’s either like really artsy or she’s gay.’ And . . . [I have] between 80 or 90 percentage . . . reliability . . . so I’m . . . pretty happy with that. But it’s also . . . the look you give each other. . . . I don’t know how I know but I always do and I’m always like, ‘Wow! . . . how does my body know how to do that?’ . . . And obviously because I’m butch I am very visibly gay, and . . . if someone else is bisexual or pansexual, or trans, or gay, then they can identify me and be like, ‘Alright. That’s gonna be a friend’.



For Vanessa, LGBTQ spaces were still playing a role and providing a haven. She also referenced her embodiment, her butchness, as a kind of beacon or signal to others. For Taya (twenty-one/queer/female/Sydney), the LGBTQ space on campus provoked ambivalence:


you know it will be kind of a safe space but it’s very cliquey. . . . [T]he people that hang out there are . . . kind of a group, so it can be quite hard to get into. . . . [G]etting involved with events . . . is much easier . . . ’cause . . . there’s a purpose for why you’re there. Like you know you’re going to watch a movie together . . . the events are much easier than . . . just the room.



Accessing LGBTQ spaces on campus has never been straightforward. There are many rules about who can inhabit these spaces. Concerns regarding ‘contemporary forms of exclusion, many of which stem from acts or omissions of other LGBTIQ+ students’ on university campuses persist (Waling and Roffee 2018: 670): a ‘lack of acceptance regarding diverse ways of presenting gender identity and sexuality worked to promote a singular narrative of what it is to be part of the “proper” LGBTIQ+ community’ (671–2). Students on campus might have identified with the acronym but felt that the often-antagonistic politics of LGBTQ spaces on campus meant that they avoided inhabiting those spaces for fear of censure or new experiences of exclusion. In some ways, this echoes the messy work of sexual citizenship: claiming identity within the imbricated machinations of joining space, socialization, learning and dis/identification (where, when, how and with whom/what we do or don’t identify) is hardly reported as being straightforward by the people we spoke to. Across the generations, fitting in often remains difficult.




 Feeling generational: Conclusion

Through people’s recollections we have observed how schooling produces generational understandings of LGBTQ sexual citizenship. This is achieved by schooling people informally and socially in relation to language and via events of affective instruction. Across the generations, definitions and sites of schooling shift, and histories of educational reform and activism have grown as material markers of generational difference. The navigation of informal and formal schooling – ‘being schooled’ – via labels and experiences of instruction materialize LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship and generational affiliation (‘feeling generational’) at the level of affect. People register these feelings – all the good and bad feelings of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship ranging across ambivalence, shame, fear, pleasure, desire, joy and more – through their memories of the old feelings of the past and their accounts of the LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship they have learned to lay claim to in the present.



Note


	1 Bathrooms/changing rooms/locker rooms are places where people undress, change clothes and/or shower close and often visible to others, generally after sporting activity.








Chapter 5
ACCESSING CARE AND SEXUAL CITIZENSHIP
BELONGING, AFFINITY AND INCLUSIVITY LABOUR IN HEALTH SERVICES




 Health, health care and inclusion for LGBTQ young people

Access to professional and good-quality health and well-being supports, which are inclusive and enabling of one’s gender and sexual diversity, are crucial in enabling LGBTQ youth to express themselves as sexual citizens. However, access to such care has long been problematic for LGBTQ young people, regardless of whether care is sought for physical or mental health care issues. While in some cases this is due to homophobia, biphobia or transphobia on the part of the health care practitioner, in others it is the result of lack of knowledge, training and understanding on the health care provider’s part. This general picture proved true in the case of people we spoke to, demonstrating that LGBTQ young people’s capacity to exercise full sexual citizenship continues to be impeded, across generations, by difficulties they experience in exercising their rights to good health.

Health was described by people as the domain of life that provided some of the most difficult experiences as they tried to enact their sexual citizenship, partly because accessing inclusive health care entailed myriad confrontations between what is considered public and private about gender and sexuality. These difficulties are not surprising, given the intimate and embodied nature of health and health care practices, as well as the long histories of anti-LGBTQ treatment underpinning such. But what dominated people’s accounts was not so much their desire for more privacy, but a desire for gender and sexuality diversity to become so widely recognized and accepted that there would be no need to articulate specific claims to recognition and rights in order to access the health care required to freely participate as sexual citizens in their communities.

People imagined a world in which one could simply request a health service as an LGBTQ young person and have it made available in immediate and appropriate form, without question or comment. Yet the experience of people of both generations suggests that while some things have changed with respect to there being a more inclusive health system, easy access and the receipt of knowledgeable, respectful care remains a utopic future imagining for many.

Indeed, as discussed more fully later, intensive forms of ‘inclusivity labour’ (Newman, Prankumar et al. 2021) were still required to locate service providers ready and able to provide appropriate forms of advice, care and referral to people of diverse genders and sexualities. And as also discussed, despite the now long-standing investments that have been made in making Australian health systems more responsive to the needs of LGBTQ youth, people’s accounts of the challenges of securing access to services, especially gender-affirming care, also reveal the patchy geographic distribution of reforms, and the limits of generalized rights claims in achieving widespread LGBTQ-inclusive health care. Within the terms of people’s reflections, generational LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship emerges as a concept characterized by expanding recognition of LGBTQ rights claims alongside inconsistent reforms at the point of service delivery. This counter-intuitive coupling – strengthened recognition and mixed degrees of associated service delivery – produces LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship as marked by diverse generational patterns of struggle. For the older generation, this generally entailed struggling for better services by struggling for recognition as LGBTQ people. For the younger generation, it involved struggling for better services despite there already being widespread recognition of LGBTQ people. In short, generational LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship displaces a narrow focus on recognition-based rights focusing instead on the diverse ways in which LGBTQ young people have, across the generations, struggled for services. We saw how they have been called upon to demand inclusive health care – or find alternative arrangements – in diverse ways, amidst shifting degrees of recognition, as crucial enactments of their sexual citizenship. Uneven practices of access have been the patterned landscape across which generational LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship has expressed itself.

Applying a lens of ‘health’ to understand the affordances of sexual citizenship for LGBTQ young people reveals the many and complex ways in which notions of time shape the range of lifeworld possibilities available to them. Time plays a key role in LGBTQ young people’s lives through the allocation of biological age-based identifiers. Health care systems, like other institutional sites through which citizenship rights are recognized and allocated (such as education and work), are constructed around socially and legally regulated – yet fluctuating – dividing lines between childhood and adulthood. Health care professionals are trained to deliver care very differently depending on which side of that shifting boundary someone is located. Medico-legal processes and frameworks intersect with political and social expectations regarding the age at which a young person is considered old enough to consent to care and engage in decision-making with respect to its delivery, creating anxieties at the sites where these may be challenged.

This is particularly the case if the forms of care desired by a young person do not align with the belief systems of parents and care providers, or reveal the existence of different views, particularly in the case of separated parents. While this can be a significant and stressful barrier to accessing care for trans and gender-diverse young people in particular, the implications are more wide reaching. Indeed, the question of when and how any young person is afforded the right to determine their own health care needs is one that intersects in important ways with our discussion of the experiences of LGBTQ young people.

What is clear from the histories of the LGBTQ civil rights movements is that not only has the fundamental right to health been too often denied to people of diverse genders and sexualities, but that there are very few shared experiences within the assemblage of LGBTQ communities regarding the content and outcomes of health rights claims (Aggleton et al. 2023). Not only are people under the age of legal consent constrained in their right to determine their own health needs and secure access to desired forms of care, but the right to access care is treated differently in both medical and legal terms in relation to gender, compared with sexuality, and also when these intersect with other forms of marginalized positionalities and subjectivities. A clear example of this is the recent decision to restrict access in the UK to puberty blockers for those under eighteen who are experiencing gender dysphoria, while children experiencing precocious (early) puberty remain able to secure these medications without question (O’Dowd 2024).

There have been advances in efforts by advocates and those working within health systems to make service provision more inclusive of sexuality diverse people in the last few decades, mobilized by the gay and lesbian rights movements of the 1970s and 1980s. The right of a lesbian to access fertility services, for example, is unlikely to be contested in many high-income nations today, except in contexts which permit service providers the right to refuse access on the basis of personal beliefs, as is true in parts of the United States. This is the case even if resourcing and discrimination remain hurdles to securing access in practice in most contexts. As Ryan-Flood observed of the first generation of lesbians to make use of mainstream fertility services to achieve parenthood, ‘the ability to transgress is often a signifier of privilege’ (2011: 247).

And yet if we compare this to the rights of a transgender person to access gender-affirming surgery, there remains an even greater number of systemic and social hurdles to circumvent, requiring a high level of persistence and resourcing from the service user. LGBTQ claims to specific health rights are complicated by their intersection with other forms of difference, such as race, citizenship status, disability and class, making even clearer the limits of a notion of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship based on the ‘imaginary’ of there being a coherent, singular, LGBTQ community seeking inclusion within the health system (Smith and Newman 2023).

The experiences of LGBTQ young people across different generations, as detailed below, offers us a compelling set of insights regarding their efforts to claim and exercise their sexual citizenship rights within the domain of health. We can see from their accounts that health care systems are, despite a generational expansion in the recognition of LGBTQ people, typically organized around the structural and cultural assumption that service users are either (or both) heterosexual or cisgender until proven otherwise; the human right to health, therefore, presumes a particular way of being human, which can be a confronting realization for those who believe that the care they provide is equally available to all. The enactment of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship detailed by the people we spoke to offers, then, not only suggestive documentary traces of histories of LGBTQ inclusion in health care but also evidence of how such practices of seeking inclusion have shaped what health care and, by extension, the everyday cultures within which we exercise our sexual citizenship, might look like.



 Health care access and sexual citizenship

Epstein (2018) has argued that sexual citizenship has only occasionally been concerned with health matters. He contrasts this with the focus given to ‘biocitizenship’ in the health literature, a concept concerned with the relationship between those aspects of the body recognized as holding value for claims to rights in health systems, such as particular genetic markers in the case of a heritable disease (Rose and Novas 2007). He argues that sexual health operates as a bridging point between biological and sexual citizenships, with a set of tensions existing between these quite different ways of conceptualizing the rights and responsibilities of the subject of sexual health care and policy.

Mental health is another domain that has been read through a sexual citizenship framework, with Herdt and Kertzner (2006) arguing that the emotional well-being of lesbians and gay men in the United States was directly impacted by restricted access to the institution of marriage, building the case that ‘marriage denial continues to perpetuate an opportunity structure that disenfranchises gay men and lesbians in the socio-cultural, legal, economic, and political aspects of their lives’ (33).

Citizenship theory has also been widely applied in the social research on HIV. Some of this work has focused on access to HIV treatments, which early advocates argued was deprioritized because of homophobia, and which more recently has developed into a field of research on pharmaceutical citizenship (e.g. Persson et al. 2016). The governmentality literature extended Foucauldian conceptualizations of the relationship between the subject and the state to argue that communities themselves actively contributed to maintaining a system of governance around how people act as sexual subjects. For example, highly regulated forms of sexual responsibility may be observed within gay men’s sexual cultures, initially in regard to the obligation to disclose one’s HIV status (Brown 2006), and more recently in relation to the shared responsibilities regarding pre-exposure prophylaxis (PrEP) (Haire et al. 2021). Davis (2008) has similarly argued more generally, sexual citizenship provides ‘a method of conceptualising the connections between sexual relating and citizenship duties associated with HIV prevention’ (184).

However, as these examples show, there has been a predominant focus on understanding citizenship dynamics among gay-identified and other men who have sex with men in sexual health research. For example, Formby (2011) argued that a lack of attention to sex between women reproduces the erroneous belief that this is ‘not real sex’, constraining the sexual rights claims of lesbian and bisexual (or bi+ or multi-gender attracted) women to access appropriate forms of sexual health care. Hammar (1999) has argued that girls and women are subject to many additional health risks because of their ‘absence’ from sexual citizenship frameworks, which means they rarely enjoy the same rights as boys and men to bodily autonomy, consent and safety, and are therefore not equally supported by health promotion campaigns pertaining to ‘safe sex’. Sexual citizenship has also been taken up as a framework for advocating for the sexual rights of people with disabilities, another group for whom the basic right to autonomy regarding sexuality and sexual practice has long been restricted (Bahner 2019).

These examples suggest that sexual citizenship is useful for understanding both how particular health claims are mobilized with reference to the rights-bearing sexual subject and how particular assumptions are reproduced about who can be recognized as a legitimate claimant. Given the relevance of these questions to understanding the experiences of LGBTQ young people, it is notable that there is not a large body of literature making use of sexual citizenship frameworks to appreciate and untangle the rights claims of young LGBTQ people with regard to health systems and services.

In contrast, and as discussed in the previous chapter, education researchers have drawn more deliberately on these frameworks to argue for the right of young LGBTQ people to access knowledge about sexuality and sexual practice appropriate to their particular forms of life experience, and to their current and likely future sexual relationships. Grant and Nash, for example, have argued that sexual citizenship helps to reimagine ‘approaches to SRE [sexuality and relationships education], by framing sexuality as an essential aspect of citizenship and civic engagement’. Importantly, but perhaps a little optimistically, these authors argue that this approach could potentially help to ‘circumvent controversy around LGBTQ-inclusive SRE content’ (Grant and Nash 2019: 317, 323).

This idea, that a citizenship approach might help to sidestep resistance to making appropriate services available to young people has clear relevance to health. And yet, as outlined in the Introduction and Chapter 2, the historical marginalization of young people in discussions of sexual citizenship suggests that there are also risks in relying too heavily on it as a framework for understanding the experiences of young people regarding the question of how to achieve belonging in health systems. There are also additional issues that complicate the usefulness of sexual citizenship as a framework for appreciating LGBTQ young people’s experiences within health systems.

As discussed throughout this book, sexual citizenship is often grounded in a problematic assumption about the ‘inevitably maturing liberal subject’ (see Chapter 1). This means that sexual citizenship is often only extended to LGBTQ young people when they are discussed through anticipatory references to adult expressions of themselves (Gordon 1999). Thus, deployments of the concept of sexual citizenship to bring LGBTQ subjects’ rights into focus have often simultaneously kept the specificity of their youth in abeyance. Throughout this book, we have been asking the question: What would sexual citizenship look like if we looked at it through the lens of the lives of young LGBTQ people? What would it look like if we centred LGBTQ youth experience?

Thus, despite the useful ways in which sexual citizenship has been explored in the health literature, there is a need for new discussion that permits us to look more explicitly at LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship as made legible via youth health care needs. The emergence of the field of trans health, for example, and other aspects of affirming care and support for young LGBTQ people, is one way we can focus more on youth expressions of sexual citizenship via health. This example also enables us to focus more deeply on how ideas about time constitute LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship because it provides an important point of generational difference: shifts in health services available to trans people changed dramatically in the years between our older and younger generations coming of age. We turn now to explore some of the history of this move towards making health care systems more inclusive as a way of highlighting LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship, as expressed in generational terms.



 Making health care systems inclusive with respect to sexuality and gender diversity

Understanding how LGBTQ young people figure in health systems requires an appreciation of the histories of health inclusion movements. We provide a brief overview of this here, and then discuss some of the key observations on inclusive health care drawing on discussions about health from the people we spoke to.1

With origins in the women’s health movement of the 1960s–70s (Kuhlmann 2009), the impetus to redesign health systems to better suit the needs of marginalized groups was fuelled by the HIV crises (Cáceres, Aggleton and Galea 2008). While the notion of health care ‘inclusivity’ has more recently been expanded to encompass the priorities of many different populations, the underlying philosophy remains broadly the same: ‘minority’ populations imagined as located outside the ‘centre’ of society are seen to require intervention to support them to access the same benefits as those who constitute the ‘mainstream’ (Carey, Riley and Crammond 2012).

In recent years, particular effort has been made to create more inclusive systems of care so as to provide for people of diverse genders and sexualities. Much of this work has been largely focused on challenging the cultural and systemic assumption that health service users are heterosexual and cisgender until shown to be otherwise (Baker and Beagan 2014; Newman et al. 2021). It has also involved efforts to improve sexual orientation and gender identity (SOGI) reporting within health data collection systems, although this has not been without controversy (Davis et al. 2023).

Most clinicians in countries such as Australia are now expected to have engaged with LGBTQ sensitivity training; however, uptake has remained patchy, which has been a major driver of the development of LGBTQ+-focused health strategies at the federal and state levels. Although efforts have been made to make the physical spaces of health care delivery more ‘welcoming’ to LGBTQ people (McClain, Hawkins and Yehia 2016), less attention has been paid to understanding how best to promote a sense of belonging, and to asking critical questions about how health care services can foster young people’s expression of their LGBTQ sexual citizenship, especially from the perspective of thinking about intersectional factors such as class, race, accessibility and place.

While inclusivity is a concept built on human rights and liberal-tolerance frameworks, belonging suggests a level of unconditional acceptance and ethical recognition of gender or sexual otherness based on justice (Cover 2013), implying a meaningful sense of affinity and mutual recognition between the different parties, both now and in the future. As Nira Yuval-Davis has argued (2006), belonging involves feeling that one is not located in an inferior position to one’s peers, such as, for example, straight or cisgender peers, or, indeed, LGBTQ adults.

Looking across the two generations of LGBTQ Australians in this study, we can see both how much has changed, and how much remains the same, regarding the efforts that communities are making to secure both the services and the experiences they desire in health care settings.

People born in the 1970s recalled feeling frightened and confused about how to navigate the health care system safely, sharing stories of intensive and largely hidden forms of research and investigation. As Ian, a 47-year-old gay cisgender man from Perth, recalled:


I think probably in the early years . . . you’d think, ‘Oh gosh, how do I find a GP? Who do I go to that I can talk to? How do I know that they’re going to not just dismiss me or go . . . “I don’t want to deal with you”?’



Ian clearly had no expectation growing up that a health care provider would know how to support his needs unless they had some form of specialist expertise in LGBTQ community life. Casey, a forty-one-year-old non-binary lesbian living in regional Victoria, recalled the value of the ‘LGBTQ-friendly’ directories published by some LGBTQ media and advocacy organizations to help people find safe care: ‘[There was a] directory which had all of those providers. So, if you wanted to find a doctor or a plumber you could find whatever you wanted there in order to “gay” your life.’

Memories of accessing health care on the basis of advice from this emerging world of ‘gay-friendly’ organizations appeared both painful and nostalgic for 1970s-born people to recall: there was a sense that it was becoming possible, through the efforts of these kinds of ‘directories’, to craft a life safe from prejudice and discrimination. At the same time, however, both Ian and Casey’s responses reveal a tendency towards accepting tolerance rather than seeking belonging in health care environments. They did not consider these forms of inclusive health care a right or expectation. In contrast, in their accounts, 1990s-born people were much more focused on explaining the many nuanced complexities of securing good-quality care from their local and non-specialist providers, and in analysing how well those providers performed inclusivity. These young people not only expected to feel welcomed and supported by their care providers, they were highly critical of services not fully prepared to deliver inclusive care at any time.

Here, a generational conception of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship comes into focus – one in which generational expressions of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship via health care are differentiated by shifts in the expectations they bring to the health care they seek and require. For the older generation, where tolerance was a prevalent hope, the LGBTQ sexual citizen is positioned as the outsider who welcomes any semblance of care. For the younger LGBTQ sexual citizen, they were more likely to see themselves as ‘insiders’ already, as inevitably appropriate patients of services, whose key experience of such services is measuring up how ready they are for them. This configuration of health care services by the younger generation as presumptively inclusive reveals how they can perform the role of ‘affinity’ sites for LGBTQ young people – sites that presumably draw together people within that space who share some things in common (in this case, gender and sexual difference).

Indeed, 1990s-born people typically described far more positive experiences of clinicians being willing and able to provide inclusive health care, and expected the education and training systems of health professionals to be better prepared for responding appropriately when a sexuality and/or gender-diverse patient presented for care. The following conversation took place in a group interview with 1990s-born people based in Melbourne:

Rohan ( 1990s born/gay/male): I’ve just been surprised recently realising the lack of education on LGBT health that health professionals receive or do not receive. . . . I’ll just interject with a quick example from a friend that she shared on Facebook the other day . . . It’s almost like, ‘I know my needs and I’m telling you how to fulfil them.’ . . . 

Rita ( twenty-four/queer/non-binary): And like when you feel like you have to educate your health professional, it’s just like exhausting and like really boring.

Alexia ( twenty-three/bisexual/queer/female): It’s like, ‘You should probably have covered this at some stage.’

What appeared most unacceptable to these young people was the idea that they might know more about their own health care needs than their providers. Clinicians were expected not only to be accepting and concerned in their engagement with the patient but also to contribute specific forms of clinical expertise to the encounter, and to be strong and confident when doing so.

There was some evidence in people’s accounts of clinicians delivering on this expectation. For example, Luis, a 21-year-old gay cisgender man living in Perth, described a very positive experience with his own family’s GP, providing an illustration of what Yuval-Davis (2006) might view as an example of appreciating sexual and gender diversity as unremarkable:


My GP’s just awesome . . . I’ve been seeing her for like 20 years. And I remember I was talking to her about something that was gay-related and she just didn’t even blink an eyelid. Just, that was normal conversation. . . . It was great to know that it was sort of, she was there to do it, like help out, do her job, you know?



Being seen as any other patient was valued. Recalling the affective dimensions of sexual citizenship as explored in relation to education in the previous chapter, people also discussed the emotional experience of engaging with clinics and clinicians, particularly the desire expressed by members of both generations to avoid the ‘awkwardness’ of engaging providers who did not yet know how to foster and support the affective dimensions of inclusive health care.

Brenda, a 38-year-old cisgender lesbian woman from regional WA, observed what she believed were improvements in how health services prioritized the emotional aspects of inclusive health care:


I think in [the] early days it was really awkward . . . just the idea of talking to a doctor about having lesbian sex . . . you could just feel how physically uncomfortable they were, even if they were the nicest person on the planet . . . I think doctors are much better these days for the most part at behaving like more open-minded human beings.



And yet many people described feeling highly sensitive to evidence of a clinician being even a little unsure about how to affirm and respond to sexual and/or gender diversity. This sensitivity also enabled them to recognize and avoid uncomfortably overenthusiastic providers. Finn, a 26-year-old bisexual trans man from Melbourne, recalled one such experience:


There was a doctor [I saw when] . . . I couldn’t get an appointment with my [regular] GP so I . . . [had to complete] a new-intake form . . . It asked for your sexuality and I didn’t know they asked that. So I put that I was bisexual. And then every time I saw that doctor since he brought up the fact that I was bisexual! And it was really awkward, and kind of strange. . . . I stopped seeing him because of that.



Taya, a 21-year-old queer cisgender woman from Sydney, found a new health care provider because she did not want her existing relationship with an older clinician to become more ‘awkward’ and less ‘fun’ by talking about her sexuality:


It’s just kind of an assumption that it’s gonna be uncomfortable . . . It was nerve-racking bringing it up the first time [with my current GP, but] . . . she was, ‘Oh yeah, cool. So how long have you been together?’ . . . I never talked to my other doctor, my old doctor about it . . . [I was] never really like, ‘Oh, he’s gonna be hostile.’ But I’d always think, ‘What if he’s not cool and what if it makes it awkward, and not fun?’



Such references to the emotional qualities of the clinical encounter highlight the importance young LGBTQ people place on interpersonal relationships in health care settings and their desire to manage the affective scenario so they can avoid ‘bad’ feelings like awkwardness and shame. They value a form of belonging which anticipates – while not assuming – their needs, and which renders health care services as sites through which their LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship can be expressed without turning such places into sites where citizenship rights had to be demanded. In this sense, belonging can be understood as the absence of a need to make a demand. As ‘affinity’ sites, health services for the younger generation are expected to already be inclusive of the difference the LGBTQ young person embodies, which is a dramatic departure from the construction of the older generation which often recalled experiences of coming of age as ones in which the LGBTQ young person was the outsider looking to find a way in to responsive health care provision.

LGBTQ young people’s access to health care has historically required them to perform what Newman et al. have described as ‘inclusivity labour’ (2021), that is, labour connected to efforts to access and assess the safety and quality of LGBTQ-inclusive health services. The forms of inclusivity labour revealed through people’s accounts reveal generational distinctions, with older people feeling grateful for an inclusive experience of any kind, while younger people had far stronger demands, and far more dramatic consequences of not securing the standard of inclusivity they expected, such as actively opting out of existing relationships, sourcing new clinical relationships and, by virtue of these practices, protecting the psychological and emotional well-being of the clinician, who may therefore remain oblivious to what is happening. People sometimes described avoiding awkwardness as easier than challenging it. If health care does not provide the kind of immediate and visible forms of acceptance, affinity and mutual recognition that LGBTQ young people desire, they will enact the forms of labour within their control and direct their time, energy, stories and emotions elsewhere.



 Before belonging: The search for gender-affirming care across generations

Although a shared desire for belonging and affinity in health care contexts could be observed across generations, there were also clear differences in the experiences of people who were cisgender and trans (or gender diverse), particularly regarding the stark and persistent challenges that trans people reported in seeking access to even basic forms of gender-affirming health care. Applying a sexual citizenship lens can help reveal the different stakes in the articulation of health care claims among trans and cis young people, and reminds us that experiences of belonging and inclusion appended to notions of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship are persistently experienced differently as they are always structured by the differences encapsulated within the shorthand expression of ‘LGBTQ.’

For example, Zoe, a 22-year-old lesbian trans woman living in Sydney, was intensely frustrated that she could not simply attend any local doctor without her gender becoming the primary focus of every consultation:


It sort of is a gamble, you know, when I go to see GPs . . . if I go to see people for like sexual health issues and things like that, they can get a bit strange . . . [and] be like, ‘Well, I don’t wanna treat you because I don’t know how to deal with your body.’ And I’m like, ‘It’s not like I have fifteen arms and tentacles growing out of my eyeballs. I’m human.’



As brief background, the field of trans health has expanded rapidly in recent decades, in line with growing recognition of the needs and rights of people whose gender does not align with that presumed for them at birth (Coleman et al. 2022; Riseman 2022). Not all trans people want to engage with hormonal or surgical affirmation, but most appreciate support from all health care providers with recognizing and facilitating desired forms of social affirmation (ACON 2024).

In Australia, broad agreement among professionals working in trans health to promote a gender-affirming approach developed in the early part of the twenty-first century, although this does not mean that there exists a system of accessible, appropriate care for trans people across Australia (Cheung et al. 2019). Recent controversies and moral panics regarding young people’s access to such care has applied pressure to the delivery of these services, compounded by gender critical voices who seek to create doubt in the evidence base and consensus model of gender-affirming models of care. This has compounded the anxiety and frustration experienced by many trans people in seeking access to timely, good-quality care, and likely also contributes to the high rates of mental health problems, social isolation and stigmatization reported by trans people (Newman et al. 2021).

Indeed, while there may be slowly building recognition of the role that ‘cisgenderism’ (i.e. the ideology that denies or pathologizes gender experiences that do not align with assigned gender at birth) has played in the failure of most health care systems to address the needs of trans service users (Bartholomaeus, Riggs and Sansfaçon 2021), this is also a field which faces regular – and increasing – critical attacks from a vocal minority who do not view trans experiences as legitimate (Pearce, Erikainen and Vincent 2020). The public vilification of trans experience, and the associated ramifications for relevant health provision, is a key generational marker of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship for the younger generation, chillingly depicted by the ways in which the figure of the ‘trans child’ has been activated as a site of moral panic by anti-trans figures.2

Trans experiences therefore challenge the assumption that rights to determining one’s own health care needs and accessing appropriate health care services will automatically be acquired as one progresses from childhood into adulthood. Not only are the experiences of trans children and adolescents misinterpreted as a contemporary and temporary phenomenon, when there is ample evidence of expansive histories of transgender children across many contexts (Gill-Peterson 2018; Marshall 2021), but we also see a continued questioning of the capacity of trans adults to know their own gender and to therefore be able to appropriately determine and secure the forms of health care they desire.

We heard accounts of this in several of the interviews conducted. Brook (twenty-one/grey romantic/demisexual/demi-girl/non-binary/transwoman/Melbourne) described her experiences in navigating the systemic hurdles to accessing gender-affirming hormones:


Well, I’m gonna try and keep it brief because like trans health is notoriously bad but so like there’s a couple of options available. There is, one that I went through was [Health Service A]. You call them up and they have some counsellors or psychologists that come in once a week, and they assess you. And it’s meant to sort of eventually help you lead to get to hormones. And I called them up, and those appointments are free but . . . you have to wait like a year and a half to even get an appointment . . . Another place was, I think it was [Health Service B]. That one’s much better but you have to call at eight o’clock at the beginning of the month. If you miss that time period, you don’t get an appointment. So it’s horrible. I ended up calling the [Health Service A]: ‘Is there any way we can speed this up because I kind of can’t wait. It’s getting really hard.’ And they’re like . . . ‘We have a consultant in the city . . . You could see him in three or four months.’ And I’m like, ‘Yes, do it!’ And they’re like . . . ‘you have to pay for it’. And I was like, ‘I’m working. I am willing to do that to get my life on track.’ . . . 



This ‘gatekeeping process’ through which ‘they’ll basically diagnose you as a trans person’ made Brook laugh: ‘Well, it’s just funny because like you have to get someone else’s approval or someone else to go, ‘Oh yeah, you’re a trans person. Cool,’ you know. It’s just weird. It’s not like cis people have that, ‘You’re a cis person. You can live.’

We can see here the stark contrast between understanding one’s right to health care, and experiencing that right as consistently precarious in the context of trans health, when clinicians hold the position of ‘gatekeeper’ both to service access and to a formal confirmation that you are able to know and articulate your own health care needs. Intense frustration was articulated by people who were aware of their citizenship entitlements to care but had to play games in order to comply with the systems of approval to secure that care.

As Quinn, a 38-year-old trans lesbian from Perth, described it:


If I want to go for surgery, I not only need to get [my specialist’s] okay, but my GP’s okay, plus I need to have my spouse write a letter and say that they are giving me permission, and yet I’m still supposed to be an adult. This is offensive. So, in terms of the medical situation, from my side of things, these letters, I see it as the opponent that I need to continuously defeat in order to exist as I should. So . . . how do I jump through the hoops, how do I make sure that I can get through these different things, how do I trick the people into allowing me to see this person quicker, to do this easier?



Quinn also described experiences of overt discrimination:


Most of the other psychiatrists won’t take you as a patient because they are worried about how they will be viewed by the rest of their patients. So, when I first got my referral to my doctor, Dr [Name], it was like 9 months down the track and so I was like pretty horrified. And so I tried to call other places and they didn’t even say, ‘Sorry we don’t deal with that.’ It was simply, ‘No, we can’t because we can’t have other patients seeing you, it’ll make things really hard for them.’



Access to health care, in Quinn’s account, was constrained by the milieu of different services, as much as by problems of waiting lists and finding appropriate providers. Interactions between patients, and what that might mean in accessing care, was yet another barrier to accessibility.

Quinn and Brook are from two different generations but they are battling the same thing – the pathologization of trans experience, transphobia in health services and inaccessibility of trans health care. However, what also emerges from the accounts we heard is how, since the 2010s, there has been a growth in the visibility of trans people, the availability of trans health care and the popularization of political efforts to understand gender diversity in depathologizing ways. These developments are also linked to the increased attention trans people have received from anti-trans figures. Taken together, these developments in the public profile of trans people and issues, and the concomitant shifts within relevant health care provision, are generation marking for the people we spoke to.

In some respects, then, older people recalled a past that was more difficult because of the reduced access to services and the more limited public support for trans people and issues. Accounts of generational care for trans people are also striated by the deployment of different chronologies in relation to gender and coming of age. For the younger generation, they reported increased access to gender-affirming care proximate to their social and biological coming of age timelines meaning that these things were in some ways fused together as contemporaneous happenings. This was in contrast to the older generation who often reported accessing gender-affirming care later in life, creating a queer chronology by grafting their experiences of gender affirmation to their post-adolescent years, queering the timeline for coming of age (see Chapter 8 for further discussion). These detachments of coming of age from biological age illustrate how generations are queered in the lived experiences of LGBTQ people.

As outlined earlier in the book, a key point of generational difference between the two generations has been the emergence of a greater variety of identity terms for sexual and gender diversity. Despite the proliferation of terms, institutional settings and formal recognitions of such lived expressions have historically been slow to catch up. Even in health care settings that explicitly aim to be inclusive and supportive of trans communities, there may be limited recognition that gender can be dynamic across the lifetime, and can hold complexities that extend far beyond a binary system (Brady et al. 2022; Pearce 2018). As Dawn-David (thirty-eight/queer/kinky/polyamorous/bisexual/gender non-binary/gender-queer trans/Perth) told us: ‘they can cope with someone needing to transition, because that’s one-way, binary, they understand that, but people find it very hard to understand a non-binary person.’

We also heard multiple reports from people in this study of inappropriate forms of curiosity expressed by clinicians (Shepherd, Hanckel and Guise 2019), some of them verging on professional misconduct. Scott, a 37-year-old straight trans man from regional WA, told us about someone’s appointment with a psychiatrist: ‘they’ve paid $350, was there for 45 minutes, [and] not once did they address the reason for being there, for transitioning, instead they asked a lot of weird questions and highly offensive like, questions, like, “do you wash your vagina?”’

This range of issues means that trans people will often avoid engaging with the care they need until their health has been significantly compromised (Vermeir, Jackson and Marshall 2018). As Victor (twenty-four/bisexual/trans/man/Perth) described:


I think the main thing is people not seeking medical advice or medical assistance when they actually need to, just because they’re afraid of not being accepted or being treated incorrectly. I think that’s massive in the trans community, absolutely massive. Like I know a lot of people that . . . should be going to hospital and they’re not, just because they’re uncomfortable and because people just aren’t understanding, yeah.



Resonating with the stories from people born in the 1970s who relied on directories of ‘gay-friendly’ clinicians to locate services they hoped would be safe and reliable, trans people from both the 1970s and the 1990s generations spoke extensively about relying on informal networks and online directories to secure access to the forms of care they required. People from both generations articulated their frustration with unacceptable experiences, and a drive to ensure others would not experience the same thing. As William (twenty-six/queer/asexual/queer/Perth) told us:


The first GP I was going to, she was on the list of LGBT-friendly doctors. I think she might have been one of the only doctors in the area who did trans people. But she was not a good choice and . . . I complained and had her removed from that list eventually. And I’ve heard other trans people say the same thing, essentially.



Paige, a 23-year-old trans pansexual woman from Perth, was one of a handful of trans people who reported very positive experiences with some clinicians. The GP she found demonstrated exactly the kind of reliable, calm professionalism that she expected of health care providers: ‘Coming out as transgender was just like, “Okay we know. No worries.” And yeah it was just completely helpful . . . There to do a job, and to do it professionally.’

Evidence of positive experiences does not overcome the dominance of distressing accounts among people we spoke to, across generations, and across settings. Having said this, there is still also a need for recognition of the specific forms of additional precarities affecting those in more challenging social, legal and economic positions (Connell 2021). These forms of precarity directly impact the capacity of LGBTQ young people to make use of citizenship concepts in order to secure access to the forms of care they desire. This sits at the heart of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship practices, as realized through people’s reflections, and focalized in our discussion here on histories of gender-affirming care. The capacity to be allocated what Austin H. Johnson has described as the ‘credibility’ and ‘authority’ to determine one’s own life and expression of gender and sexuality within medical contexts is fundamental to belonging (2019: 528). These citizenship desires for health-related credibility and authority – rights to be seen as an LGBTQ subject coming of age – are shaped, as we have seen, by historical developments in the provision of inclusive health care, and social and health care professional attitudes towards LGBTQ people, resulting in the coalescence of generationally distinct experiences and identifications.

While we see in the stories of trans people the same desires for belonging and affinity in health care contexts expressed by LGB people, they have far fewer possibilities for enacting the kind of consumer choices LGB young people demonstrate. Opting out of existing clinical relationships is not an option for a trans young person who is being told they cannot access the form of care they desire, from any source. Sexual citizenship thus entails navigation of a range of inaccessible and often hostile care contexts, and inclusivity labour is actively performed within such contexts. Seeking information about the right clinicians to approach, preparing narratives that will overcome clinical gatekeeping to service access and actively articulating critical views about the performance of specific clinicians and services is work LGBTQ young people perform as coming of age tasks. There is far more at stake for those who are gender diverse, and for whom the basic human right to health does not appear to incorporate their particular ways of being human. These more recent histories of the struggle for more trans-inclusive health care build on prior efforts to deliver more inclusive health services for gay men and lesbians, and this shapes the generational differences marking the diverse experiences of the people we spoke to.



 Conclusion

In conclusion, what did people from the two generations describe as critical to their sense of belonging to and affinity with formal and informal health care? How were they able to exercise their sexual citizenship via their encounters with health services? Regardless of the specificity of their gender and/or sexuality, people wanted their health needs and care access to be determined by themselves as service users, not by providers. They wanted to engage with clinicians who were open-minded, and ready to accept what they did not know, without relying on the patient to educate them. And they wanted others involved in health care systems to accept that the lived experience of both gender and sexuality diversity was ordinary, uncontroversial and valued.

Applying a health lens to the interviews conducted as part of this study makes it possible to identify commonalities and differences in the expectations and experiences of the people we spoke to. Across both generations, there was a shared desire for achieving a sense of ownership, belonging and affinity in care settings, beyond enactment of the right to access care.

We also observed a shared significance invested in the emotional dimensions of these experiences, with people wanting clinicians to be prepared in advance for understanding the relevance – or the lack of relevance – of their particular forms of gender and sexuality, and to be ready to manage any of their own clinical or personal anxieties or uncertainties about best practice in LGBTQ health, so as to not contribute to the existing ‘awkwardness’ of the encounter.

However, there were also differences, most notably in the way that the 1990s generation expressed their expectations regarding the quality and the experience of every clinical encounter. These younger people had little doubt that it was the responsibility of the health system to be prepared for encountering sexuality and gender diversity, even if they were somewhat cynical about the likelihood of this being realized. Younger people were also more likely to make the decision to simply move services if they did not feel safe or well treated, even if they did not also feed back the reasons for doing so to the services themselves.

While there has been progress achieved in moving beyond a tolerance model of inclusion for LGBTQ people in Australia, with younger people in particular reporting some very positive experiences with clinicians who are entirely open to understanding and responding to their health care needs, the very idea of progress becomes fragile when considering how many barriers there remain to securing even basic health care for trans and gender-diverse people, let alone a sense of ownership, belonging and affinity. This reveals some of the characteristics marking generational expressions of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship, while also stepping out some milestones for the next generation of struggle.



Notes


	1 Some of this research and discussion has been previously published in a journal article (Newman et al. 2021).

	2 For example, see: Elster (2022); George and Goguen (2021). 








Chapter 6
NEGOTIATING ‘PUBLIC’ AND ‘PRIVATE’ THROUGH SEXUAL CITIZENSHIP
GENERATIONAL REFLECTIONS ON BEING LGBTQ AT WORK




 Introduction

Since the post-war period, feminist theorists have identified the analytical utility of understanding the relationship between gender and paid and unpaid labour as key to shaping the broader distribution of wealth and inequality in capitalist societies. For feminist theorists, heterosexuality informs gendered conventions, such as the naturalization of women’s gendered work in the home (Grimshaw 1979; Yanagisako and Delaney 1995). Marxist feminist critiques of capitalism suggested how the imposition of the legal role of ‘wife’ on women through heterosexual marriage reflected broader patterns of power – primarily, sexual subordination and housework in the domestic sphere (Federici 1975). For these feminist theorists, contesting the gendered relationship between public/private spheres was identified as key to advancing political claims to sexual citizenship. Despite this important focus in feminist theory, scholars have paid less attention to how the public/private distinction shapes the meanings of sexual citizenship to LGBTQ people (for related discussions, see Mackie 2017; Richardson 2015). This question is particularly important given that for people working in many contexts, it is generally not acceptable – and in some settings risky, unsafe or unlawful – to publicly disclose one’s LGBTQ identity in the workplace.

In this chapter, we argue that the extension of sexual citizenship to LGBTQ people has been shaped by broader shifts in the meanings attributed to the public/private sphere. In doing so, we contribute to debates in sexual citizenship which describe how gender and sexuality are central to defining who the state does and does not allocate resources to (Aizura 2006; Bell 1995; Richardson 2015). For people in this study, work was a crucial location where understandings of the public/private meanings of sexual citizenship were worked out. We contextualize people’s narratives in relation to the historical context that they refer to in order to better understand how the distinction between the public/private spheres remained key to who could make claims to citizenship and on what basis.

One reason why we are interested in LGBTQ people’s narratives about work in this chapter is because Australian workplaces (like those around the world) have seen a range of changes in the legal status of gender and sexuality since the 1970s. Notably, in Australia, states and territories have introduced anti-discrimination and equal opportunity (EO) laws and policies which extend certain protections from discrimination to LGBTQ workers.1 These anti-discrimination and EO measures in Australia are similar to other initiatives internationally (such as, in the United States, President Biden’s ‘Executive Order on Preventing and Combating Discrimination on the Basis of Gender Identity or Sexual Orientation’ and, in the United Kingdom, the inclusion of ‘protected characteristics’ including ‘sex’, ‘sexual orientation’ and ‘gender reassignment’ in its Equality Act 2010).2 As is the case in these international examples, the protections offered in practice by legislation and policy in Australia are shaped by exceptions that can limit their effectiveness. For example, Australian religious education and health care providers can be exempt from anti-discrimination and EO requirements, meaning that certain employers can lawfully not hire or terminate the employment of an LGBTQ employee.

EO and anti-discrimination laws in Australia designed to protect LGBTQ workers build on histories of workers’ struggles within and outside of unions. They provide powerful opportunities through their extension of a language of individual rights to sexual and gender rights at work. Historically, these laws have not only extended new protections to LGBTQ people, but they have also helped establish new political contexts within which the public existence and value of sexual and gender differences in the workplace have been affirmed, albeit unevenly. The shifting terrain of gender and sexuality at work in Australia was reflected in narratives shared by people we spoke to, narratives which provide insights into the everyday practice of LGBTQ sexual citizenships.

Determinations about which specific expressions of gender and sexuality are fit for the public workplace, and which should best be kept private, can be vague. Such views often rely on often-disputed social and cultural conventions of appropriateness and respectability which can inform interpretations and implementations of legal instruments.3 Australian legislation, such as the Sex Discrimination Act (1984) ‘protects people across Australia from sexual orientation, gender identity or intersex status discrimination in a number of areas in public life, including employment’.4 This is one example of the legislative and regulatory frameworks that have supported the expression of LGBTQ-inclusive models of sexual citizenship, through affirming the appropriateness of the inclusion of such gender and sexual differences in ‘public life’. Such stated protections, however, do not resolve the complex interplay between ideas of proper comportment in public and private. What is the appropriate expression of LGBTQ identities in the workplace? Where does one draw the line between a respectable public performance of gender and sexuality, and what should be kept private? What are the perimeters that will guide the broad social endorsement of LGBTQ young people at work?

To answer these questions, we interpret narratives about work among LGBTQ people we spoke to, situating them in the context of historical shifts in EO and anti-discrimination legislation that took place in Australia in the late twentieth century. The methodological and analytic move that this chapter makes is thus to understand the centrality of boundaries between public/private to defining sexual citizenship. We first contextualize EO and anti-discrimination legislation from the late twentieth century – legislation which oversaw the coming of age period of our older generation and which lay the foundation for the younger generation. We then draw on people’s accounts of work, identifying the continuing salience of practices of disclosure and concealment. These narratives reveal ongoing demands to maintain a distinction between public and private components of LGBTQ expression. Finally, we reflect on the ways in which these shifting ideas of the public and the private shaped and were informed by shifting understandings of LGBTQ sexual citizenship over time.



 Equal opportunity and anti-discrimination legislation and sexual citizenship in Australia

In the Australian context, legislative protections for workers, often in the form of EO and anti-discrimination legislation, have been put in place across the federal and state/territory levels of government. These protections refer to gender and sexuality in terms of ‘protected attributes’, which define the specific attributes of a person that can be discriminated against according to the law. While protections offered extend beyond employment, often, workplaces were a central focus of such reforms given their importance to social and economic participation, and because of the high-profile nature of work as a space where private attributes of a person come to matter in public. The extension of working rights to women as well as rights designed to promote ‘equal opportunity’ for women’s participation in the workforce serve as one example of how work is a crucial site for defining the boundary between the expression of private identity and recognition of that identity in public.

Australian EO law is legislated by each state, and hence subject to variation and significant complexity. In this chapter, we focus on EO legislation in the Australian state of Victoria as a case study to illustrate the complex interplay between ideas about sexuality, gender, public/private and enacting sexual citizenship at work. In one of the most significant legal changes made following the decriminalization of homosexuality in Victoria in 1980,5 ‘lawful sexual activity’ was included as a protected ‘attribute’ in EO Legislation passed in 1995 (Jackson 1996; Equal Opportunity Act 1995).6 ‘Lawful sexual activity’ (Equal Opportunity Act 1995) was generally deployed to refer to gay and lesbian people, heterosexuals, legal prostitution and people associated with these groups and practices (Equal Opportunity Commission 1995b: 5). In 2000, gender identity and sexual orientation were added as protected attributes.7 Reflecting the growing neoliberal character of both industrial relations and gender and sexuality politics in the 1980s and 1990s, these protections largely reproduced individualist approaches, broadly understanding sexuality and gender identity as private rights worthy of public recognition. Unsurprisingly, these approaches served to exclude other expressions of gender and sexuality from their protection which did not align with neoliberal and often desexualized models of gay and lesbian sexual citizenship, including public sex and unregulated sex work. This highlights how emergent forms of LGBTQ sexual citizenship in Australia have been built on histories of contested inclusions and exclusions. Aligned with shifting ideas of respectability, the changing nature of LGBTQ sexual citizenship provides a lens on contests over where to draw the line in determining proper ‘public’ expressions of sexuality and gender (e.g. see Rubin 1992). LGBTQ sexual citizenship includes the work of determining the meanings of gender and sexuality and boundaries on their expression in public and private, navigating ‘respectability’.

That protected attributes or characteristics in EO and anti-discrimination legislation are not neutral but the products of politically contested values about sexuality and gender was made clear by the advertising campaign launched by the Equal Opportunity Commission to promote the 1995 law. In it, the Commission released advertising material that provocatively invoked homophobic language to draw attention to the fact that, in essence, times had changed. Its main text – ‘There should be a law to deal with all you dykes and faggots: there is, it protects you from this type of attitude’ – grabs the audience’s attention by using discriminatory language that had just, in some sense, been made illegal.

Here, the Commission is sending a provocative message that it is siding with the ‘dykes and faggots’, with that being the only possible context within which it could safely (and, under the new law to which it was drawing attention, legally) use those words. The Commission’s use of derisive terms in a spirit of anti-homophobic reclamation draws attention to how social contests over sexuality and gender can play out at the level of contests over respectability.

This legislation did not pass without contestation. In a concession to conservative concerns stemming from fears of LGBTQ people’s proximity to children, the Act maintained religious exemptions but also those based on work in schools and other settings. At the time this legislation was passed in Victoria in 1995, commentators pointed out: ‘The Act allows an employer to discriminate against an employee or prospective employee if the employment involves the care, instruction or supervision of children and the employer genuinely believes, on rational grounds, that the discrimination is necessary to protect the physical, psychological or emotional well-being of the children’ (Stewart 1995: 196; see also Chapman 1996: 40–1). Despite the troubling connotations of this exception, which insinuated that gay and lesbian people were a potential threat to children, not all activists were concerned. Some gay activists argued that the exception was potentially not as extensive as it first seemed. One position put in response to the criticisms of the exception was the argument that a significant obligation to demonstrate the existence of ‘rational grounds’ for discrimination would be placed on the potential discriminator such that, in practice, this exception could not be easily relied upon to enable discrimination against gay and lesbian people working in education or working with children (Gardiner 1996).8 For other activists, though, this exception appeared to be a necessary political concession required to gain political support.

In the 1990s, political debates about rights on the basis of sexuality were charged with familiar historical anxieties about adult homosexuality and its apparent threat to young people.9 The boundaries placed on ‘lawful sexual activity’ and respectable forms of gay and lesbian identity fostered by the introduction of the 1995 EO Act is one example of the challenges it confronted: a Victorian government committee report found that new legislation may even introduce new forms of discrimination (Green 1995b) and gay and lesbian rights lobby groups sought unsuccessfully for ‘sexual orientation’ or ‘sexuality’ to be listed rather than ‘lawful sexual activity’ (Green 1995a). A newspaper article published shortly before the passing of the Act offered a personal view on the effects of those exemptions on gay and lesbian teachers (Tomlins 1995). These debates over the limited forms of protection against discrimination for gays and lesbians illustrate the contingent and fragile character of LGBTQ sexual citizenship offered to adults, throwing into relief the steep challenge of conceptualizing, let alone delivering, sexual citizenship for young LGBTQ people.

In surfacing the tension between what is public and private in sexual citizenship, workplaces pose a specific problem in which an individual is subject to both legal recognition and protection from potential harm. As discussed in Chapter 4, education presents particular challenges and gay and lesbian schoolteachers pose a specific kind of problem in maintaining proper boundaries between public/private aspects of sexual citizenship (Chapman 1995, 1996). As Chapman (1996: 39) explained in the wake of the passage of Victorian EO legislation, exemptions for religious schools would lead to a situation where gay men and lesbian women would have to maintain ‘a heterosexual façade’. Moreover, such legislative approaches effectively stifled possibilities for teachers working in religious schools to identify as gay or lesbian to students, or provide information to students that could be seen as affirming gay and lesbian sexuality or identity (Chapman 1996: 41). Yet there is another, generational, logic at work here. Even while a range of stakeholders in the 1990s – including policymakers, researchers, activists and LGBTQ teachers themselves – raised the possibility of youth sexual diversity in the classroom (Crowhurst and Seal 1997; Hillier et al. 1998), the ‘gay teacher’ continued to serve as a figure who troubled the proper boundaries of public/private spheres. The tacit understanding that a gay teacher would have to maintain a heterosexual façade reflects the ways in which claims to sexual citizenship as a private right limit the public expression of any form of LGBTQ identity as such claims to privacy often configure any kind of gender and sexual difference as an immanent threat to the boundaries of respectability.

The presence of gay and lesbian teachers served to advance political claims that there was a ‘rational’ need to allow religious schools to discriminate against LGBTQ adults in order to keep them away from (always already heterosexual, cisgender) children. This understanding remains central to contestations over sexual citizenship in Australian politics. Such understandings emerged with renewed relevance during the Safe Schools controversy and the 2017 same-sex marriage campaign (as discussed throughout this book) (Law 2017: 1–81). When read in light of these more recent anxieties about the presence of LGBTQ adults with children, EO legislation reinforces a paradox of sexuality as only able to be ‘reasonably’ spoken about in public when referring to an abstracted private right. This concept of sexuality and gender identity as private rights, crucial to sexual citizenship, places many non-normative practices, individuals and relationships outside of the ‘charmed circle’ (Rubin 1992). This suggests that the decriminalization of homosexuality in the 1980s in the state of Victoria did not lead to a removal of boundaries between the proper and improper expressions of gender and sexuality. Boundaries between public/private sexuality and gender did not disappear, but remained central to how sexual citizenship was defined and lived.

This brief discussion of developments in Victoria suggests how EO and anti-discrimination legislation in Australia more broadly is a crucial site for defining the public/private boundary in conceptions of sexual citizenship. This history also suggests how key meanings of gender and sexuality were discusssed in EO legislation and guidelines.

For example, early illustrations of discrimination on the basis of ‘lawful sexual activity’ included references to gender – to ‘camp men’ and ‘butch lesbians’ (Equal Opportunity Commission 1995b; Equal Opportunity Commission 1998). That these particular examples were well-known perhaps suggests the ongoing way that the problem of discrimination was framed as one concerned largely with the recognition of appearances in public (by ‘straight’ society) and the potential for harm or recrimination on that basis. This suggests the tensions inherent in maintaining the legal fiction that there are naturally public/private aspects of gender and sexuality. The gay or lesbian person in this anti-discrimination discourse always appears to be at risk because of their gender non-conformity. Foreshadowing later developments in definitions of transgender, this also suggests a distinction between public gender and private sexuality, an otherwise private part of the self. This, in turn, suggests the way that heterosexuality and cisgender normativity are bound up with one another in Western legal understandings of personhood (Butler 1990) and how an expansive model of LGBTQ sexual citizenship needs to challenge normative conceptions of both gender and sexuality.

The EO legislation of the 1990s was introduced based on the understanding that homosexuality, as a private attribute, could be safely accommodated in public at work. However, EO legislation ensured that children’s exposure to homosexuals was policed, and that the homosexual person at work was tasked with the impossible job of maintaining that fictional line or boundary between who they were in public, and who they were in private. The burden to maintain this fiction fell heavily on gay and lesbian teachers because, in part, of their workplace proximity to children.

Since the introduction of the original legislation, there have been increasing protections for transgender people included within EO and anti-discrimination legislation and practice, reflecting a shift in the legislative recognition of gender non-normativity. Earlier EO legislation had suggested that male femininity or female masculinity were markers of gay or lesbian sexuality. Later iterations included gender identity in relation to transgender people as a protected characteristic, distinct from protected characteristics of sexuality for gay and lesbian people. Expanding recognition to gender identity as a protected characteristic was reflected in the narratives of transgender people we spoke to. Both gay and lesbian, and transgender, people’s narratives included accounts of gender expression as a public site for the expression of identity that was scrutinized at work. The inclusion of more specific protections in relation to gender identity, such as the alterations to the 2000 Act, in which EO legislation moved from defining gender expression as a reflection of sexual difference to a marker of gender identity for transgender people highlights how legal definitions of the LGBTQ sexual citizen at work have been changing under the feet of our two social generations. As we shall see, attending to narrative accounts of LGBTQ young people’s experience of work offers further insights into the lived experience of the shifting boundaries between ‘public’ and ‘private’ in the governance of sexual citizenship.



 Enacting the ‘public’ and the ‘private’ at work

In people’s narratives, work was a unique space in which the public performance of sexual citizenship was reflexively negotiated and imagined. While people’s responses varied according to generation, location and a range of other factors, in many narratives, work was an important place where both sexuality and gender identity were rendered visible to a wide, public audience. Work, then, was a central site for negotiating sexual and gender identity, and through it citizenship, at the intersection of the public and private spheres.

Although there were some broad differences between generations, sexuality and gender identity for both arose as contentious aspects of the self ambiguously placed between public and private spheres. Some people from the 1990s generation emphasized a strong sense that sexuality and gender identity should serve as a means to accomplish belonging in professional settings. A number spoke of work as an important location to meet new people, particularly for young people involved in casual work. This experience was inseparable from conditions of precarious work that characterize employment opportunities for young people in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century (Wyn and Woodman 2006). For example, Scarlett (twenty-six/lesbian/female/Melbourne) described how the instability of casual forms of employment generated a sense that she was ‘constantly coming out’. Scarlett did not see this only in negative terms, however, but rather as enabling important opportunities for meeting friends and experiencing recognition of a shared sense of self.

Whether disclosing LGBTQ identity resulted in belonging in practice was another question, and depended on context and the public performance and reception of gender and sexuality. Travis (twenty-seven/gay/male/Melbourne) explained that the fact that he was gay meant that his colleagues did not take him seriously, explaining how they said to him it is ‘your mannerisms, because of the way you talk’. Other people explained how they did not disclose their sexual identity at work. Ethan (twenty-six/gay/male/Melbourne) offered the example of a particular life event – the death of his boyfriend’s father – as an example of the disciplinary work he needed to undertake to keep his sexuality private:


when my boyfriend’s dad died . . . I could have just called up and said, ‘My boyfriend’s dad’s died. I can’t come.’ But instead I was like really vague . . . I was just like, ‘Someone has died.’ . . . And I know that if I was straight . . . I would have just said like, you know, ‘My girlfriend’s dad died. I need some time off.’ But . . . I did beat around it a little bit.



To some, the younger the age and the more casual the employment, the more care was needed in not disclosing one’s sexuality to colleagues. Andrea (twenty/bisexual/female/Melbourne) explained how, between the ages of fifteen and eighteen, she had a girlfriend but that she never mentioned her relationship at work. Andrea considered her sexuality a private right, one that did not have to be made public apart from settings in which she felt comfortable. These narratives suggest that sexuality serves as a kind of strategic disclosure, one that depends on both age and context, and worker perceptions of the likely response to such a disclosure, and its implications.

Among the 1970s generation, similarly, numerous people narrated experiences of adjusting self-presentation and comportment in line with expected gender and sexual normativity in the workplace. Each of these served to highlight the implicit heteronormativity at work in what Ethan referred to as a ‘business relationship’. Some people maintained a pragmatic desire to work with colleagues, which involved a delicate negotiation of disclosing sexual identity. In a group interview in Melbourne, Todd (forty-four/gay/male/Melbourne) felt that his sexuality was accepted by his colleagues expressly because ‘I don’t fly the flag’. Eric (forty-seven/gay/male/Melbourne) similarly narrated keeping his sexuality private as a health professional, evaluating that ‘you can be gay, and just be normal’. Others from the 1970s generation narrated not disclosing their sexuality to work colleagues. Jean (forty-four/lesbian/female/Melbourne) explained how the recognition of her sexuality at work could change over time, suggesting a kind of subtle, durational disclosure. In other words, whether one’s sexuality was an aspect of the self to be discussed at work depended on a range of factors, including relationships with colleagues, the kinds of work and particularities of the context. Jean described disclosing her sexuality at work not explicitly, but rather by referring to her partner (a woman) by name. To Jean, this served as a more suitable way to ‘come out’ at work, rather than an explicit declaration of her sexual identity. She described this strategy as one of the reasons why she had enjoyed a successful professional career. Although in each of these narratives sexual identity was framed as ideally private and hence able to be concealed, it was also a very important aspect of the self that had to be stage-managed according to the workplace, social setting and degree of risk.

Other people described how an implied recognition of their sexuality (usually based on gender appearances) had at times limited the kinds of careers that were open to them. This was especially so for trans and non-binary people. Casey, a 41-year-old non-binary lesbian in regional Victoria, described how gender presentation had limited career opportunities. Casey offered the example of applying to a real estate agent, who had responded that they could not hire Casey because of a ‘conservative clientele’, recalling Ethan’s stress on the implicit heteronormativity of a ‘business relationship’ mentioned earlier. Casey explained: ‘But then I was, to some extent, a bit limited when I wanted to become a professional because most professional women and girls don’t look like I do.’ In turn, these experiences intersected with Casey’s class position, shaping the kinds of education and work opportunities that were available. Casey speculatively imagined a potentially different scenario: with ‘a bit more money’ Casey could have gotten ‘a sharp suit, and imagined myself as an accountant or lawyer’. Similarly, Vanessa (nineteen/lesbian/female/Melbourne) explained how she had imagined that perception of a disjunction between her ‘butch’ appearance and a ‘female name’ meant that more conservative employers might not hire her. Accordingly, in the number of casual jobs in hospitality that she had had, she sought to keep her sexuality private to mitigate any potential for recrimination.

Experiences at work were not always described as negative. Andie (thirty-seven/lesbian/trans/regional Victoria) spoke of experiences of acceptance in the workplace. Being trans or non-binary also shaped the kinds of work that people felt comfortable applying for. To Andie, this was related to the class position attributed to particular professions. They described how they had wanted to go into a blue-collar, trades career, but given that not many female-identified individuals went into such careers, they did not feel comfortable applying. To others, however, working-class jobs associated with masculinity at times served as a positive affirmation of identity. Chloe (twenty-five/queer/female/Melbourne) explained how she had worked in a hardware store, which ‘helped . . . in terms of stereotypes’. In her particular workplace, she found positive forms of recognition and belonging. But for trans people who were not necessarily able to conceal their gender expression or separate it out from work, intolerant workplaces presented a particular kind of problem. Codie (nineteen/lesbian/transgender woman/regional Victoria) described how she had to adjust her gender presentation as she shifted between university and her workplace:


I walk in on the first day of semester and I walked in a class, and we were doing our introductions. And I went, ‘I am Codie and I am a woman.’ And everyone went, ‘That’s cool.’ . . . Nobody cared. And all semester I’ve got Codie, female, female pronouns . . . I go to work . . . and I have to take off all of my makeup and everything, and I have to act like the straightest guy possible.



This experience was marked in Codie’s case due to the fact that she was working as a bartender, a public-facing role in a setting that involved the service of alcohol and managing charged gendered interactions. As she explained, she adjusted her gender presentation not only to keep her job but for personal safety. Brook (twenty-one/grey romantic/demisexual/demi-girl/non-binary/transwoman/Melbourne) reflected on the difficulties associated with work for ‘not passing’ trans-feminine individuals:


gender-fluid people, genderqueer, non-binary, all those people it’s a lot harder for them because I think there are probably people out there who just go completely . . . closeted at work, much like I had to but maybe doing that for a very long time. It may actually be the only way they can get . . . a full-time job even.



The struggle to maintain a distinction between private sexuality and gender identity and public work life was sometimes described as harder, or more high stakes, in non-metropolitan locations. In particular, some people in regional towns narrated a combination of limited work opportunities and homophobia/transphobia as a source of discomfort. In a number of cases, people narrated that these experiences precipitated a move to the city. These accounts underpin the doubt, distrust and self-surveillance which endure in LGBTQ narratives about work among people from both generations. In the following section, we draw on people’s narratives to better understand the strategies that LGBTQ people undertook in different settings in order to not only keep their job, but to find a sense of belonging.



 Finding work, finding belonging

Efforts to find belonging as an LGBTQ person at work was particularly charged for people from regional settings. Some people described finding work as an LGBTQ person as central to their decision to move from a regional town to the city. These accounts provide a nuanced picture of this experience, beyond one of sheer discrimination. For example, Austin (twenty-six/gay/man/regional Victoria) explained that in his hospitality job in a ‘red-neck town’ he was ‘not allowed to act gay at all’. Rather than overtly homophobic, however, Austin interpreted this as a form of care; as he continued, his colleagues did not want to see him get hurt. In other cases, however, people described claustrophobic environments in regional locations, where mutual connections led to people being outed without their consent. Pippa (thirty-seven/lesbian/woman/regional Victoria) described how a mutual contact, a health professional, was on an interview panel for a job at a public primary school. Recalling anxieties about gay and lesbian teachers that have shaped sexual citizenship in Australia, Pippa sensed that this person had shared private information about her in this context, and speculated that this was one reason why she was not offered the job.

Moving to the city, then, has been understood as an important way to find work, become a professional and enter a particular kind of ‘community’ where one’s professional opportunities and sexual and gender identities could co-exist. LGBTQ people’s experiences of belonging at work are, thus, also often experiences of mobility, in terms of both geography and class status. Casey (forty-one/lesbian/non-binary/regional Victoria) described being a ‘refugee from . . . the nether regions’. These accounts highlight how some people understood working class and regional life as something not really compatible with work as an LGBTQ person (Balay 2014). In other cases, people living in cities also expressed the importance of having a density of LGBTQ people in order to obtain better access to employment. For Hannah (forty/bisexual/woman/Melbourne), decisions about possible vocations were entirely shaped by a logic of survival. When asked the following question in her interview: ‘Did being LGBTQ influence your thoughts about employment? What did you want to be when you were growing up, when you were a little kid?’ Hannah’s response was unequivocal: ‘The only thing I was thinking about was not being victimised. That was my entire goal.’

It was not only living in the city, then, but certain kinds of professions that gave access to more ready acceptance of LGBTQ identity at work. Rohan (1990s born/gay/man/Melbourne) in conversation with Alexia (twenty-three/bisexual/queer/female/Melbourne) suggested that finding good jobs was down to ‘location, location, location’. Alexia emphasized that her ability to be out at work was linked to the large number of LGBTQ colleagues and customers at her place of work. For some people, then, certain forms of work emerged as prototypically LGBTQ professions. For example, Casey (mentioned earlier) recalled learning ‘that all lesbians are social workers’. This shaped Casey’s career choice, which in turn was the way that Casey obtained professional employment. Brian (forty-four/gay/man/Melbourne) similarly described assuming that male nurses were gay, which in turn he explained was a big reason why he became a nurse. And while Brian ‘soon worked out’ that there were not so many gay men in nursing as he had imagined, ‘it was still okay’: the idea that it was acceptable to be gay in some work environments, although not always true in practice, proved sustaining enough to establish forms of belonging at work.

While some professions were understood, whether accurately or not, as more accepting of LGBTQ people, others were seen as requiring delicate negotiation of public identity. Again, teaching emerged as a profession that people understood as particularly challenging. For example, Barbara (forty-three/lesbian/female/Melbourne) talked about ‘second-guessing’ herself at the school she worked at as a teacher. Explicitly surfacing tensions about the demand that gay and lesbian teachers kept their identity private, she fretted about parents potentially saying, ‘Oh, she’s a lesbian teacher and she’s recruiting young children.’ As a result, Barbara described how she removed all LGBTQ content from her teaching materials. This second-guessing became a ‘habit’ for Barbara which she ultimately resigned herself to (by, in part, resigning from her job). These stories suggest how histories of work and LGBTQ people are shaped not only by the work people actually do but also by the work not done, buttressed by the public circulation of ideas about what kinds of work are suitable or not for LGBTQ people to undertake. Work involving children, and particularly schools, remained an important setting in which the boundaries of belonging and sexual citizenship posed a challenge for LGBTQ people. This has effectively limited not only the capacity to exercise adult LGBTQ sexual citizenships but also the extent to which citizenship possibilities for LGBTQ young people might be imagined, not least because it is in relation to concerns about youth that adult LGBTQ sexual citizenship has so often been made precarious.

Although Barbara did not mention the kinds of legal protections that she could have used to protect herself against discrimination, other people referred to anti-discrimination and EO legislation, although through reference to exemptions made available to religious schools. Such exemptions were described as influencing decisions as to where some LGBTQ people could and could not work, highlighting the limited protections offered by legislation. Ava (twenty/lesbian/woman/regional Victoria) described her understanding as follows:


I studied to be a teacher so I’m qualified. If I wanted to work in like a Catholic school . . . they can discriminate against me . . . they have that legal right to discriminate and fire me if they find that out.



Ava’s comment is another example of the kind of double work that LGBTQ people must perform: working to identify the extent to which they might anticipate discrimination if they disclose their identity in a given workplace. Being a gay teacher in the public space of a Catholic school was also complicated for Liam (twenty-six/gay/male/Melbourne), who described coming out as a ‘risk’ and permission to remain in the public sphere as a gay person a matter of ‘luck’, relying on the generosity of his work supervisor:


I chose to then bring it to the attention of my supervisor, and I just quietly, kind of casually just mentioned that I had a partner who is a guy . . . after I started the job . . . I always seem to take a risk . . . and I was just lucky that they accepted it and didn’t really care.



In this case, ‘taking a risk’ and disclosing his sexuality was a way to achieve a sense of belonging, although one forever hostage to his workplace’s assessment of how his presence is managing the boundary between public and private. These accounts of teaching at religious schools reveal the inconsistencies at play in sexual citizenship: that certain forms of discrimination continue to be legally permitted, even while the exemptions enabling such discrimination are embedded in legislative frameworks which conceptualize gender and sexual difference as core components of the private self which should nominally be included in everyday society.

People’s narratives of work highlight that it is a unique site for negotiating sexual citizenship. It is a space where people were required to keep various aspects of themselves private. At the same time, people described work as a place where they continuously made that ‘private self’ available for public recognition – including from bosses, colleagues, clients, customers and students. Yet the maintenance of a boundary between ‘private’ and ‘public’ was hard to sustain, leading to specific missteps and anxieties about where the appropriate boundaries lay. These boundaries were often only discovered following a transgression.

EO and anti-discrimination legislation, while certainly important, did not appear to offer stable forms of protection. Ultimately, the people we spoke to – particularly those in regional settings in working-class jobs, or transgender people in casual employment – understood that they carried a burden of maintaining an appropriate boundary between a public and a private expression of their gender and sexual identity. There were differences between people depending on their gender, sexuality and racial position. Whereas professional, white, gay men may have been able to more easily transform work into a ‘business relationship’ where their sexuality was not at issue, others were less able to do so. Transgender people and people of colour risked the potential that their gender or sexual identity could be revealed at any moment, with unpredictable consequences. Workplaces were thus a public setting where otherwise private aspects of the self were seen and assessed. The shifting terrain of ‘respectability’ in relation to sexual citizenship highlights how work is an important setting for strategic efforts to establish belonging, one with important economic consequences.



 Conclusion

People we spoke to described juggling competing demands associated with public and private aspects of sexual citizenship in being LGBTQ at work. An understanding of work as a site, where tensions inherent to distinctions between the public/private sphere occasionally surfaced, was demonstrated by Taya’s (twenty-one/queer/female/Sydney) reflections:


I’ve done . . . casual teaching . . . it . . . so far, hasn’t impacted on me getting a job. . . . I can’t tell kids where I work . . . people ask ‘Do you have a boyfriend?’ And then you’re not allowed to kind of say, ‘Well, no, actually, I have a girlfriend’ . . . I teach at [a very religious school] sometimes . . . I have to cover tattoos . . . I was told I wasn’t allowed to work there when I had blue hair . . . I guess being a teacher you have to kind of present in a certain way and being queer’s kind of not really. . . Like my boss knows and . . . [she] seems very okay with it . . . but, yeah, she’s always a bit like, you know, ‘That’s private life.’ I’m like, ‘Okay. Yeah. Cool’.



Taya’s narrative reveals how work is a crucial site for imposing boundaries on sexual citizenship. This chapter has presented a portrait of the enduring instability of ‘public/private’ conceptions of gender and sexuality as a disciplining mechanism that shapes the possibilities and limits of LGBTQ identity at work. Since the late twentieth century, understandings of the boundaries between public/private, for people like Taya, have been reshaped by the emergence of EO and anti-discrimination legislation in Australian states. These created opportunities for claiming protections from discrimination in public settings including work by codifying sexuality and gender as protected attributes. This legislation emerged to offer protection from discrimination based on contested ideas about respectability, sometimes codified in legal terms like ‘lawful sexual activity’. These new legislative measures presented graspable legal contexts through which public negotiations of sexual citizenship took place as the meanings of ‘sexuality’ and ‘gender’ were themselves redefined in the law. Yet as Taya’s account above suggests, these protections in practice were not as powerful in defining gender and sexuality at work in contrast to what was considered ‘appropriate’ or ‘respectable’ in a given social setting.

Perhaps most striking in the narratives offered by people we spoke to were the differences posed by people between legal framings of protection from discrimination on the basis of sexuality and gender and the social practices involved in claiming recognition. The negotiation of being LGBTQ at work – doing the ‘double work’ that this required – entailed navigating complex terrain shaped by the specificities of gender presentation, class and geographical location. Some people spoke of the difficulty of living in small towns where the potential for unwanted disclosure of their identity could threaten their livelihood. Transgender people faced a particular burden in negotiating their identity at work: particularly as these forms of identification did not only rest on private and hence invisible aspects of the self, but often to some degree on the public performance of gender. Narratives about work were also narratives about the changing relationship between the appropriate performance of gender and sexuality in public and in private and possibilities for LGBTQ belonging and citizenship.

We conclude with these observations on the irresolution at the heart of what public/private means, or the ambiguity as to where to ‘draw the line’, to recall Gayle Rubin (1992). What is clear is how, increasingly, LGBTQ workers appeared to be tasked with an impossible job: maintaining the boundary between public/private aspects of the self and being ‘appropriate’ at work as an LGBTQ person. Despite the fact that what qualifies as an appropriate or respectable performance of sexuality and gender for LGBTQ employees remains elusive and shifting, the fiction that such a line can be drawn has been used to buttress normative understandings of not only sexuality and gender, but race, class and geography as well, and how these understandings intersect to sustain dominant definitions of sexual citizenship. Heterosexuality and normative gender presentation become naturalized through the automatic conferral of respectability. As several narrative accounts offered in this chapter reveal, one choice lies in LGBTQ people maintaining a ‘heterosexual façade’, and, in doing so, gaining access to the respectability conferred to cisgender heterosexuality. Failing to do so was described as creating dire economic precarity for many LGBTQ workers.

The boundary between public and private spheres has been historically contested by LGBTQ people. Criminalization saw people spied on in their own homes and LGBTQ intimacies have been scrutinized and punished by employers, families and authorities. Legislative reforms that took place in the late twentieth century were shaped, in part, by LGBTQ desires for privacy in the context of these invasive histories. Indeed, claims to sexual citizenship grounded in state recognition have over the past decade largely emerged via privatized conceptions of LGBTQ life, premised on a model that reaffirms the centrality of racial and classed norms of heterosexuality (e.g. via marriage). Pushing back against the desire to keep LGBTQ lives private, we close this chapter by asking: What might a queer vision of sexual citizenship look like? Does work mark an opportunity to destabilize – to ‘queer’ – the boundary between public/private? The narrative accounts presented in this chapter may provide an opportunity to reconsider assumptions about the private, liberal subject of sexual citizenship, as well as the creative ways that LGBTQ young people have historically responded to the boundaries that it imposes to make possible new forms of solidarity and LGBTQ workplace identity.



Notes


	1 See: Attorney-General’s Department (2025). 

	2 See Government Equalities Office and Equality and Human Rights Commission (2015); UK Government (2025); Biden White House (2025) and Executive Office of the President (2021).

	3 Sex work is an important case in point because, as a form of employment, it challenges the boundaries of what forms acceptable work (in part because of cultural understandings of the relationship between sexuality and the private, that is, domestic, sphere).

	4 See: Australian Human Rights Commission (2025).

	5 See: Carbery (2011).

	6 See also: Victorian Equal Opportunity & Human Rights Commission (2025). 

	7 See: Victorian Equal Opportunity & Human Rights Commission (2025).

	8 Gardiner mostly discusses the importance of legal protection for (the private sphere of) same-sex relationships, anticipating the first work of the EOC in the area of gay rights, a report on same-sex relationships and the law (Equal Opportunity Commission 1997).

	9 For example, see Victorian premier Jeff Kennett’s pledge to ban ‘unnatural’ gay adoptions in the lead-up to his (unsuccessful) campaign in the 1999 election (Miller 1998).







Chapter 7
LOCATING SEX IN SEXUAL CITIZENSHIP



 Introduction

Controversies attached to LGBTQ youth routinely centre on the question of sex itself, meaning that in discussion about sexual citizenship in general, and with regards to young people in particular, sex itself often gets elided. In its place we often find a focus on other apparatuses of sexual citizenship – laws, policies, institutional practices and other governance arrangements (Aggleton et al. 2019; Weeks 1998). This chapter reflects on responses, ambiguities, silences and ambivalence within the accounts offered by people in our study to reflect on the different ways that sex itself does and does not function as a technology of belonging, and how it raises particular methodological questions for the study of sexual citizenship. Elaborating a theoretical reflection on the implications of more explicitly recognizing the role of sex within practices of belonging, the chapter maps out new ways to understand LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship.

Carolyn asked, ‘why is everyone so frigging interested in what other people do in bed?’ (forty/pansexual/androgynous fem/Sydney). Her complaint centred on the demand for people to have a consistent sexual identity, but it is a generative starting point for this chapter as it simultaneously recalls Gayle Rubin’s query as to the political, social, moral and personal significance attributed to sexual practice (Rubin 1992) and our own interest in highlighting the importance of sex given our critique of its absence from accounts of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship (see Chapter 1). That is, we open this chapter with a reflection on questions about the significance of sex, posed in both negative and positive registers.

In the interviews, we asked people about their experiences of sex education, what other sources of information they drew on to supplement or grow their knowledge about sex, and their reflections on the significance of sex in their experiences of growing up LGBTQ, coming of age and feeling mature. By inviting LGBTQ people to recollect and share these experiences, we sought to methodologically affirm LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship by acknowledging and valuing young people’s sexualities and their views on the formal and informal education practices they have engaged with to inform their sexual knowledge, practices and identifications. By creating a space in which people are invited to narrate their views and experiences, people’s accounts are recontextualized and amplified, with value allocated to them as they become shared enactments of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship itself. The act of talking about sex, and speaking back to schools about sex education, is a powerful claiming of sexual citizenship because of the historical prohibitions put in place in relation to LGBTQ people’s access to knowledge about gender and sexual difference while growing up and, indeed, enduring moral panics which seek to suppress knowledge transmission and the hearing of accounts of growing up LGBTQ (Angelides 2008; Baird and Reynolds 2021; Marshall 2012).



 Situating sex in sexual citizenship

Sex featured in people’s accounts of coming of age in various ways. Some people described sex with romantic partners (e.g. boyfriends or girlfriends), with friends at school and, often when older, with people they met on the scene. Finding sexual and romantic partners was often described as more difficult by those born in the 1970s, and those living in non-metropolitan settings: ‘Because there wasn’t many people who identified back then’ (Andie, thirty-seven/lesbian/trans/regional Victoria). At university, Jeremy (forty-six/queer/male/Sydney) ‘mixed with [gay boys] because I thought, you know, . . . that should be my friendship circle. . . . I’m gay. I should be friends with gay people’ and ‘slept with a lot of them’, indicating how increased contact with other LGBTQ people at university (as discussed in Chapter 4) created important sexual opportunities for many LGBTQ young people. Some people born in the 1970s shared accounts of discovering public sex and opportunistic sex (e.g. meeting a stranger on a train and swapping numbers), which are echoed by the younger generation’s description of hook-up cultures linked to apps like Grindr and Tinder.

Because the sexual and romantic dimensions of LGBTQ young people’s lives, especially those born in the 1970s, were often frowned upon in the family home (as discussed in Chapter 2), young people often looked for external sites for sexual and romantic activity. Andrew (thirty-eight/gay/male/Sydney), for example, recalled the bureaucratic work involved in securing Austudy and rent assistance to enable him to move out of home, closer to university, to sustain a gay social life. Having his own place enabled him to pick up a guy at a queer party and have his ‘first real anal sex experience, and . . . that was really good’:


And the thing is I remember, you know, we were walking back to uni ’cause he had a class and I had a class. We actually, we held hands from my place ’cause I thought, ‘Okay, this is [an inner city suburb]. Everyone’s gay.’ But still it was 1996. We held hands and all the way . . . and then like we even kissed goodbye. It was like on campus . . . [I] normally wouldn’t wanna do that ’cause . . . yeah . . . maybe it was, I was still drunk or something. Drunk with . . . I was confident. I had all this confidence . . . and maybe I was just out and proud. I was proud to be gay. I wanted to show off to people that this is okay, you know? I was making a statement, you know.



Sex itself gets figured by the people we spoke to in relation to sexual citizenship in a range of ways. As this chapter explores, many people described sexual practice as playing a key role in how they came to claim an LGBTQ identity. As Liam (twenty-six/gay/male/Melbourne) said: ‘I didn’t learn anything, as I said, to begin with so for me it was just trying it and doing it.’ While having LGBTQ sex confirmed identity for many young people in time, young people’s sexual lives were shaped not only by desires for identification but also by their social contexts. For example, as Hillary (twenty-six/queer/femme but not feminine/regional Victoria) demonstrated, identifying as a lesbian did not mean she was always having identity-consistent sex: ‘I was living at a catholic college and sort of sleeping with guys because that’s who was around. . . . And so all of my queer time was on-line because there wasn’t really an outlet for it at the college per say, or at uni because I was too afraid to go to the [University LGBTQ department name].’

These contingent negotiations of identification and social context were echoed in diverse ways by older people, including Hannah (forty/bisexual/woman/Melbourne), who described the social pressure she felt to identify as a lesbian (otherwise ‘people won’t sleep with you’) because ‘you weren’t really allowed to be bisexual and female in the nineties’ (e.g. see Pallotta-Chiarolli and Lubowitz 2003). Everyday experiences, like being publicly recognized as an LGBTQ subject often created situations of sexualized peril for many people as they were coming of age. Susie (thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Sydney), for example, graphically recounted being violently verbally assaulted and humiliated in a liquor store for being identified as a lesbian, and being verbally taunted by co-workers: ‘What’s the matter? Don’t you like cock?’ At a fundamental level, being able to participate in sexual and romantic LGBTQ relationships helped many LGBTQ young people participate in public life and experience public recognition as LGBTQ people, as shown in the earlier anecdote from Andrew. But as Susie’s story suggests, being called out and explicitly sexualized as a lesbian could also be an explicit strategy of producing LGBTQ people as other, of non-belonging.

Relationships facilitated experiences of inclusion for many LGBTQ people who had grown up excluded from the everyday dramas of such relationships which cisgender, heterosexual people so often took for granted. These experiences of exclusion appeared to be more pronounced for the older generation. Jean (forty-four/lesbian/female/Melbourne), for example, described how access to lesbian sexual and romantic relationships facilitated a sense of inclusion through her recollection of the film Everything Relative (1996), which she described as ‘a lesbian Big Chill’. Watching this film helped her move from the ‘sidelines’ of life:


It was very nineties. It was just a group of women . . . who were in various couples and, you know, some had broken up and some were still together, and who went away for a weekend . . . it was sort of right around when I was coming out. It was like this is normal, you know. It’s, look, here’s women having normal relationships and all the same crap that I’d, I’d watched my heterosexual friends go through. Because I just sat on the sidelines and avoided it, you know, the, the breakups and the getting back together, and the, the flirting, and everything. It’s like, Wow! That’s, that’s all women doing that. It’s not, you know, guys and girls.



Sex is also figured in relation to sexual citizenship through the myriad ways it signalled community and belonging (or a lack thereof), beyond relationships themselves. Jeremy (forty-six/queer/male/Sydney), for example, talked about dropping out of the ‘normative gay community’ and disconnecting due to the racism he had experienced:


I slept with one of [my gay friends at university that I made through the gay club] and . . . when we were sitting in bed afterwards, he was saying, ‘I don’t know why all you Jewish people talk all about the Holocaust all the time. I mean it’s not as if there’s any real proof.’ I was like, ‘Oh my God.’ So, you know, it made me reassess, you know. It was before intersectionality had a name. It made me reassess how I could be Jewish in a gay context.



Jeremy moved on to find a ‘much more fun scene in the late nineties’. Sex could also figure sexual citizenship and belonging in counter-intuitive ways. Ellen (thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Melbourne), for example, recounted locating a sense of LGBTQ community as a lesbian via sexualized images of men in the LGBTQ press:


Whether they were doing stuff I was into or not it didn’t really matter. They existed. So even if there were pictures of half-naked men in bubble baths at least, at least it was like, ‘Oh, well there’s, you know, some, some representation of people who are not heterosexual.’ . . . I think it was as simple as that ’cause those, those rags are very boysy. So there’s not as much in them for lesbians as gay men but at least it was, it was, again, when you’re floundering about, clutching for, you know, just about anything, even something that’s way off the mark but still queer is going to be good.



Especially among the older generation, sex figured in recollections of sexual citizenship through memories of sexualized images, as per Ellen’s recollections above, as well as in memories of going to sexualized venues when new to the scene (such as Eric’s [forty-seven/gay/male/Melbourne] mixture of terror and delight at being taken to a gay leather bar). Sex is also situated in relation to sexual citizenship in the register of danger and trauma: Codie (nineteen/lesbian/transgender woman/regional Victoria), for example, recalled pressure to have sex as a trade-off for belonging – ‘the gay community it’s like . . . if you’re not willing to actually, you know, get in sexually with somebody they don’t wanna know about you’. Other people described the role of drugs and/or alcohol in enabling them to overcome the anxiety to go out on the scene and meet others: ‘I drank to forget about the anxiety . . . and then, when I’d let my inhibitions go from drinking a bit, then I’d walk in different places and I’d have no anxiety, no expectations, nothing. I’d just be there and let the night take me’ (Jackson/nineteen/gay/male/Sydney).

LGBTQ people often described coming of age amidst threats and experiences of violence and, as we shall explore in the next section, orchestrated multigenerational failures of education systems to provide them with any meaningful information about living LGBTQ lives. Many young people took up this challenge by becoming educators themselves, sometimes as DIY peer educators ‘running safe-sex workshops’ in the 1990s, like Casey (forty-one/lesbian/non-binary/regional Victoria), and volunteering in LGBTQ youth groups a generation later, often after, like Ursula (twenty-six/bisexual/female/Perth), they ‘had to leave because I’m no longer a youth’: ‘because I didn’t get any sex education I was like this is really important’.



 Sex education in schools

Regardless of what generation people were born into, how they identified, where they lived or what kind of school they went to, people almost universally described the sex education they were provided with at schools as useless. It was perhaps the single clearest finding from the study. Evocatively, Susie (thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Sydney) called sex education ‘heterosexual education’; it was, in Hannah’s (forty/bisexual/woman/Melbourne) words, ‘superbly tailored for straight sex only’. Asked if there was any LGBTQ content in sex education taught at schools, the usual reply from people was like Casey’s (forty-one/lesbian/non-binary/regional Victoria): ‘I don’t remember a single thing.’

Some students received education about menstruation for girls, diagrams of genitals aligned with binary understandings of sex and gender, Healthy Harold1 and perhaps apocryphally recalled ‘lessons’: ‘We just had that thing where, you know, “Who hasn’t shaved?” You know, if you didn’t shave your underarms and your legs then you’re a lesbian’ (Barbara/forty-three/lesbian/female/Melbourne). As Frank (forty-four/gay/male/Perth) recalled: ‘sex ed was about STIs and contraception and pregnancy it wasn’t about sex and gender . . . [it was] not talking about having fun, having relationships all the fun stuff, just talking about the not so fun natural consequences of sex.’ It was, to use Zoe’s (twenty-two/lesbian/transwoman/Sydney) expression, ‘just bare bones’. Sex education was ineffective not only because of its lack of LGBTQ content but also because it presented highly abstract and decontextualized information: ‘it was just like completely meaningless . . . partly because it wasn’t grounded in any kind of sexual practice of anyone ever, anywhere’ (Hannah, forty/bisexual/woman/Melbourne). As Brenda (thirty-eight/lesbian/female/regional WA) said: ‘there was no mention of any connectedness to any human thing . . . it was just anatomical.’

People who had been students in religious schools, or been taught by religious teachers, like Jean (forty-four/lesbian/female/Melbourne), Lisa (forty-five/lesbian/female/Perth) and Gina (forty-three/bi/female/regional WA), described sex education as being ‘very functional’ and ‘very brief’, focusing on the immorality of premarital sex and abortions, and instructions regarding abstinence and the ‘rhythm method’ (‘it was just “just say no girls” and “hope is not a method”’). LGBTQ content sometimes was more explicitly named within religious sex education, but to be more explicitly condemned: ‘you go to hell if you engage in anything like that’ (Julie/forty-two/same-sex attracted/female/Melbourne) (for further related discussion, see Rasmussen 2016).

In general terms, people recalled a minimalist, heterosexist ‘birds and the bees. Man puts penis in vagina and ejaculates. . . . That was it. It was very perfunctory. It was very biological. It was very . . . it was basically reproductive . . . sexuality from a point of reproduction’ (Ellen/thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Melbourne). ‘It was’, said Erin (forty-two/gay/lesbian/female/Perth), ‘more like reproductive education than it was sex ed’, and it was sometimes organized in literally socially reproductive terms – conducted by school mothers. Eric (forty-seven/gay/male/Melbourne) recalled sex education sessions where ‘you went in one-on-one’ and ‘could ask [a school mother] whatever questions you want’: ‘And I was in and out like nobody’s business . . . I didn’t wanna hang around there. I’m like, I’m fucking off. I was the first one out. I am not doing this shit’. The problem, then, with reproductive sex education, was not simply in its reproduction of narrow views on sexuality and gender but also in the way in which it disengaged LGBTQ young people from school-based sex education. Kimberly (forty-three/gay/female/Perth) recalled her disengagement ‘because I guess it was always hetero’: ‘I remember I got the lowest mark in the class for sex ed. I’ll never forget that because the teacher actually said what the mark was and that it was the lowest mark . . . it’s just like . . . light bulb moment’. Similarly, Anna (twenty-five/lesbian/female/Sydney) recalled disengaging from sex education class: ‘they used to be very open to answering any questions and I just didn’t wanna be in the class ’cause, yeah, just didn’t wanna know. Didn’t feel like knowing . . . I just wasn’t interested in sex at all because I’d been trying for so long to hide the fact that I was gay when I was in high school.’

People we spoke to shared stories of being LGBTQ students in classrooms burning with questions which they had been taught not to ask. Michelle (thirty-nine/gay/female/Perth), for example, said, ‘I remember in P.E. [Physical Education] thinking well these things are all about like heterosexual love where is the homosexual’ – ‘why aren’t we talking about like gay safe sex?’

People often described themselves as being ‘pretty clueless’:


I just knew that it was bad to be gay, you know. Like it was stigmatised. It was dangerous. You know, you’d be ostracised. . . . And you were just gonna like die of AIDS or whatever back in, back in the eighties . . . I just, you know, grew up with this kind of attitude that you had to be careful, that’s all. You know, don’t share needles. Wear condoms. That sort of thing. But I mean it was all kind of irrelevant when I was at school. (Kenneth/mid-forties/nonstraight/male/Melbourne)



Many, like Joanna (1970s born/lesbian/queer/female/regional NSW), reflected on the stress caused by the lack of LGBTQ sex education:


I think that was actually one of the most challenging parts for me . . . because I felt that I didn’t know anything – not because I . . . was worried about the other body being a female body. It was more that I was so excited that, if the other body was a female body, that I was very, you know, stressed or whatever ’cause I thought I didn’t know what to do . . . or I didn’t know how to do whatever it was well, or I hadn’t done whatever it was before, or whatever. So I actually think that the practical matters of sex with other women was one of the more difficult things for me about being queer.



What would have helped, says Joanna, is that even if ‘the sex ed classes . . . were ridiculously awkward’ if ‘that stuff had have been brought up, then it might have been just out in all of our minds as teenage kids to be a topic. So it might have been easier for me to talk about it with my peers if it was already in the air I guess’. Time and time again schools were not described as places that provided these educative opportunities. As Susie (thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Sydney) said: ‘I just remember really nervous teachers.’ Stella (thirty-eight/polyamorous/pansexual/female/regional NSW) wondered what sex education might have looked like if it had ventured beyond its narrow perimeters, offering ‘oh, you might like this’ or ‘here’s something you could try’ – ‘Certainly’, recalled Stella, her schooling had ‘none of that’. Joanna’s and Stella’s imaginings of what might have been were likely shared by their peers, regardless of their sexual or gender identity. Few young people in Australia have been taught about pleasure in sexuality education; this absence continues in schools to this day (Waling et al. 2021).

Sex education at school for the younger generation was described in more or less similar terms: ‘it was all heterosexual cis-normative sex . . . put the penis in the vagina, procreate and have a baby . . . don’t waste sperm, that’s about it’ (Oscar/twenty-two/gay/cisgender/male/Perth). Sex ‘wasn’t really taught as such . . . especially not by the teacher anyway, it was more like hand outs, read this, watch this movie . . . there was no, real like direct teaching about it, which is kind of sad to be honest. Like it’s I think it just turned out to be a big joke for the students . . . it wasn’t taken seriously’ (Tyler/twenty-two/gay/male/regional WA). In accounts shared by people born in the 1990s, there was a greater focus on the limited nature of sex education from a trans or gender-diverse perspective. Taylor (1990s born/not sure/trans non-binary/regional Victoria), for example, recounted this visceral reaction: ‘I just rejected it all. It wasn’t for me . . . especially because they separated the girls and the boys it was just like . . . “This is wrong . . . I don’t wanna do it.” And just like, “I’m gonna be sick. Can we stop?”’. One of the generational shifts is the impression that for the younger generation schools still lacked structural reform but there were more visible LGBTQ students. School-based homophobia and transphobia were sometimes more frequently attributed to teachers than students it seems, and younger people more frequently described LGBTQ students as sometimes talking back to teachers and enacting their own education interventions.

There were a few outliers. A handful of people born in the 1970s described having access to progressive sex education. Kenneth (mid-forties/non-straight/male/Melbourne) recalled school-based sex education, which included ‘information about gay stuff as well as straight stuff’; some like Claudia (twenty-four/bisexual/female/Melbourne) and Susie (thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Sydney) recounted rare pro-sex approaches from their parents, although much of this information was still heteronormative or ‘clinical’; and Scott (thirty-seven/heterosexual/transman/Perth) recalled some inclusive sex education from a teacher going rogue. Overwhelmingly, though, sex education at schools did not address LGBTQ students’ needs, and often it discouraged them from engaging in sex education more broadly. As Xanthe (twenty-one/lesbian/pansexual/transfemale/Perth) put it, school-based sex education seemed to speak in a different language, leading the LGBTQ student to ask, ‘what the hell?’



 Sex education outside school

Given the uniformly barren state of school-based sex education – leaving many young people with Andrew’s (thirty-eight/gay/male/Sydney) pithy question, ‘Is that even possible?’ – we asked people where they did learn about LGBTQ sex as they were growing up. For many, the possibility of gender and sexual diversity was only first introduced in a negative register. As Ethan (twenty-six/gay/male/Melbourne) reflected: ‘I learned about having gay sex I reckon through like gay jokes, which is where, like people being like, “Oh, take it up the arse man!” like, you know, but like that’s, that was like, “Oh, I guess that’s how you do it.” And . . . I wasn’t confident enough to watch [pornography] . . . ’til after I’d tried it. It was a strange process for me.’

Consistent with extant research, many people like Thomas (thirty-seven/bisexual/queer/pan/male/Perth) described the importance of hearing tales of peers’ sexual exploits and learning from them – ‘oh is that what happens?’ and ‘my god! What would that feel like?’: ‘Your peers always wanna tell you. They don’t always tell you accurate information but, you know. . . . They’ll give it a good go’ (Kenneth/mid-forties/non-straight/male/Melbourne) (Fisher et al. 2019). Across our research, the experience of the younger generation was distinguished by young people’s increased contact with other LGBTQ young people while at school, and by their involvement in LGBTQ youth groups and community organizations which facilitated contact with peers and other LGBTQ people who shared their experiences about not just ‘the physical act itself . . . [but also] the seduction, escalation and attraction that goes before that as well’ (Damien/nineteen/gay/male/Sydney).

Non-heterosexual sex often remained a mystery to people born in the 1970s well into their later teens and early twenties: ‘I didn’t even get that men could face each other to have sex until I was 19, 20 because I’d never seen pornography til I was in my early 20s’; and while Anthony ‘knew the theory’, knowledge came from doing: ‘like “ooh that was nice what do you call that?” [laughs] “I’ll do that back to you, am I doing that right?”’ (Anthony/forty-two/gay/male/regional WA). It was through personal experience that many 1970s-born people described developing their sex education and learning what Caleb (twenty-one/gay/male/Sydney) called ‘the messy details’. As Rebecca (forty-six/gay/female/Melbourne) said:


I didn’t have any knowledge. I just had a, a bit of an imagination sometimes, you know, and then I was thrown in the deep end with this person that, yeah, we, she just, you know, we had sex so she, it was more her showing me stuff and I was learning the ropes ’cause I wasn’t quite sure what to do. But . . . you know, I learned through her, you know, like doing stuff to me.



‘It’s’, says Andie (thirty-seven/lesbian/trans/regional Victoria), ‘just a find-your-way kind of world’. As Ava (twenty/lesbian/female/regional Victoria) and Alyssa (twenty-one/lesbian/female/regional Victoria) put it, ‘it’s trial and error maybe’; ‘Yeah, just do it and learn from that. “Oh, that didn’t go well. I [won’t] do that next time”’. For some, the lack of knowledge meant early LGBTQ sex was an adventure which was part of the pleasure: ‘it was just an urge, it was just I didn’t think I needed to know what I needed to do . . . it was just I hadn’t slept with a woman before and that was the best bit about it, wasn’t it, finding out all about it and exploring. Yeah it was good’ (Cynthia/forty-four/lesbian/female/regional WA). For others, though, the not knowing caused grief (e.g. Katy [forty/bisexual/female/regional NSW] recalled learning through ‘experimentation’ by having sex with boys and then ‘balling [her] eyes out’, which was not great for her, or, presumably, the boys).

For people born in the 1970s, pornographic magazines and novels were often described as a common source for acquiring knowledge about sex. The younger generation had wider access to internet-mediated pornography, with many describing it in terms similar to Ashton, as ‘one of . . . the biggest learning experiences because I didn’t know any . . . gay people my age’ and thus pornography was ‘a normal part of any teenager’s experience’ (twenty-two/gay/male/Melbourne).

People often reflected, though, on the limitations of pornography as a pedagogical source, reflecting, for example, as Ashton did, on how it is ‘not an accurate representation of what a healthy, sexual situation is’. Olivia (thirty-seven/lesbian/female/regional WA) and Taya (twenty-one/queer/female/Sydney) discussed how pornographic depictions were often designed for heterosexual fantasies (especially in relation to lesbian pornography) and reproduced sexist power dynamics. Some people observed that sex requires relational learning, and pornography was often described as having a limited, if common, role. In general terms, while pornography was described, especially by the younger generation, as an everyday aspect of their sexual learning, it was of only limited help and, as Oscar (twenty-two/gay/cisgender/male/Perth) remarked, is ‘relatively glassy-eyed stuff’: ‘but you know what could I have done there was nothing . . . couldn’t really ask my parents “What is gay sex like?”’

Some trans and gender-diverse people we spoke to described the ways in which pornography created contexts for recognition and affirmation, and was part of opening up the scope of a more inclusive sex education:


I remember like watching like lesbian porn, and actually like sort of thinking . . . I’d sort of like to be one of the lesbians, even though they were cis women. And it’s kind of ironic now because they were cis women with the genitals typically associated to cis women but I’m actually quite happy with my body. I’m happy with my dick, essentially. Like . . . sex ed’s always very cis and, as a trans person, it’s just sort of like blah but also it’s really complicated ’cause a lot of different trans people have completely different bodies to each other, different needs, and different I guess sexual needs and ways that they feel sexual gratification. So it’s very hard to I guess educate trans people with sex but I guess it’s more just if things were more broad rather than just like hetero, if they covered everything, everyone learnt about what all the bodies were doing and didn’t rather just label them with terms, then it would probably be a lot easier. (Brook/twenty-one/grey romantic/demisexual/demi-girl/non-binary/transwoman/Melbourne)



Brook called for a focus on what bodies can do, rather than a preoccupation within sexuality education to cater for normative ideas about LGBTQ or cisgender straight young people’s bodies that are identity based. Pornography was ‘something that sort of got some cogs turning in my brain’, said Brook, something ‘that sort of really helped me start thinking, I guess, about my transness without me actually knowing that I was thinking about my transness’.

In order to learn about sex, people born in the 1970s described following up advertisements for sex-on-premises venues on ‘the back of the Truth’2 (‘that’s how old it is’: Todd/forty-four/gay/male/Melbourne) and calling up 1800 numbers – orgasm and homosexuality lines (and getting busted, like Lisa [forty-five/lesbian/female/Perth] was, when the itemized phone bill arrived in the mail, detailing every number called). Accessing LGBTQ community press like Lesbians On The Loose and safe-sex information from LGBTQ community organizations was also described as important. Some television shows (perhaps like Channel Nine’s Sex) were helpful but ‘very sort of family rated. . . . And certainly not gay stuff’ (Anthony/forty-two/gay/male/regional WA). Lesbian sex scenes in films – such as Three Colours: Red, White and Blue, When Night Is Falling, Bound and Chloe – were described as not explicitly didactic but pedagogically reassuring: ‘film plays such an important role for me about, you know, expanding who I am, going, “Do I like that, sexually? Do I like that character? Is that a part of who I wanna be?”’ (Karen/forty-eight/lesbian/female/regional NSW). Reading material – such as Where Did I Come From?, What’s Happening To Me? and Derek Llewellyn-Jones’ Everywoman, as well as Judy Blume’s Forever and The Joy of Sex among other titles – were also used by people born in the 1970s. Sex advice in women’s magazines like Cosmopolitan, Dolly and Cleo, especially the ‘sealed section’, were touchstones for some across the generations.

Less frequently, some people born in the 1970s described making use of the early internet like the Pink Sofa (which described itself as the world’s most popular online lesbian meeting place and featured a chat forum entitled ‘Teenage Chix’ [Hickey-Moody, Rasmussen and Harwood 2008]). This coincided with other developing technologies, such as Pete’s description of using Internet Relay Chat channels, in the 1990s:


I didn’t even realise there was a gay channel until, ’cause you had to, didn’t know the name of the channel to join so you had to guess. And there was this other gay kid and he was online, chatting, and it was just a big digital beat but I was scared of actual beats. Growing up in [Regional City F] there was a beat and everyone was talking about it . . . in the worst ways. Like someone spread that rumour if you put your penis in the hole then someone’s gonna cut it off. . . . But there was a digital beat and it was IRC, and . . . there was a chat client someone had built called MIRC which made a vaguely graphical user interface on Windows ’95, and you had to FTP like images to each other. If you wanted to share a file, you had . . . [to develop] file translator protocols to manage it. But we did. That’s how I started getting laid pretty much, yeah. (Pete/1970s born/gay/male/regional NSW)



The mainstream arrival of the internet and social media was transformational in the lives of the younger generation (as discussed in Chapter 3), and it had widespread implications for young people’s sex education. Many, like Taya (twenty-one/queer/female/Sydney), recounted Googling all the ‘things that they don’t tell you in PDHPE’.3 As Hillary (twenty-six/queer/femme but not feminine/regional Victoria) remarked, she ‘just had no safe-sex information at all until the internet’; for Yvette (twenty-two/queer/cisgender female/regional WA), ‘using the internet changed women’s lives just straight up’:


I taught myself lots of things and I felt very well equipped I guess knowledge is power all that kind of thing . . . without the internet I would have no idea and I would have been petrified because by using the internet I could look up experiences of other people and just blogs that people write about their first time sleeping with another woman and prepare myself emotionally as well as physically and that was hugely important because I was so scared and didn’t really know what was going to happen or how I was going to feel or if it meant anything about who I was so being able to search the technical side of things as well as the emotional repercussions and what it meant for myself and how to look after myself about that was hugely powerful. I think I'd be really messed up if I didn't have the internet. I'd probably still be sleeping with men and just kind of secretly being gay because I wouldn't know what to do. . . . [I]t’s just personal research.



Indeed, accounts of the 1990s generation featured images of young people secretly ‘researching’ on family computers, often kept in shared living rooms and in contexts where strict parents monitored internet usage: ‘it was all sort of like found in the middle of the night while everyone else in my house was sleeping and I’m on the internet’ (Tyler/twenty-two/gay/male/regional WA). Liam (twenty-six/gay/male/Melbourne) recounted accessing pornography ‘through the dial-up Internet . . . in the living room of the house when Mum and Dad weren’t home . . . it taught me . . . that sex was something you naturally enjoyed. . . . It taught me some positions and some like, some situations or like ways to flirt’. Online resources from sexual health and LGBTQ youth services were also described as useful. Some young people described being disinclined, though, to research because of a sense of shame and fear: ‘I didn’t really do much research because I’m, I used to be a person who was like really afraid to know things like that. And I felt like my parents would dislike me if they knew’ (Will/sixteen/pansexual/transgender boy/regional NSW).

As discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, key staples of internet-enabled sex education for the younger generation included YouTubers who discussed LGBTQ sex – this was especially highlighted by trans and gender-diverse people who talked about how trans and gender-diverse YouTubers documented their lived experiences and braided through their stories education about sex as well as health. Some people talked about how older forms of media – like television and film – linked into new forms of queer online learning (e.g. Ella [twenty-three/gay/female/Melbourne] and Lauren [twenty-six/lesbian/female/Melbourne] reflected on how watching Skins linked people to websites like Autostraddle; others described the importance of fan fiction [e.g. Glee]). Facebook and Reddit were important sites for facilitating connection and discussion. Tumblr was a prominent site, with Ava (twenty/lesbian/female/regional Victoria) observing that, like other screen depictions such as lesbian film and television, it presented a particular kind of education: it was ‘not that like you learn about it but there was like [What they do]. . . . You can see it’. Here, Ava usefully parsed distinctions between learning and watching, drawing attention to how the visual grammars, conventions and modalities of evolving screen-based texts are shaping informal sex education.

As noted earlier, personal sexual experience was cited by people of both generations as foundational to their sex education – for better and worse – and the social contexts for such experiences were radically transformed for many of the younger generation by the arrival of app-based connection technologies such as Grindr and Tinder, alongside the connectivity of Facebook:


Grindr was coming up . . . in those days. It was just coming out as a thing. And that was how I met guys or at the local gay bar. Oh, Facebook was starting around then too so it was just through interactions on that . . . I had to put myself in situations where I was hooking up with a guy and . . . I just had to go with it in order to learn what I liked and what I didn’t like . . . it was just a whole process of that as I was growing up. (Liam/twenty-six/gay/male/Melbourne)



While Liam saw learning about sex through Grindr as necessarily a process whereby you would learn what you liked, as well as what you didn’t, Dylan (twenty-five/gay/male/regional Victoria) described Grindr as ‘not a great introduction’ to his sexuality: ‘I guess when you’re really sort of innocent and sort of, you know, fragile, it can be really harsh . . . you can get a bit . . . led around I think.’ Despite online connectivity, apps like Grindr – contrary to their promotional materials – did not always promote connectedness. As people’s reflections demonstrate, the sexual experiences they enabled were instructive, but they did not always foster a sense of well-being or connection.

Apps like Grindr could also work to visually reinforce isolation, especially for people living outside of metropolitan Australia, as captured in Dylan’s recollection of getting a Grindr message from


a mate . . . the other day. I forget where he was but I was coming up on his Grindr and it was like I was 240 kilometres away. So I don’t know where he was but it was nothing . . . So . . . I couldn’t imagine growing up in that town, wherever he was. . . . It was just a, a joke that we were having. Like there’s just no-one around in that town. . . . And who’s to say there’s not just ’cause they’re not on that? But you know what I mean? . . . [I]t makes you feel really secluded.





 Growing up under the shadow of AIDS

One of the stark generational contrasts in the accounts we gathered from people in relation to their reflections on sex was the way in which people born in the 1970s described HIV/AIDS, and in particular the moral panic of the 1980s, as playing a profound role in shaping their views on LGBTQ sexualities. For the younger generation, HIV/AIDS was mentioned much less frequently and without the same intensity. Repeatedly, older people shared traumatic memories of the Grim Reaper television advertisement (as discussed in Chapters 3 and 4). They were the generation which, as Rob (forty-three/gay/male/Sydney) said, ‘grew up with Grim Reaper’: ‘That scared the hell out of me . . . I’m always horny, so I had the “I’ve gotta have sex but I’m gonna get AIDS”. That was my concept’. Similarly, Nicole shared:


I – was – terrified! Terrified of that ad! . . . I remember our whole family sitting around in the lounge room watching and the ad would come on TV and I would quietly get up and just walk away until I thought it was over and then I’d come back . . . because I knew I was one of those people that was going to die of AIDS . . . it was synonymous for me, being gay was having AIDS. . . . I was probably like 17 or 18 or something and I went to see a doctor because of the whole AIDS thing for me was still sitting there . . . [I wanted] a doctor who I thought wouldn’t be tracked back to my home so [I went to] just some random one . . . and said ‘I’ve been having sex with a girl and I’m scared I’m gonna get AIDS’. So he gave me a whole like HIV test and . . . I was like so fucking anxious about that until I got those results. (Nicole/thirty-nine/lesbian/female/regional WA)



As Jess recalled, ‘our sex ed class was given to us by a nun . . . that whole period of time was very much like okay, well, if you’re homosexual, you’re going to die’ (forty-three/bi+/trans woman/Perth). The advertisement left many people with visceral memories, of not only the images and their connotations, but of the conversations happening around LGBTQ children that they sponsored:


I remember that very vividly and all the discussion that went on around it in the newspapers and the TV about what we should do with gay men in particular, and it was pretty nasty . . . even sitting with my family I think I was . . . this is a horrible comment so . . . I was probably about 9 years old and someone in the family I think it was my dad they said ‘they should just put them all on Rottnest . . . and blow it up’ . . . and that’s what I thought that the people I lived with wanted to do with me. . . (Anthony/forty-two/gay/male/regional WA)



The conversations Anthony overheard – ‘conversations like homosexuals should be culled, put in prison, castrated, all that sort of stuff, front page news’ – stayed with him: ‘kids listen to news and read it and it sinks in’. Being banished to die on an island was a recurring theme, although one not without a cruel irony in the context of histories of Australian citizenship: Barbara (forty-three/lesbian/female/Melbourne) recalled hearing her parents say that ‘They should be just put on an island and no-one should have anything to do with them. And they can just die out’. Some people recalled growing up around relatives who described HIV/AIDS as ‘God’s punishment for being gay’ (Heather/thirty-seven/bisexual/non-binary/Perth). For many of the older people we spoke to, especially men who have sex with men, their coming of age was forged during a ‘hostile time to be gay’ which ‘made it even more difficult to come out’ (Jeremy/forty-six/queer/male/Sydney). This increased the ‘stress on sex and sexuality’ (Frank/forty-four/gay/male/Perth). In Ian’s (forty-seven/gay/male/Perth) words: ‘I remember that era and it was like yeah you don’t want to even touch anyone you were too scared to touch them.’

The flipside of the AIDS moral panic was that many older people described coming of age amidst repeated safe-sex messaging, specifically focusing on using condoms: ‘the nineties were chock-full of that’ (Hannah/forty/bisexual/woman/Melbourne). In Jeremy’s words, ‘I think HIV was just another, another weapon . . . that homophobes used to . . . to beat the gay community into sort of a place. But the gay community was also very strong in those days in terms of being united and, and together’, and ‘a sense of community’ was forged through people practising safer sex together. Looking back, though, Richard’s (forty/SSA [same-sex attracted]/male/Perth) reflection (as mentioned in Chapter 4) summarized the views of many of the older generation: ‘I really resent the fact that that whole campaign utterly coloured and in a negative way sex for, certainly for me, and . . . I guess for a lot of people.’



 The role of sex in coming of age as an LGBTQ sexual citizen

We asked people what role thinking about or engaging in sex played in their experience of growing up LGBTQ and feeling more mature as an LGBTQ person. For many, having sexual and romantic experiences that aligned with their LGBTQ desires was described as playing a key role in affirming their identities as they came of age. As Pippa (thirty-seven/lesbian/woman/regional Victoria) said, ‘I distinctly remember having that first, real kiss and it being so different from anything I’d experienced before. . . . It felt like I was being me, being true to me when I was with that person so I guess that was a different level. Everything went from there’. For Ian (forty-seven/gay/male/Perth), ‘it made me feel like I was more of a gay man definitely . . . [it] solidified things for me’. It was for Anthony (forty-two/gay/male/regional WA) a ‘big leap’: ‘that feeling of I’ve finally become a man I’m in adulthood now I’m doing adult stuff’. Sex ‘definitely made me happier’, said Carly (thirty-six/lesbian/female/regional NSW), ‘when I looked in the mirror after being with a girl, I felt more mature and more in myself, and more kind of experiencing my, my internal world a lot more’. This was echoed in Karen’s (forty-eight/lesbian/female/regional NSW) remarks: ‘I think there’s, in kissing a man and kissing a woman, you know, you’ve got a one star rating and fireworks at the other end of it . . . for me, that’s when I truly knew that I was home.’

Brook (twenty-one/grey romantic/demisexual/demi-girl/non-binary/transwoman/Melbourne) described how sex worked to affirm identity at the level of affirming the body: ‘a lot of trans people somehow feel more dysphoric during sex but I actually feel more affirmed by sex because . . . if me and my partner have sex it’s kind of really nice for me because that’s someone kind of also loving my body and being completely okay with my body.’ For Natalie (twenty-four/bisexual/female/Perth), sex was important because it helped to keep her bisexuality visible: ‘because if I’m in a straight relationship people assume I’m straight and I kind of yeah, I lose the connection’.

In these accounts shared by Brook and Natalie, we find powerful illustrations of relationships between sex, identity and experiences of embodiment. Reflecting on sexual and gender identity as experiences felt at the site of the body, often activated through desire and sex itself, these accounts highlight how embodiment can be understood as a shifting practice of sexual citizenship. How one experiences, understands, identifies and presents one’s body, and how these things are often done with others in relational contexts, are presented here as having clear connections to historical shifts in the availability of possible identities and relationships, and generationally shifting vocabularies of gendered and sexual possibility. Expanding beyond the narrower focus on cisgender same-sex physical intimacy which dominated accounts of erotic life shared by the older generation, some of the younger people we spoke to, such as Brook and Natalie, highlighted the diversity of people’s bodies, and how relationships between these bodies and the affirmation of sexual and gender identities are mobile and evolving.

For some people, LGBTQ sex marked a border crossing that could not be undone. As Rebecca (forty-six/gay/female/Melbourne) described, sexual experience conferred a sense of belonging:


Well, when I had, yeah, the first time I was with that woman, I felt like I had my first real orgasm. And from, from then on I just kind of knew that that’s where I was supposed to be . . . [T]here was a part of me that it was just unstoppable once I experienced it. . . . It just felt right and . . . there was no going back.



Similarly, Frank (forty-four/gay/male/Perth) shared:


I remember thinking after I first had sex with him . . . I thought there’s no going back now once you’ve done that that’s it, you’re gay forever and once you tell everyone that’s it, so it was a bit simplistic but in my mind I think it was helpful . . . that was the end of the confusion, that was the end of the questioning, there’s no more, there was no more questioning needed anymore . . . your body’s answered for you.



The feeling that one’s sexuality was affirmed, once and for all, was maybe more prominent for members of the 1970s generation. The idea that ‘there’s no going back’ once you came out to yourself, and to others, feels of its time, contrasting with feelings of desire which seemed to be described in more labile terms by younger people. Among the people we spoke to, older people seemed more likely to discuss their sexual non-normativity as compiling their identity as either gay or lesbian, suggesting that generational accounts of coming of age as an LGBTQ sexual citizen may be more pervasively structured by the shifting (and perhaps waning) prominence allocated to understanding sexual non-normativity in strictly homosexual terms.

Despite early LGBTQ sex often affirming identity and belonging, some people recalled experiences where they ‘still felt dirty’ (Eric/forty-seven/gay/male/Melbourne). These memories highlighted some of the enduring ways that moral panic-fuelled shame and the imperfections of opportunistic sex shaped people’s experiences. As Liam (twenty-six/gay/male/Melbourne) recalled in one of the few accounts from those born in the 1990s directly addressing HIV/AIDS:


I would say growing up definitely . . . there was still all the stigma, especially growing up, that if you were gonna have anal sex that you were gonna get AIDS or some awful thing. So that was part of me steering clear and not wanting to have sex actively. . . . [B]ecause of the eighties and because of every, like the AIDS scare and all of that sort of stuff, there were lots of movies and things that came out about it which while acknowledging that all of those awful things did happen they didn’t acknowledge that things have changed now. So growing up I saw all of that and thought, ‘I don’t, I don’t want any of that. I don’t wanna be that, part of that’.



But these difficult feelings were not always immobilizing and, as Dylan’s account shows, LGBTQ people came of age often by balancing challenging experiences with an everyday desire to live an LGBTQ life:


I think there was motions of sickness after the realisation aftermath. You know what I mean? . . . ‘What have I done?’ . . . I actually did feel sick . . . it came to that point. So this was prior to sort of Year 12. And then as soon as I turned 18 I got an iPhone in two weeks, got on Grindr, New Year’s, just all my friends were hooking-out with girls and I thought, ‘No.’ Went out . . . I guess now on the mission. Just found a guy and thought, ‘Right,’ you know. And it wasn’t a great experience. It was shit. But, yeah, it sort of solidified . . . that was the moment for me that I thought, ‘Okay, well this is how it is.’ . . . That’s how it was for a long time . . . something would happen, and then you’re instantly just really sickened by it. . . . But it sort of went away, you know, as time went by anyway. (Dylan/twenty-five/gay/male/regional Victoria)



Here Dylan’s physical feeling of motion sickness reminds us of the movement embedded in coming of age – as the young person moves to adulthood, and as sexual and gender identity reach more fulsome recognition. But, even while we may say all the people we spoke to came of age insofar as they claimed a subject position as an LGBTQ person, the paths and indeed the timelines taken vary wildly among people (cf Driver 2007; Gordon 1999; Probyn 1995; Rasmussen 2006; Robinson et al. 2014; Sedgwick 2004; Stockton 2009; Talburt 2004).

Because of the social pressures to not engage in sexual and romantic LGBTQ activity, as well as the logistical difficulties in finding prospective partners, especially for regional and rural young people, many people, especially among the older generation, described experiencing LGBTQ intimacy later in life in comparison to their cisgender, heterosexual peers. Sex is often linked to coming of age because their interrelationship has been fashioned by heterosexual imaginaries and experiences; but for some people we spoke to, LGBTQ sex didn’t come until later in adulthood because of the delay of being in the closet and the paucity of sexual prospects. This establishes a queer chronology (as discussed further in the next chapter) where (hetero- and cis-)normative timelines of sexual behaviour and coming of age are pulled out of synch. This is reflected in Jean’s (forty-four/lesbian/female/Melbourne) remarks when asked what role thinking about sex or doing it played in her experience of growing up LGBTQ:


Well not, not much ’cause before I came out it was with men . . . and it just made me think, ‘Yeah, this isn’t that, you know, it’s okay but . . . I’m getting no connection here.’ So maybe, no, I, I don’t know. And then when I, you know, came out and started having sex with women, I was already, you know, yeah, 26, 27. So I wasn’t a spring chicken. I wasn’t sort of young, thinking, ‘I feel more mature.’



Similarly, Michelle’s (thirty-nine/gay/female/Perth) experience of LGBTQ intimacy helped her recalibrate her earlier experiences:


the first time you kiss a girl and it’s like oh wow okay well I do have feelings and things are happening physically whereas before [with boys] they didn’t then that starts to . . . change things and I had thought I wonder what high school would have been like if I actually had had that whereas opposed to my interactions [with boyfriends] which were . . . just not feeling anything, feeling like I was going through the motions.



As in Michelle’s experience, sex – heterosexual sex – was narrated as playing a role in LGBTQ coming of age by Kelly (forty-five/trans-romantic asexual/female/regional Victoria), who described how negative experiences of sleeping with men affirmed her LGBTQ identity. Similarly, Barry (forty-five/gay/male/Melbourne) recalled his exposure to boys talking in sexist ways about sex with girls at school as instructive: ‘That taught me that that wasn’t me ’cause that’s not what I associated with.’ For Todd (forty-four/gay/male/Melbourne), the moment of realization came when he was in his high school girlfriend’s bedroom ‘and she took her bra off, I just sort of went, “Um . . . Nup.”’

These accounts of how heterosexual sex often affirms LGBTQ identity through what we might call acts of negation are accompanied by accounts from the asexual people we spoke to about how their experiences growing up and coming of age were shaped by the exclusion of sex itself: As Hayley (twenty/asexual/panromantic/female/Sydney) said, ‘I don’t experience sexual attraction just period’; and for William (twenty-six/queer/asexual/queer/Perth), ‘it was more not doing [ . . . sex . . . ] which informed who I am growing up’. The queerness of asexuality rests in part, then, on its destabilization of the role of sex itself in conceptions of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship and coming of age.

Our arguments above about the endurance of stigma and shame suggest that by explicitly identifying the role sex performs in people’s experiences of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship, we can challenge prevailing meanings afforded to sex in the context of citizenship rights. When sex itself is disavowed, this query continues, asking why it is that sexuality needs to be figured as such a policed aspect of the citizen self in the first place. As Yvette said:


in terms of just general society and media and that kind of a thing if you weren’t having sex with someone, if someone wasn’t sexually attracted to you, then you were worth nothing was the basic message that I got and I never had that kind of an experience up until the age of 18 so I went through the whole of high school just thinking that I was completely devoid of this sexuality and that as a result I was less of a human and deserved less respect and deserved less rights and all that kind of stuff. (Yvette/twenty-two/queer/cisgender female/regional WA)



Coming of age for LGBTQ and non-LGBTQ people alike can often be characterized as a highly sexualized time. However, the relentless heteronormalization of sex also often meant young LGBTQ people experienced coming of age as a time when they were disconnected from sex, and could not decode their own bodies as they had been given no other context beyond cisgender heteronormativity within which to situate their body and extract meaning. They had been given little knowledge in the form of meaningful sexuality education, yet across the generations they have displayed ingenuity and persistence in forging identifications, relationships and pleasure.



 Defining sex in generational terms

Sex emerges from people’s accounts as a generational category, shaped by the characteristics of their lived personal histories and the times within which they came of age. For Gina (forty-three/bi/female/regional WA), like so many of those born in the 1970s, their coming of age – the 1990s – was an elaborated safe-sex campaign:


at [university] on the wall of the toilet doors there used to be ad stuff like ‘you don’t know who you’re sleeping with’ and it would have like the 100 beds and things like that on every single toilet door throughout my arts degree so [I thought] no one ever had unsafe sex in the 90s which I think has changed because there isn’t that same fear factor of HIV anymore and obviously it’s treatable these days and people don’t necessarily die or get AIDS obviously.



Gina’s belief in the ubiquity and efficacy of messaging about how to avoid HIV in the 1990s is certainly indicative of her generation, if not entirely accurate. Reflecting the historical shifts marking the generations, Jeremy (forty-six/queer/male/Sydney) considered how changes to HIV treatments, including the arrival of PrEP, shifted experiences of sex in generation-marking ways:


You get paranoid . . . those days there was no real knowledge about the safety or . . . there wasn’t a really clear message about oral sex . . . You felt like Russian roulette during those times . . . now it’s amazing, you know, anonymously . . . get your finger pricked, and know within however many hours that, you know . . . it’s incredible. And . . . we’re thinking about PrEP . . . as an option.



As already discussed, the emergence of the internet, web-based connectivity and smartphones created new possibilities for LGBTQ sexual experience. Some of the older generation wondered how their lives might have been different with these social technologies in place. Having to flee a homophobic home, Anthony (forty-two/gay/male/regional WA) recounted an isolation felt by many of those born in the 1970s:


I left home at 17. . . . I thought I needed to get out of there and so I was living in a caravan park and I got [a gay magazine] delivered to the post office. . . . I did put an ad in one of the classifieds in that . . . magazine. . . . I think that’s how I first got laid [laughs]. . . . I kind of remember how that works, you put an ad in the paper, they send a letter to you with a phone number and you call them . . . and like later with Hotmail they had classifieds but there was no pictures or anything you just spoke – you just messaged people . . . I wonder what the difference would [have been if I’d had today’s social media then]. . . . I mean I know there were kids at my school who were gay, obviously . . . but we didn’t know about each other, we were hanging out with each other but we never knew. . . . I don’t know anyone who worked out anything successfully while they were young . . . before sort of the social apps and internet. . .



Anthony’s feelings of being isolated pre-internet were echoed by some, but there were certainly other people who recalled, in some detail, being sexually active with peers at school. For Rebecca (forty-six/gay/female/Melbourne), coming of age in the 1990s without the new technologies was hard as she ‘couldn’t Google stuff’, even though with her ‘curiosity when [she] was younger [she] would have Googled something’. Instead, accessing a book or movie meant you’d have to ‘expose yourself . . . You’d have to put it on the counter and everyone can see what it is.’ With no internet, it was harder to ‘test the waters’.

However, some from the older generation also expressed concerns over the new social technologies of sex and their impact on extant LGBTQ social formations. Cynthia (forty-four/lesbian/female/regional WA), for example, wondered if people’s transition to online sexual cultures – which she described as ‘just void from humanness’ – diminished the quality of community – ‘relationship building and connection’ – because people were not meeting in person as much: ‘I’m on some of those Facebook pages of [City A] lesbians and . . . I don’t understand it – why aren’t [those younger lesbians] actually meeting each other?’ Cynthia recalled the 1990s of her coming of age as shaped by the practical necessity of having to physically congregate:


that’s what we had in the 90s. We didn’t have [ . . . online . . . ] so we had family . . . all gay lesbian transgendered everybody were in one space and yeah there was difficulties but that’s where the family stuff came from . . . we were all in one melting pot together.



Queer socializing in the 1990s, though, was certainly not an affirmative family experience for all members of the LGBTQ community. Relatedly, the tendency to produce one’s own LGBTQ past as somewhat idyllic in comparison to LGBTQ youth today was also not shared consistently by those born in the 1970s.

Across the generations, people shared a frankness about sex – sometimes joyous and sometimes punishing. It was reflected on as an everyday part of life which could be a struggle. Partially through the effects of formal sex education, it was experienced by many as a mystery made further obscure. Affective histories of shame and pleasure shaped people’s recollections of their sex lives coming of age, across the generations, even while the younger generation reported new technological landscapes for experiencing sexuality and with that new cohorts of LGBTQ peers and sexual partners to forge relations with.

The diversifying accounts of gender and sexual identity surfacing in the younger generation’s accounts also mean that a greater variety of relationships were being articulated between pluralizing types of bodies, desires, practices and identifications. Relationships between bodies, sex and desire were narrated in a wider range of ways among the younger generation. For some, the emphasis on sex within LGBTQ communities represents a problematic collapse into stereotype: ‘the thing is that I get so many pleasures out of life there’s so much life that I love and . . . find joy in but I feel like these people are deprived of that because . . . all they think about is sex’ (Lewis/twenty-one/gay/male/Perth). Recalling our reflections on the queerness of asexuality, by situating sex in sexual citizenship we are not simply insisting on seeing sex as a crucial component of LGBTQ young people’s lives, although this is important given the multigenerational refusal of LGBTQ young people’s sexualities. Recalling Rubin, what we are also seeking to do is to draw attention to the long, problematic histories of over-emphasizing the significance of sexuality for the purposes of regulating and restricting it. As Sedgwick reminds us, ‘people are different from each other’ (1990: 22), and this truth is reflected in what people shared with us: in a world which might seek to affirm LGBTQ young people’s inclusion in it, efforts to promote their belonging might well remember that young people’s expressions of sexual pleasure are – although often unfairly punished – diverse, benign and ubiquitous.



Notes


	1 Healthy Harold (a puppet in the form of a giraffe) auspiced by Life Education, a not-for-profit health mobile education provider for children and young people, is an Australian institution. It recently expanded to international audiences in New Zealand, Hong Kong, the United Kingdom and the United States, among others. The programme runs fifteen age-specific modules linked to the Australian curriculum. See van Schilt (2014).

	2 Truth was a tabloid newspaper published in Melbourne and Sydney until 1995.

	3 PDHPE refers to a learning area in high school curriculum: ‘Personal Development, Health and Physical Education’ (NSW Education Standards Authority (2025)).








Chapter 8
GROWING UP LGBTQ IN MARRIAGE EQUALITY TIME
REFLECTIONS ON STUDYING LGBTQ YOUTH SEXUAL CITIZENSHIP OVER TIME




 Introduction

People’s accounts are narrative tracks for tracing lives lived amidst widespread social change: the oldest people we spoke to were born before decriminalization and lived long enough to see marriage equality for same-sex couples. These are some of the stark poles of sexual citizenship’s inclusions and exclusions which come to frame the lives of generational LGBTQ coming of age, even while specific historical details remained vague for many people. As Heather (thirty-seven/bisexual/non-binary/Perth) reflected, ‘I don’t exactly know when it happened . . . but homosexuality was illegal around Australia until quite late’; ‘it was only in the 90s that it was legal to be gay’. From default criminal to free sexual citizen, a common, albeit often vague, past of public shame hovers interminably over many LGBTQ people’s lives, even while specific practices of criminalization have fallen unevenly on LGBTQ bodies (Weeks 1998). In some respects, histories of LGBTQ sexual citizenship could be described as decriminalized histories of the LGBTQ present, although this would focus too narrowly on criminalization when historical prohibitions against gender and sexual diversity have taken a wider range of forms. As cultural and historical events, campaigns for law reform have often served as generation-marking experiences. Jeremy (forty-six/queer/male/Sydney), for example, recalled the intensity of the struggle for Tasmanian decriminalization, indexed by memories of seeing homophobic current affairs coverage (such as a seven-year-old girl on television saying that ‘all gay people should die’) and of being involved in ‘gay community’ boycotts of Cascade Brewery and ‘anything from Tasmania’.

For many LGBTQ people born in the 1970s we spoke to, being an LGBTQ person was hard to imagine because, as Brenda (thirty-eight/lesbian/female/regional WA) put it, the world around them represented being LGBTQ as ‘not possible and not safe’, and she shared her memories of growing up in an ‘exclusive and elitist’ Anglican high school where ‘we were very much held up as treasured children . . . [and] it was very clear to me that if I was to break that mould then I would be alone in the wilderness’.

Coming of age as an LGBTQ person was often difficult because people grew up with ideas in which happy adulthood meant heterosexual married family life. While the looming pressure to one day have to ‘wear a white dress’ made Susie (thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Sydney) anxious, the fact Carly (thirty-six/lesbian/female/regional NSW) couldn’t, as a lesbian, marry consolidated a deep sense of grief that she would not be able to live an imaginable life: ‘This was . . . the cross on my back to bear. And . . . that’s when all of that got filled up with drugs and alcohol.’

Key to the suppression of LGBTQ people has been the extreme ways in which people have so often sought to hide from the young what LGBTQ adult possibilities of life might look like. For many of those born in the 1970s, they grew up with few ideas about what sexual and gender difference might look like in terms of a public adult life, other than the sense that such difference was, as Jean (forty-four/lesbian/female/Melbourne) recalled, ‘a bad thing’ that she didn’t want to be. Brian (forty-four/gay/man/Melbourne) recalled growing up with no knowledge of the possibilities of male homosexuality at all beyond one disciplining anecdote from his school years: ‘As a part of PE, we used to quite often run along the beach and then back through the bushes . . . 10 years later, I found out that it was a massive beat . . . And I remember . . . the PE teacher saying, “If you see strange men . . . just keep running”.’ Similarly, Andie (thirty-seven/lesbian/trans/regional Victoria) described growing up with a sense that LGBTQ life was vague and not desirable: ‘it was never talked about . . . It was just . . . discriminated against . . . which made me a recluse because I didn’t wanna be one of those people that were judged.’ LGBTQ identities were so often built on denial: as Kelly (forty-five/trans-romantic asexual/female/regional Victoria) reflected on her experience, ‘I was just like . . . “I can’t be that person”’. As illustrated by Nadine’s (forty-six/lesbian/female/regional NSW) recollection, LGBTQ differences were almost only ever discussed in ‘derogatory’ ways, and characterized as what Erin described as ‘some kind of lesser-ness’ (forty-two/gay/lesbian/female/Perth). Jean recalled crafting expertise from living with ‘all of that negativity growing up’: ‘I must have internalised some of it . . . [I] got really good at burying everything and compartmentalising everything, and not dealing with things.’

The lack of what Jean described as accessible LGBTQ ‘role models’ in the 1970s and 1980s meant that she, like many LGBTQ people growing up at that time, described being confronted by the pressure to assimilate: ‘I was trying to get on that path’ – the ‘path you have to take to fit in’. Fitting in, though, was not always achievable. For example, she recalled encountering a ‘Little Miss [Regional Town S]’ pageant when she was ‘about 11’: ‘And my mum said, “You could just run home and . . . put that one dress you’ve got on and enter. Go on!” And I said, “No! Why would I wanna do that?”’ The girls ‘were just dressed up, . . . lining up, parading to the front, getting back in the line . . . And the judges would pick a winner . . . I was happy to watch. But . . . that wasn’t me’. The Village People did, however, provide primary school-aged Jean with some gender performance that resonated with her: ‘I’ve gotta be the construction worker!’ Assembled retrospectively in the moment of the interview, Jean’s recollections highlight how the work of recognizing one’s own sexual and gender difference in childhood is constructed, in narrative form, as key exercises in belonging. Indeed, in sharing her memories of refusing to join this Little Miss pageant, of disappointing her parents with this refusal and of desiring camp masculine gender expression, Jean remembered herself as ultimately working towards new ways to belong, work which her mother thought inevitably fell to the LGBTQ child: after coming out, her mother told her, ‘“Oh, I knew when you were two because you just ripped those pigtails out of your head” . . . Well the first thing I said to my mother was, “Why the hell didn’t you tell me? Because I’ve been miserable” . . . And she said, “No . . . it’s not a parent’s job to tell your child that. You’ve gotta figure it out” . . .’

In some respects, participating in this study served as an extension of this ‘job’ of ‘figuring it out’ that LGBTQ people are asked to perform, where we asked them to narrate an account of their experiences growing up and coming of age in generational terms. In this chapter, we begin to reflect more explicitly on the study as a whole, as we reflect on people’s motivations to join the study and on some of the implications of the methods we employed. Along the way, we offer a discussion of the ways in which ‘belonging’ – that central yet contested concept – surfaced in our research, and how our work in this study was shaped in unforeseeable ways by public debates regarding marriage equality and LGBTQ education that coincided with our research. We also critically reflect on how the concept of progress and queer chronologies of coming of age were expressed by the people we spoke to, and we close this chapter by reflecting on some of the work ahead.



 Reflecting on people’s motivations to join the study

For many, like Zoe (twenty-two/lesbian/transwoman/Sydney), participating in this study was important because of the paucity of ‘cross-generational dialogue’ and a related devaluing of ‘a shared . . . historical connection’ between older and younger LGBTQ people. Relatedly, others described their motivation to participate as a desire to counter historical silences. This responsibility to represent LGBTQ experience was described though, by some, as a burden. For example, Susie talked about her fatigue fielding homophobic questions in the workplace despite her mother’s advice that she should try to be a ‘good representative’ because ‘lesbians don’t have a great name’. Individual and group interviews provided different kinds of contexts for people to reflect on their experiences. Some highlighted the socially dialogic experience of participating in the study as a reason to participate, providing people with an opportunity to connect with members of their own generation: ‘to see how those of my generation are coping and have, you know, got through’ (Kelly/forty-five/trans-romantic asexual/female/regional Victoria). For Susie, participating in this study was valuable because she believed that growing up had ‘changed so much’ and ‘these two generations have had . . . very different experiences’. Sebastian (forty/gay/male/Sydney) expressed a related desire to be part of the ‘process’ of ‘document[ing] the before and the after’ – as a way of ‘teaching our younger generation’. Similarly, many of the older people we spoke to described wanting to participate as a way to help younger LGBTQ people, especially those ‘in trouble situations’ (Ian/forty-seven/gay/male/Perth), and to contribute to them having supports the older people felt they never had. Rob (forty-three/gay/male/Sydney) described being surprised at how ‘lost’ young LGBTQ people seemed to be – he ‘thought that was all history’ – so he participated to help create change. Barbara (forty-three/lesbian/female/Melbourne) described historical work in specifically these terms:


I really love the role of social history in recording our past and learning from the past, and using that to kind of work towards the future. . . . I think sometimes with digital media and everything we forget. We don’t have as many records of our past. We don’t have as many little letters or love letters . . . [It all] sort of disappears off a screen.



Reflecting the frequent absence of generational difference, some of the younger generation described their desire to participate in similar terms. Alexia (twenty-three/bisexual/queer/female/Melbourne) ‘wanted to be a part of this because growing up I didn’t really have anything to help me realise that this is how I felt’; specifically reflecting on not learning anything positive about being LGBTQ at school, Alexia wanted to ‘make sure . . . no-one out there has to go through . . . what I had to’. Summarizing the views of many, Victor (twenty-four/bisexual/trans/man/Perth) shared his experiences because he wanted to ‘make something useful out of my lived experience’.



 Reflecting on methods

I’m talking to you about things and you’re a stranger to me. (Chelsea/twenty-four/lesbian/female/Sydney)

I’m gonna answer . . . in a way that will I’m sure reach into I guess the area of answers that you probably hope for. (Brook/twenty-one/grey romantic/demisexual/demi-girl/non-binary/transwoman/Melbourne)

The recollections shared by the people we spoke to have, in the social moment of their telling, and in the ways we have recollected them in this book, been put to a variety of ‘uses’, to recall Victor’s phrase. For some, being invited to share stories affirmed a sense of commonality (‘it’s a bond . . . it’s like you’ve been to a war in the army’ [Dawn-David/thirty-eight/queer/kinky/polyamorous/bisexual/gender non-binary/gender-queer trans/Perth]). The methods we employed actively asked people to assemble their memories of growing up in relation to ideas about LGBTQ identification, belonging and citizenship, which we visualized through our methods via a series of lenses. The narration of these memories was often shaped by observable, although often vague temporal distinctions in people’s accounts. Conducting interviews in the 2010s, when we spoke to people born in the 1990s about coming of age as an LGBTQ person, they often seemed to describe experiences from the present or the recent past, while our discussions with those born in the 1970s routinely involved them discussing events that happened decades earlier, although temporal drift was a feature throughout all the interviews. This suggests that at least in some measure normative associations between biological youth and coming of age surfaced in our study despite our stated interest in destabilizing such arrangements. That the narrative accounts we collected were shaped differently by time means that the temporal dimensions of these accounts are different, opening up different possibilities for the play of memory, nostalgia, fantasy and utopic thinking, reminding us again of the diversity inhering in these accounts and the caution that should be applied to drawing any generalized generational comparisons from our research.

Some people reflected on the ways in which research spaces we convened encouraged them to performatively instantiate retrospective narratives: ‘when I look back I realise there was actually a lot of markers [of LGBTQ identity]’ (Michelle/thirty-nine/gay/female/Perth). Our request for people to remember was not always successful, sometimes resulting in humour – with Ian (forty-seven/gay/male/Perth) joking that ‘all that aluminium powder we used to use at forensics’ must have impacted his memory. At other times, our questions surfaced reflections which revealed that the limits of memory was itself an important feature of some people’s LGBTQ historical experience which needed to be documented:


I think I was so good at denial that if anything did hit me I would’ve blocked it out and pretended it didn’t exist so there’s blank spots in my childhood. . . (Anthony/forty-two/gay/male/regional WA)



Some people, like Barbara (forty-three/lesbian/female/Melbourne), described their limited recall and tricky relationship to memory as being connected to the paucity of LGBTQ visibility and the inchoateness of their own LGBTQ identity as a child:


I only remember what I wasn’t. . . . I remember not wanting to get married. And I remember having this one thought where I thought, ‘I know. I’ll get out of it by being a nun.’ So I guess it wasn’t that I had an answer to say I was lesbian. . . . What I . . . had was all the negative things that I wasn’t.



Recalling being punished in Grade 6 for a queer infraction – getting ‘sprung’ playing a game ‘where we like had a zip at the back of our dress and people would take it down to show their bra’ – Barbara recounted learning to ‘play’ at ‘being heterosexual because that was the easiest thing to do and there didn’t seem any other way’. What Barbara learned from this punishing incident was how to keep covered, literally and metaphorically: ‘the one skill I have got from catholic school is learning how to get completely changed without taking off the . . . top layer.’ Through these recollections, Barbara highlighted the significance of negation – of playing roles and covering up as protective techniques. Jean called this a ‘super-power’. Often, people would share negative memories with us, and, as suggested by some of the motivations above, these memories were often offered to us in the sense that by sharing them in the context convened by our study, these negative memories would be given a different ‘use’, to again recall Victor’s term. Pete (1970s born/gay/male/regional NSW), for example, forgivingly ‘look[ed] back as an adult’ to reframe his thoughts about the homophobia he experienced as a thirteen-year-old boy from his peers rhetorically asking himself, ‘Well, what do you expect a bunch of thirteen-year-old boys to say?’ In retrieving and reframing hurtful histories, people somewhat reused or repurposed them, exercising agency over the harmful past through acts of renarration.

Many people shared positive experiences, and this sharing was sometimes described by others, like Carolyn (forty/pansexual/androgynous fem/Sydney), as having ‘healing’ effects. This highlighted how the group interview as research space was not a straightforward depository site of lived experience, but a place of active meaning-making. Sometimes the performative aspect of the research interview would make itself explicit via interviewees’ recreations of the past in the present, such as when people mimicked historical interlocutors or sang a remembered song (e.g. at one point Cynthia [forty-four/lesbian/female/regional WA] started singing ‘We are family’, conjuring up a remembered past). Thomas (thirty-seven/bisexual/queer/pan/male/Perth) recalled the liberating feeling of going out on the scene when younger – ‘still miss[ing] it’ – and moved by its recollection, he flirtatiously invited the other group interviewees out for a kind of desired re-enactment: ‘I don’t know if it happens here . . . but I’ll be totally up for it . . . if you’re going . . . [all: laughs].’ Reflecting the performative generativity of the interview in a different way, Barbara thought she might go home and have ‘dreams about school’, while discussions of seminal LGBTQ texts in adolescence (in this case, Judy Blume’s Forever) made Jean want to get a copy and read it again. People’s reflections on digging up the past – conjuring dreams and prompting re-enactments – highlighted the suggestiveness of our methods, generating textual and psychic returns. Sometimes people reflected on the suggestiveness of the social atmosphere of the group interview – in one enthusiastic discussion, Brian (forty-four/gay/man/Melbourne) paused for a moment, stopping himself to reflect: ‘Or am I making that up?’

People would sometimes humorously register the ways in which our methods interpellated them as generational subjects: Cynthia remarked, ‘how old do we sound – “I remember when the internet finally came!” [laughs]’; and Quinn (thirty-eight/lesbian/trans female/Perth) parodied an old person’s voice to say, ‘whereas back in my day’. In a more serious register, some people’s reflections bore signs of them coming to terms with an allocated generational identity – ‘I still can’t believe we’re . . . the older generation’ (Erin/forty-two/gay/lesbian/female/Perth). Some people expressed a desire to learn more about the experience of the other generation. In this book, we have assembled an intergenerational space by bringing accounts of diverse generational experiences into contact with each other, via the terms of our analysis, and we hope it offers one kind of access to those perspectives to help foster reflections across the generations.



 The trouble with belonging

An abiding motivation for our desire to foster conversations about generational experience has been our interest in exploring ‘belonging’ as codified in expressions of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship – what it is, and how it is accomplished (Aggleton et al. 2019). As illustrated in Anthony’s (forty-two/gay/male/regional WA) story, belonging was often narrated as difficult to experience for many of the people we spoke to, at least until after school. Anthony’s mother died when he was young, and he was left to grow up as a sensitive child in a macho, homophobic environment at home. Aged ‘about 16, 17’, and depressed, his dad was ‘concerned about me spending all my time in my room’ and insisted he see a doctor who told him he ‘was lazy and just needed to get out and do stuff . . . which was humiliating . . . it put me off seeking help for a long, long time . . . ’. Later, another more sensitive doctor recommended therapy, ‘but the cost put [him] off’, again, ‘for a long time’. Anthony moved out into a caravan by himself and started studying performing arts at university in the late 1990s: ‘it was pretty gay but . . . I was still in the closet and still didn’t feel safe to be out there because no one was open about it and . . . I also had no concept by then that I might be attractive to someone . . . because I was so down on myself because of my history.’ Anthony’s recollections here sketch out some of the familiar barriers to belonging: intolerance at home, insensitive service providers, trauma, unawareness of LGBTQ knowledge beyond the self, financial pressure, self-repression, low self-regard, and loneliness.

While it largely follows that pulling down these familiar barriers would likely promote LGBTQ belonging, the promotion of LGBTQ belonging is not a straightforward matter because, as the people we spoke to described it, belonging is a shifting and relational phenomenon. In our study, LGBTQ people’s experiences of belonging were often tied to fragile and mobile public recognitions; less a terminal point LGBTQ people reached, ‘belonging’ emerged as an ongoing work in progress. For example, for Michelle (thirty-nine/gay/female/Perth), belonging was about moving between when she did and did not have ‘to watch’ herself – ‘what pronouns I’m using or whether I’m going to mention that somebody else was with me’. For many, belonging meant feeling a safe distance between a present moment and an otherwise immanent violence attached to being recognized as LGBTQ in public. Belonging often entailed ensuring that, to use Eric’s (forty-seven/gay/male/Melbourne) phrase, one’s ‘cover’s not blown’ when unsafe. For some, generation-marking ‘horror stories’ such as media coverage of Matthew Shepard’s murder fed these fears, contributing to an atmosphere of violence even while individuals might not have directly felt ‘under threat’ (to use Michelle’s phrase). And while popular deployments of LGBTQ belonging often presume the existence of an LGBTQ community within which LGBTQ people might strive to belong, people from both generations described that while people might have felt they belonged in particular contexts at particular times, the notion of an LGBTQ community that they could be included in was often either largely fictive/utopic, historical/nostalgic or exclusionary/antagonistic. As one group discussion in regional Victoria demonstrated, the experience of LGBTQ community was often riven with tensions:


Codie (nineteen/lesbian/transgender woman): . . . Part of the reason . . . I didn’t get into [‘that community stuff’] . . . is because . . . I’m not certain of who I am so how can I go to these community groups and . . . say this is who I am? . . . I felt like I couldn’t go to . . . a community support group and say, ‘I’m transgender,’ because they’d look at me and go, ‘Well are you on hormones?’ you know. ‘Do you wear a dress? . . . Well then, no, you’re not transgender.’ And I didn’t wanna be cross-examined.



Dylan (twenty-five/gay/male): . . . [I]n Melbourne there . . . [were] gay . . . rowing clubs . . . that I joined, and . . . I just struggled with the social thing. . . . [I]t was very much this way or the highway . . . I remember . . . shaking someone’s hand . . . [and] they said . . . ‘Oh no, honey . . . Don’t do that. We don’t shake hands’ . . . And then they went like this [gestures] to kiss . . . but I’m just like, ‘Well, shaking hands is just a normal greeting.’ . . . And . . . maybe [that’s] my country sort of influence. . . . Yeah . . .I think people struggled with me. . .

Alyssa (twenty-one/lesbian/female): Oh . . . clubs and stuff in Melbourne, it’s all really cliquey. . .

Belonging was also fashioned by people not only in terms of places but also as involving particular practices or work, such as collecting newspaper clippings of anything that included the words gay or lesbian: ‘[we] just sort of held on to them. . . . I guess that was about forming identity as well . . . trying to find somewhere to belong’ (Lisa/forty-five/lesbian/female/Perth). As Jess (forty-three/bi+/trans woman/Perth) reflected, ‘there is a long history’ of LGBTQ lives but ‘you got to look to see that’.

The work of enacting belonging was often described as work done for other people – extra work LGBTQ people had to do to be recognized as LGBTQ or to access the things they needed (as we have seen throughout the chapters in the ‘double work’ LGBTQ people performed). Brenda (thirty-eight/lesbian/female/regional WA) reflected on this labour of sexual citizenship, of the cost of having to ‘get on your soapbox’, sometimes asking herself, ‘do I want to do this? I’m not here to teach you’. Many of the older generation, like Cynthia, described the burden of this belonging work, of ‘having to come out over and over’. For example, former couple Brenda and Olivia (thirty-seven/lesbian/female/regional WA) recounted scenes in Centrelink where staff misrecognized them – ‘the best one is “is that your daughter?”’ Because staff assumed they were heterosexual, it forced them to repeatedly explain themselves in public. As Olivia said, ‘I didn’t want to actually come out to the whole of Centrelink!’, and as Brenda added, ‘we did think about making up a printed story that we could just hand to people’.

In contrast, many of the younger generation described a world in which LGBTQ people were more anticipated. Nevertheless, many, like Codie, still described carrying the burden of having to ‘lie about [themselves]’ to parents, workmates and service providers – a critical disabler of belonging. For many people, irrespective of generation, the trouble with belonging often rested on uncertain measures of safety. Certainly, younger LGBTQ people registered growing up in communities with greater understanding of the existence of LGBTQ people, although this did not always mean that LGBTQ young people were confident about the kind of reception they might receive if recognized as an LGBTQ person. As Madison (nineteen/bisexual/female/regional Victoria) said, ‘[My girlfriend’s] very open but . . . I always get kind of nervous . . . if we do hold hands . . . we get a lot of stares. . . . I just feel very self-conscious. It’s good that she’s more open but probably in Melbourne I’d be . . . ’cause I won’t see anyone I know’. This is a problem at the heart of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship – the fact that it often rests on public recognitions which may imperil the subjects being recognized. Belonging, then, is a conflicted desire.



 Marriage Equality Time

It’s kind of tragic the point that . . . we’ve gotten to . . . it doesn’t impact me as much psychologically being like my country doesn’t want me, doesn’t think that my relationship is valid . . . ’cause . . . I know that it’s valid so fuck you . . . whereas . . . I’m very aware of . . . younger kids . . . And . . . the fact that our government was thinking about giving funding to a No campaign for the plebiscite is like, ‘You were gonna give money to people to tell me that I shouldn’t exist, and shouldn’t be allowed to love someone?’ . . . That’s ridiculous . . . [T]he whole concept of a plebiscite is . . . very divisive. . . . [I]t’s gonna be horrible if they do it.

I . . . really hope it doesn’t happen. (Taya/twenty-one/queer/female/Sydney) 

During the period when we conducted interviews, the debate over marriage equality intensified in Australia, as the sitting Coalition government ultimately committed to conducting ‘a voluntary postal survey’ on the topic.1 The promised vote was conducted, by post, between September and November 2017, asking voters, ‘Should the law be changed to allow same-sex couples to marry?’ with results – 61.6 per cent in favour, 38.4 per cent against – announced on 15 November 2017.2 This was arguably the largest national conversation about LGBTQ sexual citizenship since the debates over the decriminalization of homosexuality ranging across the previous fifty years. As Neary and Rasmussen (2020) have argued in the Irish context, the array of narratives and the intensity of public debates associated with these reforms resulted in the production of what they call ‘Marriage Equality Time (MET)’ (899), a time which is not inherently progressive or conservative, transforming or conforming. They use MET as a heuristic to notice the ways in which this period became a shorthand for imagined sexual progress and as a cipher for debates about how same-sex sexuality could be incorporated into the nation state.

As with decriminalization, marriage equality was seen by some, like Cynthia (forty-four/lesbian/female/regional WA), as promoting the belonging of at least gay and lesbian people because of its ‘trickle-down effect’: when ‘the law says you’re equal’ it gives permission to ‘everyone . . . [to] go “oh yes, it’s all okay now, yes that’s fine by me”.’ It was seen as a process that would more broadly legitimize homosexual relationships: as Anthony (forty-two/gay/male/regional WA) and others shared in one group discussion in regional WA, LGBTQ people ‘work a lot harder for the recognition’ in a context where LGBTQ relationships were not seen as ‘real’, or ‘proper’, meaning practical things like access to IVF were more difficult for LGBTQ people than their non-LGBTQ counterparts. As such, the debate over marriage equality impacted upon sexual citizenship in a range of significant and still-unfolding ways, not the least being: (1) changes to the law which created new legal contexts for gay and lesbian couples to marry, with mooted flow-on effects socially (e.g. increased inclusion for same-sex couples) and personally (e.g. improved well-being) that are still to be determined; (2) increased public expression of pro- and anti-LGBTQ sentiment in the context of a long public campaign which denied that gay and lesbian people were inherently deserving of equal rights but could be given them if democratically popular; (3) the contraction of LGBTQ politics to a narrower focus on classed, racialized gay and lesbian marriage; and (4) the intensification of public transphobia, even as trans and gender-diverse people were sidelined by the reform process because of its narrow focus on same-sex couples.

People we spoke to were often anxious about how the campaign would conjure up traumatic histories of anti-LGBTQ sentiment: ‘this is all coming back again to haunt us now’ (Casey/forty-one/lesbian/non-binary/regional Victoria). In prescient comments, Susie (thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Sydney) anticipated the right-wing attack the public vote would unleash:


I’m dreading the plebiscite . . . now that I have a son . . . I believe it will all [be] about us having kids . . . there’ll be . . . this portion of the population we’re not really aware of bubbling underneath . . . just from lack of experience and ignorance . . . I remember when Joe Hockey was on Q&A . . . and . . . Penny Wong was on the panel [too] and . . . Hockey actually said [something like], ‘I’ve never had a problem with gay marriage but I do . . . [believe] that every child should have a mother and father.’ And . . . I cried when I watched that.



Neary and Rasmussen (2020) have pointed out the logics of sexual progress in MET, as presented by Joe Hockey in the excerpt above, were often predicated on the presumption of the child as part of a heterosexual family (910). Susie was ‘scared for the kids’: they shouldn’t ‘have to go through what we’ve gone through’ because the past ‘was a different place’. In this way, the public vote instantiated historical and generational thinking among some of the people we spoke to. Some saw the vote as a historical turning point – where a yes vote might signal taking people forward into a future time of progress and a no vote might affirm ‘how backward Australia is’ (Kimberly/forty-three/gay/female/Perth). Some feared the public debate would instantiate a historical regression in and of itself. As Susie said, ‘You could probably do a new generational study and research on those kids who actually experience [the plebiscite] . . . And I reckon the 15-year-olds will take a jump back because of the plebiscite . . . I think there’s gonna be that much hatred . . . And what if we lose?’

Some people described there being much at stake in the vote, even while ‘not everyone in our community wants to marry’ (Karen/forty-eight/lesbian/female/regional NSW). As Karen argued, marriage was important to LGBTQ belonging for some people because it enabled children and others to situate LGBTQ relations within dominant matrices of intelligible public intimacies: ‘For me, it’s incredibly important ’cause we have kids, ’cause they want us to marry. And I want them to feel part of something that their friends are part of.’ Some older people recounted how the marriage equality debate’s destabilization of LGBTQ sexual citizenship norms and expectations surfaced lived histories of not having equal rights and of how LGBTQ people were treated like ‘second rate citizens’ (e.g. Kimberly reflected on how she could ‘get fired for being gay’: it’s ‘something we keep in the back of our mind whereas . . . I don’t know any heteros who have lost their job for being hetero’). The proposal to put LGBTQ rights up for a public vote cracked, for many, the veneer of an inclusion consensus and underlined that LGBTQ people were, to use Kimberly’s expression, minorities located further ‘down the chain’ of the social hierarchy. Others, though were hopeful, if still uncertain, like Karen: ‘There will be a nice time in our community where we have to stop fighting and I wonder what that will be like. And I wonder then what will make us different?’ What we find in these comments is the centring of a commonly held view – that LGBTQ identities have been constituted through struggles for recognition. If a moment came when the fighting could stop, then how would gender and sexual difference identify itself? This reflection on LGBTQ historical transitions demonstrated the significance of such rights struggles as generation-marking experiences.

For the younger generation, the marriage equality debate similarly informed their reflections on generational identity because it provided a fulcrum point for discussing ideas about progress and generational difference. Dylan (twenty-five/gay/male/regional Victoria), for example, believed that the marriage equality debate marked a ‘change of generation’, where parents were more LGBTQ-inclusive because ‘they’ve lived through the kids’ and become more ‘open-minded’. For Dylan, marriage equality was a marker of generational progress (he described countries that had legalized it as ‘so far ahead’). Codie (nineteen/lesbian/transgender woman/regional Victoria) expressed optimism about the success of the public vote, and about pro-LGBTQ change more broadly, because Codie believed the ‘younger generation is publicly in support of it’. Others, though, were less optimistic. Ava (twenty/lesbian/female/regional Victoria), for example, described her concerns about ‘the political atmosphere . . . in recent years’ surrounding the marriage equality debate (and LGBTQ issues more broadly), which she described as ‘not a positive thing’: ‘when it’s become so politicised . . . it’s quite upsetting to see a lot of the comments or the opposite side of it’. Reflecting on the ‘blown-up’ character of partisan public debate – and citing Margaret Court’s public statements and media stunts like banning same-scoop ice cream orders3 as generation-marking characteristics of the debate’s hyperbole – Ava expressed concern that ‘it’s . . . distancing younger people in general’ from the issues, potentially disengaging and depoliticizing them in consequential ways. Dylan (twenty-five/gay/male/regional Victoria) appeared to concur: ‘I just get sick of being caught-up in . . . the argument about it . . . and just hearing some of the bullshit.’

As we have seen, responses to the marriage equality debate were not always framed in terms of the direct impact on oneself. Frances (eighteen/lesbian/female/regional Victoria), for example, described how she had just reached voting age and had thrown herself into the campaign: ‘personally I don’t think it affects me . . . but . . . I have an uncle that’s been engaged for 25 or more years so it’s more for . . . the older generation that don’t have much more time.’ As a concentration point for ordering political feelings about each other in generational terms, the debate over marriage equality served to bolster connections between LGBTQ sexual citizenship and notions of generational time in ways that also highlighted how people conceptualized progress, and their bonds to each other, as they came of age. Taking a political position, being interpellated into the public debate, assessing and perhaps influencing the positions of others, getting involved in the public campaign, voting itself and perhaps conscientiously objecting to any or all of these activities all emerged while we were conducting our research as newly signified practices of sexual citizenship that people we spoke to were grappling with, underlining the central contention that inaugurated this research endeavour: that LGBTQ sexual citizenship is enacted, contested and socially shaped.



 Moral panic and education

As discussed in Chapter Four, people we spoke to routinely decried education for its failures in educating LGBTQ students and promoting their well-being. Indeed, many people described wanting to participate in the study and share their story as a way of improving education, not least through sharing their own stories in what they hoped would be educative ways. In many ways, then, the idea of education, and its place in enabling LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship, is central to how people we spoke to understood generational progress (Robinson et al. 2014). As with the marriage equality debate, our research coincided with a high-profile national moral panic regarding a major LGBTQ education initiative – Safe Schools Coalition Australia. This initiative was involved in providing LGBTQ professional development and resources to school communities. Some people we spoke to were still at school when the initiative was introduced. Lauren (twenty-six/lesbian/female/Melbourne), for example, recalled helping set it up at her school.

While initially broadly accepted, it became the focus of intense attacks from anti-LGBTQ figures in the media, politics and the Australian religious right, and was eventually dissolved.4 As such, the public debate about Safe Schools was sometimes raised by people we spoke to, although often these were younger people from Victoria (where the initiative was launched), and their comments highlighted both the ‘political atmosphere’, to recall Ava’s term, and what many LGBTQ people saw as being at stake in this debate.

The attack on Safe Schools and the marriage equality debate were both marked by a significant increase in the public expression of anti-LGBTQ sentiment, which bled into LGBTQ people’s everyday lives. Hayley (twenty/asexual/panromantic/female/Sydney), for instance, discussed how she had decided not to come out at work because many of the parents who she worked for as a babysitter were religious and ‘the type who will talk about . . . Safe Schools and [say] “thank goodness it’s been axed so degenerates don’t have access to our children”’.

Before the programme was disbanded, though, people spoke of the difference it made, or the difference they felt it would have made had it been there for them. Liam (twenty-six/gay/male/Melbourne) made a point of going back to the question on education later in his interview so he could discuss Safe Schools:


Can I go back as well? . . . [N]ow I’m a teacher I wish I could go now back as a kid to the school that I was teaching at because things drastically changed . . . There were things going on at the school like the Safe Schools Coalition. . . . [T]here were posters. There was like a whole, queer noticeboard at the school that the kids made. . . . [T]hey were gonna be part of the Pride March this year. . . . [T]hey had a queer group. . . . [T]here was a kid who felt open enough and comfortable enough to then have a conversation with the Year 7s. . . . Growing up in school I always felt like I didn’t fit in and it’s something that still recurs now. . . . I think, ‘Will they accept me or won’t they?’ And I think if I’d had that person back then at school I would have felt comfortable with my teachers, with other kids and, and, yeah, and just felt like I could just learn.



This contribution from Liam illustrates how the programme marked generational change, LGBTQ progress and his own ageing. Because of the eventual fate of the programme, Liam’s account here also highlights that the period in which we were conducting our interviews was one in which LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship was in considerable flux, shot through with important advances, in one sense, but also by regression. Queer progress is no straight line.

Brook (twenty-one/grey romantic/demisexual/demi-girl/non-binary/transwoman/Melbourne) also reflected on LGBTQ initiatives at school, and the difference of Safe Schools, when asked to discuss what school was like:


the principal was . . . encouraging . . . They basically just would put up posters . . . it just seemed like a brand to me at the time . . . they’d have pictures . . . sort of like ‘some boys like boys’ kind of thing. . . . I remember this one where it was like two guys piggy-backing and it was something about like gay relationships . . . They participated in the Pride Marches. But outside of that there wasn’t really much and it was sort of, I don’t wanna say tokenistic but other than the Pride March there wasn’t really much more active involvement . . . Like I guess if there was bullying they’d probably be relatively severe . . . but it wasn’t like they were . . . large-scale educating the students . . . there wasn’t really much they were doing to sort of prevent . . . bullying where . . . that person then becomes . . . the F-A-G-G-O-T [spells word instead of saying it] . . . They can’t really, they didn’t, well it’s not that they can’t; it’s just that they never really prevented that. But I have heard from my little sister that they had implemented . . . Safe Schools there . . . they’ve even told me about trans people . . . being at the school. And I’m just like, ‘Is that the same school I went to?’ . . . because I don’t know whether those kids are just . . . super-brave or something, or . . . whether the, the environment’s different or the students are nice . . . I’m hoping . . . that maybe the school might actually be doing a bit more . . . because . . . I never really felt safe enough to come out.



Brook’s comments here are suggestive of Safe Schools’ impact at the school level. What is also striking is the contrast between Brook’s accounts of pre-Safe Schools LGBTQ initiatives at the school – including leadership support, campus visibility and LGBTQ student organizing and connection with broader LGBTQ community – and accounts from the older generation, who described having nothing like these things, imperfect as Brook felt they were. What this highlights again is how this period was a time in which LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship, and the role of education in nurturing it, was undergoing significant renovation, marking generational accounts of growing up LGBTQ.



 On progress, then and now: Sexuality and gender as generational things

I wish I’d been born in the nineties. When I look back now, I think, ‘Oh, might have been easier’ . . . I think I would have had a very different life if I’d been born 20 years later. (Jean/forty-four/lesbian/female/Melbourne)

Throughout this book, we have deployed the notion of ‘generation-marking’ to refer to events, experiences, and ways of thinking and identifying which have shaped people’s narrations of their diverse generational affiliations. These are often generated through comparative reflections on ‘then and now’ moments which render sexuality and gender as categories marked by and constituted through asserted generational difference.

In reflecting on coming of age in the past, people shared thoughts on what progress for LGBTQ people looked like. For some, progress was represented by the increased acceptance among young people. For example, Jeremy (forty-six/queer/male/Sydney) favourably compared the inclusive attitudes of his music students to his memories of encountering homophobia in Sydney’s classical music scene when he was coming of age and the poor treatment of Stuart Challender: ‘the conductor of the SSO [Sydney Symphony Orchestra] . . . [who] was one of the first . . . prominent people to die of HIV in Australia. . . . [T]here were members of the orchestra who wouldn’t play with him. . . . [T]hose sort of little instances awakened your awareness. . . . [Y]ou don’t forget that. . . . [You] put a little flag against it for future reference’.

Similarly, others born in the 1970s described nieces, nephews, children and their peers as having support from friends and family that they themselves did not have at that age: ‘there just wasn’t that foundation there’ (Lisa/forty-five/lesbian/female/Perth). For Gina (forty-three/bi/female/regional WA), this increase in support for the younger generation extended to improved inclusive service provision, including in schools:


young people . . . these days have access to a lot more . . . services than we ever had . . . people can come out at school these days, and I’m like wow, no one ever came out at school when I was young, so that makes me feel a bit old . . . I don’t think it’s necessarily easy for them to come out at all, I think it’s probably just as hard, but at least they can come out whereas I don’t think that was even an option for us.



Many of the older generation agreed: as Ellen put it, ‘being a young gay or lesbian teen’ in the 2010s was not ‘a cake walk’, but still ‘a lot fucking easier than it was then’ (Ellen/thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Melbourne). What had shifted, according to Ellen and others, were expectations about the possibility of being LGBTQ in public: in the past, ‘the closet was a bigger place’, because ‘being in the closet was the norm back then’. ‘Now’ there were greater expectations that LGBTQ people could show themselves in public. As Lisa put it, ‘20 years ago . . . you walked around with a cloak around you’, but in the 2010s, many felt, some of the layers could be removed and the self more readily revealed.

For Heather (thirty-seven/bisexual/non-binary/Perth), this was connected in part to shifts in the tone of public discourse about LGBTQ matters which, despite moral panics about marriage equality and Safe Schools, had by some measure become ‘more respectful’ and more open: ‘it’s out there . . . people can read about LGBTI people quite freely which I don’t remember . . . being the case in the past.’ The generational expansion in the availability of LGBTQ stories and figures ‘you can identify with’ was described by many as a hallmark of progress, making LGBTQ lives more tangible: ‘you would have to be living in . . . some sort of cult to not have exposure . . . it is nothing like what it was . . . I mean . . . I didn’t think lesbians were real [laughs] . . . I thought they were just pretending’ (Erin/forty-two/gay/lesbian/female/Perth). Brenda (thirty-eight/lesbian/female/regional WA) concurred: ‘back when I was in high school [trans] wasn’t even a thought that was on the radar, you know, the fact that someone might be intersex was like mind blowing like it just didn’t even exist.’ As Dawn-David (thirty-eight/queer/kinky/polyamorous/bisexual/gender non-binary/gender-queer trans/Perth) reflected, progress in the 2010s was expressed through the explosion of depictions of LGBTQ people as ‘real people in real environments coming out’, including new media depictions of ‘teenage coming out . . . actually targeted to younger teenagers’. Reflecting on her work with LGBTQ young people, Barbara (forty-three/lesbian/female/Melbourne) described their hunger for people living LGBTQ lives as a proof of concept: ‘they are desperately searching for adult people that they can relate to rather than just their peer group . . . it’s about the future, like can you be a future person I guess?’ This hunger was echoed in sentiments expressed by some of the older people we spoke to. Jean (forty-four/lesbian/female/Melbourne), for example, explained that one of the reasons she was such a fan of the ‘lesbian movie’ Everything Relative (1996) – a movie she thought she had seen ‘a thousand times’ – was because it depicted ‘a group of lesbians’ older than her, thus representing a ‘future’.

Zoe (twenty-two/lesbian/transwoman/Sydney) provided a powerful illustration of how the internet’s depiction of real LGBTQ people helped her visualize how she, as a person coming of age in the 2010s, could be a ‘future person’. Such presentations provided a corrective, for Zoe, to exploitative television depictions (such as Jerry Springer) which had given her the impression that Hollywood had ‘made up’ LGBTQ people:


before the internet . . . I’d never really thought of . . . LGBT people as . . . people and definitely not people that I could be. They were always sort of like . . . I was here and they were like way over there, and I would never meet one of them. And I would certainly never be one of them. And they were these strange, incomprehensible people. And . . . having . . . almost a world-view shattering kind of experience of actually no, not only are they people but I’m one of them . . . was very simple but . . . very kind of awakening for me . . . [This was in contrast to shows like Jerry Springer:] . . . you look at that and you think, ‘I couldn’t be that because . . . I don’t exist just to be a joke’.



The proliferation of representations was a common touchstone in generational accounts of progress. This expansion had spiky edges to it, though, with some, like Caleb (twenty-one/gay/male/Sydney) and Nick (twenty-five/gay/male/Sydney), describing how greater visibility (such as ‘when Matthew Mitcham won gold at the Olympics’) did not necessarily indicate less anti-LGBTQ sentiment ‘now’ as opposed to ‘then’ but that it ‘drew out’ ‘the existent homophobia’. Thus, people described LGBTQ generational progress in a range of ways, from revelation and pride to mistrust and envy (Andrew [thirty-eight/gay/male/Sydney], for example, liked seeing men holding hands but envied it too because of what he described had been a lack of gay intimacy in his life). Sometimes the happenstance of one’s birth ‘and the timing of changes in society’ produced an ambivalent response: as Frank (forty-four/gay/male/Perth) recalled, he had ‘gone from [homosexuality] being a negative thing in my life . . . to now it seems to be quite a positive thing and I find that sometimes . . . once [people] find out you are homosexual they go out of their way to be nicer to you, just to prove that they’re not a homophobe’. Feeling generational, then, elicited mixed emotions.

These mixed emotions often expressed LGBTQ people’s mixed experiences of progress. Some, like Kelly (forty-five/trans-romantic asexual/female/regional Victoria), described the persistence, perhaps especially outside of major cities, of ‘old fashioned’ attitudes. Others pointed to the diversity of LGBTQ people, suggesting how progress was not distributed evenly (e.g. in terms of Indigenous LGBTQ people’s rights and recognition). Some cast these differences in historical terms, with Frank, for example, describing trans rights as being ‘where gay people were 50 to 100 years ago’. Others indicated that while changes had occurred, they had not always brought with them only positive developments. Jeremy (forty-six/queer/male/Sydney), for example, described growing up in Sydney in the 1990s as ‘an amazing time in terms of . . . laws changing, awarenesses changing, . . . [and] the advancements . . . in medicine to stop your friends dying’. But he also described this time as giving way to a subsequent wave of ‘commercialisation’ which drove a rise in ‘individualisation’, which had ‘done enormous damage to senses of community’, manifesting an ‘overarching loneliness’. As noted earlier, LGBTQ progress was not described as always occurring in a linear fashion.

People also challenged straight conceptions of LGBTQ progress in their accounts of links between older and younger LGBTQ generations. While, following normative patterns of inheritance, younger generations might usually be imagined as inheriting (or repudiating) the ideas, experiences and resources of their forebears, in some accounts older LGBTQ people described being influenced in progressive ways by younger LGBTQ people, reflecting queer lines transmitting generational progress: ‘I didn’t always identify as non-binary, it was something that I probably learned more about from working with young people . . . they felt really free to question gender . . . and I felt like that fit me best, but . . . it was not even a consideration going through school’ (Heather/thirty-seven/bisexual/non-binary/Perth).



 Queer chronologies of coming of age

How one becomes LGBTQ endures as a mystery. Reflecting just as much, for example, Kyle (sixteen/gay/questioning sexuality/questioning gender/Perth) tried ‘self hypnosis to try and stop being gay’. Many of the issues attached to the recognition of LGBTQ sexual citizenship are tied to the enduring controversy of LGBTQ aetiology. Sometimes people would reflect on this controversy, drawing on cultural references which inflected their accounts with generation-marking details (such as when Erin [forty-two/gay/lesbian/female/Perth] mentioned the criticism Alyson Annan received from some LGBTQ people when she deployed a language of ‘choice’ to describe her lesbianism). In part, we sought to gain more insight into people’s experiences of becoming LGBTQ by asking them about their experiences growing up and coming of age. Some, like Dawn-David (thirty-eight/queer/kinky/polyamorous/bisexual/gender non-binary/gender-queer trans/Perth), expressed the view that there were benefits to claiming an LGBTQ identity earlier, rather than later, in life:


I think as you grow older you’ve already cemented a life . . . so it’s not as easy to adapt, but if we came out transgender at like 15 or whatever at that transitional point . . . they don’t have the problem of a cemented past . . . I mean even just coming out as gay or lesbian or whatever you have a cemented past of being perceived as a heterosexual . . . I think there’s an advantage of being a young person and being yourself in the beginning, not having to have a second puberty or a second life, and not having to do this all over again. . .



For Dawn-David, then, it made sense to think of claiming LGBTQ identities as ‘teenager business’ happening during what we might call ‘teenager time’. Others concurred with this normative association between youth and coming out. Quinn (thirty-eight/lesbian/trans female/Perth) felt that she had ‘missed’ a range of possibilities as a trans person in terms of her physical development ‘because I started transitioning later’. Similarly, Jean (forty-four/lesbian/female/Melbourne) felt she had ‘wasted’ her younger years and wished she could time travel back to her university years – ‘to go back now and do it as me’. For Andie (thirty-seven/lesbian/trans/regional Victoria), ‘changing gender’ to affirm feeling male was less of a possible pathway because Andie felt that at thirty-seven ‘if it was going to happen it should have happened years ago’; instead, Andie recounted having ‘grown into who I am now’.

These discourses of lateness are often expressed as negative self-critiques, or as losses. Reflecting on how increases in LGBTQ representations over time had made the possibility of claiming an LGBTQ life more readily available, Erin reflected on how ‘it wouldn’t have taken so long’ for her to recognize her own identity ‘if there had . . . been more in the media’ when she was growing up. These accounts of individual ‘belatedness’ are sometimes grafted onto people’s accounts of political time, where, for example, Quinn’s ability to come out in the community as trans in what they felt was a timely way was constrained by the fact that the community was, in Quinn’s words, ‘a bit behind’ trans acceptance. Reflections on lateness did not always frame LGBTQ progress as being somewhere in the future. Jeremy, for example, speculated that it might ‘have been more positive’ to grow up queer in the 1970s in contrast to the 1980s, underscoring the displaced relationship to time many LGBTQ people recount in their reflections on coming of age, and how feeling generational circulated as a narrative construction in our study.

As this discussion shows, the desire expressed by some to accomplish LGBTQ identity ‘on time’, as it were, was often hampered by various factors. For many, the key barriers were lack of LGBTQ knowledge, and anti-LGBTQ sentiment (such as the way that Cynthia’s [forty-four/lesbian/female/regional WA] friends ‘worried about [her] because [they thought she] might be a lesbian’ or how Anthony [forty-two/gay/male/regional WA] exercised self-denial). People often described anti-LGBTQ sentiment as a key motivator for restricting young people’s access to LGBTQ knowledge. Brenda (thirty-eight/lesbian/female/regional WA), for example, recalled a ‘hypervigilance in high school’ familiar to many people, and often recounted as being shared by LGBTQ teachers and students alike. In one illustration, Quinn described a high school social studies teacher anxiously fast forwarding through ‘the trans part’ of a documentary which allegorized her own experience of having to grow up trans without access to education or information which might have helped: ‘it was just like oh my god this was how I felt growing up . . . [makes sound of tape fast-forwarding]’ (thirty-eight/lesbian/trans female/Perth).

These accounts of how someone came of age as an LGBTQ person amidst censorship, repression, denial, blockages, shame and secrecy all gesture towards the irregular timelines that people disclosed as they recounted their own experiences. For some, coming of age LGBTQ was marked by delay and deferral, while for others it was like skipping forward – fast forwarding – without information to help along the way and when they got ‘there’. However, recollections about the non-straightforward trajectories of LGBTQ coming of age were not always recounted in the tenor of trauma. Nadine (forty-six/lesbian/female/regional NSW), for example, reflected in wonder on how she had seen the emergence of new transgender identities among younger people transform possibilities of life for people of her generation, ‘like fire through a raging paddock’. For Nadine, LGBTQ coming of age was not necessarily grievable because new sexual and gendered possibilities emerged later in her life – it ‘wasn’t like I was going, “Oh . . . who am I?” I wasn’t searching . . . it was just unfolding’.

Resisting normative associations between coming of age, claiming LGBTQ identities and the teenage years, some among the older generation explicitly described their LGBTQ coming of age as adult business. Kimberly and her partner, for example, came out to her mother on the day they had bought their own home and were moving into it, double bed arriving and all: ‘we both were really well aware of making sure that we were in control and [our parents] couldn’t take anything from us.’ In a similar vein, Dawn-David didn’t come out until ‘I had a car . . . [and] an escape route’.

Non-normative expressions of LGBTQ coming of age were also shaped by the sometimes messy misalignments between concepts, language, experience and recognition. Asking people to reflect on coming of age as LGBTQ as they grew up was difficult for some because even while they identified as LGBTQ in the present tense, they did not always know if they knew they were LGBTQ then: ‘I didn’t understand what the feelings were while I was growing up’ (Ian/forty-seven/gay/male/Perth). Some, like Erin, grew up with the sense that their LGBTQ identity could only be realized in the deferred future of adulthood (cf. Gordon 1999): ‘I didn’t even know you could know . . . you were gay when you were 16. I thought it was something to [be] struggled with for years and then you figured it out when you were about 24, which is exactly what I did.’ Pinning down the realization of LGBTQ identity and the accomplishment of sexual citizenship to a particular timeline proved in our study to be what Michelle (thirty-nine/gay/female/Perth) called a ‘tricky thing’.

These ‘tricky’ relationships between time, coming of age and claiming LGBTQ identities featured in accounts by older and younger people alike. Zoe (twenty-two/lesbian/transwoman/Sydney), for example, described how her pathway to accessing gender-affirming treatments was non-linear because ‘the DSM guidelines changed’, reflecting how LGBTQ coming of age has been shaped by the historical application of institutional, and often pathologizing, discourses. Despite these ‘tricky’ relationships, people often also described normative desires or expectations to be LGBTQ in a timely way. In one group interview in Perth, for example, Megan (twenty/bisexual/female) and Paige (twenty-three/pansexual/transgender MTF) expressed anger that anti-LGBTQ communities and schools ‘had caused [LGBTQ young] people to . . . not realise who they were’, although it was a case of ‘better late than never’. Frances (eighteen/lesbian/female/regional Victoria) expressed a similar sentiment when she described herself as being ‘kind of backwards . . . I always assumed I was straight. I shared a room with my older sister growing up . . . she just always talked about boys and I always just agreed ’cause I didn’t know anyone else. I was like, “Oh yeah, he’s alright, Joe Jonas”’. Often, people described incomprehension like this until ‘defining moments’ altered their perspective. For Liam (twenty-six/gay/male/Melbourne), one such moment was watching The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert (1994), a film he first saw when he was ‘probably 16’: ‘I’d never been exposed to [the idea of a ‘gay community’] before and what that might have looked like, how people interacted. . . . [B]efore that it was like this other mythological world.’ These cultural references – particular editions of the DSM, Joe Jonas, Priscilla – demonstrate how accounts of lateness were, again, often marked by historical developments specific to the generational period.

Coming of age for LGBTQ people was often described by the people we spoke to as involving significant work, echoing the theme of double work surfacing again and again in people’s accounts throughout this book. As we discussed in Chapter Four, for example, Brook (twenty-one/grey romantic/demisexual/demi-girl/non-binary/transwoman/Melbourne) described how ‘being trans . . . you have the gender . . . everyone assigns you before you can . . . be yourself and you’ve gotta kind of live up to that . . . [I] had to pretend to be a boy to really get by’. For cisgender, heterosexual people, coming of age is often conceptualized as an inevitable realization – a foreshadowed ‘blossoming’ to use Brook’s word – but for LGBTQ youth it was often described as a withering as well: the realization of a young person’s LGBTQ possibilities required the cruelling of their otherwise normative futures. To come of age as an LGBTQ young person thus, in the accounts of the people we spoke to, usually required undertaking the considerable work of creating something that felt new while dealing with what was inherited.

Despite many LGBTQ people, especially among the older generation, expressing concerns about lateness – of feeling, to use Carolyn’s phrase, that they were ‘late to the party’ of accepting themselves as LGBTQ people – what we also heard from people is how they accomplished LGBTQ identity and sexual citizenship via a range of diverse chronologies which interacted with normative bio-social timelines of identity development and maturation in different ways. Variously confirming, rejecting and recontextualizing these timelines, LGBTQ people have generated new meanings for ‘coming of age’. Thus, contested engagements with time recur in LGBTQ people’s accounts of coming of age across the generations. Kevin (twenty-five/gay/male/Sydney), for example, described deferring coming out as he waited to see how things would pan out in time: despite being called gay by bullies at school, he described holding on to the hope that this naming of him did not signal ‘the end’, hoping that ‘I’m not gonna be gay forever’. Part of what is tricky about ‘coming of age as an LGBTQ person’ is that this expression often presumes a kind of terminal point of resolution or identification when for many of the people we spoke to what actually constituted their LGBTQ identities was labile and shifting. As many people reminded us, growing up, claiming a gender and sexual identity and becoming a sexual citizen were not straightforward things but, rather, a ‘mess’, to use Carolyn’s (forty/pansexual/androgynous fem/Sydney) phrase, a ‘hot’ tangle of things given order through the experiences and narratives of the people we spoke to, and the methods and analysis assembled by us in bringing this book together. The messy uncertainty of coming of age as LGBTQ people is stabilized, momentarily, by acts of retrospective narration, snapshot moments for critical reflection. As Andrew (thirty-eight/gay/male/Sydney) remarked, looking back on his recollected teenage bedroom, with his records and his make-up, ‘How did I get here?’



 The work ahead

We got here by deploying a lens-based approach which we developed as a heuristic attempt to materialize the abstract concept of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship over time. By asking people to tell us about their lived histories of kinship connections, their experiences of education, health services and work, the roles of media and digital communication, and the significance of sex and sexual relationships in their experiences growing up as LGBTQ people, we sought to look at their lives to help bring LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship into focus. Through our study, we spoke to over a hundred people born in two different decades, who had multiple sexual and gender identities, who came from diverse ethnic and class backgrounds, and who grew up and lived in a variety of Australian states and types of geographic locations. The accounts gathered from the people we spoke to are suggestive of the diverse ways in which different class and ethnic backgrounds, different abilities, Indigeneity or non-Indigeneity, and different geographic locations play crucial roles in shaping how LGBTQ people understand, fashion, enact, refuse and remake sexual citizenship and belonging. The accounts they shared with us fleshed out a version of what LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship might be and brought some texture to this concept through the details of people’s recounted lives. Through their recollections, the diversity of people’s lived experiences surfaced, ultimately highlighting the need for further research on a different scale exploring more specific groups of LGBTQ people and their experiences of coming of age and belonging. Our relatively small national non-representative group of interviewees means that much remains unexplored. How, for instance, might the experiences of LGBTQ people with diverse kinds of dis/abilities affirm or depart from our findings on generational coming of age and sexual citizenship, and inform a rethinking of our lens-based and interview methods (e.g. see Martino and Campbell 2019)? How might collaborative research with First Nations researchers and communities require a reconceptualization of our focus on sexual citizenship as a concept for belonging, and reshape understandings of the ‘lenses’ we have relied upon (e.g. kinship) as well as intersections between generations, gender and sexual diversity and growing up (e.g. see Paradies 2020; Johnson 2017; Day 2023; O’Sullivan 2021)? How might research specifically focusing on the experiences of working class or affluent LGBTQ people growing up yield analyses about the interrelationships between coming of age, sexual citizenship and capitalism (e.g. see Rainer 2023)? In what important ways would research which centres the lived experiences of LGBTQ refugees destabilize assumptions about the meaning and function of sexual citizenship in Australian LGBTQ life (e.g. see Held 2023)? These questions, and many more, leave us, near the end of the book, with perhaps more questions than when we began, although our heuristic lens approach provides a methodological context which may serve as a point of departure or resource for next steps exploring what LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship might be.

Whatever form the future work may take to address the pressing omissions in extant knowledge, our investigation here has been in the spirit of querying sexual citizenship – of seeking to break open the concept and explore, through our heuristic lenses, its constituent elements. In this sense, our efforts to question the concept’s significance are located within a broader critical and political tradition which struggles to denaturalize sexual citizenship, and taken-for-granted assumptions which sustain it. Sexual citizenship in Australia is always controversial because citizenship itself is enmeshed in violent, racialized histories of colonization and resistance (O’Sullivan 2015). The idea that forms of citizenship might function as technologies of belonging is confronted by histories within which citizenship has been codified within British settler colonial law in Australia and actively withheld from, or wielded against, First Nations people. As a project implicitly centred on a critical relationship to notions of citizenship in Australia, we hope that our tentative efforts here might in some way contribute to future work exploring how LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship might be methodologically materialized in ways that more actively ‘see’ the impacts of settler colonialism, and anti-colonial expressions of LGBTQ life. Further research in this space needs to centre the work and interests of First Nations researchers, communities and young people – their knowledges, histories, experiences and ideas – and, where appropriate, foster anti-colonial collaborations to engage with First Nations/Indigenous LGBTQ young people’s experiences over time, and how these might relate to, depart from or rework notions of ‘sexual citizenship’ and ‘generations’.

Class, cultural diversity and dis/abilities play important roles in people’s experiences and expressions of coming of age as LGBTQ people over the years. People in our study often reflected on the impact of class. As we have seen, sometimes this was in relation to housing in/dependence, relationships between work and precarity, the cost of accessing health and well-being services (especially for transgender people), private schooling, and the role of class and money in social hierarchies and LGBTQ scenes. Similarly, some people reflected on the significance of their racial, cultural, ethnic and religious backgrounds in shaping their experiences of growing up. These discussions featured reflections on racism, migration, cross-cultural difference and diverse histories and practices shaped by multicultural, multigenerational family experiences. To a more limited extent, some people reflected on their dis/abilities and how these played a role in their experiences and expressions of generational LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship. These insights gathered about class, cultural diversity and dis/abilities were embroidered into people’s reflections and surface in different ways throughout the discussions in this book. Future work could explore how the lens-based approach might be adapted to further investigate the experiences and expressions of particular groups of people with shared experiences in terms of class, cultural diversity or dis/abilities (each complex variables themselves requiring further methodological specification). Our work here in sketching out these accounts of generational LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship is only a starting point for the crucial work ahead as it seeks to provide useful resources for continuing to pursue the following questions: ‘What is LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship?’; ‘What are the affordances and constraints of this concept for exploring LGBTQ young people’s experiences of belonging?’; and, ‘How can we come to more deeply understand the relationships between belonging and gender and sexual diversity in the diverse contexts of different young people’s lives?’



Notes


	1 National Museum of Australia (2022); also see Hegarty et al. (2018) and Cover et al. (2020b).

	2 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2017a, 2017b). 

	3 For some coverage of Margaret Court’s comments, see Rogers (2023);and for some coverage of corporate ice cream gay marriage solidarity, see Kocay (2017).

	4 For example, see Greig (2016); Seccombe (2017); Law (2017); for more background, see Zaglas (2019); for some related context, see Angelides (2008) and Baird and Reynolds (2021).








Chapter 9
CONCLUSION
QUEER GENERATIONS OF LGBTQ YOUTH SEXUAL CITIZENS




I started growing different from what I was supposed to.

 – Carolyn (forty/pansexual/androgynous fem/Sydney)




 Introduction

We started this book with the desire to surface diverse accounts of growing up LGBTQ across two different historical periods, acknowledging that studies of LGBTQ youth have so often been ahistorical and deprived of a historical perspective, and that historically one of the common reported difficulties of growing up LGBTQ has been growing up with a pervasive sense of loneliness and singularity. This is captured neatly in one discussion between Jean (forty-four/lesbian/female/Melbourne) and Barbara (forty-three/lesbian/female/ Melbourne), where Barbara recalled being lonely ‘in senior school’ but heard a rumour that if ‘you went down one kind of carrel section’ – ‘probably . . . [the] history [aisle]’ in ‘the senior-school library’ – ‘that was where the lesbians were. But they were never there . . . It was empty’. As if to underline the point about historical loss, Jean lamented that they didn’t even ‘have this kind of gossip at my school’. Older people we spoke to often reminded us of the frequently held view that LGBTQ youth had been, generally speaking, regarded as implausible: ‘I mean if you have a respectable job and you’re fully grown-up, then you come out to your family and they will accept it. But teenagers, pff! Don’t be ridiculous’ (Hannah/forty/bisexual/woman/Melbourne). Nadine (forty-six/lesbian/female/regional NSW) shared a similar memory that highlighted the difficulty of being (recognized as) an LGBTQ child in the past: boarding a flight as an adult, she ran into a former classmate who


was very effeminate . . . But . . . I didn’t think [at school], ‘Oh, you’re a poof.’ . . . And I walked in past him [on the plane, as an adult], and he went, ‘Oh my God!’ And I went, ‘Fuck!’ And I hadn’t seen him since he was 14. And he was now a buffed, raging queen . . . But at school . . . there was never any conversation or connection around our potential or future . . . sexual identity . . . I may have been that kid that got harassed at school . . . But I wasn’t that kid. I stayed asexual . . . That’s how I got under the radar. And I wasn’t gay or straight. I was just me.



In Nadine’s recollection of the LGBTQ child she didn’t recognize and the LGBTQ child she wasn’t herself, we find sketches of invisibilization – familiar accounts of how LGBTQ children’s histories are histories which in some sense feature no LGBTQ children at all, explaining in part why they can be hard to ‘see’. As Courtney (twenty-three/pansexual/gender fluid/majority demi-girl/regional WA) and Danielle (twenty-two/asexual/female/regional WA) discussed, the denial of LGBTQ children often persisted across the generations: ‘What do they think happens with gay people? There’s an incubator somewhere and they just come out full adults? We’re not children at all?’ ‘Wow. Like sea monkeys’.

Amidst ever-vanishing vapours of LGBTQ youth in the past, we wanted to listen to people’s accounts of their lives to explore what coming of age, sexual citizenship and generational identity or experience meant to them, over time, acknowledging that these things are concepts constructed for us through narrative and recollection. LGBTQ people’s experiences have largely been excluded from historical and theoretical accounts of social generations, we have argued, and LGBTQ youth perspectives have been neglected in much of the work on sexual citizenship. This book is framed as a partial and modest addition to these bodies of work, and we have sought to centre historically neglected LGBTQ people’s accounts. Expressing this method, we narrate the book’s conclusion largely through their voices.

We opened this book by asking: What were experiences of coming of age, and experiences of belonging, like for LGBTQ young people born in the 1970s and 1990s, and how do they narrate their sexual citizenship in relation to generational time? How have things changed, or not, since these people were born? And, what have been the things that helped them feel that they belonged and were recognized as sexual citizens? Some, like Rebecca (forty-six/gay/female/Melbourne), described a common experience of self-denial and suppression, of saying to herself, ‘I . . . don’t really wanna know about that stuff’: what are the characteristics of a community which might disincline young people from such self-suppression? How, given the historical difficulties attached to researching LGBTQ youth life, can we methodologically centre these lives? And what are the affordances and limits of ‘sexual citizenship’ and ‘generations’ as concepts to help us understand LGBTQ people’s belonging over time?



 Inventing kinship: Experiments in coming of age and emergent modes of LGBTQ relations

In Chapter 2, we explored people’s descriptions of the kinship relations important to them as they grew up as LGBTQ people, although they almost never used the language of ‘kinship’. Cynthia (forty-four/lesbian/female/regional WA) described as a teenager recognizing ‘two older women that played for my [netball] team’ and that she ‘had some kin there in some way . . . it was . . . . Just a hint’. Anthony (forty-two/gay/male/regional WA) and Nicole (thirty-nine/lesbian/female/regional WA) described similar memories of gay teachers, where teachers couldn’t confirm being LGBTQ: ‘it was almost like she had instruction not to talk about it’ – ‘she would’ve . . . I went to a Pride Parade when I was like 18 . . . and the teachers . . . they all had brown paper bags over their heads’. In these memories, LGBTQ kinship is elusive and hidden when coming of age.

Often, regardless of age or location, people described having to innovate – having to make kinship up with scant resources. Stories of fear and abandonment were widely shared, as were stories of a quotidian sense of just getting on with it. Doing LGBTQ kinship was not always described by people in tragic terms, but it almost always involved extra work – the ‘double work’ of inventing LGBTQ kinship ties and negotiating non-LGBTQ and LGBTQ kin relations featured as a routine part of coming of age for LGBTQ people. Seven key modes of LGBTQ relations emerged from people’s reflections: (1) relationships with families of origin and associated communities; (2) relationships with friends; (3) relationships with romantic and sexual partners; (4) relationships with LGBTQ peers; (5) relationships with older LGBTQ people; (6) relationships with LGBTQ ‘community’; and (7) parenting children. These kinship ties were developed across a range of sites including the family home and peer-based social worlds like the school as well as the ‘scene’ and the ‘screen’. Some key generational shifts include the diversification of sexual and gender identities, particularly among the younger generation, and a reported increase in tolerance of gender and sexual diversity among gay and lesbian people (e.g. in relation to bisexual [or bi+ or multi-gender attracted] or trans people) and among non-LGBTQ people in general (thanks in part to increased familiarity with LGBTQ possibilities via the media). Another key change was, among some of the older generation, a growth in LGBTQ parenting, helping to reframe historically problematic notions of the biological family. Living outside of cities continued to be referred to as challenging by many. As Nadine (forty-six/lesbian/female/regional NSW) put it, LGBTQ people born in the 1970s often felt the need ‘to get out’: ‘I grew up in a small town where everyone knew me as this particular person . . . so for me to actually step into some sort of self-discovery I needed to leave a small town and go somewhere where I was anonymous so I could experience something other than what was already here for me.’

As discussed in the chapter, among the older generation, kinship relations were often described as strained because of the unfamiliarity of family and friends with LGBTQ people. Kimberly (forty-three/gay/female/Perth), for example, recounted relatives just staring at her and her partner like they were ‘martians’. Unfamiliarity was sometimes a kind way of putting it: as Anthony put it more bluntly, ‘I was a bit of a sissy kid and they didn’t like that.’ Families of origin and their associated communities often required, to use Brook’s (twenty-one/grey romantic/demisexual/demi-girl/non-binary/transwoman/Melbourne) phrases, something like ‘reinvention’ or ‘reprogramming’ by LGBTQ young people themselves to become supportive kinship spaces.

LGBTQ friends were difficult to find for members of the older generation as they were growing up. This was partly because the antagonistic environment of schooling ‘blocked out’ possibilities of recognition (Brian/forty-four/gay/man/Melbourne). Sometimes this was because LGBTQ students were too afraid to be associated with other students who had been outed. For Brian, when LGBTQ friends were found, they performed a vital role demonstrating that you could ‘come out and the world didn’t end’. Younger people more frequently discussed having LGBTQ friends at school and while they were coming of age.

Relationships with LGBTQ peers, often via youth social support groups, were often described as crucial ‘anxious beginnings’ (Richard/forty/SSA [same-sex attracted]/male/Perth), precious because before them many of the older generation, like Frank (forty-four/gay/male/Perth), described having no LGBTQ friends or social contact: ‘I didn’t know you could seek out anything, there was nothing to seek out.’ For Frank, accessing such groups and going out on the scene in his early 20s was ‘the first time’ he’d seen gay people together as a group – ‘It was quite shocking . . . [and] very freeing and I remember leaving on a real high’. As discussed in the chapter, the 1990s saw a growth in LGBTQ youth support groups and some, like Frank, described themselves as among the early wave of young people who got involved in these organizations as volunteers. As Stella (thirty-eight/polyamorous/pansexual/female/regional NSW) recalled: ‘volunteering . . . very substantially and rapidly just drew me right into the community.’

These social groups and the scene were not, however, utopic spaces (as Stella recalled, groups often featured a ‘higher proportion of gay men’), and they often also fostered the development and policing of new kinds of norms, meaning that some LGBTQ young people sometimes found themselves, as Heather (thirty-seven/bisexual/non-binary/Perth) did, feeling like they were not ‘lesbian [or LGBTQ] enough to be there’. Support groups also had limited reach and were often described by the older generation as being much less available outside of cities, leading some young people to establish their own initiatives, such as Casey (forty-one/lesbian/non-binary/regional Victoria), who at sixteen ran a support line from their ‘home phone number’.

LGBTQ groups became more present in the 1990s but it is in the accounts of those born in the 1990s that we see them described as something people more frequently had access to. For example, Ashton (twenty-two/gay/male/Melbourne) recalled being introduced to a gay friend of a friend – ‘she set up like a Skype conversation when Skype was still a thing where you’d talk to people after school on Skype’. The new gay friend then in turn introduced him to an LGBTQ youth social group which held events, dance parties and social gatherings, and seeing queer people express themselves ‘freely’ ‘completely changed [his] life’:


I’m not trying to . . . get like the sociology of it but . . . when you talk to [other queers] . . . there’s something to grapple onto. There’s something you can build yourself off . . . My closest friends now I met [there] . . . And then when I turned 18 . . . [it was] ‘Goodbye. Thank you for your time’: I’ve got . . . no bad memories from that . . . only happy.



Here, Ashton sketched out, if not ‘the sociology of it’, then at least a portrait of the constitutive role of peer relations. In his account we see how his participation helped to mark time and generate a sense of coming of age – turning eighteen he says ‘goodbye’ to younger things, crossing a threshold towards an adulthood constructed by his departure. Ashton’s account here is a dramatic contrast to those born in the 1970s, who generally did not describe having anything like this level of choice and opportunity to have an LGBTQ-affirmative social life during their school years. As Ashton reflected, ‘I’ve got a lot to be thankful for.’

Notions of LGBTQ community were described by some of the older generation as important for providing what Dawn-David (thirty-eight/queer/kinky/polyamorous/bisexual/gender non-binary/gender-queer trans/Perth) called a ‘fallback family’, although as others identified, the ‘LGBTQ community’ was often a difficult concept to experience in practice. Quinn (thirty-eight/lesbian/trans female/Perth), for example, described how transgender and bisexual (or bi+ or multi-gender attracted) people could feel a separation from ‘other letters of the community’.

As demonstrated by Pete’s (1970s born/gay/male/regional NSW) recollections, ‘LGBTQ community’ manifest itself in different ways for different people. For him, as a teenager (‘I guess I was 16 or 17 at this point’), it was in the form of an advertisement featuring a group of young men in Girlfriend magazine:


it had a slogan that said ‘One of these guys is gay’ and I was like, ‘It’s me!’ And . . . that was the first time I really had . . . I guess connected with an institutional form of being gay. Like there was actually people there reaching out and calling, and saying, ‘We exist. You exist. Come talk to us.’ . . . So [Mum and I] went along to [the LGBTQ organization advertised in the advertisement and] . . . Mum and me had coffee with this fella.



For Pete, mediatized constructions of imagined kinship and community facilitated material, embodied experiences. Significantly, ‘LGBTQ communities’ were often described as something those born in the 1970s moved into – LGBTQ youth groups, the scene, university life, a bigger city – and then out of again, losing touch with them. These kinship spaces were often described as coming of age communities which were convened by the work of transition but which then dematerialized at the end of such a phase, aided by material shifts in things like the economics of the bar scene and the transition to more ephemeral modes of contact like social media. As Cynthia (forty-four/lesbian/female/regional WA) wistfully remarked, ‘Is it still there? . . . it was great back then. I don’t know if it exists anymore.’ So often, the historical geographies of the older generation’s LGBTQ coming of age had just ‘disappeared’ (Todd/forty-four/gay/male/Melbourne): ‘all the dyke bars are closing’ (Dawn-David). In the context of what some described as a dying LGBTQ scene, some, like Michelle (thirty-nine/gay/female/Perth), wondered about ‘young people coming through [now and] whether they would have the same kind of like “oh here I am now I belong here” that I had’? And while others like Ellen (thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Melbourne) agreed that some urban spaces had been ‘more queer back then’ and that LGBTQ people and inclusive spaces were ‘more spread-out’ now, they felt this was ‘probably a good thing ’cause we’re sort of more ingrained in the urban fabric now. We don’t have a little ghetto’. The spatial rearrangements in how people accessed LGBTQ community in the 1990s compared to the 2010s have played an important role in fostering new experiences of belonging.

Reflecting the age of the older generation in comparison to the younger generation, those born in the 1970s talked more about the significance of parenting children as a crucial kinship relation in their experience of LGBTQ sexual citizenship and belonging. For some, parenting children who held LGBTQ-inclusive views provided an opportunity for them to index generational change or progress, and to educate themselves on shifting politics in relation to gender and sexual diversity, such as diversifying vocabularies for gender and sexual difference away from the more limited binaristic ‘defining and labelling’ (Rebecca/forty-six/gay/female/Melbourne) that those born in the 1970s sometimes described coming of age with. LGBTQ parents like Rebecca described their childhood and adolescence as ‘another world’ compared to the LGBTQ-affirmative views of their children’s generation.



 Media representation, digital life and belonging

In Chapter 3, we explored people’s diverse relationships with media and digital communication and how their engagement with these technologies helped constitute generationally distinct expressions of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship and belonging. By critically reflecting on the ways in which people narrated their relationships to media and digital life, this chapter argued that older people’s recollections of a lack of LGBTQ media visibility played an important role in establishing their own narratives of LGBTQ coming of age, even while this lack was often called into question by subsequent recollections or, indeed, the historical availability of such representations. For Frank (forty-four/gay/male/Perth), for example, the ‘biggest’ way media influenced him initially was through what he described as the ‘absence’ of LGBTQ representations: ‘the lack of anything on television and popular media I think encouraged my silence and thinking and not acting’. These narrative accounts of lack need to also be situated within contexts of restriction. Susie (thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Sydney) provided one extreme example of this in her recollection of her mother who ‘used to take the aerial with her to work’ so they could not watch television when she was not at home.

Tracing younger people’s accounts of engaging with media, the chapter identified diversifying discourses of media critique which was characterized by (1) an expanding critique of stereotypes; (2) anger about ‘queer death’ on-screen; and (3) demands for greater intersectional visibility. After a discussion of how screen stories functioned as sexual citizenship resources for some people, the chapter concluded by examining some of the implications of the emergence of digital communication and how it has contributed to producing generationally distinct expressions and understandings of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship.

The significance of diverse representations of gender and sexual difference in popular culture was a common feature in people’s accounts of coming of age. Sometimes this was presented in a negative register. Brian (forty-four/gay/man/Melbourne), for example, recalled the reaction in his ‘household whenever . . . [the video clip for Queen’s ‘I Want to Break Free’] came on the TV it was always like, “Euh! Pooftas!” . . . And that’s not to be looked at, you know?’ For others, gender and sexual ambiguity among celebrities provided an important source for recognizing LGBTQ beauty and desire (Nadine [forty-six/lesbian/female/regional NSW], for example, described her projection of lesbian ‘hope’ onto Sinead O’Connor and Annie Lennox). Whether it was Brian silently taking notes from his family’s reactions or Nadine just as quietly imagining the lesbian availability of famous women, a recurring image of LGBTQ young people growing up is one of teenagers watching television in ‘sneaky’ ways (to use Ursula’s [twenty-six/bisexual/female/Perth] word), nursing what Shannon (forty-seven/lesbian/female/Melbourne) called their ‘secret thought[s]’.

For people like Michelle, recounting the significance of relationships between celebrities and her own LGBTQ identity was a ‘catch 22’ situation: did she like figures like Madonna and Kurt Cobain because they affirmed a gender and sexual diversity which she identified with, or did she become sexually- and gender-diverse because they ‘embraced it’, ‘making it mainstream’, more visible and, thus, possible? Either way, others expressed similar sentiments about the role of celebrities and artists in promoting their ‘grand awakening’. Susie and Sebastian (forty/gay/male/Sydney), for example, described the influence of some of Madonna’s cultural outputs in the early 1990s – such as the Truth or Dare documentary (1991), her Sex book (1992) and the Girlie Show concert (1993; Madonna’s first Australian tour) – as generation marking, suggestive of how other celebrities and cultural texts are commonly described as marking out generational periods by people we spoke to. For Sebastian, Truth or Dare ‘changed [his] life’ because in the film ‘you could see’ the stories of gay dancers who were ‘just like [him]’, ‘facing the world’ with all their ‘issues’. Such LGBTQ representations ‘rang’ to adapt Susie’s curious turn of phrase, ‘a pretty heavy bell’, resonating for many.

Jess (forty-three/bi+/trans woman/Perth) described how a lack of exposure to trans representation contributed to a kind of delay in realizing her trans identity as she had no ‘reference’ points: mainstream depictions of drag queens ‘didn’t gel with me in terms of how I identified because I didn’t see myself as being a man wanting to . . . dress up as a woman’. Like many others, Jess described how the more recent visibility of out trans figures, especially via social media, helped ‘the penny to drop’: prior to that ‘there wasn’t anything . . . that I could kind of latch on [to]’.

Citing the ridicule of films like Desert Hearts (1985) and celebrities like Boy George (a ‘laughing stock’), Lisa (forty-five/lesbian/female/Perth) suggested that LGBTQ representations ‘back then’ were often described in negative, not ‘positive’, terms. As Anthony said, ‘lesbians were portrayed as evil and gays were portrayed as creepy or victims . . . And that stuck.’ For many, ‘negative’ representations were damaging because they elicited anti-LGBTQ peer social reactions, with disciplining consequences. Ian (forty-seven/gay/male/Perth), for instance, recalled how hearing ‘adverse comments’ about ‘extremely extroverted or camp’ (and thus ‘visible’) figures like Boy George made him ‘a bit more introverted . . . you don’t want to be identified with that so you cut yourself from something’. As reflections on Boy George suggested, collective memories of popular figures were important ways for people to index generational or historical shifts in the times: as Nicole (thirty-nine/lesbian/female/regional WA) recalled, thinking about sexuality through the celebrity of Boy George reminded people what the 1980s was like because even while he was mocked for apparently being so obviously, flamingly different, it was a still a time when, in her memory, he ‘wasn’t even out [laughs] and it’s like hel-lo!’. Positing the historical dominance of negative representations often circulated in people’s accounts as important because it enabled them to narrate ‘progression’: ‘we’ve come a long way from, you know, . . . Are You Being Served?’ (Scott/thirty-seven/heterosexual/transman/Perth). LGBTQ affiliations enabled through attachments with figures in popular culture were not, however, always described in a negative register, even if they made people targets of abuse. In part, this was because these associations sometimes worked to help make people recognizable as LGBTQ to themselves (often retrospectively), as well as to others. For example, Andrew (thirty-eight/gay/male/Sydney) recalled: ‘I was really into Cathy Dennis . . . who was a pop songstress in the early nineties . . . And . . . people used to make fun of me . . . ‘cause I was in the fan club . . . I used to write to her a lot and she sent me . . . her signature . . . and I brought it into school, and they’re going, “Oh my God, he’s so gay”.’

Finding positive LGBTQ representations was literally described by some among the older generation as something to be ‘celebrated’, with Lisa recounting how she and her friends booked a space at a bar, ‘got a projector’ and had a party to watch the Ellen show. In contrast, in the 2010s LGBTQ representation appeared, says Lisa, ‘every time you turn on the TV’. People often used descriptions of shifts in media representations to help narrate themselves as generational subjects (e.g. Kimberly [forty-three/gay/female/Perth] described herself as ‘kind of pre-Ellen’) or as subjects of progress, subjects who have changed over time (e.g. Susie described her life as being ‘a lot easier’ since Ellen had ‘been on television’). Ellen is described as significant by some of the younger generation, too, although as a historical figure. For Susie, mainstreaming representations by Ellen, and in shows like Glee, characterized a new generational ‘period’, distinct from when she was growing up, in which it was ‘almost uncool to . . . have a problem with gays’. Sharing media memories was another way of demonstrating how recollections of screen representations shaped people’s social understandings of history and generation, with people in group interviews sometimes discussing shared media memories, such as the Play School episode ‘when they did the two mums’ (Olivia/thirty-seven/lesbian/female/regional WA; see also Cubby 2004). This often worked as a way of building a sense of similarity or shared generational affiliation.

As the chapter demonstrated, LGBTQ media representations were described as important for many as they came of age for a range of reasons. Representations were often seen as important because they helped depict possible ways of being LGBTQ (e.g. ‘Which character from The L Word are you?’ [Pippa/thirty-seven/lesbian/woman/regional Victoria]). This sometimes included reflecting the diversity of LGBTQ people (such as the depiction of working-class gay masculinity in The Sum of Us), although many reflected on the lack of diversity in LGBTQ representations in general. LGBTQ representations were also described as promoting belonging through helping people see themselves as ‘part of a global community’ (Brenda/thirty-eight/lesbian/female/regional WA) and by creating social opportunities for like-minded people to come together (e.g. to watch films).

The chapter demonstrated how the expanding availability of LGBTQ representations sponsored a similarly diversifying repertoire of critical approaches to such representations. Common critiques expressed by the older generation of representations they accessed while they were growing up included critiques of how LGBTQ depictions were often, to use Frank’s word, ‘desexualised’. For example, Michelle recalled her dissatisfaction with the gay character in Melrose Place: ‘everybody else was just doing anything and everything but all he ever did . . . was hug.’

The rise of digital media and its transformation of what LGBTQ information people could access, and how they could access it, was described as starkly generation marking: the internet was ‘the big shift’ and ‘social media [was] kind of the tipping point’ (Jess/forty-three/bi+/trans woman/Perth). As the chapter discussed, online connectivity and the privacy afforded by the domestic computer meant accessing LGBTQ information was a world away from previous practices, such as Ian’s surreptitious trips to the newsagency where he’d ‘pick up a car magazine and put the gay magazine inside it . . . hoping no-one’s watching you’. Digital connectivity, like early lesbian IRC (Internet Relay Chat) forums, provided people like Jean (forty-four/lesbian/female/Melbourne) with opportunities to ease into being a lesbian:


you could just make up a name . . . go into [a lesbian chat] room and . . . suddenly . . . ‘Jean has appeared’ . . . I wasn’t ready to be out in the real world, it was just a way of dipping my toes in . . . without . . . having to come out face-to-face with somebody.



Some, like Dawn-David, saw the older generation’s exposure to the kind of ‘gradual education’ afforded by pre- and early internet communication technology as a point of generational distinction between them and younger people, swamped by ‘mass information’. Troubling clear generational distinctions, Taya (twenty-one/queer/female/Sydney) described her early uses of the early internet in similar terms to Jean:


every day we’d get home from school and be like chatting [via Messenger] about stuff . . . And we used to send each other pictures and be like, ‘Oh, look at this like cool person,’ or whatever . . . and then, after like a month of both having kind of just been very queer via our messages, we were both kind of like, ‘Wait, hang on! . . . Can we just confirm? Like are you queer as well? Like, okay, cool.’ And that was like how we came out to each other, which I don’t think we would have done face-to-face.



Similarly, Liam (twenty-six/gay/male/Melbourne) recalled ‘the good ol’ days’ of post-school digital connectivity: ‘at four o’clock you’d go on MSN. That was what everyone did’. Via MSN, people then ‘could find people of similar interests and similar groups’ and link to their MySpace profiles:


On their MySpace would be their MSN link so you could click on a picture of a person, which you could never do before because MySpace was the first kind of social media I guess. So you could actually see a person’s picture, click on them and then they’d have their, their MSN link, and then you could start talking to them. . . . And that changed everything for my generation.



Tyler (twenty-two/gay/male/regional WA) suggested that texting played similar roles avoiding in-person contact, and Chelsea (twenty-four/lesbian/female/Sydney) recounted a similar story in her discussion of how she used apps (such as Brenda and Skout) for lesbian dating and friend-finding, in lieu of physically going to LGBTQ social support groups because she ‘was too scared’. Like with the older generation’s recollections of the dying LGBTQ scene, younger people discussed dying parts of the digital world (e.g. how MySpace and Tumblr ‘kind of ended’, replaced by spaces like Facebook and Twitter [Caleb/twenty-one/gay/male/Sydney]). As the chapter demonstrated, these accounts highlighted generation-marking shifts in digital technologies and are suggestive of the different ways that digital possibilities have intervened and shaped possible LGBTQ kinship relations for the younger generation.

Sometimes the early internet was described by the older generation in developmental terms – ‘a very primitive version of what we have now’ (to use Ellen’s expression) – although some people also looked back on these older technologies and pre-internet times with affection. For example, in one animated discussion about hook-up cultures in the 1990s, Eric (forty-seven/gay/male/Melbourne) and Brian (forty-four/gay/man/Melbourne) nostalgically described posting notices in LGBTQ newspapers and on noticeboards at LGBTQ venues: ‘Were you on the Number 72 tram at 6.40 pm on such and such a day? You looked at me. I looked behind. I was too scared. Contact me’. Such memories sometimes implied that something had been lost with the arrival of instantaneous digital connectivity. People’s accounts of media and digital communication highlighted profound change over time, creating new sexual and gendered possibilities, although these changes were not always described as progress.



 Feeling generational: Schooling in sexuality and gender and becoming a sexual citizen

Many people shared emotionally charged memories of schooling. Susie (thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Sydney), for example, recalled getting into a ‘big blue’ at boarding school when a teacher outed her in a class discussion and Susie was mocked by her peers. Susie described a cascade of events that then flowed from her feelings of humiliation and anger: one moment she was ‘yelling at the principal’, the next she had been sedated by the school nurse:


And then I was out. Next day I woke up the principal rubbing my leg, going, ‘Susie, Susie.’ All my uniform, everything’s packed. ‘You’re going home. You’ve got to tell your parents you’re a lesbian’.



Years later, one of her antagonists at school followed her up to reconcile: ‘It was weird. I was like . . . “Do you feel better?” And she says, “Yeah.” And I said, “Well I still feel like shit all the time”.’

Susie’s memories of ‘the big blue’ emblematize the kind of deep feeling that accompanied many people’s memories of school, highlighting the power of schools as social spaces to shape people’s affective experiences and expressions of gender and sexuality. This chapter identified the centrality of feelings and affect to think about relationships between LGBTQ people and education, and how education in people’s recollections became unmoored from formal notions of what Pete (1970s born/gay/male/regional NSW) described as ‘pro-straight’ institutional schooling. ‘Schooling’ in sexuality and gender was, as we showed, crucial to the work of generating generational affiliation, often involving affective relationships to language and scenes of instruction. Through discussions of people’s experiences of historical shifts in sexuality, gender and formal schooling’s responses to LGBTQ inclusion, we identified how people drew on these diverse ‘schooling’ experiences to fashion for themselves identifications which ‘felt’ generationally appropriate.

As outlined in the chapter, older people’s reflections on formal schooling recounted a familiar story. More or less, as students they learned nothing relevant to their LGBTQ lives from the curriculum, which reinforced a broader cultural message that LGBTQ knowledges were ‘taboo’. From the broader social world of the school, they learned that being LGBTQ ‘was wrong’ (Lisa/forty-five/lesbian/female/Perth) and to ‘be scared’ – of getting ‘bashed’, of being the centre of ‘scandal’: ‘if you displayed any kind of otherness queerness gayness whatever . . . someone was gonna get you’ (Jess/forty-three/bi+/trans woman/Perth). And as Jess and Lisa elaborated, this anxiety helped teach them protective methods – to stay quiet, to try and fit in in other ways (e.g. academically), to watch themselves (because those picking on them ‘saw something [in them, i.e. their difference] that [they] didn’t’) and ‘to withdraw’. LGBTQ students, according to the people we spoke to, commonly built ‘walls and masks, and lived behind them 24/7’ (Ainslee/forty-five/demisexual/non-binary transwoman/Sydney); they often ‘disassociate[d]’, and learned to ‘shield’, ‘hide’ and ‘pretend’ (Karen/forty-eight/lesbian/female/regional NSW), because manifesting your sexual or gender difference at school was routinely experienced as a ‘hazard’ (Hannah/forty/bisexual/woman/Melbourne).

Such methods were reinforced by observing the curtailed conduct of LGBTQ adults – Lisa, for example, recalled bumping into a teacher with her same-sex partner during the school holidays, and she ‘looked very nervous and sort of withdrew’. For Hannah, the ‘mortal fear’ LGBTQ staff at school felt about losing their jobs meant that any support they could provide to LGBTQ students ‘was completely under the table’ or ‘in private’. This raises questions about how schooling might foster LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship given the importance, to this concept, of positively recognising queer difference in public.

As members of the older generation grew up, with some becoming LGBTQ teachers themselves, they also described grappling with the complex social politics of being an out LGBTQ teacher. Katy (forty/bisexual/female/regional NSW), for example, reflected on being out in public socially on motorbikes, wearing fetish wear, wondering, ‘is this gonna create a bad position?’ For Katy, being LGBTQ in public created non-normal situations, ones in which the LGBTQ teacher did the ‘double take’ about how public they should be, but which also created valuable opportunities for student recognition, while also making us think about all those lost histories of LGBTQ teachers who chose safety over visibility.

Schools were generally described as lonely and hostile places by members of the older generation. In looking back, some could identify some missed opportunities – Ian, for example, ‘could see . . . [that other guys at school] probably had feelings towards me as well but we didn’t . . . cross that bridge, so to speak’. Because of the generally bad experiences people had at school, older people often reflected on how things might have been better – hopes for different futures. Ian, for example, suggested that if he and others at school ‘were more conscious of it or more open about it we could have yeah had some more friendships and probably supported each other a little bit more and had that understanding and bond’.

As argued in the chapter, feeling and affect are actively employed in people’s recollections of relationships between gender, sexuality and learning. Barry (forty-five/gay/male/Melbourne), for example, recalled feeling the desire ‘to play dolls with girls’ at primary school, and the concomitant feeling of prohibition: ‘I can’t literally remember why but I do remember feeling like I shouldn’t be doing it.’ Time and again, bad feelings were described as promoting students’ disengagement from learning: ‘I just couldn’t be bothered . . . I had more enjoyment hopping on a bus or a train, going to the end of the line’ (Todd/forty-four/gay/male/Melbourne). Despite the ways in which formal education restricted young people’s access to languages, ‘frameworks’ and ‘social contexts’ (in Nadine’s and Joanna’s [1970s born/lesbian/queer/female/regional NSW] terms) through which their LGBTQ experiences could become more intelligible (see Talburt 2004), people we spoke to displayed ingenuity and creativity as they grew up LGBTQ (see Driver 2007):


for me . . . it was very somatic. It was just a knowing and a feeling . . . And I remember laying in the bath when I was about 13, thinking, ‘I’m not a bad person. This is okay. This is where it’s gonna go.’ So I was already doing that head stuff about, ‘What will this look like?’ (Karen/forty-eight/lesbian/female/regional NSW)



School-based anti-LGBTQ sentiment was described by many of the older generation as characterizing their generation – for Todd ‘it’s that whole . . . eighties, nineties thing that doesn’t exist anymore’ – but this was challenged by many younger people who described the persistence of such negative sentiment, suggesting a kind of cross-generational continuance. One of the distinctions between accounts of schooling offered by older and younger people was the way in which younger people described there being more out LGBTQ students at schools, and how these students often led the way. Anna (twenty-five/lesbian/female/Sydney), for example, recalled how an LGBTQ student started to present in gender non-normative ways which then led, as a ‘flow-on effect’, to teachers coming out, and the establishment of a queer group at school. Similarly, when Kyle (sixteen/gay/questioning sexuality/questioning gender/Perth) came out, ‘it spread like wildfire’, with other peers coming out. The heightened visibility of LGBTQ youth at schools meant some of the younger generation described having opportunities to do things like join Pride March, although this was not a utopic development: ‘if you go and people found out about it then people would probably bully you for it’ (Brook/twenty-one/grey romantic/demisexual/demi-girl/non-binary/transwoman/Melbourne). In schooling, opportunities for LGBTQ young people to be visible in public as sexual citizens coming of age have increased, but not without cost.



 Accessing care and sexual citizenship: Belonging, affinity and inclusivity labour in health services

Chapter 5 explored what people from the two generations described as critical to their sense of belonging to and affinity with formal and informal health care and how they were able to exercise their sexual citizenship via their encounters with health services. We discussed how, regardless of the specificity of their gender and/or sexuality, people wanted their health needs and care access to be determined by themselves as service users, not by providers, and how the younger generation demonstrated greater expectations from services regarding the delivery of inclusive services. While this chapter identified some key ways in which progress has been achieved in moving beyond a tolerance model of inclusion for LGBTQ people in Australia, with younger people in particular reporting some very positive experiences, it also illustrated the precarity of this progress by indicating the patchy distribution of reform and the enduring reliance of trans and gender-diverse people on health services which can function in gatekeeping ways, effectively constraining their ability to demand better health care even while the growing recognition of trans health needs marks a generational expression of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship.

For many older people, encounters with health services were shaped by: (1) inconsistent delivery exacerbated by regionality (with some reporting that a lack of anonymity in smaller locations meant LGBTQ people wouldn’t access services); (2) non-inclusive bureaucratic procedures which were not fit-for-purpose (with some passing on a familiar complaint that ‘our system is not updated’ [Brenda/thirty-eight/lesbian/female/regional WA]); and (3) experiences where they felt that their gender and sexual ‘difference’ was made the centre of the medical investigation, making them feel, to use Heather’s (thirty-seven/bisexual/non-binary/Perth) word, ‘pathologized’. Accessing inclusive health care providers was frequently described as a ‘hit and miss’ or ‘pot luck’ process, to use Heather’s and Ian’s words, meaning LGBTQ patients often expressed concerns about the views of health providers and whether or not they would feel comfortable answering questions truthfully so they can ‘get the correct treatment’.

Another recurring theme among the older generation was that it was not only ‘exhausting having to educate your professional’ (Dawn-David/thirty-eight/queer/kinky/polyamorous/bisexual/gender non-binary/gender-queer trans/Perth) but that this sometimes created situations where medical professionals, perhaps unwittingly, conveyed value-laden responses to LGBTQ-specific information provided by patients. For example, Anthony recalled having to explain a sex practice to a nurse as a young patient: ‘she sort of winced at me a bit.’ Older people provided numerous examples of alarming professional conduct by some medical professionals, including a therapist who told the son of lesbian parents during family counselling ‘that she knew that he would really prefer to see his mum kissing a man and to have a mum and a dad’ (Brenda/thirty-eight/lesbian/female/regional WA). Other stories included accounts of a doctor suggesting lesbians have sex with sperm donors (‘just so much quicker and cheaper’) rather than draw on IVF services (Susie/thirty-nine/lesbian/female/Sydney) and a doctor refusing to treat a queer man because they ‘assumed that he was HIV positive’ (Jeremy/forty-six/queer/male/Sydney).

Discussions about inclusive health services also often surfaced the expertise, ingenuity and peer networks LGBTQ people developed in navigating systems often poorly equipped to respond to their needs. For example, in one group discussion in Perth, when Thomas (thirty-seven/bisexual/queer/pan/male/Perth) expressed the need for a shared directory of inclusive service providers Thomas discovered that another person in the discussion, Scott (thirty-seven/heterosexual/transman/Perth), was ‘building one’.

As indicated in the chapter, accessing LGBTQ-inclusive health services was described as important by people because personal health was folded into their capacity to exercise their broader citizenship. Experiencing inclusion helped them feel included in the larger whole, and thus valued and able to make contributions. This link between inclusion, health services and the production of LGBTQ citizenship is poignantly evoked in Pete’s recollection of an everyday ‘moment’ he chose to share, one that stayed with him:


Since the day I turned 18 I started giving blood every three months. And I actually had chickenpox like when I was 17 or something, which meant that apparently it has some antibody. Every time I walked in the girls gave a little cheer . . . It was really nice. And I was walking home from uni with the fella, and . . . it was like, ‘It’s time . . . Let’s give blood!’ . . . So we went and when . . . I filled out the form, they said, ‘Have you had male/male sort of action?’ And I was like, ‘Yes, finally!’ And . . . I remember the look of disappointment in her face . . . she was like, ‘Oh . . . did you not know that . . . this is not for you?’ And . . . I was like, ‘What do you mean?’ She was, ‘Well, . . . now that you’ve become officially gay and sexually active, you can’t give blood anymore.’ And . . . I was actually really upset about that . . . It was just this full-on ‘you’re no longer welcome here’. And . . . I walked out of that building with the guy and I was just kind of like, ‘Oh . . . ’ Yeah. Anyway, it was just one moment I guess.



Here, the nurses’ ‘little cheers’ and subsequent ‘look of disappointment’ serve as examples of all the banal, small ways that belonging and citizenship are tended to, assembled and packed away. This vignette shows how inclusion frays in such everyday ways for LGBTQ people, and given the profound ways in which AIDS moral panics tainted attitudes towards sex and being LGBTQ, as discussed in Chapter 7, this simple rejection plays out as a powerful reinforcement.

A prominent theme in people’s recollections of health services as they came of age is not only all the ‘hoops’ trans people had to jump through to access services (to use Quinn’s phrase) but also the way in which gender affirmation surgeries and trans health and support services had changed dramatically over the past fifty years, indexing generational and historical difference in specific and stark ways. For example, Quinn described having 


invested a lifetime’s worth of money into going for surgeries and . . . you come out the other end and there’s no resource at all, there’s no services at all, like if anything goes wrong with my body – I sound like I’m out of warranty [laughs] – there’s not a doctor that would touch me. . . . [W]hen it comes to my biology nobody knows anything about it. 



Generational shifts in gender affirmation treatments have effectively transformed the body as an object of medical and sexual knowledge.

These transformations continued for the younger generation, but another key generation-marking distinction between the generations is the observation by older trans people that ‘there’s a lot more for trans youth’ in the 2010s. Some of the older generation, like Quinn and Dawn-David, reflected on this expansion with something like envy: ‘whenever I’ve looked into it I always miss the age gap’ . . . ‘they’re always under 25’ . . . ‘so you do kind of fall through the gaps.’ Among some of the younger generation, this shift was recognized in generational improvements in trans youth healthcare which affirmed their sexual citizenship: ‘I was given agency . . . which felt good especially knowing that there’s the chance that I wouldn’t’ (Xanthe/twenty-one/lesbian/pansexual/transfemale/Perth). Brook also reflected on the problematic ways transgender people had been medicalized in the past, laughing about how trans people had to be ‘diagnosed’: ‘it’s just funny because . . . you have to get someone else’s approval . . . “Oh yeah, you’re a trans person. Cool,” you know . . . it’s just weird. It’s not like cis people have that, “You’re a cis person. You can live”.’ As demonstrated in the chapter, in generational reflections on coming of age as an LGBTQ person, gender and sexual diversity are increasingly framed as rights of sexual citizenship, with the growing expectation that health service providers incorporate this way of thinking as well.



 Negotiating ‘public’ and ‘private’ through sexual citizenship: Generational reflections on being LGBTQ at work

In Chapter 6, we investigated the role of work as a shaping force in producing LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship and explored people’s perceptions and experiences of work to expose the disciplinary ways in which inchoate ideas about public/private were deployed to animate sexual citizenship. By discussing aspects of the legal and historical contexts connected to the development and implementation of equal opportunity and anti-discrimination legislation, we grounded people’s accounts of diverse generational expressions of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship in shifting legislative contexts of rights, recognition and belonging. By highlighting the significance of enduringly vague definitions of ‘public’ and ‘private’ to sexual citizenship, this chapter called for a post-binary approach to sexual citizenship which departs from the restrictive public/private dyad, and sets out strategies for promoting the belonging of LGBTQ people at work that do not require them to take on the endless task of managing an imagined, shifting public/private division. Through such an approach, relationships between work and LGBTQ coming of age may be somewhat released from the current prevailing expectations that LGBTQ young people can ‘hold the line’ between melting notions of what is public and what is private and, instead, experience work in a context less haunted by a disciplinary politics (or etiquette) of ‘respectability’.

As discussed in the chapter, work is shaped by the power relations that comprise gender and sexuality, and LGBTQ people have unique lines of sight into these power relations because of the ways in which they occupy hybrid spaces and contested zones. Indeed, some people described being mocked for the ways in which being an LGBTQ employee could surface questions about workplace diversity, equity and inclusion. Jeremy (forty-six/queer/male/Sydney), for example, recalled being described as ‘the minority guy’ at work; Chelsea (twenty-four/lesbian/female/Sydney) described herself as ‘the token gay person in the office’; Lewis (twenty-one/gay/male/Perth) described feeling that colleagues derisively thought that being out in the workplace meant he had some kind of ‘safety card . . . like you don’t have to do your job properly’; and Nadine (forty-six/lesbian/female/regional NSW) critically reflected on becoming the expert at her workplace on LGBTQ issues simply because she was ‘the only identified lesbian’.

Scott (thirty-seven/heterosexual/transman/Perth) provided another example by describing the reality of gendered double standards at work, having done the same job as someone who had been addressed at work as both a man and a woman. These double standards included differences in pay, expectations at work and being disciplined. As we argued, work was discussed as a charged site for LGBTQ sexual citizenship as it was a place where inchoate lines were drawn and redrawn regarding appropriate public and private expressions of gender and sexuality. That education straddles public and private spheres means that the figure of the LGBTQ teacher endures as a site of attention in discussions about LGBTQ sexual citizenship and work. Michelle (thirty-nine/gay/female/Perth), for example, recounted how one gay teacher was mocked behind his back by colleagues – ‘one of the jokes was that he was probably getting his speedos and angel wings ready [for Mardi Gras] . . . at which point I was like, “Wow fuck it I’m glad I never actually said that I was gay then”’. Because LGBTQ employees could generally not know in advance which of their bosses and colleagues might turn out to be anti-LGBTQ, many described approaching work with ‘the shutters . . . up’ (Kimberly/forty-three/gay/female/Perth), recalling their work assembling ‘walls and masks’ when younger at school. Anthony (forty-two/gay/male/regional WA) drew these links between work and school, describing how his ‘lack of confidence coming out of high school’ impacted his ability to find paid work:


I didn’t know how to find jobs or present myself . . . you know, I’d have huge anxiety just ordering a can of coke from the deli lady . . . I was still like 30 before I started to be openly gay in workplaces and that’s mostly because . . . I switched from doing labouring and . . . I was in and out depending on . . . whether I thought it was safe.



Here, Anthony’s recollection of how he determined whether or not it was safe to be out is indicative of the double work LGBTQ people performed in navigating work. Making this effort was important because, as Scott said, ‘work is about survival’. Employment precarity was emphasized by trans people. As Quinn shared, ‘to me it just is ever the guillotine over my head because since I transitioned I have not had a job . . . no matter what I applied for, it was always “great, yes, we would like to talk to you, can you please come in . . . Oh, um, no, sorry, uh, that job’s been filled. . .”.’

The double work LGBTQ employees performed varied from job to job, and often included editing the presentation of the self at work so as to counter anti-LGBTQ sentiment in an anticipatory way. Scott, for example, described the kind of additional self-scrutiny LGBTQ double work involved: ‘[If I] need to send an email or something, you know, I read them and read them and rewrite them, so I don’t come across too strong.’ When LGBTQ employees failed to manage what was often perceived as the apparent ‘excess’ of their sexual and gender difference, employers would sometimes manage it on their behalf, relegating them to the literal and figurative ‘back office’ (to use Susie’s phrase). Of course, some people described not being able to be out at work at all, and how difficult this was. Julie (forty-two/same-sex attracted/female/Melbourne), for example, described how she would have to ‘make up a bloke’s name for my partner and then I’d forget what bloke’s name I’d said, so it was actually quite stressful’.

Importantly, some people rejected the notion that being LGBTQ impacted on their working life, but then they often provided illustrations of how they incorporated so much double work – including staying in the closet – into their job. For many among the younger generation, like Mark (nineteen/bisexual/male/Sydney), an ‘irrational’ fear seemed to persist: ‘I’m seeing with my own eyes that these are people that are accepting . . . but then still there’s something inside of you that goes, “ . . . just laugh along, . . . don’t say anything . . . try to be safe . . . don’t be provocative.”’ As Nick (twenty-five/gay/male/Sydney) said in the same conversation, ‘there’s a sense of being . . . thought of . . . as less-than, I suppose.’

Some, especially older, people we spoke to described taking other protective steps in relation to work, such as either not working with children due to social moral panics or exercising extra caution if they did. Barbara (forty-three/lesbian/female/Melbourne), for example, described how she was ‘deliberately worried’ in a protective way – worried ‘they’ll go, “Oh, she’s a lesbian teacher and she’s recruiting young children”’ – so she ‘second-guesses’ herself (e.g. what films she selects to show young people she is working with). Jean (forty-four/lesbian/female/Melbourne) described this kind of worry as ‘an ingrained habit’.

Other people explored particular sectors that appeared to be more inclusive and where, to use Hannah’s (forty/bisexual/woman/Melbourne) phrase, people ‘wouldn’t be particularly victimised. . . . [Places] where [LGBTQ people] wouldn’t stick out or attract hostility’. Examples included the university sector, arts organizations and social work (as Casey [forty-one/lesbian/non-binary/regional Victoria] averred, ‘all lesbians are social workers’). Decoding the cultural signs about inclusive workplaces was not, however, straightforward, as Barry (forty-five/gay/male/Melbourne) and Hannah demonstrated in a discussion about Top Gun (1986): Barry was interested in joining the armed forces, and intrigued by Top Gun (‘the gayest movie of all time . . . [the volleyball . . . ]’), but ultimately ‘all that stuff was really ambiguous and felt scary’ to Barry and he ‘would have not felt safe . . . It was just . . . too macho’. Negotiating viable work pathways proved to be enduringly challenging for LGBTQ people, even while shifts in legislative protections, social attitudes and workplace opportunities had fostered new LGBTQ employment possibilities. In an ongoing way, being LGBTQ at work surfaced tensions about the acceptable limits of public expressions of gender and sexuality, and the limits flowing from the idea that LGBTQ identity is inherently and appropriately private.



 Locating sex in sexual citizenship

Chapter 7 explored the way in which people discussed sex, the role it played in their experiences coming of age as LGBTQ people, and how these recollections helped make graspable consistencies and differences in generational accounts of LGBTQ youth sexual citizenship. Demonstrating that sex has often been marginalized within discussions of LGBTQ young people and citizenship, this chapter centred discussion of sex itself, and concluded by recalling Rubin, and the queerness of asexuality, to argue that this centring of sex was not to enshrine its privileged status but, rather, to remind us that sex is commonplace and everyday and ought to be addressed as such. Acknowledging the ubiquity of LGBTQ sexualities was crucial, we argued, to the accomplishment of LGBTQ sexual rights and citizenship. Because of the almost universal description of school-based sex education as a failure, people described having restricted access to knowledge, the implications this had for them, and what alternatives they sought out. While generational shifts in social support, LGBTQ media representation and digital communication reshaped how the younger generation accessed information about sex, continuities across the generations included a critical relationship to formal schooling, the influential role of peers and personal experience, and ingenuity in investigating and accruing one’s own knowledge base relevant to one’s experience and situation.



 Growing up LGBTQ in Marriage Equality Time

I would hope that when you interview young people that they tell you that it’s easier. (Brenda/thirty-eight/lesbian/female/regional WA)


I’m trying to be what I desperately needed growing up: someone I could look at and say, ‘There’s someone else like me’. (Hayley/twenty/asexual/panromantic/female/Sydney)



If I could do anything . . . as much as high school and puberty was hell . . . I would go back and do it again with the mind I have now, and oh boy those guys wouldn't stand a chance [laughs]. . . (Courtney/twenty-three/pansexual/gender fluid/majority demi-girl/regional WA)

We closed this book with reflections in the last chapter on people’s motivations to join the study and the methods we employed, conducting this research as the ground underneath national conversations about LGBTQ sexual citizenship, and LGBTQ young people and education, shifted. We also critically reflected on the concepts of belonging, progress and queer chronologies of coming of age as well as people’s reflections on the public debates over marriage equality and LGBTQ education.

A recurring theme throughout this book has been the theme of double work: across all vectors of life, LGBTQ young people ‘have [had] to work harder for recognition’ (Anthony/forty-two/gay/male/regional WA). Indeed, asking people to participate in our study was another form of LGBTQ work people undertook, and, within that, many of them outlined how the doing of this work was embedded in their feelings of obligation towards generations past, and emerging.

Interpellated by the terms of our study, some people expressly framed their contributions as part of an effort to enact historical remembering and generational change.

As some said, LGBTQ people have ‘a history to live with’, if it is known (Dawn-David/thirty-eight/queer/kinky/polyamorous/bisexual/gender non-binary/gender-queer/trans/Perth). With respect for earlier generations and all ‘the ceilings that they’ve broken for us’ (Kimberly/forty-three/gay/female/Perth), people shared ideas about what would have made things better for them and how to improve things for the next generation.

For some people we spoke to, looking back elicited mixed feelings. Scott (thirty-seven/heterosexual/transman/Perth), for example, talked about his nostalgic memories of going out on the LGBTQ scene, and going out now as an older person, seeing the next generation in his place: ‘I remember when I was their age . . .’. Scott felt disconnected from the younger generation, and the scene of his younger self, which informed a broader feeling of displacement: it ‘doesn’t feel like home so much’ anymore. But in the space made possible by this displacement were new opportunities for bringing into focus diverse generational experiences and for imagining what the future might look like.

Towards the end of Liam’s (twenty-six/gay/male/Melbourne) interview, he shared a memory about a teacher who made a difference in his life:


There was one particular teacher . . . he was my drama teacher . . . [and] I’m now a drama teacher so . . . it’s just led me to where I am now in terms of the drama teacher [who is] stereotypically . . . always that kind of nurturing person or teacher in the school that a student always feel like they can go to. And I’ve emulated that now as a teacher but back then he was the only person that I’d said, ‘Look, I think I’m gay. How would my parents feel about it? I don’t think they’d accept it but I’d like to know what you think.’ And the teacher didn’t know how to respond but . . . all they said was, ‘I accept you and they will care about you,’ . . . it still resonates with me today ’cause that was the first time, the only moment as a teenager growing up where I thought, ‘Okay, well at least somebody’s got my back’ . . . Being a teacher . . . [I have] seen how far we’ve come over the last decade . . . [and] how far or how much more we have to go’.



As this book has shown, across these two generations, the work and pleasures of change and of living LGBTQ lives have moved across older and younger people’s lives in inconsistent and uneven ways. Often, people’s accounts have highlighted the progress and generation-marking events and characteristics that differentiate the times, and these narratives have run alongside descriptions of the difficulties which endure. Bringing these accounts together provides us with a queer intergenerational space to think on the past, and for this to inform future steps in work and struggle in time.
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