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Abstract
This thesis proposes the concept of Ally Practice as a foundation from which to 
challenge normative assumptions about identity and build GLBTQ (gay, lesbian, 
bisexual, transgender, and queer) visibility into museum practice. Ally Practice is a 
framework within which museum professionals can become aware of issues affecting 
the GLBTQ population and develop an action plan for prioritizing queer visibility. Ally 
Practice can be applied to working with any marginalized group, and suggests that 
museum practice can be aligned with the solidarity work of social justice movements. 
It advocates for the human right of  those who experience marginalization and 
oppression to see their own narratives within the context of broader discourses 
about art, science, and history. This thesis recommends examining the influence of 
heteronormativity as a system of inequality on all levels of the museum’s functioning, 
and using the discoveries as a springboard to examine other forms of oppression that 
might play out in museum practice.
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[Picket line outside of Independence Hall] / Kay Tobin Lahusen (1955-1956). 
©Kay Tobin Lahusen, image courtesy of New York Public Library.
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hiladelphia was one of the fi rst U.S. cities to see gay 
rights organizers picketing for equal rights. From 1965-
1969, a group of lesbians and gay men gathered yearly 
on the Fourth of July and took the considerable risk of 
publicly demanding “equality, opportunity, and dignity.” 
These “Annual Reminders,” as they were called, took 
place in front of Independence Hall to remind the city 
that many people were denied the rights to “life, liberty, 
and the pursuit of happiness” outlined in the Declaration 
of Independence. Although this country has made much 
progress since the 1960s in terms of acceptance, the cause 
of the original Annual Reminder protests is still relevant: 
not just equal rights, but visibility and recognition in 
our social and cultural institutions. This thesis is a call 
for allies to take up the cause of queer visibility in 
museums throughout the country.

GLBTQ (gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and queer) 
themes have yet to make their way into the topics that 
are regularly addressed in museums. However, many 
museum professionals and scholars see inclusivity of under-
represented and marginalized constituents as a critical 
endeavor in 21st-century museum sustainability. 
As Stephen Weil suggests, museums are turning their 
focus from “being about something to being for 
somebody,” (Weil 1999, 229). This thesis project takes 
advantage of the shift in museum practice and scholarship, 
drawing from important pioneer exhibitions and making 
the case that gender identity and sexuality are as 
important and relevant topics for museum discourse 
as racial, ethnic, and religious identity.

P

Fourth Annual Reminder Day brochure, July 4th, 1968. 
Image courtesy of the Historical Society of Pennsylvania.



queer
Note from the author: I use the word “queer” throughout 

this thesis as an umbrella term that incorporates gender 

identities, sexual identities, and sexualities that do not fit into 

the “norm” as defined by society and the medical industry. I 

use “queer” in place of and alongside the acronym “GLBTQ” 

to refer to a diverse population of people, their histories, 

and the common themes that arise from their histories. I also 

use “queer” as a verb, as in “queering” the museum, which 

can mean many things. When I talk about “queering” the 

museum here, I mean two things: the act of representing 

queer identity and history where it has historically been 

omitted, and the process of revealing and subverting 

heteronormative discourse. For more in-depth definitions, 

see the nomenclature section.
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This thesis is comprised of three major sections:

Section Two presents a series of case studies that support the thesis. 
The projects outlined are analyzed by answering the following 
questions: What is the project’s background/context? What exhibition/
curatorial methods were used? Did the project change the way queer 
themes are approached by the museum in future exhibitions? Has 
the museum addressed queer themes since this project? Finally, what 
were the challenges raised and how did the museum address those 
challenges? The projects vary greatly, and will be deconstructed to 
provide examples of what queering the museum can look like.

The first section introduces the reader to the primary problem this 
project addresses: the lack of queer representation in museums. 
Current thinking around queer theory and heteronormativity will 
frame the problem, helping the reader to see the social structures of 
inequality that make this project necessary. As other critical analyses 
have illuminated topics such as race and class, this analysis illuminates 
structures that often go unchallenged. Section One also presents the 
need for this project with supporting arguments culled from museum 
studies literature as well as interviews with museum professionals.

Section Three presents Ally Practice as the philosophical foundation 
of any queering the museum project. Ally Practice combines elements 
of Richard Sandell’s concept of activist practice with the work of 
allyship in social justice movements. This section serves as a handbook 
to guide museum professionals to an inclusive practice, offering 
tools like a website hub and workshop to introduce key ideas and 
empower museum professionals to take allied actions within their 
own departments. 
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Queer (adj.)
In the quote above, Audre Lorde invokes the power 
of words and the importance of self-definition. 
In the 1990’s “queer” was reclaimed from its use 
as a homophobic slur and co-opted by a younger 
generation as an empowering moniker that 
simultaneously pushed back against sex and gender 
norms and doffed its hat to the original meaning of 
queer: “strange; odd.” While its use as an identifier 
and unifier is becoming commonplace, it is worth 
noting that there are many people, especially of an 
older generation, for whom the word still stings.

There are several reasons why “queer” is intentionally 
used in the context of this thesis, in place of the 
various acronyms. It is certainly important to recognize 
the unique histories of liberation movements recalled 

by terms like “gay” and “lesbian.” However, using 
the word “queer” allows us to talk about gender and 
sexuality as distinct but related facets of identity, when 
they are conflated in using binary terms. Identifying 
oneself as queer defies binary classification, rejecting 
the heteronormative notion that gender and sexuality 
are fixed elements that originate in male/female 
biological sex. “Queer” also recognizes an intersection 
of identities in its refusal to be pinned down to one 
thing or another: a gay man is not just a gay man; 
he might be a cisgender African-American leather 
daddy, or a genderqueer transmasculine bear. “Queer” 
celebrates the exciting possibility for self-definition, 
framed as vital by Audre Lorde, and allows for infinite 
variety. “Queer” is intentional in its inclusion of non-
normative gender identities, regardless of sexuality, 
and it also includes those whose bodies don’t fit into 
medically-defined categories of male and female.

Nomenclature



“If I didn’t define myself for myself, I would be crunched into other 
people’s fantasies for me and eaten alive.” - Audre Lorde
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To Queer (v.)
Using “queer” as a verb can be summed up as 
“guiding viewers in their perceptual deconstructions, 
rather than simply naming a difference,” (Sanders 
2008, 21). With its appropriation by those who wish to 
push back against sex and gender norms, “to queer” 
something has come to indicate the examination, 
questioning, and deconstruction of foundational 
concepts. Additionally, queering the museum can be as 
simple as prioritizing queer visibility in decision-making, 
for example representing a queer narrative where it 
has historically been omitted. That is no less radical a 
queering than one that, for example, deconstructs the 
gender binary.

Heteronormative (adj.)
“Denoting or relating to a world view that promotes 
heterosexuality as the normal or preferred sexual 
orientation,” (Oxford American Dictionary). 
Heteronormativity as an ideological construct upholds 
the notion that an individual’s gender identity and 
sexual orientation arise from binary biological sex, and 
polices the boundaries between the fixed opposites of 
man/woman and heterosexual/homosexual.
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Ally (n)
(n) “A person or organization that cooperates with 
or helps another in a particular activity,” (Oxford 
American Dictionary). 
(v) “Combine or unite a resource or commodity with 
(another) for mutual benefit,” (Oxford American 
Dictionary).

GLBTQ (acronym)
Stands for gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and 
queer. Other acronyms like LGBTQIA and QUILTBAG 
aim to be more inclusive of populations left out of the 
more traditional acronym (U=undecided, I=intersex, 
a=asexual). GLBTQ is used in this thesis because it 
represents a chronology of self-definition.

Gender Identity (n)
The innate feeling that one is a man, a woman, a 
mixture of the two, or something else entirely. While 
gender identity is internal, gender expression refers to 
the qualities of femininity, masculinity, or androgyny 
that we present to the world. 

Heterosexism (n)
“Discrimination or prejudice against homosexuals 
on the assumption that heterosexuality is the normal 
sexual orientation,” (Oxford American Dictionary). 
Heterosexism manifests in myriad and subtle ways: 
for example, a heterosexual person does not need to 
“come out” as straight.

Queer community/
Queer population (n)
The queer community, for the purpose of this project, 
includes anyone who has a non-normative sex, gender 
identity, or sexuality. This includes but is not limited 
to people who identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, 
intersex, transgender, genderqueer, cisgender, asexual, 
and queer. Because biological sex, gender identity, 
and sexuality are each different facets of identity, a 
person may claim any combination of these terms. It 
is important to recognize that there are often major 
differences in experience between, say, a cisgender 
lesbian and transgender lesbian. For the sake of 
cohesiveness and flow, the “queer community” here 
includes all of these identities.
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Sex (n)
The biological factors that, in the medical industry, 
indicate maleness or femaleness. Sex is assigned 
to infants at birth based on whether their genitals 
appear male or female. However, genderqueer and 
transgender individuals experience a gender identity 
that does not align with the sex they were assigned at 
birth. Intersex individuals are born with ambiguous sex 
attributes.

Sexuality (n)
Sexual and romantic attraction and desire. Sexuality 
is experienced in many different ways and can range 
from hetero-, bi-, and homosexuality to pansexuality.

Sociocultural System (n)
Systems combine social power, institutional power 
(policies and practices), cultural messages, and 
individual actions (Crosby October 23, 2013). For 
example, heteronormativity is a system that can 
manifest in individual acts (when a boy is bullied by 
his classmates for bringing his My Little Pony backpack 
to school), in cultural messages (the overt display of 
the gender binary and heterosexuality in mainstream 
advertising), and in legal policies (when an employee 
can still be fired for being gay or transgender in the 
majority of U.S. states).
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Today, in western cultures, we tend to think of gender and sexuality as static 

identities: a person is either straight, gay, or bisexual. A person is either a woman 

or a man, and we make assumptions about gender identity based on traits that 

are perceived as masculine or feminine. However, the qualities that are considered 

masculine and feminine change dramatically over the course of time. Q
Victorian boy, 1871

Hills & Saunders, Eton (Wikimedia Commons)
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Queerness in many forms has been documented in 
world cultures since ancient times, with attitudes 
about same-sex desire and nontraditional gender 
presentation ranging from celebrated and accepted 
to condemned and punished. Cultural attitudes 
toward queerness stem from the geographical and 
temporal fluctuation of what is considered “normal” 
gender and sexuality. For example, in Ancient Greece, 
homosexuality was an act, not an identity, and same-
sex desire was considered normal, even idealized. 
Similarly, the acceptance of Two-Spirit individuals 
within some Native American cultures, as well as the 
proposed addition of third and fourth genders to 
archeological fieldwork categories (Brass), indicate 
that some ancient (and contemporary) cultures may 
have had more space for gender identities outside of 
the binary. With the consideration of these facts, we 
can conclude that our current notions of gender and 
sexuality are also products of a certain time and place, 
and that these facets of identity can be thought of as 
flexible, rather than fixed elements on a continuum.
Homophobia is also contextual: same sex relationships 

have been proven to naturally occur in the human 
and animal world, whereas homophobia is a distinctly 
human sociopolitical phenomenon that is linked to the 
Judeo-Christian repression of any sexuality not related 
to reproduction. Homophobia often takes the form of 
heteronormativity, which affords value and privilege 
to heterosexual identity and normative gender 
presentation. Heteronormative ideology maintains that 
an individual’s gender identity and sexual orientation 
arise from biological sex, and it polices the boundaries 
between the perceived opposites of man/woman 
and heterosexual/homosexual. What results from this 
ideology is a queer “blind spot” that pervades our 
laws, our families, our schools, our historical narrative, 
and our cultural institutions - including museums.

Cultural Invisibility



Examples of this queer blind spot include the scarcity 
of queer and trans characters in the film industry 
(“2013 Studio Responsibility Index”), the lack of federal 
laws protecting workplace discrimination based on 
sexual orientation or gender presentation, and the 
failure of the majority of school curricula to include 
positive representations of queer individuals, history, 
and events, (“2011 National School Climate Survey” ).
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Before digging too deeply into this problem, it is 
worth celebrating the progress that has been made 
in recent years: “Don’t Ask Don’t Tell” was declared 
unconstitutional and repealed in 2010, same sex 
marriage is now legal in 15 states and counting, 
and, most recently, public figures like Laverne Cox 
and Janet Mock have been speaking out and raising 
awareness about issues that affect the transgender 
community. A Pew survey conducted in June of 2013 
reports that 92% of adult LGBT Americans feel that 
society is more accepting now than it was 10 years 
ago, (“Survey of LGBT Americans” June 13, 2013).

Despite this progress, cultural institutions have yet to 
catch on that equal representation of queer narratives 
is also a matter of equal rights. The Gay and Lesbian 
Alliance Against Defamation (GLAAD) released a 
“Studio Responsibility Index” surveying the state of 
queer visibility in the film industry in 2012, and the 
recommendations can be applied to any institution 
that is in the business of representation. The survey 
reports: “Out of the 101 releases from the major 
studios in 2012, 14 of them contained characters 
identified as either lesbian, gay, or bisexual. Not 
one of the releases contained any transgender 
characters,” (“2013 Studio Responsibility Index”). 
Furthermore, only 4 films out of 101 contained a 
queer character who held more than a few seconds 

of air time. GLAAD’s recommendations illustrate 
the need for cultural institutions to redress the 
omission of queer lives and histories from our cultural 
narrative:

Diversity continues to be an area in which the 
entertainment industry needs to improve. Not only 
should there be more LGBT people depicted on 
screen, but those depictions shouldn’t be uniform in 
race, gender, socio-economic background, religion, 
or even age, (“2013 Studio Responsibility Index”).

For all the great improvements there have been 
in LGBT characters being depicted on television, 
transgender representations remain at least 20 years 
behind the curve. [...] Not only does this lack of 
transgender images reinforce the marginalization of 
the trans community, it must also be seen as a missed 
opportunity by studios and screenwriters to tell fresh 
stories and better flesh out the worlds they create, 
(“2013 Studio Responsibility Index”).
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he day has yet to arrive when queer characters 
populate the narratives in films and museums as they 
do in real life. A blind spot indicates that something is 
hidden from view, but the blind spot is itself difficult 
to see. Many people, including GLBTQ people, may be 
unaware that anything is missing from our museums. 
Heteronormative discourse is ubiquitous in our culture 
and it affects the museum’s collecting practices, 
exhibition and interpretation methods, marketing 
tactics, facility design, HR policies, membership 
policies, and so on and so forth. While conversations 
about how difference is represented in the museum 
have been gaining momentum since the 1990s, 
sexuality and gender have been missing from the 
discourse until very recently. Two texts have made 
the foray into discussing and advocating for queer 
visibility in museums: “Where is Queer?” the spring 
2008 issue of Museums and Social Issues, edited by 
John Fraser and Joe Heimlich; and Gender, Sexuality, 
and Museums: A Routledge Reader, published in 
2010 and edited by Amy K. Levin. 

At the end of her bibliographic essay, Levin sums 
up the state of the field in regards to queer 
representation not only in museums but also in 
museum studies as an academic discipline: 

The predominance of material on multiculturalism 
and community building conceives of cultures 
and communities as being constructed along 
racial, ethnic, and national lines; but communities 
built on shared sexuality or gender identification 
are not or cannot be imagined by these authors. 
According to the major tomes published in the 
past fifteen years to teach history and theory 

to a new generation of museologists there are 
no queers in Museum Studies and, for the most 
part, this absence appears to be a matter of 
indifference. (Levin et al. 2010)

Despite the dearth of museum studies texts that 
discuss queer sexuality and gender identity in 
museums, a handful of institutions around the world 
have begun the work of queering the museum. The 
New York Public Library’s “Becoming Visible” (1994) 
was one of the first large-scale public exhibitions 
in the U.S. to tell the history of the gay rights 
movement. The Museum of London’s “Queer is Here” 
followed with a broad, historic exhibition of British 
queer experience in 2006. In the early 2000s, the 
Western Australian Museum and the Birmingham 
Art Gallery and Museum invited guest curators to 
re-contextualize collection items to tell a queer story. 
The Leslie Lohman Museum of Gay and Lesbian Art 
is one of the few museums in the country devoted 
entirely to gay and lesbian art, and the National LGBT 
Museum, based in Washington, D.C., seeks to be the 
first LGBT cultural history museum in the U.S. Since 
2011, the Pop-Up Museum of Queer History has 
taken queer representation outside of the museum’s 
walls, hosting pop-up exhibitions and events focused 
on queer people sharing queer histories. In May of 
2014, the Museum of History and Industry in Seattle, 
W.A. implemented an exhibition called “Revealing 
Queer,” which examines the queer histories of the 
Pacific Northwest. These projects and museums 
contribute to and reflect a gradual shift in cultural 
attitudes. As more museums take on projects like 
these, the force behind that shift gathers momentum.

The Queer “Blind Spot” in Museums



Queering the museum:
1. can engage visitors in identity-

affirming experiences; 
2. subverts the dominant narrative of 

heteronormativity (and this process can be 
applied to other dominant narratives); and

3. acknowledges the important role gender 
and sexuality play in all of our lives. 

Central to each of these propositions is the 
idea that representation of marginalized 
groups in the museum really matters, and 
can contribute to public acceptance of the 
queer population. 

I
From Invisible to Visible: 
Queering the Museum
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n February of 2014, the LGBTQ Alliance of the 
American Alliance of Museums initiated the 
production of a best practices document aiming 
to outline recommendations for queer-inclusive 
museum practice. While it will be important 
for museum professionals to have standards to 
reference, a best practices checklist is more a 
palliative approach than a transformative one. 
The problem of queer invisibility in museums 
should be approached by delving into the role 
museums have historically played in maintaining 
power relations in an inequitable society.
 This thesis proposes queering the museum 
as a process that destabilizes those power 
relations in a way that can have universal 
implications for improving museum practice 
and the museum experience. 



T

The need for an identity-affirming experience is 
summed up most eloquently by Paul Gabriel in his 
essay “Embracing Our Erotic Intelligence,” in which 
he describes the “seemingly insatiable, passionate 
need of queer people to find others like themselves 
and to have such a reality affirmed and reaffirmed.”
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he problem of queer invisibility 
within the museum is, at its root, 
a problem of identity. One of the 
results of privilege is that, as a white 
person, or a heterosexual person, 
your identity is considered the 
norm, and you can be assured that 
people like you will be represented 
widely in cultural institutions. The 
privilege of representation means that 
wherever you go, you are likely to have your interests 
acknowledged and your needs met. The primary task 
of queering the museum, then, is to enable queer 
visitors to have an identity-affirming experience in 
the museum. John Falk, in his book Identity and the 
Museum Visitor Experience, argues that going to the 
museum is a selfish act, one in which the visitor’s goal 
is to understand more about the self: “to forge their 
identity,” he says, (Falk 2009, 60). Falk’s work is an 
important bridge between queer theory and museum 
theory, the former being deeply engaged with identity 
politics: how we construct identity, the intersections 
of identities, and how identity influences the way we 
navigate social spaces. 

According to Falk, an identity-affirming experience 
- one in which a series of identity-based needs are 
satisfied - is central to a positive museum visit. A 
visit includes more than just seeing an exhibition, so 
queering the museum needs to happen on an inter-
departmental level: potential visitors will consider all 
parts of the museum experience in their decision to 
visit or not, from the website to the restrooms. For 
example, a transgender person’s identity-based needs 
might include gender-neutral restroom facilities as well 
as options beyond M and F on membership forms and 

surveys. Those needs can be thought of 
as basic needs relating to a transgender 
person’s identity, and making it a point 
to meet those needs will have an impact 
on her decision to visit (and support) an 
institution.

A look at statistics can help us 
understand the benefits of an identity-
affirming experience, especially for 

youth. A survey conducted in 2011 by the Gay, Lesbian, 
and Straight Education Network (GLSEN) sums up 
the need for identity-affirming experiences in school: 
“A curriculum that includes positive representations 
of LGBT people, history, and events (i.e., an inclusive 
curriculum) can promote respect for all and improve 
LGBT students’ school experiences,” (“2011 National 
School Climate Survey”). Although only 17% of the 
students surveyed reported an inclusive curriculum at 
their school, the benefits are manifold: an inclusive 
curriculum fosters more acceptance of LGBT people 
in the overall student body, and helps LGBT students 
feel more connected to the school community (and 
more safe from harassment and bullying) than in 
schools without an inclusive curriculum. To see oneself 
reflected and positively represented in cultural 
and educational institutions, whether it is at 
school or in a museum, is to feel not just more 
connected to society but also more valued as a 
member of society.

Queering the 
museum can 
engage visitors in 
identity-affirming 
experiences. 

1
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alk’s model of identity-related needs 
and museum visitation brings up the 
important concept of intersectionality. 
As a theoretical tool, intersectionality 
recognizes that our experiences are 
influenced by multiple facets of identity, as well as 
the intersecting systems of power that afford identity-
based privilege to some at the expense of others who 
don’t claim that identity. This means that we cannot 
examine one system of inequality - for example, 
heterosexism - without questioning other systems. 
The status of “normal” is afforded to those who 
happen to be born white, heterosexual, (normatively) 
male, able-bodied, and middle- to upper-class. 
When we talk about museums, we are talking about 
institutions that have historically played a significant 
role in the reverence and normalization of that figure. 
Talking about queerness in the museum throws 
a monkey wrench into the cogs and allows us 
to question the “normal” and the shadow it 
casts on all “others.” While it would be impractical 
to address sexuality, gender identity, race, etc. 
in equal parts in every exhibition, the concept of 
intersectionality can help museum professionals and 
museum visitors think about the interplay of identity 
and power in society. 

In order for the museum to remain 
relevant in the 21st century, it must 
turn an investigatory and critical 
eye on those power relations. As 
Fred Wilson keenly demonstrated 

in his ground-breaking 1994 installation “Mining 
the Museum” at the Maryland Historical Society, 
the museum has long been a “site of ideological 
contest,” (Corrin 2011, 53). By making use of 
juxtapositions and highlighting the absence of 
people of color in the museum’s collection, he 
drew attention to the ways in which the museum 
has historically reflected dominant ideologies, from 
collecting practices to exhibition methods. The 
work of Richard Sandell affirms this reading of Fred 
Wilson’s work. Sandell posits that museums “are 
undeniably implicated in the dynamics of (in)equality 
and the power relations between different groups 
through their role in constructing and disseminating 
dominant social narratives,” (Sandell 2002, 8). Many 
museum professionals, Sandell among them, see 
the museum as having a responsibility to reconcile 
past injustices due to omissions like the ones Wilson 
revealed at the MHS. 

Queering the 
museum subverts 
dominant 
narratives.

2



In a study conducted in 2008, museums and 

libraries were found to be more trusted by 

adult survey respondents than any other 

source of information, (Griffiths et al. 2008). 

From this we can infer that museums are well-

positioned within society to effect real change 

in the way we think about difference.
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Queerness is often omitted from museum 
narratives because it is deemed a “private” 
issue. Social norms surrounding ideas of 
what is appropriate for public discussion 
(often justified by invoking the innocence 
of children) have been a powerful force in 
the silencing of queer identity and can even prevent 
GLBTQ professionals from addressing the queerness 
of their subjects in museum interpretation. In his 
essay about gay men and historic house museums, 
Joshua Adair delineates the effects of  neglecting to 
address the sexuality and gender identity of the former 
inhabitants. Such avoidance, he says, is problematic 
for a number of reasons: “First, the material being 
presented is not wholly accurate; second, by avoiding 
the gender atypicality of the museum’s subject(s), they 
miss an educational opportunity to create dialogue 
and possible change; finally, they alienate members of 
the LGBT community,” (Adair 2010, 269).

Lisa Yun Lee, former director of the Jane Addams 
Hull House Museum, elaborates on the discussion of 
public and private in the context of the historic house 
museum (and other museums, by extension). She 
describes how some museums might avoid discussion 
of queer lives because of the conflation of queer 
identity and sex, and the culturally upheld notions of 
what is appropriate for public discussion. 

This of course denies the queer individual an identity 
beyond a sexual one, when in fact queerness 
encompasses gender identity and expression as well 
as a cultural and sometimes political identity. Lee 
makes the case for museums engaging in the work 
of “restorative truth,” enabling a “reconciliation with 
past injustices.”

The work for restorative truth [demands] that we 
overcome normative ideas of what we should 
be discussing in public, acknowledging that they 
were functioning as an ideological restraint that 
privileged heterosexuality. (Lee 2011, 181)

Her argument in the essay “Peering Into the 
Bedroom” clearly outlines the need for museums to 
question and explore the relationship between 
public and private and how those notions keep 
heteronormative social structures in place. In 
Section Three, Ally Practice will be proposed as a 
method for critiquing and destabilizing those social 
structures, facilitating the process of seeking out 
current omissions and opportunities for queer visibility.
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lthough individuals who identify as 
queer in some way may take pride 
in differentiating themselves from 
heterosexual identity and culture, we 
can still think of the queer experience 
in universal terms. Objections to 
queerness are often hand-in-hand with 
a fi xation on difference, especially the 
perceived difference of queer sex. If museums are to 
become spaces in which queer visibility is prioritized, 
the most successful approach may be a focus on 
sameness. That is, a focus on the universal experiences 
of any sexuality: love, family, desire and attraction, the 
excitement of a new crush, the devastating process of 
a hard break-up, and the personal search for beauty 
and self-expression. Paul Gabriel recommends such a 
focus by contextualizing queerness within the scope of 
human sexuality, claiming, “if we have to remember 
to ‘include’ queer, we are not accepting that 
human sexuality has always taken myriad forms 
of expressions and profoundly informed who we 
are and what we do,” (Gabriel 2008, 63). In dealing 
honestly with issues of sexuality within the context of 
history, science, and culture, people of all sexualities 
and genders will see themselves as sharing a common 
experience, which, ultimately, is exactly what sexuality 
is: a common, basic instinct. 

A 2012 exhibition called “American Family” at the 
Children’s Discovery Museum of San Jose approached 

the topic of queerness through a focus 
on sameness. The exhibition coincided 
with the celebration of Gay Pride, 
and consisted of a series of portraits 
of a lesbian couple and their children 
going about the business of family 
life: reading together, potty training, 
playing dress-up, and running through 

the sprinkler on a hot day. The exhibition displayed 
the photographs at a height comfortable for children 
alongside guiding questions like “How does your 
family spend time together? What does your family 
value?” and “How does your family begin the day?” 
Although “American Family” did not explicitly address 

Queering 
the museum 
acknowledges 
the important 
role gender and 
sexuality play in 
all of our lives.

3

 Family Family
American
Selections from the American Families project on view at 
Children’s Discovery Museum of San Jose
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sexuality, it portrayed lesbian parents engaging in 
mundane, relatable activities with their children, which 
made it possible for visitors to bridge the gap between 
their own families and those that are “different” from 
their own. 

In her essay in the volume Gender, Sexuality, and 
Museums, Amy Levin describes how exhibits on 
evolution inevitably raise issues related to sexual 
reproduction and gender, but do so in a way that 
skirts the issues without facing them in a direct and 
thoughtful way. Though the connection between queer 
identity and science museums may seem tenuous, 
exhibits on evolution, especially, provide an ideal setting 

for discussions about the biology and the history of 
human sexuality and gender. Furthermore, evolutionary 
biology would provide an objective base from which 
to discuss sexuality as a common, human experience 
in contrast to the differences that arise in cultural 
norms. “Even the newest exhibits [in science museums] 
fail to disrupt gender norms or to present them as 
products of particular cultural and historical contexts,” 
says Levin. “In their elision of homosexuality, 
intersex, transgender, and other sexual or gender 
minorities, as well as in their discomfort with sex, 
these institutions instruct our youth and police 
our preferences,” (Levin 2010, 211). 

“Against Nature?” an exhibition at 
the Oslo Natural History Museum. 
Photograph ©ONHM. 
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Omission from the museum does not simply mean marginalization; it 

formally classifies certain lives, histories, and practices as insignificant, 

renders them invisible, marks them as unintelligible, and, thereby, casts 

them into the realm of the unreal. (Conlan 2010, 257)

Summary
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useums have historically played a role in maintaining 
power relations in an inequitable society, but change is 
happening. Queering the museum can help museum 
professionals create identity-affirming experiences 
for queer visitors, which will promote a feeling 
of being valued members of society. A critique of 
heteronormative narratives is central to the idea of 
queering the museum, which can provide a jumping-
off point to identify and challenge other dominant 
narratives at work. Queering the museum should 
also acknowledge the important role of gender and 
sexuality in our lives, which helps visitors of any 
gender or sexuality feel connected to one another 
through a shared experience. 

Each of these points is contingent upon 
acknowledging the museum’s cultural clout in shaping 
public perception of social issues. Richard Sandell and 
Jocelyn Dodd write about the power of representation 
in the book Re-presenting Disability: Activism and 
Agency in the Museum. The authors claim that 
“cultural representations are constitutive as well 
as reflective of ways of seeing, thinking, and 
talking about [difference],” (Sandell et al. 2010, 3). 
In short, museums do not just tell stories, they are also 
creators of public culture, and with that considerable 
power comes a great responsibility to marginalized 
groups that have historically been excluded from 
public culture. Acknowledging this responsibility and 
acting on it is the underpinning of Ally Practice.



2
Section



Case
Studies



Each project is analyzed using the 
following framework of questions:
• What is the context/background?

• What is the project?

• What exhibition/curatorial methods were employed?

• Was queerness the subject or the method?

• Did it change the way GLBTQ themes are approached by 
the museum? Has the museum addressed queer themes 
since this project?

• What were the challenges the project encountered?
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obert Mills suggests that, instead of (or in addition to) asking the 
question “Who is queer?” we ask “why and how we find queerness 
historically or culturally,” (Mills 2008, 50). This strategy focuses not 
on queerness as an interpretive end goal, but on the historical and 
cultural context of queerness as one variation on the spectrum of 
sexuality and gender. Mills explains that this would enable museum 
professionals to respond to the absence of records and objects that 
often prevents museums from addressing the subject. Inherent in 
the question of why and how, he believes, is the critique of the very 
institutional processes that have led to such omissions.

Many authors in the pioneering book Gender, Sexuality, and 
Museums similarly suggest the field take a radical approach to 
queer representation, rather than rehashing events and historical 
figures. For example, Amy Levin, the editor of the volume, advocates 
for transparent museum practice that “renders visible the plots, 
metaphors, and analogies that pervade its narrative,” (Levin 2010, 
211). This can be interpreted as in alignment with Mills’ position on 
the contextualization, rather than fetishization, of queer identity. 
Anna Conlan concludes in her essay “Mourning, Memorial, and 
Queer Museology” that queering the museum would mean a 
“radical reworking of the museum’s conceptual and physical 
structure in order to interrogate systemic heteronormativity,” 
(Conlan 2010, 261). 

The following case studies are radical in a way that the word’s Latin 
etymology (radix, or “root”) suggests: they make change on a basic, 
fundamental level. These projects get to the root of the problem 
of queer invisibility. The case studies present three possibilities 
for queering the museum, and include “Queering the Museum” 
at the Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery in Birmingham, UK; 
The Museum of Croydon in Croydon, UK; and the “Alternative 
Labeling Project” at the Jane Addams Hull-House in Chicago, IL. 
The analysis of these projects resulted in discoveries that 
informed the theoretical framework of Ally Practice, as well 
as some important considerations for queering the museum.
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Museum background
“Birmingham Museum & Art Gallery opened on 28 November 
1885. Birmingham’s citizens had campaigned for a Corporation 
Art Gallery for over 40 years. The generosity of manufacturers 
such as Thomas Clarkson Osler, Richard and George Tangye, and 
mayors Joseph and Richard Chamberlain, secured the art gallery 
for the town. Birmingham Museum & Art Gallery’s collections 
were formed from the late 1860s onwards, with the intention of 
providing models of excellence to educate and inspire Birmingham’s 
craftspeople and industrialists.

“Today the museums service continues to be supported by the 
Friends of Birmingham Museums & Art Gallery, the Public Picture 
Gallery Fund and many other grant-giving agencies. Their financial 
assistance is essential to the development of the collections, 
exhibitions, community engagement projects, education and 
research,” (“History of Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery”).

What is the project?
From November 2010 through February 2011, the Birmingham 
Museum and Art Gallery hosted the exhibition Queering the 
Museum, an artist “intervention” performed by visiting curator 
Matt Smith. He used the existing collection and added pieces of his 
own to tell a subversive queer story. The narrative was non-linear, 
and made use of juxtaposition to “Queer” the meaning of 
ordinary objects. 

An unpublished evaluation of the exhibition was conducted to 
determine the success and impact of the exhibition from the 
visitors’ perspective. The report concludes that the methodology 
of reframing and reinterpreting objects was an effective way to 
present ideas. Additionally, visitors are reported to have understood 
the main ideas of the exhibition to be visibility and acceptance 
of the GLBTQ community, as well as the important roles that 
exhibition development and design can play in interpretation of a 
subject, (Tseliou 2010).

2010 
-2011



C
A

S
E
 S

T
U

D
IE

S
  

  
27

Q
U

E
E
R

 
M

A
T

T
E
R

S

“Queering the Museum”
Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery / U.K.

“The Ladies of Llangollen, 2010,” a ceramic fi gurine created 
by Matt Smith, the curator of “Queering the Museum.” Image 
courtesy BMAG from the exhibition catalog.
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“Stereotypes.” Image courtesy BMAG from the 
“Queering the Museum” catalog.
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What exhibition/curatorial 
methods were employed?
Along the lines of “Mining the Museum,” Smith 
recontextualized objects through unexpected pairings 
and additions of queer objects to displays. For example, 
a taxidermied otter was displayed next to small ceramic 
figurines of bears to discuss archetypes in gay male 
culture, and a green carnation cape (green carnations 
being an antiquated symbol of homosexuality) was 
draped over a statue’s shoulders to symbolize the idea 
of queering the museum. Matt Smith, the guest curator, 
engaged in an “act of willful confusion and disorder,” 
(Winchester 2010), referencing the act of queering as a 
disruptive, subversive process. The otter and the bears 
are not queer objects - it is with the pairing of objects 
that a new relationship and new meanings arise. By 
playing with the “norms” of object display, Smith 
engaged queerness as a method of interpretation as 
well as the subject.

Did it change the way queer 
themes are approached by 
the museum?
Andy Horn, the exhibitions manager at BMAG, 
explained in an email conversation, “‘Queering the 
Museum’ definitely gave the organisation confidence 
in working with [GLBTQ] audiences. We followed it 
up the following year with an event ‘Queering the 
Portrait’ over a weekend, and we also ran a seminar 
as part of ‘Queering the Museum’ which explored 
LGBT representation in museums. The seminar led 
to developing LGBT content in our new Birmingham 
History Galleries, so that in the final section which 
focuses on local people’s stories, we included a gay 
couple’s Civil Partnership material (placed next to the 
Papal visit!). We currently have an exhibition working 
with a local trans group, ‘Gender Matters,’ which 
explores the history and stories of trans people,” (Andy 
Horn, pers. comm.).
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Challenge: Queerness is all about sex, and 
therefore not an appropriate topic for 
discussion in the museum.
Horn reported that staff and visitors were receptive 
to the exhibition, and Museums Journal positively 
reviewed it. However, there were concerns from 
senior management during development that the 
Museum would receive negative attention for the 
project, because at the time BMAG was a part of the 
city council. Horn suspects that the concerns were 
connected to fears that the exhibition would contain 
sexually explicit content and that this would be picked 
up and given a negative spin by the press.

Horn explained that the Museum dealt with the 
challenge in the following ways: “We were very clear 
with Matt that the exhibition would be throughout 
our public galleries and that we would need to 
balance [the needs of senior management] with 
those of our target audience. Matt as a curator also 
had a good understanding of museums and their 
audiences, and in any case his curatorial approach 
was more sensitive, gentle and witty as opposed to 
a very confrontational approach. In the majority of 
the installations he used visual wit to communicate 
the serious messages, and which were also open 
and honest in terms of their discussions of same-
sex sexuality. In terms of developing the exhibition 
process, I chose my allies in the organisation 
carefully who supported the project and it 
helped that we had a number of gay staff. The 
other key thing is that we have an audience 

development strategy that clearly notes LGBT 
audiences as an under-represented audience so 
that the project sits within our written policies,” 
(Andy Horn, pers. comm.).

Challenge: There is not sufficient material 
culture that represents GLBTQ identity.
Smith successfully showed that an absence of 
material culture does not have to mean an absence 
of a queer voice in the museum. By appropriating 
objects to tell a queer story, Smith was able to work 
with the museum’s existing collection. Jo Darbyshire, 
an Australian artist, carried out a similar project 
at the Western Australian Museum in Perth called 
“The Gay Museum.” Darbyshire also speaks to the 
challenge of insufficient or absent historical records 
in her own master’s thesis, written in conjunction 
with the exhibition at the WA Museum. She states, 
“In the social history collections of the Western 
Australian Museum I found no objects collected 
specifically to represent Western Australian gay 
and lesbian history. The situation comes out of a 
history of collecting practice whereby traditional and 
unquestioned assumptions determined the content 
of museum collections,” (Darbyshire 2003, 54). 
Alternative histories can be implied by creating 
new relationships between objects, and by 
appropriating objects to tell a queer story.

What were the challenges raised, and how did the 
museum counter those challenges?



Discoveries that informed 
Queer Matters
1. The fear of sexual content related to queer identity is 

often enough for museum professionals to shy away from 
incorporating queer themes into their practice. This can 
be mitigated by being transparent about the goals of the 
project, understanding the intended audience, and clearly 
communicating the constraints to stake holders. In his 
interactions with Matt Smith, Andy Horn made it clear that 
the curator would need to balance the concerns of senior 
management as well as the intended audience.

2. When an institution lacks entry points to queer history in the 
collection, queer histories can be implied by appropriating and 
recontextualizing objects.

3. Horn also points out the importance of identifying institutional 
allies who will help support the project as well as the key role 
of written policy in supporting projects like “Queering the 
Museum” at BMAG.
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What is the context/background?
“Hull-House, Chicago’s fi rst social settlement was not only the private 
home of Jane Addams and other Hull-House residents, but also a place 
where immigrants of diverse communities gathered to learn, to eat, 
to debate, and to acquire the tools necessary to put down roots in 
their new country. The Museum is comprised of two of the settlement 
complex’s original thirteen buildings, the Hull-Home and the Residents’ 
Dining Hall. These spaces were used variously over the years, including 
as a nursery school, a library, and a salon for social and political 
dialogue,” (“About Hull-House”).

What is the project?
In 2006, when Lisa Yun Lee became the director of the Jane Addams 
Hull House Museum (JAHHM), she came across a painting of Mary 
Rozet Smith stored out of sight in a back offi ce. Lee started asking 
about it and realized how much debate surrounded the woman in the 
painting: some talked about her as one of Hull House’s most generous 
benefactors, and others talked about her as Addams’ companion and 
lesbian lover. Lee and other JAHHM staff members decided to hang 
the painting prominently and write labels that explored different ways 
of referring to the relationship between Addams and Rozet Smith. Lee 
says, “Though Rozet Smith had been effectively written out of history, 
the painting was an artifact that had a potential to become a ‘site of 
conscience’ and an opportunity to resist an erasure. However, there 
were multiple ‘truths’ to consider,” (Lee 2011, 179). Three different 
versions of an interpretive label were displayed with the painting 
depicting the various truths Lee considered (including the truths of 
historians, descendants of the women, and oral histories/artifacts), and 
visitors were encouraged to vote on their favorite version. Lisa Junkin 
Lopez, the interim-director, explains that visitors were not asked to vote 
on the sexuality of the women, but, instead, on the “information that 
historic houses should share about the private lives of their subjects,” 
(Lisa Junkin Lopez pers. comm.). Based on visitor feedback, curators at 
JAHHM wrote a label that incorporated elements of each label and the 
painting remained on display in Addams’ bedroom along with several 
photographs of the couple together.

2006
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“Alternative Labeling Project”
Jane Addams Hull-House Museum / Chicago

Portrait of Mary Rozet-Smith, on display in Jane Addams’ bedroom. 
Images courtesy the Jane Addams Hull-House Museum.
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The “mine” and “thine” of wedded folk

Is often quite confusing
And sometimes when they use the “ours”

It sounds almost amusing.

But you and I may well defy
Both married folk and single

To do as well as we have done
The “mine” and “thine” to mingle.

Poem by Jane Addams for/about 
Mary Rozet Smith, ca. 1892

Mary Rozet Smith (1868-1934) was Addams’ closest companion from the 
early days of Hull-House until the end of her life. The two met at Hull-
House when Smith, a former student of Ellen Gates Starr, volunteered to 
teach kindergarten alongside Jenny Dow. Smith stayed at Hull-House for 
a week or two at a time and would have liked to become a resident, but 
instead chose to live with and care for her elderly parents. With her family 
inheritance, Smith generously financed many endeavors at the Settlement.

 By 1891 their friendship had blossomed, with Smith becoming the 
primary source of emotional support, as well as critique, for Addams, who 
wrote: “Dearest you have been so heavenly good to me all these weeks. 
I feel as if we had come into a healing domesticity which we never had 
before, as if it were the first affection had offered us.” The two were 
known to be almost inseparable. Together, they traveled abroad (Addams 
wired hotels to request a double bed), purchased a vacation home in Bar 
Harbor, Maine, considered adopting a child from the neighborhood, and 
wrote a lifetime of letters and poems to one another, many of which were 
burned at Addams’ request upon her death.

Smith and Addams’ intimate relationship resembles many others of their 
era. Fewer than half of the college-educated women in this generation 
chose to marry, with others devoting themselves to their work or to 
female companions. The unique domestic environment of Hull-House 
allowed both men and women to break from a number of social norms.

Current label copy for the 
Mary Rozet Smith painting at JAHHM.
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What exhibition/curatorial 
methods were employed?
According to Lee, Hull House historically operated as 
a site of resistance and place to discuss radical ideas. 
“Critical to our identity is the continuing commitment 
to the creation of a ‘counterpublic’ space that might 
enable a different world and public to come into 
being,” (Lee 2011, 176). The methods employed 
to interpret the portrait of Rozet Smith were in 
keeping with the methods typical in a historic house 
museum: labels and tours were used to interpret 
object displayed as they might have been in Addams’ 
time. Curators at JAHHM researched and wrote the 
alternative labels, but the content was approached 
through the concept of “restorative truth”. Speaking 
to the conflicting viewpoints and evidence surrounding 
the relationship between Addams and Rozet Smith, 
Lee said, “Instead of homogenizing these trajectories 
and seamlessly presenting them as a coherent whole, 
what if we revealed the messiness of history and its 
contradictions? What if we made a commitment to 
becoming a more democratic space by incorporating 
multiple voices, encouraging dissenting opinions and 
dialogue?” (Lee 2011, 176).

Did it change the way queer 
themes are approached by 
the museum?
After JAHHM incorporated the portrait and new 
label, the Museum created new programming and 
interpretation about gender and sexuality. The 
Museum implemented a four-year film series about 
the sex-positive movement and contemporary issues 
around sexuality, and added interpretation about Hull 
House’s role as one of Chicago’s first birth control 
centers. The Museum also added a tour which 
interprets how many Hull House residents challenged 
gender conformity at the time. 

In addition, the Alternative Labeling Project expanded 
to include other subjects of interpretation. For 
example, Jane Addams’ medicine kit is currently 
being interpreted in the form of an essay by artist and 
scholar Terri Kapsalis, as well as a poem by Chicano 
writer Luis Rodriquez. The project “Unfinished 
Business,”about domestic labor past and present, 
interprets everyday objects like a sponge and pillbox 
with narratives written by domestic workers in place of 
labels. Although the subject of these projects was not 
queer identity, the labels were queered by questioning 
the very foundation of that form of interpretation. 
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The challenge: Presentism
The primary challenge was the issue of presentism 
- applying contemporary terms like “lesbian” to a 
historical relationship when the term was not used by 
the historical figures in question. JAHHM addressed 
this by presenting facts culled from various records, 
including letters exchanged between the two women, 
as well as discussing the relationship within the context 
of Victorian attitudes toward sexuality and gender. The 
resulting label incorporated feedback from the public 
and did not use the term “lesbian” but let visitors draw 
their own conclusions about the relationship based on 
Addams own words and the prominent placement of 
Rozet Smith’s portrait in Addams’ bedroom along with 
photographs of the couple together.

The challenge: “Reducing” the 
subject’s legacy to her sexuality
In an interview with Lisa Junkin Lopez, the interim-
director explained that although the feedback was 
overwhelmingly positive, some feared that addressing 
the relationship between the women “would reduce 
Jane Addams’ legacy to her sexuality,” (Lisa Junkin 
Lopez pers. comm.). Although the descendants of Mary 
Rozet Smith fully confirmed her lesbian relationship 
with Addams, the descendants of Addams were certain 
that the women had not been lovers. Lopez explained 
that the staff countered this concern by explaining that, 
with the available information, no one would ever know 
the sexual nature of their relationship, but exploring 
the relationship nonetheless is one way to more fully 
understand the woman that Jane Addams was.

What were the challenges raised, and how did the 
museum counter those challenges?



Discoveries that informed 
Queer Matters
1. Interpreting the sexuality and romantic relationships of 

a historical fi gure will always bring up the question of 
identity and terminology if the fi gure in question did 
not vocally claim an identity. To counter the challenge of 
presentism, Junkin Lopez brought up the importance of 
using historically-appropriate language and interpreting 
the relationship within its historical context. For example, 
she explained that it wasn’t uncommon for unmarried 
women in Victorian times to form close bonds with 
other women, and that piece of information is crucial in 
interpreting the portrait of Mary Rozet Smith. 

2. The concept of “restorative truth” outlined by Lisa Yun 
Lee is central to understanding the importance of queer 
representation in museums, and informed much of the 
thinking that went into Section One of Queer Matters.
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Image of visitor feedback wall. 
Image courtesy the Jane Addams Hull-House Museum.
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What is the context/history?
The Museum of Croydon originally opened in 1995 as an exhibition 
called “Lifetimes” in the Croydon Clocktower. The exhibition told 
the story of Croydon from 1800 through the present with over 250 
objects interpreted by oral histories collected from residents of the 
borough. In 2004 the Heritage Lottery Fund provided support for 
the redesign of the “Lifetimes” galleries, which re-opened in 2006 
as the Museum of Croydon at Croydon Clocktower. The Museum 
remains focused on collecting oral histories and community 
engagement, (Sam Smith pers. comm.).

What is the project?
When “Lifetimes” was initially being developed, sexuality was 
not included in Croydon Council’s equal opportunity policy (the 
Museum is under jurisdiction of the local government). Material 
relating to gay and lesbian community members was not actively 
collected or identified in the exhibition. However, when the 
exhibition was updated in 2004-2006, the Council policy had 
changed - and because the gay and lesbian population made 
up 12% of Croydon’s general population (more than any other 
minority group), a decision was made to conduct special research 
with lesbians and gay men.

2004
-2006
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Gay and Lesbian Oral Histories
Museum of Croydon / U.K.

Photo by A Practice for Everyday Life, the design agency that 
worked with the Museum of Croydon on the redesign.
http://apracticeforeverydaylife.com/museum-of-croydon/
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“Ray’s Handbag, 1990s.
Ray took this handbag with him when he marched for 
gay rights. Ray chose the name Sister Molesta of Absolute 
Corruption, and dressed up as a nun when he was 
campaigning.” Image courtesy the Museum of Croydon.
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What exhibition/curatorial 
methods were employed?
“Lifetimes” was produced largely through community-
sourced material culture and oral histories, and the 
Museum of Croydon remains focused on consistently 
updating its collections with contemporary stories. 
During the revision process, gay and lesbian identity 
was approached in the same way as all other identities 
that made up “Lifetimes,” in a linear, direct way 
(the exhibition is organized on a time line). Rachel 
Hasted, one of the interviewers who collected lesbian 
oral histories, said of the initiative: “[Visitors] are 
confronted with human beings, not with stereotypes, 
people speaking with strength, humour and pathos, 
anger about recognisable human situations... Over 
300 voices in the gallery offer their accounts of the 
past with the authority of personal experience . . . 
Within this context, lesbian and gay experience can 
be presented not as an anomaly, but as one aspect of 
complex lives,” (Vanegas 2002, 103). 

Queerness was also not pointed out unless sex 
or sexuality was the subject of the narrative, for 
example, in a narrative about childbirth and artificial 
insemination that interprets a lesbian woman’s 
maternity dress. However, the Museum has catalogued 
each item with keywords in a database so that visitors 
may search for items pertaining to gay and lesbian 
history and identity. 

Did it change the way queer 
themes are approached 
by the museum? 
The exhibition now includes several items belonging 
to gay and lesbian individuals, effectively including 
this population in the history of the city. Additionally, 
the Museum updated its collecting policy in 2013 and 
now specifies the equal representation of community 
members in oral history outreach: “Our collecting will 
represent and celebrate all kinds of Croydon people: 
We serve a diverse community and we intend to 
develop our collections and displays to reflect that. 
Where possible we will use a statistical,objective 
basis to achieve equality of representation in terms 
of gender,ethnicity, social status, sexuality, age and 
disability. Where this information is not available or 
reliable we will still collect hidden histories and focus 
collecting projects on groups or life events that have 
been historically under-represented,” (“Museum of 
Croydon Collection Policy 2013-2018”).



Discoveries that informed 
Queer Matters
1. Although gay and lesbian oral histories are represented in the Museum 

of Croydon, queerness is not a major theme or interpretive lens. The 
fact that content is searchable by keyword means that those who wish 
to engage with queer content can easily do so. However the idea of 
queering the museum is implemented, a key component is making 
queer content available and visible.  

2. As with the Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery, this project also 
demonstrates the importance of inclusive and queer-friendly policy. 

3. Finally, Vanegas’ observation that many of the Museum staff had not 
witnessed homophobia in action also hints at the significance of raising 
staff awareness about issues affecting queer communities. As she 
pointed out, this shift in point of view was crucial in considering gay and 
lesbian residents an important demographic in the borough of Croydon.
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Challenge: Queerness is all about sex, and 
therefore not an appropriate topic for 
discussion in the museum.
The exhibition team encountered resistance from 
the city councillors in incorporating gay and lesbian 
themes into “Lifetimes.” Since the Museum is under 
jurisdiction of the local government, all exhibitions 
needed the approval of elected councillors. Most 
of the councillors were in favor of gay and lesbian 
narratives, but the few that were opposed required the 
Museum to submit all exhibition text dealing with gay 
and lesbian identity for approval months in advance 
(which was not a common practice), and decided that 

the initiative violated anti-homosexuality laws in place 
at the time. However, a local representative of the gay 
and lesbian section of the public services trade union 
stepped in and successfully argued for the inclusion 
of this marginalized group, and the initiative went 
ahead. Angela Vanegas writes in Museums, Society, 
Inequality: “Even if we had not been successful, the 
process of fighting to mount these exhibitions had, 
in itself, been worthwhile. Many of our staff had not 
witnessed homophobia in action before. It raised their 
consciousness and we now consider lesbians and gay 
men as people to be represented in, and customers of, 
everything we do,” (Vanegas 2002, 107).

What were the challenges raised, and how did the 
museum counter those challenges?



Synthesis
These discoveries can be seen a set of considerations 
that form the backbone of Ally Practice:

1. Queer visibility in the museum is radical in and of itself, and 
is a key component of any queering the museum project.

2. Queering the museum must go beyond exhibitions about 
queer history and look at the museum as a whole. 

3. Projects that prioritize queer visibility depend on the 
advocacy and support of institutional allies.

4. Homophobia and heteronormativity manifest in myriad 
subtle ways, and queering the museum must begin by 
raising staff awareness about these issues.

5. There are many challenges that might delay projects that 
prioritize queer visibility, and museum staff can only act 
as allies if they are educated and equipped to respond to 
those challenges.
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lly Practice is an implementation framework that 
museum professionals can use to transform inclusive 
ideals into concrete actions. This section outlines 
Ally Practice based on the analysis of the problem (in 
Section One) and on the discoveries gathered through 
the case studies (in Section Two). Queer Matters 
proposes that Ally Practice is best introduced through 
a series of workshops that inspire museum staff to 
prioritize queer visibility in their work, with the goal of 
engaging the public with queer themes in the museum. 

The three phases of Ally Practice - Identify, Engage, 
and Process - serve as guidelines for incorporating 
allyship and queer visibility into all levels of museum 
function, including administrative policies, collecting 
policies, exhibition and interpretation, programming, 
marketing, development, and facility design. The Ally 
Practice workshop series introduces staff to gender and 

sexuality issues on the premise that raising awareness 
is a catalyst of allyship.   The workshop format 
makes use of social justice training tools to introduce 
concepts such as the relationship between mainstream 
and margin, systemic oppression, and heterosexual 
privilege. Since these topics may be unfamiliar to some, 
trained facilitators will lead groups through discussions, 
activities, and brainstorms that will be enlightening, 
thought-provoking, entertaining, and challenging. The 
first workshop in the three-part series provides staff 
with foundational knowledge; the second workshop 
leads staff through the “Identify” phase of Ally 
Practice, in which participants will learn how to identify 
heteronormativity and heterosexual privilege, and how 
those forces manifest in the museum; and the third 
workshop introduces the “Engage” and “Process” 
phases of Ally Practice, and involves members of the 
GLBTQ constituency in a focus group discussion.

Why Ally Practice?



Ally Practice 
• is a discipline that recognizes and systematically challenges the 

museum’s historic role in the reification of dominant ideologies;

• inspires museum professionals to be advocates for queer visibility 

in the museum and within their own departments;

• values the input and voices of the queer population, and promotes 
the recognition of queer visitors as a demographic worth courting;

• establishes short-term and long-term ally actions specific to the 
museum; and,

• can be implemented in wide range of institutions and applied to 
working with any marginalized group.
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he Ally Practice framework is built on a theory of 
activist practice originally outlined by Richard Sandell 
and Jocelyn Dodd in the book Re-Presenting Disability. 
The authors describe activist practice as one which 
takes a moral standpoint that frames dialog and debate 
within the museum. For example, taking a moral 
standpoint might mean adopting the social model of 
queerness and placing gender, sexuality, and sex within 
a historical, social context. A recent exhibition called 
“That’s So Gay: Outing Early America” at the Library 
Company of Philadelphia successfully illustrated how 
gender norms have changed through time, which, 
while celebrating gender transgressions in the past, 
sheds some light on how norms become so ingrained in 
society as to seem like biological law. The social model 
becomes more clear when we consider the medical 
model of gender and sexuality, which pathologizes 
gender variance and non-normative sexuality, and 
presumes that gender identity and sexuality originate 
in biological sex. A social model would recognize that 
norms are socially constructed, not biologically, and 
activist practice would create opportunities for dialog 
and debate about the systems of oppression that 

protect those norms. To avoid moralizing to the public 
about those systems, Sandell and Dodd recommend a 
combination of personal and political interpretations 
of social issues, (Sandell et al. 2010), allowing people 
who are affected by those issues to speak for 
themselves and present the complexity and 
nuance that exist within marginalized groups.

The key difference between the words “ally” and 
“activist” is that, while “activist” implies taking action 
to create social and political change, “ally” speaks to 
the process of one group aligning with the goals of 
another group for mutual benefit. An activist might be 
one who works for social justice because of personal 
and political beliefs, but an ally is one who recognizes 
the objective benefits of allyship for the organization as 
well as for the target group. Adopting a model like 
Ally Practice will have far-reaching benefits and 
will place museums at the forefront of topical, 
nation-wide conversations. The sustainability of 
a museum depends on proving its relevance within 
its social context, and this means demonstrating an 
understanding of how that social context is constantly 



changing and evolving. Ally Practice offers an 
opportunity for museum professionals to create visible 
signs that the museum is on the side of progress and 
not stagnation, that the museum is up-to-date on 
one of today’s most contentious issues, and that it is 
willing to provide a forum to discuss and debate it. 
Queering the museum through Ally Practice contributes 
to audience development, attracting more diverse 
visitors by demonstrating a commitment to serving its 
communities. This will attract a more diverse board, 
which, according to the National Council of Nonprofits, 
is critical for the long-term sustainability of a nonprofit 
organization. “When a nonprofit’s board reflects the 
diversity of the community served, the organization 
will be better able to build bridges to potential donors 
or policy makers in the community,” (“Diversity on 
Boards” 2014).

“Museums can no longer confine themselves simply to preservation, 
scholarship, and exhibition independent of the social context in which 
they exist.” - American Association of Museums, 1992

Exhibit promotion for “That’s 
So Gay: Outing Early America.” 
Image courtesy The Library 
Company of Philadelphia.
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The 3 Phases of Ally Practice

Identify 
Goal: Identify the museum’s 
role in systemic heteronormativity 
and heterosexism.

1Identify your primary lens on 
the world and how it affects 
your professional and personal 

experiences. How does your mainstream 
lens frame your awareness of issues that 
affect the margins?

2Identify heterosexual privilege, and 
how it affects the experiences of 
both queer staff and queer visitors.

3Identify specific cases of 
heteronormativity in the museum. 
How is the “norm” treated, versus 

queer difference?

Engage 
Goal: Turn your knowledge into 
actions for queer visibility.

1Observe and understand. Ask, “What can I do 
to seek out the reality of [GLBTQ] experiences?” 
(Kendall 2003). Pay attention to the experiences 

of queer people, both staff members and visitors, in 
the institution: Are they promoted at work? Are they 
listened to in meetings? Are the needs of queer visitors 
being expressed and met? Keep in mind that the best 
way to learn about systemic oppression is to solicit the 
observations and opinions of those who experience the 
its effects.

2Invite GLBTQ people to participate in the process 
of queer representation. Ask for their help in 
identifying queer blind spots (as well as queer 

stereotypes), and build opportunities for collaboration 
into the work that you do.

3Align. Take a moral standpoint in interpretive work 
(like exhibitions, programs, tours, etc.). Consider 
the social model of gender and sexuality as an 

example. As Sandell and Dodd mention, taking a moral 
standpoint does not mean moralizing to visitors: instead, 
it sets “parameters around the meanings that visitors 
might make out of their encounter [and establishes] the 
moral coordinates within which the debates between and 
amongst visitors could occur,” (Sandell et al. 2010).
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The 3 Phases of Ally Practice

4Uproot your own beliefs in how the world 
works. Continually challenge your own 
assumptions and “check your privilege.” 

Do not assume you know what someone’s sexual 
orientation or gender identity is. Be aware of the 
language you use and avoid gendered language 
conventions (like “ladies and gentlemen”) unless 
you know for sure how someone identifies. Being 
an ally means continually confronting the effects of 
heterosexism and heteronormativity. 

5Advocate. Learn to articulate the benefits of 
queer visibility in the museum. Recognize that 
acts of allyship benefit the institution as much 

as they benefit the target group. “Understand that 
a homogenous group is less able to make wise 
decisions due to its narrow vision. With difference 
comes discomfort, but the benefits of inclusiveness 
outweigh the discomfort,” (Kendall 2003).

6Educate others and make use of your privilege 
to initiate change. The responsibility of 
educating others about GLBTQ issues often 

falls on the shoulders of staff members who identify 
as GLBTQ. The truth is that those with heterosexual 
privilege have a greater responsibility to initiate 
change than their queer co-workers because they 
are less likely to suffer from speaking out. Make 
a point of raising awareness of heteronormative 
assumptions in the workplace: Ally Practice requires 
us to educate and push back against those who 
share our privilege status, rather than let the task 
fall to a queer co-worker who may be perceived as 
pushing their own agenda.

Process 
Goal: Process the outcomes of Ally Practice, 
see future possibilities, and practice!

1Evaluate the ally actions. Whatever ally actions 
staff members decide upon in the museum 
environment should be continually evaluated by 

staff, queer visitors, and non-queer visitors. Evaluation 
is critical in an iterative process, where understanding 
the outcome defines the next endeavor. 

2Acknowledge gaps in understanding and 
awareness and learn from them. Of course, 
it’s hard to know what you’re unaware of, and 

this is where feedback from the queer community is 
helpful. Listen to the constituency, acknowledge their 
concerns, and ask how their concerns can best be 
addressed. If you benefit from heterosexual privilege, 
acknowledge that you will always have more to learn 
about the experiences of GLBTQ people, and you can 
help by staying on top of news and current thinking 
about queer politics and language.

3Expand. Put Ally Practice to work in examining 
and challenging other systems of oppression, 
like racism, sexism, classism, ableism, etc.

4Iterate. Phases 1 and 2 of Ally Practice don’t 
have to happen in any particular order: ideally, 
they will happen as they are called for, and 

as staff members practice, the phases will become 
ingrained in the culture of the institution.
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Ally Practice Website
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Once the decision has been made to implement Ally 
Practice, the museum will take the following steps:
1. Sign up for the workshops. 
2. Register on the allypractice.org website and create 

a profile for the museum.
3. Take the Queer Visibility Pledge: “At [Museum 

Name], we have pledged to prioritize Queer 
Visibility by implementing the three phases of Ally 
Practice in our work as museum professionals.”

4. Once staff members have participated in the 
workshop, they will each be able to add their own 
content to the museum’s website profile in the 
“Ally Actions” section. 

5. As ally actions are posted, museum staff write 
about reactions to and evaluations of the ally 
actions.

6. Museum staff can also upload photos to the “Ally 
Actions” section. 

The website is a hub for museum professionals to 
review the possibilities and the results of Ally Practice 
in other museums, learn about the phases of Ally 
Practice, sign up for the workshops, and upload 
content and images from exhibitions and events 
that result from their own work with Ally Practice. 
The uploaded content becomes part of a searchable 
database of possibilities for Ally Practice, and is 
classified by key words, location, and phase of Ally 
Practice. This content can be referenced at any time 
for inspiration and ideas for implementing ally actions. 

The website plays a key role in building hype around 
the idea of Ally Practice at museums across the 
country and around the world, creating the perception 
of an ever-growing number of museums allied 
with each other as well as with local and national 
queer communities. Through the website, museum 
professionals will learn that Ally Practice can result in 
a wide range of outcomes centered around working 
with queer communities and around the concept of 
queer visibility in the museum, which can include 
everything from putting up a Queer Visibility sticker at 
the visitor services counter to planning and designing 
a large-scale exhibition.

V
IS

IB
IL

IT
YQ

U
EER

w
e are com

m
itted

 to



Ally Practice Website
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Website UX Flowchart
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Website UX Flowchart
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The Workshop
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Awareness is a catalyst for allyship. The structure 
of the Ally Practice workshop series will follow a basic 
format inspired by the Gay, Lesbian, and Straight 
Education Network’s (GLSEN) Guide to Being an Ally 
to LGBT Students as well as by social justice training 
groups like Training for Change and the Anti-
Oppression Resource and Training Alliance (AORTA 
Philadelphia). The workshops lead participants 
through the “Identify” phase of Ally Practice, 
including an introduction to language and topics, 
visual storytelling to set up key ideas like systemic 
oppression, and the process of brainstorming 
concrete tools and tactics to make changes in each 
department of the museum. Once staff members 
have completed the workshops, they will receive 
Queer Visibility stickers that they can place around 
the museum. Much like GLSEN’s “Safe Space” 
stickers, they send the message that museum staff 
are educated about queer issues and the museum is a 
safe and welcoming space for queer visitors and staff.

Jenna Peters-Golden, a trainer with AORTA, stipulates 
that “Allyship isn’t about a checklist.” She says, “The 
goal of this workshop should be about looking at 
how systemic power is working, how it plays out 
in personal and institutional interactions, and how 
to destabilize that power,” (Jenna Peters-Golden 
pers. comm.). As such, the Ally Practice workshops 
inspire staff members to think proactively and 
creatively about queer visibility, and they provide an 
opportunity for staff to respond to the unique needs 
of the museum and the communities it serves with 
ally actions that make sense within that context. 

Because museums consist of many departments, each 
responsible for different functions, it is important 
that staff be inspired to affect change in their own 
departments and understand the benefits of doing 
so. Each workshop should include a mix of as many 
different departments as possible; the experience 
will ideally build a sense of camaraderie among 
participants, building new bridges and alliances 
between departments that don’t often have much 
contact. A group of 15 or fewer is ideal.



The Workshop

Goal: Raise awareness and inspire staff members to act on this awareness.

Objectives: 

1. Provide staff with background knowledge of queer issues.

2. Identify the museum’s role in systemic heteronormativity and heterosexism.

3. Establish connection with queer constituency, and brainstorm ally actions to 

kickstart the next phases of Ally Practice.
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1Participants take a pre-evaluation survey to 
gauge prior knowledge and interest in the subject. 
This data is compared to a post-evaluation survey.

2Introduction to the problem: Queer narratives 
have historically been omitted from museum 
discourse. The facilitators lead participants 

through a discussion about the museum’s role 
in upholding dominant ideology, and why queer 
representation matters.

3What are the benefits of queering the 
museum? Facilitators ask participants to offer 
their thoughts on the benefits of queering the 

museum. Together they create a list, and the facilitators 
adding to it when necessary.

4Lingo and queer theory 101. What vocabulary 
do we use when talking about GLBTQ people 
and communities? Facilitators will introduce 

participants to concepts like gender identity and 
gender expression, with the focus on collectively 
questioning the assumptions we make about people.

5What is heteronormativity? Using metaphor 
and visual storytelling, the facilitator leads 
participants through a discussion about 

heteronormativity as a system of oppression and its 
effects on society. 

6Introduction to the three phases of Ally 
Practice. Facilitator presents the Ally Practice 
diagram and provides an overview of the phases.
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Workshop 1: 
Introduction and foundations

Objective: Provide staff with background knowledge of queer issues.



1Name your own primary lens on the world 
and how that affects your professional and 
personal experiences. Facilitator leads participants 

through a mainstream/margin exercise. (See Table 1) 
This exercise is meant to encourage participants to 
think about the relationship between the mainstream 
and the margins of society, and how each person 
embodies both mainstream and marginal identities. 
The goal of this exercise is to encourage introspection 
about how an individual’s mainstream lens frames their 
awareness of issues that affect the margins. 

2Identify heterosexual privilege. Facilitator 
leads participants in a discussion of the ways 
society favors and promotes heterosexuality, 

adapted from Peggy McIntosh’s description of white 
privilege. (See Table 2) 

3Identify heteronormativity in the museum. 
Based on the heterosexual privilege list and 
the prior discussion of heteronormativity, the 

facilitators ask participants to think about how these 
systems manifest in the museum. The facilitators 
initiate a “Heteronormativity Hunt” in which staff 
members think collectively about evidence of the 
mainstream and queer margins in the museum. 
“Heternormativity Hunt” is presented as a tongue-
in-cheek phrase, and facilitators will encourage a 

playful yet reflective approach to the task. Facilitators 
will create a brainstorm chart with two columns: 
“heteronormative”  and “queer friendly.” Participants 
call out examples of both and the facilitators write 
down the suggestion in the appropriate column. 
For example, a staff member might suggest, “we 
don’t have gender-neutral language on membership 
forms,” which the facilitator would write in the 
“heteronormative” column. Someone else might 
suggest, “we include sexual orientation in our anti-
discrimination policy,” which would be entered in the 
“queer-friendly” column. If participants have a hard 
time coming up with ideas, the facilitators can guide 
them in a more directed way through departmental 
functions. For example, the facilitators would initiate 
the brainstorm by asking, “How often are queer 
individuals or families represented in your marketing 
materials?” Or, “When was the last time you featured 
a queer historical figure prominently in an exhibition?” 
This should spark some ideas for participants.

4Draft an open invitation to the museum’s 
GLBTQ constituency to participate in a focus 
group session. The next workshop will directly 

involve the constituency in the process of defining 
allyship and brainstorming ideas for queering the 
museum.
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Workshop 2: 
Identifying the Invisible

Objective: Identify the museum’s role in systemic 
heteronormativity and heterosexism.



1Facilitators lead participants in a brainstorm of 
short-term and long-term ally actions based on 
the “heteronormativity hunt” chart. For example, 

staff in the marketing department can implement 
a short-term ally action to invite GLBTQ families to 
participate in photo shoots for promotional materials, 
and staff in curatorial and collections management 
departments can work on a long-term plan to create 
a more inclusive collections policy that supports active 
collecting of queer-related material.

2Meet with the members of the GLBTQ 
constituency who responded to the open 
invitation. This workshop involves a preliminary 

discussion with a GLBTQ focus group. The objective 
of this session is to establish a connection, and use 
this first meeting as an opportunity to hear from the 
community about what allyship and queering the 
museum would look like to them. Since anyone can 
reply to the open invitation, this group is self-selected, 
it may not be representative of a diverse range of 
identities. For any future queering the museum project, 
staff members will want to ensure that any advisory 
board is as diverse as possible. This initial meeting 
should build excitement in both groups about the 
prospect of working together. In this brainstorm 
meeting, the goal is to generate as many ideas as 
possible, from the wacky to the mundane. 

Workshop 3: 
Actions for Queer Visibility

Engage phase objective: Establish connection with queer constituency, and 
brainstorm ally actions to kickstart the next phases of Ally Practice. 

A
L
LY

 P
R

A
C
T

IC
E
  

 6
0

Q
U

E
E
R

 
M

A
T

T
E
R

S



3Acknowledge gaps in understanding and 
awareness, and see conflict as an opportunity 
for growth. Facilitators prepare staff for the 

possibility (and likelihood) of conflict. When working 
on identity-based projects, especially, the differences 
of opinion and experience that arise in collaboration 
can lead to conflict, which can be an opportunity 
for growth if handled well. Engaging in Ally Practice 
means staff must also solicit feedback from the queer 
constituency, allowing the practice of allyship to evolve 
and transform. Facilitators will lead the participants in 
a basic exercise to practice four methods for handling 
a conflict or challenge. (For example, a queer person 
feels misrepresented or under-represented in an 
exhibition about local queer history, or a community 
member expresses dissatisfaction with the amount 
of power they have in a collaborative project.) This 
exercise will also help staff understand how to raise 
awareness about heteronormative assumptions 
in a non-confrontational way, as well as how to 

receive feedback from others about their own 
words and actions that may unintentionally convey 
heteronormative assumptions. (See Table 3)

4Evaluation. Facilitators provide a link to the 
web-based workshop evaluation. Data from the 
responses are compiled and analyzed online. The 

analysis is compared to the pre-evaluation as a way for 
staff and future participants to understand the impact 
of the workshop.

5Closing dialog. Facilitators lead the group in a 
discussion about general thoughts and feelings 
that came up during the workshop. Participants 

are welcome to talk about what they learned, what 
surprised them, and what challenged them or made 
them uncomfortable. Participants are presented with 
resources for their future Ally Practice, including Queer 
Visibility stickers to put up around the museum.

Process phase objectives: Process the outcomes of 
Ally Practice, see future possibilities, and practice!
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Ally Practice: Beyond the Workshop
The true value of the workshops (and the facilitators 
who lead them) is in their ability to galvanize museum 
professionals to continue the work of Ally Practice once 
the workshops are over. The next step is to develop 
an action plan for queering the museum. As museum 
staff develop the action plan and work with the queer 
constituency, they should continually refer back to the 
phases of Ally Practice, incorporating each phase into 
the process as necessary. Opportunities to interface 
with the public, whether through programming, special 
events, or exhibitions, will also provide museum staff 
with the impetus to continue the work of Ally Practice. 
For example: 

• The Children’s Discovery Museum of San Jose 
hosted a family activity booth at the local Gay 
Pride celebration. The booth was so popular at the 
celebration that in consecutive years, the entire 
family section of the Gay Pride festival was named 
after the Museum.

• The Philadelphia Museum of Art periodically hosts 
shows by Martha Graham Cracker, “the supreme 
queen of Philadelphia drag cabaret,” (“Art After 5 

Schedule”) and these shows are well-attended by 
straight visitors as well as GLBTQ visitors.

• The Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art has created 
a queer-themed tour that is part of a series of 
self-guided brochure tours through the museum. 
The “Here and Queer!” tour highlights several 
pieces of art on display in the museum that have 
a connection to queer identity and history, stories 
that are not told through the Museum’s traditional 
labeling method.

• The Philadelphia History Museum recently 
hosted the William Way Center LGBTQ Archives 
in its Community Gallery, a space for rotating 
community-curated shows.

• In 2011, the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art 
was the site of a queer “intervention” performed 
by students at California College of the Arts. 
Each student researched a piece in the collection 
and reinterpreted the piece through a queer lens, 
recording the results for an audio tour. The audio 
clips that make up this tour are on SFMOMA’s 
blog. The Museum also presented a queer film 
series in 2013.



Conclusion
There are as many ways to queer the museum as there are 

museums in the world. Ally Practice is a starting point for museum 

professionals to discover the possibilities that make sense within 

their geographical and cultural context. For example, queer 

visibility will not look the same in Birmingham, A.L. as it does 

in Birmingham, U.K. By practicing acts of allyship and focusing 

on queer visibility, this model can be implemented in a range of 

institutions, from science museums to historic houses, and in 

a range of places. Regardless of where it happens or what the 

outcome is, Ally Practice equips museum staff to better embrace 

and reflect the diversity in the communities they serve, which is 

crucial to 21st century sustainability.



Appendix
& bibliography



Appendix
& bibliography



A
P

P
E
N

D
IX

  
 6

6

Q
U

E
E
R

 
M

A
T

T
E
R

S

Table 1: Mainstream/margin exercise, developed by Dan Buttry at Training for Change. 
http://www.trainingforchange.org/tools/tape-forehead

PREPARATION
The tape exercise has to be set up in advance with 
enough pieces of masking tape to give one per 
person. I make various colored shapes, one per piece 
of tape. The multi-colored pack of Sharpies work 
best. Some markers smear, but Sharpies keep their 
mark clearly. I make 5-8 of each shape (red triangles, 
blue rectangles, green parallel lines, etc.). Then I 
make 2 or 3 unique shapes (circle with two arrows 
coming out each side). You’ll need to have the tape 
on a surface that it will come off easy--a clipboard, 
hymn book, leather or plastic notebook. Depending 
on the size of the group you will want at least 3 large 
groups and 2 unique individuals. With larger groups 
you can run more. If you get more than 50 people 
the logistics become more difficult.

HOW TO LEAD THIS TOOL
Introduce the activity as a game, but don’t say too 
much. Have people close their eyes. Tell them you 
will put something on their forehead, but to keep 
their eyes closed until you tell them to open them. 
You get a volunteer or co-facilitator to help put the 
tape on people if you have a larger group. If you 
want at the end you can put tape on the one helping 
you (with their eyes closed, of course).
Then tell people to open their eyes and “without 
talking in any language, form groups.” Nothing more 
or less. Then you just observe and be patient. Let 
things develop. Sometimes people will go one way, 
then shift around to something else. Give it all time. 
Watch the dynamics around the unique individuals 

especially. What is their experience?

After things seem to reach a point of balance or 
conclusion, call an end. Then begin the debrief with 
people still standing.

First question always: “What happened?” Let people 
talk about it, any who want to start. Then steer the 
debrief first to the larger groups: “How did you 
come together? What did it feel like? How do you 
feel now?” Ignore as much as possible the unique 
ones early in the debrief to establish the mainstream 
experience and feeling. Then turn to the unique 
ones: “What about you? What was it like for you?” 
As they talk, feel free to prompt with questions 
about particular things you observed that they did 
or didn’t experience. Whatever happens can be a 
learning experience. You can ask questions like: 
“Have you experienced or witnessed these dynamics 
in other settings? What was it like?”

MAINSTREAM/MARGIN CONCEPT INTRO

Then you can introduce the idea of Mainstream and 
Margin. Be sure to make clear that mainstream does 
NOT mean majority, though it may. The mainstream 
sets the culture, the understood rules about 
how things are done in the group, whether that 
mainstream is a small subgroup or a majority within 
the group. The margin are those who have to adapt 
to what the mainstream sets up. Also, highlight that 
a person can be mainstream one way and margin 
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another at the very same time, depending on what 
characteristics you are looking at. And if you are 
mainstream in this group, there are other groups in 
which you are the margin. We all have experiences in 
being in the mainstream and in being in the margin.

OPTIONAL: CLOSED EYE EXERCISE
After that brief content piece you can ask people 
to close their eyes again (not going to do anything 
to you). Have them get good and relaxed. Then ask 
them to remember a time when they felt they were 
in the margin, where they knew they were on the 
edges of the group, that they didn’t really belong. 
Have them think of a specific experience where they 
keenly felt their marginness. Guide them in thinking 
about what things looked like, sounded like, felt like. 
What was said? What was done? What did you do? 
How did you feel? What was it like for you to be in 
the margin?

Then ask what the mainstream was like? How would 
you describe that mainstream person or group? 
What was their attitude? How did they act? How did 
they come across to you?

Then ask what they wish they could say to the 
mainstream person or group so that they would be 
better. If you could safely say what you wanted to 
say, what would it be? Give plenty of time for people 
to use their imagination and reconnect.

Then you ask them to share in small groups. They 

don’t have to tell what happened, just what it 
was like to be in the margin, what the mainstream 
seemed like to them as margins, and what they 
as margins would say to the mainstream. Let that 
discussion go for 5-10 minutes. Try to get a sense 
of the energy of the groups and that people are 
focused. As they start to wind down call them back 
together, but staying in their groupings.

HARVEST
Harvest by asking each group to give one 
characteristic at a time on each of the three 
questions:
“What was it like to be in the margin?”
“What did the mainstream seem like to the margin?”
“What would you like to say as margin to the 
mainstream?”
 
You can put those questions on flip chart paper and 
note down their responses. Go from group to group 
till all the paper is filled. I like to use different colors 
that alternate on the lists because then people can 
see each item listed much more clearly.

After you are all done tell them there is good news 
and bad news. The bad news is that we are all like 
this (point to the mainstream description and read 
off all the awful stuff). The good news is that we 
can learn from our margin experience so we can act 
better when we are in the mainstream. We can teach 
ourselves to.....(go through the list of things they 
wanted to say as margins to the mainstream).



A
P

P
E
N

D
IX

  
 6

8

Q
U

E
E
R

 
M

A
T

T
E
R

S

Table 2: “Heterosexual Privilege,” adapted from http://sap.mit.edu/content/pdf/
heterosexual_privilege.pdf, based on Peggy McIntosh’s article, “White Privilege: 
Unpacking the Invisible Backpack”

1. I can be pretty sure that my co-workers will be 
comfortable with my sexual orientation. 

2. If I pick up a magazine, watch TV, or play music, 
I can be certain my sexual orientation will be 
represented.

3. When I talk about my heterosexuality (such as in 
a joke or talking about my relationships), I will 
not be accused of pushing my sexual orientation 
onto others.

4. I do not have to fear that if my family or 
friends find out about my sexual orientation 
there will be economic, emotional, physical or 
psychological consequences.

5. I did not grow up with games that attack my 
sexual orientation (i.e., fag tag or smear the 
queer).

6. I am not accused of being abused, warped or 
psychologically confused because of my sexual 
orientation.

7. I can go home from most meetings, classes, and 
conversations without feeling excluded, fearful, 
attacked, isolated, outnumbered, unheard, held 
at a distance, stereotyped or feared because of 
my sexual orientation.

8. I am never asked to speak for everyone who is 

heterosexual.
9. I can be sure that my children’s classes will 

require curricular materials that testify to the 
existence of people with my sexual orientation.

10. People don’t ask why I made my choice of sexual 
orientation.

11. People don’t ask why I made my choice to be 
public about my sexual orientation.

12. I do not have to fear revealing my sexual 
orientation to friends or family. It’s assumed.

13. My sexual orientation was never associated with 
a closet.

14. People of my gender do not try to convince me 
to change my sexual orientation.

15. I don’t have to defend my heterosexuality.
16. I can easily find a religious community that will 

not exclude me for being heterosexual.
17. I can count on finding a therapist or doctor 

willing and able to talk about my sexuality.
18. I am guaranteed to find sex education literature 

for couples with my sexual orientation.
19. Because of my sexual orientation, I do not need 

to worry that people will harass me.
20. I have no need to qualify my straight identity.
21. My masculinity/femininity is not challenged 
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because of my sexual orientation.
22. I am not identified by my sexual orientation.
23. I can be sure that if I need legal or medical help 

my sexual orientation will not work against me.
24. If my day, week, or year is going badly, I need 

not ask of each negative episode or situation 
whether it has sexual orientation overtones.

25. Whether I rent or I go to a movie theater, I can 
be sure I will not have trouble finding my sexual 
orientation represented. 

26. I can walk in public with my significant other and 
not have people double-take or stare. 

27. I can choose to not think politically about my 
sexual orientation.

28. I can remain oblivious of the language and 
culture of LGBT folk without feeling in my 
culture any penalty for such oblivion. 

29. I can go for months without being called 
straight. 

30. I’m not grouped because of my sexual 
orientation. 

31. My individual behavior does not reflect on 

people who identity as heterosexual. 
32. In everyday conversation, the language my 

friends and I use generally assumes my sexual 
orientation. For example, sex inappropriately 
is referring to only heterosexual sex or family 
meaning heterosexual relationships with kids. 

33. Nobody calls me straight with maliciousness. 
34. People can use terms that describe my sexual 

orientation and mean positive things (i.e., 
“straight as an arrow”, “standing up straight” or 
“straightened out”) instead of demeaning terms 
(i.e, “that’s gay” or being “queer”). 

35. I am not asked to think about why I am straight. 
36. I can be open about my sexual orientation 

without worrying about my job. 
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Table 3: Facing a Confrontation exercise, developed by Daniel Hunter with Nico Amador at 
Training for Change http://www.trainingforchange.org/tools/facing-attack-challenge

GOALS
• Gaining skill in facing attacks with increased 

flexibility;
• Practice choosing one method to respond to 

attacks; and
• Increase confidence in facing and handling 

attacks.

HOW TO LEAD THIS TOOL
Put participants in pairs. Have them spread around 
the room and face each other. Ask one person to be 
an “A” and another to be a “B.” Make sure each 
group has an A and a B.

Explain to participants that there are different ways 
to handle the attacks. Explain the four methods of 
handling an attack. Have written up, for the visual 
channel, the names of the four methods.

• Defensive: disagreeing with the content of the 
attack and saying the attack is baseless;

• Attacking Back: going on the offensive and 
challenging the attacker’s status, credibility to 
make the attack, or misuse of their rank;

• Accept: accepting the attack, perhaps followed 
by getting advice from the attacker on how one 
should use this information;

• Assist the Attacker: the attacker may need more 
information about you to know how to be more 
accurate or may need a hand getting more 
specific and less general (“Can you give me an 
example of where you have you seen me acting 
in a racist way? That may help me understand 

you more clearly.”).

Everyone will practice these different methods since 
each might be appropriate in a different contexts.
Brainstorm out loud some possible attacks people 
may face. After a good sample, explain that “A’s” 
will first practice handling attacks from the “B’s.” 
Give the B’s a chance to either think of some attack 
that A’s might face or find out from A’s if there is an 
attack they have in mind.

The process is simple: B’s will start an attack. A’s will 
respond first by being Defensive. After a minute or so 
the facilitator will call time and read the next method 
on the list. B’s will restart the attack and A’s, in turn, 
will respond with that method.

Three minutes should be enough per method. Watch 
for laughter as people may get uncomfortable or 
people getting a little silly. Give only a brief moment 
and then read the next method from the list for them 
to try.

After A’s have tried all four methods, take a few 
minutes to debrief. Note if any were hard or if people 
slipped from one to another (for example, commonly 
people will slip from accepting to defensive – “I 
agree with you. But …”). Brainstorm options where 
people were getting stuck.

Next give A’s a chance to attack while B’s handle 
the attacks with the four methods using the same 
process as before.



A
P

P
E
N

D
IX

  
 7

1
Q

U
E
E
R

 
M

A
T

T
E
R

S

Debrief in the large group about handling attacks 
including theory.

THEORY BEHIND THIS TOOL
Attacks happen. They are natural and should 
happen. The problem is that many people respond 
to confrontations without success. People in the 
mainstream, for example, often try to defuse or 
reduce the attack, attempting to minimize or 
manage the attack. Other responses may be mixed, 
for example “I agree with what you’re saying, but…” 
– a mix of accepting and defensiveness. And still 
others may ignore the attack entirely.

This tool originated as a way to teach a privileged 
group increased flexibility in handling attacks 
– previously they were responding only with 
defensiveness.

The idea, inspired by Arnold Mindell’s The Leadership 
as Martial Artist, is that individuals may respond to 
an attack in at least four ways:
• defensiveness;
• attacking back;
• accepting the attack; or
• assisting the attacker to be even more accurate 

in their attack.

Each can be useful at a given moment and each 
may result in greater understanding. But when they 
are combined without awareness, it is very hard for 
the attacker to make a clean attack. I.e. if someone 

is both accepting the attack and simultaneously 
attacking the attacker back, how does the attacker 
respond? Glad to have the attack accepted or 
defensively? Choosing one fully and trying it out is 
important.

And just as important is being able to choose 
another methodology if that style does not work. 
For example, if someone is accepting the attack 
but the attacker keeps on with the attack, maybe 
there attacker is not quite clear about what they are 
attacking about, and therefore assisting the attacker 
may be more useful. They might see a point the 
attacker missed that’s worthy of attack or offer some 
elicitive questions to the attacker to help them get 
clearer.

Bottomline, this tool is about increasing flexibility, 
awareness, and tolerance of attacks. It is a pro-
awareness and pro-conflict practice session for 
handling confrontation and attacks.

Cross-cultural note: Some cultures and subcultures 
have strong associations with the term “attack,” 
such as associating it with physical attacks or 
only a high level of confrontation. Consider what 
terminology will most carry the appropriate meaning 
to the group, e.g. confrontation, challenge, or 
resistance. This theory is widely applicable to 
different types of challenges to the leader.
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