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Summary

The emerging subfield of queer communication pedagogy (QCP) marks an educative 
praxis that centers the liberation of queer and trans subjects and, specifically, those who 
are most violently impacted by racist cisheterosexism in the form of carceral logics and 
policing. Intersectional articulations of sex, gender, and sexual difference are disciplined 
and literally policed both in and out of the communication classroom. Course design, for 
instance, provides a disciplinary means for justifying the violent repression of sex, 
gender, and sexual difference in the classroom through activities that insist on a 
compulsory framing of gender in binary terms. Or, policing can emerge in the racist 
cisheterosexist pedagogue’s gaze that communicatively constitutes “incivility” out of 
racialized sex, gender, and sexual difference; this is evidenced in the violent policing of 
queer and trans students of color beginning with the school-to-prison pipeline and on into 
higher education settings where educators are empowered to call on campus police 
forces to remedy what they perceive as “unruly”—queer—students.

QCP reflects histories comprising both critical communication pedagogy (CCP) and queer 
pedagogy. CCP, itself informed by critical pedagogy, is committed to liberatory educative 
ends driven by praxiological means derived of lived experience in historical context. That 
is, critical pedagogy takes as a point of departure lived experience as a means of 
resisting intersectional oppression and, in turn, enacting progressive social change. CCP 
strives toward these liberatory goals through communicative means, specifically dialogic 
encounters between/with/as students-and/as-teachers. Conversely, queer pedagogy refers 
to a destabilization of pedagogical presumption implicating the racist cisheteronormative 
foundation informing carceral-centered knowledge production and educative 
engagement. In turn, queer pedagogy labors toward the abolition of carcerality including 
the prison industrial complex and police state. Taken together, QCP marks an activist- 
oriented educative praxis that labors toward liberation of queer and trans subjects 
through the abolition of racist cisheterosexist carcerality.
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Introduction

Queer communication pedagogy (QCP) marks an activist-oriented educative praxis that works 
to dismantle racist cisheterosexism. Informed by enfleshed histories of embodied resistance to 
racist cisheteronormative disciplining, regulating, and policing of sex, gender, and sexual 
difference, QCP performs a liberatory politic committed to the abolition of the prison 
industrial complex (PIC), which Critical Resistance (2020) defines as “the overlapping 
interests of government and industry that use surveillance, policing, and imprisonment as 
solutions to economic, social and political problems” and that PCARE (2017) reminds us 
“reflects and produces racial inequality” (p. 297; see also PCARE, 2007). To be clear, QCP 
does not perform liberal reform politics in the form of uncritical or performative inclusionary 
gestures that fail to implicate the bases of racist cisheterosexist violences. Rather, QCP seeks 
to “interrupt settler colonialism by challenging students to study the ways in which they 
inherit colonial histories and to insist that they critically question the colonial institutions 
through which their rights are sought” (Smith, 2013, p. 469). QCP is radical pedagogical 
praxis that implicates the very foundation of communication studies. Still, QCP is derived 
largely of Western queer and trans experience and, as a result, its assumptions risk 
perpetuating U.S. centrism (Atay, 2020). Said quite differently, while QCP can claim the 
bravado of a radical, decolonial pedagogical politic, it remains a largely U.S.-centric venture 
that, without intersectional reflexivity, can privilege U.S. neoliberal educative modes and 
Western notions of “justice” (Jones & Calafell, 2010).

While rarely stated so explicitly, the drive to end the policing and disciplining of difference has 
long animated queer and trans existence and, in turn, is what informs QCP’s abolitionist 
goals. Indeed, the queer in queer communication research is, or ought to be, activist oriented 
and work in service of liberatory ends (Slagle, 1995). Such ends should serve, specifically, 
those most lethally impacted by the PIC, including policing mechanisms that emerge through 
existing disciplinary knowledge, exclusionary course design, and the use of policing agents, 
including campus police, to remedy so-called unruly or uncivil students (LeMaster & Mapes, 
2020).

Within the discipline of communication, queer approaches to pedagogy are relatively new, 
having emerged in the early 21st century. Prior to its emergence, queerness was largely 
glossed over in the communication discipline as mere outlier, deviant to those White 
cisheteronormative subjectivities worthy of academic interest. In his critical assessment of the 
communication discipline, Yep (2003) found queer and trans folks endure internalized, 
externalized, institutional, and discursive cisheteronormative violences at the intersections of 
difference. In addition to culture more generally, Yep revealed that cisheteronormative 
violences were performed in and through both communication scholarship and the resulting 
pedagogies that made their way into communication classrooms. Yep additionally argued that 
communication scholars are equipped to facilitate healing through criticism, performance, 
and pedagogy. Criticism includes demystification of cisheteronormativity while performance 
and pedagogy point to embodiment of difference and cultural performance as critical sites for 
interrogating and intervening in the performative sedimentation of cisheteronormativity (see 
also Pineau, 2002; Yep, 2017). In short, QCP’s late emergence reflects the pervasiveness of 
racist cisheteronormativity organizing the foundation of the communication discipline 
generally and communication pedagogy more specifically.
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To navigate these historically sedimented terrains, queer communication pedagogues draw on 
both their/our lived experiences, as folks who navigate(d) cisheterosexist communication 
classrooms, in addition to a variety of interdisciplinary means used to imagine and enact 
queer communication pedagogies that work in service of liberatory ends. More formally, QCP 
reflects the convergence of critical communication pedagogy (CCP) with queer pedagogy. 
Informed by critical pedagogies, CCP centers the humanization, and in turn liberation, of 
communicative subjects. Conversely, queer pedagogies center the liberation of, specifically, 
queer and trans subjects most violently impacted by racist cisheterosexist carcerality. Taken 
together, QCP turns to communicative means to imagine and enact the liberation of 
intersectional sex, gender, and sexual nonnormativity in the communication classroom and 
beyond. This article traces the emergence of QCP as a liberatory abolitionist politic that works 
across the whole of communication curriculum. To accomplish this, we first story the 
emergence of QCP. Then, we unpack QCP’s constitutive elements, including (a) locating, 
historicizing, and politicizing “queer”; (b) the emergence of CCP as a liberatory educative 
praxis that enables interdisciplinary connection with queer pedagogies; and (c) queer 
pedagogy as a pedagogical politic that labors to destabilize normativity with the larger goal of 
abolishing carcerality. Taken together, QCP marks a distinct communicative pedagogical 
project committed to the liberation of gender and sexual nonnormativity through the abolition 
of carcerality. To begin, we turn to the emergence of QCP.

The Emergence of Queer Communication Pedagogy

Informed by enfleshed histories of resistance to racialized cisheterosexist discipline and 
violence at the hands of both state and local officials, including community members and 
educators, QCP is activist oriented and works in service of dismantling intersecting 
oppressions that mar the lives of marginalized identities, voices, and bodies in the 
communication classroom and beyond. In so doing, QCP takes as a critical point of departure 
the liberation of those oppressed by racist cisheterosexism at the intersections of difference. 
Atay and Pensoneau-Conway (2020b) formally coined QCP with the publication of their 
anthology Queer Communication Pedagogy. In it, communication scholars theorized queer 
paths and possibilities of and for communication pedagogy and liberation. While scant, earlier 
work that might be termed QCP included troubling normative renderings of gender in the 
classroom.

For instance, Lovaas et al. (2002) guided students to practice reflexive processing of one’s 
own held beliefs about gender. In so doing, the authors encouraged students to interrogate 
their own deeply held beliefs about gender normativity and projected assumptions about 
gender difference and, specifically, trans bodies. Similarly, Cooks and Sun (2002) analyzed 
stories students tell about gender by placing in conversation the historical discourses that 
enable the communicative utterance with the dialogic encounter between gendered bodies. 
These pedagogical interventions sought to expand how students imagined and enacted gender 
and gender relations in communicative exchanges. While not explicitly “queer,” the 
implications of this work are profoundly important for the liberation of sexual and gender 
difference in the communication classroom. Similar work during the 2000s focused on how to 
locate the gender and sexual nonnormative subject in the classroom highlighting the question 
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of outness including its pedagogical and political implications (Gust & Warren, 2008; Meyer, 
2005). Others reflect back on early cutting-edge courses in communication and sexuality (e.g., 
Charles, 2005; Lovaas & Jenkins, 2020).

Yep’s (2003) important critique during this time highlighted an intense violence undergirding 
the communication discipline; that is cisheteronormativity (see also Yep, 2017). This critique 
pointed out that the discipline was not amenable to queerness or transness. The discipline did 
not begin to encounter queer approaches to pedagogy with increasing regularity until the 
2010s. We do not want to discount the courageous and groundbreaking queer pedagogical 
work that occurs daily in communication classrooms but whose practices may not make it to 
the page due to any number of political reasons, including disinterest in publishing in 
academe, disinterest in formalizing queer pedagogical practices, lack of institutional 
resources that would allow for the space to reflect and write on pedagogical experience, and 
work spaces that are especially hostile to racialized sexual and gender nonnormativity.

Said differently, we cannot read the absence of a historically rich and robust explicitly named 
QCP body of literature as disinterest but as an indication of the racist cisheterosexism that 
pervasively organizes the communication discipline specifically and the academy more 
generally. That said, the published work that constitutes QCP provides a productive means of 
imagining queer and trans liberation in the communication classroom and beyond (e.g., 
Gingrich-Philbrook, 2002; Hobson, 2020; Lovaas, 2010; Lovaas & Jenkins, 2020; Sender, 2020; 
Whitworth & Wilcoxen, 2020; Young, 2020). Take for example Spieldenner and Booker (2020), 
who “talk sex” so as to “disrupt structures between student and teacher, between classroom 
and social network, and amongst sexual categories” (p. 157; see also Pensoneau-Conway, 
2009). And consider the groundbreaking work of queer pedagogues who theorize the body as 
pedagogical intervention (Johnson & Calafell, 2020), look to queer performance art as 
pedagogical praxis (Pattisapu, 2020), transnationalize queer pedagogy (Atay, 2020), and read 
pedagogical potential in historical figures (Morris, 2013). LeMaster (2018) founded the Trans 
Empowerment Group, which helps to facilitate healing through critical interrogation of 
cisheterosexism in everyday lives of trans people, leading to queer worldmaking outside of the 
communication classroom (see also LeMaster et al., 2019). And consider the importance of 
queer mentoring, advising, and the constitution of queer families of choice in academe 
(Eguchi & Long, 2019; LeMaster, 2020; Pattisapu & Calafell, 2012).

Fox (2013) made an explicit link between queer pedagogy and communicative utterances in 
his call for queer pedagogues to attend to the “periperformative” dimensions of queer 
communication, or “speech about queer speech” (p. 73). Sedgwick (2003) coined 
“periperformative” and theorized it spatially: “Periperformative utterances aren’t just about 
performative utterances in a referential sense: they cluster around them, they are near them 
or next to them or crowding against them; they are in the neighborhood of the 
performative” (p. 68). Sedgwick offered the performative example of a dare: I dare you! 
Performativity theory draws our attention to the first- and second-person persona involved in 
the dare, which together enable the utterance to do. Sedgwick, however, draws our attention 
to the third-person plural subject that is interpellated through a presumed alignment with the 
terms of engagement enabling the dare, “the ‘they’ of witness—whether or not literally 
present” (p. 69). In this regard, the subject who does not object to the dare (i.e., through 
silence or [presumed] absence) is assumed to align with the first-person subject enacting the 
scene. In the classroom, how the instructor and students talk about sexual and gender 
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difference reveals the political scene against which “learning” is presumed to occur and in 
which sexual and gender nonnormative students are forced to accept the oppressive terms of 
their own violent exclusion. Fox set an important tone for the emergence of a communication- 
centered approach to queer pedagogy that attends to the communicative constitution of 
cisheterosexism performatively animated in and through mundane cultural performances in 
the classroom, a point long explored by critical communication pedagogues (see, e.g., 
Alexander, 1999).

More recently, and in the introduction to their co-edited special issue of Communication 
Teacher titled “Teaching Trans-Affirming, Intersectional Gender,” LeMaster and Johnson 
(2019) called for a specifically trans affirming queer pedagogy. To accomplish this, they 
modeled a critical trans-centered reading of Julia T. Wood and Natalie Fixmer-Oraiz’s (2017) 
popular gender communication textbook Gendered Lives. In turn, the collection of classroom 
activities included in the special issue seek to radically reimagine gender in the 
communication classroom (see also Agid & Rand, 2011; Courvant, 2011; Enke, 2016; Muñoz & 
Garrison, 2008; Nicolazzo et al., 2015; Spade, 2011). Capuzza et al. (2020) theorized trans- 
affirming pedagogy through a roundtable titled “Transing Communication Education: A 
Chorus of Voices.” While queer pedagogy demands greater inclusion of queer voices and 
experiences, those voices and experiences often reflect nontrans queer experiences. This 
roundtable adds to LeMaster and Johnson’s (2019) critical call for a specifically trans- 
affirming communication classroom. Reflecting on her own pedagogy in the classroom, Lucy 
Miller noted:

Centering gender identity can be as simple as not relying exclusively on examples 
related to cisgender [non-trans] men and women and by continually reinforcing the 
socially constructed nature of gender, even when discussing communication patterns 
ascribed to a specific gender in our society.

(Capuzza et al., 2020, p. 115)

Conversely, matthew heinz cautioned that “such pedagogy requires risks and a constant 
awareness of the inherent instability of ways of thinking about the human 
experience” (Capuzza et al., 2020, p. 117).

Capuzza et al. (2020) illustrated the cutting-edge work featured in Atay and Pensoneau- 
Conway’s (2020b) edited collection just as it marked the where of our disciplinary 
conversation with regard to QCP. In the broadest sense, Atay and Pensoneau-Conway offered 
three paths to focus QCP efforts: (a) foster a space in which students can critically reflect on 
and interrogate racist cisheterosexism including the ways in which knowledge production is 
constrained by the terms, and their constitutive histories, themselves; (b) adopt readings and 
content that encourage students to question and resist racialized cisheteronormative 
presumptions of a “proper” text or object of study; and (c) enact curricular change that 
destabilizes assumptions about course content and perspective through centering queer and 
trans voices “as well as voices that decenter conventional curricular structures” (Atay & 
Pensoneau-Conway, 2020a, p. 8). To these we add a concerted focus on the interrogation of 
racist cisheterosexism and the resulting abolition of both policing and prison, key elements of 
queer and trans politics we must not forgo. The contributors to Atay and Pensoneau-Conway’s 
volume—informed by their own intersectional political commitments to queer and trans 
liberation, coupled with their unique disciplinary approaches to QCP—theorized and enacted 
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pedagogical possibilities of liberation of/for/by queer and trans subjects. QCP has rapidly 
developed in important ways that trouble the communication classroom and that works 
pedagogy in service of liberatory ends. Still, communication thinkers are only now beginning 
to imagine and enact QCP’s liberatory possibilities. To gain a better perspective on the 
liberatory ends inherent in QCP, we turn our focus first to the “queer” of QCP before 
unpacking QCP’s remaining constitutive elements: CCP and queer pedagogy.

Locating, Historicizing, and Politicizing the “Queer” in Queer 
Communication Pedagogy

QCP is a form of critical pedagogy in that it desires liberation with a specific focus on queer 
and trans life, wellness, embodiment, identity, and experience at the intersections of 
difference. The queer of QCP marks an activist orientation that labors toward the destruction 
of intersectional normativities and their attending violences. Within queer communication 
studies, queer is articulated as both a noun and as a verb. As a noun, queer can refer to those 
whose embodiment or intersectional identities chafe against the dictates of racialized 
cisheteronormativity. These can include, for instance, sexual identities (e.g., lesbian, bisexual, 
pansexual, asexual, BDSM, leather, kink, gay), including erotic formations (e.g., polyamorous, 
aromantic, single) as well as gender identities (e.g., trans, transgender, ipsogender, non- 
binary, genderqueer, agender) and including identities that center sex (e.g., transsexual, 
intersex) and many more intersectional identities that have yet to be imagined, felt, or 
relationally enacted.

Of course, these identities fail to capture the complexity of sex, gender, and sexual 
embodiment. Indeed, identity does not determine behavior nor presentation (nor does it 
determine the reverse), highlighting the reality that identities such as these reference those 
who are marked by others—or who identify themselves—as such (Hall, 1996). More than that, 
these identities represent but a small fraction of human experience (Yep, 2016). Specifically, 
these terms reference identity formations with colonial roots that privilege the global North 
and West, particularly U.S. American formations (Aizura et al., 2014; binaohan, 2014). 
Therefore, “queer” functions as an imperfect means of organizing and referencing large 
swaths of people who specifically navigate racialized cisheterosexism at the intersections of 
difference. In turn, “queer” is a coalitional politic that works to dismantle systemic oppression 
while centering an intersectional engagement with sexual politics and ideology (Cohen, 1997; 
Rubin, 2011). That being said, there is a particular distinction that is worth noting. And that is 
between that of “queer” and that of “trans,” or between that of sexuality and of sex and 
gender (Stryker, 2004).

In the biggest sense, “queer” references that which is understood as odd, weird, and peculiar 
from the vantage of those who embody cultural power in the form of norms. When norms are 
imbued with cultural power they materialize as a compulsory cultural expectation projected 
onto all bodies such that those who fail—whether consciously or not—normative expectancies 
are dubbed sick or immoral (Rich, 1980). While queer references “oddness” in a big sense, it 
specifically references nonnormative sexuality. Cisheteronormativity marks the ideological 
ground distinguishing “good” from “bad” gendered sexualities (Yep, 2003). Rubin (2011) adds 
“recurrent battles [that] take place between the primary producers of sexual ideology—the 
churches, the family, and the media—and the groups whose experience they name, distort, 



Page 7 of 26

Printed from Oxford Research Encyclopedias, Communication. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may 
print out a single article for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).
Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 27 April 2021

and endanger”—educative spaces bearing no exception, particularly with regard to the 
cisheteronormative bias inherent in the communication discipline’s foundation (p. 165; Yep, 
2003). Queers, those whose sexualities have been dubbed “bad, abnormal, unnatural, 
damned,” by those with the power to name (e.g., nonqueers), are embroiled in an ongoing 
battle of someone else’s design (Rubin, 2011, p. 152).

Conversely, those subjects who otherwise mirror the “mythical norm” (White, endosex and 
cisgender, Christian, economically secure, able-bodied and -minded, citizen)—save for their 
queer sexuality—have increasingly turned to respectability politics in a bid toward 
assimilation into an unchanged sexual order organized by white supremacy (Lorde, 2007, p. 
116). These respectable White queer subjects embody what Duggan (2003) theorizes as 
“homonormativity,” or a neoliberal sexual politic “that does not contest dominant 
heteronormative assumptions and institutions, but upholds and sustains them, while 
promising the possibility of a demobilized gay constituency and a privatized, depoliticized gay 
culture anchored in domesticity and consumption” (p. 50). Homonormative subjects placate to 
whiteness through a single-axis view of sexuality that refuses to engage intersectional 
complexity. Homonormativity is not queer; it is a racist and unreflexive individualistic 
respectability politic marked by personal success in an unchanged racist cisheterosexist social 
order.

To be clear, the “queer” in queer pedagogy rejects untroubled bids of cultural inclusion as that 
encountered in homonormative politics as well as in (White) nationalist projects including 
homonationalism, which privileges “good” queer subjects who work in service of propping up 
the U.S. nation-state (Puar, 2007). Conversely, the “queer” in queer pedagogy references 
unruly sexual subjects dubbed “queer” as a result of their embodied difference and who, in 
turn, resist by way of existing against normativity. Emerging out of this context, “queer” has 
been historically used as an epithet and weaponized against people presumed to be lesbian, 
bisexual, and gay largely due to their nonnormative sexualities and gender performances 
(whether presumed as in the problematic use of the so-called gaydar or materialized in the 
form of a disclosure, i.e., I’m not straight). Sluts, sex workers, feminine men and masculine 
women, as well as “punks, bulldaggers, and welfare queens” bore/bear the brunt of these 
violences as subjects marked by their nonnormativity, including those marked as such in the 
communication classroom (Cohen, 1997, p. 463).

The 1990s ushered in a dark era of death in which a significant number of queer folks lost 
their lives due to an intentionally neglectful and conservative U.S. government response to 
HIV/AIDS. In turn, queers resisted the U.S. government-led decimation of queer subjects 
through activism in the form of groups like the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT-UP) and 
Queer Nation (Rand, 2014). During this time, activists—targeted by racist cisheterosexism in 
the form of classed health disparities and death—reclaimed “queer” as a radical liberatory 
organizing politic. These queers used anger and rage as affective points of departure for 
political organizing. Queer pedagogies, so understood, are resistant, unruly, peculiar, and 
playful while committed to the destruction of intersectional sexual oppression. While queer 
subjects are policed and brutalized for the way they/we love, relate, and fuck, it is often 
through gender embodiment that outsiders project sexual meaning. Gender and sexuality are 
not the same, though they are culturally coconstitutive in a Western, U.S. context.
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Like queer, “trans” functions as a broad coalitional politic that organizes large swaths of folks 
whose sex and gender evade cisheteronormative expectancies for bodily being and 
comportment (Stryker et al., 2008). The nation-state requires human reproduction for its 
perpetuation; it is, in this logic, a “duty” to reproduce the nation. (White) nationalist projects 
draw on racist cisheterosexist ideologies in order to mark humans for their capacity to 
reproduce. This logic forms the ground for colonial expansion historically (Stoller, 1995). The 
colonial project sought/seeks to control and destroy difference, both body and land (Miranda, 
2013). In a colonial context, “gender” designated (White) human subjects as being either men 

or women, with men serving as the human exemplar and woman as his invert. Her task was to 
reproduce the (White) human race. Conversely, sex was used to distinguish reproductive 
capacity, and in turn labor promise, of nonhumans as males or females. It was into this 
category that colonial terrorists placed Indigenous, Black, and Brown subjects (Lugones, 
2011).

While sex and gender are understood in different terms today, the colonial foundation on 
which contemporary gender is lived persists in the continued violence targeted at Indigenous 
and Black trans women and femme subjects today. Said directly, the sex and gender binaries 
are colonial technologies used to distinguish humans from nonhumans in racialized terms 
(binaohan, 2014). It is in this historical context that we locate the specificity of trans 
experience: As emerging in response to the colonial medical gaze that creates “sex” out of 
racist fantasies about genitals and the (White) nationalist shaping of human reproduction. 
Indeed, while trans experiences diverge in important ways (Plemons & Straayer, 2018; 
Prosser, 1998), it is a shared sense of resistance to normative racialized sex and gender 
interpellation that constructs a ground for collective organizing against the violences of racist 
cisheterosexism. Trans folks affirm their/our bodies in ways both similar to and different from 
nontrans folks; a primary difference is that trans folks are violently policed for, and restricted 
from, shaping their/our bodies on their/our relative terms of engagement (Sullivan, 2006).

So, while there is overlap (especially as that experienced in trans folks whose sexualities are 
also queer), the distinction between queer and trans matters. When used in the broader, 
universalizing sense, yes, trans subjects might be understood as queer and the implications of 
queer sexual politics impact trans subjects in important ways (Sedgwick, 2008). However, 
trans folks can be easily erased when “queer” is understood in a narrow sense focused 
exclusively on sexuality sans intersectional complexity including heterosexual trans folks and 
trans folks who refuse to identify with/as “queer.” We locate the core of this tension in White 
queer political resistance politics that expect nonnormative lives, bodies, and identities to 
work exclusively in service of dismantling normativity; this is not necessarily the goal of trans 
subjects who are simply trying to live life (Namaste, 2000). The expectation that a trans 
subject ought to challenge the gender binary, for instance, in every life choice they make not 
only places the onus of social change on trans bodies but it lets nontrans subjects off the hook 
from implicating their own complacency in maintaining the existing racist gender order. This 
includes nontrans subjects who have yet to interrogate their own compulsory sex assignment 
at birth and the resulting gender trajectory on which one finds oneself (Valentine, 2012) and 
queer and/or trans subjects who refuse to interrogate the whiteness that undergirds their own 
relationship to binary gender (Detournay, 2019; Snorton, 2017). Whereas queer politics 
deconstruct culture, trans politics imagine and reconstruct possibility in a racist 
cisheterosexist culture (Keegan, 2020). In this regard, trans politics necessarily trouble queer 
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assumptions of assimilation as an either/or dichotomy. In total, “queer” as a noun references a 
variety of subjects whose sex, gender, and/or sexuality fail to meet racist cisheterosexist 
standards for identity and embodiment.

As a verb, “queer” refers to the discursive dismantling, destabilization, and deconstruction of 
cultural normativities generally and cisheteronormativity specifically. It is the noun—the 
queer and trans culture makers and their mundane, even if unintentional, embodied 
resistance to racialized cisheteronormative carcerality—that provides the performative means 
enabling the verb, or the queering of culture. In this way, the impulse to critique culture from 
a queer vantage is informed by historical embodied resistance to the violence of intersectional 
normativities including racialized cisheteronormativity. Take, for instance, Joan of Arc’s famed 
protest to being imprisoned and forced to wear clothing expected of women: “For nothing in 
the world will I swear not to arm myself and put on a man’s dress” (quoted in Feinberg, 1992, 
p. 14). The Inquisition sentenced Joan of Arc to death and remarked on her unwillingness to 
wear clothes expected of women: “time and again you have relapsed, as a dog that returns to 
its vomit” (quoted in Feinberg, 1992, p. 14; see also Crane, 1996). Or take 18th-century 

resistance to London Molly House raids wherein patrons “many of them in drag, met the raid 
with determined and violent resistance” (Bray, 1982, p. 91). Or the 1966 resistance to police 
harassment and brutality led by trans women of color at Gene Compton’s Cafeteria in San 
Francisco or the later 1969 Stonewall Rebellion in New York, led by Black and Brown queer 
and trans folks of color including Stormé DeLarverie, Miss Major Griffin-Gracy, Marsha P. 
Johnson, and Sylvia Rivera—each are inspirational activists in their own right (see Feinberg, 
1996; Stryker, 2017). Or consider that exciting moment when, in 2017, Trans Queer Pueblo, 
an activist group that centers trans and queer migrant voices, shut down Arizona Phoenix 
Pride and demanded organizers make Pride safe for queer and trans people of color by ending 
its ties with the police state and to release queer and trans migrants from detention (Philp, 
2017). Or take the 2020 Brooklyn Liberation March of 15,000 activists asserting: Black Trans 
Lives Matter!

Those who fall outside of intersectional normativity’s privileged core are forced to endure the 
brunt of systemic oppression (Yep, 2013). This resistance can be spectacular, as exhibited in 
the examples here largely led by trans culture makers, or it can look and sound and feel quite 
mundane in the context of violent racist cisheterosexism as illustrated in Lourde Ashley 
Hunter’s (2015) important declaration: Every Breath a Black Trans Woman Takes Is an Act of 
Revolution. Cohen (1997) locates the “radical potential of queerness” at the “intersection of 
oppression and resistance,” where different bodies coalesce around an intersectional politic of 
resistance (p. 440). Taken together, queer (as noun and verb) marks a praxiological 
pedagogical posture that centers the liberation of minoritized sexual subjects at the 
intersections of difference. Within the discipline of communication, CCP has proven amenable 
to queer’s political edge in pedagogical terms. In the next section, we explore the ways CCP 
possibilizes queer’s radical pedagogical potential through liberatory commitments before 
turning to queer pedagogy itself, which serves as a guide that directs CCP practitioners to 
more fully engage and resist racist cisheterosexism through abolitionist goals.
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Critical Communication Pedagogy as Liberatory

The study of communication in educational contexts has fallen into two camps: communication 
education and instructional communication. Staton (1989) distinguishes communication 
education as “the study of the teaching of speech communication” (p. 365). Studies of this sort 
have engaged the teaching of communication in classroom settings at all levels, from grade 
school through college. Communication education scholars theorize and explore effective 
means of teaching communication theories and skills. Conversely, instructional 
communication is “the study of the human communication process as it occurs in instructional 
contexts” or, said differently, how communication affects “instructional situation[s], classroom 
context[s], or school environment[s]” (p. 366). Communication education offers a narrower 
point of focus than that of instructional communication, which looks at communication across 
any number of subjects and at all levels of education.

Both communication subfields have historically relied on quantitative means to theorize 
effective pedagogy. Research of this sort assumes at least two things: (a) the classroom is a 
neutral, depoliticized site and (b) generalizable findings are dependent on essentialized 
notions of identity and difference such that “the student” stands in for learning experiences 
across learning sites (Sprague, 1992, 1993, 1994). Fassett and Rudick (2016) add that 
research of this sort relies on: “state/trait-based research (e.g., verbal aggressiveness), 
decontextualized communicative behaviors (e.g., verbal immediacy), or interpersonal-level 
understandings of power” (p. 576). In response, Sprague (1992) shifted the focus by asking 
quite simply and directly of communication scholars: “Does our current approach to 
scholarship have a liberating or a dehumanizing effect on students and teachers?” (p. 5, 
emphasis added). This question formally introduced the question of criticality to 
communication education and instructional communication research.

Prior to Sprague’s (1993) critical call for a “renewed and reinvigorated” study of 
communication pedagogy, instructional communication scholars were already theorizing 
power in the classroom (p. 106). However, they theorized power as a tool used in service of 
policing student behavior so as to ensure classroom management. In the first of a series of 
essays titled “Power in the Classroom,” McCroskey and Richmond (1983) describe the 
function of power and its relationship to communication in the classroom thusly:

Power and communication are closely interrelated. Power that is not used, for all 
intents and purposes, is power that does not exist. The use of power requires 
communication. In the absence of communication, therefore, the teacher in the 
classroom is powerless. In the same vein, the way(s) the teacher communicates with 
her/his [sic] students to a major extent determine the type and extent of the power 
he/she [sic] exert over those students. Similarly, the type of power exerted will have a 
major impact on the quality of teacher-student communication.

(pp. 175–176, emphasis added; see also Richmond & McCroskey, 1992)

This and resulting research offered Behavioral Alteration Messages and Behavioral Alteration 
Techniques as pedagogical means to control student behavior perceived to be “disruptive” or 
“unruly” or “uncivil” from the vantage of the authoritarian educator. Returning to Sprague’s 
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(1992) query—Does our current approach to scholarship have a liberating or a dehumanizing 
effect on students and teachers?—one will rightly note that these traditional articulations of 
power (as coercive and violent means to alter student [who are humans, after all] behavior) 
serve as grounds to dehumanize students. It is against this backdrop of oppressive compulsory 
pedagogical practice that Sprague asks her important question ushering in the critical 
interrogation of communication pedagogy.

Critical pedagogy marks less a method than it does a posture. As a posture, critical 
pedagogies maintain, in the words of hooks (1989), “Education is a political issue for exploited 
and oppressed people” (p. 98; see also Giroux 2000, 2004); it is the practice of freedom 

(hooks, 1994). To answer Sprague’s (1992) query, critical pedagogies labor toward liberating 

effects for both students and teachers, regardless of the course or level of teaching/learning. 
Informed in part by CCP, QCP focuses its abolitionist goals toward the liberation of racialized 
gender and sexual nonnormativities specifically while CCP is amenable to a broader 
intersectional engagement with liberatory politics and pedagogy. A common misunderstanding 
is that critical pedagogies are restricted to “cultural” classrooms. Rather, critical pedagogies 
understand the classroom as a cultural site produced by, while producing, culture (Alexander, 
1999, 2004a, 2004b, 2005; Alexander & Warren, 2002). As Giroux argues in McLaren (1999), 
“schools are more than instructional sites; they are cultural sites that are actively involved in 
the selective ordering and legitimization of specific forms of language, reasoning, sociality, 
daily experience and style” (p. xxiv). In short, schooling constructs “good” subjects based on 
hegemonic cultural standards including that of whiteness and cisheteronormativity.

There is no “real world” out there, but rather different cultural contexts in which the same 
machinations of power flow differently across our different bodies and through different 
course content and areas of study. As such, critical pedagogies are well suited to all 
communication classrooms, perhaps especially for those courses and areas of study in which 
antioppression is undertheorized or in which whiteness orders a hierarchy of communicative 
intelligibility (Chakravartty et al., 2018). Critical pedagogy reverses the assumptions 
undergirding traditional communication education and instructional communication research 
by (a) politicizing the classroom by drawing attention to cultural power, which always and 
already exists and animates the classroom and beyond, and (b) advancing an embodied 
understanding of identity as coconstitutive of culture and communication (Calafell, 2010; 
Hamera, 2004; Pineau, 2002; Warren, 1999). This discursive reversal of terms renders 
generalizable findings that attempt to make sense of “the student” in “the classroom” as 
suspicious at best.

While critical pedagogy has assumed many forms, it is the work of Brazilian philosopher Paolo 
Freire that has made the greatest critical impact on communication pedagogy. Freire (2005) 
famously critiqued the “banking” model of education wherein students are understood as 
empty vessels into which teachers deposit knowledge. This framework depends on a vertical 
relational power dynamic with the teacher positioned above the student wielding knowledge 
as a “gift bestowed by those who consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they 
consider to know nothing” (p. 72). In Freire’s education philosophy, the banking model 
hinders what he terms conscientização, or critical consciousness. Conscientização enables 
students and teachers to understand themselves as historically situated in culture as opposed 
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to as individuals navigating individual life trajectories as that advocated for in banking models 
of education. In the place of banking education, Freire (2005) proposed “problem-posing” 
education (p. 79).

A problem-posing approach to education highlights intersectional structural barriers against 
which we must differently toil in and out of the classroom (Kahl, 2017). Said differently, 
cultural criticism serves as a beginning rather than an end, pointing to the praxis 
undergirding critical pedagogy (Freire, 2005). For example, one such problem might include 
the compulsory use of an institutional language expectation (U.S. English) for public speaking 
courses and U.S. communication curriculum. In their important pedagogical intervention, 
Chawla and Rodriguez (2011) recognized that “language un/shapes and un/constitutes us” (p. 
77). By interrogating the U.S. English requirement undergirding the public speaking course, 
which centers the good speaker speaking well, Chawla and Rodriguez press us to recognize 
the “inseparable relationship” between communication and perception as relational grounds 
for enacting public advocacy—as opposed to action derived of the lone persuasive orator (p. 
77). Rather than assessing all students with the same rubric as they respond to the same 
prompt, a problem-posing approach to public speaking might include a teacher working with 

students to collaboratively “examine the historical, ontological, and epistemological forces 
that shape and influence how we relate and experience our bodies and that of others” (p. 86). 
In turn, students and teachers are equipped to coconstruct platforms that advocate against 
the compulsory use of U.S. English so as to open more space for more genders to emerge in 
the public speaking course or that advocate for greater language inclusion more generally.

It is through dialogue that students and teachers develop conscientização. In problem-posing 
education, dialogue shifts the intersectional vertical power dynamic from teacher/student to a 
horizontal orientation: “teacher-student” and “students-teacher” (Freire, 2005, p. 80). The 
student-and/as-teacher framing embodies Conquergood’s (1985) notion of a “dialogical 
stance” that positions communicative subjects “together even while it holds them apart. It is 
more like a hyphen than a period” (p. 9). Said differently, students enter the classroom filled 
with knowledge derived of lived experience. The critical pedagogue’s task is, in dialogue with/ 
as students, to collaboratively imagine and cocreate a different world in which there is less 
harm and no oppression while using as a point of focus the particulars of course content; that 
is, how can course content be used in service of facilitating progressive social change and, 
ultimately, the liberation of those most oppressed and harmed by racist cisheterosexist 
carcerality? To be clear, critical pedagogy does not resolve power between students and 
teachers; this is a naïve understanding of cultural power. Rather, it draws our attention to the 
pervasiveness of power as students-and/as-teachers lean into one another in intersectional 
political coalition (Cooks, 2010). Yes, teachers have power over students. But it is also the 
case that intersectional identities trouble any attempt at clear identity and thus power 
distinctions. Indeed, a student who is also a White cisgender man has more access to cultural 
power relative to a Black trans femme educator even if both share the same classroom scene. 
Power, like culture, is complicated, and critical pedagogy labors to critique power and 
transform culture through the destruction of oppression and its intersectional complexities.

Fusing Freirian pedagogy to postmodern theories of identity (i.e., performativity), Fassett and 
Warren (2007) importantly advanced critical communication pedagogy (CCP) as “both a field 
of study and a pedagogical practice” that develops and refocuses communication education 

and instructional communication scholarship to embrace social justice as an overarching 



Page 13 of 26

Printed from Oxford Research Encyclopedias, Communication. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may 
print out a single article for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).
Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 27 April 2021

pedagogical goal (p. 38; see also Rudick et al., 2018). In their original articulation, Fassett and 
Warren (2007) advanced 10 commitments of critical pedagogy. Fassett and Rudick (2018) 
reconceptualized this into three thematic moves reflecting developments in CCP research, 
noting (a) communication as constitutive, (b) social justice as process, and (c) teaching and 
learning environments as meaningful sites of activism and interpersonal justice. In turn, 
Fassett and Rudick (2016) defined CCP as a

critical paradigmatic approach for the study of communication and instruction—one 
that focuses on analysis of culture and power in the service of social justice. CCP also 
signals a critical paradigmatic approach to classroom practice—one that is 
fundamentally student-centered, dialogic, and attentive to power and privilege. (p. 
579)

Finally, CCP scholarship is diverse and covers topics that include racism and race talk 
(Cummins & Griffin, 2012; Rudick & Golsan, 2017), neoliberalism in education (Jones & 
Calafell, 2012), difference (Warren & Toyosaki, 2012), mentoring (Pattisapu & Calafell, 2012), 
and student-teacher relationships (Rudick & Golsan, 2014). What queer pedagogy lends CCP 
is a concerted focus on abolition in the face of racist cisheterosexism and the concomitant 
liberation of queer and trans subjects at the intersections of difference. For example, CCP’s 
focus on “social justice” presumes reliance on a given nation’s justice system, which in a U.S. 
context has proven to be one of the primary settler forces enacting racist cisheterosexist 
violence against Black, Indigenous, Brown, and other queer and trans folks of color (Smith, 
2013). In turn, QCP is both liberatory, as a result of its critical pedagogical influences, and 

abolitionist, in response to its queer pedagogical influences. In the final section, we turn to 
queer pedagogy’s abolitionist impulse before closing the article with a brief meditation on 
QCP’s horizon.

Queer Pedagogy As Abolitionist

Where critical pedagogy recognizes the classroom as a political site imbued with cultural 
power, queer pedagogy more specifically recognizes racist cisheterosexist carceral logics as a 
primary political force organizing Western education (LeMaster & Mapes, 2019, 2020). The 
policing, disciplining, regulating, and violent repression of intersectional gender and sexual 
differences that divert from racialized cisheteronormative formations serve as the historically 
violent force that has animated, and that continues to inform, queer and trans politics. Said 
differently, resistance to the literal policing of nonnormative difference serves as the political 
ground animating queer and trans politics. In turn, the liberatory impulse driving queer 
pedagogy’s critical edge is committed to, and informed by, abolitionist politics, which move us 
to “imagine an entirely different world—one that is not built upon the historical and 
contemporary legacies of the racial and gendered brutality that maintain the power” of the 
police state, including prison (Stanley, 2015, p. 14). As such, the queer pedagogue’s task 
begins, at minimum, with the constant reflexive interrogation of one’s own institutionally 
derived power as “teacher” capable of leveraging punishment whether through oppressive 
and exclusionary curriculum design or through agents of the state including campus police 
forces. Queer pedagogy is critical pedagogy is liberatory pedagogy is abolition pedagogy.
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Bryson and de Castell (1993) first termed “queer pedagogy” in the early 1990s, ushering in an 
era of queer pedagogical interventions. Some of the earliest work in this area questioned, 
theorized, and troubled the politics of outness in the classroom, asking: Should we [educators] 
come out? (i.e., Khayatt, 1997; Wright, 1993; Yescavage & Alexander, 1997). The question of 
outness has political implications for queer educators. Russ et al. (2002) found queer 
educators who disclosed their sexual identity were perceived to be less credible educators and 
that students of queer educators perceive themselves to learn less when compared with 
students of nonqueer educators. These perceptions have historical precedence grounded in 
the pathologization of White sexual and gender formations that refused cisheteronormative 
expectations for human reproduction.

Foucault (1978) argued that modern cultural forces converged to construct knowledge about 
sexuality, which was in turn used to regulate sexuality differently across different bodies and 
ultimately serving political ends. Women were defined through their bodies as hypersexual 
creatures (pathologized as “hysteria”) in need of regulation such that sex was defined through 
a narrow scope of reproductive intelligibility. Children became known as inherently sexual 
creatures in need of protection from themselves (i.e., masturbation as “evil”) and from those 
who might take advantage of their unregulated hypersexuality. Finally, sexuality was 
separated from the body and understood as something to be analyzed and interrogated for 
their alignment with (White) nationalist expectations for human reproduction; sexual 
formations that did not work in service of human reproduction were pathologized as sick and 
in need of discipline and repair. The Western model of sexuality construct(ed/s) queer and 
trans subjects as sick and in need of discipline and repair. The queer and/or trans educator, 
then, troubles the cisheteronormative assumption informing the desexualized image of the 
maternal “teacher.”

Specifically, the queer educator is understood as a sexually perverse educator who not only 
spoils the minds of youth but who also poses a sexual threat to students/children who are 
understood as needing protection from so-called perverts. This includes allied educators who 
are not queer nor trans but who center queer and trans life and liberation—these allies risk 
contagion through affiliation, although their access to cisheterosexual privileges can provide 
insulation denied the educator dubbed queer or trans. It is the trope of the sexual pervert that 
queer and trans educators are forced to navigate in the context of education and that serves 
as but one ground mediating outness; indeed, intersectional analysis reveals the whiteness 
undergirding this Foucauldian observation: queer and/or trans educators of color are forced to 
navigate the intersectional constitution of both the trope of the sexual pervert and any 
historically sedimented racist tropes that constrain racialized sexualities (Stoller, 1995).

Some queer educators have explored the question of outness in pedagogical terms, 
advocating for strategic disclosures that work in service of troubling presumptions of identity 
and embodiment (Branfman, 2017; Kirk, 2008; Nathanson, 2009). Recent research engaging 
the question of outness, or manifestations of queer presence in the classroom, reveals that 
while White queer educators have enjoyed relative privilege to being out as educators 
(especially those queer educators who embody and perform homonormativity and who have 
the privilege to strategically disclose identity), higher education remains an unsafe space for 
queer and trans educators of color at the intersections of difference (Abdi & Cuomo, 2020; 
Calafell, 2012; Calafell & Eguchi, 2020). Embodied tensions with normative expectancies for 
bodily being and comportment in the classroom lie at the heart of these engagements with 
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outness; the queer educator and student are “trouble” because they highlight the classroom 
as always and already inherently designed by and for white fantasies of gender and sexual 
regulation, being, and comportment; education is designed to fail queer and trans subjects 
(LeMaster, 2018).

As such, queer pedagogy is an abolitionist educative praxis committed to “the deliberate 
production of queer relations and to the production of subjectivities as deviant performance” 
and can be understood as a kind of “postmodern carnivalesque pedagogy of the underworld, 
as agitation <implemented deliberately to interfere with, to intervene in the production of so- 
called normalcy in schooled subjects>” (Bryson & de Castell, 1993, pp. 298–299; see also 
Shlasko, 2005). Queer pedagogy seeks to destabilize taken-for-granted (compulsory) cultural 
assumptions grounded in an abolitionist politic that works against carcerality. Queer 
pedagogies that fail to center abolitionist politics in favor of postmodern flights of fancy (e.g., 
“queer” as thought experiment with no grounding in the materiality of queer and trans of 
color life) appropriate the “odd” of “queer” and, in turn, erase the racist cisheterosexist 
violences, and resulting embodied resistances, that form the core of queer and trans politics. 
Queer pedagogies must engage both: a destabilization of knowledge production that works in 
service of liberating subjects that are most immediately and violently impacted by racist 
cisheterosexism. To accomplish this, queer pedagogy must center racialized sexual and 
gender differences that are marginalized by racist cisheterosexism, which requires educators 
to acknowledge the limits of their/our knowing (LeMaster & Fassett, 2021; LeMaster & 
Johnson, 2019). Loutzenheiser (2001) characterized queer pedagogy as

a shifting tool for queer students of color and others (including teachers) to read 
their own marginalizations as positions from which they can act, think critically, 
accept and reject, no matter how contingent and partial they may be. It is in this 
messy, contradictory morass of not controlling the outcome that they can 
acknowledge the issues that make possible a queered, antiracist way of teaching. (p. 
202)

Rather than working to resolve ignorance, as that advocated in the banking model of 
education, queer pedagogy uses racist cisheterosexist oppression as a point of critical 
departure for imagining and enacting a different means of relating that works in service of 
liberating queer and trans subjects at the intersections of difference (Britzman, 1998). These 
liberatory, abolitionist goals are conducive to any and all disciplinary curriculum and to 
communication in particular.

Conclusion: Queer Communication Pedagogy as Liberatory and 
Abolitionist

As noted by Nakayama and Corey (2003), “throughout the academy, queer students idolize 
heteronormative theories, methods that constructed variance, deviance, discourses of 
abnormality, and documents of marginalization” (p. 324). This idolization reflects the racist 
cisheteronormative constraints that delimit how communication scholarship makes sense of 
sex, gender, and sexual nonnormativity. QCP provides an alternative—queer—path of 
possibility grounded in the liberation of queer and trans subjects through the abolition of 
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carcerality. This path provides critically oriented students and faculty a model for imagining 
themselves and others as free of the constraints delimiting life chance and possibility. As a 
result, much of that which QCP facilitates can be located in the realm of imagination. Out of 
that which does not exist in the literature, queer and trans students-and/as-teachers cocreate 
worlds of abolitionist possibility. The racist cisheteronormative literature is not seen as a 
limitation, but as a critical point of departure to ask different questions that work in service of 
liberatory and abolitionist ends.

Indeed, QCP’s concerted focus on power as a fluid, intersectional force empowers students to 
name not only ways in which they feel empowered by pedagogical possibility but also ways in 
which they feel harmed by the violence of racist cisheteronormativity as it emerges in the 
disciplinary literature, pedagogical practice, and communicative means by which we, as 
educators, seek to “control” difference through disciplinary mechanisms. QCP works in 
service of liberating all subjects from the compulsory constraints of sex, gender, and sexual 
normativities at the intersections of difference—queer, trans, nonqueer, and nontrans alike. It 
destabilizes the hegemony of disciplinary knowledge and neoliberal education in favor of local 
resistance to, and concomitant liberation from, intersectional oppressions.

Thus, QCP facilitates revolt in service of liberating those most directly impacted by racist 
cisheterosexism. In this regard, QCP marks a commitment to abolitionist politics, which 
center queer and trans of color liberation from discipline, policing, and violence. These 
violences often begin in the classroom from grade school to high school through the school-to- 
prison pipeline (GSA Network, 2014). Indeed, QCP must begin with the material recognition 
that those queer and trans students most impacted by the police state rarely share our 
classroom settings in higher education. And, thus, QCP exceeds the boundary of the 
classroom by centering the absence of those bodies most impacted by policing mechanisms. 
QCP is not a thought experiment. It is enfleshed resistance to racist cisheterosexism, 
particularly in regard to the violent policing and disciplining of sex, gender, and sexual 
nonnormativity at the intersections of difference.
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