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Introduction
There currently exists a marginalization of non-heterosexual identities (herein referred to as queer identities) in the TESOL community as evidenced by their exclusion in instructional materials and classroom practices (De Vincenti et al, 2007; Kappra, 1998; Nelson, 1993; Nelson, 1999; O'Mochin, 2004; O'Móchain, 2006; Schweers, 1997; Spurlin, 2000; Vandrick, 1997; Vandrick, 2001). Arguably, this exclusion results in a denial of the existence of this population simply by ignoring it (Vandrick, 1997). How teachers and materials creators position this subject a) reflects their generalized widespread beliefs about it, overt or covert, and b) transmits these beliefs to students. 

Language teaching offers a unique opportunity in that educators teach not simply language, but culture, behavior, and philosophy, etc. (Gee, 1994). The question then arises, “Do teachers have a responsibility to their queer students, and likewise to themselves, in that a full range of diverse identities could be more effectively represented in their classrooms?”  

In the winter of 2005, while teaching university students in Western Japan, I began an exploration of TESOL materials to examine how gay and lesbian identities were represented. In 2007, as part of my graduate studies in TESOL, I initiated an examination of teaching practices via my own self-reflection and a review of current literature. The latter revealed a small but substantial number of researchers examining inclusion of queer identities in TESOL classroom practice (Curran, 2006; Ellwood, 2006; Nelson, 1999; Noritz-Takagawa, 2000; O’Mochain, 2006; Okazaki, 2005; Schweers, 1997; Summerhawk, 1998; Vandrick, 2001). For example, Okazaki advocates a critical approach to instruction and cites Freire’s work in order for teachers to help their “learners become the creators rather than the recipients of knowledge” (2005, p. 177). Okazaki cites the story of a female student engaged in his “critical consciousness raising” curriculum whereby through reflection and information/education, the student’s perspective on homosexuality had shifted, in her words, from one of “disgust” to in Okazaki’s words “empathy” (p. 193).  


One may take note that many of the examples provided in the research are representative of the Japanese TESOL context or Japanese language learners, specifically. It’s a curious phenomenon worthy of further research – what is it about the cultural and political climate in Japan that should allow for or accept such research and likewise queer identities? In keeping with this examination of the Japanese context, I will further explore my own struggle with queer identities in (and outside) the Japanese TESOL classroom as they relate to teacher and student identity, through an examination of a narrative (see Appendix 1 for the full narrative) written approximately 2 months prior to this manuscript. The narrative was part of a larger project entitled “The Closet in the Classroom: Re-positioning queer identity as a ‘non-issue’ in TESOL instruction”. 
Narrative, though previously marginalized in the social and human sciences, has recently emerged as a viable source of data (Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000). As Shore explains, narrative, as an actors’ model of human behavior, employs “symbolic forms that are dynamic and graded, permitting the representation of an individual’s changing relationships to any phenomenon…they are dynamic ecological models that govern the negotiation of a changing landscape” (cited in Pavlenko & Lantolf, p. 160). Furthermore, the narrative itself becomes, through storytelling, an attempt to reconstruct past events and bring cohesion to these events, and offers the storyteller an opportunity to “understand what they are and where they are headed” (Pavlenko & Lantolf, p. 160).
Learner, Teacher, Foreigner, Queer

“[Learners] constantly conduct delicate social negotiations to fashion viable identities.” (McKay & Wong, 1996, p. 603)  

I will begin by briefly (due to limitations of space) establishing the multiple identities represented in the narrative – learner, teacher, foreigner, queer – in order to examine the significance of context as it relates to identity construction, and the conflict created through competing identities and overlapping contexts. I will continue by examining Norton’s concept of imagined community, and conclude by examining the use of specific symbolic language within the narrative.


The narrative used for analysis, though written on one date in 2007, follows a white, middle class, American male throughout 4 years in Western Japan. Additionally, the narrator self-identifies as homosexual. The time period described in the narrative is 2002-2006 and tracks ages 28-32 in the narrator’s life.


The narrative was separated into three different sections - The Teacher; The Students; and The Textbooks – to better highlight the need for further exploration of queer identities in the TESOL classroom on multiple levels, a rhetorical move necessitated by the narrative’s inclusion in a previous manuscript. 
Learner

Numerous passages from the narrative reflect on the narrator’s understanding of himself as a learner – learning about Japanese culture and learning about himself. Lines 79-82 directly construct the narrator as a learner; the process of becoming an instructor at Japanese universities was directly mediated by the individuals labeled as students:

 
Towards the end of that first school year, I was discussing metaphors with one of 
my classes of English majors. They were bright, affable, and enjoyable students 
(most of my students were) and I almost thought of them as family. Afterall, they 
were the ones I had cut my teeth on, the first to teach me how to be a teacher.

This example is most interesting, for it not only constructs the narrator as a learner, but it continues the construction of teacher, an identity label that I’ll explore in a later section. 

Not all of the writing employs words to construct an identity so obviously, however. Lines 6-20 illustrate the narrator’s learning from experience and constitute the narrator’s philosophy. This section is significant because it discusses how earlier experiences directly influenced how he later positioned himself in university classrooms. 

Teacher
The constructions of teacher are perhaps the most obvious throughout the narrative, partly due to the nature of the writing as part of another manuscript, but also because this was the narrator’s primary role as constructed and co-constructed in numerous discourses in this specific context (teaching English in Japan). The first construction of teacher occurs in lines 2-7, and continues in lines 27-39. 


Though the identity of teacher was assumed, it was not one that was clearly or consistently understood by the narrator. Lines 46-49 illustrate the questioning of what a teacher identity actually is: “I looked around the room and concluded that I must have been the only teacher present. “Maybe teachers didn’t socialize with their students,” I pondered.” Likewise, in lines 68-78, the narrator employs past experiences to help construct the teacher identity, a most interesting phenomenon to consider as we further examine context and community.
Foreigner
The identity performance of foreigner (and its ramifications) directly interacts, and furthermore helps define, the two previous identities, learner and teacher. The narrator’s very identity as foreigner allowed for the construction of teacher (as the narrator was employed as a native-speaking instructor), and likewise, it was the narrator’s status as a foreigner and the newness of the various contexts described in the narrative that contributed to opportunities for learning. Lines 63-67 address the marked status of foreigner and its challenges.

The foreigner identity also serves to define the next identity, queer, as I’ll further discuss in the next section.

Queer

Lines 94-98 explain how the narrator uses the only Japanese word he knows to verbally name his sexual identity, an identity that in this example is co-constructed and then adopted by the narrator. Reading that passage again, I was surprised that the narrator did not contest this characterization of okama and question how this feminization of the queer identity may have led to both self-marginalization and the resulting lack of admission to this identity in the classroom.

As the subject of the narrative necessitated, constructions and co-constructions of queer serve as the pre-dominant identity consciously explored throughout. Lines 6-25 introduce the narrator’s philosophy and perspective about his sexual identity, and set the stage for the remaining queer identity performances. 


The queer identity is portrayed as a site of constant struggle, partially as a result of the classroom and Japanese contexts, and partly in competition with the previously mentioned identities. In the next section, I’ll further explore the queer identity as it competed with the other three, and the significance of context.
Competing Identities
I earlier stated that past learning experiences influenced the narrator’s current constructions, as Kramsch (2000) writes, “…external social interactions become ‘internalized’, i.e. reconstructed internally, as psychological processes – ways of thinking, modes of learning” (p. 134). Therefore, in the first section of the narrative we see the narrator explaining a reliance on the past identity of therapist in order to define the current identity of instructor, highlighting the fluidity of identities as existing in the past, present, and future (and the use of one context to define and frame another). Schecter & Bayley write, “Identities are seen as symbolic performances generated by individual choices of practices in fluid societal and situational contexts” (1997, p. 513). 


Moreover, we see the constructions of instructor and learner as immediately calling into question the validity of queer identity. For example, Lines 82-91 provide an example of how past painful experiences associated with the queer identity may serve to inform new situations, resulting in the teacher’s failure to embrace a critical learning opportunity. McNamara writes:


One cannot choose in the end how one is viewed, and painful awareness of 
negative evaluations of one’s social identity by the outgroup…may lead one to 
adopt protective strategies: attempting to “pass” by, for example, remaining “in 
the closet,” removing the obvious cues to category membership by changing one’s 
name, modifying one’s accent, and so on. (1997, p. 563)


This “hiding” of one identity  - queer – due to its competition with other identities – teacher, foreigner – is evident throughout the narrative and directly speaks to the difficulties instructors may encounter when considering the inclusion of queer identity in the classroom. Additionally, it highlights the competitive nature of identity performance where one identity may be silenced due to the performance of another identity. In this narrative, the teacher identity often serves to silence the queer identity.

Another poignant example of competing identity and reliance on past experience is seen in lines 21-25 where the narrator understands that he is choosing not to express his queer identity in the classroom:


I had no idea what the repercussions would be should I disclose my identity to my 
students. Would I be fired? Would I be questioned? Would I be told not to talk of 
such things? This reticence is a sad reflection on my internalized homophobia, my 
being still uncomfortable enough with my identity such that I had to worry about 
keeping it secret.

Bonny Norton explains this refusal to disclose by citing Lave and Wenger’s concept of non-participation: “We not only produce our identities through the practices we engage in, but we also define ourselves through the practices we do not engage in…what we are not can even become a large part of how we define ourselves” (2001, p. 159). It is in this manner that the narrator both constructs queer, and not-queer through his interactions with the other characters cited in the narrative.
Context

Perhaps the most significant passage highlighting the relation of context to identity performance is lines 68-78:

With my friends, I was different. I was honest, open, and wholly myself. But the classroom was an extension of employment and though I had never been worried about my identity with prior employers (mental health settings and hospitals), I did question whether or not the classroom was a place to come out. I likened it to a therapy session, as I had previously worked as a counselor: The identity of the therapist is not relevant to the needs of the client, and this was the position I would take while in Japanese classrooms. Unfortunately, this was almost equal to “Don’t ask, don’t tell” in my mind. I reasoned that my professional world was separate from my private world, although with colleagues, I was myself. This interpersonal space was not a realm in which I was willing to compromise. So, this was my approach to creating my teacher identity in the early days as a TESOL instructor in Japan.

This passage beautifully synthesizes the competition of all four identities – learner, teacher, foreigner, and queer – and the significance of context, as noted by Schiffrin in Holmes, Stubbe & Vine (1999), “…social identity is locally situated: Who we are is, at least partially, a product of where we are and who we are with” (p. 352). The significance of context is further highlighted in lines 125-131 where the narrator explains that outside the classroom, he could indeed come out to students:

After coming out to Naoko, I came out to a few of my other students, but never in 
class. It usually happened while we were sitting on a train, my student and I 
headed in the same direction, or while eating lunch with my students, a practice 
that I took a liking to and so made a habit. When my relationship with my partner 
grew serious, some of my students were invited to my home for an engagement 
party. In these small ways, I was being authentic with my students. But there was 
something specific to the classroom setting that always seemed prohibitive of 
self-disclosure.

I have thus far introduced four main identities constructions, and using examples from the narrative, examined how context and competition affect identity construction and performance in order to highlight one of the challenges of addressing queer identity in the language classroom.

In the following sections, I’ll examine Bonny Norton’s concept of imagined community, and by way of conclusion, examine two specific examples of symbolic language.
Imagined Communities

In her “Non-participation, imagined communities and the language classroom”, Bonny Norton presents vignettes of learners struggling with perceived power relationships. Norton explains:
When Katarina and Felicia entered their language classrooms, they not only saw a classroom with four walls, but envisioned a community that transcended time and space. Thus although these learners were engaged in classroom practices, the realm of their community extended to the imagined world outside the classroom – their imagined community. (2001, p. 164)

The narrative presented in this manuscript exemplifies exclusion from an imagined community: Whereas Norton’s Katarina and Felicia imagined communities that included their instructors (and these women constructed themselves in specific power relationships), their instructors clearly did not engage in similar co-constructions. Likewise, the narrator’s constructions of imagined communities where queer identity is accepted was clearly not assumed to include students in the context of the classroom. At the same time, it might be argued that the assumptions the narrator makes about repercussions resulting from acts that would implicate his queer identity in the classroom, actually do include the students and ipso facto, the university administration in an imagined community where gay is bad. This construction mirrors the narrator’s own sense of discomfort with his identity (lines 20-25):
So, when asked the questions above, it was difficult for me to be purposely vague. I had no idea what the repercussions would be should I disclose my identity to my students. Would I be fired? Would I be questioned? Would I be told not to talk of such things? This reticence is a sad reflection on my internalized homophobia, my being still uncomfortable enough with my identity such that I had to worry about keeping it secret.

An examination of lines 26-38 reveals another assumed exclusion from a community; the narrator can’t imagine (and he uses those exact words, “can’t imagine”) a specific behavior because that kind of behavior had never happened in his own communities (real or imagined). Furthermore, the classroom becomes a site of struggle because the narrator imagines - perhaps partly due to the construction of the teacher and foreigner identities and contexts - that there exists two communities that do not overlap, that of the narrator’s interpersonal world, and that of the university language classroom.

Symbolic Language
By way of concluding the analysis of narrative, I’d like to highlight the significance of words as “the semiotic mediation of practical activity through linguistic signs…[where] psycholinguistic processes are the reconstruction in the mind of the individual of the mediated social interactions that this individual has experienced on the social plane” (Kramsch, 2000, p. 133). In examining the narrative, I considered numerous sentences that were in this writer’s interpretation, symbolic of larger constructions. 


Lines 79-91 illustrate the narrator’s reaction to a student comment, to a specific word – “pansy”, a reaction that indexes an imagined community (contextual to this classroom environment; would the narrator have had the same reaction if this had occurred outside of the classroom?) where a specific identity is marked and therefore assumed to be persecuted. This phenomenon is again repeated in lines 120-124:

I see now, after reading articles on post-this and critical-that, post-structuralism, post-methodology, and critical pedagogy, that the learning opportunities were immense, and I seemed to have missed most of them. I could have discussed the issue with my students, but would that have necessitated self-disclosure? Maybe not, but perhaps fear got in my way. 

In this example, the narrator names his challenge – fear. In lines 16 and 59 respectively, the narrator uses the word shame, first to construct a queer identity where “disclosure [of that identity] also illustrates an absence of shame” but then later to consider that “If certain identities are never spoken of, it may create the impression that there is something shameful about that identity.” The use of the word shame sets up the dichotomy inherent in admission and omission of a specific identity specifically related to a specific context - the classroom. 
Conclusion

“Language teachers need to conceive of their students as having social needs and aspirations which may be inseparable from linguistic needs….” (Norton, 2000, p. 47)
The questions put forth in this paper have been 1) “What identities are constructed in the considered narrative?” 2) “How do multiple identities compete for performance?” 3) “What is the significance of context in identity performance?” and 4) “How is language used symbolically to index identity construction?” By providing an analysis of a narrative essay written in response to a previous manuscript, these questions have been answered with a secondary view to gaining insight as to the positioning of queer identities in the language classroom. As writer of both the narrative and this current manuscript, I conclude that, in looking back on my past learner experiences (prior to the considered narrative), the classroom had been co-constructed by teacher and student as an environment hostile to queer identity. I believe this fact has profoundly influenced the performance of teacher in the Japanese language teaching context. Not only does the inclusion of queer identity have ramifications for students, but such inclusion requires an understanding and acceptance on behalf of the teacher, perhaps this is where further research and education needs to begin.
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The Teacher


On my first day as a university teacher in Western Japan, I entered the classroom and felt both a flurry of excitement and wave of heated fear. “Would they like me?” I wondered. “Will they accept me?” I continued. After all, this would be my first time to be alone and completely autonomous in a university setting. I had taught before, but as a university teaching assistant, and as a private and small group teacher. In my previous experience at a well-known eikaiwa (English conversation school), I had struggled with questions like “Are you married?”; “Do you have a girlfriend?”; and “What kind of women do you like?” These questions were difficult because when it comes to my sexual orientation and gender identity, I have lived my life in an honest manner. My belief is that it is useful to be self-revelatory if the issue arises if only to illustrate that gay men are not all mentally ill pedophiles and sex addicts. Moreover, I don’t believe in the coming out proclamation; just as heterosexual people needn’t announce their heterosexuality, I don’t believe it a necessity to announce my homosexuality. My mode of everyday communication is infused with authentic commentary about myself without a need for spectacle or apology. I believe that disclosure also illustrates an absence of shame and it has been my experience that such revelation has led to acceptance, questioning, and ultimately informed perspectives. Now, all this being said, I do not wish to hold myself as an example; I believe to each his/her own. We all have our own ways of discussing our identities as dictated by our own emotional and developmental needs. So, when asked the questions above, it was difficult for me to be purposely vague. I had no idea what the repercussions would be should I disclose my identity to my students. Would I be fired? Would I be questioned? Would I be told not to talk of such things? This reticence is a sad reflection on my internalized homophobia, my being still uncomfortable enough with my identity such that I had to worry about keeping it secret.


As I approached the teacher’s podium in the classroom that first day, I was immediately met with the comment “Teacher is handsome.” I was flattered to be sure, but the fact that the comment came from a young man made the situation more than a little confusing. I can’t imagine a heterosexual male student in an American university who meeting his teacher for the first time would announce “Teacher is handsome.” Not even a minute had passed and already I was faced with my first challenge – what should I say? I said thank you, smiled, and continued unpacking my bag. I went into my usual shtick of saying “hello” and “welcome” and proceeded by handing out my course syllabus. On the front of the syllabus was a list of questions for students to ask one another, a warm-up that would allow me to actually hear my students and get a feel for their abilities. Upon completion of this activity, students were asked to work together in small groups to brainstorm questions for their teacher. Again, immediate difficulty arose when the first group asked “Do you prefer Japanese or American women?”


Two hours later, I had been wandering the campus looking for a place to eat lunch when I saw two of my students from my morning class. They motioned to join them and I hesitantly did so. I asked them if they enjoyed our first class together and they replied yes, they had, but that it seemed like the course would be challenging. Yoko, the first of the two young women to initiate conversation with me actually used that word, “challenging”. The wide range of student abilities had surprised me. Without further ado, Yoko continued her line of questioning, no doubt eager to practice her English, illustrate her skills, and to earnestly get to know me better. I looked around the room and concluded that I must have been the only teacher present. “Maybe teachers didn’t socialize with their students,” I pondered. Yoko asked me the standard questions about my hometown, hobbies, where I was living and then of course came my own challenge, “Do you have a lover?” This caught me off guard. Surely if she had used a word like “challenge” she would understand the difference between asking about a wife and asking about a lover. Or would she? And if she did, how would she have guessed that I was the kind of man who would have a male lover? 


Such situations were typical over the next four years. “Purposely vague” became my modus operandi, and with each dishonesty came a sting of betrayal. I was betraying not only myself by withholding my identity, but betraying all of those who had struggled with hiding their own identities. A friend of mine, a fellow student in my PhD program, once wrote, “If certain identities are never spoken of, it may create the impression that there is something shameful about that identity.” I knew this despite my vagary; how could I champion honesty and yet not be honest about myself? It seemed that I was not the person I had earlier characterized myself to be. At least, this was how I felt at the beginning of my experience. 


The real issue was that I was a stranger in a strange land. I don’t mean to suggest that Japan is an odd place, but that to me, so unsure of my footing on a daily basis, my sexuality was at the bottom rung of the ladder of daily challenges. From language, to train schedules, I was constantly faced with successfully accomplishing the everyday tasks of living. And so I decided that self-betrayal was the least of my worries.


With my friends, I was different. I was honest, open, and wholly myself. But the classroom was an extension of employment and though I had never been worried about my identity with prior employers (mental health settings and hospitals), I did question whether or not the classroom was a place to come out. I likened it to a therapy session, as I had previously worked as a counselor: The identity of the therapist is not relevant to the needs of the client, and this was the position I would take while in Japanese classrooms. Unfortunately, this was almost equal to “Don’t ask, don’t tell” in my mind. I reasoned that my professional world was separate from my private world, although with colleagues, I was myself. This interpersonal space was not a realm in which I was willing to compromise. So, this was my approach to creating my teacher identity in the early days as a TESOL instructor in Japan.


Towards the end of that first school year, I was discussing metaphors with one of my classes of English majors. They were bright, affable, and enjoyable students (most of my students were) and I almost thought of them as family. Afterall, they were the ones I had cut my teeth on, the first to teach me how to be a teacher. One of my male students joined the discussion, practicing making metaphor by offering “Marlen is a pansy.” He smiled, and the other students sitting in his group apparently liked this metaphor. Similar to that first day of class, I was struck by the comment, wondering if he realized the connotation of the word pansy. I felt embarrassed, suddenly thirteen years old again and being harassed at school. Amazing thing, the power of words. I wish I could tell you that I pressed him and asked for explanation. I didn’t. I tried to cover the flush of embarrassment by quickly moving to another student’s metaphor, which thankfully this time was about the mountains being sleeping giants. A learning opportunity had been missed.

My four years in Japan often run together like watercolors laid next to each other, one memory blends and bleeds into the next and so I can’t say for certain anymore who was the first student I actually did come out to. As I mentioned earlier, this was not generally my way; second thinking the moment, waiting to announce “okama desu”, a word that I learned from a gay Japanese friend for lack of any other Japanese word for homosexual. It was later explained to me that okama usually refers to a man who acts like a woman, onna no hito poi. Anyhow, I think the first person I admitted my identity to was Naoko, a bright 2nd year English major whose emails I had been checking one day (students were required to exchange emails with English-writing penpals). I remember turning the pages, counting them to confirm completion of the project when I saw the sentence “I think I’m a lesbian” typed at the bottom of a paragraph. “What do I do about this?” I wondered. I presented myself with a range of options: 1) Do nothing, say nothing; 2) Mention that I read this sentence and that if she wanted to talk I was there for her; or 3) Mention that I had read this sentence, make myself available to talk, and disclose my identity. It was a tough decision, but I went with option 3. My experiences coming out to Japanese friends and colleagues had thus far been positive; I was always met with acceptance, though I’ll never know what thoughts remained unexpressed. The ramifications of coming out to a student seemed immense, and as soon as I had spoken to Naoko, I found myself second-guessing my actions. Naoko never did come back to speak to me, though one day she came out to her classroom work group. Their conversation as I observed it went something like this:

Takahiro: “You are gay?”

Naoko: “Yes. Well, maybe bi-sexual.”

Chihiro: “Do you have a girlfriend?”

Naoko: “No.”

Takahiro: “Oh.”

And that seemed to be the entire conversation, accompanied by head-nodding and no further comment, in class anyhow. 


I see now, after reading articles on post-this and critical-that, post-structuralism, post-methodology, and critical pedagogy, that the learning opportunities were immense, and I seemed to have missed most of them. I could have discussed the issue with my students, but would that have necessitated self-disclosure? Maybe not, but perhaps fear got in my way. 

After coming out to Naoko, I came out to a few of my other students, but never in class. It usually happened while we were sitting on a train, my student and I headed in the same direction, or while eating lunch with my students, a practice that I took a liking to and so made a habit. When my relationship with my partner grew serious, some of my students were invited to my home for an engagement party. In these small ways, I was being authentic with my students. But there was something specific to the classroom setting that always seemed prohibitive of self-disclosure.

The Students
Throughout my years in Japan, there were students that while I couldn’t say for certain were queer, I pretty much assumed that they were. Assumption is a dangerous thing though, and so never did I directly confront students about their identities, with the exception of Naoko. If they wanted to talk with me, they could have. But now I question if I ever truly gave students an opportunity to do so. How did I let them know that it was ok to talk with me? I never discussed homosexuality, for example, in my classrooms. Queer identities were never present in any of the teaching materials I used and aside from Naoko, none of my students ever admitted to being queer in any of my classes, or at least not that I was aware of. Not only were queer identities not an “issue” in my classrooms, the topic never really came up, despite the opportunities for discussion as noted above.


Strangely enough, there was one event that stands in stark contrast to my otherwise reticence or fear of approaching sexual identity. A close friend of mine, also an English teacher, was a Japanese lesbian. With short hair, jeans and sneakers, and no jewelry or make-up, Minori had a difficult time finding her place in the Japanese lesbian community. She often commented that she only felt like she could be herself when speaking English, a sentiment that I would hear echoed time and time again. She was not out to her mother though most of her friends knew Minori’s true identity.

I had been teaching two sections of an advanced English seminar at a private women’s college and had developed the curriculum to be a content-driven women’s studies course the first half of the year, and a conversation-driven, task-based learning course for the second. Projects included debates on current events, character studies, and final projects related to language learning and identity, all chosen and directed by the students. Towards the end of the first semester, about the time Minori and I had become close friends, I wondered about the feasibility of asking Minori to come to my classes for an interview. Minori was a strong and independent woman who had spent time in Canada studying English and upon her return to Japan, had opened her own private language school. I felt that Minori was a successful person, a fluent English-speaker, an appropriate role model that my students could talk with and possibly take inspiration from. 


About a week prior to Minori’s visit to my classes, she had asked how she should handle her sexual identity while talking with the students. Thinking back to my own philosophy about communication of identity, I suggested that if the topic arose, she could, if comfortable enough, be honest about herself. She agreed that this was a reasonable approach. My students had prepared and practiced questions for Minori and when the interviews ensued, she found herself coming out to them. The process was moving and emotional due to many factors. Minori had come out to very few people at that point, and now here she was revealing herself to two groups of strangers. Moreover, my students exhibited no knee-jerk reactions. On the contrary, they openly admitted to admiring her bravery. Perhaps most poignantly, I saw her doing what I had not. In the way I had so often come out to my own friends and family, but not to my students, so did Minori when faced with questions about whether or not she had dated Canadian men, did she have a boyfriend, and were she and I dating. I dodged the bullet in Japan whereas in America I had not. And here was Minori, sitting next to me, being herself.


At the end of the semester when asked what their best experience in my courses had been that school year, my students almost unanimously agreed that meeting Minori was the highlight of their time with me. About a week after Minori came to my classes, she also came out to her mother, though not meeting quite the same level of acceptance as with my students. When I asked her why she chose to finally reveal herself to her mother, she shrugged her shoulders and stated that she had finally found the courage. I think she had it all along but just never realized it.

The Textbooks

My final year in Japan, another of my students had come out to me, thus time a young man, and Minori had fallen into a severe depression. Feeling lost and out of place, belonging to no specific community and unable to feel accepted, no not accepted, embraced for who she was, she had become hopeless. Despite her personal triumphs, Minori now only felt despair. I had met a number of queer Japanese men and women by this point and concluded that though homophobia is not qualitatively the same phenomenon as it is in the West, it still exists; in my experience, the self-repression of queer Japanese is enormous. 

While browsing textbooks, it had occurred to me that never had I come across a queer identity in any of the materials I had either explored or used. Overall, diversity was never an issue, as a variety of ethnicities and ages were represented, but “Where were the queers?” I wondered. 


I mentioned this to a Japanese colleague who told me that she had been using a book that indeed had a gay family in it. I was curious and asked if I could borrow it. When it appeared on my desk one day, I was eager to at last see myself in a textbook. The title was something like “Hot Topics” and the only place I did find myself was in a chapter about gay families and the question of adoption. I’m not exactly sure how I felt about this. I wasn’t disappointed; better to be included here then nowhere I figured. But then I thought that perhaps this wasn’t exactly success. I immediately imagined a scenario where a group of students were discussing this hot topic and expressing their opinion that in fact gays shouldn’t adopt. How would the student who hadn’t come out yet position him- or herself? Moreover, the family in question were two women. Was this representative of all queer identities? Not by a long shot. I told myself that progress doesn’t happen overnight and sent the book back to my colleague asking if she had taught this chapter and if so, what the student reactions were. Her reply: “I’m not sure how to teach this.”


I went to our bookshelves (I worked in the English Language Center at my university) and began searching for books that might have queer characters. Page after page turned up nothing. “Come on, this is 2006,” I reasoned. But no amount of hoping could turn up anything more than a few volumes of controversial issues, books for higher level students to engage them in conversation and debate. I looked at over 200 textbooks that week and was left feeling pretty hopeless myself. I thought about my own language learning experiences and could find no memory of either a mention or even an issue about queer identities.

A few weeks later, we were visited by the usual round of publishing representatives, a common occurrence at that time of year. They brought food, and teachers showed up to eat it. Some of us even looked at the books they brought. While browsing the numerous publications, I stopped to ask the representative if she had any books with gay characters. She cocked her head and looked to the ceiling in thought. “No,” she replied. “Why not?” I asked. “Hmmm, well…” she began, “…I think that we try to create textbooks that can be sold to as many audiences as possible. I don’t think we could get books with gay characters or themes past all the censors that view the books in consideration for purchase.” 

Censors? I had never considered this before. 

“There are certain places where we can’t even show images of women without their heads covered. We have to be really careful. It’s very political,” she concluded.

A week later, this scenario would replay itself with the representative from another large publishing company. This time, I was told that they had, surprise, surprise, a book called “Taboo Topics” or some such title, and that included in the book was a chapter about gay marriage. “But that book was created specifically for the Japanese market,” she added.

