CROSSING DIVERSITY

Learning and Guidance Tools against Discrimination of Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transexual People in different cultures

Different Lifestyles and
Stereotypes

Introduction

First of all

There are many opinions about homosexuality and they vary according to
the social and cultural context of peoples and individuals.

Those convictions are the result of the combination of a number of factors
on which it’s worth reflecting.

Stereotype: a rigid and conventional pattern of behaviour or discourse;
preformed opinion, not based on direct experience. In general, stereotypes
provide individuals with behavioural guidelines that are applicable even when
the subject has no prior direct experience with a given situation. However,
when stereotypes are used in an indiscriminate manner, they contribute to
create and perpetuate prejudices.When the opinion is shared by a group of
people, we talk about social prejudice. In this case, for instance, social
stereotypes that refer to specific countries or to ethic and religious traits
may lead to racist behaviour.

Prejudice: preconception, judgement formed beforehand, not based on di-
rect experience. It is a generalised and simplified perception of specific as-
pects of reality or of a person.

Discrimination: division, separation, tendency to apply different and worse
conditions to people because they belong to a specific social group. Dis-
crimination may be based on ethnicity, religion, geographic origin, cultural
origin, sexual orientation, age, gender, body weight, financial status, socio-
relational status, physical appearance, political beliefs, physical or mental dis-
ability, among many other things. Therefore, homophobia and racism, the
main issues around which Crossing Diversity is conceived, are just two of
the many types of discrimination which can be found among teens/young
adults and in the environments in which they live (school, family, group of
friends).

In particular, beliefs on homosexual people are usually based on rather tra-
ditional stereotypes regarding gender roles and sexuality. These, in turn, lead
to a series of prejudices, which are usually negative, about homosexuals.
These prejudices contribute internalising homophobia in LGBT persons and
spreading it in their social environment, thus bringing about new forms of
discrimination.

Many religious fundamentalisms view sexuality as sinful when it is expressed
outside of specific social rules and rituals (e.g. marriage). Therefore, homo-
sexuality is not viewed in a favourable way, indeed is seen as “scandalous”
and its positive - both individual and social — aspects are denied. A young
homosexual who belongs to a traditional religious or social community
might find him/herself in a difficult position because he/she will have to deal
with different levels of prejudice both outside his/her community, because
he/she is a member of a discriminated group, and within his/her own com-
munity because he/she is a homosexual.
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Basic information

In Crossing Diversity, on more than one occasion we suggest
you personally meet and get to know LGBT people and organ-
isations. Direct exchange and experience expose us to elements
that might be dissonant with our conscious or unconscious
stereotypes. Therefore, direct experience discourages the for-
mation or preservation of existing stereotypes and the possible
discriminating behaviour that might follow as a result of that.
Indeed, in the European Union, gays, lesbians, bisexuals and tran-
sexuals have developed many different ‘lifestyles’. For some
LGBTs, the anti-discrimination aspect is paramount and there-
fore they create associations, wear symbols and promote equal
rights, i.e. they live an “activist” lifestyle. For others, the priority
is on social contact, romantic or sexual relationships, hence they
prefer to join communities that organise meetings and events.
Others are looking for a permanent and monogamous romantic
relationship.Thus, the scenario is as varied as that of the majority
of people; however, we can became aware of that only if we come
into contact and interact with different behavioural models.
Contemporary societies, with their social and economic
mobility, offer much more diversity and freedom for indi-
viduals to express their desires and peculiarities, espe-
cially regarding gender roles. With this greater diversity
comes the need for mutual respect, acceptance and flexibility.
Today, one of the basic principles of the EU is that all persons,
couples or families, shall have equal rights and responsibilities,
without regard to sexual orientation or any other personal
characteristic, because they we all share the same European cit-
izenship. Most EU Member Countries provide legal recognition
to homosexual couples and families and a growing number of
countries allows these families to adopt children.

As acceptance towards homosexuality increases, gays, lesbians,
bisexuals and transexuals no longer feel the need to hide their
homosexuality behind a heterosexual marriage and a traditional
family, like they often used to. As a result, there are more and
more gay men and lesbian women who have long-term relation-
ships or have adopted or natural children. Studies shows that
children raised in such families do not lack affection or role
models. However, these children do suffer when laws make good
parenting difficult (e.g. by denying parental authority or legal
recognition as a parent to the partner of the natural parent) or
when others treat them in discriminatory ways.
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Bear in mind

It is important that you and your students acknowledge that

dealing with differences is not always easy.

As educators, you can look at and analyse your own opinions

about diverse lifestyles and LGBT issues.

Keep in mind that your teaching is very much influenced by

your personality. For instance, if you talk to your students about

diversity and different lifestyles, while at the same time you
show that you don't approve of lifestyles which are too differ-
ent from your own, your students will not take you seriously.

Ask yourself these questions and then carefully read the ques-

tions included in the Counselling “Bear in mind” section:

- What lifestyle do you like or prefer? Why?

- Have you ever considered that there might be people who
do not approve your lifestyle and choices?

- How do you feel when you are with people who don’t ap-
prove your lifestyle? How would you like to be treated by
them?

- Do you think that gays, lesbians, bisexuals and transexuals
have specific lifestyles? What kind of lifestyles?

The next step is to prepare yourself to listen to the emotions

and opinions of your students.You may also ask them the ques-

tions cited above. Try to imagine their answers before you

begin the discussion.

- What will they think?

- How will they react to the topic of diversity?

- How will you feel while working with them on this topic —
comfortable, insecure, threatened, etc.?

Keep in mind that you will increasingly have to deal with stu-
dents who come from very different families and backgrounds,
as regards culture and nationality, their own or their parents’
sexual orientation, religion and lifestyles. As teachers, you have
the duty to embrace this diversity — without discriminating or
denying it - and to personally and professionally get in touch
with it and turn this experience into a valuable learning and
enriching opportunity for your students.
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Ask them how they felt when they met these people, if there
had been something that scared or disturbed them or, instead,
that made them curious and also ask them about situations in
which they felt “different” and how they felt.

Then you can ask students to act out the stories they told in
front of the class, suggesting to switch roles (e.g. to play the
part of the “different” character in the story), so as to provide
the teens with the opportunity to “physically put themselves in
the shoes of the other” and to experience what “feeling what
the other feels” (empathy) is. At the end, ask students whether
they have discovered something new and what it was.

Please note: you can start from these types of experiences and
then broaden the scope of the exercise to include sexual di-
versity and prejudices and stereotypes connected with it.

Labels

Aim: to explore how stereotypes work and show how labelling
reinforces stereotypical behaviour.

Method: glue a label with a stereotype (e.g.‘lazy’, ‘rude’) on the
forehead of every participant. Don’t let them see what is writ-
ten on their label. Students may look at other people’s labels
but must not reveal their content. Participants now have to
carry out a simple collaboration exercise (e.g. the group has to
choose a recipe and cook a meal. They have to decide who will
do the shopping,

who will cook, who will do the dishes, etc.). During this exer-
cise, students have to behave in accordance to the stereotype
written on their labels. Stop the exercise after a few minutes
and discuss the effect it had on the students. Usually, partici-
pants feel disoriented, sometimes they are frustrated and many
start to behave accordingly to their label. This is a demonstra-
tion of how stereotypes unconsciously influence our and oth-
ers’ behaviours. Expand the discussion to include the labels
used for gays, lesbians, bisexuals and transexuals.

Please note: this exercise works best when the students know
and trust each other to some extent. With new groups, there
is a chance that people will unintentionally offend others. Be
careful not to give the labels that are considered as being the
most negative ones to students who are already excluded from
the group of their classmates.
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“Alexander, do me a favour, give me the invitation to the Parents’ Evening,
please. Hans would like to come and he wants to make a note of the date.”
Flabbergasted, Alexander stares at his father.“Oh, come on, Dad. Why does
Hans have to come with us?”
“We’ve been living together for five years. Hans is like a second father to you, isn’t he?”
“Yes, but — honestly, can’t you go there just with Mum anyway? That would be much bet-
ter, really.”
“Darling, being gay is quite normal. You see Mum only every second weekend and the
everyday things, your homework — Hans and | look after everything that concerns you.
Don’t we? At your school, they should have gotten the idea by now, Hans is just as re-
sponsible for you as | am. He has permission to write letters to the school for you, and
to talk to the teachers about your achievements.
All in all, he’s more for you than | myself. | don’t want to hide Hans, or disavow him.”
“Yeah, sure, | understand that. But even so, it doesn’t have to become common knowl-
edge. My life’s already stressing enough without this.You always think that accepting ho-
mosexuadlity is easy for every single person on Earth — just because Hans and you know
thousands of lesbians and gays. Believe me, the school is a complete desert in this re-
spect. | can already picture the teacher standing in front of me. Her face will be full of
spite, she’ll smirk, but, of course, she’s completely tolerant,” groans Alexander.
“Don’t you think you’re overdoing it a little, Alexander?” His father looks at him closely.
“Hans and I’ll get it right. The time will come when your miserable journey through this
desert will draw to an end.”
“Okay, then I’ll go and get myself buried. By the way, Hans has pinned the invitation to
the Parents’ Evening on the wall,” sighs Alexander.
“Good morning everyone”, Mrs. Steiner greets her class and glances over the pupils’
heads. Alexander squirms restlessly back and forth on his seat. As his eyes meet those
of the teacher, Alex stiffens like a stone pillar.
“Now then,” begins the teacher, drumming her fingers on her desk. “Alexander, wouldn’t
you like to tell us something about your two fathers, and about how you manage?”
Thirty-two pairs of eyes are fixed on Alex.
“I manage all right" cries out Alex and his voice sounds squawky, raven-like.
“Two fathers? What does she mean? ”, asks Kathrin, who just doesn’t understand when
she’s putting her foot in it.
“Alex?”The teacher raises her voice and looks at him provokingly.
“What does it mean?” Suddenly Alex loses his temper. He stares at his classmates,
straight in their eyes. “My father is gay. He loves another man. So | have two fathers
and one mother.” He wants to make his voice sound proud, but in reality it trembles sus-
piciously.
“But it’s perverse”, cries out Erkan. “Revolting. In their place, | would hide in the darkest
corner of the earth and pray | become normal again, instead of standing out like that.Yuck!”
“My father’s normal,” says Alexander with a quiet voice.
“Are there other opinions about this?” Mrs. Steiner looks around.
“It’s possible to undergo treatment”, remarks Kathrin.
“My father does not have to undergo any treatment,” hisses Alexander.
“He’s absolutely okay, and so is Hans. People like you, who don’t accept this, you are
the ones who need a therapy.”
“What do you want?” Erkan stands up menacingly. “What the hell are you saying? Come
here, twit, I’ll show you who’s normal and who isn’t, you revolting faggot.” He grabs Alex
by the shoulders and shakes him.
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The class is still. Mrs. Steiner runs her fingers through her shock ofha"r, but stays glued
on the spot, and drops of sweat form on her brow.

Koray stands up deathly white. “Excuse me” he whispers. “I’m feeling sick.”

“Sissy”, hisses Erkan at him, and spits in despise on the floor between Koray and Alex.
“One more perverse word, man, and you’re dead,” Erkan warns Alexander, before slam-
ming a powerful punch at him.Alex resists the blow without dropping to the floor through
sheer luck.

“That’s not acceptable, Erkan”, says the teacher, helplessly. “Now you apologise to
Alexander and you, Koray please sit down again.”

“Me? Ask a perv for forgiveness?” sneers Erkan.“He’s the one who must apologise to
me, Mrs Steiner, just to make matters clear.”

“Nowadays homosexuality is absolutely normal”, says Mrs. Steiner uncertainly. “Alexan-
der’s father can’t help it if he’s become that way.”

“Alright, I’'m leaving now, that’s quite enough for me, Mrs. Steiner,” whispers Alexander.
Before Mrs Steiner even tries to say anything, he has already left the room.

“It’s really very nice of you, to receive me on such short notice.” Mrs. Steiner, embar-
rassed, stares at the tips of her shoes.

“Mrs. Steiner, it seems to me that Alexander is in a very difficult position within his class
— didn’t you ever talk about homosexuality in your class before?”

“It’s not part of the teaching programme,” replies Mrs Steiner with an almost defiant
look on her face.

“Yes, unfortunately”, admits Mr. Wyler, the advisor. “So we’re agreed. Next week I’ll be
attending your lessons.”

There’s absolute silence in the class.

“Pm very pleased to be with you today. | won’t bore you with figures, but it’s not quite
unavoidable — sorry folks. But you don’t have to write anything for me”, grins Mr. Wyler
and some of the pupils, boys and girls, grin back at him.

“About one in every ten young people is homosexual. Hmm... in your class that would
mean about three pupils. Imagine you couldn’t talk about it to each other, that you always
had to hide for fear of being excluded.” Mr. Wyler considers the class for a few moments
“Some of you must have a very good idea of what it feels like to be excluded, don’t you?”
“But you don’t have to flaunt it — being different, | mean,” says Erkan softly.

“Human beings all differ from one another”, says Mr Wyler. “Surely, there are lesbians,
gays, bisexuals and transexuals who live openly — who have fought for the right to live
like that, to be allowed to marry, and to be able to get common custody for their children.
Just as there are homosexuals, bisexuals and transexuals who tell no one about their
feelings. Some marry a partner of the other gender and secretly pursue their sexual ori-
entation. There are lesbians, gays, bisexuals and transexuals who live in communities,
some who live together without marrying and others who want to live alone, even if they
do have a relationship with someone. Not much difference, really, with respect to het-
erosexuals.”

“But the important thing is that two human beings truly do love each other.

That’s what’s important”, Alexander dares to say.

“A nice final word for this lesson”, pipes up Mrs. Steiner.

“Just in case one of you wants to talk to me about it, Ill leave my telephone number
here.”

In the courtyard Mr.Wyler turns around once again.“Hey, you were sitting in that class,
right?”

Koray nods. “Thank you, Mr. Wyler. Maybe I’m one of those three. I'd like to

come to your counselling hour some day.”

“Sure”, says Mr Wyler.»
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